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2 Ɂehdzo Got’ı̨nę Gots’ę́ Nákedı (Sahtú Renewable Resources Board) 
3 Délı̨nę Got'ı̨nę 
4 Fort Norman Métis 
5 Sahtú Youth Network 
6 Délı̨nę Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę (Renewable Resources Council) 

http://www.srrb.nt.ca/


From Dene Kedǝ to Dene Ts'ıl̨ı ̨- Knowledge Synthesis Report  P a g e  | ii 

Table of Contents 
Three Key Messages .................................................................................................................................... iii 

Executive Summary ..................................................................................................................................... iv 

Context .......................................................................................................................................................... 1 

Implications................................................................................................................................................... 3 

Scope and Approach ..................................................................................................................................... 4 

Results: Thematic Timeline .......................................................................................................................... 6 

Results: Youth Knowledge ......................................................................................................................... 15 

State of Knowledge ..................................................................................................................................... 18 

Knowledge Mobilization ............................................................................................................................ 19 

Conclusion .................................................................................................................................................. 20 

Endnotes ...................................................................................................................................................... 20 

 

Figures 
Figure 1: Domains of Resurgence ................................................................................................................. 3 
Figure 2: Visual Thematic Timeline ............................................................................................................. 6 

 

Appendices 
Appendix A –Acronyms, Terms and Sahtú Community Map 
Appendix B – Co-Author Reflections 
Appendix C – Youth Knowledge 
Appendix D - Speakers and Learners – Data Collection on Language, Practice, and Ideology in the Sahtú 
Appendix E – Detailed Timeline of Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Events 
Appendix F – Annotated Bibliography 
 



From Dene Kedǝ to Dene Ts'ıl̨ı ̨- Knowledge Synthesis Report  P a g e  | iii 

Three Key Messages 
1. Sahtú Dene and Métis families need to live, learn, and be well on the land 
Current knowledge, including literature and interviews for this project, points towards a link between Dene 
Kedǝ (language), Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ (ways of life), and wellbeing. Some Sahtú youth have had opportunities to 
live on the land with their families, and it adds richness to their language and culture learning. However, 
such opportunities are increasingly rare as the cost of on the land activities increases, and time, capacity 
and resources for such activities becomes more constrained. Policy outcome: More supports are needed 
for local organisations such as Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę (Renewable Resources Councils) to help families spend time 
on the land. Knowledge gaps: Each Sahtú community is markedly different, but many sources of 
information about language, wellbeing, and ways of life are territorial or regional rather than local. As such, 
more intense in-community work (including work with people, schools, and physical records) is needed to 
create a coherent profile for each settlement region and identify corresponding strengths and opportunities. 
Moreover, it is worth exploring further the relationships between Dene Kedǝ, Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ and healthy and 
fulfilling ways of life. 

2. Holistic Dene Kedǝ/Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ programs support strong governance 
There currently exists a myriad of government language and way of life programs, but these tend to be 
narrowly defined and thus difficult to match with the holistic nature of community needs and governance. 
Governance systems arising from the Sahtú Dene and Métis Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement, 
primarily focused on asserting space for exercising jurisdiction in relation to Territorial and Federal 
governments, have not until recently fully or consistently accounted for the role of Dene Kedǝ and Dene 
Ts’ı̨lı̨. Policy outcomes: The Sahtú Region needs a strategic plan that can be the basis for providing 
coordinated supports for Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ programs in schools, communities, and on the land as 
a basis for community and environmental governance. The example of the recently-formed NWT On the 
Land Collaborative, which brings together different funders to develop accessible and coordinated 
programming, can serve as a model. Regional bodies such as the Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ (Living on the Land) 
Forum, a Sahtú advisory body involving Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę, government, and industry delegates as well as 
academic collaborators, along with knowledge sharing venues such as the Sahtú Cross-Cultural Research 
Camp, are well-positioned to serve as platform for developing a robust regional plan. Compiling and 
archiving multi-media Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ learning tools and program reports will be helpful for 
program planners, users and evaluators. Knowledge gaps: More research is needed to explore relationships 
between heard/spoken and read/written Dene Kedǝ, Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ practices, and governance. A 
comprehensive evaluation of Dene Kedǝ/Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ programs, broadly defined, will be an important basis 
for regional strategic planning. 

3. Youth need to be drivers for Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ initiatives  
Youth have demonstrated that they are inspired to learn their language and Dene ways of life: improved 
resources, structured and varying learning spaces, immersion strategies, and accessibility of funds and tools 
would help them to do so. Right now, language and cultural programs do not seem accessible to many 
young adults, in part because they do not account for the cultural and economic crossroads that 
contemporary youth must navigate. Policy outcomes: Improved training and support is needed for teachers 
and families in providing culturally appropriate supports for youth leadership and readiness to contribute 
to community economies. A well-supported youth-driven program such as has been aspired to by the Sahtú 
Youth Network and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School are keys to building capacity and leadership. Knowledge gap: 
Research is needed to understand cross-cultural dimensions of learning for contemporary youth, linkages 
between Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ in learning, and the role of youth in Indigenous governance and mixed 
economies. 
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Executive Summary
In Canada and worldwide, Indigenous languages and ways of life are increasingly recognized as key 
components of wellbeing, and an essential priority for all levels of governance in Canada. Language 
revitalization is integrated holistically with everyday life, ways of life, and worldview. In the Sahtú Region 
of the Northwest Territories, three major dialects of Dene Kedə, each themselves encompassing more than 
one variety, are spoken in five communities with a strong spirit of self-determination and continued land-
based practices. This Knowledge Synthesis marshals more than fifty years of literature through a review of 
over 250 documents, along with current youth knowledge and co-authors’ experience, to identify 
community and regional strengths, and inform best practices in resurgence – or language and way of life 
revitalization in this region.  
Domains of Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Revitalization 
A framework of seven “domains” of resurgence emerged from 
this Knowledge Synthesis. Interconnected spheres such as law 
and policy, education, and local knowledge variously impact 
languages and ways of life, and change can be mapped in each 
of them across time. What emerges is a complex scenario that 
highlights challenges in strategic planning – since each domain 
invokes a distinct historical thread, and thus a distinct planning 
consideration for the present and future. We have sought to 
identify Sahtú-based processes that may represent solutions to 
barriers thrown up by historical and contemporary 
circumstances. As such, we suggest that local organisations 
such as Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę (Renewable Resources Councils 
established by the Sahtú Dene and Métis Comprehensive Land 
Claim Agreement), the Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Forum, a Sahtú 
advisory body involving Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę, government, and industry delegates as well as academic 
collaborators, and the vision for a Sahtú Youth Network all represent key potential forces, 
complementary to and supporting local self-government, in supporting Dene and Métis resurgence. 

Law and Policy literature begins with the first steps taken by the Government of the NWT (GNWT) 
into working with multiple official languages, and establishing frameworks for accommodating traditional 
knowledge and traditional economies. Over time, with greater activism and consultation as well as 
comprehensive land claims agreements, responsibility for language and ways of life was increasingly 
devolved to local Indigenous governments. Now, with self-governance on the rise in the Sahtú, a plethora 
of authorities, mandates, and funding sources mean that resources for language and ways of life are 
bountiful but not always accessible. As Sahtú organizations work towards an emphasis on Dene Kedǝ and 
Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨, new policies bring together community and environmental governance. The Ɂehdzo Got’ı̨nę 
Gots’ę́ Nákedı (Sahtú Renewable Resources Board – SRRB), a regional land claim organisation responsible 
for wildlife, habitat and harvesting, has recently formally adopted a community-driven, Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ and 
youth-centred approach that takes a lead from Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę conservation planning initiatives. In addition, 
Délı̨nę’s Belare Wı́le Gots’ę́ Ɂekwę́ – Caribou for All Time plan, the first formally approved community 
conservation plan, is infused with Dene language concepts and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ approaches to conservation. 
Similarly, the Best of Both Worlds Action Plan for a Traditional Economy situates conservation planning 
in the context of the region’s mixed economy, reflecting priorities established in the Sahtú Land Use Plan. 
The Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Forum and youth caucuses convened as part of research and conservation activities 
in the region have helped to strengthen community voices in policy decision-making. 

State-sponsored Education has had a sad history in the NWT as evidenced by the federal Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada. Early territorial schools had to adapt to be more locally and 
culturally responsive in part by dealing with this legacy. Working with community partners in the 1980s, a 
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variety of stakeholders began developing Dene literacy materials for use in NWT schools. In the following 
decade the ground-breaking Dene Kede Curriculum was developed. Other education programs such as 
language nests met with success during the early 2000s. The impact of land claim agreements, devolution 
and self-governance on Sahtú language and way of life education is yet to be clearly seen. Initiatives to 
explore learning processes outside the school setting include Cross-Cultural Research Camps and the Dene 
Ts'ı̨lı̨ School. The experience with these relatively new initiatives is that learning is most successful when 
it is two-way and cross-cultural.  

Documentation of Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ has been practiced for over a century. The federal 
government supported the development of dictionaries and grammars in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s. 
The Dene Language Standardization project, with a 1987 report, was a catalyst for a proliferation of 
shareable written Dene Kedǝ documents, including dictionaries and place-names maps, locally, regionally, 
and at the territorial level. Now, digital technologies are beginning to make Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ 
recordings and texts accessible in new ways. Community members are working with technical collaborators 
to document Dene language and ways of life, and communities are learning what it takes to realize OCAP 
(Ownership, Control, Access and Possession) research principles as part of revitalization processes. 

New digital technologies have also expanded the availability of Dene Media. Radio, local and 
regional, was an early home for recordings of Elders and other speakers, and the impact of having radio in 
each Sahtú dialect is still felt today. In addition, television, physical media, museum exhibits, and maps, 
have proliferated since the Official Languages Act of 1984. The contemporary availability of digital 
multimedia, web-based and social media provides learners with new ways to support integrated learning 
through creative expression.  

In tandem with regional and territorial efforts, Local Knowledge projects and programs have 
provided the grassroots backbone of resurgence in each Sahtú community. While many of the projects that 
have gone on for the past 50 years suffer from a lack of monitoring, evaluation, and records, they have had 
significant impact that is documented in collective memory. The NWT began recording local work more 
comprehensively following the Official Languages Act (1984) and Traditional Knowledge Policy (1993), 
and the expansion of traditional economy programs. With increased local advocacy, capacity building, 
devolution, and self-determination, local knowledge and leadership has begun to spearhead and guide 
programming.  

Dene Kedǝ Speakers and Learners form the key measurement of language vitality: the nature of 
statistics around Dene language use in the NWT has changed over time and continues to improve. In the 
1980s and 1990s, occasional, inconsistent assessments by individuals such as missionaries and 
anthropologists were replaced by standardized community surveys and studies by the NWT Languages 
Commissioner. In these same decades it is possible to see declining numbers of Dene Kedǝ speakers in each 
Sahtú community. More recently, questions have been added to survey instruments to include adult second 
language learners, as well as Dene Kedǝ speakers who grew up with the language, and this extra nuance 
shows a less extreme degree of language shift. Additionally, records from the early 2000s and forward have 
begun to track shifts in attitudes and ideologies about language use, which are essential to understanding 
why people choose to learn their language, speak their language, and pass it on.  

Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ are holistically brought together in Dene and Métis Ways of Life: for 
example, the impact of economic shift and the emergence of a mixed economy combining wage labour and 
traditional practices is an important area of study. Considerations about ways of life inform all the sections 
of this study. Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę play a key role in supporting way of life activities, and community 
governments also prioritize this – there are numerous activities throughout the Sahtú Region that are 
relatively undocumented. The Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Forum has recently decided to expand its mandate to 
provide more consistent and coordinated support for Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ initiatives. Regional Cross-Cultural 
Research Camps and the Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School are means of strengthening confidence and capacity through 
cross-cultural learning and leadership-building. 
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Youth Wellness, Knowledge and Leadership 
Sahtú youth participating in an on the land Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ School during two weeks bridging August and 
September 2017 contributed significantly to this study through focus groups, interviews, learning activities, 
and co-authorship.  

Dene youth believe their languages and ways of life to be important in connecting them to their 
heritage, granting them access to a different worldview, and making them better leaders. Youth learn some 
words and phrases from family, and are exposed to the language regularly in their communities on the 
streets, from Elders, and from media like community radio. Some have had opportunities to practice 
traditional activities with their families and through community programs. However, the youth first 
encountered structured opportunities to learn Dene language and skills in school. Classroom learning 
provided a good introduction, but has not allowed them to speak fluently or feel confident that they possess 
core traditional skills and knowledge that will help them to thrive in current times. 

There are few opportunities for youth to continue learning Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ in a structured 
way once they leave grade nine. Students would prefer that learning in-class Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ 
continue into high school and college, and that language learning take more of an immersion approach that 
is socially and culturally relevant to them. Once they are out of school, youth encounter several challenges 
to learning: self-consciousness, feeling overwhelmed, a lack of motivation (sometimes rooted in addictions, 
trauma and other contextual factors), combined with low accessibility of language and skills learning 
resources. However, youth had a number of ideas for how to prevent and circumvent such problems.  

In the future, youth recommend programs that are judgment-free, safe spaces to practice Dene Kedǝ. 
They want Elders to be involved in their learning process so that they have access to Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ along with 
the language, and an opportunity to learn in a structured environment would allow them to take the language 
day by day rather than feeling overwhelmed by the immensity of the task. They emphasize that it is also 
essential to practice Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ in the home, in school, in the community, on social media, 
and on the land.  
Imagining Indigenous Futures, Imagining Canada’s Future 
Indigenous languages, knowledge, and land-based ways of life have been shown to point a way forward for 
sustainable futures in Canada and globally. The Sahtú Region presents fascinating insights into the complex 
nature of efforts to reclaim Indigenous language and ways of life as a basis for Indigenous governance. 
Such efforts must consider seven distinct domains, each with its own history, barriers, and opportunities 
for innovation. Further research can provide a more in-depth understanding of community strengths, 
programming opportunities, and the role of youth as present and future community leaders and land 
stewards. The Dene and Métis communities of the Sahtú Region, like many Indigenous communities across 
Canada, are both vigorously self-determining and increasingly integrated into the global context. They are 
conscious of the importance of their role as stewards of their language, knowledge, and ecological integrity. 
This Knowledge Synthesis points to the role that in-depth regional and local research with the critical 
involvement of community members as researchers can play in providing valuable understanding of 
Indigenous resurgence and how it can be meaningfully supported. 

 



From Dene Kedǝ to Dene Ts'ıl̨ı ̨- Knowledge Synthesis Report  P a g e  | 1 

Context 
The Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996) and the Calls to Action report of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) have marshalled many Indigenous voices in calling 
for attention to (and support for) Indigenous education and language revitalization, and to the importance 
of being grounded in ways of life. Language vitality is now recognized as a key component of wellbeing1, 
and an essential priority for all levels of governance in Canada. Resurgence processes are complex and 
varying, encompassing local activism, local and regional governance, federal, provincial, and territorial 
legislation and funding, media, on the land and community way of life programs, documentation projects, 
and education programs. A growing chorus of young Indigenous scholars and activists is using the concept 
of “resurgence” to evoke the coming together of language, culture, way of life and governance that is 
essential to processes of self-determination.2  

Indigenous communities are faced with the ongoing challenge not only to increase the number of 
language speakers and way of life practitioners, but also to develop a vision of resurgence as a core 
component of the future. While Official Languages legislation, documentation, and curriculum development 
are all essential components of language revitalization, they also run the risk of compartmentalizing 
language learning, losing parts of the rich cultural heritage from which a language stems. Increasingly, 
Indigenous language activists are calling for greater integration of culture, ways of life and worldviews in 
language programming. To embody this approach, two key ideas are the inspiration for this report: 
• Dene Kedǝ: Dene language, including worldview and philosophy. This term was highlighted with the 

development of the Dene Kede curriculum in the Northwest Territories, discussed in the literature 
review. 

• Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨: Dene ways of life. This complex concept is also the inspiration for the Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ on the 
land school, where some of the research for this report was conducted.  

Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ in the Sahtú  
This knowledge synthesis focuses on language and way of life revitalization processes, and the variables 
that influence them, in the five communities of the Sahtú region of the Northwest Territories: Délı̨nę, 
K’áhbamı̨́túé (Colville Lake), Rádelı̨hkǫ́ (Fort Good Hope), Tulita (Tulít’a), and Tɬegó̜hɬı̨ (Norman Wells) 
(we use the different names interchangeably) – see Appendix A for a list of acronyms, terms, and a map of 
Sahtú communities. The Sahtú population totals 2,500, approximately 1,800 or 70% of whom are Dene and 
Métis; in four of the five communities, the indigenous populations range from 84-94%; the exception is 
Norman Wells where the indigenous population is increasing, but as of 2016 remained at 36%.3 Within 
these communities there are roughly three dialects encompassing six varieties of Dene Kedǝ, “Dene 
language,” (also known as North Slavey), reflecting the diverse histories of the historically nomadic Sahtú 
families. The cultures have been enriched by interaction with other neighbouring peoples as well as one of 
the most ecologically diverse landscapes in the North American continent. These landscapes are reflected 
in the naming of the peoples and their language variants, including: Dela Got'ı̨nę (End of the Treeline Dene), 
Dǝho Got'ı̨nę (Big River Dene, people of the Mackenzie River, the second largest river system in North 
America); Shúhtaot'ı̨nę (Mountain Dene, people of the Mackenzie Mountains), and Sahtú Got'ı̨nę (Great 
Bear Lake Dene, inhabitants of the largest lake within the borders of Canada and 8th largest lake in the 
world, whose pristine watershed is now recognized as the world’s first Indigenous-nominated International 
Biosphere Reserve).  

This collaborative project involving community and academic partners brings together knowledge 
about Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ (Dene ways of life; being Dene) in the Sahtú Region as essential 
components of evolving community visions for resurgence. We situate the Sahtú within the larger historical 
context of the Northwest Territories, recognizing that processes at the Territorial level have had significant 
influence within Sahtú communities – especially over the past fifty years that are the main focus of this 
Knowledge Synthesis. Bringing together available literature with youth interviews and the co-authors’ 
experiential knowledge, we explore what has been tried, what hasn’t, and what variables are connected to 
any given program’s development, implementation, and success.  
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Since the 1970s, the Dene Nations of the Northwest Territories have gained national and even 
international recognition for a series of ground-breaking initiatives in contemporary nationhood and land 
claims. These included large-scale land use mapping projects, a program of traditional knowledge research, 
policy and curriculum development, and a series of land claim agreements that have led towards 
contemporary self-government negotiations. More recently, innovative new initiatives are creating spaces 
for resurgence at the Territorial scale, including Dechinta Centre for Research and Learning, Dene Nahjo, 
and the NWT On the Land Collaborative that celebrate and promote Dene languages, ways of life and 
governance.4 As such, the time is ripe for a synthesis of existing knowledge and best practices in sustaining 
language and ways of life. Policymakers within all levels of government in the Northwest Territories are 
increasingly interested in expanding and refining language and culture revitalization initiatives, with an eye 
to what works best for youth.  

Settled in 1993, the Sahtú Dene and Métis Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement was the second of 
the three Dene agreements now in place in the NWT, and closely followed the template established by the 
Gwich’in a year previously. As we approach celebration of 25 years of the Sahtú agreement, a strong spirit 
of resurgence infuses regional discussions about language and ways of life across each of the five 
communities of the region. A short-lived but intensive shale oil exploration boom in the region during 2013-
2015 was a catalyst for a number of new initiatives in governance. The Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ (Living on the 
Land) Forum, composed of Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę (Renewable Resources Councils), government and industry 
representatives and with participation of academic researchers active in the region, has expanded its mandate 
over the years to encompass on the land programs as well as research and monitoring. The Forum has 
sponsored a number of activities to support regional knowledge and governance processes, including 
Research Results Workshops, Cross-Cultural Research Camps, and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Schools. The Sahtú Youth 
Network emerged in 2014 from elder-youth discussions about climate change, petroleum development and 
governance.  

The Sahtú community of Délı̨nę set the stage for a new era in the fall of 2016, offering the first model 
of formally recognized community-level self-government in Canada. The Délı̨nę Got'ı̨nę dialect was 
established as the official language of government in Délı̨nę. Self-government negotiations in other 
communities are being fast-tracked, and the community of Tulı́t’a had just initialed an agreement in 
principle at the time of writing (2017). In recognition of this evolving governance context, the regional 
Ɂehdzo Got’ı̨nę Gots’ę́ Nákedı (Sahtú Renewable Resources Board – SRRB), a collaborative management 
Board created by the land claim, formalized a Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ and community-driven approach to implementing 
its mandate in 2017. Recently, research on social issues in the Sahtú has signalled a new phase in critical 
thinking about governance in the context of persistent social issues resulting from colonial history. 
Domains of Resurgence  
Numerous factors contribute to resurgence in the Sahtú. The “domains” discussed here are interlinked, but 
it remains useful to think about them as somewhat distinct in order to see how language and culture policy, 
programming, and resources change in different ways in each domain throughout time. For example, the 
Sahtú is positioned within a series of initiatives and laws that make the Northwest Territories unique in 
Canada. The Official Languages Act (1984/1989) stands out in recognizing eleven official languages, of 
which nine are Indigenous – more than any other political division in the Americas. The Act unleashed an 
unprecedented effort to involve nine Indigenous languages in the governance of the territory by offering 
translation/interpretation for government functions and services. It contributed to a territory-wide legal and 
policy framework for Indigenous social, cultural, and linguistic rights. As such, while the number of Sahtú 
Indigenous language speakers has decreased since 1960, territorial support for Indigenous languages has 
increased markedly. Education and curriculum have been impacted by Official Languages legislation, but 
have also changed differently over the last few decades. Meanwhile, some cultural practices including 
handgames, drumming, and organised community on the land programs are arguably becoming stronger. 

The following framework emerged from qualitative analysis of relevant literature. Each “domain” 
should be regarded as a tool for thought, rather than a wholly distinct vector of resurgence.  
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• Local Knowledge: Local language programming, 
intergenerational transmission of knowledge, 
Elders’ knowledge.  

• Documentation: Dictionaries, grammars, 
recordings, and other written and oral resources.  

• Education: Curriculum materials and support, 
teacher education and support, education policy 
and goals.  

• Media: Radio, television, digital applications, 
social media, film, museums. 

• Law and Policy: The Official Languages Act, 
territorial support, programming, legislation, 
funding, local and regional governance, self-
government, devolution. 

• Speakers and Learners: Number of speakers, 
number of learners, change throughout time, 
language attitudes and ideologies. While aspects of 
this domain infuse all other conversations about Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨, it has been placed in 
Appendix D to accommodate the adjoining charts and graphs. 

• Ways of Life: Economies, land use, harvesting, arts and crafts, workplaces.  
Report Structure 
This report provides an overview of the implications of this Knowledge Synthesis, followed by a discussion 
of project scope and approach. Results are provided in two sections: first a thematic timeline summarizing 
the literature review 5, and second a summary of key messages from the activities, focus groups and 
interviews at Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School. The report closes with a summary round-up of the state of knowledge, a 
discussion of knowledge mobilization initiatives, conclusion, and endnotes. More details are provided in a 
series of appendices, as follows: Appendix A provides a list of acronyms and terms used in the report, along 
with a map of Sahtú communities; Appendix B includes experiential reflections by the four Dene/Métis co-
authors; Appendix C provides an in-depth discussion of “Youth Knowledge” from Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School and 
the questionnaire used for interviews; Appendix D is an exploration of statistics about speakers and learners 
in the Sahtú Region; Appendix E is a detailed timeline of events; and finally, Appendix F is a bibliography 
of 177 annotated sources. 

Implications 
The knowledge synthesized in this report calls attention to the abundance of Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ 
change, programming, and initiatives that have proliferated in the Sahtú since 1960. As such, three key areas 
are highlighted for future consideration: Knowledge Opportunities, areas for future research and further 
investigation; Sustainability Opportunities, areas where currently existing programs and initiatives need 
improved follow-up, monitoring, evaluation, and support; and Opportunities for Innovation, where an 
ideal opportunity for a new program or initiative has been identified.  
Knowledge Opportunities 
Each Sahtú community is markedly different, but many of the most proliferate sources of information for 
reports like this are territorial or regional. As such, more intense in-community work (including work with 
people, schools, and physical records that may not be accessible online) is needed to create a coherent profile 
for each settlement region and identify corresponding opportunities.  

Information in the region points to learning gaps between heard/spoken and read/written Dene 
Kedǝ, Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ practices and governance. One avenue for exploration is why these gaps exist, how 

Speakers and 
Learners

Local 
Knowledge

Education

DocumentationWays of Life

Media

Law and Policy

Figure 1: Domains of Resurgence 
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different age groups prefer to learn, what resources they need, and what different roles these have in each 
Sahtú community.  

Some information and interviews point towards a link between Dene Kedǝ, Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨, wellbeing, 
and governance. It is worth investigating this further: what are the relationships among them, and what 
respective roles do Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ play in healthy and fulfilling ways of life? 

Research is needed to understand cross-cultural dimensions of learning for contemporary youth, 
linkages between Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ in learning, and the role of youth in Indigenous governance 
and mixed economies. 
Sustainability Opportunities 
There are bountiful and diverse Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ revitalisation initiatives in and around the Sahtú. 
One key challenge is to record these through monitoring and evaluation, so that communities have the 
evidence they need to make programs more strategically effective and accessible.  

Support regional strategic planning initiatives through bodies such as the Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Forum 
and venues like the Sahtú Cross-Cultural Research Camp. Support Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ programs 
and program evaluation initiatives in schools, communities, and on the land as a basis for community and 
environmental governance. Many Sahtú youth have experienced such programs, and it adds richness and 
strength to their memories of language and culture learning.  

Multimedia Dene Kedǝ learning resources and program reports are plentiful but difficult to find. 
In addition, youth are excited to add to these resources using the tools at their disposal. Easily found 
community archives or digital libraries might help program planners, evaluators and users find these 
resources and add to them in the future.  

Support local governments to implement the Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ programs they are putting 
forward with each new step towards greater self-determination. 
Opportunities for Innovation 
Sahtú Dene Youth are inspired to learn their language and ways of life, and improved resources, structured 
and varying learning spaces, immersion strategies, and accessibility of funds and tools would help them to 
do so. Right now, programs to help young adults learn Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ do not seem accessible 
to many. Support youth-driven initiatives like the Sahtú Youth Network to build capacity and leadership. 
Some past programs have undergone evaluations: consider revisiting and learning from their results. For 
example, the NWT language nest program met with great results, but appears to have been discontinued in 
several communities 

Education is one of the first ways many youth are exposed to structured Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ 
learning. Improved training and support for teachers in implementing culturally founded curricula and 
language materials might improve youth learning. In addition, Sahtú youth comment that they would like 
to see an extension of Dene Kedǝ classes to high school, with immersion, story-based and experiential way 
of life components including on the land activities. 

Scope and Approach 
The scope for this project was first defined in dialogue with a number of Sahtú Region community leaders, 
language activists and youth, who all identified a need to marshal previous research, experiences and 
initiatives as a basis for defining and achieving community and regional visions. As part of project initiation, 
the approach was guided by key staff at the NWT and Sahtú Regional level who are positioned to take action 
based on results and conclusions, including staff of the GNWT Aboriginal Languages Secretariat 
(Education, Culture and Employment), NWT Literacy Council, Sahtú Secretariat Inc., and Ɂehdzo Got’ı̨nę 
Gots’ę́ Nákedı (Sahtú Renewable Resources Board - SRRB). In addition, several consultants with previous 
relevant experience as researchers and decision-makers provided invaluable historical knowledge and 
advice. 

Language and way of life revitalization processes are often documented only informally. As such, 
our Knowledge Synthesis draws upon three types of sources: 1) an extensive literature review and 
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consultation; 2) interviews and participant-observation at the Fall 2017 Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School; and 3) 
experiences of research team members – the latter knowledge base is significant, since all co-authors have 
significant experience in the Sahtú Region, and five are long term Sahtú residents. Two of the co-authors 
are senior Dene participants (Walter Bezha and Michael Neyelle) with extensive experience in leadership 
and research; two are Métis youth (Jordan Lennie and Shelby Lennie); and two are academics with 
experience in the Sahtú Region dating back to the 1970s. See Appendix B for experiential reflections by the 
four Dene/Métis co-authors that complement the findings in this report. 

The literature review is provided in several different formats for diverse uses. In the results section 
of the main report, the literature along with co-author experience forms the basis for summary historical 
timelines of the seven domains of resurgence, with a focus on the past half-century. A second timeline, the 
table in Appendix E is presented as a chronologically ordered table with colour coding that identifies the 
regional scope of each event. The table presents a detailed overview of events, with source references, for a 
researcher who seeks to understand a strictly chronological progression of events in the Sahtú or NWT. It 
is intended to be an informative reference, rather than a summary of trends. An annotated bibliography is 
included as Appendix F and highlights 177 sources that have contributed significantly to our understanding 
of the seven domains of resurgence.  

The overall literature review for the thematic and detailed timelines encompasses a wide variety of 
available (with dedicated search effort) materials. Often materials are difficult to find or access, and it should 
be noted that the collection gathered for this Knowledge Synthesis is by no means complete. Our search 
process involved not just database searches and archival work, but also informal assistance from language 
activists, educators, and policy-makers in the Sahtú and the NWT. We owe great thanks to numerous people 
who pointed us in the direction of invaluable information. A number of organization websites and social 
media pages were also searched for relevant documents. We intentionally cast a very wide net, and there 
are areas where our review is not comprehensive (for example, with regard to the significant body of 
education and culture-related policy in the NWT). To collate this data, we developed a qualitative coding 
system that became our framework of “domains” of resurgence. We tracked trends within each domain by 
decade.  

The following types of collected literature are annotated in Appendix F 1) reports from all levels of 
government, including community, regional, territorial, and federal bodies; 2) published academic and non-
governmental sources; 3) theses and dissertations; 4) curriculum materials and reviews; 5) language 
documentation and resources; 6) newsletters and unpublished literature. Statistics related to Dene Kedǝ and 
Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨, primarily from the NWT Bureau of Statistics and Statistics Canada, are reviewed in Appendix 
D; NWT Bureau of Statistics staff were very helpful in providing context for the statistics, as well as data 
not available on the Bureau’s public website.  

To supplement the literature review, we developed a series of oral survey questions that emerged 
from our initial research and conversations with language activists and policy-makers in the Sahtú and 
NWT. Considerations about the differences between use of oral and written language, for example, is a 
contemporary knowledge gap, underscored by literature from the 1990s which did collect data on these 
themes. Furthermore, the emphasis on youth language learning experiences, successes, and challenges, 
emerged from conversations with local language researchers and activists. The survey deliberately 
undertook a strength-based approach in order to identify opportunities for program development – in 
contrast to the endangerment approach that has historically prevailed in indigenous language research.  

In order to gather the key youth knowledge component of our knowledge synthesis, oral surveys were 
delivered in a series of interviews and focus groups at an on the land Sahtú Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ School for youth 
between the ages of 18 and 30. Researchers framed the research with a long-distance discussion at a Dene 
Ts’ı̨lı̨ School in winter 2017. The fall 2017 School included youth from the communities of Colville Lake, 
Délı̨nę, Fort Good Hope, and Tulít’a. All eleven students at the school participated in the focus groups and 
language activities, while four self-selected as interviewees. This qualitative data, supplemented by 
participant observation from the camp, makes up the final portion of this report (Appendix C provides more 
details). 
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Results: Thematic Timeline 
This Knowledge Synthesis contains two timelines, intended for different purposes and audiences. In what 
follows, a historical summary is provided of the seven domains of resurgence emergent from a qualitative 
coding process. Within each theme, it is possible to observe change throughout time, and trends as different 
organizations, levels of governance, and individuals interact and innovate. A visualisation of this timeline 
is presented in the figure below. Each domain highlights changes that would be lost in a single, unilinear 
timeline. For example, “documentation,” or written or aural language recording, has tended towards 
standardization and consolidation for much of its history in the Sahtú and Northwest Territories, a trend that 
has not been mirrored in other domains. In addition, this overview is intended to map trends through time 
rather than identifying each distinct detail and event. It is designed for a reader who wishes to understand 
the complexity of language and way of life revitalization in the Sahtú and NWT, and see how different 
factors contribute to overall change differently. Although the focus is on the half century since 1970, for 
some domains we have extended our reach backward in time, because the earlier history helps to shed light 
on the more recent past and the present. A more detailed chronological timeline that is exclusively focused 
on the period from 1970 to the present is provided in Appendix E. 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Visual Thematic Timeline 
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Law and Policy 
The Government of the Northwest Territories 
The NWT has made sustained attempts to support Indigenous languages through policy and legislation.6 In 
particular, ‘English Only’ was never an acceptable default in the Northwest Territories, where the 
Legislative Assembly has been majority Indigenous for most of its history.7 
Early Years: Learning about Indigenous Languages in Governance 
• 1973: Creation of the NWT Language Bureau, with an Aboriginal Languages Section 8 responsible for 

interpreting/translating services, training personnel in languages and literacy, developing terminology.  
• 1984: First iteration of the Official Languages Act (OLA).9   
• 1990: OLA amended to include equal status for Indigenous Languages, amended again in 2003 to 

separate North and South Slavey.  
• OLA allowed for improved funding and status, criticized for including languages in high-level 

governance rather than recognizing local language rights. 10 Allowed unilingual speakers to access 
government proceedings and services. 

Improved Outreach and Consultation 
• 1992: First NWT Languages Commissioner, Betty Harnum. The Commissioner served as the public 

face of the OLA: acted as an ombudsperson and outreach officer, alleviating confusion about the act 
and advocating for amendments and policy improvements. 

• 1990s: Shift to prioritizing consultation and community-run programming. 
• 2004: Board of Indigenous advisors added to advise OLA implementation.  
Devolution 
• 1990s: Devolution (privatization or passing GNWT services and offices to community control) began 

in earnest during this decade.  
• Applauded for increased local control, criticized for lack of regulation, training, and funding. 11 
• 2000s: Regional language coordinators appointed and language plans developed to complement 

territory-wide programming.  
Proliferation of Programs and Mandates 
• 2017: Many departments in GWNT, non-governmental organizations, granting agencies, federal 

initiatives have programs and funds available for Indigenous language revitalization. Approved of for 
abundance of resources, criticized for inaccessibility, applicant confusion, lack of coordination.12 

Regional and Local Governance 
Dene and Sahtú activism, self-determination movements, and land use advocacy have unalterably shaped 
the Northwest Territories.  
Early Political Changes: Dene Organizations and Advocacy 
• 1970: Incorporation of the Indian Brotherhood of the Northwest Territories (renamed Dene Nation 

1978). Purpose, in part, to coordinate Dene land claims and negotiations.13 
• 1975: Dene Declaration calls for recognition of Dene self-determination.14 
• Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry (or Berger Inquiry, 1970s): a successful effort to guide the fate of 

land use in the NWT, with careful attention to language and ways of being. 
Land Claims and Resource Management Legislation 
• 1980s: Preparation for Dene Nation comprehensive land claim, including extensive mapping.15 
• 1990s: Call for renegotiation of Dene claim; Government of Canada enters talks with individual regions. 
• 1993: Sahtú Dene and Métis Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement (SDMCLCA) signed, 41 437 km2 

of land along with subsurface rights to 1813 km2. 16  Included commitments foreshadowing Sahtú 
community self-government.17  
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• Land claim generates new local and regional governing bodies (e.g., Sahtú Secretariat Incorporated, 
Ɂehdzo Got’ı̨nę Gots’ę́ Nákedı [Sahtú Renewable Resources Board - SRRB], district and local Land 
Corporations, local Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę [Renewable Resources Councils]).  

• 1998: Mackenzie Valley Resource Management Act establishes co-management system envisioned in 
the SDMCLA, including Sahtú Land and Water Board and Sahtú Land Use Planning Board; allows 
beneficiaries a voice in resource management so that Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ can be accommodated. 

Regional Leadership-Building Initiatives 
• 2013: Shale oil exploration boom in the Sahtú and associated research and monitoring requirements are 

the catalyst for establishment of the Sahtú Environmental Research and Monitoring (SERM) Forum; 
supports traditional knowledge and scientific research that benefits communities.18 

• 2014-2017: SERM Forum coordinates annual Research Results workshops and Cross-Cultural Research 
Camps, as well as localized community research workshops; the Forum also reviews NWT research 
licensing process and takes steps to develop a place-based regional research strategy.19  

• 2014: Sahtú Youth Network concept developed by youth through elder-youth exchange about health 
and climate change adaptation funded by Health Canada.20 

• 2015: Best of Both Worlds project sponsored by SRRB leads to development of an action plan for a 
traditional economy in the Sahtú Region.21 

• 2017: SERM Forum expands its mandate to include Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ and on the land programs, and thus 
changes its name to Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Forum; supports the first two Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Schools for youth. 

Self-Government and Self-Determination 
• 2016: Community of Délı̨nę first to successfully negotiate self-government; community of Tulı́t'a has 

signed an Agreement-In-Principle.  
• Self-government and self-determination regarded as tools for increased authority over language 

programming and education. 
• The Délı̨nę Got’ı̨nę Government can keep a record or copy of laws in Dene language, even though the 

authoritative versions must still be English.22 
• Self-government consolidates many of the diverse levels of governance generated by the land claim, 

previous legislation; seen as less bureaucratic. 23 
• 2016: Délı̨nę Ɂekwę́ Working Group completes Belare Wı́le Gots’ę́ Ɂekwę́ – Caribou for All Time plan, 

the first of its kind in Canada.24  
• 2017: The SRRB formally decides upon a community-driven, Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ and youth-centred approach 

to fulfilling its mandate, and supports all communities of the Sahtú Region to develop community 
conservation plans.25 

Education 
Education in Canada and the Northwest Territories has a long and complex history, including millennia of 
local education in family units and bands, along with mission education, residential schools, and federal day 
schools. This overview begins with the 1960s and territorial jurisdiction over education, in order to focus 
on contemporary efforts to integrate language and culture teaching into the school curriculum. However, 
the history and continuing impacts of both cultural continuity and colonialism underlie everything that 
follows.  
Alienation from NWT School Programs 
• 1960s: Parents skeptical of schools where child could be left with no northern survival skills and no 

good southern education.26 
• Not relevant or localized: numerous non-native, southern teachers, temporary presences in 

communities.27  
• 1969-1990s: NWT schools used Alberta curriculum.28 
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Culturally Responsive Schools: Early Steps 
• 1982 report: Learning: Tradition and Change in the Northwest Territories recommends improved 

teacher training, curriculum development, community involvement.  
• Late 1970s and 1980s: Emergence of school programming that is place-based, child-centered, culturally 

responsive (e.g., involving Elders in class, doing land trips.) 29 
• Late 1970s: Parents able to be elected as local education authorities. One of the first avenues for direct 

parental involvement in school decision-making.30 Brought more language and culture to schools, 
delivered by community members. 

• 1980-2017: The preschool named for its founder, Sister Celeste Goulet Child Development Centre, was 
establiehed in Tulı́t'a with a goal to support learning Dene language and culture while also preparing 
children to be successful in school. 

Early Literacy and Curricular Materials 
• Prior to 1970s, very few reading or NWT curricular materials could be used to teach Dene language, 

reading, writing, and culture.  
• 1970s: Department of Education Linguistic Programs Division runs Teacher Education Program literacy 

workshops, for Dene teachers to learn to write Dene using roman orthography. 31  
• 1978: Example resource from this era, Sahtú Got’ine Gokedeé: A Slavey Language Pre-Primer in the 

Speech of Fort Franklin, which associated Dene Kedǝ words and sounds with pictures.32 
• 1980s in Sahtú: Dene Kedǝ speakers and linguists, with Linguistic Programs Division, produced a set 

of readers and accompanying workbooks to help Kindergarten, Grade 1, and Grade 2 teachers teach in 
North Slavey. 

Dene Kedǝ and Community-Oriented Curriculum Development 
• 1993: Developed with council of elders, by and for Dene language speakers.  
• Celebrated as one of the most culturally founded curriculums by RCAP, academics, policy makers, and 

many others.33 
• Includes expectations for Dene language learning as first and second language, both oral and literacy 

skills.  
• Localized through curriculum “inserts,” developed by Dene Cultural Institute, Regional Teaching and 

Learning Centers, and others.34 
• Challenge of implementation: teacher training, familiarity, and resources. 35 
New Programs: Improved Planning, Teacher Education, Language Emphasis 
• 1993: Formalized collaboration between NWT, Alberta, and other jurisdictions with Western Canadian 

Protocol for Collaboration in Basic Education (WCP), Kindergarten to Grade 12; gives rise to Common 

1980-1981 Memory  
The language group began making curriculum materials for teaching in Dene K’é in Délın̨ę. The basal readers 
and accompanying workbooks we developed followed main characters engaged in traditional living-on the 
land activities set in pre-contact times. Our goal was for Dene to be the language of instruction in Grades 1 and 
2 teachers by 1981. To meet this goal, the curriculum group aimed to develop place specific, culturally accurate, 
and content rich curriculum resources for both the teachers and students.  

Since curriculum production was labour intensive and slow, the team encouraged the teachers in Délın̨ę to 
use the Language Experience Approach (see the work of Sylvia Ashton Warner) where teachers provide a 
common experience, which children talk about together and then collectively create a written text that 
describes that experience. This approach can be highly successful and enables teachers to create their own local, 
culturally relevant reading materials with the students, and they can use these texts to teach writing, spelling, 
grammar, and vocabulary. 

Cynthia Chambers, Emeritus Professor, University of Lethbridge 
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Curriculum Framework for Aboriginal Language and Culture Programs, K-12, 2000. Advisors include 
George Blondin and Albertine Ayha; Working Group includes Dene Curriculum Coordinator Fibbie 
Tatti (NWT Education, Culture and Employment).36 

• 2001-2006: Harnum & Associates’ Long Term Plan Regarding the Role of Education, Culture, and 
Employment in Aboriginal Languages Literacy in the Northwest Territories: importance of teachers and 
student literacy, assessment of programs.37 

• 2004: Aboriginal Language and Culture-Based Education Directive established a 90 hour/year 
minimum for Aboriginal language classes.38 

• 2007: New Aboriginal Language and Cultural Instructor Certificate Program launched, with 
participation from Sahtú instructors.39 

Language Nests 
• Intended to be immersion child-care with Elders and fluent Dene caretakers.  
• 2003: 18 communities in NWT, including Sahtú.  
• Noteworthy because it has one of the only formal evaluations of the language acquisition results of an 

Indigenous language-teaching program in the NWT.40 
• Located within pre-existing, licensed, preschools and daycares. Some full immersion, others second-

language programs as a result of the language skills of pre-existing staff and children.  
• Teachers developed their own methods and resources, supported by workshops and funding.  
• Low salaries and unstable positions did not incentivize fluent speakers to take Language Nest Jobs. 

Many were supported by voluntary assistance from Elders.41 
• Children gained language skills, particularly comprehension. Délı̨nę nest prepared students for 

immersion kindergarten and made children less nervous to use Dene in school. 42 
• Created community professional development opportunities: e.g., Fort Good Hope Teaching and 

Learning Centre and Language Nest Staff held a workshop in Accelerated Second Language Acquisition 
for parents and interested community members.43 

• 2014: transferred to regional Aboriginal government control. 
Standardization and Localization 
• 2017: Move towards greater standardization of curriculum materials, teacher training and hiring, 

language, etc. 
• Simultaneously, trend of standardization is matched by increased devolution and localizing institutions 

such as local governments, teaching and learning centres, etc. Individualizing teaching materials and 
methods within standardized curriculum. 

• Implication: emphasis on support and evaluation from GNWT44 while communities assume increased 
local agency.  

• Despite increase in resources, new institutions, currently no NWT schools offer first-language 
instruction (across all subjects) in an Aboriginal language.45 

Documentation 
Prior to 1980, numerous Dene language speakers, fieldworkers, missionaries, anthropologists, and linguists 
(not mutually exclusive categories) recorded Dene Kedǝ/Sahtúot’ı̨nę/North Slavey using both writing, 
audio, film, and maps. Regional and individual differences in spellings and alphabet choices prevailed in 
written documents, including use of French-based orthography (Émile Petitot), and syllabics introduced by 
Oblate missionaries.46 The early anthropologists and linguists that visited communities of what is now the 
Sahtú Region produced rich and holistic portrayals of Dene ways of life and language based on experiences 
living in communities and on the land. 
Missionaries, Anthropologists, Social Researchers 
• 1862-1883: Oblate priest Émile Petitot travels widely in what is now the Sahtú Region and beyond, 

documenting placenames, language and stories.47 
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• 1928-1929: As a young anthropologist, Cornelius Osgood spends a winter on Great Bear Lake and 
publishes accounts of his experience.48 

• 1957: Jean Michéa visits Norman Wells to document oil and gas industry, and is convinced by a local 
priest to walk with Shúhtaot’ı̨nę into the mountains. He produces a film Tie-cho-ka: Quelques images 
du Grand Nord49, and publishes an article and a book.50 

• 1960s: Hiroko Sue Hara conducts doctoral research in Fort Good Hope, early 1960s.51 
• 1967, 1968, 1971: Joel Savishinsky conducts fieldwork with Colville Lake community members.52 
• 1968-1971: Beryl Gillespie visits Great Bear Lake, and with Norman Simmons documents construction 

of mooseskin boat on Begádǝ́ (Keele River).53 
• 1969: Keith and Ellen Basso conduct research in Tulı́t'a at at K’áalǫ Túé (Willow Lake).54 
• 1970s: Scott Rushforth conducts doctoral research with people of Great Bear Lake55 and provides 

research assistance to Indian Brotherhood of the NWT/Dene Nation.56; Harald Beyer Broch writes an 
ethnography of trappers at Fort Good Hope.57 

• June Helm edits the Subarctic volume of the Smithsonian Institute’s Handbook of North American 
Indians (1981) and publishes a major ethnohistory of Dene based on research with Tłı̨chǫ (Dogrib) and 
other Dene people since 1959 (2000)58. 

• 1980s: Lynda Lange conducts research a research project entitled The Impact of Government of Canada 
Administration and Social Programs, and of Economic Development North of the 60th Parallel, on the 
Situation of Dene Women and Their Work.  

• Late 1980s and 1990s: Tom Andrews and Chris Hanks conduct ethnoarchaeological research in 
Shúhtaot’ı̨nę Nę́nę́ (Mackenzie Mountains) and Fort Franklin (Délı̨nę); Andrews goes on to join a 
multidisciplinary team researching caribou and human interactions at alpine ice patches in the 
Mackenzie and Selwyn Mountains, and on developing a heritage risk assessment model related to 
permafrost thaw slumping (2000s). 

• 1989-1993: Nicole Beaudry conducts ethnomusicology research in Délı̨nę, Fort Good Hope and Tulı́t'a, 
recording not only songs but also stories in order to gain insight into the meaning of song.59 

• 2000s: A series of graduate students consider various socio-ecological questions with a special emphasis 
on community and ecological governance through community-collaborative research.60 Dene graduate 
students begin to complete theses based on research with their home communities.61 

Documentation for Land Claims/Mackenzie Valley Pipeline (Berger) Inquiry 
• 1972-1974: Dene Nation coordinates Dene Mapping Project over two years with the aim of establishing 

a land claims database to be used in land claims negotiations.62 
• 1974-1977: Dene Nation works with anthropologists and political economists to document Dene ways 

of life as evidence for Berger Inquiry.63  
• 1975: Rene Fumoleau publishes history of Treaties 8 and 11 based in part on Dene oral histories.64 
• Community participants in Berger Inquiry hearings testify about Dene and Métis ways of life.65 
Dene Language Documentation 
• Keren Rice and a group of University of Toronto students do linguistic research with John Turo, from 

Fort Good Hope and residing in Toronto. 
• 1973: Keren Rice initiates research in Fort Good Hope in 1973 and later does research in Délı̨nę, and 

Tulı́t'a, leading to publication of A Grammar of Slave and other academic documents.66 
• 1978: Délı̨nę (then Fort Franklin)-based Pentecostal missionary Chuck Bloomquist, with assistance and 

instruction from linguist and fellow missionary Philip G. Howard, works with speakers and community 
researchers to prepare a topical dictionary in the local dialect, including development of Dene terms for 
newly introduced technologies and concepts. 

• 1970s-2004: Philip G. Howard conducts linguistic research on South Slavey language with Dehcho 
communities leading to publication of a verb dictionary. This is important because Dene languages are 
verb-based. A second volume is produced in collaboration with Andy Norwegian.67 
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• 2011-ongoing: Délı̨nę Language, Stories and Songs documentation project, a partnership with 
University of Toronto, University of Cologne and DoBeS (Endangered Languages Documentation 
Program, Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics), involves transcription of audio recordings and 
preparation of a community archive as well as a song book.68 

• 2012-ongoing: SRRB initiates mixed-language approach in research and reporting, starting with 
Remember the Promise book related to NWT Species At Risk concepts and processes, and Best of Both 
Worlds assessment of the regional mixed economy.69 

Dene Languages Standardization 
• Recommended by Athapaskan Languages Steering Committee, in conjunction with curriculum 

development and OLA needs.70 
• 1987: Standardization project initiated.  
• North Slavey addressed as three major dialects, “Rádeyı̨lı̨, Délı̨ne, and Tulı́t’a.”71 
• Committee noted intergenerational and possibly gendered speech differences. Based spelling primarily 

on speech of Elders.72 
• Roman Orthography, based on sound-symbol correspondence. 
Materials Produced after Standardization 
• Interpreter-Translator terminology production, training at Arctic College. 
• NWT Literacy Council & Teaching and Learning Centres trains participants in production of children’s 

books and assist with curriculum materials. 73 
• Proliferation of materials for children rather than adults, difficult for mature “Dene as a second 

language” learners .74  
• Early 2000s: North Slavey dictionary projects. 
Digitization 
• New technologies permitting new types of documentation. 
• Preserving old reel-to-reel recordings and cassette tapes from Délı̨nę and Fort Good Hope in NWT 

archives.75 
• Digital place name projects: Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre, Sahtú Atlas, Délı̨nę Knowledge 

Project, Sahtú Renewable Resources Board, and others.  
• Digital records of academic studies.76 
• Proliferation of language and culture resources. 

Media 
The discussion of digitization and documentation is intimately connected with Media as, of course, 
recordings and a standardized writing system enable the development of such media as cellphone 
applications, Dene keyboard plugins for everyday use, and significant bodies of material for recorded radio 
or television.  
Radio Broadcasting 
• 1960s: Recording initiatives start, such as “People Talk” by CBC Radio in Inuvik and the Committee 

for Original People’s Entitlement (COPE).77  
• GNWT begins offering grants, awards for community broadcasting services. 
• Early local and regional talk radio in Dene Kedǝ, followed by larger projects like CKLB (well-known 

Yellowknife station with Indigenous language programming).78 
• Local Sahtú stations, still in operation at time of writing, include CBQO/ Fort Franklin Radio Society 

(Délı̨nę) and CBQE/Chartered Community of K’asho Got’ı̨nę (Fort Good Hope).79 
Early Television and Film 
• 1980s-1990s: Northern stations, programs like Television Northern Canada begin to work in some 

Indigenous languages. 80  



From Dene Kedǝ to Dene Ts'ıl̨ı ̨- Knowledge Synthesis Report  P a g e  | 13 

• Aboriginal Peoples Television Network (APTN) produced Dene language programming, supported by 
ECE & the Native Communications Society NWT (NCS, which helped develop the APTN-airing 
program “Dene: A Journey”).81 

• GNWT, CBC, and freelancers such as Earth Magic Media produce films (e.g. Village of Widows).82 
Physical Media: Museum Exhibitions, Signs and Maps 
• 1997: Dene languages and place names on documents, signs, and maps with NWT Geographical and 

Community Names Policy 71.09. 83 
• Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Center (PWNHC): Permanent exhibition Journey of a Mooseskin 

Boat translated into Mountain North Slavey, temporary exhibits in multiple languages. 84 
• Workshops give oral histories to PWNHC collection items, documentation with Elders and youth. 85 
Web-Based and Social Media 
• Unicode Dene font and keyboard toolboxes for Windows and Mac, developed by a team including Chris 

Harvey, Jim Stauffer, Betty Harnum, and Délı̨nę Knowledge Project team members.86 
• Language application for iPhone and Android: “Shúhtaot’ine Intro” piloted in 2012 with vocabulary, 

phrases, games, and quizzes. 87 
• Our Dene Elders television series produced by the Native Communications Society is digitized and 

made available through Isuma TV’s online portal; with recordings of 45 Sahtú elders, the collection is 
second only to the Tłı̨chǫ recordings.88 

• Social media: See, for example, resources for NWT Indigenous Languages Facebook group 
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/592262134238848)89, regional and local parallels.90 

Local Knowledge 
A significant challenge in assessing Sahtú-based language programming is an absence of documentation. 
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, many people in the Sahtú spoke Dene Kedǝ, and we know that some local 
schools taught in Dene as a first language for early grade levels, for example. The idea of explicit Dene 
language programming may be anachronistic to project onto this time period. Nevertheless, many Dene 
people were reclaiming language and culture that they were separated from by residential or day schools 
with support and mentorship from friends, family, and Elders. The following reflects documented projects, 
rather than a comprehensive overview: the human element is captured better in the interviews.  
Increased Visibility for Local Projects 
• 1970s-1980s: Growing support for Indigenous languages from the Government of the Northwest 

Territories. Funding sparks increase in documentation and reporting.  
• Local curriculum development groups (e.g. Fort Good Hope Language Group, 1982-1984).  
• Sahtú linguists and activists teaching, holding workshops, developing materials for dictionaries and 

schools, unofficial local libraries.91 
Local Interactions with Territorial Programs 
• Interpreter-translators take opportunities for training at Arctic College.  
• Local interpreter-translators and fluent speakers’ advocacy for respecting dialectal difference begins 

showing up in official documentation.92 
• 2002: NWT Literacy Council identifies areas of overlap between Sahtú language priorities and their 

own: including preserving structure and terminology along with traditional stories and teachings. 93 
• Late 1990s-early 2000s: Local and regional language plans show trend towards documented local 

programming. 
Local Knowledge Leading the Way 
• Increased language workshops, Sahtú stories, books, and publications.  
• Publications in journals and policy documents introduce Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ to academic and 

political communities,94 initiatives like the Délı̨nę Knowledge Centre95 display local ideas of new ways 
to maintain Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨.  

• Collaborating with newcomer researchers and conducting research “the Indigenous way.” 96 
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• Informal publications like Sahtú Godé Dáhk’é, Place of Stories97 spread Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ 
within the Sahtú.  

• Workshops, including on the land programs for youth and Elders,98 local culture camps, annual spiritual 
gatherings, seasonal hunts bring community members together in unofficial language learning 
activities.99 

Local Experts Building Cross-Cultural Capacities 
• For decades, Dene people have been building training at home and away to obtain more power as 

language and culture advocates.  
• Increasingly, language speakers are training through programs like the University of Victoria 

Indigenous Language Revitalization program and the Canadian Indigenous Languages and Literacy 
Development Institute at the University of Alberta.100 

• Graduates return with tools that help them use oral and written language professionally, in schools, in 
advocacy, and in government. 

• Programs in north emerging with cross-cultural components (e.g., Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ School, Dechinta Centre 
for Research and Learning [dechinta.ca]) where Dene ways of life are taught with southern 
accreditation.  

Ways of Life 
Emergent Mixed Economy 
• Dene and Métis continue traditional harvesting practices, including gathering, hunting, trapping, and 

sharing.  
• 1920s-1960s: Oil production at Norman Wells, uranium and silver mining near Great Bear Lake, and 

emergent settlement institutions provide a variety of jobs to supplement incomes in the face of declining 
fur prices. 

• 1962: Oblate priest Bern Will Brown is sent to Colville Lake, a community established with a goal to 
maintain land-based trapping and subsistence harvesting practices and thus avoid social issues.101 

• 2000: The Délı̨nę First Nation partners with Canada to investigate the impacts of the Port Radium 
experience.102 

• Best of Both Worlds research leads to an action plan for the Sahtú traditional economy in the context of 
a brief shale oil exploration boom.103 

Government Assistance for Harvesting and Arts and Crafts104 
• 1970s-1980s: Funding provided for transportation to harvesting areas as part of wildlife management 

strategy.  
• 1970s-present: Trapping promoted through system of advances to trappers. 
• 1980s-present: Genuine Mackenzie Valley Furs (GMVF) program established to promote NWT fur 

industry and provide a debt-free marketing service in support of the traditional economy and 
cultural/spiritual wellness. Programs such as Take a Kid Trapping support school-aged youth. 

• 1990s-present: Community Harvester Assistance Program provides Ɂehdzo Got’ı̨nę (Renewable 
Resources Councils) with funding to support equipment (retooling), snow machines and fuel for 
harvesters to participate. 

• 1989-1998: NWT trap exchange program replaced leghold traps with certified humane quick kill 
trapping devices.  

• 1990-2015: Harvesters Conservation trust fund provided each community equal access to a one time 
lump sum in support of on the land activities. 

• 2009-present: GMVF Fur and hide program provides crafters access to processed fur pelts and 
traditional tanned moose hide at cost. 

Land Claim Implementation 
• 1990s: SDMCLCA creates a number of new organizations that support Dene decision-making about 

land and regional economics (including Ɂehdzo Got’ı̨nę Gots’ę́ Nákedı and Ɂehdzo Got’ı̨nę). 
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• 1998: Sahtú Land Use Planning Board, Sahtú Land and Water Board lead to recent (five year) land use 
mapping project as basis for planning, and traditional knowledge studies conducted as part of regulatory 
requirement.  

• 2013: Sahtú Land Use Plan approved.  
• 2007 and 2016: Caribou conservation hearings conducted by SRRB, as required under the SDMCLCA. 
• 2016: Community inputs, including submission of a caribou conservation plan by Délı̨nę, leads SRRB 

to formally adopt community-driven conservation planning and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ approach to implementing 
its mandate. 

Regional gatherings and on the land programs 
• 1990s-present: Community, regional and territorial governments enhance funding support for travel to 

and hosting regional gatherings, including Sahtú Dene Council and Sahtú Secretariat Annual General 
Meetings, Wood Block Music Festival (Fort Good Hope, biannually), annual Délı̨nę Spiritual 
Gathering, expanding handgames tournaments, and funerals for Sahtú community members. 

• 2013-present: Regional research workshops, Cross-Cultural Research Camps, on the land Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ 
Schools, sponsored by Sahtú Environmental Research and Monitoring Forum, now renamed the Nę K’ǝ 
Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ Forum.  

• A sequence of projects funded by Health Canada points to strengths in Dene and Métis ways of life in 
the context of climate change.  

• NWT On the Land Collaborative and NWT On the Land Summit event highlight the value and 
importance of on the land programs for community learning, healing and wellness. 

Youth-Centred Initiatives 
• Communities continue support for youth on the land learning opportunities. 
• Elders repeatedly state the importance of involving youth in local research and governance processes 

and on the land activities, with limited results. 
• 2014-present: Gender research by Rauna Kuokkanen shows that Dene women consider directly 

supporting youth initiatives to be key for addressing social and governance issues. 
• 2014-present: Sahtú Youth Network established as a framework for supporting youth initiatives. 
• 2014-present: Youth caucus sessions become a feature of regional and local research and conservation 

activities as a means of supporting strong youth voices. 
• 2016-2017: Pilot On the Land Scholarship initiative.  
• 2017: Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School provides cross-cultural learning opportunity for youth aged 18-30. 
• 2017: Youth caucus at on the land Mountain Caribou Planning workshop proposes parallel Guardian 

land stewardship and healing programs. 

Results: Youth Knowledge 
Dene and Métis leaders, Elders, parents and youth have been saying that young people need to spend more 
time on the land so that they can help to keep Dene ways of life alive. Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School is a new initiative 
for youth to heal and learn on the land. In February and August/September 2017, the first two Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ 
School sessions were held at Dǝocha (Bennett Field) on Sahtú Dǝ (Bear River) over a period of 16-18 days. 
Students participated in a series of classes, workshops, and research sessions. Since students are used to 
structured learning in schools and often are not experienced on the land, the approach was cross-cultural. 
Learning activities were often team-taught, including formal training for certificates, and teachings by 
traditional knowledge holders.  

The Fall School included certification in Wilderness First Aid and Pleasure Craft Safety, as well as 
activities related to navigation, medicinal plants, and other survival skills. Safety planning was an important 
part of both schools. Elders shared their stories, and digital storytelling offered a way for youth to express 
themselves. Between scheduled activities, students participated in traditional activities such as sewing, 
helping with camp maintenance, preparing Dene béré, working on hides, or harvesting. The School wove 



From Dene Kedǝ to Dene Ts'ıl̨ı ̨- Knowledge Synthesis Report  P a g e  | 16 

Dene Kedǝ into its Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ focus by using Dene Kedǝ in meetings, translating course terms, and holding 
workshops on Dene Kedǝ revitalization approaches. Finally, several youth volunteered to do interviews 
with the Dene Kedǝ to Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ research team.  

The youth who participated in the DTS grew up in the 1990s, a time rich with language and culture 
revitalization programs, as well as shifts in ways of life, legislation, and land use.  Their experiences provide 
living testimony to the endurance and effectiveness of the types of programs surveyed in the literature 
review. Youth who came to school and participated in this research linked their experiences with Dene Kedǝ 
and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ together, commenting that language learning brought them closer to their heritage, made 
them better leaders, and gave them access to different parts of Dene worldview.  

What follows is a synthesis of key themes articulated in interviews, workshops/focus groups, and 
participant observation from the Fall Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School, in light of the literature review on Dene Kedǝ and 
Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ programming over the last 50 years of history in the Sahtú region. Further details, along with 
direct quotations from interviews and focus groups and the questionnaire used, are contained in Appendix 
C. Themes are clustered in four categories: 1) memories of Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨; 2) challenges in 
youth adult Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ learning; 3) integrating Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ learning; 4) the 
value of on the land  
Memories of Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨  
When asked about memorable Dene Kedǝ learning experiences, informed by their Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ on the land 
setting, youth responses addressed a number of key themes:  
• Dene Classes: Participants identified school as the most obvious place they had learned some Dene 

Kedǝ. From Kindergarten to Grade Nine, students were in classes that introduced them to language 
learning and its importance, vocabulary, and some Dene skills such as sewing. However, they 
commented that the classes hadn’t really taught them how to put sentences together, and that they were 
just starting to really “get” the language when classes stopped in highschool.  

• Family and Community: DTS students remembered learning Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ and Dene Kedǝ with their 
families, often as observers or listeners. Some participants talked about learning best with their family 
on the land, or in near-immersion environments. In addition, students heard language in their 
communities, primarily from Elders and older adults.  

• Law and Policy: While most DTS participants recognized that the Northwest Territories has official 
Indigenous languages, they did not show strong or clear personal connections to Official Languages law 
or policy. This being said, a number of youth knew their regional language coordinator or were familiar 
with the work of the Teaching and Learning Centres, and thus grew up with the impacts of evolving 
Northwest Territories languages policy whether or not it was recognized explicitly as such.   

• Media: Community Radio and CKLB was the number one media source of language exposure for Dene 
Ts’ı̨lı̨ school participants. Interviewees commented that they heard the language over the radio 
frequently, and that many of the recordings played preserved important cultural histories. Participants 
were aware that some people used Dene language on social media, but often had not seen it much 
themselves. However, some Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ students wanted to begin using Dene fonts and other social 
media tools. 

Challenges in Young Adult Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ Learning 
• Self-Consciousness: Some students felt worried, nervous, or uncomfortable trying to speak Dene in 

front of others. They felt that if they mispronounced a word, an older fluent speaker might laugh at 
them, which was highly discouraging.  

• Opportunities and Resources: A number of youth did not know of any programs designed to help 
them as adult second language learners. Furthermore, most students did not know about existing Dene 
language apps, texts, and other resources. A few students had more access to these tools and brought 
some of them to the school.  

• Feeling Overwhelmed: Several students commented that people their age were interested in learning 
their language, but that it was hard to find the energy to face such an overwhelming task. They felt that 



From Dene Kedǝ to Dene Ts'ıl̨ı ̨- Knowledge Synthesis Report  P a g e  | 17 

people their age found it difficult to really commit, for several reasons. Some youth identified substance 
abuse as a key challenge, while another student raised the point that young adults might feel the size of 
a language to be unmanageable. In addition to the overwhelming task of learning a language, some 
interviewees talked about the feeling that preserving Dene heritage (in a broader sense) for the future 
was falling on their shoulders. Some framed this task as important and necessary, but also as immense 
and challenging. It is possible that this sense of improbable magnitude makes it more difficult for youth 
to become involved in heritage and language preservation. 

Integrating Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ and Dene Kedǝ Learning 
• Understanding Dene Worldview: Some interviewees felt that becoming more knowledgeable in Dene 

Kedǝ would unlock or bring out important components of Dene worldview and values. This spirit within 
Dene Kedǝ was seen as hard to describe using English and an English worldview. Interviewees voiced 
a desire to understand this better. One student commented that it would be useful to see Dene “teachings 
that go with the language,” such as Kinship and Family, included in Dene classes. 

• Extending Dene Immersion: Students requested that Dene Kedǝ classes continue into highschool, 
and/or that other classes be taught in Dene Kedǝ as well. In addition, students wanted less English to be 
spoken during Dene class. 

• Expanding Learning Settings: In addition to classroom education, students commented on the 
importance of extending Dene into all aspects of life. Some felt that they would learn better in on the 
land settings, if the language was spoken and written in the home, and if there were community 
opportunities for young adults to learn in a safe gathering spaces.  

• Expanding Opportunities for Intergenerational Conversation: The close quarters of the DTS camp 
allowed for conversations and discoveries that might not normally occur within a community. This 
allowed Elders and youth to speak about key issues such as self-consciousness and language learning. 
Youth advocated for more Elders from each dialect and community to be present in future schools. 

The Value of On the Land Programming 
• Participant Pride and Self-Confidence: On one of the first days of the Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ School, a Dene 

participant cooking for the camp offered to teach everyone to make drygeese. Those who participated 
were posting pictures to social media with their “first drygeese,” and throughout the camp it was clear 
that learning and improving bush skills (from hunting and trapping to preparing foods, fires, and tents) 
was a significant source of pride for students.  

Similarly, all camp participants had an opportunity to create a “digital story” – a video narrative 
built from images, footage, voiceovers, and found sound or music – facilitated by Jessie Curell of 
Handson Media Education.105 A number of these digital stories were about living the Dene way, keeping 
a close relationship with the land, and keeping their elders’ skills and traditions alive.  

While all students seemed to identify Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ with Dene traditional activities, there was also a 
more subtle and dynamic sense in which people at the school talked about Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨. Students, 
instructors, researchers, and camp staff alike reflected on being on the land as an essential component 
of Sahtú life and the challenges that come with it. 

• Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨, Dene Kedǝ, and On the land Programming as Healing: As some recent research has 
observed106, the meaning of “on the land” is shifting—particularly for youth—to entail demarcated 
events or occasions rather than a continuous way of life. On the land programs—the word “programs” 
is telling—are one way of introducing Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ to each new generation. Redvers contends that these 
programs support healing and resilience, improving cultural, social, physical, and psychological 
wellbeing, along with intergenerational transmission of knowledge (and language transfer). Gordon, 
similarly, argues that on the land programs help preserve and pass on Dene epistemology, which acts 
as a healing force in the face of colonial trauma.  

The small group of youth who attended the Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ Fall School had varying experiences on 
the land: some had spent a long time trapping, hunting, and lived in the bush regularly, while others had 
passed most of their lives in town. The youth from Colville Lake seemed to have more bush experience 
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than the rest, which has been recognized as a traditional strength of the community. However, it seemed 
that nearly all participants associated being on the land (whether as part of a “program,” or as a part of 
daily life) with opportunities to heal. People of all ages and backgrounds felt that the remote location of 
the school helped them stay sober and substance free, allowed them to reflect on their lives and actions, 
and gave them the space they needed to make strong choices. 

State of Knowledge 
At this point in history, Dene Kedǝ remains a living language in Sahtú Dene communities. But among youth, 
Dene Kedǝ has become a symbolic part of the larger practices of Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨, including activities in the 
home, in the community, in the school, and on the land. In a broad sense, much research has been devoted 
in recent years to understanding causes of language shift, maintenance, and recovery. A significant and 
increasing amount of Dene Kedǝ materials exists and is being harnessed to create new and exciting programs 
and resources. A young student with the right guidance can not only experience Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ 
with their Elders but also find recordings of Elders from thirty years ago, access a grammar and dictionary, 
play games on a language app, build their own digital resources using Dene keyboards, and listen to Dene 
music on the radio. Decades of documentation, advocacy, materials development, innovation, and self-
determination have brought us to an era with what seems like bountiful resources from a review of the 
literature. Now in the new era of self-governance, Dene Kedǝ materials are being developed that go beyond 
the domains of research and education to the domains of policy and practice, which presents exciting 
possibilities. New technologies open up the domain of bringing Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ alive through 
creative forms of expression.  

Regional organisations like the Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Forum and Sahtú Youth Network are strengthening 
their approaches to supporting resurgence processes in the Sahtú Region through strategic planning 
initiatives, albeit in very initial phases. A series of detailed reports reflecting on community and regional 
initiatives is starting to coalesce as a corpus that can serve as a basis for tracking the evolution of these 
processes.  

When speaking with youth in Sahtú communities, some of them are aware of the resources at their 
fingertips and have great plans to keep learning and inspire others to do the same. A huge knowledge 
strength in this report is the contribution of youth’s subjective and individualized experiences; these weave 
together the compartmentalized programs and histories into life stories.  
Knowledge Gaps 
The descriptions of the language that currently exist are largely based on the language as spoken in the 
1970s and 1980s. Renewed work with speakers is needed to assess whether and how the language has 
changed. As well, it will be necessary consider how best practices in language documentation and language 
reclamation have evolved – there is a lot to be learned from the Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ or living language approach that 
was not captured in the earlier dictionaries and grammars. 

Many of the most proliferate sources of data for Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ status and trends are 
territorial or regional, and thus don’t adequately capture the specificities of each community. As such, more 
intense in-community work (including work with people, schools, and physical records that may not be 
accessible online) is needed to create a coherent profile for each settlement region and identify 
corresponding opportunities.  

A deeper understanding at the local level, used to localize and refine support given to programs and 
teachers, could play an important role in inspiring new and innovative community resurgence initiatives. 
Much can be gained from dialogue within communities addressing Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ revitalization 
approaches from a perspective that is grounded holistically in community realities rather than fragmented 
program and funding silos originating in Yellowknife. This being said, the common approach of providing 
funding without sufficient capacity support has evidently served to weaken community in-school 
programming; in the absence of such support, community program administrators have tended to repeat the 
same activities year after year rather than benefit from iterative learning.  
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While a researcher in the south can find out a lot about what Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ materials 
and programs exist, it is much harder to see how they are used and whether they are having an impact. We 
were often unable to locate documented evaluations of foundational initiatives like Dene Kede curriculum, 
to learn from these ground-breaking programs and develop even more effective approaches, and we do not 
know the degree to which contemporary planning processes have been based on evaluative research. A 
synthetic program assessment drawing in part from the living knowledge of community practitioners would 
be invaluable. The experience of Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School and of schools such as Dechinta have made it clear that 
innovative cross-cultural approaches to learning are needed, accounting for the specific experiences and 
knowledge of contemporary youth. 

Some information and interviews point towards a link between Dene Kedǝ, Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨, wellbeing, 
and governance. It is worth investigating this further: what are the relationships among them, and what 
respective roles do Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts’ı̨lı̨ play in healthy and fulfilling ways of life? This topic could 
be productively explored both by quantitative and qualitative researchers. In addition, further research is 
needed to understand cross-cultural dimensions of learning for contemporary youth, linkages between Dene 
Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ in learning, and the role of youth in Indigenous governance and mixed economies. 

Knowledge Mobilization 
An output of this project has been the development of a new network of knowledgeable individuals, both 
currently active and retired, as well as Territorial and regional organisations with an interest in supporting 
Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ processes. A private Facebook group, “Sahtú Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨” was created as an 
accessible knowledge-sharing venue for the network of community activists. Focus group activities at Dene 
Ts'ı̨lı̨ School involving students and instructors were also an important milestone in building awareness and 
understanding of the project among individuals from Sahtú communities. The Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School Facebook 
Group was a venue for review and validation of “Youth Knowledge” results. Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School alumni will 
now serve as an important bridge to Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ initiatives of the larger Sahtú Youth 
Network. As well, students will be encouraged to continue attending Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ School sessions, and take 
advantage of other on the land opportunities and educational programs like Dechinta Centre for Research 
and Learning, University of Victoria Indigenous Languages Revitalization program, and the Canadian 
Indigenous Languages and Literacy Development Institute. 

Several of the co-authors received additional training through participation in this project, including 
the Ɂehdzo Got’ı̨nę Gots’ę́ Nákedı (Sahtú Renewable Resources Board) Chair, Michael Neyelle, Interns 
Jordan Lennie and Shelby Lennie, and Research Assistant Faun Rice. 

Knowledge Synthesis results will be disseminated in a variety of ways over the coming months: 
through oral presentations to territorial and regional organisations and forums, including: the NWT Literacy 
Council and Aboriginal Languages Secretariat; the NWT On the Land Collaborative; the Sahtú Secretariat 
Inc. and Sahtú Dene Council; the Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Forum; and the SRRB. Opportunities to present to 
community organisations including Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę (Renewable Resources Councils) will also be embraced.  

The report will be posted to the SRRB’s webpage, along with the annotated bibliography and timeline 
in searchable database format; digital materials will be compiled in the online, password-protected Sahtú 
Library for community and regional researchers and research collaborators; and, as feasible depending on 
copyright restrictions, materials will be linked to the public online database. Results will also be presented 
in a series of Facebook posts on the Sahtú Wildlife Facebook page107, which had approximately 2,700 
followers at time of writing, with readership greatly expanded through paid “boosting.” A press release will 
be distributed to northern media contacts. The research team will also adapt results for publication in a 
journal.  

It is expected that Sahtú-based co-authors Bezha, J. Lennie, S. Lennie, Neyelle and Simmons will 
directly apply research results in key regional and community initiatives that they are associated with, 
including the SRRB, Nę K’ǝ Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ Forum and associated research and on the land activities, Sahtú 
Youth Network, and local Ɂehdzo Got'ı̨nę. This Knowledge Synthesis report and dissemination efforts will 
aim to inform Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ programming in the Sahtú Region and the Northwest Territories. 
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Many of the Sahtú-specific learnings are relevant to resurgence processes elsewhere, as evidenced in recent 
coverage in territorial and national press (eg. CBC North, Globe and Mail and Canadian Geographic); the 
co-authors seek to contribute to strategic discussions among Indigenous leaders, activists, scholars and their 
allies in Canada and beyond. 

Conclusion 
This Knowledge Synthesis has been a hugely valuable exercise, setting the stage for renewed strategic 

planning and research in an area that addresses the heart of Indigenous identities, well-being, and 
governance. When using the Sahtú Region as a focal point, we discovered a startlingly rich terrain of 
literature, lived experience, and youth interest and motivation. In reviewing over 250 documents – 177 of 
which are included in the annotated bibliography – the co-authors came to understand the great opportunities 
that exist for drawing upon historical experience to inform resurgence in the present and future. We were 
further encouraged to encounter a growing body of evidence that Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ programs, by 
way of on the land programs, play a critical role in the healing and leadership development that is needed 
to achieve strong governance.  

This being said, the tasks ahead will not be easy. Our historical assessment makes it clear that 
resurgence is not unilinear but complex, occurring across numerous domains and in diverse contexts, and 
planning must take this into account. While processes of resurgence need to be unpacked in order to be fully 
understood, at the same time it is important to comprehend the interconnectedness of these domains – the 
holistic ways in which Dene Kedǝ and Dene Ts'ı̨lı̨ are lived in the home, in communities, in schools and on 
the land. Programming needs to be correspondingly holistic and integrated in order to be effective and 
relevant. Efforts need to be consolidated, and all parties need to work together so that communities are not 
inundated with a myriad of programs that are inadequately supported and thus are destined to fail.  

On the cusp of self-government, Sahtú Dene and Métis communities are challenged to set a new 
direction for reclaiming their language and ways of life. Action now on the part of leaders, activists, and 
educators and their allies, grounded in historical and contemporary evidence, have the potential to make a 
significant difference. The co-authors hope that this current Knowledge Synthesis will be a catalyst for 
fertile discussion in communities and development of strong voices that can continue the good work done 
over the past fifty years. 
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