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The Vital Outcome Indicators for Community Engagement (VOICE) Research 

Project brings together community partners, organizations, and university 

researchers for the purpose of helping children and youth from the First Nations, 

Métis, and Inuit (FNMI) in Northern Manitoba to achieve educational and career 

success. The VOICE project officially began in 2011 when it was awarded a five-year, 

community-university research partnership funded by the Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) of Canada. The VOICE Research Project is 

known officially as a Community-University Research Alliance or CURA research 

project. The most important dimension of the VOICE Research Project is the 

development of community relationships and authentic partnerships.   
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Executive Summary 

Thompson is involved in a Social Science and Humanities Research 

Council –Community University Research Alliance (SSHRC-CURA) 

community based participatory research project (CBPR) with 

Brandon University and the University College of the North. Through 

this collaboration, the Thompson Community Circle identified the 

CEPS Youth Development Program, coordinated and managed by 

Manitoba Keewatinowi Okimakanak, as a Success Pathway because of 

its importance to youth in and around Thompson. This research 

report is an evaluation of the CEPS program run in spring, 2012. The 

purpose of this research report is to discuss what the participants 

perceived as strengths of the program and what they suggested as 

areas of improvement. This research also examined the participants’ 

experiences through the lens of transformative learning theory to see 

if the participants had substantive positive changes in their thinking 

and doing as a result of their involvement in CEPS. 

The researchers were very impressed by the facilitators of the 

program and acknowledge their desire to make the program the best 

it could be. This strong desire to learn how to improve the program 

demonstrates an ongoing commitment to examine and increase the 

efficacy of the program, where too often the voices within it are 

silenced. In keeping with the spirit of giving voice, as much participant 

voice as possible is kept within this report. 
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The purpose of this report is to describe the Cultural, Economic, 

Political, and Social Youth Leadership Development Program (CEPS), 

and to discuss research conducted to determine the participants’ 

experiences to see if, and how, their lives are different as a result of 

the CEPS program. CEPS is an innovative program intended to 

enhance the Cultural, Economic, Political, and Social strengths of 

Aboriginal emerging adults (aged 15-29) in northern Manitoba. 

According to the Manitoba Assembly of Chiefs (2013), the CEPS Youth 

Leadership Development Program fosters “revitalization and re-

connection to culture; education on the history of First Nations 

people; united approaches to self determination; skills development 

and knowledge enhancement in cultural, social, political, and 

economic areas; and youth empowerment.” (Para. 2). The CEPS 

program is intended to build skills for participants and facilitators to 

help create positive personal and social change.  

 

Methodology 

In spring 2012 the CEPS Youth Leadership Development Program 

took place for eight weeks, Monday to Friday (30 hours/week), in the 

Métis Centre in Thompson, Manitoba. This was the fourth time CEPS 

had taken place in Thompson. After the program was concluded, 

personal interviews were conducted to learn about participant and 

facilitator experiences to see if the program had the potential to be 

transformative. These interviews were intended to inquire about how 

participants, who often had been marginalized and felt 

disenfranchised from previous educational ventures, experienced this 

course.  We inquired about what the participants valued within the 

program and what they would change. We also examined how 

participants saw themselves growing as a result of what they had 

learned within the course and if and how the course had changed 

them.   

Using transformative learning theory as a theoretical framework, this 

report discusses the experiences of participants and facilitators 

involved in the CEPS program in spring 2012. Transformative 

learning theory was chosen to support this work because of its 

connection to emerging adult learners involved in learning of this type 

(Tisdell, 2007). Although transformative learning theory is not 

formally part of the CEPS program, the critical reflection upon 
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assumptions embedded in the course content had the potential to 

create cognitive tension and emotional discomfort, leading to 

transformative learning by creating disorienting dilemmas for the 

participants (Mezirow, 2012). Hence, transformative learning theory 

provides a way to understand the process of cognitive growth during 

learning processes such as those provided during this course (Taylor, 

1994; Tisdell, 2007). 

This report is intended to give voice to the participants and 

facilitators of an alternative and successful program designed to 

engage minoritized youth. Seven participants and the two instructors 

were interviewed after the completion of the course. The interviews 

were transcribed and coded thematically using NVIVO software. The 

thematic analysis was conducted using Merriam’s (2009) inductive 

and deductive comparative method. Themes are presented in storied 

form, often in the voice of participants, in order to provide a rich, thick 

description that honors the participants’ willingness to speak about 

their participation and growth as a result of the program.  

Context 

An overview of transformative learning theory is provided in order to 

provide context to the research. The following section provides an 

overview of the CEPS program. 

 

Transformative Learning Theory 

Transformative learning occurs when adults participate in activities 

that involve learning about a different perspective (worldview) and 

then integrate that different perspective into their current 

perspective, thereby expanding it. Fundamentally, a transformative 

learning experience is akin to a paradigm shift, but at an individual 

level. Transformative learning theory establishes that as a function of 

taking on a new perspective, people go through a process that 

transforms their identity (Mezirow, 2000).  

From a pedagogical perspective, there are two primary conditions 

that need to be met for transformative learning to occur: an 

environment that provides the learner with the potential to develop a 

disorienting dilemma and opportunities to critique and reflect within 

the setting (Taylor, 2009). Both of these are identified as aims of CEPS 

because the program encourages personal growth of this nature 

(Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, 2013).  



5 
 

 
 
 

 

Taylor (2009) identified five factors that promote transformative 

learning: the learner’s life experiences, opportunities for dialogue and 

critical reflection, a holistic orientation, an awareness of context, and 

authentic relationships. Because of their significance to the present 

study, each of these five sections will be discussed below. 

Dialogue is a critical element of transformative learning theory 

(Mezirow, 1991). Based on the constructivist framework that 

supports transformative learning, it is believed that people experience 

transformation through dialogue. Dialogue may be either internal 

(through our inner voices) or external (through dialogue with others).  

Such dialogue is vital, according to Taylor (2009), for critical 

reflection to occur. Thus, “dialogue becomes the medium for critical 

reflection to be put into action, where experience is reflected on, 

assumptions and beliefs are questioned, and habits of mind are 

ultimately transformed” (p. 9).  Mezirow (2000) posits that effective 

dialogue includes the following ideal conditions: access to more 

reliable and thorough information; an absence of a sense of coercion; 

a space and place to openly discuss alternative perspectives and 

feelings; “an awareness of the context of ideas and, more critically, 

reflective of assumptions, including their own”; an equitable 

opportunity to discuss perspectives, a strong desire to understand; 

and a continual desire to question, to learn, and challenge common 

sense (p. 13-14).  

A holistic environment is predicated upon creating a safe place in 

which to share and to work through emotional crises. If the 

participants do not feel safe to think about and express their views, 

they will not be able to challenge their own beliefs, values, and 

assumptions. Expecting that learning may be an emotional enterprise, 

emotions are an important consideration in CEPS and emotional 

experiences are expected to provide much of the impetus for change 

(Kumashiro, 2009). Group dynamics may also facilitate change by 

affecting the participants’ capacity for dialogue and reflection (Taylor, 

2009).  

The context of the learning experience also needs to be appreciated, 

and thus, it is a critical and integral aspect of the CEPS program. 

Taylor (2009) states that it is important to take into consideration 

“the surroundings of the immediate learning event, the personal and 

professional situation of the learners’ present time (their prior 

experience), and the background context that is shaping society” 
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(p.11).  According to Taylor, some life experiences, like living in 

poverty or seeing friends being disadvantaged because of the 

racialization of their identities, may contribute to the likelihood that 

individuals will experience transformative learning when they learn 

how oppression operates.  

The participants’ and instructors’ life experiences have an impact on 

the constructivist interactions in the CEPS course. The participants’ 

prior experiences may contribute to the breadth and depth of their 

interactions with their learning and participation in class dialogue. 

According to Taylor (2009), the more varied life experience a person 

has, the greater the potential for, and magnitude of, transformative 

learning. Taylor suggests that it is important for instructors to 

understand how prior experiences may create more or less resistance 

to change in some learners.  

Having authentic relationships, where facilitators are able to develop 

meaningful, genuine relationships with the participants also flows 

well within the CEPS course, and is an important prerequisite for 

transformative learning (Cranton, 2006; Cranton & Carusetta, 2004a, 

2004b; Taylor, 2009). It is through building trusting relationships that 

participants may feel comfortable sharing and taking risks in class. 

Facilitators who teach humbly recognize their own lifelong journey of 

learning as well as that of their participants. They also press forward 

through participant discomfort for the sake of creating a space for 

substantive personal change and providing the basis for relationships 

that can affect significant growth in participants. Clarification of the 

facilitators’ intentions and working through issues around authority 

encompass Aboriginal values and ensure that the participants have 

voice (Tisdell, 1998; Welch, 2006). This element is common to much 

pedagogy: the participants will learn better when they have an 

authentic relationship with their facilitator. This “best practice” also 

translates to greater opportunities for transformative learning, 

because participants feel more comfortable and trusting (Cranton & 

Carusetta, 2004a, 2004b). 

According to Taylor (2009), transformative learning can occur when 

the participants become challenged to examine values and 

perspectives through which they make sense of the world, and their 

thinking becomes substantially changed by the experience. 

Transformative learning includes learners identifying “problematic 

ideas, beliefs, values, and feelings; critically assessing their underlying 
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assumptions; testing their justification through rational discourse; 

and striving for decisions through consensus building” (p. 3). 

Transformative learning theory also recognizes the need for “crises” 

in learning in order to bring about considerable personal change. Not 

only are feelings critical to personal transformations, but also 

“feelings must be intentionally evoked and engaged when the 

educational purpose is to foster transformative learning” (Yorks & 

Kasl, 2006, p. 46). 

Transformative learning refers to being fundamentally changed by 

critically reflecting upon significant problems that we encounter in 

life (Mälkki, 2010). According to Mezirow (2009), by taking on a new 

perspective, people go through a process that changes their identity. 

Determining whether there was a perspective change is the key to 

understanding the impact of the CEPS program on the participants’ 

lives because transformative learning changes the way we understand 

the world. This is different from other forms of learning because it is 

not “a change in what we know; transformation is a change in the way 

we know” (Kilgore & Bloom, 2002, p. 124).  The transformative 

potential for the participants in the CEPS program is taken up in the 

last section of this report.  

The next section provides an overview of the CEPS program. 

CEPS Youth Leadership Development Program 

The acronym CEPS stands for Cultural, Economic, Political, and Social, 

and it is a youth leadership development program that enhances 

individual capacity in these areas.  These four areas were identified by 

Aboriginal youth as necessary for Aboriginal youth leadership 

development. CEPS is a program based on what the youth need and 

desire in order to develop into strong young leaders. The CEPS 

program incorporates a vast amount of teachings that help the youth 

reconnect with their culture and traditions. The youth learn the 

economics of the world that surrounds them and they come to 

understand the politics of their communities. The CEPS program 

encompasses the mind, body, and spirit and connects youth with their 

family, community, and nation. The program respects the diversity of 

the First Nations, and establishes that Aboriginal communities all face 

common challenges. The CEPS program provides support to the youth 

so that young leaders can enhance positive growth and changes.  
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Each component of this program incorporates the balance of the four 

realms of the medicine wheel including physical, spiritual, mental, and 

emotional aspects. The medicine wheel is an ancient and powerful 

symbol of the Universe used by Indigenous people of North and South 

America. It carries many important teachings about the 

interconnection and inter-relatedness we have as individuals, 

amongst each other and amongst life on earth. The medicine wheel is 

an excellent foundation to use with the CEPS program, as it 

encourages the youth to self-reflect on their own potential and to 

make positive changes in their lives.  

The cultural connection has provided opportunities for the youth to 

reflect on their own personal identity as Indigenous people. Together, 

the youth have come to learn more of their own culture, heritage, and 

history, and to appreciate the traditional teachings and Elder 

involvement. This approach instills pride within the CEPS 

participants. The youth are more engaged when they learn more 

about who they are.  

First Nation and Métis history provides the youth with an 

understanding of the struggles encountered because of colonization.  

The youth become more aware of the oppressive and assimilative 

practices that have existed for centuries in Canada and the impacts of 

these practices on them as young people today. More importantly, the 

youth explore ways to suppress the negative effects of colonization at 

a personal and social level by being taught to embrace the positive 

that they have control over in their lives.  Class discussions provide a 

positive atmosphere for young people to learn and work in unity to 

encourage perseverance within their communities.  

The CEPS program provides the youth with an opportunity to gain the 

life skills they need to move on in their journey. The youth learn the 

basic life skills that would support them in achieving employment 

and/ or education. In addition, CEPS provides knowledge and 

teachings that the youth can apply in their personal lives, education, 

and employment. The youth begin to understand how their own 

economic standing impacts their life, community, and country.  They 

also begin to learn to make sound fiscal choices through an economic 

lens. 

The CEPS program is intended to create youth empowerment. The 

youth have an opportunity to self-reflect, which strengthens their 
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identity. The youth become aware of their physical, mental, spiritual, 

and emotional wellbeing, which enhances their self-concept. The 

youth build their self-esteem and cultural identity, which also has 

positive implications for their self-determination. The youth become 

empowered to make positive changes in their lives. Youth 

empowerment is evident among past CEPS participants who have 

gone onto complete their high school or who have continued to post-

secondary education. Past participants have also moved to big cities 

to pursue their dreams, they have become immersed in their culture, 

and gained meaningful employment.  

Youth leadership is encouraged in the CEPS program. Developing a 

sense of ownership is important, and this is made possible by 

ensuring participant input, by providing authentic feedback, and 

having responsibilities in the program delivery. This is incorporated 

into the program through the election of a youth chief, who acts as a 

representative for the participants. It allows the youth to recognize 

the importance of voting and community engagement.  

Elder involvement and traditional teachers are a critical component of 

the CEPS Youth Leadership Development Project. Elders provide 

guidance for the transmission of oral history and traditions while 

promoting respect and unity among the group. The Elders have led 

ceremonies as part of the CEPS program, including sharing circles, 

sweat lodges, and opening and pipe ceremonies. Traditional 

knowledge keepers have also come to share their teachings, stories, 

and knowledge with the group, so that they have a good 

understanding about the value and importance of their Indigenous 

and Métis cultures.  

It is important for CEPS to strengthen existing partnerships and create 

new partnerships with the valuable resources available within the 

communities. The participation of existing youth resources, 

Aboriginal organizations, social service agencies, non-profit groups, 

and community volunteers is essential in ensuring that the youth 

receive a wealth of information from individuals and groups with 

extensive knowledge and experience. The CEPS program 

demonstrates how a community can build partnerships, collaborate, 

and work collectively to ensure its success. 

The ultimate goal of the CEPS program is to provide the youth with a 

positive and respectful learning environment in which the 
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participants will learn from each other while building on new ideas 

and enhancing individual and collective capacity to address specific 

issues. The CEPS program has many assets that would support a 

struggling youth to enter and complete the program. The participants 

are provided with free tuition, training allowance, all learning 

materials, and transportation to project sites. Upon completion the 

participants will receive a certificate at their graduation. In addition, 

the Manitoba Keewatinowi Okimakanak Youth Program assists 

participants who complete the program to secure employment, 

education, or other personal goals. These supports and incentives 

help keep the youth motivated and engaged in the CEPS program.  

 

Research Results 

The research results are broken down into two parts. The first part of 

this section examines the program through the lens of the facilitators’ 

experiences when they were participants in the program, as well as 

most recently, when they were facilitators. The second part of this 

section examines the program through the lens of the participants. 

The participants’ and facilitators’ comments are written in italics. The 

research concludes with a summary.  

 

Facilitators’ Perspective  

Both facilitators had been through the program and commented on 

the strengths of the program, as they saw it. Aisha believed that the 

strengths in the program were the cultural and social components. She 

said, I think it’s because that’s what the students were more familiar 

with because of their culture and the social issues in their lives. 

Participants were interested in fostering their self-esteem and just 

interacting with each other. Aisha commented that a significant 

strength of the program was the icebreakers. She said: 

When we did an introduction with the icebreakers and did an 

icebreaker each day, it brought the students closer, to be more 

comfortable with the environment, and with each other. They 

got to know each other, got to know the facilitators, and 

everyone had a bonding [experience]… everyone was supportive 

of each other. 
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Some of the participants were also parents or were expecting. This 

meant that the facilitators adjusted the program to support the 

learning of those participants. Aisha could provide support to those 

participants from her personal experience. She said, I shared with 

them so they won’t feel that they’re alone. Aisha provided an example: 

One of the students was pregnant… and she would ask me 

questions, in the social component. With the other students they 

had relationship issues, and I talked to them about my past 

relationships. I just shared what I experienced just to help them. 

So they wouldn’t feel they’re the only ones going through this. 

One of the students had family issues going on, and she was a 

teenager, I was a teenager… so I shared with her my experiences. 

And tried to let them know it’s not the end of the world. 

One of the challenges in the program was to continue to encourage the 

participants to keep going despite their personal issues. According to 

Aisha, some participants wanted to give up. That’s how they felt. And I 

told them it’s just another day; it’s just a bad day. And whenever there’s 

a bad day, good comes out of it. This testimonial approach provided 

sustenance for a number of participants as was evidenced in the 

participant interviews.  

Aisha referred to a participant she had been talking to after the course 

to provide an example of why the participants were attending CEPS. 

Aisha said that he came to the program to try to better his life. She said 

that when she saw him and asked how he was doing after the 

program was over, the student indicated that he’s working, he’s going 

to be getting married in August, he’s staying out of trouble… and he was 

also asking for his certificate! He wanted the certificate to add to his 

resume. He’s trying to go down a positive road.  

One of the wonderful things for the facilitators was that the students 

really looked up to us and at the same time we are just ‘C’mon, we can 

do this together.’ Having a leadership role was new and significant for 

Darcy.  He said. I understood now I am a role model and I got to watch 

how I behave. Back when I took CEPS and that really helped me become 

a gentleman. Darcy remembered that some participants had pretty 

rough lives. For example, one participant ended up going back to jail 

because he broke his conditions and he was one of the guys that wanted 

help for his life. Darcy remembered encouraging him to the end. The 
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young man that Darcy was referring to indicated his life is different 

even though it doesn’t look like it.  

From one of the facilitator’s perspective,  

There were quite a few challenges when it came to the 

participants; it was sometimes hard to get them to pay attention 

to what you were trying to teach to them. It also seemed like 

most of them were there for the allowance that was being 

offered. The other thing was that some of the students had their 

own personal issues going on. Whether it was at home or their 

relationships and it kind of would interfere, it would distract 

them from what we were trying to teach to them. So what we did 

was try to be supportive and have little sharing circles, and we 

said, ‘Whatever is said in the circle stays in the circle.’ It was 

really helpful. Also we’d talk to them individually, just to 

encourage them that this program is very important, and that it 

would actually help them. 

Both facilitators commented on how the program could be improved. 

Aisha felt that tying class performance to the $30 a day allowance 

would be helpful. She thought it beneficial to connect the allowance to 

completing your assignments and having good attendance. She also 

believed that because there were a number of expectant young 

mothers in the class, more could be done to provide them with 

positive parenting skills, childcare, and/or find a way to bring their 

kids and have a little area for the kids. Aisha said I don’t know if [having 

the toddlers in our building] would be a distraction, but it’s worth a try. 

In order to become a facilitator in the program, Darcy mentioned that 

he first needed to be a participant in the course: I took CEPS back in 

2010 and I learned a lot.... The lady that was teaching me, she was like a 

best friend and I started seeing her as a mentor. Darcy realized,  

she’s just as qualified as I am to do this, and as the program 

progressed I learned more about myself and how to express 

myself. I just became familiar with it and thought ‘Hey, why can’t 

I teach it?’  

The two facilitators were also changed as participants and then 

facilitators in the program. Aisha remembered:  

When I was a participant I was pregnant, and I wanted to take 

the CEPS program because I wanted to keep going on with my 
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education… I wanted to go for it…. And then after facilitating the 

program I wanted to go back to school, so I just finished my first 

year of University, and I’m ready to go back in the fall again. 

Aisha acknowledged that because the CEPS program I realized that I’m 

more interested in psychology. She came to this realization because she 

saw her natural ability of talking with the students and helping them. 

She said, That was my strength, I was able to relate to them, and give 

them the comfort; I’d help them a lot. So I’d seen where my strength was 

from facilitating the CEPS program. 

As a result of the CEPS program, Aisha said:  

I know that I’m stronger because of the culture component of the 

program. I am very interested in medicine picking. I never did 

that before until the program, so I’ve been doing that. I’ve been 

making my own medicine at home... I volunteer…. I’m more out-

spoken to people… I’ve been doing more self-care than I’ve ever 

done before. And I have more self-respect. I’m just… I love me 

now! ….  

Darcy had reflected a lot on how the program changed him. He had 

changed as a result of the course and he said this was so because it 

teaches you a lot of things you don’t usually learn. Darcy said that as a 

result of being a participant in CEPS, I just started to take care of 

myself better. Darcy reflected on how he had been lost before the 

course, and that this had changed as a result of his participation in the 

course. 

I don’t think of myself that way now. I don’t see this lost guy; I 

say ‘Hey, you got a lot of love and a lot of people care for you. 

You’re a leader.’ I see myself as a leader now ….I was really shy so 

that was one of the things I overcame. We practiced how to talk. 

That’s another thing too is public speaking. I could never do it.  

Darcy made a number of changes to his lifestyle that he attributed to 

being a participant in the course. He said: 

I went to bed and I started looking for work. After that, because I 

knew I needed an income, I could be on my own; live on my own. 

Because at the time I was living with my mom, so I was just 

getting tired of it. So I started applying for work. I applied for 

jobs everywhere and I got a few here and there, and if I didn’t 
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like it I quit because I felt ‘I didn’t need to be treated like this.’ 

That’s what CEPS did too, is it taught me to stand up for myself.  

Darcy had graduated from high school prior to enrolling in the CEPS 

program and upon completion of the CEPS course, he felt like he had 

graduated again: I actually felt like I graduated in life. As a result of 

being a participant in CEPS, he said, I have options now. I can see 

possibilities I can take. It was empowering, it just empowered me too; 

now I can grow up. He said the program was an eye opener. Darcy 

indicated how he grew as a participant in the program and then as a 

facilitator.  He said, 

I didn’t know myself when I moved back to Thompson so I 

decided I needed to know who I was and my culture. CEPS just 

felt like it was the key to the world I guess from just being in a 

shell. Coming out of grade twelve, not knowing who I was. I had 

no real direction, that’s what I was looking for, and then CEPS 

came and it showed me this door…. [CEPS] taught me how to be 

a responsible citizen.  

Aisha remembered how challenging it was stepping into the role of a 

facilitator. She said: 

When we first started [facilitating] the program I was nervous, 

like I didn’t know what to expect, I didn’t know what kind of 

students… what kind of personalities or attitudes the students 

had. But I stayed as calm as I could, and tried not to show me 

being nervous. So I just put some humor out there, I tried to show 

my energy, tried to show my positive energy to them so they can 

open up to me as much as they could. So we joked around and 

everything. ‘Just be yourself.’ That’s what I told them, just be 

yourself and that’s how it all… how everything started building.  

In summary, CEPS led Darcy and Aisha to understand themselves 

better as participants and then as facilitators. This program led them 

to make important personal changes in the way they saw the world. 

Darcy saw CEPS as a transformative learning experience. Darcy felt 

that CEPS is a great program, I enjoyed it. Darcy said:  

CEPS has something to offer youth; it’s a great program and I 

hope it becomes a part of the school system. I want to improve it 

and make it into a super, responsible citizenship growing, life-

skill building, super, amazing, program.  
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Both facilitators enjoyed teaching in the program and want to make it 

even better. They saw positive change in the participants and in 

themselves.  

Participants’ Perspective  

STRENGTHS OF CEPS 

The participants were asked, among other things, “what are the 

strengths of CEPS?”  The participant responses to this question follow. 

It should be noted that all of the participants saw a number of 

strengths in the program. For example, Kelvin said: It’s a good 

program to be sure. He enjoyed participating in events and socializing. 

Kelvin liked what we were doing and stuff. Rebecca discussed that the 

strengths were that we had a strong group that attended every day and 

we looked out for each other. Sometimes when someone wouldn’t come 

we would call them. This supportive environment was helpful for the 

participants.  

Rebecca was very curious about the program at the beginning. She 

said, I don’t know, I am just one of those people that I want to get to 

know the people around the program and me. She said that CEPS was 

very helpful. You meet good people, the instructors were very good and 

the place that they had it was a good place. It wasn’t far for me to walk 

and a very good program.” Rebecca also enjoyed the breakfasts and 

snacks. She found the instructors very supportive in her learning. Of 

the four components in the program, Rebecca really liked the cultural 

and economic parts of it. There was one male and one female 

instructor, as well. Rebecca found this helpful.  

Tanis liked the activities they did including having the teachings 

taught to us by the Elders that came in. She said that she would 

probably take it again, if they had that. Tanis indicated that you 

learned about your feelings and values. She said they [Elders] taught us 

how to smudge, and we made our own skirts, too. Tanis learned a lot 

about her culture and enjoyed the games, activities, and the teachings 

of the Elders. Tanis would recommend it to other youths. 

Erica liked how they filled you up with information. She liked the 

readings and presentations the most, particularly those that involved 

Elders coming in to speak. There were also several class trips to 

different cultural land-based areas. Erica appreciated learning about 



16 
 

 
 
 

 

the historical and cultural context of these traditional locations. She 

also enjoyed learning about the traditional medicines and cultural 

activities like the sun dance and sweat lodge ceremonies.  

Georgina valued when speakers that came in and talked about First 

Nations and medicine. She recalled that she didn’t know anything about 

it and it made me feel like I really wanted to get to know what was 

going on and everything about it.  

Erik saw the strength of the program being how they had a lot of good 

ways of everyone just getting to know each other better and knowing 

each other as a person. Erik really appreciated the quality of the 

instructors. He said: They were part of us, part of the group but they 

were leading it. And they are our age too; and they were fun. That made 

everything easier. 

Helen liked the speakers. She said of the speakers: 

They had a lot to share, and they also brought stuff from our 

culture, and they explained what they were for. So the Peace 

Pipe, they explained what that’s used for, and what kind of 

ceremonies that’s used for, and what other Peace Pipes they had. 

What the sage is for, and they would have their own medicine 

wheel, they would tell us all the different stuff that could have 

been used for in our life. I thought that was the strengths of the 

culture part. 

Helen also liked learning from the economic part of the course. She 

said:  

It helped me better manage my money and learn where I could 

make it more useful to survive.  And the time-management part 

helped me when I make appointments, to make them where I 

could be available, and actually go to the appointment.  

HOW INSTRUCTORS SUPPORTED LEARNING 

One of the resounding comments about CEPS was how the instructors 

supported the learning of the participants during CEPS. This is an 

important point, as it belies the importance of having an authentic 

relationship with the instructor for transformative learning 

experiences to occur. 
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When Darcy was a participant in CEPS, he recalled that the instructors 

would answer a question; they were down-to-earth, you know. They 

were young people, too. Darcy modeled that approach as an instructor. 

He said that when he was a participant the instructors would be at 

your level in terms of just understanding [the needs of the participants]. 

Darcy recalled that one of the most powerful experiences in his life 

was participating in the sharing circles that were part of CEPS. One of 

the instructors held sharing circles for us. She shared a lot of tears, she 

had a lot of passion and she believed in us, too. I believed in her and in 

turn I got stronger and believed in myself. 

The facilitators supported participant learning. For example, Kelvin 

noted,  

Whenever we asked, [the facilitators would] come try to give us 

the full explanation in what we were learning. That’s how they 

helped, and after the documentaries we talked about it, we just 

discussed it in a group, wrote things down. … You actually got to 

do learning activities, and then there were group discussions 

afterwards to share your thoughts and feelings about what was 

happening. 

Rebecca recalled that the instructors were very helpful, and sometimes 

when I wasn’t able to make it, they helped me out with a ride and stuff 

like that. They were very good…. They understood what you were going 

through. Tanis also said that the instructors were open and engaged in 

helping the participants grow. She said, they explained things simple 

and they taught good. They made me understand a lot, and I learned a 

lot.  

Erica recalled that the instructors used icebreakers to loosen 

everyone up and build a sense of collective identity within the group. 

She also liked that they used advanced organizers to help participants 

stay on track and to provide a way of letting them know what was 

coming each day. The instructors also encouraged the participants to 

help each other. Erica was proud of them. I just found it awesome to 

work with somebody our age who would understand and learn along 

with us.  

Georgina really liked how the instructors took the time to explain 

everything to you. Georgina affirmed the quality of her experience in 

the program by responding I don’t think there is anything that can be 
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changed. She said, it’s a good experience and if there was another class 

that I would be able to take, I would want to go again. 

Erik liked how the instructors modeled a constructivist classroom 

through sharing circle activities. The participants did sharing 

exercises where everyone gets in a circle and you share one hobby or 

interest and someone else will raise their hand and say ‘Oh, I like doing 

that too.’ Erik said that these experiences, which led to a strong group 

cohesion, were very significant for him and that’s what really made me 

want to do it and keep going. One of the challenges that Erik identified 

was not everyone [was] paying attention, not everyone [was] focusing 

on the stuff they [were] teaching. It gets distracting and affects everyone 

else’s learning. However, Erik noted that the instructors would start 

[the lesson] over again, it was always kind of there, but it eventually 

started getting better.  

Erik really liked the readings. He noted that the instructors would ask 

us questions to make sure we understand what we’re learning about. 

They [also] showed us videos to help us understand better because some 

people don’t get it through reading. Erik also liked that the instructors 

were part of us, part of the group, but they were leading it, though. 

Helen commented on the strengths of the facilitators by noting that 

when she didn’t understand a concept, the instructors would try to 

explain it to me to the best of [their] ability. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PROGRAM CHANGE 

Many participants indicated that they liked the program the way it 

was and were only able to respond with program changes after being 

prompted. The following is a combined list of changes that the 

participants identified: 

 Have an Elder as part of the program full-time  
 Make it longer 
 Learn your traditional language (e.g. Cree) 
 Have a van and help with rides  
 More trips. For example, travel to other locations and learning 

about and going to places where they provide programs and 
services in Thompson  

 More about land based education component 
 Ensure that participants are motivated  
 Double the length of time of the course 
 Strengthen the career focus 
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 Eight week program is too short. It should be longer.  
 Greater collaboration between facilitators because at times it felt 

like they were doing two different things.… That could have been 
better if they were more together with the same things around the 
same subjects. 

 Create participant committees to do different tasks 
 More engagement through activities 
 More icebreakers in the morning to liven things up 

 

PERSONAL CHALLENGES AND CEPS 

There were a number of personal challenges that were overcome by 

participants during CEPS. For example, Kelvin mentioned that during 

the course, sometimes people will be shy to do anything; talk or stand 

up when they are asked to volunteer. This lack of confidence was 

something many participants had in common at the beginning of 

CEPS. For example, Tanis said that during the course, you have to talk 

about your personal life and stuff like that and you couldn’t pass. This 

was a challenge and something that changed for her by the end of the 

program.  She also said: 

Some of the activities you had to write down all the stuff that you 

didn’t like and all that and that was hard to do and we had to 

write loved ones names on a piece of paper and you have to keep 

taking away names until you came to the last three or something 

and that was hard…[doing so] made me think about my friends 

and family and how you spend your time and what you do with 

your life and that.  

This was an important realization for Tanis. 

Another challenge for one participant was around homelessness. 

Rebecca discussed that she had no place to stay then, and just having 

people around to support me in a way was very helpful. Erik noted,  

Personal issues kind of got in my way. I missed quite a bit 

actually. It wasn’t really anything about the program that made 

me miss it. It was not like ‘I don’t want to go there today, because 

of that.’ It was because of me usually.  

Helen missed class sometimes because I would go drink the day before, 

and I would be hung-over. Sometimes I wouldn’t wake up or wake up 

late, and I would show up late, or I wouldn’t go for the morning. As a 



20 
 

 
 
 

 

function of CEPS, Helen and Erik had become aware that their lifestyle 

was getting in the way of their personal growth.  

PERSONAL CHANGES ATTRIBUTED TO CEPS 

Participants reflected on a number of changes they attributed to the 

material they learned in CEPS. Kelvin didn’t feel alone because I guess, 

I used to be alone and stuff. He felt connected to some of the 

participants and better connected with family and friends. He said that 

CEPS provided something to do during the day, away from the negative 

stuff. Kelvin also felt more confident. Kelvin had moved on to a Youth 

Club where he was doing my Math, doing my English, doing Life Skills 

in the afternoon. Kelvin also said CEPS got me on my feet, I guess. Got 

me going. Got me a job. 

Rebecca really noticed how she had changed as a result of the 

program. She said, the culture part helped me out a lot. She also said:  

The budgeting part was really helpful, too, because now I know 

how to save my money and the difference between want and 

need and stuff like that. That was really helpful because now I 

see like ‘Oh, do I need these pair of shoes?’ I’m like ‘My shoes are 

holey, I do need them.’ Or, do I just want a new pair of shoes.  

Rebecca was saving money now. She said, ‘I used to just get my check 

and spend it all, and now I am just ‘Oh, I’ve got to save some money for 

this and that.’ Rebecca also learned to appreciate her family a little 

more as a function of CEPS. She said, I wasn’t really close to my family, 

but now I’ve got an understanding on how people shouldn’t take them 

for granted. CEPS also inspired Rebecca to finish school and get a job. 

After CEPS ended, Rebecca enrolled in a youth program and now 

works in Thompson. Overall, she was grateful to the personal changes 

that CEPS brought about. Rebecca said, it just taught me a lot; if you 

want something you go for it, you don’t just sit around. It is not going to 

come there for you. The course even gave her the desire to get her 

driver’s license.  Rebecca has both short-term and long-term goals. 

She said, once I get all my short-term goals done, I will be planning for 

long term. 

Tanis also benefited from the program. She said, before I came to this 

program I wasn’t even in school or anything. I wasn’t working. [I was] 

doing nothing. But now I am in school after the program and I’m 

looking for a job. Tanis also related better to people. She said she was 
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visiting more and talking to them more. She wanted to get on with her 

life. Tanis said, I am just thinking about it and I am not going to waste 

any more time. She was more motivated. 

Erica really enjoyed learning about her culture. As a result of this 

learning, she said, I am wanting to get my Indian name, my Cree name. 

She had also developed a mentee relationship with an Elder. Erica had 

liked learning about the traditional stuff they do with the teepee, the 

dancing, and some of the dress wear they would have. She was 

acquiring the skills to do traditional arts after the course was over and 

she was taking a great deal of pride in this pursuit. She was also 

inspired to go back to school. She said, I am going to go back to school 

in September when [my baby] is one. She had also got a job after CEPS 

ended. 

Georgina struggled with anxiety. This course gave her the strength to 

really talk to people and get to know people. Because there were other 

people in the program with similar challenges, she felt comfortable 

talking about these challenges and felt confident that she, too, could 

overcome them.  She felt that CEPS changed her:  

When you are in the CEPS program, it pushes you and it makes 

you want to go out there and do different things. It changes the 

way you see things and makes you want to push yourself to do 

things. CEPS makes you feel like you can do anything. 

Georgina was also inspired by CEPS.  Georgina said that as a result of 

CEPS, I’m more confident. In Georgina’s words, CEPS gave her the 

motivation to become a better person. Georgina also benefited from the 

cultural component in CEPS. She said, [CEPS] makes me know more 

about how [my parents] grew up and my dad was in residential school 

and they told us a lot about residential school and how it was for those 

people. Georgina planned to go back to school. She wanted to get 

training so that she could work with children in a daycare. She said: I 

am going to go out there and go back to school now that I’m 

comfortable around people…. I can go back to school and get a higher 

education and become what I want to be.”   

Erik indicated that as a result of CEPS, you just know how the world is 

now. I guess not the world, but where we live and where we are. Erik 

had learned a lot in the course. He reminded the interviewer of his 

newfound confidence and said: I’m pretty sure before the program I 

wouldn’t have done an interview like this. CEPS gave Erik the 
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confidence to speak out for himself and for the betterment of his 

community. CEPS gave Erik the strength to just [feel] more socially 

active. Erik wanted to go home so that he could learn his language. He 

said, I want to learn the language now, too, and that’s what I am going 

to try and do. Just find a way somewhere to go learn it. Erik had 

developed a real need to understand who he was, and to know himself 

better through his language. He was also eager to work and felt more 

confident. As a result of CEPS, Erik felt that more work opportunities 

would be available to him: Especially work wise. I will feel less limited 

to accept lower level jobs.  

Helen said of her involvement and personal growth as a result of 

CEPS:  

When I was in the program, it made me want to better myself. It 

made me want to be more independent for my family and myself. 

It made me want to be in society working, have my own place, 

helping my kids, and myself and helping others the best that I 

can. Just to make a positive change for myself. The stuff that I 

learned in the program, I use that for everyday everything I need 

to do every day. I would use what I learned from the program to 

succeed. And if I didn’t succeed, I would keep trying, just like… 

self-motivate myself in all the stuff that the facilitator taught us 

how to… lift ourselves up, to self-motivate. That’s what I think; I 

want to be a part of the world instead of being a little peanut. 

Helen said that after the program, I got a job full-time, I always went to 

my shifts, and every time they asked me to cover someone’s shift I would 

go. So I was financially stable.  She saved some of the money she made 

at her job so that she could get a place to live: So, instead of just saying 

‘I’m looking for a place, I’m looking for a place’, I would act on it. I saved 

my money first, and then I looked for a place. I took action. Helen said:  

I’m more stable now after taking the program and everything 

I’ve learned. I’m more independent now. I treat people differently 

after taking the program. I treat them with respect now, as in 

before I wouldn’t even look at them, I would ignore them.”  

Helen learned a lot in the course and said of her compassion for 

others: 

I’m more aware of other people, other people’s feelings and my 

feelings now that I’ve taken the program. I know my role, 
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especially at my job, I know my role as a daughter, and I know 

my role as a mother. I take it more seriously now. As in before, I 

was just up in the air, I didn’t have stability, and I wouldn’t have 

cared before. 

Helen’s reflection on what she learned in CEPS reminds of us the 

power of a program to create change.  

One of the most important benefits of the course was that participants 

were learning to be less judgmental of themselves and others. Three 

quotations are included to reflect the change in participants’ critical 

self-reflection of assumptions:  

 I used to be quiet and felt like when I was sitting there that people 

were going to judge me. ‘What are they going to think of me?’ I used 

to worry about that and then taking the CEPS program, I realized 

that people are actually not judgmental, that they actually are really 

nice, and I feel a lot better and able to participate in the program. 

 

 Just appreciating [family and friends] more and knowing; I have 

more sympathy for them and understanding how I would feel if I 

were in their shoes. You just can’t judge someone because they are 

going through a rough patch with drugs or something like that. You 

don’t know what led them to that; the cultural and other parts [of 

CEPS] really helped. 

 

 I liked how I re-assessed myself, how I could make things better for 

myself in the future and the present. 

 

Research Summary 

Based on the thematic analysis of the participant interviews, there 

were several emergent themes, none more important, though, than 

recognizing the positive impact of providing relevant, meaningful, and 

purposeful instruction in a supportive learning environment. Another 

emergent theme was – provided that participants’ financial needs 

were being met – that participants placed monetary incentives as 

secondary motivators compared to feelings of mastery, community, 

and purpose. It is also important to recognize the authentic 

relationships between the facilitators and participants as the 

provision of quality constructivist-based instruction. This connects 
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well to the transformative potential of the CEPS program that places 

importance on the following factors: dialogue, holistic learning 

environment, awareness of the learning context, and drawing from 

the life experiences of the participants. These factors were embedded 

into the program and the facilitators’ instructional methods, which 

induced feelings of comfort and trust (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004a, 

2004b) and facilitated opportunities for transformative learning by 

the participants.  

According to Taylor (2009) transformative learning can occur when 

participants become challenged to examine the values and 

perspectives through which they make sense of the world, and their 

thinking becomes substantially changed by the experience. The 

participants in the CEPS program shared how they were empowered 

and transformed as a result of the program; CEPS led them to 

understand their own social construction more deeply and fostered 

more meaningful engagement with the community. Transformative 

learning theory provided an important means to see if the 

participants were deeply affected by what they were learning during 

the CEPS program and whether what they were learning could lead to 

substantive changes in how they understood and interacted with the 

world (perspective transformation).  

Perspective Transformation 

The most important element from this analysis is the clear 

perspective transformation that all of the interviewed participants 

spoke about. Included below are statements made by the participants 

that indicate a perspective transformation and that speak to the 

transformative potential of the CEPS Youth Leadership Development 

Program. The following statements signal to the reader a substantive 

change in the participants’ beliefs, values, and assumptions regarding 

themselves and their place in this world: 

 The course helped Kelvin realize that [although] I did a lot of bad 

things [when I was younger], I’m a good person. CEPS made me see 

myself as a person that’s equal. 

 

 Rebecca also acknowledged that as a result of the course she had 

changed her way of thinking and treating herself and others.  
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 When Tanis was asked, do you see like the world differently in terms 

of society and has your view of how the world works changed since 

CEPS? Tanis responded not really. However, she indicated that as a 

result of her participation in the course, I’m focusing on myself and 

taking care of myself. These were two things she wasn’t doing 

before the course. Thus, CEPS had made a significant difference in 

her life. 

 

 Erica indicated that the program had changed the way she saw the 

world. She said that she had changed a lot as a result of her 

participation in the course. 

 

 Georgina said:  

You see yourself different, like it makes you feel like a better 

person that you’re not that old person you used to be. It makes 

you see yourself in a different way. You can do anything you 

want; you don’t have to be afraid. It makes you speak out and 

just know, how to get to know people. I learned that I am able to 

talk to people, that people are able to listen to me, and I am able 

to help people that are able to talk to other people about 

different things. 

 Erik also felt that he had changed a lot as a result of participating 

in the course. He said: 

I feel more like, just knowing about my ancestors and their 

culture and where they came from, because I was taught pretty 

different from what I’ve learned [in CEPS]. It’s good to feel better 

about knowing the truth about the traditional ways. I am more 

outgoing in a group, and that is something about me that 

changed after the program. Another thing is I am better at 

talking and doing stuff like this. 

 Helen recognized that  

after taking the program, it’s like I care more. I care more about 

everything that I do, and if there’s something I can’t do, I do ask 

for help, but I try to reassess myself… how I could make it work. 

…  [I’ve been] in a dark place before. Before CEPS I didn’t have 

anything, I was just living. I was just breathing. My kids were in 

care, and I didn’t have anything, I didn’t know what I needed to 
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do. Well, I knew what I needed to do; I just didn’t act on them. 

And then [CEPS]. 

CEPS proved to be an excellent program for formerly disengaged 

youth that led to a perspective change that was more enabling for the 

participants. Although this research did not include all the 

participants in the course, we believe it is fair to say that the CEPS 

program provided an extensive amount of knowledge that 

strengthened the physical, spiritual, emotional, and mental well being 

of the participants. It provided life skills that inspired and motivated 

the youth to make positive choices to enhance the quality of their 

lives. It provided knowledge and leadership skill development. The 

CEPS training also developed the participants’ agency to make a 

difference in their lives, their families, and their communities. CEPS 

offered a unique opportunity to build upon a young person’s special 

gifts so that he or she could share them with the world. 
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