
"As I reached out for help, I wanted to go back to my community  
and do something positive in my community." 

– Jack.org Yellowknife chapter founder Shania Clark, talking about mental health and school, page B4.
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From dodge ball to danc-
ing, Yellowknife students are 
learning fitness can be fun 
–  and rewarding –  thanks to 
a police-run in-school exercise 
group.

The RCMP Fitness Squad, 
developed by the Yellowknife 
Detachment's community 
policing and recruitment units, 
is gearing up to bring its array 
of fitness-based activities  
back to city schools this 
fall following a positive 
response from students during  

its inaugural year.
"Last year was really suc-

cessful," said Cpl. Charmaine 
Parenteau, a recruiter with the 
Yellowknife RCMP.

Parenteau, along with com-
munity policing liaison Const. 
Heather Cosenzo, formed the 
Fitness Squad in 2019.

The squad visits Yellow-
knife-area schools, leading 
participating students in a 
host of sweat inducing activi-
ties aimed at building bodies, 
brains and relationships.

During lunchtime or after 
school sessions, students par-

take in exercises ranging from 
running and CrossFit to Zumba 
dancing and dodge ball.

Last year, the campaign 
reached 60 to 80 students at 
Ecole Allain St-Cyr, St. Pat-
rick High School, William 
McDonald and Ndilo's Kalemi 
Dene School.

The RCMP Fitness Squad 
often saw 30 or more eager-
to-exercise students showing 
up at its   Ecole Allain St-Cyr 
sessions.

Parenteau told Yellowknifer 
showing students the impor-
tance of exercising at a young 

age is invaluable.
"I think you need to plant 

the seed early in youth," said 
Parenteau.

"It's about building trust 
and having positive engage-
ments through fitness," she 
said.

The RCMP Fitness Squad 
operates thanks to the con-
certed efforts of teaching staff, 
RCMP and other local law 
enforcement agencies.

Parenteau has brought in 
Mounties from various units 
at the detachment to lead exer-
cises, and the Department of 

Fisheries and Oceans, she 
said, has played a "huge" role 
in helping out with the initia-
tive.

Parenteau said the workout 
sessions, which also give stu-
dents interested in pursuing 
a career in law enforcement 
a taste of what training for 
the job is like, help young 
people see RCMP members as 
"people, not just police."

It's not uncommon for Par-
enteau to run into participat-
ing students outside of school, 
where she's often met with a 
"Hey! Fitness Squad."

Engaging with youth and 
building those relationships 
drives Parenteau to continue 
leading area youth in exercise.

Her favourite part is watch-
ing students grow and thrive 
over the course of the Fitness 
Squad sessions.

"We'd like to get as many 
people involved as we can 
because I think it's such a great 
program," said Parenteau.

The Fitness Squad is slated 
to kick off in late September, 
when RCMP will be reaching 
out to area schools for partici-
pation.

The RCMP's Fitness Squad is back this year with plans to expand program
Workout fun for students

by Brendan Burke 
Northern News Services

Yellowknife RCMP 
Const. Heather Cosenzo, 
left, and Ecole Allain 
St-Cyr teacher Christine 
Levesque, far right, lead 
a group of students in 
dance as part of the Fit-
ness Squad's appearance 
at a community barbecue 
at the detachment in May.
Brendan Burke/NNSL photo
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Shania Clark is a recent graduate 
of Aurora College's nursing program, 
but during her time there she experi-
enced issues with mental health and 
well-being, a trend that has become 
all too common for students.

"I was going through my own 
personal struggles with my mental 
health being a student and all of the 
changes you go through," said Clark.

That's when she decided to get 
involved.

She founded the Yellowknife 
chapter of Jack.org, a youth-led men-
tal health advocacy organization with 
chapters on school campuses across 
the country, and became a voice for 
those struggling at her campus.

"I attended their national sum-
mit program and found there were 
all these young people going who 
were doing good things for mental 
health," she said. "It didn't matter if 
you had an illness or didn't, we all 
found common ground and I saw that 
even with my own struggle there are 
so many like myself, so I wanted to 
go back to my community and reach 
out to help."

During that same time, Clark felt 
prepared to reached out and start tak-
ing care of herself.

Aurora College has its own school 
counsellor, but dealing with the 
shame and stigma associated with 
getting this kind of help, she decided 
to go through the government to find 
help.

"That's one of the main reasons 

why students don't seek help," she 
said. "I didn't want anyone seeing me 
go through the counsellors office."

Clark reached out Adult Mental 
Health services through the GNWT. 
She found the program great once she 
got in, but it took six months before 
she was approved.

At the same time, she founded a 
Jack.org chapter at her Aurora Col-
lege campus with another student, 
where she became the first female 
Indigenous leader within the organ-
ization.

This same organization recently 
surveyed youth ages 15 to 27 across 
Canada and found 84 per cent cited 
academic pressure as the number 
one factor that creates mental health 
stress.

"As I reached out for help, I want-
ed to go back to my community and 
do something positive in my com-
munity," she said.

Clark focused most of her efforts 
in Yellowknife where she was born 
and raised, visiting high school and 
college campuses presenting roughly 
60 minute talks. She has also had 
the opportunity to do talks in north-
ern Alberta and Saskatchewan in 
Indigenous and Metis communities.

Part of the issue Clark sees on 
most campuses is the lack of infor-
mation and Northern-specific pro-
gramming.

"We need more programming 
available for our youth," said Clark. 
"We have a lot of unique struggles up 
here in Northern Canada than they 
would in southern Canada.

"We still have the histories of 
residential schools which I've seen 
first hand because of my mom is 
from Behchoko and you see all the 
addictions and issues with alcohol 
come though and issues with mental 
health that are happening because of 
all this trauma."

But Clark and other youth lead-
ers on school campuses still do what 
they can, advocating for students to 
keep tabs on their own well-being 
and helping them take the first step 
toward help.

"You want to say just to reach 
out and get help because that's what 
we want, but it's difficult to do that," 
she said.

"The first thing you should be 
doing is looking out for yourself and 
know how to recognize when you're 
not doing well. 

"It's as simple as reaching out to 
someone close to you," she said. "It 
doesn't have to be a counsellor, it 
could be a family member, it could 
be a friend and starting from there."

Youth leader Shania Clark shares story of mental health advocacy at college

Care for students on campus
by Brett McGarry 

Northern News Services

Shania Clark has become  
the first female Indigenous 

youth leader with youth mental 
health advocacy group Jack.

org. Clark founded the Aurora 
College chapter of her  

organization, advocating for 
students under mental stress 

from academic pressures.
photo courtesy of Shania Clark
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Every school in the city has 
a waitlist, said Hawa Dumbu-
ya-Sesay, YWCA's director of 
child and youth services.

Staff and space constraints 
can restrict the YWCA's abil-
ity to meet the city's demand 
for after-school programming, 
Dumbuya-Sesay said. The 
limits of staff working three 
hours daily can also make 
retention difficult.

Calling it the service's 
"biggest" challenge, she said 
"It's hard to get adults that can 
also work three hours a day 
because people have to sup-
port their families." 

Factor in qualifications 
required for staff to meet 
regulatory standards, and 
finding long term staff can 
be hard, especially as some 
staff leave in search of longer 
hours.

"We're lucky to have some 
long-term staff that have been 
with us for years," she said. 
"(They're) able to have full-
time jobs and do it as their 
part-time work."

Allotment of spaces from 
the city's schools also affects 
programming. "If a school is 
only able to give us a couple of 
classrooms, that's all we can 
get," she said.

Dumbuya-Sesay explained 
YK1 has assisted the service, 
providing educational assist-
ants and space to help support 
its efforts.

But the service's growth, 
there are limits. "We can't just 
keep expanding if we don't 
have the staff, if we don't have 
the space," she said.

Mildred Hall, for example, 
can service a maximum of 30 
people. For that number, there 
must be a senior staff mem-
ber who is at least 19 years 
old with relevant work experi-
ence, and then an additional 
two junior staff who are at 
least 16 years old.

There are 12 children on 
its waitlist, and with current 
resources, "We can't increase 
the numbers," Dumbuya-
Sesay said.

The largest backlog the 
program faces is N.J. Mac-
pherson, which is at capacity 
with 70 students and 30 stu-
dents waiting for after-school 
care. 

Meanwhile, Yellowknife 
Day Care Association execu-
tive director Marine Voskan-
yan said that a move across 
the street to Parish Hall 
will allow the association to 
accommodate up to 30 chil-
dren. Pending a decision from 
the city to change zoning, the 

move will take advantage of 
the building's increased space, 
she said.

"The Parish Hall location 
is conveniently located across 
the street from the daycare, 
so it is an optimal location to 
run this program because it 
is convenient for parents with 
kids in multiple programs," 
she stated in an email, adding 
that the building won't func-
tion as new daycare's space.

"The afterschool program 
is for school-aged children 
and is not an additional day-
care location for the care that 
is provided during the day-
time for younger children," 
she stated. 

Voskanyan added that the 
association currently had no 
staffing issues.

As demand rises with the 
beginning of a new school 
year, many barriers will per-
sist.

Demand for spots leaves services searching for space, staff

After-school care waitlists persist
by Nick Pearce 

Northern News Services

Working parents unable 
to pick their children up 

from school will have a 
familiar hurdle this school 
year as they face waitlists 

buckling under demand 
for after-school care.

Nick Pearce / NNSL photo
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A WISH COME TRUE
Skyler Mandigo-Stoba sits in the cockpit of the DC3 –  her favourite plane –  
before departing for San Francisco on Wednesday. Mandigo-Stoba, who was 
diagnosed with Hodgkin's lymphoma last October,  hit the skies on Aug. 14 with 
Buffalo Airway's Joe McBryan as a fulfillment of her Make a Wish request. She 
grew up watching the reality show Ice Pilots and fell in love with the airway's 
appearances, studying the planes, calculating the equations behind their 
flights, and presenting the results in science projects. "I don't like flying that 
much," she said. "But, I love planes."
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Education Minister Caro-
line Cochrane was blunt in the 
legislative assembly on Aug. 
13: The territory's school sys-
tem is "failing" the children 
of the NWT, and it was the 
next assembly's responsibility 
to fix it.

"Our children are our 
future. We keep saying that," 
she said. "If we really believe 
that as a society, we have to 
put our energy, we have to put 
resources behind that and the 
next government has to focus 
more on that."

Cochrane cited NWT's 
low graduation rates, which 
Statistics Canada reported 
were 55 per cent in the 2015-
16 school year –  that sit's at 
24 per cent lower than the 
national average.

She also noted the terri-
tory's low early development 
index, indicating persistent 
vulnerability among young 
children in the NWT. Based 
on numbers from the GNWT, 
42.1 per cent of children in 
the territory were vulnerable 
under the index's measures 
of physical health and well-
being, emotional maturity, 
communication skills and 
general knowledge, social 
competence, language and 
cognitive development.

Those challenges are more 
acute in smaller communities.

The GNWT's report on 
early development found 
almost two thirds of chil-
dren in communities were 
considered vulnerable. And 
a GNWT fact sheet stated 
graduation rates were "con-
sistently lower in our small 
communities, which dropped 
by 12 (per cent) in 2015."

"(A full educational 
review) is needed across the 
Northwest Territories," she 
told MLAs in last Tuesday's 
assembly.

She added that strategic 
leadership was lacking in key 
areas: Some district's educa-
tional authorities don't use 

long-term plans. "That is not 
okay," she said. "How can you 
actually do a strategic plan 
if you don't have long-term 
plans?"

Concerns over an ailing 
education system is nothing 
new. Challenges were appar-
ent in the 2015-16 test results 
in the territory.

Out of the total commu-
nity enrolment, 27.1 and 17.7 
per cent achieved acceptable 
results on their ELA (English 
Language Arts) tests, respec-
tively in Grade 6 and 9. And 
20.7 and 8 per cent of students 
in the communities outside of 
Yellowknife achieved accept-
able results in their tests in 
Grade 6 and 9, respectively.

Excluding absentees or 
incomplete tests partially 
improves those results, but 
conversely leads back to 
underlying issues of poor 
school attendance. Regarding 
those late rates, Cochrane said 
in May "Everybody has been 
blaming everybody else" over 
the poor attendance impeding 
student success.

Tackling these issues 
should be a priority for the 
next government, she said.

"I don't know who will be 
in the House, but I am hope-
ful that one of the regular 
MLAs or Cabinet will actu-
ally grab this and bring it 
forward because I think it is 
time," said Cochrane.

Caroline Cochrane says the  
territory's school system is  

'failing' the children of the NWT
by Nick Pearce 

Northern News Services

CAROLINE COCHRANE: 
Says tackling issues 
should be a priority for 
next government.

Education 
minister 
calls for 
overhaul

Brett McGarry / NNSL photo

UNION TEAM CELEBRATES 50 YEARS
Union of Northern Workers (UNW) president Todd Parsons, poses with vice president Gayla Thunstrom 
and Courtney Dalton at an afternoon in Somba K'e Park on Aug. 17 to celebrate UNW's 50th anniversary. 
Parsons said he might not be around for UNW's next 50 years, but was happy to see a constant stream of 
people coming out to enjoy the weather, good food and music.
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