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“I really enjoyed listening to University Students and 
professors teach us. It was really great to hear how 
passionate they were about doing what they love.” 
                                            - Lanea, 2022 VJKF Student

In keeping with the VJKF mission, 
our team created a new 5-day 
virtual program, working with 
seven of our partner universities 
to host an Eastern and Western 
Program, allowing our students 
the opportunity and flexibility to 
choose which university program 
piqued their interest. 

Held during the week of May 
2nd–6th, we partnered with The 
University of British Columbia, 
University of Victoria, University 
of Saskatchewan, and First 
Nations University of Canada 
for our Western VJKF Program 
and offered eight different lab 
options. For our Eastern VJKF 
Program, we partnered with the 

University of Manitoba, Queen’s 
University, and the University of 
Ottawa during the week of May 
9th–13th, and program options 
included nine different labs for 
students to participate in.

With the help of our university 
partner deans, professors, 
mentors, graduate students, 
coordinators, and other 
volunteers, 34 Indigenous 
students graduated from our 
2022 Virtual Program. Many 
virtual program graduates have 
already expressed interest in 
returning to participate in our 
2023 in-person program. We 
are proud to say this year’s past 
Virtual Program was a success!

The mission of the Verna J. Kirkness 
Education Foundation is to increase the 
number of Indigenous students graduating 
from pure and applied science, engineering 
and mathematics programs in Canada.

Verna J. 
Kirkness
Education 
Foundation
 2022 Winter Newsletter

2022 Virtual Program
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VJKF VIRTUAL 
PROGRAM WEEK

2022

“VJKF allowed me the 
opportunity to explore 
STEM in a new way. 
It provided a great 
experience for learning 
how indigenous cultures 
can find their place in the 
future of STEM.” 
- Emily, 2022 VJKF Student

Our 2022 VJKF Program used the 
Zoom Events Platform to deliver the 
week long conference. The program 
content was user-friendly, hands-on, 
academically stimulating and culturally 
aware. With IT support available 
throughout the Program, we were able 
to assist First Nations and Métis Elders 
in logging in to open each Program 
day with a prayer and answer student 
questions. After that, students were 
off to listen to guest speakers and 
complete online labs. Labs and class 
time were at the heart of each day’s 
content and consisted of almost 13.5 
program hours with their Mentors and 
Professors. Students gathered with 
their groups during the day to work 
on their Group Presentations. At the 
end of the week, students made a 
10-minute presentation about what 
they learned and shared it over Zoom 
on the last day of the Program. These 
talks were a highlight for all our staff 
and volunteers to listen to. 

Though a lot of work went into the 
Program, so did a lot of play! Our 
2022 Program welcomed Dr. Daniel 
Wildcat, author of Red Alert, as our 
Keynote speaker. Kalyn Kodiak also 
taught us about Indigenous plants 

and medicines, and professor John 
Sorensen from the University of 
Manitoba, showed students the magic 
of chemistry in his demonstration, “The 
Magic of Science”.

Participation was encouraged 
throughout the week via a points 
system, motivating the students to 
participate and ask questions in order 
to be entered into a draw to win an 
iPad at the end of the week. Gathering 
in the mornings, at lunches, and again 
in the evening allowed for some 
team building. We had brain-teasing 
science questions via Kahoots, made 
robots and water fountains by KiwiCo, 
participated in TikTok challenges, and 
shared cultural stories and teachings. 

Once again, students, mentors, guests, 
and community members were invited 
to celebrate the achievements of VJKF 
students at the Certificate Celebration 
held on Thursday evening. This 
event opened with an Elder prayer, a 
traditional song, a few words from our 
board, and even a mentor comment or 
two. Students also took the time to say 
a few words of thanks when they were 
granted their Certificate of Completion. 

Tansi, hello VJKF STEMers,

I’m so pleased that conditions related to COVID-19 have improved so we can continue to operate our program as we have in 
the past. However, I must say young people know how to adapt to change as witnessed by those who participated last year 
in the virtual program. I watched it with fascination at how well the interaction went with the students, mentors and Amber 
at the helm. It is an aspect of our program that it appears we should continue to use in some way. There are advantages to 
on-site programs at universities. It gives students an opportunity to sample campus life by living in residence, seeing the many 
opportunities available, getting to know your fellow students in person, participating in real laboratories, enjoying a feast 
together and for me seeing you and observing some of you in labs is certainly my highlight. 

We need STEM expertise in our communities which includes urban centres as many of our people live in cities. My hope is that 
you continue to pursue this interest to help fill this void. I have seen a number of students who attended our program graduate 
from university, what a joy that is! My best wishes to all who participate in our program which include the students, the Elders, 
mentors, guest speakers, chaperones, our staff and our Board of Directors. Do continue to be mindful of COVID as it is still with 
us. Stay safe.

           

Greetings from 
Verna J. kirkness

2022 VJKF 
Student 
Experiment
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CONTACT 
INFORMATION:

Amber Boyd,
Executive Director
amber@VJKF.org

Tony Williams,
Board Chair & President
tony.williams@VJKF.org

DeDe De Rose,
Secretary & 
Communications
Committee Chair
dede@VJKF.org

Our Board 
of DIRECTORS

Our Mission
The Verna J. Kirkness Education Foundation Program addresses the under-representation of First 
Nations, Métis, and Inuit students at Canadian universities. One of the factors contributing to this 
issue is the lack of academic role models for Indigenous students. Our Foundation works to address 
this under-representation by offering scholarships to Indigenous High School students for them to 
spend a week at a Canadian university interacting and learning with professors and their teams. 
During their week on-campus students have the opportunity to meet role models, learn about the 
support systems available to them on campus, and experience the excitement of doing research in a 
university laboratory. The VJKF Program develops motivated role models who foster the importance 
of graduating from high school and obtaining a postsecondary education.

For more information on our Board of Directors, please visit our website: www.vernajkirkness.org

Dr. Mark Whitmore

new BOARD member
Dr. Mark Whitmore, PhD.
Board Vice President
Dr. Whitmore holds degrees in Mathematics and Physics from 
McMaster University. He was a faculty member at Memorial 
University of Newfoundland from 1977 to 2014, where he 
also held a variety of academic administrative positions. He 
moved to the University of Manitoba in 2014 for a ten-year 
term as Dean of Science, during which he became a strong 
supporter of The Verna J. Kirkness program. Following the 
completion of his term as Dean, he led the Faculty of Science 
Indigenous Achievement Initiative for three years until his 
retirement and move to Blind River, Ontario. 

Media Inquiries

Amber Boyd,
Executive Director
amber@VJKF.org

Pat Lauzon,
Board Vice President 
& Fundraising 
Committee Chair
Patrick.Lauzon@VJKF.org

SPONSORSHiP 
Inquiries

Verna J. Kirkness
Education Foundation
P.O. Box 1681 
Cochrane, AB
T4C 1B6

Phone: (587) 814-0444
Email: info@vjkf.org
www.vernajkirkness.org

Mailing address

“Attending the Verna J. Kirkness Education Foundation program was an eye-opening experience where I learned about 
chemistry research from people who are passionate about research. The program was interactive and gave me a new 
perspective of science research and how beneficial and essential chemistry research is. The specific online program I attended 
had incorporated master and PHD students into the presentation and they taught us about the research that they were doing 
presently but then also talked to us about university life and opened the floor to us for questions about university. This made 
the program feel very welcoming even though it was online. This sparked a science research interest in me and has shaped my 
science degree thus far. I continually look for as many opportunities possible to be taught by and make connections to people 
who are currently researching as they are the face of science that I someday want to be. This has enhanced my education 
significantly as I learn firsthand from people who are passionate about science as I learn more and more every day. More 
specifically the program sparked my interest in chemistry, and I am now majoring in biochemistry because of my experience.”
                  
                    - Madison Villiger, 2021 VJKF Student

A word from a past VJKF student
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Unwavering 
Support for 
Indigenous 
peoples

Verna J. Kirkness Education Foundation

On the territory of the Tkumlups te 
Secwepemc near the Kamloops Indian 
Residential School, where unmarked 
graves were found in June 2021, The 
Verna J. Kirkness Education Foundation 
Board Chair, Tony Williams, announced 
the termination of the relationship 
between The Verna J. Kirkness 
Education Foundation (VJKF) and the 
Sisters of Saint Ann (SSA) by returning 
a $500,000 endowment donation.
It is the VJKF’s belief that the SSA have 
not taken responsibility or apologized 
for their role in Residential Schools 
and the harm done to Indigenous 
children and their families. Therefore, 
the SSA’s actions are irreconcilable to 
the values and mission of The Verna J. 
Kirkness Education Foundation. As an 
organization focusing on supporting 
Indigenous students, we want to 
show our complete and unwavering 
support for the Survivors and victims 
of Indian Residential Schools. This 
necessitates that we, the VJKF board, 
wholly disassociate with the SSA 
by terminating our 4.5-year-long 
agreement. It is the hope of the VJKF 
Board that the Sisters of Saint Ann 
will one day take full responsibility for 
their role in Indian Residential Schools 
and begin to work toward Truth and 
Reconciliation.

WEBSITE
The Verna J. Kirkness Foundation recently 
launched a new website! The new site 
allows students to apply online for both 
the VJKF Program and our scholarship 
opportunities. The new website also 

NEW MEDIA KIT 
& BRANDING GUIDE
At the beginning of 2022, we launched 
our Branding Guidelines with an updated 
Verna J. Kirkness Education Foundation 
logo, typography list, text hierarchy and 

Making better connections
After revamping the Foundation’s 
exterior facing presence, it was time for 
the Foundation to move forward with a 
more capable database. We secured a 
grant from SalesForce, a top customer 
relationship management platform, to 
help us manage our data going forward.

“It’s an amazing program for Indigenous high school students 
where you can learn new skills in science and get to know 
more people like you, with the same interests as you!” 
                                                                                   - Telia, 2022 VJKF Student

makes it easier for funders to make a donation and receive their tax receipt 
immediately. 

Since our Foundation started back in 2008, we have found it challenging to 
keep up to date with our past Kirkness Scholars. Our new website now allows 
past graduates of the VJKF program to apply for a Kirkness Alumni membership. 
Once a membership has been approved, additional resources on scholarships 
and bursaries, job postings, educational events, and much more will be available 
for members to enjoy. Our team has made it a priority to revamp and improve the 
functionality of our online presence. 

company colour palette. Since then, we now have our Media Kit available to the 
public. The kit includes information on our mission, history, program statistics, 
Board of Directors, quotes from Kirkness Scholars, and images from the 
programs. To view our Branding Guide or Media Kit, visit our website at: https://
www.vernajkirkness.org/sys/website/?pageId=1075171.

The Foundation’s work
Behind the sciences
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83+16+1K 33+1+66+K 
3+2+26+1+68+K 

PROGRAM DELIVERY

ON-CAMPUS (83.95%)

(16%) VIRTUAL

TOTAL PARTICIPATING 
STUDENTS

617

STUDENT 
IDENTITY BY

GENDER

STUDENT 
INDIGENOUS IDENTITY

(68%) FIRST  
         NATIONS

METIS (26%)
´

NON-STATUS
FIRST NATIONS              
(1%)

MALE (33%)

NOT 
DISCLOSED (1%)

NOT AVAILABLE* (3%)
FEMALE (66%) 

INUIT (2%)

STUDENT STATISTICS

STUDENT LOCATION

Students from every province and territory have 
attended our program, representing over 175 
communities across Canada.

Our Program at a Glance

+39+61
RURAL (62.5%)

(37.5%) URBAN

Attended Both
VIRTUAL & ON-CAMPUS
(0.05%)

MEASURED OUTCOMES* 42+1+51+3+3+K

(41.8%) STILL in 
HIGH SCHOOL

(1%) DID NOT
COMPLETE HIGH 
SCHOOL

ATTENDED 
COLLEGE or 
UNIVERSITY (51%)

ATTENDED TRADE 
SCHOOL (2.7%)

(3%) HAVE NOT ATTENDED
POST-SECONDARY

55+45
Programs VJKF Students

Took at University or College

(45%) Other 
Programs

(STEM Programs)
Science (Pure and 
applied), Technology, 
Engineering and 
Math (55%)

* In 2022, we surveyed all past participants and were able to reach 256 students for 
updates on their academic achievements. This reported data summary is from those 
students we were able to reach.



November 2022 - VJKFPage 6 

VJKF STUDENT 
SCHOLARSHIPS

The Verna J. Kirkness Education 
Foundation proudly announces 
2021 VJKF Scholarship 
Recipients:

• Madison Villiger
• Madison Bonnefoy
• Drayd Hunnie-Menow
• Shaylene Abrey Webster
• Rachel DeCicco
• Luciane Burgess 
• Alexa Harvey

Students accepted into our 2021 Verna J. Kirkness 
Education Foundation Program, Due to COVID-19, 
students accepted into our 2021 Verna J. Kirkness 
Education Foundation Program were unfortunately not 
able to receive the typical VJKF on-campus experience. 
In light of this, The Foundation promised a one-time 
$1,000 scholarship to students who completed the 
2021 Virtual Program and then later attended a publicly 
funded university or college. This scholarship remains 
open until December 2025. 

If you or someone you know is eligible or has questions, 
our office can be reached by phone at: (587) 814-0444 
and by email at: ProgramManager@vjkf.org. Co

ng
ra

tu
la

ti
on

s!

SHAD Canada is a registered Canadian charity that offers 
STEAM and entrepreneurship programs for grades 10 
and 11 students. SHAD has partnered with the Verna 
J. Kirkness Education Foundation for a number of years, 
providing a full scholarship to one or two of our Kirkness 
Scholars for SHAD’s month-long program in July. This 
year, SHAD granted three scholarships to VJKF students! 

A HUGE congratulations to R. Spindler, Ryder Benoit, 
and Nydia Goosehead for receiving this year’s SHAD 
Scholarships.
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kirkness 
AMBASSADORS:
BUILDING 
indigenous 
LEADERS For 
the future
The idea to establish an Ambassador 
Program for our Kirkness Scholars 
percolated a few years ago. The Verna 
J. Kirkness Education Foundation is one 
step closer to officially launching an 
enriching Ambassador Program where 
benefits include: the ability to give 
back to the community and help peers, 
build a resume, participate in learning 
opportunities, and gain leadership, 
mentorship, and volunteer skills.
We see a VJKF Ambassador as an 
ambitious Kirkness Scholar in high 
school or university who fosters the 
importance of giving back to the 
community and is interested in being 
a leader, mentor, and supporter. VJKF 
Ambassadors will have the opportunity 
to spread awareness, share their stories, 
and lead the way for others. Our current 
Ambassador team is made up of highly 
motivated students passionate about 
bridging the gap between Indigenous 
students and higher education.

In order for our Board of Directors to make the transition from a Working Board 
to a Governance Board, The Verna J. Kirkness Education Foundation hired a new 
Executive Director and Program Coordinator.

Amber Boyd, BSc., EPC, RPR
Executive Director
Amber holds a Bachelor of Science 
Degree in Psychology, a Human 
Resource Management Certificate 
and a Creative Writing Certificate 
from the University of Calgary. She is 
a Registered Professional Recruiter, 
and for the past three years, has been 
responsible for finding Indigenous 
talent for Indigenous-led organizations 
across Canada.

She brings a wealth of experience and 
knowledge to the Verna J. Kirkness 

Foundation, having worked in finance, human resources, marketing, event 
planning, business development, and fundraising. Her previous employers 
include Fidelity Investments, RBC Dominion Securities, and Spirit Omega. Amber 
has been a corporate trainer for over 18 years and has previously worked as 
the Executive Director of Ups and Downs — the Calgary Down Syndrome 
Association. She is a proud citizen of the Métis Nation of Alberta, a published 
author, and is passionate about working with Indigenous Peoples in Canada.

Morgan Laboucan, BA.                                                                                            
Program Coordinator
For over 5 years, Morgan has been a 
noteworthy presence for the Verna 
J. Kirkness Education Foundation. 
Morgan attended and graduated the 
VJKF Program as a student in 2016 
and worked as a summer student for 
the Foundation in following years as 
she was completing her studies at the 
University of Calgary. In 2018, Morgan 
joined the Board of Directors for a 
three year term in hopes of bringing a 
young, Indigenous, female voice to aid 

in the mission of the Verna J. Kirkness Education Foundation. Having completed 
her Bachelor of Arts Degree in Philosophy in 2021, Morgan was hired as the 
Foundation’s Program Coordinator in January 2022. 

Having been an on-site coordinator in previous years, Morgan brings a 
substantial set of skills, knowledge, and familiarity pertinent to the role as 
Program Coordinator. Morgan is eager and excited to be back working with our 
students, learning their stories, and encouraging others to learn about and give 
back to community.  

Morgan is a proud member of the Driftpile Cree Nation and is passionate about 
working with Indigenous Peoples in Canada.

NEW STAFF at OUR Foundation
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Our Partner Universities
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Dr. Ron Woznow 
& Susan O’Brien
The Fred & Karen Green Fund  
    of the 

Hon. Thomas Berger 
& Bev Berger

The Flanagan 
Foundation

thank you for your support

For a complete list of our sponsors, please visit our website at 
www.vernajkirkness.org


