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A Portrait of Aboriginal Children Living in Non-reserve Areas: 
Results from the 2001 Aboriginal Peoples Survey (APS) 

 
Background 
 
Following the 2001 Census, Statistics Canada, in collaboration with national Aboriginal organizations, 
conducted the Aboriginal Peoples Survey (APS).  This report examines data from the component of the 
survey that covers children and young people aged 14 and under who were identified as Aboriginal by a 
parent1 and who live in non-reserve areas.  A future study will look at Aboriginal people who live on 
reserves, with some attention paid to Aboriginal children living on reserves.  
 
In the 2001 Census, some 713,000 people who were living in non-reserve areas identified as Aboriginal2.  
The census enumerated about 227,000 Aboriginal children aged 14 and under who lived in non-reserve 
areas. Children in this age group thus represent 32% of the non-reserve Aboriginal population in 2001, far 
higher than the corresponding share of 18% in the non-Aboriginal population. It is also noted that those 
children correspond to almost 70% of all Aboriginal children living in Canada.  
 
This report paints a statistical portrait of the well-being of Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas 
at the beginning of the 21st Century. In a previous report on the well-being of non-reserve Aboriginal 
people based on the adult component of the APS (Statistics Canada, 2003), an analytical framework was 
used.  In this framework, a complex interaction exists between the key factors involved in human well-
being, including the physical, mental and intellectual, spiritual and emotional aspects of life, as well as the 
land. Well-being stems from a balance among, and a harmony with, these interrelated factors. 
 
Obviously, it is difficult to grasp every subtlety and illustrate all the complex interactions among these 
components of well-being using a quantitative survey such as the APS. Nevertheless, for purposes of 
analysis, this report selects certain indicators to enable readers to grasp the general situation of Aboriginal 
children living in non-reserve areas. It describes the current well-being of these children, as well as 
various facets of their lives that will play significant roles in their long-term well-being. 

                                                           
1 In the Aboriginal Peoples Survey on children, the respondent is the person most knowledgeable about the child and 
usually not the child himself or herself. In the large majority of cases (93%), this person is a parent of the child, but 
may also be a grandparent (4%), other relatives, etc. To facilitate readability, we use the term “parent” in the 
presentation of data which, unless otherwise indicated, means the person most knowledgeable about the child. 
2 The Aboriginal population is defined in this report on the basis of “Identity”. In other words, Aboriginal individuals 
are those reported as: 1) being North American Indian, Métis and/or Inuit, and/or 2) having registered Indian status 
as defined by the Indian Act, and/or 3) having Band or First Nations membership. The report focuses on Aboriginal 
people living in non-reserve areas across Canada. Unlike the 2001 Census, however, for the Northwest Territories, 
Aboriginal people living in reserve areas are grouped together with those living in non-reserve areas and included in 
the current study.  A few other communities in Québec, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and the Yukon Territory treated as 
reserve communities in the 2001 Census are also included in this report as non-reserve communities. 
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This report examines three main topics: 
 

•  The first section analyzes the health and well-being of Aboriginal children living in non-reserve 
areas using information on self-rated health3, injuries, breast-feeding and birth weight.  

 
•  The second section examines the issue of education and learning. It investigates factors such as 

attendance at a preschool program, reading activities (reading or being read to), extra-curricular 
activities, and so on.  In terms of extra-curricular activities, it looks at time spent with Elders, 
helping out without pay in the community and school, participation in sports, art or music, youth 
groups and other group activities such as dance and drum.  

 
The 2001 APS did not examine other important learning activities which may be happening in the 
homes and communities of Aboriginal children, such as story-telling.  In terms of education 
outcomes, the 2001 APS allows an examination of strictly school outcomes, such as how children 
perform in school and repeating a grade.  But it does not explore issues, such as the development 
of life skills, nor spiritual and emotional development.  

 
•  The third section considers abilities of Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas in 

Aboriginal languages, and the importance that parents place on their child’s knowledge of these 
languages.  

 
 
1. Health and well-being of Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas 
 

Self-rated health 
 
Many Aboriginal peoples have a holistic concept of well-being in which mental, spiritual and emotional 
aspects of well-being are just as important as physical health. Researchers in the fields of health and 
epidemiology also acknowledge that it is no longer appropriate to assume that someone is in good health 
merely because he or she is free of illness or physical problems (Idler and Benyamini, 1997; Shields and 
Shooshtari, 2001); a “positive” assessment of general health and overall well-being is of much greater 
value. 
 
Subjective self-evaluation of one’s health and well-being  or a subjective evaluation of a child’s health and 
well-being by a parent are found to be highly correlated to the presence of chronic diseases, psychological 
well-being and even mortality (See Shields and Shooshtari, 2001 for a review of literature). 
 
The self-rated level of health of Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas is slightly lower than that 
of all Canadian children living in non-reserve areas. As shown in Chart 1, for the Canadian population as a 
whole, parents of 90% of children aged five and under ranked the health of their children as either very 
good or excellent4.  This compares with 83% for Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas. 

                                                           
3. For the sake of convenience, it is called self-rated health of a child even though the information is provided by the 
respondent, that is, the person most knowledgeable about the child. 
4. The results for Canadian children are estimated using the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth 
(NLSCY), cycle 4 (2000/2001). The National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY), a long-term 
study of Canadian children, follows their development and well-being from birth to early adulthood. The NLSCY 
began in 1994 and is jointly conducted by Statistics Canada and Human Resources and Skills Development Canada. 
This survey was conducted only in non-reserve areas. In this report, all comparisons between Aboriginal and all 
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Chart 1
Excellent or very good self-rated health, children in non-reserve areas, Canada, 2001
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This gap between the health of the non-reserve Aboriginal population and that of the Canadian population 
as a whole becomes narrower with each age group as children grow older. Among all Canadian children 
aged 6 to 14, 86% were reported as in very good or excellent health.  This was four percentage points 
below the proportion for the group aged five and under. In contrast, 82% of Aboriginal children living in 
non-reserve areas aged between 6 and 14 were in very good or excellent health, almost identical to the 
proportion for the younger age group.  According to the recently published analytical report (Statistics 
Canada, 2003) on the well-being of the non-reserve adult Aboriginal population, 69% of Aboriginal 
people aged 15 to 24 reported having excellent or very good health.  This is virtually identical to the 
proportion of 71% for the general population. 
 
A significant difference exists between Inuit and Métis children with respect to self-rated health. For 
children aged 14 and under, the percentage of Inuit children who reported very good or excellent health 
was lower at 79% than among Métis children (84%). Among North American Indian children living in 
non-reserve areas, 81% were reported in excellent or very good health. This was not significantly different 
from the other two groups. 
 
As numerous prior studies have observed, the general health of children is linked with parental socio-
economic background (Statistics Canada, 1999a).  Our results show that this holds true for Aboriginal 
children living in non-reserve areas.  
 
For example, the educational attainment of a child’s parent plays a crucial role in the child’s health. Barely 
three-quarters (73%) of Aboriginal children aged 14 and under in non-reserve areas whose parent had only 
completed primary school or less as the highest level of educational attainment were reported to have 
                                                                                                                                                                                            
Canadian children are based on the results from the 2001 APS and the 2000/2001 NLSCY respectively (unless 
otherwise mentioned in the text). 
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good or excellent health.  This contrasts with 89% among Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas whose 
parent had completed university studies.  

Accidental injuries 
 
One of the most frequent causes of health problems, hospitalization and even mortality among young 
children is injuries sustained in situations such as falls and car or bicycle accidents (Government of 
Canada, 2002). How common are such injuries among Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas? 
 
The 2001 APS asked respondents if the child had been injured in the 12-month period prior to the survey. 
Respondents were asked to consider only injuries serious enough to require the attention of a doctor, a 
nurse, a dentist or a traditional healer5. Based on these definitions, about 13% of Aboriginal children in 
non-reserve areas aged 14 and under had been accidentally injured in the previous year, which is slightly 
higher than the 11% figure for the Canadian children population as a whole6.  
 
Falls and sports-related accidents, two leading causes of accidental injuries, accounted for more than 68% 
of all injuries among Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas. The results show that with respect to 
the most common causes of injuries, there were no significant differences between Aboriginal children in 
non-reserve areas and Canadian children as a whole. Furthermore, as in the general population, Aboriginal 
boys were more likely to be injured than girls (see Chart 2). 
 
 

                                                           
5. Excluded from this analysis are self-inflicted injuries and injuries resulting from assaults. Two percent of 
Aboriginal children who were injured over the course of the previous year suffered from self-inflicted wounds, while 
2% were assault victims. 
6. Only non-fatal injuries are examined here. Indeed, the differences between Canadian children overall and 
Aboriginal children are much greater with respect to deaths caused by accidentally inflicted traumas. It is estimated 
that the accidental death rate is three to four times higher for Aboriginal children than for other children in Canada 
(Health Canada, 2002). 
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Chart 2
Children aged 0 to 14 in non-reserve areas who were accidentally injured in the 12 previous months*, 
Canada, 2001
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Among Inuit children aged 14 and under, 9% were injured at least once in the year prior to the survey.  
This was somewhat below the corresponding proportions of 12% for North American Indian children and 
15% for Métis children.  This may partly reflect the definition for injuries used in the 2001 APS. 
Respondents were instructed to report only injuries serious enough to require medical attention.  Residents 
of the North, of which a very large proportion are Inuit, are less likely to have access to medical attention. 
 
For example, in the 12 months prior to the survey, parents of 71% of Aboriginal children living in the 
North had obtained medical attention (including over the phone) from doctors, including pediatricians and 
specialists, nurses, or traditional healers, for their children compared with parents of 84% of Aboriginal 
children living in the rest of Canada. Therefore, the injury rates of Inuit children may have been under-
estimated. 
 

Eating breakfast 
 
Parents of four out of every five (80%) Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas aged between 6 and 14 
reported that their children ate breakfast every day. This proportion rose to 86% for children whose 
parents reported that their children ate breakfast at least five times per week. It is important to note that the 
APS does not ask where these children ate breakfast. For example, breakfasts may have been provided at 
home, school, or by a care-giver.  This may also partly explain another APS finding – there was no 
significant difference in how often Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas reported eating breakfast 
whether they lived in households below the low income cut-off, or in those at or above the low income 
cut-off7. 
   

                                                           
7. It must be noticed that the low income cut-off is not calculated in the three Territories (Northwest Territories, 
Yukon and Nunavut). Aboriginal children living in these areas are therefore excluded from this calculation.  
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Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas appear to be less and less likely to eat breakfast every day 
as they grow older. As shown in Chart 3, parents of 86% of six-year-old Aboriginal boys reported that 
their sons ate breakfast every day, while at the age of 14, that proportion was only 64%.  
 
Similarly, parents of 91% of six-year-old girls reported that their daughters ate breakfast every day, 
compared with only 55% at the age of 14. Generally speaking, however, the difference between 
Aboriginal boys and girls at each age was not significant. The only exception was at the age of 13 – 
parents of 75% of Aboriginal boys this age reported that their sons ate breakfast every day, compared with 
only 60% of Aboriginal girls. 
 
Parents of Inuit children aged 6 to 14 were less likely to report that their children ate breakfast every day. 
About 72% of these Inuit children ate breakfast every day, compared with 82% of North American Indian 
children and 78% of Métis children. 
 

Chart 3
Proportion of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas who ate breakfast every day, Canada, 2001
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Breast-feeding 
 
Breast-feeding has for some time been considered by public health authorities to be the most nutritious 
choice for newborns (Canadian Paediatric Society, Dieticians of Canada and Health Canada, 1998). The 
APS results reveal that 67% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas were breast-fed by their mothers 
at one time or another when they were young8. A trend appears to exist for increased breast-feeding 
among Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas over time in recent years. About 72% of children 
aged five and under were breast-fed when they were young, compared with 63% of children aged between 
6 and 14. 
 

                                                           
8. Only the answers reported by biological parents are included in this section on breast-feeding. For 87% of children, 
the person most knowledgeable about them was their biological parent. 
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It is only possible to compare the incidence of breast-feeding between Aboriginal and all Canadian 
children aged three and under. In this age group, 73% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas were 
being breast-fed, or were at some point, somewhat lower than the proportion of 82% among all Canadian 
children. 
 

Chart 4
Proportion of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas who were breast-fed*, by parent's** level of 
education, Canada, 2001
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There is a strong relationship between the parent’s level of education and incidence of breast-feeding of 
children. As Chart 4 illustrates, of those Aboriginal children who were living in non-reserve areas and 
whose biological parent had received a university degree, 84% were breast-fed during their childhood.  
This compares with just 52% of those whose parent did not continue beyond elementary school. This 
relationship is consistent with that which has been previously observed for the Canadian population as a 
whole (Statistics Canada, 1999b : 198).  
 
That said, the relationship between a parent’s level of education and the incidence of breast-feeding was 
not found within the Inuit population: Inuit children whose parent had higher levels of education were not 
more likely to be breast-fed or to have been breast-fed than those whose parent had lower levels of 
education. 
 
There were no significant differences in the incidence of breast-feeding between Inuit, North American 
Indian and Métis children. However, marked differences may be observed between the three major 
Aboriginal groups with respect to the average duration of breast-feeding. Inuit children have traditionally 
been (and continue to be) breast-fed for longer periods than other Canadian children (Pauktuutit, 1991). 
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According to the APS, the average duration of breast-feeding for Inuit children was estimated at 15 
months, compared with eight months for North American Indian children and seven months for Métis 
children. 

Birth weight 
 
Low birth weight has a crucial impact on a child’s likelihood of survival at birth and during the first year 
of life (Silins et al., 1985). Birth weight may also be a factor that plays a role in a child’s future health and 
life (Chen and Millar, 1999). It is known, for example, that children who are born at term but with low 
birth weights are more likely to develop diabetes, high blood pressure and heart disease during adulthood 
(Wadsworth, 1997). In addition to such health risks, low birth weight is likely to have a negative impact 
on the development of a child’s cognitive abilities right up to the time of adulthood (Jefferis et al., 2002). 
 
 
The World Health Organization standard for low birth weight is a weight of less than 2,500 grams. 
According to the APS, 8% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas had low birth weights, compared 
with 6% of all Canadian children9. There were no significant differences in the proportions of children 
with low birth weights among the three major Aboriginal groups: Inuit, North American Indian and Métis. 
 
2. Education and learning among Aboriginal children 
 
In Aboriginal societies, the family, Elders and the community play key roles in children’s learning and 
education. In this context, the socialization of children includes not only the development of cognitive 
capacities, but also the learning of ways to behave in society. Ultimately, the child needs to develop fully 
“intellectually, spiritually, emotionally and physically” to become an “Aboriginal citizen” capable of 
taking up the responsibilities for societies and communities (RCAP, 1996: 434).  
 
The 2001 APS includes information on extra-curricular activities, including time spent with Elders, 
helping out in school and communities, participation in art or music, or group activities such as dance, 
drum and youth groups. It also includes information on preschool programs, especially those designed 
specifically for Aboriginal children, and their Aboriginal language abilities.  
 
However, there is still a lot of information about learning outside of the school system which this survey 
was not able to capture. For example, there is no information on story-telling which may be happening 
both within the family and the Aboriginal community. Nor does the survey ask questions on life skills 
unique and/or essential to Aboriginal societies.  
 
Finally, education outcomes are confined to school outcomes, such as repeating a grade, rather than to a 
fuller spectrum of measures which may include other aspects, such as spiritual and emotional 
development. The 2001 APS does not have any direct measures on education outcomes, such as tests 
administred to children as part of the survey. 
 
That said, the importance of a sound formal education is increasing with time. With the advent of the 
knowledge-based economy, jobs are becoming increasingly scarce for individuals without a diploma or a 
degree from a high school, college or university.  
 

                                                           
9. The proportion of babies with low birth weights is generally estimated on the basis of administrative, rather than 
survey data, as is the case here. Based on vital statistics, it is estimated that 5.6% of children born in 1999 had low 
birth weights (CANSIM, table 102-4005). Caution should thus be applied when using the percentages appearing in 
this report. 
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According to the 2001 Census, the unemployment rate for Aboriginal adults aged 25 to 34 with university 
degrees was 8%, while that for those who had completed grade 9 but not high school was 28%. For those 
who had not completed grade 9 the unemployment rate was 40%. Researchers have also found that post-
secondary educational attainment has some major positive influences on employment and earnings for 
Aboriginal peoples (Hull, 2000; Maxim et al., 2000). 
 
Many authors (e.g., Cairns, Cairns and Neckerman, 1989; Astone and McLanahan, 1991) have traced the 
path toward dropping out of school to a child’s first years at school. It is obvious that education and 
learning, especially in an individual’s early years, are crucial to individual success and community 
prosperity.  
 
Education attainment among the Aboriginal population in Canada has increased over the past few years 
(Siggner, 2003; Statistics Canada, 2003). In 1996, just over half (52%) of the Aboriginal population aged 
20 to 24 living in non-reserve areas had not completed secondary school. By 2001, this proportion had 
dropped to 48%10. Nevertheless, there was still a huge gap in comparison with the Canadian population as 
a whole. By 2001, only 26% of the general population aged 20 to 24 had not completed secondary school. 
 
Given the importance of education and learning in the early years and the fact that children today 
represent the future tomorrow, it is imperative to ask: How well do Aboriginal children between 6 and 14 
years of age perform in school? What factors contribute to their success at school? 
 

Preschool programs or early childhood development programs 
 
Attendance at a quality early childhood development or preschool program is often considered to be a 
factor facilitating a child’s cognitive and social development. This is particularly the case among children 
from economically disadvantaged families (Palacio-Quintin, 2000; Cleveland and Krashinsky, 2003).  
 
According to the 2001 APS, just over half (53%) of Aboriginal children aged 6 to 14 living in non-reserve 
areas had attended an early childhood development program when they were younger11. Again, Inuit 
children were far less likely to have done so. Only 35% of Inuit children had attended a preschool program 
when they were younger, compared with 54% of North American Indian children, and 57% of Métis 
children.  
 

                                                           
10. Only individuals who were not attending school at the time of the censuses are included in the calculation of these 
percentages. 
11. Note this question was asked for children over preschool age and this does not capture information for children 
currently attending preschool programs. 
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Chart 5
Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas who ever attended preschool programs, Canada, 2001
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As shown in Chart 5, over the past few years, more Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas were 
attending preschool programs that were specifically designed for them. Among the 14-year-olds, only 4% 
had attended preschool programs specifically designed for Aboriginal children when they were 
preschoolers. At the time of survey in 2001, 16% of six-year-old Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas 
had attended preschool programs specifically designed for them.  
 
Therefore, in eight years, the proportion of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas going to preschool 
programs designed for them increased almost four-fold. It is equally clear, however, that while one in two 
Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas attended preschool programs, only one in six attended 
programs specifically designed for them12. 
 
There was no statistically significant change over the last few years in the proportions of Aboriginal 
children attending other preschool programs, that is, those programs not specifically designed for 
Aboriginal children. 
 

Reading or being read to 
 
In general, researchers have found that reading, or being read to, (apart from as required by school) can 
have a positive impact on a child’s education outcomes, particularly his or her reading skills (e.g., 
Sénéchal and LeFevre, 2002, Cooks and Willms, 2002). This section examines the relationship between 
reading, or being read to, and the school outcomes of Aboriginal children, such as repeating a grade.  
                                                           
12. It is important to remember that this report focuses only on Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas. More 
preschool programs specifically designed for Aboriginal children may be available on-reserve. 
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As illustrated in Chart 6, the more Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas read or were read to, the less 
likely they were to repeat a grade. Some 26% of these children who didn’t read or were never read to, 
repeated a grade, twice the proportion of those who participated in this activity just a few times a week.  
 

Chart 6
Proportion of Aboriginal children aged 6 to 14 in non-reserve areas who repeated a grade by how 
often they read or are read to, Canada, 2001
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Gender differences exist among Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas aged 6 to 14 concerning reading 
or being read to. About 56% of girls read, or were read to, on a daily basis, compared with 43% of boys. 
Conversely, while 9% of boys never read or were never read to, only 4% of girls were in the same 
situation.  
 
There were also differences among the three Aboriginal groups. While 27% of Inuit children aged 6 to 14 
read or were read to every day, the comparable figures were 51% for North American Indian children and 
52% for Métis children.  
 

Extra-curricular activities 
 
Analysis based on the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY)  
revealed a correlation between participation in extra-curricular activities and a number of other measures. 
Children who participate in organized extra-curricular activities (sports, art, music, clubs and so on) are 
more likely to possess greater self-esteem, to enjoy better social interactions with their friends and to 
achieve relatively higher scholastic results (Statistics Canada, 2001).  
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The 2001 APS allows an examination of the participation in extra-curricular activities by Aboriginal 
children living in non-reserve areas, as well as any correlation between such participation and school 
outcomes. However, it is not possible to establish any causal relationship. 
 
Sports are the most popular activity among Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas aged between 6 and 
14. About 71% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas participated in sports activities at least once 
per week. Time spent with Elders (34%) ranked second, followed by art and music (31%) and clubs or 
youth, drum and dance groups (30%). About 21% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas helped out 
in the community or school at least once a week without pay. 
 
The survey found significant differences in school performance between Aboriginal children in non-
reserve areas who engaged frequently in extra-curricular activities, compared with those who rarely or 
never did so.  Parents were asked to rate how well their child did in school, based on their knowledge of 
the child’s school work, including report cards.  
 
As shown in Chart 7, 64% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas who helped without pay in the 
community or school four times or more a week did very well in school, as reported by their parents. At 
the same time, among those who rarely or never helped out, only 38% were reported as doing very well.  
 

Chart 7
Proportion of Aboriginal children aged 6 to 14 in non-reserve areas who were doing very well at 
school, by frequency of participation in selected extra-curricular activities, Canada, 2001
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Similarly, 47% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas who spent time with Elders four times or more 
a week were reported doing very well in school. But among those who rarely or never spent time with 
Elders, only 38% did very well.  
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About one-half (51%) of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas who participated in art or music 
activities four times or more a week were doing very well in school, compared with only 37% of those 
who never, or rarely, participated.  
 
Finally, 45% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas who participated in sports four times or more a 
week were reported doing very well in school, compared with only 36% who never, or rarely, participated 
in sports.  
 

Getting along with other children, classmates and teachers 
 
In general, children who have problems interacting with their classmates and their teachers are more likely 
than others to drop out of school and/or experience difficulties. That is, they are less motivated to attend 
school, suffer a loss of self-confidence, and so on (Cairns, Cairns and Neckerman, 1989).  
 
A vast majority of Aboriginal children maintained harmonious relationships with those they met daily in 
their school settings. Nearly all Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas aged 6 to 14 (97%) got along 
fairly well, well or very well with other children. The majority (58%) of them got along “very well, with 
no problems” with other children.  
 
Generally speaking, Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas also got along well with their teachers. 
Frequent or constant problems with teachers were only reported for a very small percentage of Aboriginal 
children, although older children seemed to be more likely to have such problems – about 7% of 13-year-
olds did so.  Boys were generally more likely to have problems with teachers than girls. 
 
In the six-to-nine age group, 81% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas reported a positive 
relationship with other children, as did 91% of Canadian children in general.  
 

Factors related to family socio-economic background 
 
De Broucker and Lavallée (1998) found that the higher the parental education, the higher the eventual 
educational attainment of children. Many factors may explain this phenomenon.  
 
For example, parents with higher levels of educational attainment tend to take a greater interest in their 
child’s academic performance and encourage activities that are likely to facilitate school success, such as 
reading (Stevenson and Baker, 1987; Bianchi and Robinson, 1997). They generally have higher 
expectations for their children when it comes to education, a key factor in school success of children 
(Teachman and Paasch, 1998; Teachman, 1987; Astone and McLanahan, 1991; Hill, 2001). 
 
As shown in Chart 8, among Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas, there is a clear association 
between the parent’s level of education and the likelihood of children ever repeating a grade. Just over 
one-fifth of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas aged 6 to 14 whose parent had not gone beyond 
elementary school had repeated a grade at some point in their life. As the parent’s education level 
increases, the proportion of children having ever repeated a grade decreases. Among Aboriginal children 
in non-reserve areas whose parent had a bachelor’s degree or higher education, only 6% had repeated a 
grade at some point in their life.  
 
Another factor having an impact on children’s school success is family or household income. A vast 
number of studies have demonstrated that children from economically disadvantaged families experience 



A Portrait of Aboriginal Children Living in Non-reserve Areas: Results from the 2001 Aboriginal Peoples Survey 
 

Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 89-597-XIE  17 
 

greater difficulties in learning and more problems in school (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Smith et al., 
1997; Petterson and Albers, 2001; Chao and Willms, 2002; Ross, Roberts and Scott, 2000).  
 
This appears to be true also for the Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas. About 16% of children 
in families with income below the low income cut-off had repeated a school year at some point, compared 
with only 10% of children in families at or above the low income cut-off. 
 

Chart 8
Proportion of Aboriginal children aged 6 to 14 in non-reserve areas who repeated a grade 
by parent's level of education, Canada, 2001
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3. Aboriginal children and Aboriginal languages 
 
Language is often considered both an instrument and an essential part of culture. In many Aboriginal 
societies, “the fundamental teachings are preserved in sacred stories, ceremonies and symbols,” which are 
“the symbols of the ideas, concepts, and beliefs of a society which has an oral tradition” (Svenson and 
Lafontaine, 1999: 190).  
 
In this context, mastery by children of the language of their ancestors greatly aids in ensuring the 
transmission from generation to generation of values and beliefs (as well as the ability for a child to 
communicate with “Elders” with whom many Aboriginal children maintain special ties). 
  
This study excludes reserves where the majority of North American Indian language speakers live. The 
comparisons are between Inuit children and North American Indian and Métis children living in non-
reserve areas.  
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Parents of six in every 10 Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas (62%13) believed it was very important, 
or somewhat important, for their children to speak and understand an Aboriginal language. Parents of Inuit 
children were much more likely than parents of North American Indian and Métis children in non-reserve 
areas to believe so.  
 
Specifically, parents of 89% of Inuit children said it was very important, or somewhat important, for their 
children to speak and understand an Aboriginal language. (See Chart 9.)  
 

Chart 9
Proportion of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas whose parents consider it very/somewhat 
important, not very important or not important to have them speak and understand an Aboriginal 
language, Canada, 2001
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Comparatively smaller proportions of parents of North American Indian and Métis children said it was 
important for their children to speak and understand an Aboriginal language. Parents of about one-half of 
Métis children and two-thirds of North American Indian children believed it was very important, or 
somewhat important. 
 
There are marked differences in Aboriginal language skills between Inuit children and North American 
Indian and Métis children living in non-reserve areas. Among Inuit children aged 14 and under, and 
excluding those too young to speak, 76% could speak or understand an Aboriginal language. However, 
among North American Indian and Métis children, the percentages dropped to 25% and 12%, respectively.  
 
Again, the fact that this report concentrates on Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas may explain in 
part the marked differences in Aboriginal language capacities between Inuit children and other Aboriginal 
                                                           
13. Some percentages may differ slightly from those previously published due to different exclusion strategies. 
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children. The vast majority of Inuit children live in northern remote communities. For North American 
Indian children, Aboriginal languages are more likely to be spoken in First Nations communities than in 
non-reserve areas.  
 
Who helps children to learn an Aboriginal language? As shown in Chart 10, there are some differences in 
the three main Aboriginal groups in terms of who teaches these languages to children who can speak or 
understand an Aboriginal language.  
 

Chart 10
Who helps Aboriginal children* in non-reserve areas learn an Aboriginal language (Canada, 
2001)?
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About 86% of Inuit children got help from their parents, compared with only 64% of North American 
Indian children and 62% of Métis children. Inuit children are also more likely to be helped by school 
teachers. Just over half (54%) of Inuit children were helped by teachers, compared with only 30% of both 
North American Indian and Métis children. 
 
The APS has also revealed that the more a child can rely on multiple sources for learning an Aboriginal 
language, the more likely they are to speak and understand well an Aboriginal language. For example, 
among Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas who can speak or understand an Aboriginal language, 
only 15% who can count on a single source of assistance for learning an Aboriginal language speak and 
understand the language very well, or relatively well. This proportion consistently rises based on the 
number of sources of help.  
 
Accordingly, 38% of children who can rely on three sources of assistance are able to speak and understand 
an Aboriginal language well. This proportion rises to 54% for those benefiting from five different sources 
of assistance, and to 80% for those benefiting from seven sources or more of assistance. It is quite likely 
that children who can count on assistance from multiple agents live in communities in which the use of an 
Aboriginal language is not only very common, but the norm. 
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Parents with higher levels of education are less likely to have children who can speak or understand an 
Aboriginal language. About 44% of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas whose parent had not gone 
beyond elementary school could speak or understand an Aboriginal language. This was more than twice 
the proportion of 17% among those whose parent had completed some type of post-secondary education.  
 
This difference is apparent among all three major Aboriginal groups. About 92% of Inuit children whose 
parent had not gone beyond elementary school could speak or understand an Aboriginal language. On the 
other hand, about one-half (51%) of Inuit children whose parent had completed some type of post-
secondary education could do so.  
 
Among North American Indian children living in non-reserve areas, 33% whose parent had not gone 
beyond elementary school could speak or understand an Aboriginal language. In comparison, 21% of 
children whose parent had completed some type of post-secondary education could do so.  
 
Similarly, 25% of Métis children whose parent had not gone beyond elementary school could speak or 
understand an Aboriginal language. This is more than twice the proportion of 9% among Métis children 
whose parent had completed some type of post-secondary education. 
 
The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) identified several factors contributing to the 
decline of Aboriginal languages in Canada. Just like other minority languages in the world, Aboriginal 
languages are constantly being “eclipsed” or overwhelmed by more dominant languages (RCAP, 1996: 
609). In Canada, historical factors such as residential schools have also ruptured the transmission of 
Aboriginal languages from one generation to the next (RCAP, 1996: 603).  
 
This study has identified a negative relationship between the parent’s level of education and children’s 
Aboriginal language abilities. However, to properly determine why such a relationship exists, further 
studies will need to examine many factors: location of post-secondary institutions, location of work, effect 
of residential schools, marriage between Aboriginal people and other Canadians, home language, among 
others. For example, post-secondary educational institutions are often located outside of communities 
where Aboriginal languages are spoken more frequently.  
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Conclusion 
 
The Aboriginal population is young and growing. Children represent a much higher proportion of the 
Aboriginal population compared to Canadian children overall. The 2001 Aboriginal Peoples Survey has 
filled an important data gap in looking at the well-being of Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas. 
 
There is a small difference in the self-rated health of Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas and 
all Canadian children at younger ages. For the Aboriginal population living in non -reserve areas, parents 
of 83% of children aged five and under ranked the health of their children as either very good or excellent, 
compared with 90% for all Canadian children. 
 
About half of Aboriginal children aged 6 to 14 read, or are read to, on a daily basis. Aboriginal girls are 
more engaged in reading activities than boys. The 2001 APS reveals that the more Aboriginal children 
read or are read to, the more likely they progress in school without having to repeat a grade. 
 
Increasingly, Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas are attending preschool programs specifically 
designed for Aboriginal children. Among those six years old at the time of the survey, 16% had attended a 
preschool program specifically designed for Aboriginal children, which is four times the proportion of the 
14-year-olds. However, even among the six-year-olds, it is still only a small minority who had attended a 
preschool program specifically designed for Aboriginal children.  
 
Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas are very active in extra-curricular activities. For example, 
71% of children participate in sports at least once a week, 34% spend time with Elders at least once a 
week, 31% participate in art and music and 30% in clubs or youth, drum and dance groups at least once a 
week, and 21% help out without pay in the community or school at least once a week.  
 
There is a correlation between frequent participation in extra-curricular activities and performance in 
school. Aboriginal children living in non-reserve areas who frequently participate in these extra-curricular 
activities are more likely to do very well in school, as reported by their parents based on the knowledge 
about children's school work, including report cards.  
 
The more sources an Aboriginal child can rely on for help in learning an Aboriginal language, the more 
likely they are to speak and understand an Aboriginal language well. The help can come from parents, 
grandparents, school teachers, aunts and uncles, other relatives, friends, community Elders, and the 
community in general.  
 
For example, among Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas who can speak or understand an Aboriginal 
language, only 15% who can count on a single source of assistance for learning an Aboriginal language 
are able to speak and understand the language very well or relatively well. In comparison, 38% of children 
who can rely on three sources of assistance are able to speak and understand an Aboriginal language well.  
This proportion rises to 54% for those benefiting from five different sources of assistance, and 80% for 
those benefiting from seven or more sources of assistance.  
 
In summary, given that children represent a much higher proportion of the Aboriginal population 
compared to Canadian children overall, the health and well-being of Aboriginal children will define the 
future of Aboriginal communities. It is hoped that from this article new ideas may emerge as to how the 
current and future situations of Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas can be further improved.  
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