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Well-being of off-reserve
Aboriginal children
by Martin Tby Martin Tby Martin Tby Martin Tby Martin Turcotte and John Zhaourcotte and John Zhaourcotte and John Zhaourcotte and John Zhaourcotte and John Zhao

This article is adapted from A Portrait of Aboriginal Children Living in Non-reserve Areas:
Results from the 2001 Aboriginal Peoples Survey  (Statistics Canada Catalogue no.
89-597). It is available free of charge from the Statistics Canada Web site:
www.statcan.ca/english/freepub/89-597-XIE/free.htm. Please note: the term “non-
reserve” used in the original report was changed to “off-reserve” in this article.

ccording to the 2001 Census,
there were about 227,000 off-
reserve Aboriginal children aged

1 4  a n d  u n d e r.  T h e s e  c h i l d r e n
accounted for 70% of all Aboriginal
children aged 14 and under living in
Canada.  Of f - reserve  Abor ig ina l
children represented 32% of the off-
reserve Aboriginal population, far
higher than children’s share of the
non-Aboriginal population (18%).

This article describes the well-
be ing  o f  o f f- reserve  Abor ig ina l
children aged 14 and under at the
beginning of the 21st century. Key
factors involved in human well-being
i n c l u d e  t h e  p h y s i c a l ,  m e n t a l ,
intellectual, spiritual and emotional
aspects of life, as well as the land.
Well-being stems from a balance and
harmony between these interrelated
factors. This article uses data from
the 2001 Aboriginal Peoples Survey
( A P S )  t o  f o c u s  o n  o f f - r e s e r v e
Aboriginal children in regards to
three areas — health and well-being,
education1 and learning and use of
Aboriginal languages.

Parent-rated health of their
children
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. Health

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

aged 14 and under who were identified as Aboriginal by a parent1 and who

lived off-reserve.

The Aboriginal population is defined based on “identity”: 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.

This article focuses on off-reserve Aboriginal children across Canada. Unlike

the 2001 Census, however, for the Northwest Territories, both on- and off-reserve

children are included in this study. Aboriginal children living in a few other

communities in Quebec, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and the Yukon Territory treated

as reserve communities in the 2001 Census are also included in the group of

off-reserve Aboriginal children in this article.

1. In the Aboriginal Peoples Survey on children, the respondent is the person most
knowledgeable about the child. In the majority of cases, this person is a parent of
the child (93%), but may also be a grandparent (4%) or other relative. In this article
“parent” means the person most knowledgeable about the child unless otherwise
specified.

and epidemiology researchers also
acknowledge that it is inappropriate
to assume someone is in good health
merely because of the absence of
i l lness  or  phys ica l  problems.  A
“positive” assessment of general
health and overall well-being is of
much greater value.

Parents rated the health of off-
reserve Aboriginal children as slightly
lower than that  of  a l l  Canadian
children. For children aged five and
under, 90% of all Canadian children
had very good or excellent health,
compared with 83% of off-reserve
Aboriginal children.2 The difference

CST What you should know about this study
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in health status was smaller for older
children aged 6 to 14, where 86% of
all children and 82% of off-reserve
Aboriginal children had very good or
excellent health.

Numerous studies have found a
l i n k  b e t w e e n  p a r e n t a l  s o c i o -
economic background and children’s
health.3 According to the APS, paren-
tal education plays a crucial role in
the health of off-reserve Aboriginal
children. Barely three-quarters (73%)
of Aboriginal children whose parent
had completed elementary school or
less had very good or excel lent
health, compared with 89% of those
w h o s e  p a r e n t  h a d  c o m p l e t e d
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 ac-
cidents. According to the APS, about
13% of off-reserve Aboriginal children
had been accidentally injured in the
previous year, slightly higher than
11% for all children.4

Like the general population, Abo-
riginal boys (15%) were more likely to
be injured than girls (11%). Inuit
children were least likely to be injured
(9%) compared with 12% of off-
reserve North American Indian and
15% of Métis children. This may
reflect, in part, the definition of
in ju r ies  used  in  the  2001  APS .
Respondents were instructed to
report only injuries serious enough
to  r equ i r e  med ica l  a t ten t ion . 5

However, residents of the North are
less likely to have access to medical
a t t e n t i o n .  B e c a u s e  I n u i t  l i v e
predominantly in the North, the
injury rates of Inuit children may have
been underestimated.

Eating breakfast
Eating breakfast has many benefits
for children, including providing
energy for the morning’s activities,
helping them to get ready to learn,
maintaining a healthy body weight

and helping kids to feel good. About
80% of off-reserve Aboriginal children
aged 6 to 14 ate breakfast every day
whether at home, school or at a
caregiver’s.

As Aboriginal children grow older,
they are less likely to eat breakfast
every day. About 86% of 6-year-old
Aboriginal boys and 91% of girls ate
breakfast every day, compared with
64% of 14-year-old Aboriginal boys
and 55% of girls. Generally speaking,
though,  the di f ference between
Aboriginal boys and girls was not
significant.

Breast-feeding
Breast-feeding is  considered by
public health authorities to be the
most nutritious choice for newborns.
According to the 2001 APS, 67% of
off-reserve Aboriginal children were
breast-fed by their mothers when
they were young. Breast-feeding has
increased as  72% of  Abor ig ina l
children aged five and under were

breast-fed when they were young,
compared with 63% of Aboriginal
children aged 6 to 14. Off-reserve
Aboriginal children aged three and
under were less likely to have been
breast-fed when young than Cana-
dian children in general (73% versus
82%).

There is a strong relationship
between a parent’s education and
inc idence  o f  b reas t - feed ing  o f
children. The incidence of breast-
feeding among off-reserve Aboriginal
chi ldren increases with parental
educat ion ,  except  among  Inu i t
children, where parental education
was not related to the incidence of
breast-feeding.

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.
Birth weight may also be a factor in
a child’s future health and life. For
example, children who are born at

Source: Statistics Canada, Aboriginal Peoples Survey, 2001.

CST The gap in parent-rated health between off-reserve
Aboriginal children and all children is smaller for
older children
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term but with low birth weights are
more likely to develop diabetes, high
blood pressure and heart disease
during adulthood.6 Low birth weight
may have a negative impact on the
development of cognitive abilities in
chi ldhood and into adulthood.7

According to the APS, 8% of off-
reserve Aboriginal children had low
birth weights, compared with 6% of
all Canadian children.8

Learning is multi-dimensional
for Aboriginal children
In Aboriginal societies, the family,
Elders and the community play key
roles in children’s learning and edu-
c a t i o n .  I n  t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  t h e
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 ful ly
“intellectually, spiritually, emotionally
and physically” to become an “Abo-
riginal citizen” capable of assuming
community and societal responsibili-
ties.9

The APS includes information on
extra-curricular activities, including
time spent with Elders, helping out
in school and communities, partici-
pation in art or music, or group
activities such as dance, drum and
youth groups. It also includes infor-
mat ion  on  Abor ig ina l  l anguage
abilities and preschool programs,
especially those designed specifically
for Aboriginal children. However,
there is still much about learning
outside school that is not captured
by the APS, as its measures of edu-
cation outcomes are confined to
school outcomes such as repeating
a grade, rather than to a wider spec-
t r u m  i n c l u d i n g  s p i r i t u a l  a n d
emotional development.

The importance of a sound formal
education is increasing. The advent
of the knowledge-based economy
has made jobs requiring less than a
high school diploma increasingly
scarce.  Educat ional  at ta inment
among the Aboriginal population in

Canada has increased. Between 1996
and 2001, the percentage of the off-
reserve Aboriginal population aged
20 to 24 who had at least completed
high school increased from 48% to
52%. Yet, in 2001, a large gap re-
mained between that group and the
general Canadian population aged 20
to 24, as 74% of the latter had at
least completed high school.

Preschool programs specifically
designed for Aboriginal
children are on the rise but still
uncommon
Many authors have traced the path
toward dropping out of school to a
ch i ld ’ s  f i r s t  yea rs  a t  schoo l . 10

Attendance at a quality early child-
hood development or preschool
program often facilitates a child’s
cognitive and social development,
especia l ly  among chi ldren f rom
economically disadvantaged families.

According to the 2001 APS, just
o v e r  h a l f  ( 5 3 % )  o f  o f f - r e s e r v e
Aboriginal children aged 6 to 14 had
attended an early childhood develop-
ment  p rog ram when  they  we re
younger. Younger off-reserve Abo-
riginal children were more likely to
have attended preschool programs
that were specifically designed for
them. For example, 16% of six-year-
old off-reserve Aboriginal children
had attended preschool programs
specifically designed for Aboriginal
children compared with only 4% of
14-year-olds. In contrast, younger
off-reserve Aboriginal children were
just as likely as older off-reserve
Aboriginal children to have attended
othe r  p reschoo l  p rog rams  no t
s p e c i f i c a l l y  d e s i g n e d  f o r  t h e
Aboriginal children.

Doing well at school is affected
by many factors
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 educa-
tion outcomes and reading skills.11

Off-reserve Aboriginal children who

read or were read to more often were
less likely to repeat a grade. About
26% of those children who didn’t
read or were never read to repeated
a grade, twice the proportion of
those who read or were read to just
a few times a week.

Girls read or were read to more
frequently than boys. Among girls
aged 6 to 14, about 56% of them
read, or were read to, on a daily ba-
sis, compared with 43% of boys.
Conversely, only 4% of girls never
read or were never read to, compared
with 9% of boys.

Off-reserve Aboriginal children
who participate frequently in
extra-curricular activities are
more likely to do very well at
school
Previous research reveals a positive
correlation between participation in
extra-curricular activities and self-
esteem,  soc ia l  interact ion wi th
friends and scholastic achievement.12

However, although the APS shows a
similar correlation for off-reserve
Aboriginal children, it is not possible
to establish a causal relationship
between extra-curricular activities
and academic performance.

Among off-reserve Aboriginal chil-
dren aged 6 to 14, sports were most
popular, with 71% of children partici-
pating at least once per week. Time
spent with Elders (34%), on art and
music (31%), in youth, drum and
dance groups or clubs (30%) and
help ing  out  w i th  community  or
school activities without pay (21%)
were other popular extra-curricular
activities.

The  survey  found s ign i f i cant
differences in school performance13

between those who frequently en-
gaged in extra-curricular activities,
and those who rarely or never did so.
Children who helped in the commu-
nity or school without pay four or
more times a week were most likely
to do very well at school (64%). In
contrast, only 38% did very well
among those who rarely or never
helped.
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% of off-reserve Aboriginal children aged 6 to 14 doing very well at school

Frequency of participation in extra-curricular activities

1 to 3 times per week
Never or less than once a week

4 or more times per week

Sports Art or music Clubs or groups Helping out
without pay

Cultural activities Time with
elders

36 37
40

38
41

38
40

47

42

48

38

4445

51
47

64

45
47

Most Aboriginal children get
along with classmates and
teachers
In general, children who have prob-
lems interacting with their classmates
and their teachers are more likely
than others to drop out of school
and/or experience difficulties be-
cause they may be less motivated to
attend school or may suffer a loss of
self-confidence.14

The vast majority of Aboriginal
children maintained harmonious
relationships at school. Nearly all off-
reserve Aboriginal children aged 6 to
14 (97%) got along fairly well, well or
very well with other children. Fre-
quent or constant problems with
teachers were rare, although older
children and boys were more likely to
have such problems.

Off-reserve Aboriginal children
with a highly educated parent
were less likely to repeat a
grade
Resea rche rs  have  found  a  l i nk
between high parental education and
high eventual educational attainment
of their children.15 Many factors may
exp la in  th i s  l ink .  For  example ,
parents with higher levels of educa-
tion take a greater interest in their
ch i ld ’ s  academic  per fo rmance ,
encourage activities that facilitate
academic success and have higher
expectations of success at school for
their children.

According to the APS, the higher
a parent’s education, the less likely
their child is to ever repeat a grade.
Just over one fifth of off-reserve Abo-
riginal children aged 6 to 14 whose
parent had not completed elemen-
tary school had repeated a grade,
compared with 6% of children whose
parent had a bachelor’s degree or
more. Similarly, about 16% of children
in families below the low income cut-
off had repeated a grade, compared
with 10% of children in families at or
above the low income cut-off.

Most parents of off-reserve
Aboriginal children believe it is
important for their children to
speak and understand an
Aboriginal language
Language is often considered as both
an instrument and an essential part
o f  cu l tu re .  I n  many  Abor i g ina l
societies, “the fundamental teachings
are preserved in sacred stor ies,
ceremonies and symbols,” which are
“the symbols of the ideas, concepts,
and beliefs of a society which has an
oral tradition.”16 In this context,
mastery by children of the language
of their ancestors greatly assists in
the transmission of values, beliefs
and communicat ion  sk i l l s  f rom
generation to generation.

Parents of 6 in every 10 off-reserve
Aboriginal children (62%) believed it
was somewhat or very important for
their children to speak and under-
stand an Aboriginal language. Parents
of Inuit children (89%) were much
more l ikely than parents of  off-

reserve North American Indian (67%)
and Métis (50%) children to believe
so.

There are marked differences in
Aboriginal language skills between
Inuit children and off-reserve North
American Indian and Métis children.
Among Inuit children aged 14 and
under, and excluding those too young
t o  s p e a k ,  7 6 %  c o u l d  s p e a k  o r
understand an Aboriginal language
while 25% of North American Indian
children and 12% of Métis children
also could. These differences may be
explained by the fact that the vast
majority of Inuit children l ive in
nor the rn  remote  commun i t i es .
Among  Nor th  Amer i can  Ind ian
children, Aboriginal languages are
more l ikely to be spoken among
those living in First Nations commu-
n i t ies .  Those  l i v ing  o f f- reserve
frequently live in highly urbanized
areas where Aboriginal languages are
less common.

Source: Statistics Canada, Aboriginal Peoples Survey, 2001.

CST Off-reserve Aboriginal children who frequently
participate in extra-curricular activities are more
likely to do very well at school



Statistics Canada — Catalogue No. 11-008Canadian Social Trends Winter 200426

% of off-reserve Aboriginal children learning from...

Sources of learning an Aboriginal language

Parents Grandparents School
teachers

Aunts and
uncles

Other
relatives

Friends Elders Community

North American Indian
Inuit

Métis

86

64 62

55

46
51

54

30 30 28 27
22

34

21 2119

11 12 10 13
7

17

5
9

Off-reserve Aboriginal children
may learn an Aboriginal language
from many sources but most often
from their parents. About 86% of
Inuit children got help from their
parents, compared with 64% of North
American Indian children and 62% of
Métis children.

The more sources a child can rely
on to learn an Aboriginal language,
the more likely they are to speak and
understand it well .  For example,
among off-reserve Aboriginal children
w h o  s p e a k  o r  u n d e r s t a n d  a n
Aboriginal language, only 15% could
speak and understand an Aboriginal
language very well or relatively well
if they had only a single source of
assistance to learn. In contrast,
among those children who relied on
three sources of assistance, 38% were
able to speak and understand an
Aboriginal language well, while 80%
of those who had seven sources of
a s s i s t a n c e  c o u l d  s p e a k  a n d
understand an Aboriginal language
well. It is likely that children who can
rely on assistance from many sources
live in communities where Aboriginal
languages are very common.

Parents  w i th  h igher  leve ls  of
education are less l ikely to have
children who can speak or under-
stand an Aboriginal language. About
17% of children of a postsecondary-
educated parent could speak or
understand an Aboriginal language,
compared with 44% whose parent
had not gone beyond elementary
school. This difference was common
to all three major Aboriginal groups.
To properly determine why such a
r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  p a r e n t a l
educat ion  and  the i r  ch i ld ren ’s
s p e a k i n g  o r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a n
Aboriginal language exists, further
studies are needed to examine other
f a c t o r s ,  s u c h  a s  l o c a t i o n  o f
postsecondary institutions, location
of work, effect of residential schools,
marriage between Aboriginal people
and other Canadians, and home
languages.

Summary
The off-reserve Aboriginal population
i s  y o u n g  a n d  g r o w i n g  w i t h
proportionally more children than the
entire Canadian population. The
health and well-being of off-reserve
Aboriginal children, their education
and learning and the transfer of
A b o r i g i n a l  l a n g u a g e s  t o  t h e s e
children were all explored in this
article.

The heal th  and wel l -be ing of
Aboriginal children will define the
future of Aboriginal communities. It
i s  h o p e d  t h a t  t h i s  a r t i c l e  w i l l
contribute to new ideas on how the
situation of off-reserve Aboriginal
children can be further improved.
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does it examine other important learning
activities, which may occur in the homes
and communities of Aboriginal children.

2. The results for all Canadian children are
estimated using the National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY),
Cycle 4 (2000/2001). Comparisons
between Aboriginal and all Canadian
children are based on the results from the
2001 APS and the 2000/2001 NLSCY
respectively unless otherwise specified.

3. Statistics Canada. 1999. “Health status
of chi ldren.” Health Reports  (S tat is-
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Note: Includes off-reserve Aboriginal children who speak or understand an Aboriginal language.
Source: Statistics Canada, Aboriginal Peoples Survey, 2001.

CST Parents are most likely to help their children learn an
Aboriginal language
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