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1. Cultural Competency and Responsiveness 

  
A. Cultural competency and responsiveness  

The Government of Nunavut has long recognized the importance of non-Inuit teachers increasing their knowledge of Inuit culture. The 

territorial government believes and hopes that teachers will use this knowledge to ensure their interactions with both students and 

parents are sensitive and respectful of Inuit values, needs and perspective. In other words, the government hopes educators will 

become more culturally competent.  

 

Cultural competency in education (to borrow from the National Aboriginal Health Organization’s definition) can be defined as a 

willingness to learn, understand and accept that other cultures have different world views and approaches on how to raise and instruct 

children. When teachers are culturally competent, they are respectful of their students’ and their parents’ background, heritage, culture, 

values and life experiences.1   

 

Furthermore, when teachers are culturally competent they can help create culturally safe classrooms that foster positive dialogues 

between teachers, parents and students. Culturally safe dialogues and instructions involve building trust with Inuit parents and students, 

as well as recognizing the roles of socio-economic conditions, history and politics in education. Cultural safety in the classroom also 

requires communicating respect for parents’ beliefs, behaviours and values.2   

Nunavut schools will provide an orientation that includes an Inuit cultural component to help new teachers transition into their new 
role. However, we highly advise teachers take the initiative to become more informed about Inuit culture, language and history. Please 
use this document’s additional resource list as a starting point to learn more. The Inuit Way: A Guide to Inuit Culture is a particularly 
valuable resource for understanding Inuit culture. It provides more insight into such topics as modern community life, traditional Inuit 
values, childrearing practices and family dynamics. You can download this here: http://www.uqar.ca/files/boreas/inuitway_e.pdf.  

 

B. Reflection Questions  

                                                             
1 National Aboriginal Health Organization. (2008). Cultural Competency and Safety: A Guide for Healthcare Administrators, Providers and Educators. 
Ottawa: National  Aboriginal Health Organization. Retrieved from: http://www.naho.ca/documents/naho/publications/culturalCompetency.pdf 
 
2 National Aboriginal Health Organization. (2006). Environmental Scan of Cultural Competency/Safety in Health Curricular. Ottawa: National Aboriginal 
Health Organization.   
 
 
 

http://www.uqar.ca/files/boreas/inuitway_e.pdf
http://www.naho.ca/documents/naho/publications/culturalCompetency.pdf
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Please review the following reflection questions. The questions are taken from Here Comes Everyone: Teaching in the Intercultural 

Classroom, a resource produced by the Alberta Teachers’ Association. Asking yourself these questions will help you gain a better sense 

of cultural competency in the classroom. If you need strategies or ideas to help you answer these reflection questions, please take a look 

at the resources listed in this section. Keep in mind that the resources’ recommendations won’t all apply in Nunavut, but they are a good 

start.  

 

 How does your cultural identity shape your thinking and guide your actions?  

 Do you understand the background, socio-economic levels and cultures of students in your classroom and school?  

 How will you bring aspects from each group or community of students into instruction, assessment and the overall classroom 

environment?  

 Set high expectations for all your students. What strategies do you plan to put in place to ensure you do this?  

 How can you ensure your classroom and school are places where all students feel they belong?  

 What can you do to identify and address inequity in the classroom?  

 How can you improve your instructional and assessment practices to respond effectively to cultural differences?  

 How can you involve families and communities in fostering intercultural understanding in the school?  

 

C. Resources 

Addressing the Achievement Gap through Cultural Responsiveness by Colleen Swain  

http://www.amle.org/Publications/MiddleGround/Articles/August2011/Article 2/tabid/2435/Default.aspx 

 

The Alberta Teachers’ Association. (2010). Here Comes Everyone: Teaching in the Intercultural Classroom. Retrieved from: 

http://www.bing.com/search?q=here+comes+everyone+teaching+in+the+intercultural+classroom&src=IE-SearchBox&FORM=IE8SRC 

  

http://www.amle.org/Publications/MiddleGround/Articles/August2011/Article%202/tabid/2435/Default.aspx
http://www.bing.com/search?q=here+comes+everyone+teaching+in+the+intercultural+classroom&src=IE-SearchBox&FORM=IE8SRC
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2. Considerations for Inuit-Language Speakers Who Are Second-Language Learners  
Please note: The term “Inuit-language” refers collectively to Inuktitut and Inuinnaqtun. In addition, the Government of Nunavut now uses 

the single term Inuktut when referring collectively to Inuktitut and Inuinnaqtun. This document follows these conventions. 

  

Please consider the following when working with your students in Nunavut: 

 

 Many of your students primarily speak the Inuit language at home. This is particularly common in smaller communities. In larger 

communities such as Rankin Inlet and Iqaluit you will find a greater diversity. Some will speak Inuktut as their first language, 

some will be unilingual English speakers, and others will be second-language learners. 

 The classroom is often where students who speak the Inuit-language at home are exposed to regular and formal English. Much 

of their previous exposure to English comes from radio, TV and the Internet.  

 Inuktut is orally based, so students may not have been exposed to a print-rich environment, nor had regular access to English or 

Inuit-language books.  

 Do not assume students have access to computers, the Internet, or basic school supplies such as paper and pencil at home.  

 Check if parents/family can assist with reading or writing activities before sending these as homework. 

 The printing of Inuktitut syllabics start from left to right from the bottom up, while in English the printing of letters starts from 
top-down.  If you have students switching from printing syllabics into printing letters, allow enough time for your students to 
process and practice this new information.  

 Be aware of the school’s Language of Instruction (LOI) model to understand whether your incoming students have been exposed 
to formal English prior to entering your classroom.  

 Most schools in Nunavut will have a learning coach. If not, your student support teacher (SST) may be able to help you find 
strategies for working with English-language learners and literacy.  

 

3.     Some Differences between English and the Inuit Language 
Appendix A of this document contains a section taken from the EL 2 Junior Secondary Handbook for Nunavut Schools. This section 

explains the differences between English and the Inuit language. It will also help you understand some of the difficulties that students 

who speak Inuktut might experience while learning English. Please see the appendix for more details.   
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4. Basic Inuktitut  
How Inuit pronounce and write Inuktitut can vary between regions and communities. Inuktitut can also be written with either syllabics or 

roman orthography. Discussions on standardizing Inuktitut have happened, but the initiative is a work-in-progress. However, Inuktitut 

remains strong across Nunavut. Below, you will find some useful phrases to learn if your community uses Inuktitut. Check with a 

community member about spelling/pronunciation to ensure you reflect your community’s dialect.  

Helpful Beginning Words and Phrases in Inuktitut 

English Inuktitut Syllabics 

Good Morning Ullaasakkut ᐅᓪᓛᒃᑯᑦ 

What is your name? Kinauvit? ᑭᓇᐅᕕᑦ 

My name is …… Ujunga (name)____ 

Ngujuna _________ 
ᐊᑎᕋ 

Where are you from? Namimiutauvit? ᓇᒥᒥᐅᑕᐅᕕᑦ 

I’m from …….. (community)mmiutaujunga ᓄᓇᖃᖅᐳᖓ … 

How are you? Qanuippit? ᖃᓄᐃᑉᐱᑦ? 

I’m fine Qanuinngittunga ᖃᓄᐃᖏᑦᑐᖓ 

Do you speak English? Qallunaujasuunguvit? ᖃᓪᓗᓇᐅᔭᓲᖑᕕᑦ? 

I don’t understand Tukisinngittunga ᑐᑭᓯᖏᑦᑐᖓ 

Yes ii ᐄ 

No Aagga (S.Baffin)               Aakka (N.Baffin) ᐋᒡᒐ 

Go Atii ᐋᒃᑲ 

Goodbye Tavvauvutit (speaking to 1 person, singular) ᑕᒡᕙᐅᕗᑎ 

Thank you Nakurmiik (S.Baffin) 

Qujannamiik (N.Baffin) 

Ma’na (Kivalliq) 

ᓇᑯᕐᒦᒃ 

ᖁᔭᓐᓇᒦᒃ 

ᒪ’ᓇ 

Son Irniq ᐃᕐᓂᖅ 

Daughter Panik ᐸᓂᒃ 

Mother Anaana ᐊᓈᓇ 
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Father Ataata ᐊᑖᑕ 

 

5. Basic Inuinnaqtun 
Inuinnaqtun is mainly used in the Kitikmeot region in communities such as Cambridge Bay and Kugluktuk, although there are also pockets of 

Inuinnaqtun speakers in other communities. Inuinnaqtun is unique in the sense that, unlike Inuktitut, it does not use syllabics; instead words 

are written using the roman orthography system. If you are moving to a community where Inuinnaqtun is spoken, here is a list of basic 

phrases. 

Helpful Beginning Words and Phrases in Inuinnaqtun 

English Inuinnaqtun Pronunciation 

Good Morning Ublaami Ubla:mi 

Who are you? Kinauvin? kinauvin 

My name is…… Atira ... Ati:a … 

Where are you from? Namirmiutauyutin name:miutaujutin 

How are you? Qanuritpin Qanu:itpin 

I am good Nakuyunga nakujuŋa 

How about you? Ilvittauq Ilvit:auq 

What are you doing? Huliyutin? hulijutin 

Where is the store? Nauk niuvirvik? nauk niuvi:vik 

I don’t know Nauna nauna 

Yes li i 

No Imannaq Iman:aq 

Thank you Quana quana 

You are welcome Naammaktak Na:m:aktak 

Goodbye Ublaakun Ubla:kun 

I have a daughter Paniqaqpunga paniqaqpuŋa 

I have a son Irniqaqpunga I:niqaqpuŋa 

Mother Amaamak/ Maamak amaamak/ maamak 

Father Aappak/ Paappak aappak/ paappak 

Adapted from http://hausmieten.potiori.com/Inuinnaqtun.html  

http://hausmieten.potiori.com/Inuinnaqtun.html
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  Non-Verbal Expressions 

Non-verbal expressions are also commonly used in many communities, but not for all. Do not be surprised if your students or a community 

member raises their eyebrows or wrinkles their nose to one of your questions. They are responding by using a non-verbal form of 

communication.   

Commonly Used Non-Verbal Expressions 

Raising both eyebrows Yes 

Wrinkling the nose No 

Opening the mouth Ha? What? 

 

6. Taking Inuit-Language Lessons  
There are opportunities to take lessons in the Inuit language in some communities. Both the Nunavut Arctic College and the Pirurvik Centre 

(www.pirurvik.ca) offer these. As a member of the Nunavut Teachers’ Association (NTA), you may access professional development funds 

for this type of course. Please check with the professional development (PD) representative at your school (or office) for assistance. NTA 

members can also access a specific professional development fund to hire a local instructor for Inuit-language lessons, especially if Nunavut 

Arctic College and the Pirurvik Centre do not offer lessons in your community. Please speak with your professional development 

representative for more details about this specific fund known as Short-Term Assistance (STA) Policy 10: Inuit Languages Instruction.    

http://www.pirurvik.ca/
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7. Additional Resources 

 

The Inuit Language Inuit Culture & Information 
 

Inuinnaqtun to English Dictionary  

This extensive dictionary was published by the Kitikmeot Heritage 

Society on behalf of Nunavut Arctic College. It contains more than 

2000 terms. 

See: 

http://en.copian.ca/library/learning/nac/nac_dictionary/nac_dictionary.pdf 

 

The Inuktitut Living Dictionary  

The Asuilaak Living Dictionary is an initiative of the Department of 

Culture and Heritage. It is the most comprehensive source of 

information on the Inuit language. It contains 80,000 Inuktitut and 

Inuinnaqtun terms with many English and French translations.  

See: www.livingdictionary.com 

 

Inuit language fonts  

The Government of Nunavut’s Department of Culture & Heritage 

website provides links to download Inuktut fonts. 

See: http://www.ch.gov.nu.ca/en/ComputerTools.aspx 

 

The Kativik School Board’s Inuktitut computer games  

A series of computer games in Inuktitut produced by Nunavik’s 

regional school board. All games can be downloaded. 

See: http://www.kativik.qc.ca/en/inuktitut-computer-games 

 

 

 

 

The Nunavut Bilingual Education Society website 

 

CBC Aboriginal Legends Series webpage 

This site includes radio retellings of Inuit legends. Scroll down to 

“Inuit Legends I or II” to listen. 

See: http://www.cbc.ca/aboriginal/legends_project.html 

 

Government of Nunavut’s Department of Culture and Heritage 

The department’s website is an excellent resource for 

information on language and culture work in the territory.  

See: http://www.ch.gov.nu.ca/en/Home.aspx 

 

Guidelines for Working with Inuit Elders  

A Nunavut Arctic College publication designed to help people 

work effectively with Inuit elders. See: 

http://www.arcticcollege.ca/publications/books/elder%20guide%20e

nglish.pdf 

 

Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK) website 

ITK is the national Inuit organization in Canada, representing 

four Inuit regions – Nunatsiavut, Nunavik, Nunavut, and the 

Inuvialuit Settlement Region. This site provides historical and 

current information on Nunavut and Inuit initiatives. ITK also 

produces Inuktitut Magazine. 

See: https://itk.ca 

 

 

 

 

Inuit Knowledge Centre website 

http://en.copian.ca/library/learning/nac/nac_dictionary/nac_dictionary.pdf
http://www.livingdictionary.com/
http://www.ch.gov.nu.ca/en/ComputerTools.aspx
http://www.kativik.qc.ca/en/inuktitut-computer-games
http://www.cbc.ca/aboriginal/legends_project.html
http://www.ch.gov.nu.ca/en/Home.aspx
http://www.arcticcollege.ca/publications/books/elder%20guide%20english.pdf
http://www.arcticcollege.ca/publications/books/elder%20guide%20english.pdf
https://itk.ca/
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This society develops Inuit language and cultural resources for 

Nunavummiut. The society has produced an extensive catalogue of 

children’s books and educational resources. 

See: www.nbes.ca/resources.html 

 

Pinnguaq’s Singuistics app 

Pinnguaq, a Pangnirtung-based company, offers “play experiences” to 

promote learning and growth. One of these is an app that promotes 

Inuktitut through singing. 

See: www.pinnguaq.com 

 

The Pirurvik Centre’s Tusaalanga website, app and phrasebook 

This website complements the Inuktut language programs offered by 

the Pirurvik Centre. There is a glossary, lessons, dialogues and sound 

files to help with pronunciation. The centre has also produced an app 

and phrasebook.  

See the website: www.tusaalanga.ca/ 

Download the app: http://www.tusaalanga.ca/ios/download 

See: http://pirurvik.ca/en/productions/books/inuktitut-phrasebook 

 

 

 

The centre’s Inuit 101 section aims to increase  awareness and  

understanding of Inuit. The centre has also undertaken projects 

on Inuit perspectives on Arctic security and the impact of 

contaminants on Inuit. 

See: www.inuitknowledge.ca 

 

The Inuit Way: A Guide to Inuit Culture  

First published in 1989, this guide was produced by Pauktuutit 

Inuit Women of Canada and revised in 2006. Sections include 

Inuit history, family dynamics, childrearing and traditional 

values. 

See: http://www.uqar.ca/files/boreas/inuitway_e.pdf 

 

Isuma TV website 

Isuma TV has produced a series of lessons plans for educators 

with accompanying videos. 

See: www.isuma.tv/hi/en/inuit-culture-education/teacher-resources 

 

Kitikmeot Heritage Society website 

The society preserves, promotes and celebrates the Kitikmeot 

region’s culture, language and people. 

See: www.kitikmeotheritage.ca/ 

 

Kiviuq’s Journey website 

Kiviuq, a shaman, is a central figure in Inuit legend. This site 

presents his story through the words of Inuit elders, as well as 

some information on traditional Inuit beliefs. 

See: www.unipka.ca 

 

 

 

 

http://www.nbes.ca/resources.html
http://www.pinnguaq.com/
http://www.tusaalanga.ca/
http://pirurvik.ca/en/productions/books/inuktitut-phrasebook
http://www.inuitknowledge.ca/
http://www.uqar.ca/files/boreas/inuitway_e.pdf
http://www.isuma.tv/hi/en/inuit-culture-education/teacher-resources
http://www.kitikmeotheritage.ca/
http://www.unipka.ca/
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Ottawa Inuit Children’s Centre website 

The centre’s website provides a link to its Inuit Cultural Online 

Resource that has video podcasts in basic Inuktitut lessons and 

many aspects of Inuit culture. 

See: www.ottawainuitchildrens.com 

 

Various Media 

Nunatsiaq News             www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/ 

News North                     www.nnsl.com/nunavutnews/nunavut.html 

CBC North                        www.cbc.ca/north/news 

Up Here Magazine         uphere.ca 

Above and Beyond Magazine     www.aboveandbeyond.nu 

 

Working With Inuit: Selected Resources to Help You Learn 

About Inuit Culture and Way of Life 

A list of resources produced by the former National Aboriginal 

Health Organization. 

See: http://www.naho.ca/library/working-with-inuit-selected-

resources-to-help-you-learn-about-inuit-culture-and-way-of-life/ 

 

http://www.ottawainuitchildrens.com/
http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/
http://www.cbc.ca/north/news
http://www.aboveandbeyond.nu/
http://www.naho.ca/library/working-with-inuit-selected-resources-to-help-you-learn-about-inuit-culture-and-way-of-life/
http://www.naho.ca/library/working-with-inuit-selected-resources-to-help-you-learn-about-inuit-culture-and-way-of-life/
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Appendix A - Some Differences between English and the Inuit Language  

When we learn a new language we often use our first language as a reference. Generally, we transfer knowledge of concepts, sounds and 

language patterns to the new language. However, transferring knowledge can be a very complex process when the languages vary to the extent 

that Inuktut and English do.   

Here are some differences that will help you understand difficulties Inuit-language speakers might experience when learning English.   

1. Lack of gender markers, articles, and prepositions  

 There are no gender markers in the Inuit language where ‘he’ and ‘she’ are used interchangeably. This often leads to confusion when 

students are talking about someone.   

 The Inuit language has no articles. Students tend to leave out “a,” “an” and “the.” 

 Teachers, therefore, need to respond by modeling appropriate speech without criticizing.  

 

2. Prefixes and suffixes change words and sentence types 

 In Inuktut, there are no prepositions as separate words. Instead, there are noun endings. For example, “in a house” is “iglumi” and 

“on the land” is “nunami.” 

 In English, there are singular and plural nouns. In the Inuit language, both nouns and verbs have singular, plural and dual forms. 

 In the Inuit language, adjectives are added as noun endings. For example “the big river” is “kuukjuak” and “the small river” is 

“kuurapik.” 

 In the Inuit language, pronouns are also verb endings.  

 The Inuit language has many ways to express verb tenses. 

 Questions and commands are formed by changing the verb endings.  

 Words like “because” and ‘if’ are added to verbs. 

 

3. Question types to avoid 

 Be careful with such questions as “don’t you understand?” In English, the expected answer would be, “no, I don’t understand.” But 

an Inuit-language speaker will likely answer “yes.” This could mean they didn’t understand the question or “yes, I do understand.” 

 Another example is asking “the plane didn’t come?” Try to avoid questions such as these. 
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4. Syllabics  

Always remember that with syllabics the name of the syllabic is also its sound. Syllabics also only have one sound associated with a 

particular syllabic, whereas letters have one name but may have many different sounds.    

 

5. Sounds (phonemes) that occur in English may not in the Inuit language  

Some of the sounds in English do not exist in Inuktitut or Inuinnaqtun. For this reason, Inuit-language speakers can initially find it difficult 

to create long and short vowel sounds, consonant blends, and digraphs (pair of characters used to create one distinct sound) when 

learning English. Most consonant blend sounds do not exist in the Inuit language. Here are some examples:  

 

6. Word order 

Word order in the Inuit language is different than in English. For example, in English you might say “I see a caribou.” But in the Inuit 

language you would say “caribou see I.” 

 

English Phonemes and the Inuit Language 

Confusing Letters and Sounds Common Errors 

 

“b” sound is non-existent except in some dialects 

words starting with “b” become substituted with “p” 

so words such as brown or Bobby can sound  

like “prown” or “poppy” 

“d” sound is also substituted for “t” words such as dog or drink become “tog” or “trink” 

 

“z” sound is pronounced as “ye” zero can sound like “yero” 

 

“j” is often confused with “y” confusion with words such as yellow and jello 

 

“gr” is also another tricky sound 

 

grade and grace can be pronounced as “krade” and “krace” 

 

“ch” changes Charlie becomes “sallie” 
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7. Mechanics 

 Inuktitut syllabics do not have capital letters.   

 The spelling of Inuktut words is very predictable phonetically. English spelling is not regular, requiring memorization and learning 

rules that are at times inconsistent.  

 Students may hesitate if they cannot spell a word in English accurately; they need to learn that English spelling requires flexibility 

because some sounds can be spelled many different ways, while the Inuit language requires exactness.  

 

This appendix is based on EL2 The Junior Secondary Handbook for Nunavut Schools, Section 2-14 to 2-16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


