Interview with Nancy Etok

Isabel:
Would you introduce yourself and tell us about how you ended up in your current role?

Nancy:
My name is Nancy Etok, and I live in Kangigsualujjuaq in Nunavik. I’'m the vice principal of Ulluriaq
School.

How did | get here? Well, in our last year of high school, our teacher asked us to do internships
to discover careers we might be interested in. | had tried different stuff. The fourth internship |
did was with a dental hygienist. And | said, “There it is. There's the career | want. | want to become
a dental hygienist.”

I had planned it all out. | was already a mother and | was going to go to CEGEP. Our school board
provides accommodations. | was supposed to travel in the fall.

But | had one more internship | had to do. Since | was too lazy to leave the school, | decided to
go downstairs into the kindergarten classroom. But instead of just chilling on the bean bags
chairs, | found that | loved being around the little ones and their curiosity. We were in our own
little world. | found them so interesting. It clicked, it sparked something.

As a kindergarten teacher, I'd be able to teach in my mother tongue, Inuktitut. When graduation
happened, | made that leap and decided to become a kindergarten teacher.

For the teacher training program with our school board, we take courses twice a year, and the
courses are given in Inuktitut. We're technically under the umbrella of McGill, but it's not the
same certification as what the southern McGill gives.

| was placed with a senior teacher and | stayed with her for a year. She teaches in Inuktitut.
Because of the James Bay Northern Quebec Agreement, signed in 1975, we are still allowed to
teach in our mother tongue. Our school board is very unique. Until third grade, everything is in
Inuktitut. When students reach grade 4, they have Inuktitut classes every day (now it’s twice a
day), but they also pick either the French or English stream.

| taught some social science classes in French, since my French is good. Then | became a
kindergarten teacher and did that for about 7 years. I've been with the school board for about 30
years in total.



Eventually, the student counselor at our school quit. | absolutely loved working with young ones,
so | decided to apply for the counselor position. | did that for about 10 years.

In 2009, the vice principal position became vacant because the former vice principal was
promoted to principal. There had never been any Inuk vice principals. | don’t really enjoy
administrative stuff. But | decided that | was going to apply because | want the students to see
that we can occupy any position -- that it's not just limited to outside hires.

| applied against another Southern hire, and | got the job. For many years, | was really the only
Inuk vice principal in our school board. Maybe there was another one at the time... It was quite
intimidating being at the table with all Southerners because they were making decisions for Inuit
kids.

It was very important for me to be there, to make these people understand that for us, sure
education is education, but education for Inuit can mean being very strong in your cultural and
practical knowledge. You can have a PhD, that is one kind of education. But knowing how to go
out on the land and get food or how to survive in these conditions -- that is also education and
success. | didn't want the kids to think that because they didn’t graduate they aren’t capable. For
me, it was very important to be a voice saying, “No, no, no. Even if you don't graduate, as long as
we can help you acquire the tools you need to survive and to continue having self-pride -- that is
a success. If you are a hunter, that is success. That is incredible.”

In our communities, every position is essential, like being a water truck driver. Our water and
sewage has to be delivered or removed. And we need drivers for those. Those are the absolutely
important positions.

But when southern education was always emphasizing the need for roles like lawyers, doctors
and nurses, there was a disconnect. We do need those positions. Those are absolutely important
positions. But we're living in two worlds, and you have to make sure that that one world is not
just being focused on. The two worlds must be held equivalently. It's so important to speak, teach
and present things in a way that balances both worlds.

Because having a piece of paper is not necessarily the most important thing. If the students have
it, then they can be anything. If they want to become lawyers, that’s great. It might be a long
road, but as long as you have a goal and you’re determined, you can do it. But it’s important to
ask students how they feel. What you want to do might change, your goals might change. Feeling
good is the most important thing.



Isabel:

Do you have more Inuk colleagues now? How has the conversation about the two worlds in
education shifted over time? Do you feel that there's more recognition and understanding of
Inuit educational values?

Nancy:

For sure, being in this position has helped. The Western education system really focuses on
numbers, right? Like the graduation rate. That is a very Southern mentality. And it's not wrong,
it just doesn't fit with our region because it's adapted to Southern life.

Being a voice at the table is important because when people look at the region and say, “Oh, my
God, the graduation rate is so low,” | can tell people: “Yeah, this person might not have
graduated. But that person you see as a dropout is successfully living his life, being out on the
land, taking care of his family. It's not so black and white. We have lots of different shades of
grey. So it’s very important to have those conversations and help the staff see that our students
have a unique way of learning -- they're also all learning from a second language.

When you hear the word “education,” you think of graduations, higher degrees. For me, when |
think of education, my goal is to educate students to be positive, strong contributors to a
community. | want them to have those qualities they need to make their lives, and the lives of
the people around them better.

Isabel:
Are there people that you’ve known in your life and career who have really inspired you to do
this work?

Nancy:
There’s Hilda Snowball. She’s my friend and she’s amazing.

When Hilda became the mayor 10 years ago, we had arranged a conference in our community to
really understand the James Bay Northern Quebec Agreement. There was a group of young Inuit
men who went against the Quebec government because it was trying to make decisions for us
without consulting us. These young men took the government to court. And the Governor
General Mary Simon participated in the development of what is now our region when she was
very young. To really know how to make good decisions for your people, you have to understand
your past.

So Mary Simon came to talk to us and it was very, very inspiring. She's so humble.



She had done incredible, incredible work to make Inuit thrive. So | really look up to her, and I still
consult with her.

This is a hard question. It's not that | can't name names. But it's that it’s everyone -- all of the
elders, my mom, everybody is a little piece of the puzzle. Mary is exceptional. She's done so much
work, and she has so much knowledge of the outside -- that's why | named her.

But in my community, everyone that | come across inspires me and teaches me, because
everybody has different wisdom.

Isabel:
It's really beautiful to know you live in a place with people you respect so much.

Nancy:
| know. My husband's actually like from the south, he actually came up as a teacher. We had to
make a decision, “Do we stay up north and have our children complete their schooling here?”

And it was the best decision because of the sense of community, the sense of being connected
to your culture and identity. When you have that solid foundation of identity and culture, nothing
can shake you. As you're growing up, you always know that you belong to those people.

Isabel:
At the end of your career what do you hope to have contributed to your community and the
educational system?

Nancy:

To see that | have helped students become people that are strong bridges between the two
worlds. People that have a solid foundation of self-identity as Inuk and the values of their people,
but also know how to connect to the other world. There's a lot of people like that, but the world
that is foreign can be intimidating.

| really hope to contribute to there being a lot more young Inuit leaders. | see them, and we have
to encourage them. And when it becomes scary, we need to reassure them that they’re not alone,
they have the qualities they need. We need to teach them to always being true to themselves,
that when they’re feeling fear, they should say, “I'm fearful.” When they’re feeling doubt, they
should say, “I'm really doubtful.” We need to give them a solid foundation so that they can ask
for help when they need it.



| see that in the South, it's really different because life is so fast paced. There's no time to talk
about what's going on internally, so people go through all these internal struggles.

If I had a magic wand, | would make people believe in themselves so that they go out and say,
“I'm going to be a game changer in recreation or in health or business or as a public servant.” |
want to be able to help send them on their way so that they start paving the way to make it
better in those areas. Because in a community, you have to think about how to always make the
community function better and grow stronger. You have to keep empowering all of the different

branches that make the town run. You can't just focus on one. You have to focus on all of them.

Isabel:
What in your life has offered you the foundation and the faith in yourself that you needed to do
the work that you do?

Nancy:

| have a strong foundation of self in my culture, and, like | said, | have my community. | know |
belong to the Inuit, and | know that my ancestors were able to survive in these conditions with
nothing. We're brought up with the knowledge that we have that strength, too. That's been
instilled. So, | know | belong in my community and | think that's where it comes from.

Isabel:
You've already spoken about multilingualism, but | was wondering if you had anything else to add
about the role of language in your life?

Nancy:

The three worlds (Inuktitut, English and French) have different values. To be a leader, it’s
important to understand all the values of the people around you. If you want everyone to evolve
and feel like they’re important, you have to understand all of the different languages, all of the
different backgrounds. Language is absolutely important for understanding individuals,
respecting them, and making sure that everybody feels heard and seen.

When | try to reflect back on why | chose French, it was to become a bridge between worlds. I'm
the only one in my immediate family that speaks French. When | was small, | remember had to
go to the nursing station because | had a sore throat. All the nurses there spoke only French. |
understood nothing and | was with my grandma who is unilingual because she's Inuk. There was
no communication and that really marked me.



| decided | would learn that language so that | could bridge the world of my grandma with this
different world.

Sometimes we have people that come to our community to do research, like on belugas. | am a
self-taught simultaneous translator. There are unilingual elders and the researchers there from
the outside who just speak French or English. When they do their presentations, | simultaneously
translate from the second language to Inuktitut from or to English and French.

It is important to have bridges so that the information gets transmitted. Having information is
absolutely crucial to evolving.

Isabel:
This was eye opening and delightful and | really appreciate your time.



