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Our Mandate 
The Verna J. Kirkness Science and Engineering Program (VJKSEEP) addresses the under-representation of Indigenous 
(First Nations, Metis, and Inuit – FNMI) students at Canadian Universities by offering scholarships to Indigenous grade 
eleven students to spend one week in a campus research laboratory. During the week students meet role models, learn 
about support systems on campus and experience the excitement of doing research. 

Our mission is to increase the number of Indigenous students graduating from Science and Engineering Programs in 
Canada.  The VJKSEEP develops motivated role models who foster the importance of graduating from high school and 
obtaining a postsecondary education. 

Inspiration | Partners | Volunteers | Donations 

The VJKSEEP is the only program in Canada, exclusively for 
Indigenous high school students, that allows them to experience 
the excitement of doing science or engineering research. The 
Foundation covers all of their costs, tuition, air and ground 
transportation, accommodations and meals.  

We are able to deliver our program because of the support 
from our partners, sponsors, donors, and volunteers. 95% of 
our annual budget is spent on delivery of the program. The 
Foundation is managed by volunteers (board members, 
executive director and treasurer) and the program delivered 
by volunteer professors and members of their research teams.    

In 2018, with the generous gift of $500,000 from the Sisters of 
St. Ann, the Foundation establish the Endowment Fund. The 
Foundation goal is to build this fund to $1,000,000 to ensure its 
long-term financial stability. 

“This program not only educated me on how I could be 
involved in the science and engineering world, but 
exposed me to the world of university. Coming from a 
small town this was single handily the most impactful 
moment in my life. It gave me the confidence and 
reassurance that there is a place for me in the world 
to do whatever I want wherever I want.” 

Drew (Student) – Courtenay, BC 

“I love how I got to experience what being a 
university student was like and how it was exactly what 
I needed. I made a whole bunch of new friends and 
memories.” 

Aleyna (Student) – Punnichy, SK 

Programs Offered in 2019: 

Forest & Conversation Sciences Biology 
Canadian Light Source Architecture 
Kinesiology & Recreation Management Engineering 
Veterinary Medicine Kinesiology 
Geological Sciences Soil Science 
Food & Human Nutritional Sciences Microbiology 
Chemistry & Biochemistry Physics  
Computer Science 

Lasting Legacy 
Since its inception, the Kirkness program has supported 
527 Indigenous students from more than 110 communities 
across Canada. 

student 
participants 
in 2019 
(from120 in 2018)  

total 
student 
participants 
(since 2009) 

 

137 527 
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Meet Verna J. Kirkness and Students Who Have Been Inspired 

Verna J. Kirkness is a member of the Fisher River Cree Nation in Manitoba. She 
is a lifelong advocate of Indigenous Education and has created many learning 
opportunities for Indigenous people at all levels. Her work to extend new 
programs, access and support services, and cultural enrichment have been the 
foundation on which scholars have continued to build. 

Dr. Kirkness has written and edited nine books, one being her autobiography, 
entitled Creating Space, and has published numerous articles on Indigenous 
education in academic journals in Canada and internationally. For more than five 
decades she has been a major spokesperson for Indigenous education. Her work 
has been recognized in numerous honours and awards. In 1990 she was voted 
Canadian Educator of the Year, in 1994 she received a National Aboriginal 
Achievement Award (now Indspire) for Education. She is a member of the Order 
of Canada (1998) and the Order of Manitoba (2007). She was awarded the 
Queen’s Jubilee Medal in 2003 and has six honorary doctorates.  
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Website | www.vernajkirkness.org 

university  
partners in 2019 
(from 6 in 2018) 

Growing Interest 
We are pleased to announce Queens University 
will join the Kirkness program in 2020.   

We are working with McGill, Dalhousie, and 
Memorial (Corner Brook campus) for a 2021 
program at their campus. This will achieve our 
goal of offering programs from coast-to-coast.   

“This was an excellent program.  The students experienced 
working in a research lab, some sat in on classes and they 
all made a presentation to the whole group summarizing 
their work at the end of the week.  They also learned about 
the support systems on campus for Indigenous 
students.  These were all valuable experiences that these 
students would not have been exposed to otherwise.   

I believe this was truly a life changing experience for the 
students, especially those from the smaller, rural 
communities. They gained confidence from dealing 
successfully with the culture shock of both the city and 
campus life.” 

Sherry (Indigenous Education Success Coach) 
 – Peace River, AB 

“The Kirkness program is a very good opportunity to 
connect grade 11 students with mentors from 
university. It helps the students to gain a hands-on 
perspective from the mentors about various subjects in 
a relatively short period of time. 

 The mentorship experience has been very enlightening 
to me personally as it is a unique challenge to explain 
and translate complex concepts in a way that the 
students can grasp. I have been mentoring students for 
2 years now and would love to continue participating 
in the program in the future.” 

Devarsh (Mentor) – University of British Columbia 

8 

“This was a really good week for me. Definitely 
a lot of once-in-a-lifetime experiences.”  
Savannah (Student) – St. Teresa Point, MB  

 

“You know it was the best week of my life, I love it 
so much and I think I’m going into vet med now.”  
Tariq (Student) – Calgary, AB  

 



 

 

Supporters 

These organizations and individuals make our program possible: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For a complete list of all support please visit:  Verna J. Kirkness/Support 
 
 

Some additional comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

For a copy of our audited financial statements contact:  martin@vernajkirkness.org 
For more information about the Foundation contact:  patrick.lauzon@vernajkirkness.org 

“The Verna J. Kirkness program has opened my eyes to the 

possibilities of what and who I can become. Because of this 
program, I feel safe, accepted and able to go into the science and 
engineering fields as a Metis woman, not only to learn but to 
innovate and better the lives around me. If it weren't for this 
program, I probably would never have known the vast 
opportunities that are out there. This was life-changing 
opportunity that I will always be grateful for.” 

Cariona  
2019 Kirkness Scholar 

First Nations and Inuit Youth 
Employment Strategy (FNIYES) 

The Fred & Karen Green Fund of the Vancouver Foundation 

Foundation 

Dr. Ron Woznow and Susan O’Brien 

Hon. Thomas Berger and Bev Berger 
 

“This is a week I 

always look 
forward to.  The 
students arrive 
with an anxious 
energy, and 
throughout the 
week they 
transition to 
confident, inquiring 
and perceptive 
individuals.  

Their curiosity and 
brave spirit remind 
me of my early 
days as a student, 
and elevates my 
passion and 
commitment to 
teaching and 
collective 
research.”  

Annemieke  
(Professor) 
– University of   
Manitoba  
 

“I got the chance to watch last year's presentations and I consider 
myself lucky to be able to participate as a mentor this year.  Our 
students came with different impressions of what engineering is, 
what university life is like, and what to expect from the Verna J 
Kirkness Program.  During the program I witnessed a dramatic 
shift in confidence and a willingness to open themselves to the 
program and its opportunities.  During the honor dinner some 
students volunteered their experiences.  …..  Everything we could 
have hoped for was represented.   ….. Thank you for the 
opportunity to be a part of the Verna J Kirkness Program.”   

Danilo (Mentor), Indigenous Student Engagement 
Coordinator – UBC Engineering Student Services 

“I wanted to thank you 
for the opportunity and 
experience my son had 
attending your program 
last week. He came 
home so happy and 
excited about 
everything from his 
week: the experiences in 
the lab, the tours on 
campus, the 
presentations the 
students shared, the 
chaperones, the food 
and the students he met 
in the program.  

I believe this week 
opened his eyes to 
education in STEM fields 
and university life. We 
always felt university 
would be a good option 
for him; after last week 
he sees it as a real 
option that he can 
pursue as a proud 
young Abenaki man.” 

Lorraine (Parent)  
–  Ottawa, ON 


