
1

Aboriginal Ways of Knowing: Aboriginal-led Evaluation / Modes de 
connaissance autochtones: l’évaluation menée par des Autochtones

GUEST EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION / 
INTRODUCTION DE LA RÉDACTRICE INVITÉE

Andrea L.K. Johnston

In a 2004 issue of New Directions for Evaluation, Joan 
LaFrance, the chair of the Topic Interest Group on Evaluation and 
Indigenous Peoples of the American Evaluation Association, reminded 
readers that Weiss (1998) defined evaluation as a “practical craft” 
whose main purpose is contributing to program quality. Weiss further 
validated evaluators as explorers of cultural epistemologies for the 
“practical” reason of contributing to the validity and usefulness of 
evaluation by nestling the evaluation context within the programs’ 
operations. The challenge that this thematic segment of the Cana-
dian Journal of Program Evaluation poses to the field of evaluation 
is: How could/should/would North American Aboriginal1 evaluation 
approaches look? A minimal answer is that they should respect the 
unique ways of knowing of Aboriginal peoples and primarily use cul-
turally established ways of communicating. A complete answer has 
yet to be fully conceptualized, but it would include understandings 
of the complex social structures, the almost unlimited variations in 
cultures among Aboriginal peoples within a context of the similari-
ties, and understanding when western assumptions are barriers to 
the task. 

Western and/or mainstream evaluation approaches also vary a great 
deal, but certain assumptions prevail among those using the evalu-
ation results to decide the future of a funding stream or a funded 
program site. Two dominant examples of such assumptions base 
evaluation measures on essentially linear logic models and a prefer-
ence for well-tested measures. 

While many Aboriginal people utilize linear thinking skills daily, the 
traditional thinking style is holistic as evidenced in the First Nations 
communities,2 as well as among traditional Métis3 and Inuit4 com-
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munities in Canada. Without some adaptation of a linear logic model 
to a more traditional way of thinking, much “with the community” 
is fruitless. 

Similarly, using an evaluation tool developed for use with non-Abo-
riginal community-based North American people can miss the point 
entirely. For example, assumptions of individuality and independence 
are built into some of those tools. The answers of people immersed in 
an essentially interdependent culture may be misinterpreted. Other 
“well-tested” items have the potential for triggering adverse reactions 
in sensitive individuals. Aboriginal youth (as a population prone to 
high suicide rates), for example, are considered to be at-risk in these 
evaluation situations. The “dance” between western assumptions of 
evaluation superiority and Aboriginal assumptions of uniqueness 
are at the root of the question of how to satisfy the evaluation needs 
of funders without trampling on, or otherwise marginalizing, the 
Aboriginal ways of knowing and communicating. 

While evaluation is viewed by many Aboriginal community members 
as a foreign western concept, it is not entirely alien when approached 
as a mechanism for continual program improvement. From a First 
Nations and Métis perspective,5 there are traditional teachings that 
hold continual improvement in esteem. For example, the Seven Stages 
of Life teachings emphasize the importance of personal growth and 
continual improvement over the course of one’s lifetime. The princi-
ples behind the Seven Teachings—wisdom, courage, honesty, loving, 
humility, truth, and respect6—foster good will toward another for the 
good of that person and the good of oneself. Program personnel who 
follow the Seven Stages of Life and Seven Teachings are essentially 
practicing continual improvement for both themselves and the good 
of the program. When evaluation is explained in terms that staff can 
understand, it becomes less of a threat and may be viewed as a tool 
for the good of everyone. 

The idea of benefiting everyone is a part of the First Nations and Métis 
“medicine wheel” teaching7 and is also shared by Inuit communities. 
In summary the teaching states that what affects the individual 
affects the family, the community, the nation, and the universe. 
The community or nation effects might be classified as long-term 
or ultimate outcomes in logic models and other western designs. 
The universal effects are not currently considered measurable by 
evaluators. The Medicine Wheel teaching views an event today as 
having universal impacts as far forward as the seventh generation to 
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come.8 By using an Aboriginal frame of reference when designing an 
evaluation, it becomes clear that our current standards for measuring 
program impact are baby steps when seventh-generational impacts 
are considered.

Some Aboriginal evaluation approaches, methods, and techniques 
that are culturally compatible and serve to meet the evaluation 
needs of funders have originally come from an Aboriginal perspective. 
Some have been adaptations of western styles, while others start out 
as mixes. As any Aboriginal evaluator working with the Canadian 
government can tell you, there is a constant push-pull between the 
various viewpoints with an increase in openness to understanding 
both sides of the issue. Important components for Aboriginal evalu-
ation approaches that are increasingly designed within government 
and organization offices include the following:

•	 The unique ways of knowing of many Aboriginal people are 
not always understandable to Western minds. Sometimes 
there are no adequate translations of concepts.

•	 While linear thinking and evaluation logic models seem ut-
terly logical to some, it is often better to explain programs to 
Aboriginal people in terms of a medicine wheel, relationships, 
and/or spiral growth patterns based on repetition.

•	 Evaluation approaches that respect the participants’ right 
to tell their own stories are more familiar to traditional 
Aboriginal thinking styles than checking boxes. 

•	 Assumed cultural similarities among Aboriginals does not 
recognize the reality of multicultural situations and varying 
levels of assimilation.

•	 Face-to-face interviews or circles are much more compatible 
with Aboriginal styles and traditional communication pat-
terns than paper-and-pencil formats.

•	 Given an emphasis on relationships, Aboriginal views of 
what constitutes an outcome may be very different from an 
outsider’s understanding.

Vine Deloria, the noted Lakota philosopher, argues that there is a 
need to make a concerted effort to gather traditional wisdom into a 
coherent body of knowledge, stating that

I believe firmly that tribal ways represent a complete and 
logical alternative to Western science. If tribal wisdom 
is to be seen as a valid intellectual discipline, it will be 
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because it can be articulated in a wide variety of exposi-
tory forms and not simply in the language and concepts 
that tribal Elders have always used. (Deloria, 1999, p. 66)

If Deloria has his way, it may become easier in the future for non-
Aboriginal evaluators to work in an Aboriginal context without the 
current major risk of missing the point. 

This discussion should not imply that all Aboriginal community evalu-
ations require a traditional evaluation approach. Geraldine Standup 
is a recognized healer and Elder with research and Aboriginal organi-
zation experience. She advised:

A traditional evaluation approach can only be used with 
a program that is grounded solely in traditional knowl-
edge and practices. The logic model may be seen as per-
fectly acceptable for those programs that are completely 
grounded in western knowledge and practices. (Personal 
communication, 2002)

It has been an honour to complete this thematic segment. The content 
evokes thought, and the discussion challenges the evaluation status 
quo and introduces Aboriginal worldviews and methods practiced 
by the authors of the four featured articles. The first two articles 
(by LaFrance & Nichols and by Grover) discuss the challenges for 
Aboriginal communities working within a foreign system for evalu-
ation to reframing evaluation by creating an Aboriginal evaluation 
framework, through consultations with Aboriginal people, that in-
corporates Aboriginal ways of knowing and core values. The last two 
articles (by Johnston and Scott) integrate oral and visual methods 
into evaluation. While Johnston describes several methods for using 
technology and visual/oral methods that incorporate Aboriginal world-
views and ways of knowing, Scott’s article focuses on the importance 
of cultural translation for community-based evaluations when the 
approach includes academic research techniques. The clear message 
conveyed by all the articles is that when evaluation is undertaken in 
Aboriginal contexts the methods must incorporate Aboriginal ways of 
knowing and other core values. This will ensure that the voices of the 
community, program staff, and program participants are considered 
and heard in a manner that allows them to experience the evalua-
tion process and final report as a tool that leads to improvements in 
“program quality.”
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NOTES

1.	 Currently in Canada, Aboriginal is the more commonly used term to 
describe First Nation, Métis, and Inuit people or communities. The 
term indigenous tends to be used more by academics and some ‘Abo-
riginal’ community members in Canada. In other parts of the world 
indigenous is the generic label.

2.	 In Canada, First Nations Communities is considered a respectful label 
used in lieu of Indian or Native Reserves/Reservations. Such commu-
nities generally have treaties with the Canadian government. First 
Nations people may also live off-reserve without losing their official 
status as treaty participants, but some federally funded services are 
available only to residents in the communities.

3.	 A Métis person is someone who is of mixed North American Aboriginal 
and European ancestry, and who self-identifies as Métis. The Consti-
tution Act, 1982, recognized the Métis as one of Canada’s founding 
Aboriginal peoples (Métis Community Services for Vancouver Island, 
2009).

4.	 Inuit simply means “people.” Inuit were earlier known by Europeans 
as “Eskimos,” a pejorative term roughly meaning “eaters of raw meat.” 
The Inuit are one of the original groups to inhabit the northern regions 
of Canada, populating small, scattered communities and villages 
throughout the Arctic from Alaska to eastern Greenland (Freeman, 
2009).

5.	 This is not to suggest through omission that Inuit communities do 
not hold these values true as well.

6.	 These are the Ojibway teachings; other First Nations vary.

7.	 The Medicine Wheel is a circle divided by a cross in the middle and 
it represents all of creation. All races of people, animals, birds, fish, 
insects, trees, stones, the sun, the moon, and the earth are in the circle 
of the medicine wheel. The circle is all of the cycles of nature—day 
and night, seasons, moons, life cycles, and orbits of the moon and 
planets (The Young Warriors Network, n.d.).

8.	 “In our every deliberation we must consider the impact of our decisions 
on the next seven generations.” From the Great Law of the Iroquois 
Confederacy (Seventh Generation, Inc., n.d.). The Confederacy, ac-
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cording to Mann and Fields of Toledo University, date the Senecas 
as the last of five to ratify it on August 31, 1142 (Johansen, 1995).
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