
Assembly of First Nations
National Chief’s Virtual Summit on 
Post-Secondary Education

Hosted by Vancouver Island University 
January 27, 2011



AFN National Chief’s Virtual Summit on Post-Secondary Education | Hosted by Vancouver Island University

Assembly of First Nations
473 Albert Street, 9th fl oor
Ottawa, ON K1R 5B4
Telephone: (613) 241-6789
Toll-Free: 1-866-869-6789
Fax: (613) 241-5808

Photo credit: All photos are the property of Vancouver Island University, 2011
www.viu.cawww.afn.ca



AFN National Chief’s Virtual Summit on Post-Secondary Education | Hosted by Vancouver Island University 3

On January 27, 2011, Assembly of First Nations (AFN) National Chief Shawn A-in-chut 

Atleo hosted a virtual summit on post-secondary education.

Over 115 people assembled at Vancouver Island University to take part in a two hour 

dialogue with the National Chief.  They were joined by approximately 1,500 people 

across the country, many participating in gatherings at over twenty universities, colleges, 

and Indigenous Institutions of Higher Learning.      

AFN prepared a post-secondary fact sheet and made it available on the website for 

the virtual summit.  Participants were also encouraged to review reports of programs 

and services available to First Nations peoples in colleges and universities prepared by 

the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC) and the Association of 

Community Colleges of Canada (ACCC).   

Prior to the virtual summit, the Assembly of First Nations asked First Nations post-

secondary students to consider a number of questions regarding their post-secondary 

experience.  Over 400 responses were received by email which provided responses to 

some or all of the questions.  Respondents invested a great deal of thought and passion 

in their responses.  Here is an overview of issues that were brought forward and a 

sample of the emails that were received.

Vancouver Island University Media Studies Technician Johnny Blakeborough 
and Media Technician Chris Alemany show National Chief and VIU 
Chancellor Shawn Atleo and President Ralph Nilson the video streaming 
technology used during the national virtual summit on post-secondary 
education.
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1. WHAT DO YOU REQUIRE TO SUCCESSFULLY COMPLETE YOUR POST-SECONDARY 
EDUCATION?

In addition to secure, predictable and adequate fi nancial support, respondents identifi ed 
a number of other types of supports necessary to facilitate successful completion of their 
post-secondary programs.   

• Affordable tutoring services; 
• Academic Support Services with an understanding of Indigenous cultures;
• Counselling services with understanding of different learning styles;
• Access to Elders/traditional teachings;
• Emergency funding for equipment;
• Emergency funding for unforeseen costs (bus passes/parking/fees);
• Support and encouragement from community members, leaders and family 

members;
• Orientation to post-secondary – understanding what is available and where; 
• More career fairs with people in diverse careers;
• Mentoring programs;
• Learning skills and life skills prior to attending post-secondary, including matters 

such as note taking, study skills, healthy nutrition, time management, and 
budgeting; 

• First Nations language programs;
• Dealing with racism or ignorance in class;
• Support from community, family, and friends;
• First Nations student centre – a place to meet people and make friends;
• Access to computers; 
• Safe, affordable and accessible housing;
• Affordable and safe childcare; and,
• Respecting the specifi c challenges facing northern communities.

Elena from Algonquin College stated that “We need a national housing strategy to deal 
with the shortage of accessible housing for students.  It is a major concern for our students, 
and a diffi cult housing situation impacts all aspects of learning.  Sponsorship may only 
cover enough rental costs that force students to live in unsafe areas of city, and put 
students at risk.  We need an Aboriginal student residence that puts in place the cultural, 
academic and personal supports for our students.  There could be an opportunity to 
Elders live in, or visit for family dinners, to provide traditional teachings.  It would help 
us create a supportive community, and that’s what we are missing when we are isolated 
alone in poor housing conditions.”

Rhonda at the University of British Columbia identifi ed the importance of Facebook in 
connecting to family and community.  “I’m far away from my traditional territory and 
this helps me stay connected with it and what is happening on the land via my aunties 
and cousins.”  She also notes the First Nations student centre at the University provides 
“events, a space to gather, monthly smudges, access to Elders, feasts and other traditional 
activities.”  The local Friendship Centre also provides supports for children which are not 
readily affordable elsewhere.  Classmates and peers provide mutual support.    

“We need a national 
housing strategy to 
deal with the shortage 
of accessible housing 
for students....We 
need an Aboriginal 
student residence 
that puts in place the 
cultural, academic 
and personal supports 
for our students.”



AFN National Chief’s Virtual Summit on Post-Secondary Education | Hosted by Vancouver Island University 5

Ruth from Ryerson noted that she feels her success in education has to be meaningful 
to the community.  “I need to know that all this hard work will enable me to assist and 
advance my community.  In order for me to complete I need to know that there is a circle 
of people that care how I do in school.  My circle has to include Elders to remind me of 
where I come from and children to remind me why I am still in school.”

Rhoda from Thompson Rivers University stated “I understand that the government of 
Canada has recently focused on promoting the importance of education for First Nations 
people.  This is fantastic, however I ask the Canadian government ‘why is it that I’d 
not been taught of the Canadian history and the effects of colonization till I reached 
University level?’  Had I been taught fully the history of First Nations people of Canada, 
I would not have bought into what colonization has dictated that is still present in stigmas 
and stereotypes of 1st Nations today.  If there is a push for education then I hope to see 
the true history of Canada implemented on all levels of education.”

Stephanie from Ryerson noted “I have been to too many post-secondary classes where 
I was teaching my professors.  Correcting them on terminology or letting them know that 
we (as Aboriginal people) have our very own distinct rights… To be educated we need 
the appropriate amount of funding.  We need the support of our communities, support on 
campus, support from our Aboriginal leaders going to communities and schools sharing 
their struggles.  Letting us know the battles that they have fought for us (as students) 
to be where we are today.  When in school our only focus should be school.  Not rent, 
money, going hungry or how am I going to make it to school today.” 

Julie Pelletier, Chair of the Department of Indigenous Studies at the University of 
Winnipeg, noted “There is a critical need for faculty of Indigenous faculty in all academic 
fi elds.  Even Indigenous faculty who don’t have strong Indigenous worldviews can still 
provide models of Indigenous peoples who’ve achieved Masters and Ph.D. degrees.   
Hiring is only the fi rst step; retention of Indigenous faculty is quite poor; they are much 
less likely to be granted tenure, especially if their research involves Indigenous topics 
which may be seen as less rigorous or academically ‘traditional’”.

“I need to know that 
all this hard work will 
enable me to assist 
and advance my 
community.  In order 
for me to complete 
I need to know that 
there is a circle of 
people that care how 
I do in school.  My 
circle has to include 
Elders to remind 
me of where I come 
from and children to 
remind me why I am 
still in school.”

Vancouver Island University participants at the national 
virtual summit on post-secondary education.
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Derek at University of Fraser Valley, Suzie at University College of the North, and 
Ashley at Dalhousie University identifi ed the need to ensure not only the provision of 
First Nations languages, but also the need for an environment which encourages the use 
of First Nations languages.  

Kimberly at Camosun College noted that transition from high school to college is 
important for post-secondary success.  “I have many friends who didn’t think they could 
be ‘college students’, they didn’t have any idea of what was expected of them.  They 
have all the knowledge and potential in the world, but they didn’t have someone to tell 
them it would be ok.  I think a support system, or mentoring program would help bring 
more high school students up to post-secondary education, is there any possibilities of 
creating partnerships between high schools and local colleges?”

Joanne from Prince Rupert mentioned a specifi c summer science program being delivered 
by UBC.  It “helps Aboriginal high school students understand the process of applying 
and prerequisites, meet Aboriginal Role Models who currently work in the health fi eld 
and helps them with their apprehensions about attending post secondary.”  Joanne feels 
that this increases the likelihood that our students will pursue postsecondary education.    

Doris from Nanaimo suggested a new initiative for adult learners by involving 
“organizations like Service Canada, INAC, our local bands to install a new program 
for adult learners who have a strong desire to return to further their education by: 
1) Allowing potential students to work on/off reserve to raise funding for their living 
expenses for the fi rst year of upgrading for post-secondary/trades.  2) Service Canada 
should examine the criteria of allowing all people to have the option of upgrading 
their skills.  The funds are needed while attending Adult Basic Education (ABE) full-time 
without any hassle of looking for work. 

Students like Ian Caplette were invited to share their experiences and 
discuss solutions to improving access to post-secondary education for First 
Nation students.

“[We] need to 
ensure not only the 
provision of First 
Nations languages, 
but also the need 
for an environment 
which encourages the 
use of First Nations 
languages.”
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2. WHAT IS YOUR GREATEST CHALLENGE IN ACCESSING POST SECONDARY EDUCATION? 

The overwhelming challenge identifi ed by First Nations post-secondary students is the 
lack of predictable and adequate funding.  There is a lack of funding for living in 
metropolitan areas, a lack of funding for housing and childcare, and a lack of fl exibility 
in the existing funding guidelines for the Post-Secondary Student Support Program 
(PSSSP).   

Tina, Hope, Cherish, Tyler and Henry at the University of Manitoba stated “We need three 
things, affordable housing, child care and more community resources to help us complete 
our degree.”  They noted that some students have to live in short term accommodations 
like the YWCA due to inadequate budgets and inadequate availability of affordable 
housing.   

Sara from British Columbia noted that there is not enough funding for city life including 
housing, food, transportation and the additional education costs charged to school age 
children, such as fi eld trips, lunch programs and tutoring.  

Shannon at Centennial College identifi ed the need for on-site daycare.  She noted that 
as a single mother, her greatest challenge is childcare.  “Daycare is not available in my 
area for children 6 years of age and over.  I also will run into classes that confl ict with 
the time limits of daycare for my child who is in Daycare.  How can I go to classes that 
run late when I have to pick up my children.  Also with travel time I would not be able to 
arrive to class on time also due to childcare.”    

Kiel from Ryerson stated that “Every year of school and every month in those years 
is fi lled with stress, worry and anxiety about paying, paying other bills and buying 
groceries, just getting by in general.  Many, many times I’ve had to choose to pay bills 
over buying food.  I’ve relied on food banks and handouts and literally have gone 
hungry many, many times.  I must work for extra income, but being a fulltime student, I am 
overwhelmed and burnt out and am burning the candle at both ends.  It does not work. 
If I don’t work I go hungry and struggle to pay bills, if I do work, my grades suffer and 
I’ve failed classes because I cannot commit all my time, energy and focus to school… 
How am I, or any student with insuffi cient living funding – how are we supposed to get 
the education that is paid for if we are thrust out into an environment and expected to 
survive on crumbs... on nothing?”

Faye from Prince Albert noted “I feel sorry for the single students who do not have 
family in the cities to assist them fi nancially and emotionally.  These students need to pay 
for rent, food, utility bills such as power, phone, water, energy, cable and transportation 
from their student allowance.  Rent is probably the highest bill they have to pay.  Perhaps 
that is why so many drop out after their fi rst semester.  Post-secondary allowance must 
be increased signifi cantly for the success of our students.”

Many responses noted the additional struggles of parents pursuing their post-secondary 
education.  This sentiment was best expressed by one message which simply said 
“Go Aboriginal MOMs!  For your strength and perseverance.  I think it is important to 
recognize the special challenges we as Mothers face!”

“Every year of school 
and every month in 
those years is fi lled 
with stress, worry and 
anxiety about paying 
bills and buying 
groceries, just getting 
by in general... How 
are we supposed to 
get the education 
that is paid for if we 
are thrust out into 
an environment and 
expected to survive 
on crumbs...on 
nothing?”
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Some respondents identifi ed that funding policies require more fl exibility to enable them 
to pursue career goals.  Current INAC funding guidelines for the PSSSP do not allow 
funding unless a student is going to a “higher” level from a previous qualifi cation.  This 
funding barrier frustrates students who are changing career paths.    

Dara, currently studying in Aotearoa/New Zealand, pointed out that the existing PSSSP 
guidelines make it very diffi cult for First Nations people studying outside of Canada to 
access PSSSP funding.   

A number of students identifi ed the need for differentiated learning services to address 
special needs.  There are often few resources available to support students with physical 
challenges or additional learning needs.  One respondent noted that their offspring 
attended a private institution which accommodated alter-abled students, but was unable 
to access funding for living expenses.   

Rhonda from Ojibways of Pic River First Nation noted that the “Post Secondary Student 
Support Program doesn’t have the supports in place for students with disabilities.  This is 
something that needs to be in place for success.” 

Students at Carleton University noted that it is diffi cult for single mothers to obtain 
funding as a part-time student.  Education policies do not support part-time students to 
receive monthly allowances to support their family. 

Nicole from Georgian College noted that there is a funding gap concerning summer co-
op positions.  “This makes living very hard and a lot of people can not complete their co-
op because they have to fi nd means of making money in order to pay for their bills.  If 
the co-op is not completed, graduation from the program does not happen.  Funding for 
the summer should be mandatory for Aboriginal students who need co-op to succeed.” 

VIU participants at the national virtual summit on post-secondary 
education.

“The Post Secondary 
Student Support 
Program doesn’t have 
the supports in place 
for students with 
disabilities.  This is 
something that needs 
to be in place for 
success.” 
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Students at the University of Victoria identifi ed an important funding gap which emerges 
when First Nations request that the institute remove medical coverage from the overall 
tuition charge, but this can leave other family members with no medical coverage.   

Several students noted that they have felt the sting of racism within institutions and within 
the communities where they attend their post-secondary programs.  Marie from Algoma 
noted the challenge of “professors and peers who do not understand Anishinaabe 
history, culture, and lifeways.”  A past graduate at McGill refl ected that “the most 
intense racism I ever experienced came from other university students – disseminating 
hate literature about Aboriginals or just saying dumb-ass things and making you feel 
generally unwelcomed and undeserving. But I have made many allies and friends, often 
from other ethnic minorities who have helped.”

Cassandra Opikikew, Chair of the National Aboriginal Caucus of the Canadian 
Federation of Students, noted the need for greater Indigenization of post-secondary 
institutions.  “Universities and colleges need to be held accountable, not just through ad-
hoc student services, but through faculty members, departments, etc. as an overall policy 
of the university to support and foster Aboriginal student success.  This means shifting 
more responsibility on to institutions to change – NOT just our Aboriginal students.”

Hun’w’thia from the University of British Columbia noted that the biggest challenge is 
dealing with non-First Nations cultures and values.  “As I grew up on a reserve surrounded 
by my culture and values (and raised by my grandparents) it was a culture-shock when 
I went to New York on a 4 year athletic scholarship.  Knowing who I am and where I 
come from was present each and everyday – questionable at times – and because 
of my family I was stable in knowing who I am and where I come from in the face 
of non-First Nations culture and values being imposed on me.  I have developed a 
respect for the non-First Nations culture and values and am able to distinguish between.  
Another challenge was self-doubt.  Often when First Nations (and with any human) we 
are increasingly doubting ourselves, ability and what we are capable of.  I certainly 
endured that.  What helped me through these challenges is my Spirit and Ancestors that 
have come before me who I pray to.”  

3. WHAT IS IN PLACE TO HELP YOUR SUCCESS? WHAT IS TAKING PLACE AT YOUR POST-
SECONDARY INSTITUTE TO ASSIST YOU?   WHAT IS IN PLACE AT YOUR COMMUNITY?

Karen from Timiskaming First Nation shared the following: “When I have struggled 
(which has been at least once a semester for the last 5 years), I have always had my 
Post Secondary Offi cer (PSO) to support me.  Even if it has been only through email, 
my PSO has always been professional and caring.  The program I am in has a very 
large workload.  When I have struggled recently, I spoke to an elder on campus.  She 
has been very caring and supportive.  I appreciate her very much!  There is also a First 
Nations woman working in the administration at the faculty. She has invited me to go on 
sweats with her.  I will go soon.”    

Several post-secondary institutions sent messages identifying the types of support services 
they make available to First Nations students, including but not limited to student space, 
tutoring, mentoring, Elders-in-residence, academic and social counselling, bursaries and 

“Universities and 
colleges need to be 
held accountable, 
not just through 
ad-hoc student 
services, but through 
faculty members, 
departments, etc. 
as an overall policy 
of the university to 
support and foster 
Aboriginal student 
success.  This 
means shifting more 
responsibility on 
to institutions to 
change – NOT just our 
Aboriginal students.”
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scholarships.  An excellent overview of programs and services provided by colleges 
and universities is available in annual inventory reports published by the Association of 
Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC) and the Association of Community Colleges 
of Canada (ACCC).  These reports are also available on the AFN website.   

Stephanie from Nanaimo reminded everyone that “Right in our own backyards we have 
a tremendous amount of resources rich with knowledge, stories and ways of knowing. 
We need to collaborate, capacity build, trust and respect that Indigenous education.  
Full Inclusion please!  Let’s make curriculum that is culturally appropriate so students will 
feel pride and a sense of belonging.”

4. WHAT ARE YOUR CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES IN ACCESSING FUNDING?

There was no hesitation in identifying many of the limitations in accessing funding.  
Students were generally aware that the federal government has placed a cap on the 
PSSSP program since 1996.  As a consequence, the overall budget only increases at 2% 
per year, while the number of people wanting to access PSSSP has grown by a great 
percentage.  The costs of post-secondary have also increased by a far greater amount 
than the PSSSP annual increase.   

In 2008, the PSSSP program supported an estimated 22,303 students at a total of 
$300M.  In actual fact, $724M was needed in 2008 to support:

• The real costs needed for 22,303 students ($147M).
• An additional $64 million for 3,213 other students who were ready to enrol.
• An additional $208 million to address the backlog of 10,589 students who are 

ready but have not been able to enrol in PSE. 

This leaves only $5 million required for the 280 First Nations students needed to close 
the PSE gap.

The fact that resources are declining while demand increases forces First Nations to 
establish priority lists.  Further limitations on allowable expenditures are set out by the 
federal government in a Post-Secondary Education Program guide.  Each First Nation 
has taken a different approach to making the best use of their limited funding.  Priority 
lists and allocated amounts vary from community to community.    

Many students who receive funding identifi ed concerns with having to apply year to 
year.  The insecurity is stressful and inhibits planning.    

Several students expressed concern that PSSSP funds were either running out or that 
the program was going to be substantially changed by unilateral actions of the federal 
government.  A number asked directly for AFN intervention to ensure the continuation of 
the program, and to seek additional resources to address needs.    

Sharla at the University of Waterloo stated:  “To date I have been fortunate in receiving 
funding, however I am told it is not guaranteed every school term. I fi nd the paperwork 
to be a lot in needing to fi ll out while trying to concentrate on my studies.  I wish there 
was a way to do a “roll over” if you are still in the same program and full time.  Just to 
make the paperwork less redundant.  Because of my age, I am not able to apply for a 

“Right in our own 
backyards we have a 
tremendous amount 
of resources rich 
with knowledge, 
stories and ways of 
knowing. We need 
to collaborate, 
capacity build, trust 
and respect that 
Indigenous education.  
Full Inclusion 
please!  Let’s make 
curriculum that is 
culturally appropriate 
so students will feel 
pride and a sense of 
belonging.”
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lot of bursaries and scholarships.  I have only been able to apply for one since I have 
been in school.  I am fi nishing up my 2nd year full time.  So I need to be able to depend 
on funding a bit more than the younger students.  I wish it could be set that as long as 
a student is in school and doing well they automatically qualify for funding.  I am in 
excellent standing with my university, things like that should matter…. I have been given 
applications to fi ll out for bursaries and scholarships only to discover that there is an age 
limit, which is typically 30 years of age.”

Some students residing away from their home First Nation related the fact that they 
could not access PSSSP funding.  

Melissa from Ryerson is a non-status student who related the diffi culty of fi nding funding 
for post-secondary.  She noted that “it is very diffi cult fi nancially but also emotionally as 
it makes you feel less part of the Aboriginal culture because us non-status Aboriginals 
do not receive this aid.”  Rebecca from Halifax and others expressed similar sentiments.   
Tyler noted that he was unable to access PSSSP funding because he was adopted out 
of his community.  There are many First Nations people like Tyler and Melissa who fi nd 
themselves in circumstances directly attributable to the classifi cation systems imposed by 
the Indian Act.   

Students with loan obligations feel overwhelmed.  Some students suggested a loan 
forgiveness program or accessible scholarships and bursaries to offset the debt demands.    

Nicole at Georgian College was one of several students that identifi ed the lack of 
funding available for summer programs including co-op positions.  She noted that “…a 
lot of people can not complete their co-op because they have to fi nd means of making 
money in order to pay for their bills.”  Other students noted that the lack of funding in 
the summer months for students living in metropolitan centres placed additional stresses 
on program continuation and completion.  

VIU graduate Calvin speaks of challenges facing First Nations students trying 
to get an education.

“I wish it could be 
set that as long as a 
student is in school 
and doing well they 
automatically qualify 
for funding.”
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Cheryl from Carcross-Tagish noted that funds were not available for upgrading, a key 
pathway for post-secondary. 

Mature students often fall to the bottom of the priority list for funding.  Randy from the 
University of Winnipeg notes that he has had to “sell off my possessions, remortgage the 
house, in order to chase an intangible item.  My question is why does this have to be?”

Vicki is pursuing her doctorate.  She has had to re-apply for funding each year from 
her home community.  “In my 3rd - 5th years of my PhD programme I received partial 
or no funding because there was not suffi cient education resources.  It is essential that 
funding is available to permit students to FINISH their degrees, not just get started.  It is 
important to encourage graduate studies.”

Sarah at the University of Alberta suggests there needs to be awards and scholarship 
opportunities specifi c to Aboriginal students with learning and other disabilities. 

5. CONNECTING TO COMMUNITIES IS OFTEN CITED AS BEING IMPORTANT TO FIRST 
NATIONS LEARNERS. WHAT ARE THE WAYS IN WHICH YOU MAINTAIN THIS CONNECTION?

The Grand River Post Secondary Education Offi ce in Six Nations noted a number of ways 
to maintain connection between communities and students including: using technology; 
sending emails to students that inform them of Aboriginal radio stations available on 
line to be able to hear voices and music of community; Aboriginal newspapers on line; 
fi nding community on campus or creating community on campus as many Aboriginal 
students do since they arrive to campus where there are no Aboriginal associations; 
libraries on campus to have a section devoted to Aboriginal topics/authors/resources. 

Lori-Lei from Grant MacEwan University noted that “Belonging to a community is 
imperative because it allows me to be a well-rounded student and these programs have 
encouraged me to succeed in school as well as in society.  The Friendship Center has 
provided classes to practice traditional dancing and cultural workshops.  In addition, I 
belong to Beverly Bronx Boxing Club and I am an amateur athlete.  I would like to thank 
you all for listening and I encourage all of you post-secondary students out there across 
Canada to get out and be involved in your community.”

A number of Métis students participated and provided feedback during the virtual 
summit and provided input about their post-secondary experiences.  While the Assembly 
of First Nations is a body representing the interests of First Nations citizens, there is 
longstanding recognition of the parallel journeys of our Métis and Inuit relations to 
strengthen their identities and rights.  Doris noted that “proof of identity is often not 
possible.  It is part of the Métis identity dilemma that our Aboriginal ancestry, in many 
many cases, has been erased by well-meaning families who were trying to protect us 
from discrimination.  Personally, I have spent 10 years researching my ancestry and have 
learned to evaluate the bogus written genealogies that were published to whitewash my 
heritage; others may not have that advantage and therefore would be reticent to claim 
Métis ancestry.  Let us go back to  self-identifi cation as important criterion and let us 
remember to acknowledge the Métis people and address their needs also.”

“Belonging to 
a community is 
imperative because 
it allows me to be a 
well-rounded student 
and these programs 
have encouraged me 
to succeed in school 
as well as in society.”
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Carol is a mature Métis student at Camosun College. “While I and a family member 
have had health challenges I am committed to completing my program/graduating 
2012.  I am funded by the Métis nation and receive fantastic support from them and 
the First Nations department at the college.  I am so proud that my Aboriginal brothers/
sisters are returning to post-secondary.  Take one day at a time!” 

6. WHAT WILL MAKE THINGS BETTER FOR YOU?

Rebecca from Kamloops suggested a number of items.  “Greater urban Aboriginal 
supports for students. Funding to participate in community events.  Greater Aboriginal 
representation in post secondary programs or institutions and culturally relevant and 
Aboriginal developed curriculum.  Application of previous Aboriginal student experience 
research reports.  Involvement in policy making such as Aboriginal strategic plans at 
schools and by the ministers at the level of the national council of ministers.”

Marie at Algoma notes that “The challenges Anishinaabe students face accessing funding 
for postsecondary education stems from the federal government’s (INAC) disregard for 
its statutory obligation for ‘Indians and lands reserved for Indians’.  When the treaties 
were negotiated, the chiefs and headmen were anxious to secure a means of livelihood 
for the people they were negotiating for, which is why lands, waters, and access to 
fi shing and hunting were reserved for First Nations people.  Schools were part of the 
negotiations also in many treaties.  These days it is not possible to obtain employment 
without postsecondary education.  Canada consists of 9 million square kilometers of 
territory – indigenous lands that First Nations people shared with European visitors.  
Surely the wealth that our 9 million square kilometers of land has produced can be 
distributed among “Indian” people for use in postsecondary education.  Do not let INAC 
remove ‘their feet from the fi re’”. 

National Chief and VIU Chancellor Shawn Atleo visits VIU’s new Gathering 
Place for Aboriginal students.

“The challenges 
Anishinaabe 
students face 
accessing funding 
for postsecondary 
education stems 
from the federal 
government’s (INAC) 
disregard for its 
statutory obligation 
for ‘Indians and lands 
reserved for Indians’.”
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Shirley, a doctoral student from the University of Manitoba, noted that a key requirement 
is “sustainable resourcing for all eligible First Nations Post-Secondary students (at all 
levels – preparatory, Bachelors, Masters, Ph.D.) as outlined in the report No Higher 
Priority.”  She calls for recognition of post-secondary education as a Treaty right and the 
recognition of First Nations post-secondary institutions, consistent with the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

Anita from Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg “INAC must be held accountable in its obligation to 
our students!  We cannot let the PSSSP disappear!  We cannot allow the PSSSP change 
to a ‘loans and bursaries’ program.  The future of our students is at stake here.”

Dara in Aotearoa/New Zealand wants “Less stress with the administrative work to get 
funding, and regular contact from our coordinator, not purely for the ‘business’ end of 
this relationship, but interest in what I am studying so I can get a sense of what value I 
will be contributing to my community once I complete my degrees.  Sometimes, I worry 
‘am I just doing this for my own satisfaction?  Is this going to be useful for anyone else?’  
I would like to have an opportunity to let them know what I am doing WAY over here, 
and why, and then maybe start dialogue about what I can contribute when I return.  It 
gives grounded meaning to the work I do beyond myself.”

Verna Billy Minnabarriet from the Nicola Valley Institute of Technology noted “…I want 
to put forward the lack of funding that these 38 Aboriginal Institutions receive via 
the ISSP allocations which are inadequate and are not secure.  There needs to be a 
review of this program and the mandate is revisited.  INAC MUST RECOGNIZE THESE 
INSTITUTIONS which does a majority of the student preparation to move into the public 
institutions.”

Lauren from the Enowkin Centre agrees.  “We need to support our own Aboriginal based 
institutions if we are to achieve and maintain the visions of our elders and our ancestors 
to remain uniquely Aboriginal peoples of this country.  Today in British Columbia, most 
of the Aboriginal Institutions who are doing a majority of the work, receive no base/

“We need to support 
our own Aboriginal 
based institutions if 
we are to achieve and 
maintain the visions 
of our elders and our 
ancestors to remain 
uniquely Aboriginal 
peoples of this 
country.”

AFN Youth Council representatives, Josh Gottfriedson 
of Kamloops (left) and Kluanne Ademak of the Yukon, 
attended the fi rst virtual summit on First Nation post-
secondary education with National Chief Atleo. VIU student 
Wasaskwun Winston Wuttunee also attended the summit.
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core funding with which to operate, yet, these are the INSTITUTIONS that are the future 
of our Nations and who are doing very real and integral work in education.  A priority 
of our National Political Organization must be to access funding to support our own 
institutions.”

Cynthia from Georgina Island stated “We have much work to do. Indigenous educators 
experience the same disregard as teachers and community connected people, and I 
have left that system because of it and feel I can make more difference at the community 
level.  Those of us that have made it through the system must help the next generation 
succeed, we can do this, and I see a brighter, more engaged future ahead, count me in 
as an Aboriginal woman warrior for the cause.”

One message suggested having a “council or panel of Aboriginal Grandfathers and 
Grandmothers” who have gone down the academic path and can pass on some of their 
hard learned wisdom to the younger generation.  There are enough of us by this time to 
speak about our experiences.”

Leon from the University of Saskatchewan offered some compelling thoughts.  “What 
will make things better for me?  Knowing that I am representing those that have long 
been under-represented, those who need the help and support.  Knowing that I am 
working towards a brighter future, that I am following in the footsteps of my ancestors, 
that we are trying to improve the lives of everyone, not just our own.  Finally, knowing 
that it will be us, working together with people from all walks of life, that will make the 
world an even better place.”

Rupert from UBC had a question for all participants in the virtual summit:  “Would it 
be possible to have a unifi ed provincial Aboriginal student body from the different 
universities to speak with other students about challenges and successes?  There needs 
to be a unifi cation of Aboriginal learners across the country, so we can walk through this 
time together.  If there was a provincial group maybe we could meet once a year on 
a federal level as well.  Aboriginal people once had great trade routes and alliances. 
With the internet let’s re-create those alliances across the country and unite!!!” 

CONCLUSION

The Assembly of First Nations would like to thank all those who took the time to participate 
in person and by electronic communication in the virtual summit.  We appreciate your 
thoughtful comments, constructive suggestions, and carefully considered questions.  Most 
of all, we appreciate your willingness to share your experiences with us.  We have 
learned a great deal, which will assist in our ongoing advocacy efforts in Post-Secondary 
education.   

We also want to thank Vancouver Island University for hosting this gathering, and the 
students of the University for being active participants in the dialogue.

This will not be the last virtual dialogue in First Nations education.  Please continue to 
raise your voices.  You are the next generation of leadership.  We call on you to take the 
information from this dialogue forward to your institutions and communities to strengthen 
post-secondary education for all our people.     

“What will make 
things better for me?  
Knowing that I am 
representing those 
that have long been 
under-represented, 
those who need the 
help and support.  
Knowing that I am 
working towards a 
brighter future, that 
I am following in 
the footsteps of my 
ancestors, that we 
are trying to improve 
the lives of everyone, 
not just our own.”
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FACT SHEET
FIRST NATIONS POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

This fact sheet is intended to provide a snapshot of participation in and completion of post-secondary education 
for First Nations people in Canada.

EDUCATIONAL 
ATTAINMENT

• The majority of First Nations 
people who participate in 
PSE attend a college or trade 
school, rather than a university. 

• In 2006, the proportion of 
First Nations adults who had 
completed a trades certifi cate 
was on par with non-Aboriginal 
adults.  

• The overall gap in PSE between 
First Nations and non-Aboriginal 
people is directly related to 
the wide gap in university 
attainment.

Figure 1:  Proportion of First Nations people aged 25 to 64 who have 
completed a post-secondary program, by degree type and area of 
residence, 2006

Source: Statistics Canada, 2006 Census

Figure 2 :  Proportion of Indigenous and non-Indigenous adults aged 25 
to 64 with a university degree above a bachelor’s, 2006

• According to recent research 
comparing performance in 
education across the world, 
Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand and the United States 
have similar gaps in university 
attainment between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous adults.

• The smallest gap is found in 
the United States where nearly 
15% of Indigenous adults have 
attained a university degree, 
compared to 23% of non-
Indigenous adults.
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FUNDING NEEDS 

• Approximately seven in 10 
First Nations youth aspire to 
complete a PSE degree.   

• However, the reality is persistent 
barriers are preventing First 
Nations from reaching their 
goals.

• Lack of funding remains the 
primary barrier PSE for First 
Nations people living on-
reserve.

• In 2005, more than one in four 
(27%) felt the lack of funding 
was prohibiting access to PSE.

Figure 3:  Barriers to post-secondary education as identifi ed by 
First Nations living on-reserve, 2005

Source: EKOS Research Associates Inc., 2005-Wave 2

Figure 4:  Estimated PSSSP funding needs, Canada, 2008-09

Source: First Nations Education Council, 2009

• First Nations youth are 
signifi cantly impacted by the 
2% funding cap on education 
program spending.

• In 2008, the PSSSP program 
supported an estimated 22,303 
students at a total of $300M.  

• In actual fact, $724M was 
needed in 2008 to support:
• The real costs needed for 

22,303 students ($147M).
• An additional $64 million 

for 3,213 other students 
who were ready to enrol.

• An additional $208 million 
to address the backlog of 
10,589 students who are 
ready but have not been 
able to enrol in PSE. 

• This leaves only $5 million 
required for the 280 First 
Nations students needed to 
close the PSE gap.

Fact Sheet on First Nations Post-Secondary Education
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POST-SECONDARY 
STUDENT SUPPORT 
PROGRAM (PSSSP)

• The number of First Nations 
students funded through INAC’s 
PSE program has steadily 
declined from 22,938 in 1997 
to 18,729 in 2009.

Figure 5:  Enrolment funded by INAC Post-Secondary Education Program, 
by program type, 1997-2010

Source: INAC Post-Secondary Student Support Program (unpublished)

Figure 6:  Graduates funded by INAC Post-Secondary Education Program, 
1997-2009

• Despite the historical decline 
in funding and enrolled First 
Nations students, the total 
graduates from the program 
have increased since 1997 
(3,644) and is at its highest 
point in 2008 (3,803).  

Source: INAC Post-Secondary Student Support Program (unpublished)

Fact Sheet on First Nations Post-Secondary Education
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• The characteristics of First 
Nations graduates have 
remained similar since 1997.

• First Nations graduates are:
• Over thirty years of age 

(48%);
• Female (70%);
• College graduates (48%); 
• Full-time students (86%).

Figure 7:  Characteristics of graduates funded by INAC Post-Secondary 
Education Program, 2008-2009

Source: INAC Post-Secondary Student Support Program (unpublished)

Figure 8:  Graduates funded by INAC Post-Secondary Education Program, 
by program of study, 2008-09

Source: INAC Post-Secondary Student Support Program (unpublished)

• PSSSP students graduate 
most often from the following 
programs of study:
• General arts and sciences 

(17%); 
• Social sciences and services 

(15%);
• Education (13%); and 
• Business and commerce 

(13%).

Fact Sheet on First Nations Post-Secondary Education
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THE IMPORTANCE OF 
INVESTING IN FIRST 
NATIONS EDUCATION

• The success of First Nations 
people in PSE should be of vital 
interest to all Canadians as the 
country’s social and economic 
prosperity depends on it.

• With increased education (from 
no education degree to a 
university diploma), the gap in 
employment rates between First 
Nations and non-Aboriginal 
people is essentially closed.

Source: Statistics Canada, 2006 Census

Figure 9:  Employment rates by level of educational attainment, 2006
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