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Executive Summary 

Introduction 
In January 2010, Human Resources Skills Development Canada (HRSDC) commissioned the 
consulting firm, Silta Associates, to conduct targeted research comparing national strategies for 
Indigenous post-secondary education among three case study countries: the United States of 
America (U.S.), New Zealand and Australia. This comparison has been initiated by HRSDC with 
the objective of drawing insight from national efforts to support Indigenous post-secondary 
education in other countries. The scope of this research is limited to a review of those national 
programs, policies and strategies that specifically focus on financial supports to Indigenous 
students and Indigenous-controlled post-secondary education (PSE) institutions in the three case 
study countries. 

Methodology 
The following key research questions defined the scope of this project and guided both the 
formation of methodologies and presentation of findings. The research questions covered in this 
review include: 

 What ‘national strategies’ and governmental policies (both Student Financial Assistance 
(SFA) and related and institutional supports) do Australia, NZ, and USA have with 
regards to promoting access to and success in PSE for Aboriginal students?  

 To what extent do strategies focus on financial support for individual students versus 
supports for Aboriginal educational institutions and/or Aboriginal governments?  

 What have been the outcomes of those national strategies in terms of improvements in 
levels of Indigenous PSE attainment and employment?  

 What role do Aboriginal-controlled PSE institutions play in the PSE strategy of each 
government?  

 To what extent do governments focus on Aboriginal-specific supports versus supports for 
low-income people?  

 To what extent is SFA restricted to certain categories of Aboriginal people?  

 What are the best practices in terms of supports for individuals and institutions?  
 
The research methodology used for this project consisted of a targeted document review. Key 
documentation and statistics relevant to Indigenous PSE were collected and assessed with three 
semi-structured interviews conducted in each country to support collection of data. This 
documentation was either collected via Internet sources or provided by relevant organizations, 
academic institutions and / or levels of government in each country. 

Comparison Findings 
Overview of case study countries and national strategies 

The three case study countries have Indigenous populations that are distinctive and diverse. In all 
cases, these populations can be characterized as a minority within national populations ranging 
from over 5 million in the United States to over 500,000 in Australia. All countries, with the 
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exception of New Zealand (17.7%), have Indigenous populations below 2.5% of the national 
population (U.S. 1.5% and Australia 2.5%). 
 
All three case study countries have national level legislation and policies that outlines federal / 
national responsibility for the funding of Indigenous education including post-secondary 
education. This responsibility is made more complex in Australia and the United States since 
education of the non-Indigenous population is the responsibility of the state / province / territory 
level of government.  
 
Student support programs 

A range of models were observed that offer student assistance to Indigenous students ranging 
from access solely through national loan and grant programs to access through  Indigenous-
specific grant programs. The models used to offer student assistance programs to Indigenous 
students in each country are as follows: 

 Australia – Indigenous-specific grant and loan supplement model: financial 
assistance to Indigenous students is offered through a nationally administered 
Indigenous-specific, needs-based grant and loan supplement support; 

 United States – Nation-wide and Indigenous-specific model offering both loans and 
grants: financial assistance to Indigenous students through national-level grant and loans 
programs and then an Indigenous-specific secondary grant program administered through 
tribes; and 

 New Zealand – Nation-wide loan and grant model: financial assistance to Indigenous 
students based on access to national-level student assistance loan and grant schemes 
offered to eligible students within the entire population. 

 
Support to Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions 

A range of models were observed that offer funding to Indigenous Post-secondary education  
institutions ranging from a comprehensive agreement that provides degree-granting status and 
three-year funding to Indigenous institutions to limited funding provided to institutions that 
primarily offer vocational programming to indigenous students. The models used to offer 
Indigenous student assistance programs in each country are as follows: 

 Australia – Annual supplemental funding to 19 institutions that serve a minority of 
Indigenous PSE students: financial assistance to 19 Indigenous institutions that with the 
exception of one, offer only vocational education and training level programming. Not all 
institutions receive funding year over year. This funding is provided through national 
assistance programs directly to these institutions tend to serve a small minority of 
Indigenous students (12% in 2006); 

 United States – Variable core funding on an annual basis to 32 institutions that 
serve a minority of Indigenous PSE students: financial assistance to Indigenous 
institutions is supplied to and administered by tribes. Thirty-two institutions exist in the 
U.S. and serve approximately 8% of Indigenous PSE students in 2006; 

 New Zealand – Core funding through 3-year agreements to 3 institutions that serve 
a third of Indigenous PSE students: financial assistance is provided as core operational 
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budgets in 3-year agreements to 3 Indigenous institutions. This funding was established 
as a result of tertiary education reforms and supplemented by additional funds from a 
1998 treaty claims settlement and allows these institutions to expand services and plan 
strategically. In 2008, 22,460 Māori students were enrolled in 3 Wānanga representing 
33% of the total number Maori tertiary students. i. 

 
Outcomes regarding PSE attainment 

The data regarding PSE attainment that can be compared indicate general trends toward an 
increase in the number of Indigenous students accessing post-secondary education. However, 
this research also indicates a significant gap in all countries between the proportions of 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations accessing and completing PSE. 
 
The following generalized outcomes were noted in each country: 

 Australia – Moderate increases in PSE enrolment and completion overall, with 
significant increases at the Vocational Education and Training level: Vocational 
education and training programs attract the greatest proportion of enrolments with 
Indigenous participation at this level increasing from approximately 57,800 in 2004 to 
70,900 in 2007 (22.7% increase); 

 United States – Moderate increases in PSE enrolment and completion overall: The 
number of Native Americans at all post-secondary education institutions in 2003 was 
162,997, an increase of 38.7% since 1993. This number represented 1.1% of the total 
college and university enrolment in the U.S.: and 

 New Zealand – Significant increases in PSE enrolment and completion overall, 
especially at the advanced degree level: In 2001, 13,347 Māori had bachelor degrees or 
higher qualifications – by 2006 this number had risen to 23,070 (72.8% increase).  
 

Notable Practices 

As outlined in the sections above, New Zealand has recently experienced the most significant 
growth in Indigenous PSE enrolment overall in contrast to Australia and the United States. Data 
collected for this review suggests that this rapid expansion has occurred as a result of the 
establishment of well-funded, degree-granting Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions (Wānanga) 
and a policy of student financial assistance that encourages domestic PSE enrolment.  
 
The following specific activities are outlined below as notable practices from all countries. 
Notable practices are defined here as those policies or programs that have demonstrated a 
positive impact on increasing Indigenous peoples’ access to and graduation from tertiary 
education opportunities: 

 Drafting of student financial policy that increases the number of students eligible to 
be funded exemplified by the lifting of the EFTS enrolment cap in New Zealand which 
led to an expansion of funding eligibility for tertiary education students and an increase in 
overall enrolments; 
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 Expansion of Indigenous-controlled Institution programming exemplified by the 
growth of the Wānanga system in New Zealand, and the 80 community campuses of the 
Te Wānanga O Aotearoa; 

 

 Resolution of Indigenous Treaty Settlements that establish funding agreements with 
Indigenous-controlled Institutions exemplified by ongoing Treaty of Waitangi 
settlements in New Zealand leading to legislation that expands funding to Wānanga and 
formalizes their degree-granting status; 

 Drafting of national Indigenous education strategies that incorporate specific and 
measureable PSE outcome and funding targets as seen in the Ka Hikitia – Managing 
for Success: The Māori Education Strategy 2008 – 2012 in New Zealand; 

 Establishment of decision-making mechanisms to formalize and clarify the 
jurisdictional responsibilities of various levels of government regarding Indigenous 
post-secondary education exemplified by the Ministerial Council on Education, 
Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) in Australia that brings together 
all Ministers from the federal, state and territory level as a policy making body; and 

 Establishment of comprehensive data collection frameworks to evaluate programs 
and outcomes nationally exemplified by the collection of data on Indigenous PSE 
attainment from the National Centre for Education Statistics in the United States and the 
Education Counts site at the New Zealand Ministry of Education. 

 
Current Issues 

It can be generalized that, due to population increases, an increasing pool of Indigenous students 
will be attempting to enter post-secondary education in the next decade in Australia, New 
Zealand and the United States. As a result, the issue of adequate funding remains central to all 
aspects of Indigenous PSE in order to support growth in enrolments.  
 
Another key issue facing all countries reviewed is the projected challenges with maintaining an 
adequate labour force into the future. In all cases, the Indigenous populations of these countries 
represent an under-represented population in the labour force. 
 

Case Study 1  Australia 
The original inhabitants of Australia have come to be known as ‘Aboriginal’ and have been 
organized into as many as 500 different and autonomous language groups across the Australian 
continent. The people known as Torres Strait Islander's (TSI) are also considered an Indigenous 
people in Australia. The most recent census data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
estimates that in 2006 the resident Indigenous population of Australia was 517,200 or 2.5% of 
the total population. 
 
Education policy and programs in Australia are administered through the state and territory 
governments. It was not until a referendum in 1967 that powers were granted to the 
Commonwealth (national) Government to legislate on behalf of Indigenous Australians. The 
Indigenous Education Program (IEP) is the major national initiative to provide funding for 
Indigenous education and training.  
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Indigenous post-secondary education in Australia can be characterized as: 

 Offering an Indigenous-specific student financial supports.  
For the reporting period 2005–2008, a total of $1.2 billion was committed to IEP 
programs and initiatives. The ABSTUDY program is one of the key student assistance 
programs targeting Indigenous students. In 2003, $151.5 million was allocated to 59,131 
recipients. 

 Experiencing an overall increase in Indigenous enrolment with significant increases 
at the vocational education and training (VET) level.  
Indigenous students constitute only 1.2% of postsecondary enrolments in domestic 
Australian higher education (non-vocational) for 2006 (8,854 were Indigenous of 733,352 
total). Vocational education and training programs attract the greatest proportion of 
enrolments with Indigenous participation at this level increasing from approximately 
57,800 in 2004 to 70,900 in 2007. At the same time, the rate of Indigenous student 
enrolment has declined by 18% at the Bachelor level since 2001. 

 Offering supplemental, annual funding to a network of relatively small Indigenous-
controlled PSE institutions.  
In 2006, ISP provided $29.3 million to 39 eligible higher education institutions. Nine-
teen of these were Indigenous-controlled institutions that offered vocational education 
and training programs. Only one institution was an Indigenous-controlled institution 
offering a degree program. Overall, the number of tertiary education Indigenous students 
in Indigenous controlled institutions including those at the secondary level increased from 
8,760 in 2005 to 9,405 in 2006. 
 

Case Study 2 – New Zealand 
Māori are an indigenous people living in New Zealand with over 80 major tribal groupings. The 
Treaty of Waitangi is a founding agreement signed in 1840 that outlines the relationship between 
Māori and the British Crown. Based on 2006 Census data, 643,977 people stated they were of 
Māori descent, representing approximately 17.7% of the total New Zealand population of 
4,027,947. 
 
The post-secondary education sector in New Zealand is referred to as tertiary education and is 
the responsibility of two Government Ministers as legislated by the Education Act 1989 and the 
Education (Tertiary Reform) Amendment Act 2002 No 50 – Minister of Tertiary Education and 
Minister of Education - through the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) and the Ministry of 
Education (MOE). 
 
Indigenous post-secondary education in New Zealand can be characterized as: 

 Offering Indigenous student financial supports primarily through a national 
assistance program.  
Student financial assistance to Indigenous students is offered through two main national 
mechanisms that support all students financially during their tertiary education: student 
loans; and student allowances. Māori can also access secondary funds through a Training 
Incentive Allowance, and a range of scholarships. In 2003, Māori made up 21% of 
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student loan borrowers and held 19% of the total student debt within the group that had 
last studied from 1997 to 2002.  

 Offering core, three-year funding to large Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions 
across the country.  
Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions in New Zealand are referred to as Wānanga. The 
three Wānanga are funded by the New Zealand government the same way universities, 
polytechnics and institutes of technology, private training establishments and Other 
Tertiary Education Providers are funded through the national Budget process. The 
Wānanga capital establishment funding arrangement was formalized by the government 
as a result of a comprehensive 1998 Treaty of Waitangi settlement claim. In total, the 
three Wānanga will receive $50.1 million in 2010 as outlined in the Tertiary Education 
Organization Component funding plan. 

 Having gone through a substantial growth in PSE enrolment, especially at the 
degree level at Wānanga.  
In 2001, 13,347 Māori had bachelor degrees or higher qualifications – by 2006 this 
number had risen to 23,070 (72.8% increase). In the period since 1999, there has been 
huge growth in the number of Māori students attending public Wānanga, with the result 
that from 2002, more Māori have been enrolled at Wānanga than in any other sub-sector. 
In 2008, 22,460 Māori students were enrolled in 3 Wānanga representing 56% of the total 
number of Māori students enrolled in these institutions (40,326). 

 

Case Study 3 – United States of America 
A diversity of Indigenous peoples live in the United States of America. In 2003, the federal 
government recognized roughly 562 American Indian/Alaska Native groups or tribes. In 2006, 
the US Census Bureau estimated there were roughly 5 million persons living in the United States 
who identified themselves as American Indian/Alaska Native or Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific alone or in combination with one or more other race (approximately 1.6% of the total 
U.S. population of 308.9 million).  
 
The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) is the primary federal department responsible for Native 
American programs with education falling under the responsibility of the Bureau of Indian 
Education (BIE) in the Department of the Interior.  All federally recognized entities are eligible 
for funding and services under the Bureau of Indian Education. 
 
Indigenous post-secondary education in the United States can be characterized as: 

 Offering student financial supports primarily through national assistance programs 
and secondly through a series of Indigenous-specific supports administered through 
tribes.  
Most Native American/Alaskan Native students apply first through the federal process 
which is then supplemented with Native American-specific funding sources. In 2003-04, 
80% of Native American PSE students applied for some form of financial aid and 60% 
applied for federal financial aid.  Almost 70% received some form of financial aid in 
2003-04. The average they were awarded was $6,400. 
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 Experiencing an overall increase in Indigenous enrolment with a higher rate of 
increase at the degree level.  
The number of Native Americans at all post-secondary education institutions in 2003 was 
162,997, an increase of 38.7% since 1993. By 2008, this number had risen to 181,100 
(11.1% increase). This number represented 1.1% of the total college and university 
enrollment in the US. The total number of Native Americans enrolled in a 4-year 
institution in 2003 was 84,754; an increase of 50% since 1993, while the total number of 
Native Americans enrolled at a 2-year institution in 2003 was 73,243, an increase of 28%. 

 Offering variable core funding on an annual basis to a network of primarily rural 
Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions.  
The American counterparts of Canada’s Indigenous Institutes of Higher Learning are 
generally referred to as Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs). In 2006, there were 32 
tribally controlled colleges and universities located in 12 states with an enrolment of 
17,300 in 2006. Roughly 13,600 were American Indian/Alaska Native students 
representing a 23% increase since 2001. Bureau of Indian Education funding is divided 
between the TCUs and student financial assistance and is administered by individual 
tribes. Overall, 8% of all American Indian/Alaska Native college students were enrolled 
in tribally controlled colleges and universities. 
 

Conclusions 
Based on a broad review of post-secondary education as it relates to Indigenous populations in 
Australia, New Zealand and the United States, it can be concluded that significant effort remains 
to be taken at the national level to improve overall attainment levels of Indigenous populations in 
each country and have Indigenous peoples take part as equal partners in determining solutions.  
 
Overall, the data outlined in this report point to the importance of consistent supports both in the 
form of adequate levels of student loan and grant assistance and multi-year, base funding to a 
robust system of Indigenous-controlled post-secondary institutions that can offer culturally 
relevant programming to Indigenous students. In those countries that have developed this model 
of support such as in New Zealand with the establishment of Wānanga and in Australia with the 
expansion of Vocational Education and Training programs at Indigenous-controlled Institutions, 
notable and rapid gains in enrolment and attainment have been observed. These examples 
suggest that similar efforts can be made in Canada to serve the growing number of Indigenous 
people in this country that will be attempting to access post-secondary education in the coming 
decade. 
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Introduction 

Project Objective and Scope 

A growing number of organizations, supported by an expanding body of research, have been 
calling attention to the need to address significant challenges facing Indigenous education in 
Canada, especially at the post-secondary education (PSE) level.1 One key challenge is increasing 
the number of Indigenous students who graduate from post-secondary education programs. 
While an increasing number of Indigenous students have been entering post-secondary 
education, Indigenous people are still significantly under-represented in enrolment at Canadian 
post-secondary institutions.2  
 
In support of efforts to address this situation in Canada, Human Resources Skills Development 
Canada (HRSDC) commissioned the consulting firm, Silta Associates in January 2010 to 
conduct targeted research comparing national strategies for Indigenous post-secondary education 
among three case study countries: the United States of America (U.S.), New Zealand and 
Australia. This comparison has been initiated by HRSDC to draw insight from national efforts to 
support Indigenous post-secondary education in other countries. The scope of this research is 
limited to a review of those national programs, policies and strategies that specifically focus on 
financial supports to Indigenous students and Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions in the three 
case study countries. 
 
This document reports on findings drawn from the research review and is structured into five 
sections. The five sections are: 1. Introduction; 2. Methodology; 3. Comparison Summary; 4. 
Country Case Studies, and 5. Conclusions and Recommendations. Sections one and two 
summarize the objectives, scope and methodology guiding the project, while section three 
presents the findings drawn from an analysis of data collected from the four countries. Section 
four outlines the data specific to each country as case study reports and section five provides 
recommendations relating to potential policy developments in the Canadian context. 
 

Research Questions 

The following key research questions defined the scope of this project and guided both the 
formation of methodologies and presentation of findings. The research questions covered in this 
review include: 

 What ‘national strategies’ and governmental policies (both Student Financial Assistance 
(SFA) and related and institutional supports) do Australia, NZ, and USA have with 
regards to promoting access to and success in PSE for Aboriginal students?  

                                                 
1 See recent reports: No Higher Priority: Aboriginal Post-secondary Education in Canada: February 2007. Report of 
the Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development, R. A. Malatest and Associates, Factors 
Affecting the Use of Student Financial Assistance Programs by Aboriginal Youth, Canada Millennium Scholarship 
Foundation, October 2008 and Canadian Council on Learning, The State of Aboriginal Learning in Canada, 2009. 
2 Statistics Canada, Aboriginal Peoples in Canada in 2006: Inuit, Métis and First Nations, 2006 Census, Catalogue 
no.97-558-XIE. 
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 To what extent do strategies focus on financial support for individual students versus 
supports for Aboriginal educational institutions and/or Aboriginal governments?  

 What have been the outcomes of those national strategies in terms of improvements in 
levels of Indigenous PSE attainment and employment?  

 What role do Aboriginal-controlled PSE institutions play in the PSE strategy of each 
government?  

 To what extent do governments focus on Aboriginal-specific supports versus supports for 
low-income people?  

 To what extent is SFA restricted to certain categories of Aboriginal people?  

 What are the best practices in terms of supports for individuals and institutions?  
 

Project Limitations 

The overall objective of this research is to inform internal policy development at HRSDC and 
draw insight from national efforts to support Indigenous post-secondary education in other 
countries. Based on its limited scope and timeline, this research included the following key 
limitations:  

 Research focusing on a limited scope of Indigenous PSE: This review was not 
intended to be a comprehensive study of Indigenous post-secondary education in 
Canada nor the other case study countries. Instead, it represents a summary of efforts 
at the national level in one area of PSE: Indigenous student and institutional supports;  

 Methodology limited to document review with few stakeholder interviews: The 
key methodology used in this research was a document review. A limited number of 
interviews (approximately three per country) were conducted to verify data obtained 
through the review and to informally canvas perspectives on best practices and key 
documentation in the areas explored. As a result, these interviews were not exhaustive 
in nature and were not intended to include representation from all relevant 
organizations or programs working within Indigenous PSE in each country; and 

 Data collection methodologies from the case study countries may differ slightly 
and limit statistical comparisons: It must be noted that data were compared between 
countries without a common framework for data collection. When similar data sets are 
available between countries, methodologies may differ slightly and limit statistical 
compatibility. 

Project Methodology 

Data Collection 

The research methodology used for this project consisted of a targeted document review. Key 
documentation and statistics relevant to Indigenous PSE were collected and assessed with three 
semi-structured interviews conducted in each country to support collection of data. This 
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documentation was either collected via Internet sources or provided by relevant organizations, 
academic institutions and / or levels of government in each country. 
 

Definitions 

In order to discuss the topic of Indigenous post-secondary education, it is important to first 
define the overarching terms used in this review: 1. Indigenous; and 2. Post-secondary education.   

Indigenous 
This document uses the term Indigenous, which is more widely used internationally, to define 
Aboriginal peoples in Canada and other nations. This term is used in contrast to the term 
Aboriginal, which is more commonly used in Canada, in order to reflect the international 
standard terminology as outlined in United Nations documentation on the subject. As a result, 
this document uses the working definition of “indigenous communities, peoples and nations” as 
drawn from the work of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues at the United Nations. This 
definition states that: “Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a 
historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their 
territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now prevailing on 
those territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-dominant sectors of society and are 
determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories, and 
their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as peoples, in accordance with their 
own cultural patterns, social institutions and legal system.3 
 

Postsecondary education 
Post-secondary education is equated with the term tertiary education as defined by UNESCO in 
the 1997 International Standard Classification of Education.4 It is worth noting that tertiary 
education (UNESCO levels 5 and 6) as it is widely used, excludes trades and registered 
apprenticeship programs, whereas post-secondary education as defined in Canada can include 
these forms of post-secondary, non-tertiary education. Therefore, for the purposes of this review, 
post-secondary education is defined as formal educational activities for which secondary school 
completion is the normal entrance requirement and will be inclusive of all ways that post-
secondary education is delivered as experienced in Canada: University; College and Institute; 
Career College; Apprenticeship; and Adult education.5  
 
In order to facilitate the comparison of differing national post-secondary systems, the following 
table outlines the terminology used in each case study country observed in the review to describe 
post-secondary education components. 
 
 
                                                 
3 United Nations document PFII/2004/WS.1/3 The Concept of Indigenous Peoples: Background paper prepared by 
the Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, New York, January 2004. 
4 UNESCO website: http://www.unesco.org/education/information/nfsunesco/doc/isced_1997.htm, accessed March 
10, 2010. 
5 Statistics Canada, Definitions, classification variables and identifiers (81-959-M) http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/81-
595-m/2009071/section001-eng.htm, accessed March 2, 2010. 
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Table 1: Terms used in Australia, New Zealand and the United States to describe 
equivalent post-secondary education components in Canada  

Equivalent terms in: Term commonly used 
in Canada Australia New Zealand United States 

Post-secondary 
education 

Tertiary education (Post-
school education and 
higher education)* 

Tertiary education* 
Higher education or 

post-secondary 
education 

University level post-
secondary education 

Higher education 
Degree level tertiary 

education 
University and college 

education 

College level post-
secondary education 

Post-school education or 
vocational education and 

training (VET) 

Technical and 
Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) 

Vocational and technical 
education 

Indigenous Institute of 
Higher Learning 
(IIHL) 

Indigenous provider of 
post-school education 

Wānanga 
Tribal Colleges and 
Universities (TCU) 

*Note: School in New Zealand and Australia refers to secondary school. Some vocational education in these 
countries can be offered at the secondary school level.  

Comparison Findings 
 
In order to compare the status of Indigenous post-secondary education among the three countries 
of Australia, New Zealand and the United States, it is important to first recognize that this review 
is conducted under the assumption that the colonial histories and contemporary legacies of 
colonialism are similar enough in nature and context to warrant a comparison of data available. 
In so doing, regional factors and cultural uniqueness are only noted in brief. As a result, this 
review presents only a ‘snapshot’ of related post-secondary outcomes within the case study 
countries and draws comparisons based on the most readily available data independent of related 
socio-economic factors and secondary education outcomes that may influence post-secondary 
education contexts.  
 
The following section provides an analysis of comparable forms of data obtained from the 
document review and outlines the key findings drawn from this analysis as they relate to the 
Canadian reality. Findings are structured under headings distilled from the research questions 
outlined in the project terms of reference.  

Overview of Case Study Countries 

The three case study countries have Indigenous populations that are distinctive and diverse. In all 
cases, these populations can be characterized as a minority within national populations ranging 
from over 5 million in the United States to over 500,000 in Australia. All countries, with the 
exception of New Zealand (17.7%), have Indigenous populations below 2.5% of the national 
population (U.S. 1.5% and Australia 2.5%). In the case of New Zealand, the Indigenous 
population is a sizable proportion of the national population. This relative size has afforded it a 
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degree of political participation on the national stage not experienced by Indigenous populations 
in the other countries. For example, there is one indigenous parliamentary group in New Zealand 
- The Māori Party - who registered with the Electoral Commission in July 2004 and first entered 
Parliament the same year in a by-election.  
 
The following table outlines the numbers and percentage of national population that is 
Indigenous in the three case study countries including data on Canada as reference. 
 
Table 2: Numbers and Percentages of Indigenous populations in Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand and the United States, 2005-2006 

Country 
Indigenous 
population 

Total national 
population 

Percentage 
Indigenous 
population 

Australia 517,200 19,855,288 2.5% 

Canada 1,172,790 31,612,897 3.8% 

New Zealand 643,977 4,027,947 17.7% 

United States of America 5,046,615 308,891,249 1.6% 

Source: National 2006 census data from case study countries. 

Note: US number include American Indian, Native Alaskan, Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific populations alone 
and in combination with other heritages, 2006 estimate. 
 
Overall, an enduring legacy of colonialism is a common thread that continues to impact on how 
Indigenous populations relate with national governments. Politically, this colonialism has 
resulted in a similar history of treaty making between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
populations and has led to contemporary ‘nation-to-nation’ relationships that are formally 
recognized and acted upon to varying degrees of effectiveness. 
 

National Policies, Strategies and Legislation Relating to Indigenous PSE 

All three case study countries have national level legislation that outlines federal / national 
responsibility for the funding of Indigenous education. This responsibility is made more complex 
in Australia and the United States since education of the non-Indigenous population is the 
responsibility of the state / province / territory level of government. This constitutional reality 
often means that jurisdiction for Indigenous PSE in these countries demands inter-governmental 
agreement of some kind.  
 
Overall, national policies in each case study country fully recognize the fiduciary responsibility 
of the federal / national government in supporting Indigenous post-secondary education. In the 
case of the United States, not all Indigenous peoples are eligible for Indigenous-specific 
programs since eligibility is in part determined by formal definitions that include race criteria 
unlike in Australia and New Zealand where more inclusive criteria are used in funding eligibility 
requirements.  
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With regards to the management of federal responsibilities in Indigenous PSE, it is noteworthy 
that the United States has established a specific department (Bureau of Indian Education) 
responsible for the administration of education funding to the Indigenous population in that 
country. This bureau represents a more specific and cohesive administrative structure in 
comparison to the education functions and divisions of labour found with existing national 
administrative structures such as at the Ministry of Māori Development in New Zealand. 
 

Student Financial Assistance Programs 

Financial Assistance Models 
Overall, the national governments from all three countries provide funding to cover the costs of 
Indigenous tertiary students through a variety of forms including grants, loans or scholarships. 
The models of assistance also vary in relation to whether programs are nation-wide (available to 
all post-secondary (tertiary) students) or Indigenous-specific. Financial assistance to Indigenous 
students is administered through a nation-wide system in New Zealand. In the case of the United 
States, Indigenous students access funds from both a nation-wide program and an Indigenous-
specific program, while in Australia Indigenous students are funded at the national level through 
an Indigenous-specific program.  
 
The models of student financial assistance also vary with regards to the use of loans or grants. In 
New Zealand, the primary financial support to Indigenous students is through needs-based loans 
and to a lesser degree grants. In the case of the United States, Indigenous students commonly 
receive a national program needs-based grant, and then are eligible to access further Indigenous-
specific loans, grants and scholarships from secondary national sources. In contrast, Australian 
student financial assistance to Indigenous students is offered through Indigenous-specific, needs-
based grants and to a lesser degree loans.  
 
The following table outlines the student financial assistance models in relation to loans and 
grants currently in use either in a nation-wide or an Indigenous-specific capacity in the case 
study countries. 
 
Table 3: Types of student financial assistance offered through national programs to 
Indigenous post-secondary (tertiary) education students 

Nation-wide program Indigenous-specific program 
Country 

Loan Grant Loan Grant 

Australia   √* √ 

New Zealand √ √   

United States √ √  √ 

Source: See case study sections below. 
*Note: refers to trade-in loan supplement option for grant recipients. 
 
Overall, the above approaches reflect the unique contexts in which they were designed. The 
significant differences between them make comparisons of effectiveness difficult. However, 
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specific data can be explored to gauge the relative importance of these programs to Indigenous 
student populations. Data outlined in the case studies suggest that Indigenous students in each 
case study country rely on national assistance programs to varying degrees. In the case of New 
Zealand, Indigenous students there rely on nation-wide grant and loan programs at similar levels 
to the total tertiary education student population. For example, 35% of Māori students received a 
loan and 11% received an allowance (grant) in 2007. These percentages were only slightly lower 
than the 39% of all students that received a loan and 13% of all students that received an 
allowance. Data from nation-wide programs in the United States suggests that Indigenous 
students’ reliance on loans in 2004 (32%) was similar to all post-secondary students (35%), 
while reliance on grants was significantly higher among Indigenous students (59%) compared to 
all students (28%). In Australia, Indigenous student assistance is Indigenous-specific with 39% 
of Indigenous students accessing this program in 2003.  
 
The table below outlines the percentages of post-secondary (tertiary) education students that 
receive financial assistance for both Indigenous students and total students where applicable. 
 
Table 4: Percentages of post-secondary (tertiary) education students receiving loans and 
grants compared to the total post-secondary (tertiary) student population, data 2003-2007  

Indigenous post-secondary 
students 

All post-secondary students 

Country 
% of students 

receiving a loan

% of students 
receiving a 

grant 

% of students 
receiving a loan

% of students 
receiving a 

grant 

Australia*(2003) N/A** 39% N/A N/A 

New Zealand (2007) 35% 11% 39% 13% 

United States (2007) 32% 59% 35% 28% 

*Note: Australia funding is Indigenous-specific and not applicable to national population. 
**Note: Australian 2003 data does not specify the number of grant recipients that chose to trade partial funds into 
loans. Data from 1997 (21% of recipients) suggests that this number is nominal.  
 
 
Student Eligibility 

In the case of the United States, funding to Indigenous students is provided directly to or in 
partnership with Indigenous organizations / communities (e.g. Tribal Councils in the U.S.), 
which then administer and distribute funds to students. In this way, eligibility is based on 
membership with participating Indigenous organizations / communities. As a result, Indigenous 
students such as non-status Native American students are not eligible for these programs and 
must apply for alternative supports. 
 
In the cases of New Zealand and Australia, funds are administered and distributed by the national 
government directly through national assistance schemes. Under these programs, all Indigenous 
students are eligible for funding.  
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Supports to IndigenousControlled Postsecondary Education Institutions 

All countries included in this review provide funds to Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions: 
Indigenous providers of post-school education in Australia, Wānanga in New Zealand and Tribal 
Colleges and Universities in the United States. All of these Indigenous-controlled PSE 
institutions offer vocational, technical and diploma programs while fewer offer Bachelor and 
Advanced Degree programs. (For example, two Tribal Colleges and Universities in the U.S., one 
Indigenous Institute in Australia and two Wānanga in New Zealand offer a Masters Degree 
program.)  
 
These institutions play varying roles in the PSE strategies of each government and have different 
status within the national post-secondary education system. In all three cases, the Indigenous 
institutions play a more significant role in the vocational and adult education sector in contrast to 
the advanced education (degree level) sector as indicated by the majority of enrolments at these 
institutions being in certificate and diploma programs.  All Indigenous tertiary education 
providers in Australia offer certificate programs, while one institution has degree-granting status. 
Wānanga in New Zealand have a status comparable to other higher education institutions in that 
country including certificate and degree granting status. The programming offered at Tribal 
Colleges and Universities in the United States varies with 78% offering 2 year certificate and 
diploma programs and 22% offering 4 year programs generally at the degree level. Many TCUs 
also have established transfer agreements with affiliated state universities.  
 
The number of Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions in each country ranges from a high of 32 
in the United States to a low of 3 in New Zealand. Funding provided by national governments to 
these institutions is variable with New Zealand having the most robust system of financial 
support to Indigenous institutions. For example, funding is provided to Wānanga through multi-
year core funding agreements similar to those established with other universities in New 
Zealand. The review of New Zealand data included in this document suggests that this funding 
arrangement is a significant factor in the notable growth in the number of Māori students 
attending Wānanga. The United States government also offers long-term funding to Tribal 
Colleges and Universities in that country; however this funding represents only a small 
proportion of overall operational costs. In contrast, funding to Indigenous Institutes in Australia 
are provided by national governments in the form of program grants that often do not fully cover 
operational costs.  
 
The table below summarizes the number of Indigenous-controlled post-secondary (tertiary) 
education institutions in the case study countries and the level of programs available. 
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Table 5: Numbers of Indigenous tertiary institutions and types of programs offered in 
Australia, New Zealand and the United States, 2006-2008 

Country 
Number of 

Indigenous PSE 
institutions 

Number with 
vocational, 

certificate or 
diploma programs  

Number with 
degree level 

programs 

Australia (2006) 19 19 1 

New Zealand (2008) 3 3 3 

United States of America 
(2007) 

32 25 7 

Source: See case study sections below (2006-2008 data). 
 
Percentages of Indigenous students that attend these institutions also vary considerably from a 
high of 33% in New Zealand in 2006 to a low of 8% in the United States with a lack of data in 
Australia to definitely suggest proportions of post-secondary students at Indigenous institutions 
in that country. Table 6 outlines the percentage of Indigenous PSE students attending 
Indigenous- controlled institutions in contrast to other public institutions. 
 
Table 6: Number and proportion of Indigenous students attending Indigenous tertiary 
institutions in Australia, New Zealand and the United States, 2006-2008 

Country 

Number of 
Indigenous 

students enrolled 
in Indigenous 
Institutions  

Total number of 
Indigenous 

students 
enrolled in PSE 

Percentage of 
students 

enrolled at 
Indigenous 
Institutions 

Australia (2006) 9405* 76,695** 12% 

New Zealand (2008) 22,460 68,061 33% 

United States of America 
(2007) 

13,600 181,100 8% 

Source: See case study sections below (2006-2008 data). 
*This number represents the total number of Indigenous students in Indigenous controlled institutions at the 
vocational education and training level. 
**This number equals the total number of Indigenous students in Higher Education (universities) 8854 plus the total 
number of Indigenous students enrolled in vocational education and training programs 67,841. Note: This number 
includes some secondary education aged students enrolled in vocational programs. 
^No comprehensive national data set exists in Australia to definitely indicate the total number of Aboriginal post-
secondary students enrolled in any given year. 
 

Outcomes Relating to PSE Attainment 

Limited research exists on Indigenous attainment outcomes at the post-secondary education level 
in Australia, New Zealand and the United States. Moreover, the research that does exist is 
difficult to compare as a result of differing methodologies and / or incompatible data-sets. The 



 20 Comparison of National Strategies in Indigenous Post-secondary Education – Final Report 

data regarding PSE attainment that can be compared indicates a general trend toward an increase 
in the number of Indigenous students accessing post-secondary education. However, this 
research also indicates a significant gap in all countries between the proportions of Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous populations accessing and completing PSE. Overall, these gaps tend to be 
widest at the university level and narrowest at the vocational and trades level. A report prepared 
for the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC) in 2006 suggested that not 
only is university participation low in relation to the general population, but Indigenous students 
in general also appear to do poorly in terms of progression, retention and graduation rates.  
 
The Canadian Council on Learning (CCL) outlined this gap at the university level in a recent 
2009 report titled, The State of Aboriginal Learning in Canada. This report indicates that in 2006 
Indigenous adults aged 25 to 64 were completing PSE programs at or above a Bachelor’s Degree 
at rates significantly less than their non-Indigenous counterparts in all countries included in this 
review. The largest gap was found in Australia where 24% of non-Indigenous adults had attained 
a Bachelor’s Degree or above in contrast to just 6% of Indigenous people. The smallest gap 
existed in the United States where roughly 15% of Indigenous adults had attained a Bachelor’s 
Degree or above in contrast to 23% of non-Indigenous adults. The following table drawn from 
the CCL report outlines these numbers. 

 
Table 7: Proportion of Indigenous and non-Indigenous adults aged 25 to 64 with a 
Bachelor’s Degree or above in Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States, 2006 

Country 
Percentage of 

Indigenous  
Percentage of 

non-Indigenous 

Australia 6.0% 24.0% 

Canada 7.7% 23.4% 

New Zealand 8.4% 21.6% 

United States of America 14.5% 23.1% 

Source: figure 3.19 Canadian Council on Learning, The State of Aboriginal Learning in Canada, 2009. 
 

Data from all countries suggest that Indigenous students are generally older than their non-
Indigenous counterparts. For example, a 2002 Council of Ministers of Education Canada report 
concludes that women and mature students made up disproportionately high numbers of those at 
the postsecondary level in the case study countries. Data from the U.S. in 2006 supports this 
view indicating that 111,000 American Indian/Alaska Native females (61%) and 71,200 males 
(39%) were enrolled in colleges and universities, a difference of 21 percentage points, 6 while 
New Zealand data suggests that in 2005 63% of Māori students were women.7 

 
A lack of consistency in the collection of Indigenous-specific data makes comparisons difficult 
between the case study countries regarding access to student financial assistance. Overall, the 

                                                 
6 U.S. Department of Education, Status and Trends in the Education of Native American and Native Alaskans: 2008 
National Center for Education Statistics. 
7 Education Counts website: (http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/9301/05-MF-
Part1.pdf), accessed March 26, 2010. 
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data that is available suggests that access to student financial assistance varies considerably 
among the three countries reviewed.  Data collected for this review also suggests that a strong 
link exists between increasing post-secondary education attainment in Indigenous populations 
and higher income levels.  
 

Notable Practices 

A number of notable practices at the tertiary education level have been drawn from this review. 
Notable practices are defined here as those policies or programs that have demonstrated a 
positive impact on increasing Indigenous peoples’ access to and graduation from tertiary 
education opportunities. While each country reviewed has enacted policies and programs in 
response to their unique histories and contexts, New Zealand has recently experienced the most 
significant growth in Indigenous PSE enrolment overall in contrast to Australia and the United 
States. A review of the data suggests that key notable practices exist in New Zealand in relation 
to both student financial assistance policy and Indigenous-controlled institutions supports.  
 
Māori enrolment significantly increased between 2000 and 2005 during the time when the New 
Zealand government had lifted a cap on the Equivalent Full-time Student (EFTS) enrolment 
funding provided to all tertiary institutions. The lack of a cap is a notable practice since it 
allowed tertiary institutions to enroll as many domestic students as wanted to study in their 
programs and had an immediate impact on the expansion of eligibility and enrolment of Māori 
tertiary education students overall and at Wānanga.  
 
The rapid expansion of Wānanga occurred at the same time that the EFTS cap was lifted. With a 
significant funding infusion, the Wānanga were well-placed to expand tertiary programming to 
populations and communities that previously had not been able to access tertiary education 
opportunities. It is notable that enrolments decreased in 2006 at the same time that the EFTS cap 
was re-introduced. The expansion of Wānanga programs represents another notable practice. 
The success of Wānanga overall can be attributed to the following key themes: 

 Provision of a culturally relevant and responsive learning and teaching environment;  

 Establishment of small satellite campuses throughout the country, especially at the largest 
Wānanga - Te Wānanga O Aotearoa, in response to those students who do not want to 
travel long distances from their communities to participate in tertiary education;  

 Development of bridging programs to attract more Māori learners into the sector; 

 Establishment of multi-year funding agreements and degree-granting status as a result of 
ongoing Treaty of Waitangi settlements; and  

 Development of the national Māori Party in New Zealand as a significant political 
mechanism to lobby for the continued funding of these institutions. 

 
The following specific activities are outlined below as additional notable practices drawn from 
all countries. Similar to the practices noted above, these activities are deemed to have had a 
significant impact on increasing Indigenous students’ access to post-secondary education 
opportunities and specifically address the areas of Indigenous post-secondary education policy, 
student financial support and support to Indigenous PSE institutions: 
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 Establishment of multi-year funding agreements and funding infusion at 
Indigenous-controlled Institutions exemplified by ongoing Treaty of Waitangi 
settlements in New Zealand that provided additional funding to Wānanga and legislative 
reforms in 2006 that formalized their degree-granting status and three-year funding 
model. Data collected for this review suggests that Wānanga in New Zealand receive -
funding from national governments in three-year agreements in contrast to the annual 
amounts provided to Indigenous institutions in Australia. The allocation of long-term 
funding was noted as a key factor in allowing these institutions to plan strategically and 
expand programming; 

 Drafting of national Indigenous education strategies that incorporate specific and 
measureable PSE outcome and funding targets as seen in the Ka Hikitia – Managing 
for Success: The Māori Education Strategy 2008 – 2012 in New Zealand. This national 
strategy document outlines key targets and measurable outcomes to be reached within 
Indigenous education at all levels including post-secondary education as it relates to the 
Indigenous population in the country; 

 Establishment of decision-making mechanisms to formalize and clarify the 
jurisdictional responsibilities of various levels of government regarding Indigenous 
post-secondary education exemplified by the Ministerial Council on Education, 
Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) in Australia that brings together 
all Ministers from the federal, state and territory level as a policy making body. This 
council has recently published the MCEETYA senior officers’ working party paper 
Australian Directions for Indigenous Education (ADIE) 2005-08. This paper represents 
the key policy piece directing efforts in Indigenous education at both the Commonwealth 
(national) and state level in Australia;; and 

 Establishment of a comprehensive data collection framework to evaluate programs 
and outcomes nationally exemplified by the collection of data on Indigenous PSE 
attainment from the National Center for Education Statistics in the United States and the 
Education Counts site at the New Zealand Ministry of Education. 

 

Current Debates Relating to Indigenous Postsecondary Education 

Overall, the design, management and funding of Indigenous post-secondary education in 
Australia, New Zealand and the United States are issues of considerable discussion at the present 
time at a national level. It can be generalized that, due to population increases, an increasing pool 
of Indigenous students will be attempting to enter post-secondary education in the next decade. 
As a result, the issue of adequate funding remains central to all aspects of Indigenous PSE in 
order to support growing enrolments.  
 
Another key issue facing all countries reviewed is the projected challenges with maintaining an 
adequate labour force into the future. In all cases, the Indigenous populations of these countries 
represent an under-represented population in the labour force. This situation suggests that the 
expansion of post-secondary education opportunities to Indigenous peoples represents a unique 
opportunity to relatively quickly increase the numbers of the labour force in the immediate term. 
 



 23 Comparison of National Strategies in Indigenous Post-secondary Education – Final Report 

The next three sections within this document provide individual case studies for the countries 
involved in this review: Australia, New Zealand and the United States of America. 

Case Study 1  Australia 

Background 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Identity 

The original inhabitants of Australia, the first nations peoples, have a kin-based, socio-political 
organization and orientation. They have come to be known as "Aboriginal" when there are in fact 
many local names for these groups. They recognize individual, kin and clan-based connections to 
land, the responsibilities of custodianship and rights to what the land produces in terms of 
foodstuffs, material and intangible cultural heritage. Though estimates vary, the original people 
have been organized into as many as 500 different and autonomous language groups across the 
Australian continent. 
 
For statistical, government policy and program development purposes, Aboriginal people in 
Australia are now recognized as those who fulfill the requirements of a three point definition that 
was developed within the newly formed Department of Aboriginal Affairs in the early 1970s. 
That is, a person is Aboriginal if they are of Aboriginal descent, identify themselves as being 
Aboriginal and are accepted as such by the community.  However, there is no body or bodies set 
up or recognized as an authority in this. As a result, the process of identification is quite loose 
and tends to be an on-going point of contestation. For example, the third point of being identified 
as Aboriginal by the community is ambiguous and can potentially refer to the broader Australian 
community, the local Aboriginal community or a broader Aboriginal community. Increasingly, 
individuals "self-identify."8 
 
The people known as Torres Strait Islanders (TSI) are originally from the islands to the north of 
the mainland, between the area of Cape York on the northernmost tip of Queensland and Papua 
New Guinea. These areas were incorporated into the Australian state at the time that Papua New 
Guinea achieved independence from Australian colonial rule in 1975. Torres Strait Islanders are 
now resident in many areas of the Australian mainland as well as on the islands. There is no 
separate definition for Torres Strait Islanders and inasmuch as it is applied at all, the definition 
outlined for Aboriginal people is applied equally to them.  A point of contestation occurs 
between these peoples and the descendents of South Sea Islanders who were brought to Australia 
as slaves in sugar production in Queensland during the nineteenth century. There has been 

                                                 
8 In 1995, Justice Drummond ruled "either genuine self-identification as Aboriginal alone or Aboriginal communal 
recognition as such by itself may suffice, according to the circumstances." This contributed to an increase of 31% in 
the number of people identifying as Indigenous Australians in the 1996 census when compared to the 1991 census. 
Judge Merkel in 1998 defined Aboriginal descent as technical rather than real - thereby eliminating a genetic 
requirement. This decision established that anyone can classify him or herself legally as an Aboriginal, provided he 
or she is accepted as such by his or her community. As there is no formal procedure for any community to record 
acceptance, the primary method of determining Indigenous population is from self-identification on census forms 
and other forms of documentation. See Greg Gardiner, Eleanor Bourke (2002) "Indigenous Populations, Mixed 
Discourses and Identities pdf" People and Place Volume 8 No 2 Monash University and John Gardiner-Garden 
(2005). "The Definition of Aboriginality". Parliamentary Library, Parliament of Australia. 
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intermarriage between these groups and also Aboriginal people, blurring the racial distinctions. 
Many South Sea Islanders were administered under the Aboriginal Protection Act in Queensland, 
however, these people do not automatically qualify for the same or for any affirmative action 
programs setup by Australian governments. While some people in this community claim 
Indigenous identity, other Indigenous groups often contest it. 
 
While more than 250 languages were spoken by Indigenous Australians prior to the arrival of 
Europeans, most are now either extinct or moribund, with only roughly fifteen languages still 
being spoken by all age groups. However, significant populations speak creole or kriol 
languages, and many speak what is known as Aboriginal English that has many variations 
around the vast geography that is Australia, some of which have developed out of a creole 
language spoken in the south-east of the country in the early colonial period and known as NSW 
pidgin. 
 
It is generally accepted that the Australian Census while being the main source of data for 
Indigenous populations in Australia is not a definitive measure of the Aboriginal population. 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations are characterized by an undercount within the 
current Census process. While major efforts have been made to make the census more accurate 
in counting Indigenous populations in Australia, there are still sections of this group that do not 
have contact with the census-taking system. 
 
The most recent census data available from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) is from 
collections on 30 June 2006.  At that time the Indigenous estimated resident population of 
Australia was 517,200 or 2.5% of the total population.9  
 
Australia is divided politically into six states, Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, 
Tasmania, South Australia and Western Australia, and two territories, the Northern Territory and 
the Australian Capital Territory (ACT). In terms of absolute numbers in 2006, New South Wales 
(148,200) and Queensland (146,400) had the largest Indigenous estimated resident populations 
followed by Western Australia (77,900), the Northern Territory (66,600), Victoria (30,800), 
South Australia (26,000) Tasmania (16,900) and the ACT (4,000). Among the Indigenous 
population in 2006, 463,900 or 90% were estimated as being of Aboriginal origin only, 33,100 or 
6% were of Torres Strait Islander origin only, and 20,200 or 4% were of both Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander origin. This distribution was virtually unchanged from 2001. 
 
Almost one in three people in the Northern Territory (32%) were estimated to be of Indigenous 
origin. In all other states/territories less than 4% of people were estimated to be of Indigenous 
origin. Victoria had the lowest proportion of people of Indigenous origin at 0.6% of the total 
state population. Between 2001 and 2006, the Australian Indigenous estimated resident 
population increased by 58,700 or 13%. This increase, however, may have been in part as a 
result of improved methods of census taking with Indigenous populations. The jurisdictions with 
the highest growth rates were Western Australia (18%), the Northern Territory (17%) and 
Queensland (16%).  

                                                 
9 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Population Distribution Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders at 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4705.0Main+Features12006?OpenDocument accessed 19 
March 2010. 
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The Australian Census uses a remoteness factor, as outlined in the Australian Standard 
Geographical Classification (ASGC), with five major categories of Remoteness Area: Major 
Cities of Australia, Inner Regional Australia, Outer Regional Australia, Remote Australia and 
Very Remote Australia, together with a residual Migratory category. In 2006, the majority of 
Indigenous people in Australia lived in Major Cities (31%). The remaining Indigenous 
population was evenly distributed across Inner Regional (22%), Outer Regional (23%) and 
Remote/Very Remote Australia combined (24%). States with a relatively high proportion of 
Indigenous people living in Major Cities included South Australia (48% of the total state 
Indigenous usual residence count), Victoria (48%) and New South Wales (42%). In contrast, 
81% of the Indigenous population counted in the Northern Territory lived in Remote/Very 
Remote areas. Likewise in Western Australia, 41% of the Indigenous population lived in 
Remote/Very Remote areas.10  
 
A notion of pan-Aboriginality has developed out of political necessity but this is only adopted in 
times when such political expediency is required. As a result, there are an indeterminate number 
of Indigenous communities, comprising several hundred groupings and with various degrees of 
cohesion. Some communities, cultures or groups may have been forced to be inclusive of others 
through the forced movements of people by settler colonials. In the south-east and south-west of 
the country and later in Queensland people were forced onto reserve land with many people now 
identifying with the community that developed in these places. Significant changes in 
movements of people, restrictions on lifestyles and repressive regimes have occurred in the 
generations since the beginning of colonization, often generating internecine conflicts. 
 
In the more remote areas the word "community" has come to be used to describe groups 
identifying by kinship, language or belonging to a particular country. In this context an 
individual community may identify itself by many names, each of which can have alternate 
English spellings. The largest recognizably Aboriginal communities that exist on their own land - 
the Pitjantjatjara, the Arrernte, the Luritja and the Warlpiri - are within Central Australia. 
However, there are similar major communities in the northern parts of Australia, for example, at 
Wadeye (Port Keats) in the NT, Doomadgee in Queensland and Halls Creek and Turkey Creek in 
Western Australia. Many Torres Strait Islanders have come to live at a place called Bamaga on 
Cape York in North Queensland and this is the largest TSI community in Australia. 
 
Current Indigenous Political Structures 

In 2004, the previous representative body for Indigenous peoples in Australia, the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islanders Commission (ATSIC), was replaced by an appointed network of 30 
Indigenous Coordination Centres that administer Shared Responsibility Agreements and 
Regional Partnership Agreements with Aboriginal communities at a local level. Later, the Torres 
Strait Regional Authority took over responsibility for programs in the Torres Strait Islands. 
Presently, a new national representative body for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, 
the National Congress of Australia’s First Peoples is being developed and will be finalized 
sometime after 2010. This body will not have the capacity to develop policy and programs, but 
will be an advisory body to government. 
 

                                                 
10 Ibid 
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National Policies, Strategies and Legislation 

Education policy and programs in Australia have been the preserve of the state and territory 
governments with education of Australia's Indigenous peoples characterized historically as 
severely neglected. It was not until the 1960s and 1970s that many Indigenous children began to 
enter formal education programs as the first members of their families to ever have the 
opportunity to do so. These changes occurred in part as a result of pressure from the United 
Nations, a referendum in 1967 that granted powers to the Commonwealth Government to 
legislate on behalf of Indigenous Australians, and the National Aboriginal Congress (NAC) that 
formed during this period to pressure governments for policy change. Such changes also 
occurred alongside more general changes in education for Indigenous minorities, especially 
stemming from North American and Aotearoa New Zealand influences as well as a gradual 
though not uninterrupted move towards multiculturalism and recognition of Indigenous 
minorities in Australia. These changes led to greater involvement of the Commonwealth 
Government in supporting schooling for Indigenous children and the gradual co-option of the 
state and territory governments into developing policy and programs to incorporate these groups.  
 
National Aboriginal Education Policy  

Since the 1980s, substantial policy-making at national, state and territory level has occurred to 
enhance Indigenous education. The Commonwealth Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) is responsible for the Australian Government’s target of 
reducing Indigenous disadvantage through skills development in Indigenous populations.  Most 
importantly, the Commonwealth led a wide consultative process to develop a National 
Aboriginal Education Policy, known as the NAEP or AEP, in 1993. 
 
Since the development of the AEP, one of the most significant factors in progressing Indigenous 
education initiatives between state and territory governments has been the Coalition of 
Australian Governments (COAG), a group comprising the relevant Ministers from the 
Commonwealth and the state and territory governments, and the associated Ministerial Council 
on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA). These bodies bring 
together all Ministers from the federal, state and territory level for policy making in education, 
training and employment. MCEETYA recognized that Australia’s Indigenous people are “the 
most educationally disadvantaged group in the community”11 and has undertaken a number of 
collaborative activities, particularly in the last decade, to address the educational needs of 
Australia’s Indigenous people.   
 
In 1995, MCEETYA established a number of priority areas and agreed to an outcomes focus for 
this work. The priorities for the Council were in areas such as literacy and numeracy, involving 
Indigenous parents in their children’s education, employment of Indigenous education workers, 
appropriate professional development of staff members, increasing the enrolments of Indigenous 
students, expanding culturally inclusive curricula and involvement of Indigenous Australians in 
educational decision-making. Ministers agreed to ensure significant continuous improvements to 
achieve outcomes for Indigenous Australians similar to those of non-Indigenous Australians.  
 

                                                 
11 MCEETYA Australian Education Systems Officials Committee Senior Officials Working Party on Indigenous 
Education Australian Directions for Indigenous Education 2005-2008 p.11. 
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At their March 2000 meeting, all Australian Ministers of Education agreed to undertake a third 
phase of work to accelerate progress and address these issues. This work included the promotion 
and implementation of:  

 A statement of principles and standards for educational infrastructure and service 
delivery;  

 A model for more culturally inclusive and educationally effective schools; and 

 A framework for developing more efficient and effective cross-portfolio mechanisms.  

 
Most recently, the MCEETYA senior officers’ working party paper Australian Directions for 
Indigenous Education (ADIE) 2005-08 provides the current strategic framework for Indigenous 
education. This report recognizes the disparities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
educational outcomes, but challenges the view that such disparities are normal or inevitable. It 
seeks to accelerate the pace of change by increasing the engagement of Indigenous children in 
learning. In particular it argues for systemic change so that Indigenous education becomes 
integral to the core business of Australian schools.12 
 
The total number of Indigenous higher education students has grown slightly over the period 
from 2001-2006, from 8,661 to 8,854 (a growth of 2.2 per cent). This growth is accounted for by 
an increase in Indigenous higher degree enrolments and students returning to study, rather than 
an increase in the number of commencing students. The number of Indigenous commencing 
students has continued to decline since 2002, when there were 4,246 commencing students, 
compared to 3,852 in 2006 (a decline of 7.2 per cent over this period).13 
 
Since the introduction of the Aboriginal Education Policy (AEP), there has been a steady 
increase in Australian government funding for Indigenous education.14 However, factors 
influencing this increase include indexation and increased enrolments rather than an increase in 
funding for program development and support. It is also important to recognize the context of 
Indigenous demographics in the growth of enrolments: Indigenous populations have a median 
age of 20.5 years, while 39% are under 15 years, compared to 20% for the non-Indigenous 
population.15 It is estimated that the Indigenous population is growing at a rate of 5.3 per cent a 
year and that between 1991 and 1996 the number of Indigenous children under seventeen 

                                                 
12 MCEETYA Australian Education Systems Officials Committee Senior Officials Working Party on Indigenous 
Education Australian Directions for Indigenous Education 2005-2008 p. 5. 
13 National study of Indigenous education support centres including their relationship with the teaching and  
learning faculties in higher education Unpublished report to the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) by Minimbah Consultants in conjunction with Erebus International 2007. 
14 Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee Katu Kalpa: 
Report on the Inquiry into the Effectiveness of Education and Training Programs for Indigenous Australians, 
Canberra, March 2000 p. 13. 
15 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Population Distribution Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders at 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4705.0Main+Features12006?OpenDocument accessed 19 
March 2010. 
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increased by 12% compared to a 2% increase for non-Indigenous children.16 As a result, the 
demand for Indigenous post-schooling education will only grow in Australia. 
 
The term, ‘post-schooling education’ in Australia is not used to describe post-secondary 
education as it is known in Canada. Non-school qualifications are those qualifications attained at 
the post-schooling level and are attained through the successful completion of vocational 
education and training (VET).  Those non-school qualifications gained within higher education 
at universities are not usually referred to as post-schooling but simply as higher education 
qualifications. Increasingly, VET may be undertaken in conjunction with secondary school 
studies. At the broadest level, qualifications achieved are grouped as follows: Postgraduate 
Degree; Graduate Diploma/Graduate Certificate; Bachelor Degree; Advanced Diploma/Diploma; 
and Certificate.  
 
Within the Certificate grouping, a distinction is made between Certificate levels I/II and 
Certificate levels III/IV due to significant differences in the skills and knowledge attained by 
students completing Certificates at these levels. While Certificate levels I/II can be generally 
characterized as providing a set of basic vocational skills with a narrow range of application, 
Certificate levels III/IV provide a broader knowledge base and the skills necessary to perform a 
wide range of skilled tasks, to provide technical advice of a complex nature, and to provide work 
group leadership when organizing activities.17  
 
The National Aboriginal Education Policy (AEP or NAEP), which drives the Indigenous 
Education Program (IEP), has as its thirteenth long-term goal: To achieve the participation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in post-school education, in technical and further 
education, and in higher education, at rates commensurate with those of other Australians in 
those sectors. 
 
While the Commonwealth government has developed this goal, it is the vocational education and 
training providers and higher education providers within the states and territory jurisdictions, as 
well as independent Indigenous providers that deliver tertiary education. Both sets of providers 
have been historically funded from the Commonwealth and the state/territory governments may 
add to that funding as they see fit. However, there has been a shift in emphasis from post-
schooling being a stand-alone policy and program area, logically following on from schooling 
(or from a lack of schooling), into being incorporated as part of an integrated skills development 
experience that leads to employment.  
 
The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) further develops policies in education, training 
and employment initiatives, for example, through the Youth and Industry Skills Group. The aim 
being to increase the skill levels of all Australians, including Indigenous Australians, giving 
them a better chance of getting or keeping a job. The emphasis has become not so much on 

                                                 
16 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, 2006  
http://www.dest.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/C7CB8111-A9D3-4F54-9028-
8484A3817089/24215/2006_NRPReportFINAL_WEB.pdf, accessed March 25, 2010. 
17 Australia Bureau of Statistics, 2001 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/39433889d406eeb9ca2570610019e9a5/649A8316859C2BD7CA257
4390014A031?opendocument , accessed March 25, 2010. 
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"post-schooling" programs as such, but on the concepts of "pathways", "linkages", "transitions" 
and a "continuum" from school, training, work experience, cadetships/apprenticeships into full 
employment. 
 
The Commonwealth government has also funded the Productivity Places Program which will 
deliver 711,000 training places over five years in areas of skills shortage to ensure that 
Australian workers develop the skills needed. The aspects of these policies and programs that 
pertain to Indigenous Australians include: 

 Indigenous Australian Apprenticeships; 

 Apprenticeships and Traineeships; 

 Australian Apprenticeships Access Program; 

 Indigenous Employment Program; 

 Language Literacy and Numeracy Program; 

 Literacynet; 

 National Indigenous Cadetship Project (NICP) for students;         

 Productivity Places Program; 

 Structured Training and Employment Programs (STEP);   

 The COAG Indigenous Whole of Government Initiative; 

 Wage Assistance; and 

 Workplace English Language and Literacy (WELL) Program. 
 
While the Commonwealth takes a leadership role in policy development and provides significant 
funding for the provision of post-schooling opportunities for Indigenous people, the states and 
territories have responsibility for delivering these programs on the ground, within each of their 
jurisdictions. They then report back to the Commonwealth government on progress made toward 
agreed targets. 
 

Student Financial Assistance Programs 
The original Aboriginal Education Policy (AEP), as realized in the Indigenous Education 
Program (IEP), is the Australian Government’s major Indigenous education initiative. It provides 
funding for Indigenous education and training through the Indigenous Education (Targeted 
Assistance) Act 2000 that covers the period 2005–2008. A total of $1,158.9 million was 
committed to IEP programs and initiatives. Funding is targeted to areas of greatest need, which 
include regional and remote Australia and, toward programs and projects that have demonstrated 
effectiveness in the past. IEP funding is supplementary to mainstream funding and is intended 
for strategic interventions that will accelerate improvements in Indigenous student learning 
outcomes.18 
                                                 
18 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, 2006  
http://www.dest.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/C7CB8111-A9D3-4F54-9028-
8484A3817089/24215/2006_NRPReportFINAL_WEB.pdf, accessed March 25, 2010 
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Key programs under the Indigenous Education Program that support the achievement of targets 
for numbers of successfully employed graduates from programs are: 

 ABSTUDY grant program; 

 the Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS); and  

 the Away-from-Base (AFB) program. 
 
 
ABSTUDY 
The Aboriginal Study Grants Scheme ABSTUDY was originally introduced in 1969 as part of 
the Commonwealth's commitment to special measures to assist Indigenous Australians to 
achieve their educational, social and economic objectives through financial assistance to study. 
This was particularly in response to the lack of participation of Indigenous peoples in higher 
education. Eligible full-time students received a Living Allowance, with higher rates applying to 
married students and where there were dependent children. Compulsory course fees were also 
paid, as well as a book and equipment allowance. Travel costs were paid for students who 
needed to study away from home. Eligible students may also choose to trade in a portion of their 
allowance for a loan supplement; 19 however 1997 data suggests that only 21% of ABSTUDY 
recipients choose this option.20 In 2003, $151.5 million was allocated to the ABSTUDY program 
for 59,131 recipients.21 
 
Aboriginal students who are enrolled in full-time study programs are eligible for income support 
through assistance from ABSTUDY. The eligible groups also include those involved in post-
schooling programs: 

 aged 14 years or more on 1 January and studying in elementary school; or 

 doing secondary school studies; or 

 studying full-time or part-time at a Technical and Further Education (TAFE), college, 
university or tertiary institution; or 

 undertaking a full-time Australian Apprenticeship; or 

 doing a distance education or correspondence course; or 

    studying for a Masters or Doctorate degree.  
 
Initially, the Commonwealth government identified that elementary and secondary education and 
post-schooling initiatives were the responsibility of the states and territory governments’ 
jurisdictions. However, it became evident that many Indigenous students were not eligible for 
entry to tertiary education, and hence for ABSTUDY assistance, because of the gap between the 

                                                 
19 For more information see: ABSTUDY Financial Supplement Loan at 
http://www.dest.gov.au/archive/schools/guidelines/abstudy/2001/part7/7-16.htm accessed 30 March 2010. 
20 Department of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs, Annual Report 1996-1997 Student, Youth 
and Aboriginal Education Support:  
http://www.dest.gov.au/archive/publications/annual_reports/9697/web/deetya24.htm, accessed March 31, 2010. 
21 Government of Australia document, Review into the Impact of ABSTUDY Policy Changes that Came into Effect 
in 2000 www.deewr.gov.au/Indigenous/Schooling/Programs/Documents/ABStudy_Changes/DiscussionPaper.pdf , 
accessed March 19, 2010. 
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cessation of compulsory schooling and usual commencement of post-secondary education. 
Because of the low numbers of Indigenous students staying at school past the compulsory period, 
the scheme was extended during 1969 to mature age secondary students to enable them to 
advance to matriculation studies and to gain entry into a tertiary course. 
Further developments to this program affecting post-schooling students were an extension of 
entitlements to Indigenous students undertaking short courses, assistance with tutoring (later to 
become ATAS and later still ITAS) and eligibility for students undertaking studies by 
correspondence. 
 
At the same time, it became apparent that many Indigenous students wishing to undertake post-
secondary courses often lacked the necessary educational preparation to undertake post-
secondary studies in formal institutions. Family commitments also prevented many others from 
leaving isolated communities to pursue studies. The schemes were therefore broadened to 
provide a wider range of opportunities, both in education institutions and through specially 
arranged courses provided for groups of Indigenous students including in VET contexts. 
As a result, in 1975 and 1976 ABSTUDY was extended to enable special courses to be 
established for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in remote areas who did not have access to 
the usual range of education and training opportunities. Where local experts were not available to 
run these courses, specialist instructors were brought in to the local communities. 
 
In 1988, the two schemes were amalgamated into the current Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Study Assistance Scheme (ABSTUDY). A major revamp of the ABSTUDY scheme 
was undertaken in 1989 and 1990 following the introduction of the National Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Education Policy (AEP). Then in December 1998, the Government 
announced changes to ABSTUDY to take effect from 1 January 2000, which  intended to help 
target ABSTUDY benefits to those students most in need of assistance through the introduction 
of a means test, and to address particular educational disadvantages faced by these Indigenous 
students. The decisions reflect many of the concerns raised by the Indigenous community that 
the additional benefits available under the mainstream program Youth Allowance such as 
increased funds to students aged 16-20 years were not available under ABSTUDY and that 
ABSTUDY be retained as a separate scheme. 
 
For example, ABSTUDY Living Allowance payments have been brought into alignment with 
mainstream benefits including those payable under Youth Allowance for 16-20 year old students. 
Youth Allowance can assist young people who may be studying, undertaking training or an 
Australian Apprentice, looking for work, or sick. Indigenous students aged 21 years and over 
became eligible for the mainstream Newstart rate, that is, an unemployment payment, and a 
higher rate of payment than students in receipt of the Youth Allowance or AUSTUDY payment 
receive. Students over 21 years of age became subject to a more generous partner income test 
than is applied for Newstart recipients. Newstart allowance is available to provide financial 
support for any Australian who is seeking employment. 
 
In addition, the alignment with Youth Allowance meant that for the first time, all eligible 
Indigenous students would have access to the additional benefits, payable under the Youth 
Allowance scheme, including Rent Assistance, Remote Area Allowance and Pharmaceutical 
Allowance, where applicable. ABSTUDY recipients would also remain eligible for a range of 
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supplementary benefits targeted to address particular disadvantages faced by Indigenous students 
not available to recipients under the Youth Allowance. 
 
Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS) 
ITAS aims to maximize the educational opportunities of eligible Indigenous students and to 
improve their educational outcomes. It was originally developed for higher education students 
but from January 2007, Indigenous students undertaking vocational education and training 
courses leading to the attainment of a Certificate Level III or above qualification became eligible 
for assistance under a new ITAS element – ITAS Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
Tuition. A total of $214 million has been committed for ITAS for the 2005–2008 funding 
quadrennium, and in 2006, $50.3 million was distributed.22 Under this new element, the 
Australian Government provided $12 million over 2007- 2008 to assist eligible VET students 
with their education and training.  
 
Away from Base or 'Mixed-Mode' Delivery (AFB) 
This program covers administrative, travel and accommodation costs for VET and higher 
education students studying an approved 'mixed-mode' course.  A 'mixed-mode' course is a 
nationally accredited course that is delivered through a combination of distance education and 
face-to-face teaching for students who are based in their home communities and undertake 
occasional intensive study periods on campus. This Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives 
Program (IESIP) initiative was introduced in 2000 to provide block funding to higher education 
and VET institutions for travel and accommodation costs of students living in regional and 
remote areas, expenses formerly covered by ABSTUDY provisions. 
 
These courses involve combinations of residential blocks of study on campus, reverse blocks that 
involve the delivery of courses by lecturers who travel to locations off campus and/or vocational 
placements. National policy reviews over the last decade have promoted this methodology of 
course delivery as an important means of ensuring an effective interface between western and 
Indigenous education traditions and facilitating access to post-schooling programs by mature 
students with strong community, family and employment responsibilities.  
 
In 2006, $31.1 million was distributed under the program to 35 institutions across all states and 
territories, apart from the Australian Capital Territory.23 Student enrolments in AFB programs 
grew by an average of approximately 6 % each year from 2001 to 2004, indicating an active 
contribution to sustaining strong enrolment trends and the educational outcomes were marginally 
better than the broader Indigenous student population in terms of course completion statistics in 
2003 and 2004. Providers have reported that the introduction of the AFB program and new 
funding arrangements have facilitated planning and coordinating support for students while the 
mode of delivery itself assists Indigenous students to ‘engage meaningfully in their studies and 
overcome the significant challenges they face’.24 

                                                 
22 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, 2006  
http://www.dest.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/C7CB8111-A9D3-4F54-9028-
8484A3817089/24215/2006_NRPReportFINAL_WEB.pdf, accessed March 25, 2010, 
23 Ibid 
24 Commonwealth Department of Finance and Administration, Office of Evaluation  
and Audit (Indigenous Programs), Evaluation of the Indigenous education Strategic  



 33 Comparison of National Strategies in Indigenous Post-secondary Education – Final Report 

 
The government financial assistance programs listed above provide support to Indigenous 
students who study in a variety of contexts including Indigenous-controlled institutions. It must 
also be noted that there are no restrictions to certain categories of Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander peoples in these programs - the original Commonwealth definition of Aboriginality 
referred to earlier apply to all programs mentioned above. 
 

Support to Higher Education Institutions for Indigenous Programming 
Initiatives 
The national Indigenous Education Program (IEP) provides additional funding for higher 
education institutions (non-Indigenous universities) in the form of grants to higher education 
institutions that offer the following: Indigenous Support/Education Centres, assistance with study 
skills, personal counseling and cultural awareness activities. To be eligible to receive ISP grants 
in any one year, higher education providers must demonstrate to the Department that they meet 
all of the following criteria: 

 a provider has implemented strategies for improving access, participation, retention and 
success of Indigenous Australian students; 

 participation of Indigenous people in the providers’ decision-making processes; and 

 the provider has an Indigenous employment strategy. 
 
Eligible institutions are allocated ISP funds according to indicators of performance using the 
Department’s annual higher education student statistical collection under the following formula: 

 student participation (measured in equivalent full time student units)—50%; 

 student progress (weighted by student load)— 35%; and 

 number of award courses completed—15%.25 
 
All higher education institutions that receive IEP funds report on their access and participation 
strategies for Indigenous students. A wide variety of approaches to improve access and 
participation has been noted by these institutions and are listed in the 2006 National Report on 
Indigenous Education and Training: 

 flexible entry arrangements such as including the assessment of students without a 
tertiary entrance ranking (TER) on their work history and/or prior learning; 

 access to undergraduate programs not subject to quotas, classed as direct entry; 

 consultation and partnership arrangements with community organizations; 

 linkages with, and pathways from, TAFE and secondary school; 

 setting targets for Indigenous student numbers; 

                                                                                                                                                             
Initiatives programme – Away-from-Base for ‘Mixed Mode’ Delivery (IESIP-AFB), 2006 pp.2-5 
25 National study of Indigenous education support centres including their relationship with the teaching and  
learning faculties in higher education Unpublished report to the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) by Minimbah Consultants in conjunction with Erebus International 2007. 
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 dedicating places for Indigenous students, particularly in professional courses; and 

 provision of academic and social support. 
 
In 2006, ISP funds to the 39 eligible higher education institutions totaled $29.3 million.  
 

Support to IndigenousControlled Tertiary Education Institutions 
Support for Indigenous education institutions has become a vexed issue in Australia. It is in 
many respects a tidier proposition for the Commonwealth to fund the state and territory 
governments through Council of Australian Governments (COAG) arrangements. An historical 
difficulty has been that state and territory governments do not necessarily fund Indigenous 
initiatives. This was the reason why the Commonwealth entered this arena in the 1960s and 
1970s. Therefore, independent Indigenous providers of post-schooling education have found 
themselves increasingly financially challenged.  
 
All Indigenous controlled tertiary education providers in Australia deliver programming at the 
VET and adult education levels with the exception of one, Batchelor Institute of Indigenous 
Tertiary Education, which offers higher education programs at the Bachelor’s Degree level as 
well. These providers in most cases serve individual Aboriginal communities and rely on state 
government funding. The number of providers that are eligible for supplemental Commonwealth 
(national) funding varies from year to year.  
 
In 2006, 19 Indigenous tertiary education providers received national supplementary funding 
under the Supplementary Recurrent Assistance (SRA) program. These funds are provided 
annually for extra support to meet the needs of Indigenous students and to accelerate outcomes 
beyond those achieved through mainstream sources of funding alone. As a result of varying 
eligibility annually, many Indigenous tertiary education providers are short-lived including a 
number of the 19 funded in 2006. The most long-standing institutions of those receiving national 
funding in 2006 include the following 6 institutions:  

 Tranby Aboriginal College, Glebe (Sydney) NSW; 

 Institute of Aboriginal Development (IAD), Alice Springs NT; 

 Tauondi College, Port Adelaide SA; 

 National Aboriginal and Islander Skills Development Association (NAISDA), Central 
Coast NSW;  

 Booroongen Djugun College, Kempsey, New South Wales ;  

 Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education, NT; 
 
The above providers are small and often specialised relative to other post-schooling and higher 
education institutions in the country. The Batchelor Institute can be viewed as a stand alone 
example of how just one Indigenous controlled institution has been supported. In 2008, for 
example, this institution received $33.4 million from the Australian government and $10.8 
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million from the Northern Territory government, a reflection of its high enrolment rates.26 
However, a recent development is that the Batchelor Institute is moving toward being a 
university, while cutting back on VET and Away-from-Base programs at its 22 satellite 
campuses.  
 
The government funding programs previously listed above provide support to Indigenous 
students who study in a variety of contexts including Indigenous-controlled institutions. These 
institutions receive a budget to cover their teaching costs for some programs from the 
Commonwealth government and for those programs that are accredited VET courses from the 
state governments. The role of Indigenous-controlled post-schooling institutions in the strategies 
of governments is very minor - this is not a development that is encouraged by Australian 
governments at all and in fact those institutions that exist are those that were established many 
decades ago. The small number of Indigenous-controlled post-schooling institutions means that 
the proportion of students that they enrol is by far the smaller, in comparison to the state/territory 
controlled VET programs.  
 
At the same time, many Indigenous organizations at the community level have also been able to 
become Registered Training Organizations (RTOs) and are funded by the state governments to 
provide small-scale, targeted training for employment purposes. One such example is the 
Tangentyere Aboriginal Corporation in Alice Springs NT that provides a range of services to the 
town camp populations on the fringes on the city. It must be noted that over 20% of Indigenous 
VET students are secondary school-aged (age 17 or less), undertaking courses while still at 
secondary school or through a training organization.27 Overall, the number of Indigenous 
students in Indigenous controlled post-schooling institutions and community VET programs 
increased from 8,760 in 2005 to 9,40528 in 2006.29 
 
The programs offered by community organizations, however, are not included in this review 
under the definition of Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions since they receive no assistance 
from the Commonwealth under special provisions of support for Indigenous education initiatives 
but rather are funded as VET providers only.  
 

Outcomes Relating to Indigenous Tertiary Education Attainment and 
Employment 
Based on the data that was available, it can be concluded that a notable gap exists for education 
outcomes at all levels between Indigenous students and non-Indigenous students in Australia. At 
the secondary education level, fewer Indigenous secondary school students complete school to 
Year 12 than non-Indigenous students. In 2006, just over half (51%) of all Indigenous 15–19 
                                                 
26 Financial statement 2008, Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education, 
https://www.batchelor.edu.au/files/file/Volume%20II%20Nov%2009%20final.pdf , accessed march 25, 2010 
27 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, 2006  
http://www.dest.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/C7CB8111-A9D3-4F54-9028-
8484A3817089/24215/2006_NRPReportFINAL_WEB.pdf, accessed March 25, 2010. 
28 Note: this number also includes secondary education aged students. 
29 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, 2006  
http://www.dest.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/C7CB8111-A9D3-4F54-9028-
8484A3817089/24215/2006_NRPReportFINAL_WEB.pdf, accessed March 25, 2010, p.85 
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year olds were participating in education, up from 43% in 1996. This increase occurred in Major 
Cities as well as regional and remote areas. The biggest proportional change occurred in Very 
Remote areas, increasing from 22% in 1996 to 28% in 2006 (representing a 27% increase). 
Substantial increases also occurred in Major Cities, Outer Regional and Remote areas. There was 
also an increase in participation in education for Indigenous people aged 20–24 years (from 11% 
in 1996 to 13% in 2006), although this increase was mostly confined to Major Cities and Inner 
Regional areas.30 
 
The number of Indigenous school students staying on to complete their secondary school 
education is contrasted starkly with the success rate of non-Indigenous students. These rates are 
outlined in the table below. 

Table 8: Indigenous and non-Indigenous apparent retention rates; Australia, 2001-2005 

 Year 7/8 — 10 
(%) 

Year 7/8 — 11 
(%) 

Year 7/8 — 12 
(%) 

Year 10 — 12 
(%) 

Year Indigenous Non-
Indigenous 

Indigenous Non-
Indigenous 

Indigenous Non-Indigenous Indigenous Non-
Indigenous 

2001 85.7 98.4 56.1 87.6 35.7 74.5 43.6 76.2 

2002 86.4 98.5 58.9 88.7 38.0 76.3 45.8 77.8 

2003 87.2 98.9 61.4 89.5 39.1 76.5 45.7 77.7 

2004 85.8 98.5 61.1 89.0 39.8 76.9 46.0 78.1 

2005 88.3 98.6 62.3 88.3 39.5 76.6 45.3 77.5 
Source: DEST, derived from ABS National Schools Statistics Collection, 2001-2005 

 
As indicated above, from 2000 to 2005 apparent retention rates for Indigenous students have 
been increasing slowly in all school Years 10-12 since 2000. However, Indigenous students are 
still half as likely to continue to Year 12 as non-Indigenous students. The Year 12 retention rate 
for Indigenous school students in 2005 was 40% compared with 77% for non-Indigenous 
students. These national rates disguise some important differences between the state/territories in 
relation to trends in Indigenous student retention. For example, in Queensland and the Northern 
Territory, there has been significant improvement in retention between years 10 and 12 in recent 
years.31 
 
 Tertiary Education Attainment Outcomes 
The 2006 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training suggests that the 
total number of Indigenous students enrolled in 2006 at the Tertiary education level were 76,695. 
Eighty-nine percent of these students were at the vocational education and training level (VET). 
Of the total number of Tertiary education Indigenous students, 9405 were enrolled in 

                                                 
30 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Education across Australia,” Australian Social Trends, no. 4102 Canberra: 2008, 
http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/E75F10B762B24193CA25748E00129FCA/$File/41020_2
008_10.pdf , accessed March 19, 2010. 
31 National study of Indigenous education support centres including their relationship with the teaching and  
learning faculties in higher education Unpublished report to the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) by Minimbah Consultants in conjunction with Erebus International 2007, pp. 19-38. 
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Indigenous-controlled institutions (12% of all tertiary students). According to statistics from the 
Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs in Australia (DETYA), the number of 
Indigenous and Torres Strait Islander university students has doubled in recent years, with 
Indigenous student access to higher education growing at a faster rate than for other Australian 
students.32 However, Indigenous and Torres Strait Islander students constitute only 1.2% of 
higher education enrolments: of 733,352 domestic Australian higher education (non-VET) 
students in 2006, 8,854 were Indigenous.  
 
Overall, there has been a substantive change in the enrolment pattern of commencing Indigenous 
students since 2001 with an increase of almost 18% in Bachelor and above courses and a fall of 
more than 35% in non-degree courses. The total number of 8,854 higher education students in 
2006 follows the trend of the 2001–2004 period and counters a substantial decrease in 
Indigenous enrolments in 2005 33  
 
While enrolment in higher education remains somewhat steady, the principle pathway for 
Indigenous secondary school leavers into PSE programs is into vocational education and training 
(VET) programs. These programs are offered at community and regional organizations and often 
focus on certificate qualifications. VET programs attract the greatest enrolments for those aged 
15 to 64 with Indigenous participation increasing from approximately 57,800 in 2004 to 70,900 
in 2007. The number of Indigenous VET students as a percentage of all VET students has 
increased from 3.6% in 2004 to 4.3% in 2007. It is important to note that prior to 2005, the 
Indigenous participation rate in VET had been decreasing – from 12.7% in 2002 to 11.6% in 
2004. Since 2005, the participation rate has increased to 13.2% in 2007.34 A high proportion of 
Indigenous VET students are secondary school-aged, undertaking courses while still at 
secondary school or through a training organization. The 2006 Report to Parliament on 
Indigenous Education and Training indicates that 14.3% of Indigenous VET students in 2006 
were aged 16 or less and 21.4% were aged 17 or less. This compares to non-Indigenous rates of 
8.3% and 14.6% respectively.35 
 
At the higher education (university) level, the Australian government develops and publishes 
annual data in relation to four key indicators of access, participation, retention and completion of 
higher education. This data source suggests that there has been a slowing in the rate of access by 
Indigenous students to higher education between 1999 and 2006, compared to the relatively 
strong growth recorded in the 1990s. Participation and completion rates have increased very 
slightly, while the rate of completion of higher education award courses by Indigenous students 
remains less than that for non-Indigenous students. And yet, the total number of Indigenous 

                                                 
32 R.A. Malatest and Associates, Best Practices in Increasing Aboriginal Postsecondary Enrolment Rates, Council of 
Ministers of Education Canada, May 2002. 
33National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, 2006  
http://www.dest.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/C7CB8111-A9D3-4F54-9028-
8484A3817089/24215/2006_NRPReportFINAL_WEB.pdf, accessed March 25, 2010. 
34 Review of Australian Directions in Indigenous Education 2005-2008 for the Ministerial Council for Education, 
Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, David Unaipon College of Indigenous Education and Research, 
University of South Australia, October 2009, p. 36. 
35 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, 2006  
http://www.dest.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/C7CB8111-A9D3-4F54-9028-
8484A3817089/24215/2006_NRPReportFINAL_WEB.pdf, accessed March 25, 2010. 
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course completions has increased since 1999, especially in Bachelor level courses. This number 
of completions has tended to plateau in recent years, however, including a significant decline in 
completion of other undergraduate courses. The higher education completion rate by female 
Indigenous students continues to be greater than that for Indigenous males.36  
 
National higher education data also indicates that the success rate for Indigenous students has 
been improving since 2001, but the gap between Indigenous and non- Indigenous students 
remains significant in the majority of universities.37 Between 1996 and 2006, increases in 
educational attainment among Indigenous people corresponded with increased levels of 
participation in education. This increase in higher education attainment was mostly due to a 
marked increase in the proportion of Indigenous people whose highest qualification was a 
Certificate or Advanced Diploma, from 12% in 1996 to 23% in 2006.  
 
Results from the 2006 Census of Population and Housing indicate that the proportion of the 
Indigenous population aged 25 to 64 whose highest qualification was a Bachelor degree or above 
was relatively small (6% compared with 24% of the non-Indigenous population) but doubled in 
the ten years to 2006. The 2006 Census also notes that the majority of Indigenous people with 
higher level degrees (i.e. above the Certificate level) were female. Indigenous women were twice 
as likely as Indigenous men to have an Advanced Diploma or Diploma (22% of female 
population 25 to 64 compared with 12% for males) and more than one-and-a-half times as likely 
to have a Bachelor’s Degree or above (26% compared with 15%). Increases in the proportion of 
Indigenous people with a university level qualification occurred across all geographic regions, 
with the largest rises seen in Major Cities and Inner Regional areas, where there were increases 
of close to 15% between 1996 and 2006.38 
 
Higher education degrees as they are defined in Australia refer to Master’s and Doctorate 
Degrees. Between 2001 and 2006, the number of Indigenous students awarded degrees at the 
Doctorate and Masters Degree levels has increased, but leveled recently. The most significant 
growth has occurred in the number of other Postgraduate Degrees such as Masters Degrees by 
Course work and Honours Degree completions. These have increased to represent nearly 18% of 
all completions, compared to just fewer than 11% in 1997. The number of Indigenous students 
who complete undergraduate Bachelor Degrees has also increased.39  
 
The following table outlines the number and proportion of course (university program) 
completions by Indigenous higher education students in Australia between 1997 and 2006. 
 
 

                                                 
36 National study of Indigenous education support centres including their relationship with the teaching and  
learning faculties in higher education Unpublished report to the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) by Minimbah Consultants in conjunction with Erebus International 2007 
37Ibid. 
38 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Education across Australia,” Australian Social Trends, no. 4102 (Canberra: 
2008),http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/E75F10B762B24193CA25748E00129FCA/$File/41
020_2008_10.pdf , accessed March 19, 2010. 
39 National study of Indigenous education support centres including their relationship with the teaching and  
learning faculties in higher education Unpublished report to the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) by Minimbah Consultants in conjunction with Erebus International 2007. 
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Table 9: Number and proportion of course award completions by Indigenous students by 
level of course, Australia, 1997-2006 

Level of education 1997 2001 2003 2006 

69 100 132 136 
Higher Degree* 

6.5% 9.5% 11.1% 10.0% 

116 141 137 241 Other Post-
graduate** 10.9% 13.4% 11.5% 17.7% 

592 605 736 789 
Bachelor 

55.5% 59.3% 61.8% 58.0% 

289 206 186 194 Other 
Undergraduate 27.1% 17.8% 15.6% 14.3% 

1,066 1,052 1,191 1,360 
Total 

100% 100% 100% 100% 
Source: Final Report: National Study of Indigenous education Support Centres, RFT PRN 12059, Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 

*Note: Higher Degrees refer to Doctorate and Master’s Degrees. **Other Post-graduate degrees refers to Master’s 
Degrees completed by coursework and Honours Degrees 
 
One factor which may influence current trends in post-school and higher education attainment is 
the relatively low percentage of secondary school leavers that receive a university admissions 
level. Data published in the 2005 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and 
outlined in the table below suggests that approximately 12% of Indigenous students who 
complete Year 12 gained a University Admissions Index, Tertiary Education Rank or equivalent 
at or above the specified level. This percentage is in contrast to the roughly 45% of non-
Indigenous leavers who attain these levels. Overall, in 2006 the proportion of Indigenous people 
aged 25–64 years with qualifications attained through the successful completion of vocational 
education and training programs (known as non-school qualifications) (29%) had nearly doubled 
from that in 1996 (15%).40 
 
The following table outlines the level of qualification received by secondary school leavers in 
Australia in 2005. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
40 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Education across Australia,” Australian Social Trends, no. 4102 (Canberra: 
2008),http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/E75F10B762B24193CA25748E00129FCA/$File/41
020_2008_10.pdf , accessed March 19, 2010 
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Table 10: Educational outcomes of students attending government schools who completed a 
Year 12 Certificate; Australia, 2005 

 
Source: Drawn from data in the National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education, 2006 
Note: UAI refers to University Admissions Index, while TER refers to Tertiary Education Rank – qualifications necessary to 
enroll in university. 

 
With regards to retention at the post-secondary education level, the Department of Education, 
Training and Youth Higher Education indicates that Aboriginal students are retained within 
institutions at 78% of the rate for non-Indigenous students.41 Focus groups conducted in Sydney 
in 2005 with students enrolled in Away from Base (AFB) programs enrolled at three higher 
education or vocational education and training (VET) providers suggest that provision of 
Indigenous cultural safety that engenders a sense of authenticity and belonging within the 
environment represents an important component to guaranteeing student success and improving 
retention. The most frequently mentioned barrier during these consultations was a “lack of 
formal education and worry about fitting into mainstream courses” (DFA 2006:86). 
 
Differences exist between the participation rates of Indigenous students at individual non-
Indigenous universities. In 2006, participation rates ranged from less than 0.25% to a high of 
more than 4.5%, with an average participation rate of 1.25%. Only five higher education 
institutions in Australia had a participation rate greater than 2.0%, and only two institutions had a 
participation rate of more than 3.0% Indigenous students.42 
 

                                                 
41 Bourke, Colin J. and Jennifer K. Burden. December 1996. Factors Affecting Performance of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Students at Australian Universities: A Case Study, DETYA document. 
42 National study of Indigenous education support centres including their relationship with the teaching and  
learning faculties in higher education Unpublished report to the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) by Minimbah Consultants in conjunction with Erebus International 2007. 
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Tertiary Education Support Outcomes 

Expenditures on all ABSTUDY allowances have increased between 1993 and 2003 from $84.3 
million to $151.4 million. The average expenditure per student in 2003 was $2,562.43 While the 
total number of ABSTUDY recipients has increased between 1993 and 2003 to 59,131, the total 
tertiary education recipients has experienced a decline from a peak in 2001 of 27, 025. Recipient 
numbers in the higher education sector declined by a significant amount in 2002 and 2003, but in 
the VET sector the number was virtually stable in 2003. Government research suggests that it is 
unlikely that the ABSTUDY changes can explain the decline in higher education 
commencements, unless the changes affected the relative attractiveness of the higher education 
and VET sectors. As the ABSTUDY allowances and conditions are the same for higher 
education and VET students, it would be expected that any impact resulting directly from the 
changes to ABSTUDY would be felt equally by students in both sectors. However, higher 
education commencements declined while VET enrolments continued to increase.44  
 
The following table outlines the number of students supported through the ABSTUDY program 
at both the secondary and tertiary levels.  
 
Table 11: Numbers of ABSTUDY Recipients by Sector 1993-2003 

Tertiary Education 

Year 
Secondary 

School VET 
Higher 

Education 

Total Tertiary 
(VET + 

Higher ed.) 

Total 
ABSTUDY 

1993 26, 250 10, 953 5, 324 16, 277 42, 527 

1994 26,494 12,164 5,755  17,919 44,413 

1995 27,280 13,295 5,951  19,246 46,526 

1996 28,189 15,825 6,247  22,072 50,261 

1997 32,477 13,460 6,580  20,040 52,517 

1998 32,454 14,618 6,795  21,413 53,867 

1999 31,146 16,047 6,811  22,858 54,004 

2000 28,864 18,074 6,383  24,457 53,321 

2001 30,858 20,342 6,683  27,025 57,883 

2002 31,738 19,708 6,478  26,186 57,924 

2003 33,322 19,662 6,147  25,809 59,131 

Source: Government of Australia, Review of the impact of ABSTUDY changes in 2000 - Discussion Paper 
 

                                                 
43 Government of Australia document, Review of the impact of ABSTUDY changes in 2000 - Discussion Paper 
 www.deewr.gov.au/Indigenous/Schooling/Programs/Documents/ABStudy_Changes/DiscussionPaper.pdf , accessed 
March 19, 2010. 
44 Ibid. 
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In 2003, 25,809 Indigenous tertiary students received support under this program representing 
38.5% of all Indigenous tertiary students. This table also indicates that the majority (76.2%) of 
Indigenous tertiary students supported by ABSTUDY were enrolled in vocational and education 
training programs (19,662 in VET programs of the total number in Tertiary education 25,809). A 
possible factor for this trend is that a significant number of Indigenous students do not leave 
secondary school with the appropriate level of qualifications to enter university level programs. 
This factor may also impact on the fact that vocational education and training programs receive 
the greatest proportion of Indigenous post-school and higher education students.   
 

Indigenous Employment Outcomes 

Results from the 2006 Census represent the most recent source for comprehensive labour market 
data associated with Indigenous populations in Australia. In 2006, Indigenous young people aged 
18-24 years were half as likely as non-Indigenous young people to be engaged in either full-time 
work, full-time study or in both part-time work and part-time study (33% for Indigenous youth 
compared with 71% for non-Indigenous youth). Across the states and territories, there was 
relatively wide variation in the proportion of Indigenous young people fully engaged compared 
with non-Indigenous young people.45 
 
These results also indicate that Indigenous people in Australia aged 15 years and over with 
higher levels of schooling (who were not currently attending secondary school) were more likely 
than those with lower levels of attainment to be in full-time employment. Indigenous people 
aged 25-64 years who had a non-school qualification of a Certificate III or above were more than 
twice as likely as those without a non-school qualification to be employed full-time (52% 
compared with 23%). This trend was also evident for those individuals with an advanced 
certificate or higher such that the difference in the full-time employment rates for Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people with a Certificate III or above was 8 percentage points (52% compared 
with 60%). 
 
In relation to income levels among those aged 25-64 years who were employed, Indigenous 
people with a Certificate III or above had one-and-a-half times the weekly income of those 
without a non-school qualification ($791 compared with $510). However, they still had a lower 
median weekly income compared with non-Indigenous people with the equivalent qualification 
level ($791 compared with $965).46 
 
With regards to labour trends, data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) on the 
Indigenous labour force (Experimental Estimates) for the period 1994 to 2001 indicate that from 
1997 Indigenous employment grew strongly with Indigenous jobs growth (25% over 3 years 
from 1997-2000) far exceeding national jobs growth (7% over the same period). It has been 
suggested, however, that Indigenous employment growth has not been as strong as the ABS data 

                                                 
45 Australia Bureau of Statistics, 2006  
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/39433889d406eeb9ca2570610019e9a5/2371361B04294681CA25743
90014A0EB?opendocument, accessed March 25, 2010. 
46 Ibid. 
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show with the growth in Indigenous employment more attributed to administrative changes in 
the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme.47 
 
Employment outcomes of Indigenous higher education students can be drawn from data in the 
Graduate Careers Council of Australia (GCCA) Graduate Destinations Survey in 2005. This 
survey suggests that the employment outcomes of Indigenous higher education graduates are 
significant. For example, Indigenous higher education graduates since 2002 have a higher take-
up rate to employment than non-Indigenous students, indicating a high demand for Indigenous 
graduates. This high level of employability of Indigenous graduates is a positive trend, but may 
also explain in part the relatively low numbers of Indigenous students who progress to higher 
degree levels.48 
 

Notable Practices 
Notable practices are defined here as those policies or programs that have demonstrated a 
positive impact on increasing Indigenous peoples’ access to and graduation from tertiary 
education opportunities. For the reasons that have been documented in the case study above, 
examples of notable practice are often found outside of the formal post-secondary programs that 
are implemented by the states and territories. For example, educators at Batchelor Institute of 
Indigenous Tertiary Education (BIITE) who are not able to meet the needs of Aboriginal 
community-based people within the existing higher education degree programs have developed 
ways to improve the literacy and the knowledge and skills level of adults who engage with small 
children. This institution has developed several approaches to this issue including the Learning at 
Workbook (L@WB) and the TRECS (Technology, Reading and Early Childhood Services) 
which is an early childhood (EC) version of Read English on the Web (REOW).49  
 
Another notable best practice can be found in the outcomes from a research project developed 
with Charles Sturt University whereby the Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education's 
part of this project seeks to support participants in remote communities (Wadeye) who do not 
currently have access to Early Childhood Education formal training, but who already work in a 
children's service role (e.g. preschool, creche, or playgroup) as well as those who aspire to work 
within this field.  
 
Indigenous adult literacy education is not broadly available or accessible to Indigenous 
populations in Australia since these programs tend to be tied to Centrelink unemployment 
programs such as the Youth Allowance and Newstart that are tied to seeking employment. 
Examples of best practice in this area mentioned by review respondents included innovative 
developments around community-based arts and media enterprises whereby funding was often 
sourced from philanthropic organizations (e.g. Fred Hollows Foundation, Caritas Australia, the 

                                                 
47 http://www.deewr.gov.au/Indigenous/Schooling/Programs/Documents/ABStudy_Changes/DiscussionPaper.pdf , 
accessed March 19, 2010. 
48 National study of Indigenous education support centres including their relationship with the teaching and  
learning faculties in higher education Unpublished report to the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) by Minimbah Consultants in conjunction with Erebus International 2007 
49 See example at Technology, Reading and Early Childhood Services http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/reow/, 
accessed March 19, 2010. 
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Ian Thorpe Foundation). These developments have taken place in sites such as Warburton in the 
remote Goldfields area of Western Australia and Tjilpin Arts, Beswick.  
 
Another notable practice was that Indigenous-controlled post-school education (vocational 
education and training) providers were suggested to be quicker at responding to the needs of 
Indigenous communities for specialist programs and the development of new curriculum. For 
example, the Tranby Aboriginal College in Glebe NSW has a history of providing new and 
innovative curriculum development in areas such as Tertiary Preparation Skills and a "Pre-Law" 
advocacy-training course. A significant amount of curriculum developed at this site has been 
adopted within the New South Wales VET sector. A critical issue relating to the support of these 
efforts is the fact that these institutions receive few supports from the Federal government. 
 

Current Debates Relating to Indigenous Tertiary Education  
Researchers at the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research (CAEPR) at the Australian 
National University have concluded that formal state and territory government provision of 
tertiary education is not working well, particularly for those populations in the remote and more 
remote parts of the country.  
 
Low secondary education attainment is a critical issue among Indigenous populations in 
Australia. An example of the current situation can be found in Australia’s Northern Territory 
(NT). In 2007, the Federal government intervened in the functioning of Aboriginal communities 
in the Northern Territory, in a program known as the Northern Territory Emergency Response 
(NTER), enacting laws that among others allow compulsory intervention in 73 Northern 
Territory Aboriginal communities (with populations over 100). A 2008 review of this response 
program indicated that education as currently provided in the region was failing Indigenous 
students.50 This review went on to estimate that in 2003 20% of NT Indigenous students did not 
attend school, and, although those who were enrolled comprised 32% of the NT secondary 
cohort, the number who achieved a national level qualification in 2000 amounted to only 6%.51  
 
Data collected and responses provided from individuals involved either in the provision of 
tertiary education programs or research into the efficacy of them indicated that formal post-
schooling programs (vocational and technical level) provided by state and territory government 
providers to Indigenous students are not adequate.  
 
Other key issues at the post-secondary education level as revealed in the course of research for 
this review include:  

 Extremely high rates of adult illiteracy among Indigenous populations across the country; 

 A high level of content repetition in PSE programs offered; 

 Highly cumbersome state/territory wide approaches that do not respond quickly to local 
Aboriginal community needs; 

                                                 
50 Australian Government document, Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) Review, 2008:13 
51 DEET and Ramsey, The Indigenous Languages and Culture in NT Schools Review, 2003, p.5 
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 Away-from-Base programs that do not suit the needs of Aboriginal adults who cannot 
leave their families for any period of time; 

 A lack of national comprehensive data at the post-secondary education level to facilitate 
monitoring and planning for PSE outcomes with Indigenous students in Australia; and 

 An absence of local and regional approaches to the development of policy and programs, 
particularly in seeking the advice of Aboriginal groups and consideration of tailoring 
initiatives so as to achieve the greatest success and the wellbeing of Indigenous 
Australians in the development of approaches to post-schooling education. 
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Case Study 2  New Zealand 

Background 
Māori are an indigenous people living in New Zealand with over 80 major tribal groupings.52 
The Treaty of Waitangi is a founding agreement signed in 1840 that outlines the relationship 
between Māori and the British Crown. Based on 2006 Census data, 643,977 people stated they 
were of Māori descent, representing approximately 17.7% of the total New Zealand population 
of 4,027,947.53 In 2006, the majority of Māori (87%) lived in the North Island with just under 
one quarter residing in the Auckland Region (24%). In 1956, nearly two-thirds of Māori lived in 
rural areas. Fifty years later, 84.4 % of Māori live in urban areas. Roughly 34.5% of people of 
Māori descent are aged under 15 years, while 4.3% were aged over 65 years approximately.  
 
Of the Māori population aged 15 years and over in 2006, 17,907 (5.5 %) had Bachelor Degrees, 
2,535 (0.8 %) had Post-graduate and Honours Degrees, 2,241 (0.7 %) had Masters Degrees, and 
387 (0.1 %) had Doctorate Degrees as their highest qualification. In 2001, 13,347 Māori had 
Bachelor Degrees or higher qualifications – by 2006 this number had risen to 23,070. In 2006, 
29.4 % of Māori women and 26.3 % of Māori men stated a post-secondary qualification as their 
highest qualification. The proportion of the Māori population with a secondary school 
qualification as their highest qualification has decreased from 35.1 % in 2001 to 32.2 % in 2006. 
Although the total number of Māori with no qualifications has increased since 2001, there has 
been a decrease as a proportion of the total Māori population. Nearly 2 out of 5 (39.9 %) Māori 
aged 15 years and over had no formal qualifications in 2006. In 2001, 43.6 % stated they had no 
formal qualifications. Overall, Māori men were less likely than Māori women to have a formal 
qualification. In 2006, 43.5 % of Māori men had no formal qualification, while 36.7 % of Māori 
women had no formal qualification. 
 
Along with a growth in PSE attainment, Māori have also experienced greater participation in the 
labour market recently. In 2006, 225,360 Māori aged 15 years and over were in full-time or part-
time employment, an increase of 21.3 % since 2001. Data from the 2006 census indicates that the 
proportion of Māori stating they were unemployed fell from 16.8 % in 2001 to 11.0 % in 2006. 
For Māori aged 15 years and over who were employed, the four most common occupational 
groups were 'labourers' (21.2 %), 'professionals' (14.0 %), 'technicians and trade workers' (12.4 
%) and 'managers' (11.6 %). 
 
In 1986, 25.5 % of Māori adults were working in the 'manufacturing' industry and over one-third 
were employed in 'community, social and personal services'. Twenty years on, the most common 
industries for Māori to be employed in were 'manufacturing' (14.7 %) and 'construction' (9.6 %). 
The median income for Māori aged 15 years and over was $20,900 in 2006. This is an increase 
of about 40 % from 2001, when the median income for Māori was $14,800. 

                                                 
52 Mauri Ora website: (http://www.maurioraonline.com/iwinamesandplaces.htm), accessed March 2, 2010. 
53 Statistics New Zealand, 2006 Census Data: 
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2006CensusHomePage/QuickStats/quickstats-about-a-subject/Māori.aspx), 
accessed February 23, 2010. 
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National Policies, Strategies and Legislation 
The post-secondary education sector in New Zealand is referred to as tertiary education and is 
the responsibility of two Government Ministers as legislated by the Education Act 1989 and the 
Education (Tertiary Reform) Amendment Act 2002 No 50 – Minister of Tertiary Education and 
Minister of Education - through the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) and the Ministry of 
Education (MOE). The Tertiary Education Commission, established in 2003, is responsible for 
managing the Government’s $3 billion annual funding for tertiary education. They also provide 
policy advice and implementation across the sector, and support tertiary education organisations 
to be accountable, self-improving and self-managing. 
 
The TEC gives effect to the Government’s requirements for tertiary education as outlined in the 
Tertiary Education Strategy and acts in accordance with its role and responsibilities as set out in 
the Education Act of 1989. All forms of post-secondary school education and training come 
under the TEC umbrella. These range from literacy and numeracy education to academic study, 
Modern Apprenticeships and work-related training through to doctoral research.  
 
In working with the tertiary education sector, the Ministry of Education:   

 provides advice on strategic policy for the tertiary sector (including development of the 
Government’s Tertiary Education Strategy) and on student support policy;  

 works with tertiary education agencies to implement government’s strategic and policy 
goals;  

 monitors the effectiveness of the policies, changes in the system, and the overall 
performance of the tertiary sector against the government’s strategy and desired 
outcomes; and 

 supports Crown-Māori relationships in the tertiary sector and the performance of the 
system for Māori.  

 
The term tertiary education is used in New Zealand to describe post-secondary education as it is 
referred to in Canada. The term post-school education is also commonly used in New Zealand to 
describe all levels of education after completion of secondary school qualifications. The National 
Qualifications Framework (NQF) is the document used to outline qualifications at the secondary 
and post-secondary level in New Zealand. Qualifications can be registered at one of ten levels on 
the NQF with the level depending on the complexity of the skills and knowledge that are being 
recognised. For example, Level 1 is the least complex and is open-ended downward to capture 
all learning. Level 10 is the most complex. The levels do not equate to ‘years spent learning’ but 
reflect the content of the qualification. Levels 1 to 3 are equivalent to Forms 5 to 7 (or secondary 
years 11 to 13), foundation skills, and introductory trades training. Initial trade certificates are 
normally at Level 3 to 4, advanced trades, technical and business qualifications are normally at 
Level 5 to 7, and graduate and post-graduate qualifications are at Level 7 and above.54  
 
The following table outlines the qualifications available in New Zealand under the NQF. 
 

                                                 
54New Zealand Qualifications Authority, Background to the National Qualifications Framework document 2005, 
http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/news/featuresandspeeches/docs/nqf-background.pdf,  accessed March 27, 2010 
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Table 12: National Qualifications Framework levels in New Zealand 

Level Qualifications 

10 Doctorate Degree 

9 Masters Degree 

8 
Postgraduate Diplomas and Certificates, Bachelors with 
Honours Degree 

7 Bachelors Degrees, Graduate Diplomas 

5 - 6 Diplomas 

1 - 4 Certificates 
Source: New Zealand Qualifications Authority, Background to the National Qualifications Framework document 
2005  
 

Tertiary education providers in New Zealand include:  

 31 public institutions, comprising: eight universities, three Wānanga [Indigenous tertiary 
institutions] and 20 institutes of technology and polytechnics;  

 37 industry training organizations (as at the end of 2007); 

 734 registered and accredited private training establishments (as at October 2008), of 
which the Tertiary Education Commission typically funds between 350-400 at any one 
time; 

 13 other tertiary education providers, which supply specialist tertiary education or tertiary 
education services;  

 Up to 400 state schools that are funded for tertiary education within a secondary school 
context (such as the Gateway program) or to deliver adult and community education; and  

 89 community organisations and 13 rural education activities programs that deliver adult 
and community education.  

 
The 1989 Education Act and Education (Tertiary Reform) Amendment Act of 2002 are key 
national legislation that directs how tertiary education is delivered for Māori in New Zealand. 
These documents require that part of the tertiary education strategy that sets out the 
Government's long-term strategic direction for tertiary education must address the development 
aspirations of Māori and other population groups.55 
 
Another key document guiding Indigenous postsecondary education in New Zealand is the 
Tertiary Education Strategy 2010-2015. This document outlines a vision for Tertiary Education 
that “enables Māori to enjoy education success as Māori” (p.7). Tertiary education has a 
particular responsibility to maintain and develop Māori language and culture to support Māori 
living as Māori in both Te Ao Māori (Māori world) and in wider society. 
 

                                                 
55 NZ Education Act: http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1989/0080/latest/DLM175959.html, accessed March 
1, 2010. 
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Māori business and development are making a major contribution to New Zealand’s economy 
and society. The tertiary education system assists Māori learners to gain the knowledge and skills 
to lead social, cultural and economic development, manage Māori assets and grow Māori 
innovation and creativity. In particular, tertiary education plays a major part in promoting the 
revitalization of Te Reo Māori (knowledge and language). 
 
The tertiary education system helps to develop the skills, competencies and knowledge needed 
for Māori to participate in the economy and in society. Evidence shows that acknowledging and 
advancing Māori language, culture and identity is important in providing a basis for Māori 
success in all forms of education. Given that one in five tertiary students are Māori, outcomes for 
Māori students are a critical measure of quality for all tertiary education providers and the 
success of this Strategy. Effective transitions into tertiary education are critical for Māori 
students to reach their full potential.  
 
This document also suggests that tertiary sector research, particularly by Wānanga, will help to 
support development of the knowledge base needed to manage cultural and economic assets and 
to maintain strong and prospering whanau [families], hapu [sub-tribes] and iwi [tribes]. 
 
The Government’s tertiary education priorities for the next three to five years include increasing 
the number of Māori students enjoying success at higher levels. As a result, all tertiary education 
organizations need to take responsibility for strengthening Māori education, creative activity and 
research outcomes. The participation rate for Māori students in at the PSE certificate level (NQF 
1 – 3) (10%) was nearly double that of the other ethnic groups in 2007. In spite of the significant 
growth in PSE attainment among mature students, participation rates for Māori aged 18 to 19 in 
degree-level study remain at less than half the rate for all New Zealand students, and the 
completion rates for Māori at Bachelor’s Degree level are also lower.56  
 

Student Financial Assistance Programs 
Student Loans and Allowances 

The NZ government funds two main mechanisms to support students financially during their 
tertiary education: 

 Student loans; and 

 Student allowances. 
 
These two schemes (loans and allowance) are interconnected. The NZ government also provides 
assistance through the Training Incentive Allowance, and a range of scholarships. Post-
secondary education students can apply for allowances and student loans through the New 
Zealand Government’s Studylink program. Studylink provides student funding support for 
accommodation costs, childcare costs, disability costs and other instances.57  
 

                                                 
56 Tertiary Education Strategy 2010-2015 website 
http://www.minedu.govt.nz/theMinistry/PolicyAndStrategy/~/media/MinEdu/Files/TheMinistry/TertiaryEducationS
trategy2010/TES2010to2015.pdf accessed March 1, 2010. 
57 Study Link website: http://www.studylink.govt.nz/ , accessed March 10, 2010. 
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A Student Loan is made up of three parts - compulsory fees, course-related costs and living 
costs. Students are eligible for a student loan if he/she: 

 is a New Zealand citizen, permanent resident or refugee;  

 signs a contract with the government; and  

 is enrolled on a Tertiary Education Commission approved course. The course must be 
full-time (or limited full-time with approval) or part-time and 32 weeks or longer.  

 
Full-time students can borrow up to $155 a week for living costs from the loan scheme, less any 
student allowances they receive. In 2007, 16.6 % (29,000) of Student Loan borrowers identified 
themselves as Māori.58  In 2008, the number of Māori accessing these loans increased to 17.4 % 
(30,100) of all Student Loan borrowers. Government data indicates differences among different 
ethnic groups in repayments three years post study. In 2000 for example, just 10 percent of 
Māori who had last borrowed and studied in 1997 had repaid their loans, compared with 20 
percent for European and 29 percent for Asian groups. Conversely, nearly two thirds of Māori 
students had not reduced their debt at all three years after study, compared with 41% and 47% 
for European and Asian groups, respectively.59  
 
National data in 2007 indicates that on average, students who received: 

 only student allowances, received $6,954;  

 student allowances and used the living costs entitlement under the loan scheme borrowed 
$1,748 from the loan scheme and received $5,775 in student allowances – combined total 
of $7,523 from both schemes; and  

 living costs entitlement under the loan scheme only, received $4,593.60  
 
In 2007, 128,000 students either borrowed the student loan living costs component or received 
student allowances or both. This is a 5.6% (7,000) increase over the 2006 level. Within this total:  

 40,000 students received student allowances only, an increase of 2.2 percent or 900 
allowances only recipients over 2006  

 22,000 students received student allowances and also borrowed living costs, an increase 
of 10.9 percent or 2,000 students over the 2006 level  

 65,000 students borrowed living costs, an increase of 6.1 percent or 4,000 borrowers over 
2006.61 

 
A notable measure on loans is the student loan uptake rate which is measured in New Zealand as 
the proportion of students eligible to borrow who actually do so. In 2007, the overall uptake rate 
was 66.0%, compared with 56.0% in 2006, 48.9% in 2005, 65.7% in 2001 and 40.5% in 1999. 

                                                 
58 NZ Ministry of Education: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/2555/33499/7, accessed March 
2, 2010. 
59 New Zealand’s Tertiary Education Sector Profiles and Trends 2008 
60 NZ Ministry of Social Development, http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/2555/33499/7, 
accessed March 28, 2010. 
61 Ibid. 
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Data suggests that the significant increase in loan uptake rates after 1999 were most likely a 
consequence of changes to national loan policy. The changes made at this time include the 
introduction of  a ‘no interest while studying’ policy as well as the lifting of a cap on the 
Equivalent Full-time Student (EFTS)  enrolment funding provided to all tertiary institutions. The 
lifting of this cap allowed tertiary institutions to enroll as many domestic students as wanted to 
study in their programs. Funding policy was further changed  in 2006 with  the introduction of a 
policy making all loans completely  interest-free .62  
 
It is also noteworthy that in 2004 the New Zealand government partially re-instated the 
Equivalent Full-time Student (EFTS) cap resulting in a decrease in the number of part-time 
students eligible to borrow for enrolment in certain certificate level qualifications. This change 
has led to a lower number of enrolments primarily for non-degree tertiary qualifications since 
these qualifications no longer attract government funding. For example, between 2005 and 2008 
Māori enrolment in tertiary education certificate (1-3) programs declined 18% (from a total of 
53,406 in 2005).63 
 
A student allowance is similar to a grant and does not have to be repaid. If students are aged 24 
or under and have no children, the amount they may be eligible for is dependant on parental 
income, among other factors. In 2007, 8,890 Māori tertiary students received allowances (10.6% 
of all Māori tertiary students). This number was in contrast to the 12.7% of all tertiary education 
students in New Zealand receiving an allowance.64  
Of Māori student allowance recipients, men are slightly better represented at 51.4 %, despite the 
fact that the great majority of Māori in formal tertiary education are women.65 
 
 
Scholarships 

Ministry of Education Teaching Scholarships continue to target areas where there is the highest 
need. In 2010, these areas include te reo [language] Māori, Māori medium education and early 
childhood education. Māori scholarships are available for Te Reo Māori – Secondary (15) and 
Māori Medium – Primary (50) as a Career Change incentive, Te Reo Māori Secondary for 
Graduates (35), and Te Reo Māori – Secondary (20) and Māori Medium – Primary (65) for 
school leavers and undergraduates. The value of these scholarships ranges from $30,000 for 
three years to $10,000 for one year.  
 
Other Government Departments that offer scholarships to Māori include the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, Audit Office, Justice Department, Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Ministry of 
Commerce, Ministry for the Environment, Ministry of Science, Research and Engineering, 
Department of Labour, Fisheries Commission, National Library of New Zealand, Inland 

                                                 
62 Education Counts website: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/2555/33499/7, accessed 
March 28, 2010. 
63 NZ Ministry of Education report, Māori participation in tertiary education, 2005, February 2007: 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/9301/05-MF-Part1.pdf , accessed March 2, 2010. 
64 Education Counts: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/9301/05-MF-Part1.pdf and 
NZ Ministry of Education: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/2555/33499/7, accessed March 
2, 2010. 
65 NZ Ministry of Education Hui Taumata Report 2005, http://www.huitaumata.Māori.nz/pdf/tertiary.pdf, accessed 
March 13, 2010.  
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Revenue, Statistics New Zealand, Māori Language Commission, The Treasury, Parliamentary 
Library and New Zealand Post.66 
 
Overall, there are approximately 1300 Māori scholarship and funding avenues also available to 
Māori PSE students.67 For example, the Māori Education Trust is financed from private bequests 
and trusts set up from individuals and businesses. The trust is also contracted to administer 
scholarships on behalf of the Ministry of Education and other agencies.68   

Support to IndigenousControlled PSE Institutions 
Indigenous-controlled PSE institutions in New Zealand are referred to as Wānanga. These 
institutions offer both university and college level programs as they are understood in Canada. 
There are three institutions in New Zealand: Te Whare Wānanga O Awanuiarangi (offering 
programs at the NQF levels 1 – 10: Certificate to Doctorate); Te Wānanga O Aotearoa (offering 
programs at the NQF levels 1-7: Certificate to Bachelors); and Te Wānanga O Raukawa 
(offering programs at the NQF levels 1 – 9: Certificate to Masters). The New Zealand Education 
Act defines a Wānanga as being characterised by teaching and research that maintains, advances, 
and disseminates knowledge and develops intellectual independence, and assists the application 
of knowledge regarding ahuatanga Māori (Māori tradition) according to tikanga Māori (Māori 
custom).69  
 
In 2008, 22,460 Māori students were enrolled in Wānanga representing 56% of the total number 
of students enrolled at Wānanga (40,326).70 Of the 40,326 enrolled in Wānanga, 35,067 were 
enrolled with the largest of the three, Te Wānanga O Aotearoa (87%). Overall, 33% of all Māori 
tertiary education students attended Wānanga in 2005.71 Ministry of Education data indicate that 
Wānanga are enjoying an increase in Māori enrolments alongside a smaller growth in 
mainstream university enrolments.72 During the period since 1998, the number of Māori students 
attending universities and colleges of education has remained fairly steady. 
 
The key Wānanga institutions are: 
 

 Te Whare Wānanga O Awanuiarangi – has campuses in Whakatane, Auckland and 
Wellington. It also provides community-based courses where there is a need throughout 
the country. In 2008, of the 4,158 total enrolments, 3,933 students identified as Māori. 

                                                 
66 http://www.takoa.co.nz/govt_scholar1.htm, accessed March 3, 2010. 
67 http://www.fis.org.nz/databases/BreakOut.php), accessed March 3, 2010. 
68 http://www.fis.org.nz/databases/BreakOut.php, accessed March 3, 2010. 
69 NZ Education Act: (http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1989/0080/latest/DLM175959.html), accessed 
March 1, 2010 
70 NZ Ministry of Education report: 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/excel_doc/0008/41948/Provider-based-enrolments31109.xls), 
accessed March 5, 2010. 
71 NZ Ministry of Education, Education Counts website: 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/excel_doc/0008/41948/Provider-based-enrolments31109.xls, 
accessed March 22, 2010. 
72 NZ Ministry of Education report, Hei tautoko i ngä wawata Mäori: Etahi tauira nä ngä kura Wānanga 
http://www.minedu.govt.nz/NZEducation/EducationPolicies/TertiaryEducation/PublicationsAndResources/MāoriEd
ucation/HeiTautokoINgaWawataMāori.aspx, accessed March 2, 2010. 
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There are three Indigenous faculties – School of Undergraduate Studies, School of 
Indigenous Graduate Studies and School of Iwi Development.73 

 
 Te Wānanga O Aotearoa – has over 80 campuses throughout the country. The Head 

Office is located at Te Awamutu. In 2008, of the 35,067 total enrolments, 17,433 students 
identified as Māori. There are six Indigenous faculties – Open Wānanga, Matauranga 
Māori, Aronui, Umanga, Toi and Māori Trade Training.74  

 
 Te Wānanga O Raukawa – has a main campus in Otaki and conducts Māori -based 

courses throughout the North Island. In 2008, of the 1,898 total enrolments, 1851 
students identified as Māori. There are 15 Indigenous courses in Administration and 
Management, Entrepreneurial Development, Māori Design and Art, Hapu Development, 
Environmental Studies, Health, Multimedia, Information Management, Matauranga 
Māori, Literary Performing Arts, Māori Laws and Philosophy, Ngā Akonga O Te Reo 
Māori, Computing, Social Work and Teaching.75    

 
The largest Wānanga, Te Wānanga O Aotearoa, offers certificate level and language programs 
through a nation-wide network of satellite campuses, while the other two offer more specialized 
programming with substantially lower enrolments. For example, Te Wānanga O Raukawa has a 
specific focus on tribal development and Te Whare Wānanga O Awanuiarangi has a specific 
focus on graduate and postgraduate courses. The following four factors strongly influence why a 
large percentage of non-Māori are attending Te Wānanga O Aotearoa: 

1. The learning and teaching environment at Te Wānanga O Aotearoa adopts a holistic 
approach based on Māori cultural values which has an appeal to a large cross-section of 
New Zealand society; 

2. The focus for courses at Te Wānanga O Aotearoa is at 'bridging to tertiary', foundation 
and certificate level, which cater to a large number of adult ‘second-chance’ learners and 
new immigrants; 

3. Many courses have no fees for students, including free student learning resources; and  

4. There is strong interest to learn basic Māori language from a wide range of communities 
and professions in New Zealand, especially where proficiency in the language is tied to 
allowances and pay increments in the workplace, or there is a large Māori client base. 

 
Wānanga are funded by the New Zealand government the same way universities, polytechnics 
and institutes of technology, private training establishments (PTEs) and Other Tertiary Education 
Providers (OTEPs) are funded through the Budget process under the 1989 Education Act. This 
budget process provides funding to Wānanga for 3-year periods.  
 
The Wānanga capital establishment funding arrangement was formalized by the government as a 
result of a 1998 Treaty of Waitangi settlement claim. This claim was settled as part of an overall 
project by the government to address historical breaches of the Treaty of Waitangi - a founding 

                                                 
73 http://www.wānanga.ac.nz/careers.html , accessed march 5, 2010. 
74 http://www.twoa.ac.nz/ , accessed March 6, 2010. 
75 http://www.twor.ac.nz/ , accessed March 6, 2010. 
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document signed in 1840 between the British Crown and Māori.76 This claim was made in 1998 
on the basis that the Crown had failed to fund the Wānanga equitably and that, consequently, 
Māori have been, and are still being, seriously disadvantaged. The three Wānanga claimed that 
the Crown has failed to resource the Wānanga on a similar basis compared to all other Tertiary 
Education Institutions. The ruling Tribunal found that the Crown's tertiary education policies had 
served to disadvantage Wānanga and placed their operations at risk. It recommended that the 
Crown make a one-off payment to each of the Wānanga sufficient to: 

 compensate them for moneys invested in their land, buildings, plant, and equipment; 

 cover the cost of bringing the establishments up to a standard comparable to other tertiary 
education institutions; 

 and meet the proper costs and disbursements of the claimants incurred in the preparation 
and presentation of their claims.77 

 
As an example of the funding received by these institutions, the second of the Wānanga to reach 
a settlement, Te Whare Wänanga o Awanuiarangi, received $25 million over three years, 
including an additional $3.6 million provided over the years 2000 and 2001.78 The supply of 
these funds and the establishment of national level funding agreements to Wānanga in the years 
immediately following the settlement significantly impacted on the improvement of Māori 
access to tertiary education. This impact is evident in the parallels between the rapid expansion 
of the Wānanga system in the years between 2001 and 2004 and the substantial increase in 
enrolments at these institutions (65,521 in 2001 and 90,676 in 2004 for a 38% increase).    
 
Another specific source of funding that is accessible to Wānanga is the equity funding program 
from the New Zealand government. This program has the objective to help improve equity of 
access and achievement for Māori students, Pacific students and students with disabilities, and 
has been available to Institutes of Technology, universities and Wānanga. From 2010, equity 
funding for Māori and Pacific students was extended to Private training Establishments to 
encourage greater achievement at diploma level and above on the National Qualifications 
Framework.79 
 
Funding levels to Wānanga are dispensed according a funding formula as used for all Tertiary 
Education Organizations (TEOs) in New Zealand. This formula is made up of a Student 
Achievement Component (SAC) which offers funding based on the number of students and types 
of qualifications they are studying based on the National Qualifications Framework. In total, the 

                                                 
76 The Waitangi Tribunal, Wanaga Capital Establishment Report: 
http://www.waitangitribunal.govt.nz/reports/summary.asp?reportid=39E13093-2F4D-4971-ACA0-28E811572755 , 
accessed March 18, 2010. 
77 Ibid 
78 New Zealand government website: http://www.beehive.govt.nz/node/17352, accessed March 27, 2010. 
 
79 Tertiary Education Commission website: http://www.tec.govt.nz/Funding/Fund-finder/Equity-Funding/ , accessed 
March 6, 2010. 
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three Wānanga will receive $50.1 million in 2010 as outlined in the Tertiary Education 
Organization Component funding plan.80  
 
It should also be noted that Māori are attending a number of other public post-secondary 
education institutions (see table 11 for student numbers per sub sector). Some of the key 
institutions include: 
 

 The Open Polytechnic – provides print based courses, blended courses, and fully online 
courses throughout New Zealand. In 2008, there were 4,798 Māori students enrolled. 
There is one faculty with three schools – School of Business, School of Information and 
Social Sciences and School of Workplace Learning and Development.81 

 
 Massey University – has main campuses in Albany, Manawatu and Wellington. In 2008, 

there were 3,223 Māori students enrolled. The College of Humanities and Social Sciences 
has a School of Māori Studies and the College of Education has a Department of Māori 
and Multicultural Education.82 

 
 Waiariki Institute of Technology – has a main campus in Rotorua and satellite 

campuses in Tokoroa, Taupo, and Whakatane. In 2008, there were 3,075 Māori students 
enrolled. There is one Indigenous faculty – Te Wānanga a Ihenga.83  

 
It is also notable that in 2008 the over 700 Private Training Establishments throughout New 
Zealand had 18,217 Māori students enrolled in both secondary level certificate programs and 
post-secondary level degree and certificate programs. 
 

Outcomes Relating to Indigenous Tertiary Education Attainment and 
Employment 
Tertiary Education Attainment 

Recent improvements to secondary level attainment among Māori will have an impact on post-
secondary attainment levels. The NZ Department of Labour reported in 2009 that the percentage 
of Māori school leavers achieving the highest level of secondary schooling certification - 
National Certificate of Education Achievement (NCEA) level 3 or higher - increased between 
2005 and 2008 from 10.8% to 19.3%. Significantly, the percentage of Māori pupils who left 
school with little or no formal attainment dropped from 25.0% to 10.4% over this time. One key 
factor supporting this increase in secondary education attainment is the establishment of a 
comprehensive system of Māori immersion and bilingual schools (Māori medium elementary 
and secondary schools) across the country to improve Māori student achievement outside of the 
mainstream learning environment. In 2008, 15.8% of Māori learners were in Māori-medium 

                                                 
80 Wānanga budget documents: http://www.tec.govt.nz/Documents/Reports%20and%20other%20documents/teoc-
wānanga.pdf , accessed March 15, 2010. 
81http://www.openpolytechnic.ac.nz/ , accessed March 6, 2010. 
82 http://www.massey.ac.nz/ , accessed March 6, 2010. 
83 http://www.waiariki.ac.nz/ , accessed March 6, 2010. 
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education with year 11 candidates at Māori-medium schools more likely to meet both the NCEA 
literacy and numeracy requirements than other Māori candidates.84 
 
At all education levels, the document, Ka Hikitia – Managing for Success: The Māori Education 
Strategy 2008 – 2012, outlines the Ministry of Education's approach to improve the performance 
of the education system for and with Māori. The strategy sets out specific outcomes, priorities 
for action and targets over the five-year period of 2008 to 2012. This document has identified 
four main focus areas where the evidence shows coordinated activity will have the most impact:  

 Foundation Years (early childhood education and the first years at school);  

 Young People Engaged in Learning (particularly in years 9 and 10); 

 Māori Language in Education (setting and resourcing priorities in Māori Language in 
Education); and 

 Organizational Success (firstly for the Ministry of Education, and then, for the rest of the 
education sector). 

 
The overarching strategic intent of Ka Hikitia – Managing for Success: The Māori Education 
Strategy 2008 - 2012 is: ‘Māori enjoying education success as Māori’. Overall, this strategy 
outlines a plan to transform the education system and ensure ‘Māori enjoying education success 
as Māori’ is the norm. The strategic intent will be realised through the following four broad 
learner outcomes: 

 Māori learners working with others to determine successful learning and education 
pathways  

 Māori learners excel and successfully realise their cultural distinctiveness and potential   

 Māori learners successfully participating in and contributing to Te Ao Māori  

 Māori learners gaining the universal skills and knowledge needed to successfully 
participate in and contribute to Aotearoa New Zealand and the world. 

 

The Ministry of Education will be measuring and reporting on progress against Ka Hikitia – 
Managing for Success: The Māori Education Strategy 2008 – 2012 in a number of ways. 

 Targets to help the Ministry monitor progress towards achieving the goals set out in the 
strategy;   

 Regular reporting through Ministry publications like Ngā Haeata Mātauranga: the Annual 
Report on Māori Education and on the Ministry’s Education Counts website;  

 Mid-term review of the strategy in 2010; 

 Evaluation of Ka Hikitia – Managing for Success in 2013; and 

 Research plan to support the implementation of Ka Hikitia – Managing for Success. 
 

                                                 
84 Education Counts website: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/maori_education/5851/35307/5, 
accessed March 27, 2010.  
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While Māori secondary students attend a range of schools including immersion and bilingual 
schools, the following table outlines the data collected under the Ka Hikitia Strategy based solely 
on those students attending bilingual and immersion schools since increasing success in this 
group is a specific target of the Māori Education Strategy – to increase the “proportion of school 
leavers from Māori immersion and bilingual schools with university entrance or above from 
39.4% in 2006 to be equal or better than the proportion of non-Māori English-medium students.” 
This target has been set in place as a result of considerable efforts at the national level to support 
these types of schools at the elementary and secondary level. The following table shows that the 
number of Māori secondary school leavers that are qualified for university entrance is increasing. 
 
Table 13: Māori Secondary school leavers at bilingual and immersion schools qualified to 
attend university 

Year  

Number of school leavers 
qualified to attend 

university 

Number of secondary 
school leavers 

Percentage of school 
leavers qualified to attend 

university 

 

Māori 
immersion 

and 
bilingual 
schools  

Non-Māori 
from 

English-
medium 
schools  

Māori 
immersion 

and 
bilingual 

school 
leavers  

Non-Māori 
from 

English-
medium 
schools  

Māori 
immersion 

and 
bilingual 

school 
leavers  

Non-Māori 
from 

English-
medium 
schools 

2002  26  13,438 124 43,099 21.0  31.2 

2003  46  14,509 188 43,782 24.5  33.1 

2004  94  16,608 280 45,049 33.6  36.9 

2005  72  17,559 271 46,405 26.6  37.8 

2006  151  19,029 384 46,095 39.3  41.3 

2007  151  20,128 353 45,983 42.8  43.8 

2012  
   

TARGET* 43.8  
 

* Estimated Target based on most recent 2007 Non-Māori figure 
 
In 2008, the age-standardised tertiary education participation rate was highest for Māori at 
16.9%. The Māori age-standardised tertiary education participation rate climbed rapidly from 
7.2% in 1998 to just under 20% between 2003 and 2005. Since 2005, Māori enrolments have 
declined from 90,358 in 2005 to 80,604 in 2008.85 Almost all of the decline in Māori enrolments 
between 2005 and 2008 can be attributed to fewer Māori taking certificate-level courses. Current 
research exploring this recent decline is limited; however one factor which may have impacted 
on the Māori PSE enrolments is the stronger labour market between 2002 and 2007.86 Another 

                                                 
85 Education Counts website: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/excel_doc/0008/41948/Provider-
based-enrolments31109.xls#ENR.11!A1, accessed March 28, 2010. 
86 Warren Smart, Tertiary Sector Performance Analysis & Reporting, Ministry of Education, Ebbs and flows: 
Participation in post-compulsory education over the economic cycle, July 2009: 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/tertiary_education/49254, accessed March 28, 2010. 
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significant issue is the partial re-instatement by the New Zealand government of the Equivalent 
Full-time Student (EFTS) cap on domestic students in 2004. This cap was removed in 1999 
allowing tertiary institutions to enroll as many domestic students as wanted to study in their 
programs. This continuing cap has limited the number of enrolments primarily for non-degree 
qualifications.87 In spite of this overall decline, Māori tertiary education participation rates in 
older age ranges continue to be considerably higher than those of other ethnic groups. 
 
From 1999, there has been a significant growth in the number of Māori students attending public 
Wānanga up to 2005, with the result that from 2002, more Māori have been enrolled at Wānanga 
than in any other sub-sector. One possible reason for this growth is that the Wānanga have 
tapped a source of people who had previously not engaged with tertiary education so that by 
2004 Māori student enrolments at Wānanga were 33,249.88  Similar to the overall decline in 
enrolment since 2005 noted above, there has been a steady decline in Māori enrolments at 
Wānanga (40,326 total student and 22,460 Māori student enrolments in 2008). One possible 
factor in the decline of Wānanga enrolment was the initiation of an inquiry by the national 
government in 2004 at the largest Wānanga, Te Wānanga O Aotearoa to explore allegations of 
potential conflicts of interest.89 The following two tables outline the Māori participation in the 
tertiary education sector in 2005. 
 
Table 14: Māori students by sub sector, 2005  

Number  No. of students Percentage 

Universities  13,779 15% 

Institutes of technology and 
polytechnics  

33,543 37% 

Colleges of education  623 1% 

Wānanga  29,872 33% 

Private training providers  19,463 21% 

Other tertiary education providers  2,336 3% 

Total  90,765 100% 
Source: Education Counts: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/9301/05-MF-Part1.pdf 
Note: percentages may add up to more than 100% due to students calculated in more than one subsector.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
87 Ibid. 
88 Education Counts website: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/excel_doc/0008/41948/Provider-
based-enrolments31109.xls#ENR.11!A1, accessed March 28, 2010. 
89 NZ Auditor General website: http://www.oag.govt.nz/whats-new/2005/auditor-generals-inquiry-into-te-wananga-
o-aotearoa/, accessed March 28, 2010. 
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Table 15: Māori students by qualification level, 2005  

Level of Education No. of Students % 

Level 1-3 Certificates  56,589 62.3% 

Level 4 Certificates  15,941 17.6% 

Level 5-7 Diplomas  11,639 12.8% 

Level 7 Bachelors  15,013 16.5% 

Level 8 Honours/Postgraduate cert/dip  1,303 1.4% 

Level 9 Masters  1,166 1.3% 

Level 10 Doctorates  275 0.3% 

Total  90,765 100.0% 
Source: Education Counts: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/9301/05-MF-Part1.pdf 
Note: percentages may add up to more than 100% due to studies that may include more than one qualification. 
 
Two important indicators of how Māori are functioning in research in the tertiary education 
system relate to enrolments in and completions of doctoral degrees, as these degrees are key to 
training the country’s research workforce. In 2003, the participation rate of Māori in doctoral 
degrees was half the rate of non-Māori – 0.06 %, compared with 0.12 % for all students. While 
these statistics show that Māori are still not engaging in postgraduate study to the same extent as 
the whole population, Māori enrolments in postgraduate qualifications have grown faster than for 
the whole population. The number of Māori awarded doctoral degrees remains low in relation to 
the number of Māori completing all qualifications, but has risen sharply since 1998. In 2003, 
there were 28 doctorates awarded to Māori, up from 21 in 2002 and from only 7 in 1998.90 It is 
noteworthy that the share of Māori students at Wānanga who were enrolled in Advanced degree 
programs in 2008 was 15% for Masters level and 3% for Doctorate level.91 
 
One key factor in this increase is the fact that one Wānanga holds degree-granting status at the 
Doctoral Degree level and that Nga Pae O Te Maramatanga – The National Institute of Research 
Excellence for Māori Development and Advancement was established in 2003. This institute 
represents a significant event as was the appointment of a number of Pro-Vice Chancellor Māori 
positions in universities to encourage Māori participation in the academic research environment. 
 
Overall, the largest fields of study by qualification for Māori students in 2005 were society and 
culture, management and commerce and mixed field programs. In 2005, 63 % of Māori students 
were women. Most of the participation by Māori aged 25 and over is in sub-degree qualifications 
with the growth in Māori enrolments over the last few years has been mostly in those aged 25 
and over.92 The following table summarizes the percentages of Māori attending postsecondary 
education by age group. 
 

                                                 
90 NZ Ministry of Education Hui Taumata Report 2005, http://www.huitaumata.Māori.nz/pdf/tertiary.pdf, accessed 
March 13, 2010. 
91 Education Counts website: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/9301/05-MF-
Part1.pdf, accessed March 30, 2010. 
92 NZ Ministry of Education report, Māori participation in tertiary education, 2005, February 2007: 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/9301/05-MF-Part1.pdf , accessed March 2, 2010. 



 60 Comparison of National Strategies in Indigenous Post-secondary Education – Final Report 

Table 16: Māori students attending postsecondary education by age group, 2005  

Age group Māori 

Under 18 years 12.3% 

18–19 years 34.0% 

20–24 years 28.1% 

25-39 years 21.1% 

40+ years 14.3% 
Source: New Zealand government document,  
http://www.socialreport.msd.govt.nz/knowledge-skills/participation-tertiary-education.html 
 
 
Tertiary Education Support Outcomes 

In 2007, 29,000 Māori tertiary education students were loan borrowers representing 34.6% of all 
Māori tertiary education students in that year (83,914). This was in contrast to the 174,000 
borrowers in total making up 39.2% of all Tertiary education students in New Zealand.93 In that 
same year, Māori students made up16.6% of all students borrowers. . Data from 2003 suggests 
that Māori held 19 % of the total student debt owed by borrowers who had last studied from 
1997 to 2002. . In general, loan balances of Māori tend to be lower than those of non-Māori. 
Māori borrowers are more likely to have balances below $10,000. In general, loan balances of 
Māori are lower than those of non-Māori with Māori borrowers more likely to have balances 
below $10,000. Māori also have lower average leaving balances than non-Māori at certificate 
level and a similar level at diploma level, while Māori who complete bachelors or postgraduate 
qualifications have notably higher average leaving loan balances than non-Māori. This may 
reflect a combination of longer completion times and fewer personal and family resources 
available to cover fees. 
 
With regards to repaying loans, Māori who completed a trades or vocational certificate are much 
less likely to have made progress to repayment after five years than Māori completing 
qualifications at higher levels. At all levels with the exception of the Bachelor level, Māori with 
completed qualifications are less likely to have made progress to repayment than non-Māori with 
completed qualifications. One reason for this scenario may be due to low income since the high 
level of non-repayment among Māori who studied for trades and vocational (NZ levels 1 -3) 
certificates, reflects the notably lower earning of these students. Average incomes for this group 
are just above the repayment threshold. Furthermore, the average income for this group is 
notably lower than for non-Māori with the same level of qualification. It must also be noted that 
Māori who completed a diploma or bachelors degree have similar levels of income to non-Māori 
who completed at the same level.94 
 

                                                 
93 Education Counts: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/9301/05-MF-Part1.pdf and 
NZ Ministry of Education: http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/2555/33499/7, accessed March 
2, 2010. 
 
94 http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/Māori_education/student_loans_among_Māori_students , 
accessed March 13, 2010. 
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Indigenous Employment Outcomes 

Strong links have been observed between increased success at secondary and tertiary levels for 
Māori and increased labour market participation over recent years. The New Zealand 
Department of Labour 2009 report95 outlines key labour outcomes for Māori. This report 
indicates that Māori had higher tertiary participation rates in the 25-39 year and 40 years and 
over age groups than the population as a whole, despite fewer 18-19 year olds in the study.  
 
At the same time, the labour force participation rate for Māori has increased strongly over the 
past five years, at a greater rate than for non-Māori. It now stands at 67.7% in September 2009, 
just below the rate of 68.6% for non-Māori. However, there is evidence that it is beginning to 
decline. The report goes on to note a noticeable increase in the number of Māori in higher skilled 
occupations and a drop in the number of Māori in semi-skilled and lower-skilled occupations. By 
industry, the number of Māori workers in health and community services showed the highest 
growth rate over the last five years, while Māori comprise 9% of workers in knowledge-intensive 
sectors of the fast-growing 'knowledge economy'.  
 
By age group, the Māori labour force participation rate was highest for Māori aged between 25-
54 years old, at 78.4% in September 2009. The participation rate for Māori aged over 55 years 
was 47.6%, while for Māori youth aged 15-24 years it was 58.2%. Māori participation was lower 
in the 15-24 and 25-54 years age groups compared to non-Māori, but higher for those 55 years 
and over. In all three age groups, Māori participation since 2004 has grown more quickly than 
for non-Māori. 96 
 
Overall, disparities in Māori labour market outcomes have generally declined. However, it is 
unclear whether this represents a fundamental move towards more equal employment prospects 
between Māori and non-Māori, or whether it simply reflects a temporary high demand for labour. 
Furthermore, declining disparities give the impression that Māori are “catching up” in the labour 
market, but this may result more from a low starting position rather than high relative 
performance by Māori.97 
 

Notable Practices 
Comprehensive research into tertiary education funding best practices is limited in New Zealand 
similar to the situation in Canada. A recent Performance-Based Research Fund Sector Research 
Group consultation paper – Māori Research, noted this deficit and recommended that the 
Tertiary Education Commission, in consultation with the Ministry of Research, Science and 

                                                 
95 Department of Labour report, Māori in the New Zealand Labour Market, December 2009. 
http://www.dol.govt.nz/publications/lmr/Māori/in-the-labour-market-2009/executive-summary.asp), accessed 
February 22, 2010. 
96 Department of Labour report, Māori in the New Zealand Labour Market, December 2009. 
http://www.dol.govt.nz/publications/lmr/Māori/in-the-labour-market-2009/executive-summary.asp), accessed 
February 22, 2010. 
97 Department of Labour report, Maori Labour Market Participation – October 2006 
http://www.dol.govt.nz/PDFs/lmr-maori-outcomes-oct2006.pdf, accessed 27 March 2010. 
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Technology, prepare a Best Practice guide, to assist providers in developing strategies to increase 
and improve support for Māori and Pacific research capability.98 
 
One of the few recent documents to outline best practices at the tertiary education level is the 
report titled, Hei Tauira: Teaching and Learning for Success for Māori in Tertiary Settings 
published in 2008 in partnership with the Department of Education. This report highlights the 
key factors to be considered in fostering success for Māori in tertiary settings based on four 
tertiary education program case studies from different institutions across New Zealand. 
 
While the report outlines 27 holistic success factors, it specifically outlines the need for a 
strategic reduction of financial barriers to learning that specifically recognizes the needs of 
mature students with families and offers a flexibility in timing and economic support aided 
success. This report concludes that “active planning for widespread success for Māori students at 
tertiary level will involve re-evaluation at the national as well as the institutional level of the 
drivers that shape institutional practice in terms of what Māori value.”99 
 
Based on a review of the data collected, notable practices at the tertiary education level have 
been observed from New Zealand that mirror a number of the measures outlined in the report 
above. Notable practices are defined in this review as those policies or programs that have 
demonstrated a positive impact on Indigenous peoples’ access to tertiary education opportunities. 
Key notable practices exist in New Zealand in relation to both student financial assistance policy 
and Indigenous-controlled institutions supports. These practices are interconnected and are 
viewed as equally important in effecting positive change. 
 
In the area of student assistance policy, a key notable practice was the lifting of a cap on the 
Equivalent Full-time Student (EFTS) enrolment funding provided to all tertiary institutions in 
1999. The lifting of this cap allowed tertiary institutions to enroll as many domestic students as 
wanted to study in their programs and had an immediate impact leading to significantly higher 
enrolment of tertiary education students including Māori. While assistance policy was also 
notably changed at the same time through the introduction of an ‘interest-free during studies’ 
policy, the lifting of the EFTS cap is viewed as having had a greater impact on enrolment since a 
significant decline in overall enrolments coincided with a re-instatement of the cap in 2006. 
 
To a large extent, the significant increases in tertiary education enrolments can also be attributed 
to the rapid expansion of the Wānanga system. The rapid expansion of Wānanga occurred at the 
same time that the EFTS cap was lifted. With a significant funding infusion, the Wānanga were 
well-placed to expand tertiary programming to populations and communities that previously had 
not been able to access tertiary education opportunities. The NZ Tertiary Education Strategy 
2007-2012 outlines the necessary contribution of these institutions as they: 

                                                 
98 Tertiary Education Commission document 2007, 
http://www.tec.govt.nz/Documents/Reports%20and%20other%20documents/PBRF-Māori-research-final.pdf , 
accessed February 25, 2010. 
99 J. Greenwood and L. Te Aika, NZ Department of Education report, Hei Tauira: Teaching and Learning for 
Success for Māori in Tertiary Settings, Final Report 2008, http://akoaotearoa.ac.nz/heitauira, accessed March 13, 
2010. 
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1. provide quality education in accordance with kaupapa Māori philosophies, principles and 
approaches. This means Māori ways of organizing teaching, learning and research, along 
with organizational administration and leadership, will be prevalent within Wānanga. The 
overarching purpose of this is to contribute towards the survival and well-being of Māori 
as a people; 

2. continue to maintain and develop quality teaching, learning and research environments 
based on ahuatanga Māori in accordance with tikanga Māori. The founding iwi (‘tribes’) 
of each Wānanga, and those iwi supporting each Wānanga, have a role to play in ensuring 
this is appropriately upheld; 

3. have a continuing role to play in re-engaging learners into education. For some Wānanga 
this will occur largely through the provision of foundation learning opportunities. Re-
engaging learners will occur in the context of quality teaching and learning environments 
based on ahuatanga Māori and tikanga Māori and, as such, is likely to attract a high 
proportion of Māori learners; and 

4. continue to develop quality learning opportunities (programs and research) informed and 
embodied by Māori knowledge. This will include an increasing contribution to sector-
wide leadership towards continued advancement of matauranga Māori. This will occur at 
all qualification levels, across academic fields of study (including the arts, sciences and 
commerce).100 

 
The New Zealand Tertiary Education Strategy goes on to recognize that “the Wānanga 
contribution towards the advancement of Māori knowledge, and to Māori as a people, will be a 
distinguishing feature of New Zealand’s tertiary education sector in a global sense.”101 Overall, 
the national government will take an approach that “centres on the needs and aspirations 
expressed by key stakeholder groups, and is matched with measures that are agreed between the 
community, tertiary education organizations and government.” 
 
The key efforts in the short-term to support Wānanga are: 

1. focusing capability building efforts to achieve increased quality and performance against 
new benchmarks within the tertiary education reforms; 

2. strengthening the engagement of iwi and Māori within the tertiary education sector to 
assist in guiding and supporting the delivery of Wānanga provision; 

3. strengthening of provision at the diploma and above level within the Wānanga sector; 

4. strengthening the Wānanga contribution to sector-wide leadership to sustain the 
continued advancement of Māori knowledge; and 

5. increasing cross-sector collaboration opportunities, and improving stair-casing and 
pathways between Wānanga and other tertiary education organizations to maximize 
Māori potential opportunities. 

                                                 
100 NZ Ministry of Education Tertiary Education Strategy 2007-2012. 
http://www.minedu.govt.nz/~/media/MinEdu/Files/EducationSectors/TertiaryEducation/TertiaryEducationStrategy.
pdf, accessed March 13, 2010. 
101 Ibid, p. 16. 
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Overall, the success of Wānanga was found to be in part due to the following key themes: 

 Provision of a culturally relevant and responsive learning and teaching environment;  

 Establishment of small satellite campuses throughout the country, especially at  Te 
Wānanga O Aotearoa, in response to those students who do not want to travel long 
distances from their communities to participate in tertiary education;  

 Development of bridging and foundation programs to attract more Māori learners into the 
sector; 

 Establishment of multi-year funding agreements and degree-granting status as a result of 
ongoing Treaty of Waitangi settlements; and  

 Development of the national Māori Party in New Zealand as a significant political 
mechanism to lobby for continued support of these institutions. 

 
At the same time Wānanga have developed a range of culturally-appropriate PSE programming 
and bridging programs for Māori students, other PSE institutions in New Zealand have taken 
broad steps to improve access for Māori students. The report titled, Hei tautoko i ngä wawata 
Māori: Etahi tauira nä ngä kura Wānanga - A Collection of Māori Student Support Initiatives 
Currently in Practice at Tertiary Education Institutions Across Aotearoa includes case study 
examples of `best practice' of support for Māori and Pasifika students from across the tertiary 
sector. 102 This report suggests that the Massey University Bursary Award is a best practice 
regarding student financial supports. With approximately 3,223 Māori students enrolled in 2008, 
Massey University is currently one of the largest providers of tertiary education to Māori 
students in New Zealand. The university established a notable bursary scheme in 1999 with the 
objectives to: 

 enhance, encourage and support entry to university study for students from targeted 
schools and under-resourced families with limited previous history of participation in 
university degree study, including increased participation by Māori and Pasifika in 
university degree study, and  

 enhance the capacity of the university to provide the necessary learning support and 
positive teaching/learning experiences to maximize academic performance and program 
completion by students undertaking university study. 

 
This bursary takes a secondary school-university partnership approach and emphasizes career 
advancement through study. Partnerships with secondary schools has reciprocal value - the 
fostering of secondary students in preparation for tertiary education and the development of a 
better understanding at the University of student-centred teaching and learning. 
 
 

                                                 
102 Ministry of Education report, Hei tautoko i ngä wawata Mäori: Etahi tauira nä ngä kura Wānanga 
http://www.minedu.govt.nz/NZEducation/EducationPolicies/TertiaryEducation/PublicationsAndResources/MāoriEd
ucation/HeiTautokoINgaWawataMāori.aspx, accessed March 2, 2010. 
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Current Debates Relating to Indigenous Tertiary Education  
The report - Hei tautoko i ngä wawata Māori: Etahi tauira nä ngä kura Wānanga - A Collection 
of Māori Student Support Initiatives Currently in Practice at Tertiary Education Institutions 
Across Aotearoa suggests that the main factors affecting Māori students in tertiary education 
include: 

 isolation;  

 financial difficulties;  

 unwelcoming tertiary environments;  

 inappropriate support systems;  

 negative schooling experiences;  

 difficulty in transition to tertiary study;  

 personal and family issues; and 

 inadequate secondary school qualifications. 
 
One key document outlining on-going efforts to address these issues in New Zealand is the Ka 
Hikitia – Managing for Success: Māori Education Strategy 2008 – 2012. This strategy identifies 
several key levers for change that will make the most difference for and with Māori learners:103  

 Increasing professional learning and capability of teachers: This lever is based on the 
evidence that shows that high quality teaching makes the most difference to learner 
outcomes across all parts of the education success;  

 Focusing on responsive and accountable professional leadership: This lever is based 
on the evidence which shows that principals who focus on teaching and learning as part 
of their leadership and participate in the professional development of their staff tend to 
improve outcomes for students  

 Setting and resourcing priorities in Māori language in education: This lever is based 
on the evidence that to support the best learning outcomes, educators require fluency in te 
reo Māori (language) as well as effective teaching strategies and knowledge;  

 Increasing iwi (‘tribal’) authority and involvement in education: This lever is based 
on the evidence that learning outcomes are enhanced when parental involvement in 
school is sustained and focused on learning activities; 

 Strengthening inter-agency collaboration: The evidence shows that strengthening 
inter-agency collaboration will be most effective in bringing about change. 

 
Another key issue that has recently been discussed at the national political level is accountability 
regarding tertiary education and student financial assistance. For example, Prime Minister John 
Key noted in a recent 2010 statement to Parliament that the Government would take "a careful 
look" at student loans and allowances to "ensure that taxpayers' generosity is not being 

                                                 
103 Ministry of Education website: http://www.minedu.govt.nz/theMinistry/PolicyAndStrategy/KaHikitia.aspx, 
accessed March 4, 2010. 
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exploited."104 The NZ government has also mirrored this statement through its Tertiary 
Education Strategy which indicates that students will be more accountable for performance. 
Specifically, the NZ government has recently indicated that the student loan scheme will be 
changed to reflect a “better return on their investment”. In other words, accessibility to loans will 
soon be determined by a record of continuing success in studies, and conversely, failure will 
signal little or no financial support forthcoming from the state.105  
 
Overall, the focus for increased Māori performance in the tertiary sector is still largely 
determined by the completion and success rates at the secondary level. However, it is suggested 
that this vision of success and corresponding government policy guidelines and supports for 
Māori tertiary education should be more informed by an indigenous-based vision of success.106 
Concern has also been raised that Māori models and initiatives continue to be a one-size-fits-all 
approach that excludes close consultation and shared-decision-making (ownership) with iwi 
(regional Māori tribal groups). A further concern has been raised by the NZ Tertiary Education 
Union that equity funding currently provided by the Tertiary Education Commission to 
institutions with Māori, Pasifika and disabled students may not be renewed, or may be phased 
out in this year’s budget.107 

In the area of labour market participation, the NZ Department of Labour has recently predicted 
that Māori education jobs are at risk. These statements are based on the report ‘Māori in the New 
Zealand Labour Market’ that indicates that even though there has been a strong growth in Māori 
employed in education, including tertiary education, over the last five years, there are likely to be 
job losses for Māori education workers in the upcoming eight years.108 

While the current Tertiary Education Strategy is being updated (2010-2015) to emphasize 
enhancement of participation and success rates for Māori and Pacific learners, the National 
Centre for Tertiary Teaching Excellence (Ako Aotearoa) suggests that the strategy document 
provides little direction on how this may be achieved and recommends further work at the 
national level. Ako Aotearoa, in collaboration with Māori and Pacific Caucuses and other 
partners, is currently working on initiatives to support on-going negotiations in this area.109 

 
 

                                                 
104 Stuff website: http://www.stuff.co.nz/national/politics/3351909/Govt-plans-to-tighten-student-loan-scheme, 
accessed March 20, 2010. 
105 See media reports: “Time limit plan for student loan test (http://www.nzherald.co.nz/tertiary-
education/news/article.cfm?c_id=341&objectid=10631773) and “Tertiary shake-up may backfire, say critics” 
(http://www.nzherald.co.nz/tertiary-education/news/article.cfm?c_id=341&objectid=10631024). 
106 NZ Stakeholder interview, March 14, 2010. 
107 Tertiary Education Union website: http://www.teu.ac.nz/?cat=198, accessed March 15, 2010. 
108 Ibid 
109 Ako Aotearoa website: http://akoaotearoa.ac.nz/ako-aotearoa/ako-aotearoa/resources/pages/ako-
aotearoa%E2%80%99s-submission-draft-tertiary-education-strateg#support-Māori-pacific, accessed March 15, 
2010. 
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Case Study 3  United States of America 

Background 
A diversity of Indigenous peoples live in the United States of America. In 2003, the federal 
government recognized roughly 562 American Indian/Alaska Native groups or tribes.110  For 
reference purposes, these indigenous peoples have been grouped together into larger categories 
under the following terms: Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, and American Indian or Native 
American. Overall, the U.S. has no one common term for all Indigenous peoples similar to the 
use of "Aboriginal" in Canada.111  
 
In 2006, the United States (U.S.) Census Bureau estimated there were roughly 5 million persons 
living in the United States who identified themselves as American Indian/Alaska Native or 
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific alone or in combination with one or more other race 
(approximately 1.6% of the total U.S. population of 308.9 million).  Of those persons, 2.9 million 
were American Indian/Alaskan Native alone (alone refers to respondents who self-identified as 
American Indian/Alaska Native and not any other race category), and 1.6 million were American 
Indian/Alaska Native in combination with one or more other race. Based on 2000 Census data, 
the largest American Indian tribes were Cherokee with 730,000 and Navajo, with 298,000 
individuals reporting affiliation (these totals include American Indian/Alaska Native in 
combination with one or more other race).  Eskimo was the largest Alaska Native group, with a 
reported affiliation of 54,800. 
 
In 2006, almost half (49 %) of all American Indians/Alaska Natives alone resided in the western 
states, 6 % lived in the northeastern states, 29 % in mid-western states and 16 % in southern 
states. The state of Arizona had the largest American Indian/Alaska Native population with 
278,000.  Next in population size were California (266,000), Oklahoma (244,000), and New 
Mexico (189,000). Alaska had 88,000 American Indian/Alaska Natives alone, which constituted 
the largest percentage of a state population at approximately 13 %.112 
 

National Policies, Strategies and Legislation 
The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) is the primary federal department responsible for Native 
American programs with education falling under the responsibility of the Bureau of Indian 
Education (BIE) in the Department of the Interior.  All federally recognized entities are eligible 
for funding and services under the Bureau of Indian Education. In 2010, the budget for 
Indigenous post secondary education totaled $117 million.  This budget includes funds for: 
Haskell Indian Nations University and Southwestern Indian Polytechnic Institute ($16.3 million); 
Other Tribal Colleges and Universities ($59.3 million); Tribal Colleges and Universities 
Supplements ($1.2 million); Tribal Technical Colleges ($6.2 million); Scholarships and Adult 
Education ($32.0 million) and Special Higher Education Scholarships ($2.0 million). 

                                                 
110 US Department of the Interior data, 2004 
111 A. Jenkins, Indigenous Postsecondary Institutions in Canada and the U.S., OISE University of Toronto 
publication, Vol. 3, Issue 1 p.3 
112 DeVoe, J.F., and Darling-Churchill, K.E. (2008). Status and Trends in the Education of American Indians and 
Alaska Natives: 2008 (NCES 2008-084). National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, 
U.S. Department of Education. Washington, DC 
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The key federal legislation informing the funding for Indigenous post-secondary education in the 
U.S. is the Self-determination Education Assistance Act of 1973 (Public Law 93-638). Prior to 
this legislation, the federal government directly controlled appropriated funds for higher 
education of Native Americans. Under the current Act, tribes are allowed to control PSE funds at 
their own discretion.  Through a formula, the Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) determines the 
level of funding and administers its distribution to the tribes. Currently, reporting of educational 
outcomes from tribes to the BIE is inconsistent.  
 
Another piece of legislation enacted in 1978 under the title, Tribally Controlled Community 
College Act, represents the major vehicle for the distribution of funding to individual tribes for 
the development of Tribal Colleges and Universities.  As Tribal Colleges and Universities began 
to emerge, they individually pursued accreditation.  Bureau of Indian Affairs monitors the 
process of accreditation, which involves meeting standards for transferability of courses to a 4-
year degree granting institution, which may be tribally controlled or mainstream. Every tribal 
government is eligible to receive a yearly appropriation for postsecondary education. Funding is 
then divided between any Tribal Colleges and University controlled by that tribe and student 
financial support for individual students attending postsecondary institutions.113 
 
These federal policies are supplemented by state policies pertaining to the education of American 
Indian, Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian students. Twenty states in the US have policies 
relating to Indigenous post-secondary education, however coverage and funding offered varies 
considerably.114 Examples of policies related to scholarship or tuition assistance for Native 
American students include: 

 Alaska: This state offers forgivable loans, with preference given to Alaska Natives from 
rural areas of the state pursuing a degree in education and teaching in Alaska; and 

 Montana: The Montana University System Board of Regents may waive tuition and fees 
for all persons of a t least one-quarter Indian blood who have been legal residents of the 
state for at least one year prior to enrollment.115 

 

Student Financial Assistance Programs 
Native American/Alaskan Native PSE students are eligible for and have the right to apply for 
federal financial aid options as well as state and institution specific funding options. 
Approximately 66% of all student financial aid (SFA) in the U.S. comes from federal programs 
in the form of financial help available to students enrolled in an eligible program at a post-
secondary institution (4 year or 2 year public or private educational institutions, career or trade 
schools). Aid generally covers school expenses, including tuition and fees, room and board, 

                                                 
113 Interview with Bureau of Indian Education staff. 
114 Zinth, K. (2006).   American Indian, Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian Education in the States.  Denver, CO: 
Education Commission of the States 
115 Smiley, R., and Sather, S (2009).  Indian education policies in five Northwest Region states (Issues & Answers 
Report, REL 2009-No.081).  Washington, DC:U. S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, 
National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Regional Educational Laboratory Northwest. 
Retrieved from www.ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs, accessed February 19, 2010. 
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books and supplies, and transportation.  Most federal aid is based on a student’s demonstrated 
financial need, rather than on grades.116  
 
There are three categories of federal student aid: 

 Grants – offered to undergraduate students based on need and enrolment status (full or 
part time).  The key grant is the Federal Pell Grant of up to a maximum of $5,350 per 
year in the 2009-2010 year. Overall, the total amount paid out under the Federal Pell 
Grants in 2008 was $14.3 billion. 

 Work study – these are funds students may earn while enrolled in school, usually 
through community service or work related to course of study.  Both undergraduate and 
graduate students are eligible; and 

 Loans – Undergraduate and graduate students are eligible as well as parents who have 
undergraduate dependent children.  Loans must be repaid with the maximum loan 
depending on a student’s grade level. Federal loans include: 1. Federal Perkins Loans 
offered by participating institutions, 2. Stafford Loans to undergraduate and graduate 
students and 3. PLUS loans which are offered to graduate students and parents of 
dependent undergraduate students.  

The following table outlines the federal aid programs currently available to all US post-
secondary students including Native American / Alaska Native students. 

 
Table 17: Summary of U.S. Federal Student Aid Programs, 2009-2010 

Federal Student Aid 
Program 

Type of Aid Program Details 
Annual 
Maximum 
Limits per year 

Federal Pell Grant No repayment Undergraduates $5,350 

Federal Supplemental 
Educational 
Opportunity grant 

No repayment 

Undergraduates with exceptional financial 
need; priority to Federal Pell Grant 
recipients; funds depend on availability at 
institution 

$4,000 

Teacher Education 
Assistance for College 
and Higher Education 
Grant 

No repayment 

Undergraduates, post-baccalaureate, or 
graduate school students planning to teach 
an in-need subject – for at least 4 years – 
in a school that serves students from low-
income families. 

$4,000 

Academic 
Competitiveness Grant 

No repayment 

First and second year undergraduates who 
are eligible for a Pell grant and who have 
successfully completed a rigorous high 
school program. 

Up to $750 for 
first year and up 
to $1,300 for 
second year 

National Science and 
Math Access to Retain 
Talent Grant (National 
SMART Grant) 

No repayment 

For third and fourth year undergraduates 
eligible for a Pell Grant and majoring in 
Physical, life or computer science, math, 
technology or engineering or a foreign 
language critical to national security 

$4,000 

Federal Work-Study No repayment 
Undergraduate or graduate students 
working on or off campus; student paid at 

No annual 
maximum 

                                                 
116 US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2003-04 National Postsecondary Student 
Aid Study (NPSAS: 04). 
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least the minimum wage 

Federal Perkins Loan Must be repaid 
Five % loans for both undergraduate and 
graduate students.  Institutions make the 
loan and payment made back to institution 

$5,500 for 
undergraduates; 
$8,000 for 
graduate students 

Subsidized FFEL or 
Direct Stafford Loan 

Must be repaid 
US Dept of Education pays interest while 
borrower is in college/university 

$3,500 to $8,500 
depending on 
academic grades 

Unsubsidized FFEL or 
Direct Stafford Loan 

Must be repaid 
Borrower is responsible for interest during 
life of the loan 

$5,500 to $20,500 

Federal PLUS Loan Must be repaid 
Available to parents of dependent 
undergraduate students 

Cost of 
attendance minus 
any other 
financial aid the 
student receives 

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2009-10 National Postsecondary 
Student Aid Study. 
 
Most Native American/Alaskan Native students apply first through the federal Pell Grant process 
with the amount they receive based on financial need. The Pell Grant then becomes their primary 
source of funding which then must be supplemented with Native American-specific funding 
sources. Funding sources specifically available for Native American students, who classify as 
minorities, include the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) Higher Education Grants, College-Based 
Funding, Tribal scholarships, and corporate funds designated specifically for minority and/or 
Native American students.117  
 
The most common financial aid offered specifically to Native American students are grants 
funded from the Bureau of Indian Affairs through Tribal agencies and Local Area offices. These 
federal grants are available to members of a BIA-recognized Native American Tribe. Application 
requirements can also include demonstrating the following: financial need, at least ¼ Indian 
blood and admittance to an accredited post-secondary institution which offers a bachelor’s 
degree or an acceptable 2 year program leading to an associate’s degree. Awards typically range 
from $500 to $4,000.118   
 
With regards to funding of PSE student support programs, every tribal government is eligible to 
receive a yearly appropriation for postsecondary education from the Bureau of Indian Education.  
This funding is divided between the TCUs and student financial assistance and is administered 
by individual tribes. American Indian and Alaska Natives are eligible for special funding through 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which offered over $30 million in 1994 to 15,000 Native American 
students through grants averaging $2,412. An additional $57 million is available under the 
Higher Education Scholarship Fund. This fund is also administered by BIE and is divided among 
the 562 Native American tribes for the purpose of supporting individual students attending both 
tribal and mainstream postsecondary institutions. Under this fund, priority is given to those 
students in the fields of business, education, engineering, law, natural resources, or health. 

                                                 
117 Graham, J. & Chavez, J. (2009).  Sources of Financial Aid Available to American Indian Students.  Indian 
Resource Development: Mexico State University. http://aces.nmsu.edu/academic/ird/documents/fab-2009, accessed 
February 15, 2010. 
118 Smart Student Guide for Financial Aid  http://www.finaid.org/otheraid/natamind, accessed February 22, 2010. 
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Financial aid for American Indian students is also available through state programs, institutions, 
private foundations, and tribal organizations. For example, the American Indian College Fund 
provides about 6,000 scholarships for American Indian students each year, while Native 
American students have access to the Native American Vocational Technical Education 
Program, which pays the tuition of Native American students in the United States in vocational 
programs.119 Many universities and colleges offer free tuition, room and board to Native 
American students, especially full-blooded Native American students.  For example, in Montana 
any state university or college will waive tuition and administrative fees for any Montana 
resident with at least ¼ Indian blood and can demonstrate financial need. 
 

Support to IndigenousControlled Postsecondary Education Institutions 
The American counterparts of Canada’s Indigenous Institutes of Higher Learning are generally 
referred to as Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs).120 Tribally controlled colleges and 
universities are designed to foster environments focused on American Indian culture and 
promote American Indian languages and traditions.  They have also focused on supporting 
students with unique needs and mature students that are generally older than age 24. TCUs have 
also evolved to function as community resources, and provide social services to reservations in 
isolated areas.121 
 
In 2006, there were 32 tribally controlled colleges and universities located in 12 states. 
Enrolment at these tribally controlled colleges and universities was 17,300 in 2006, 13,600 of 
which were American Indian/Alaska Native.  This level represents a 23% increase since 2001. 
Overall, 8% of all American Indian/Alaska Native college students were enrolled in tribally 
controlled colleges and universities.122 
 
In 2006, 7 of the 32 tribally controlled institutions offered 4-year programs and 25 offered 2-year 
programs. With regards to advanced degree programs, two offered a Master’s Degree.  The 
Bureau of Indian Affairs monitors the process of accreditation within TCUs, which involves 
meeting standards for transferability of courses to 4-year degree granting institutions. As a result, 
many TCUs have transfer agreements with other public and private universities and colleges. A 
majority of the TCUs are located on reservations in the Midwest and Southwest US. 
 
The main source of funding for TCUs comes from the federal government as legislated through 
the Tribally Controlled College or University Assistance Act of 1978. The Title I category under 
this Act currently allocates funding to 26 of the TCUs through a formula based on the number of 
Indian students enrolled called the Indian Student Count (ISC). No funds are distributed for non-
Indian students, however, who make up 20% of total enrollment at Title I schools. In 2005, the 
total funding per American Indian student provided under the Act to institutions was $4,447 (to 

                                                 
119 R.A. Malatest and Associates, Best Practices in Increasing Aboriginal Postsecondary Enrolment Rates, Council 
of Ministers of Education Canada, May 2002. 
120 A. Jenkins, Indigenous Postsecondary Institutions in Canada and the U.S., OISE University of Toronto 
publication, Vol. 3, Issue 1, p.4 
121 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 2007, 
based on Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), Fall 2006. 
122 Ibid. 
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26 of the 32 U.S. TCUs). Appropriations have never reached the authorized level of $6,000 per 
student. Despite increases in total appropriations, Title I funding per Indian student has increased 
only slightly since 1981 (by $1,616) and, in fact, has decreased by almost 30 % when inflation is 
considered.123 This decrease is explained by fast enrollment growth, accompanied by the 
relatively small increases in appropriations from Congress. The majority of tribal colleges also 
receive funding from Title III category which provides funds to eligible institutions to increase 
their self-sufficiency by improving and strengthening academic quality, institutional 
management, and fiscal stability. In 1994, 29 TCUs were awarded land-grant status in federal 
legislation. As land grant institutions, these TCUs have access to additional source of resources / 
revenue.124 
 
The Bureau of Indian Education distributes funding to those tribes that support tribal colleges 
and universities (26 of the 32 U.S. TCUs). The BIE also directly funds two institutions – South 
Western Indian Polytechnic Institute, New Mexico and the Haskell Indian Nation University, 
Virginia. Another key source of funding is the American Indian College Fund which provides 
financial support to the nation’s 32 accredited tribal colleges and universities.125 
 
Tribally-controlled community colleges funded under the BIE are represented by the American 
Indian Higher Education Consortium of Alexandria (AIHEC), Virginia. The AIHEC has three 
objectives: 1. provides leadership and influences public policy on American Indian higher 
education issues through advocacy, research, and program initiatives; 2. promotes and 
strengthens indigenous languages, cultures, communities, and tribal nations; and 3. serves 
member institutions and emerging TCUs.126 The AIHEC reports that the federal government 
regularly distributes only 60% or less of the funds that are authorized for allocation through the 
legislation currently in place for Indigenous postsecondary institutions.127  
 
With regards to data on outcomes from TCUs, it must be noted that student indicators based on 
race/ethnicity are not reported, with only enrolled tribal members at TCU included in Native 
American data-sets. For colleges that are not TCUs, the race/ethnicity-specific data that is 
collected does not often account for students who may not be members of federally recognized 
tribes or have ties to a reservation. As a result, the compilation of Native American-specific TCU 
outcome data is variable and incomplete.128  
 
 

                                                 
123 The Path of Many Journeys: The Benefits of Higher Education for Native People and Communities (2007).  
Institute of Higher Education Policy:  Washington, DC. Accessed February 25, 2010. www.ihep.org 
124 Ibid 
125 Smart Student Guide for Financial Aid  http://www.finaid.org/otheraid/natamind, accessed February 21, 2010. 
126 National Indian Education Association: Native Education 101: Basic facts about American Indian, Alaska Native, 
and Native Hawaiian Education. 
127 A. Jenkins, Indigenous Postsecondary Institutions in Canada and the U.S., OISE University of Toronto 
publication, Vol. 3, Issue 1. 
128 Institute for Higher Education Policy. (2007)  The Path of Many Journeys: The Benefits of Higher Education for 
Native People and Communities.  A report prepared in collaboration with the American Indian Higher Education 
Consortium and the American Indian College Fund. 
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Outcomes Relating to Indigenous Postsecondary Education Attainment and 
Employment 
Post-secondary Education Attainment Outcomes  

Native Americans who wish to pursue postsecondary education in the United States have two 
main options: mainstream two- or four-year post-secondary institutions or tribally controlled 
educational institutions. About 77% of all Native American postsecondary students attend public 
(state) universities and colleges and almost 50% are enrolled in 2-year public institutions. Only 
6% attend private not-for-profit 4-year institutions, while 8% of all American Indian/Alaska 
Native college students were enrolled in tribally controlled colleges and universities.129  
 
At the secondary level, U.S. 2005 Census data indicate that 71% of American Indians and 
Alaskan Natives have a high school diploma, while a 2007 report from the National Indian 
Education Association suggested that the national graduation rate of American Indian high 
school students was 49.3% in 2003-2004.  
 
Overall, the American Indian population suffers from a lower than average representation in the 
postsecondary area.130 Native American PSE students on average are 30 years old or older and 
are faced by socio-economic challenges, with the average family income of students entering 
TCUs being $13,998, which is 27% below the poverty line.131 In 2006, 111,000 American 
Indian/Alaska Native females (61%) and 71,200 males (39%) were enrolled in colleges and 
universities, a difference of 21 percentage points.132 A 2007 report by the Institute for Higher 
Education Policy (IHEP) indicates that the total number of Native Americans at all post-
secondary education institutions in 2003 was 162,997, an increase of 38.7% since 1993 and 
almost doubling since 1976 (76,100). Five years later this level increased with 181,100 American 
Indian/Alaska Native students in 2008 enrolled in public and private degree granting institutions 
which were accredited by an agency or association that was recognized by the US Department of 
Education or the Secretary of Education. 133 This represents a 9% increase in enrollments 
between 2002 and 2008. This 2008 number represented 1.1% of the total college and university 
enrollment in the US.134 More specifically, 26% of American Indians/Alaska Natives 18-24 years 
of age were enrolled in college or university135 (61% of these students were female and 39% 
male).136 
 
The IHEP report goes on to suggest that the total number of Native Americans enrolled in a 4-
year institution in 2003 was 84,754, an increase of 50% since 1993, while the total number of 

                                                 
129 Ibid. 
130 R.A. Malatest and Associates, Best Practices in Increasing Aboriginal Postsecondary Enrolment Rates, Council 
of Ministers of Education Canada, May 2002. 
131 Ibid. 
132 U.S. Department of Education, Status and Trends in the Education of Native American and Native Alaskans: 
2008 National Center for Education Statistics. 
133 Ibid. 
134 U.S. Department of Education Status and Trends in the Education of American Indians and Alaska Natives: 
2008, table A-6.1a 
135 National Indian Education Association: Native Education 101: Basic facts about American Indian, Alaska Native, 
and Native Hawaiian Education 
136 U. S. Department of Education, National Center of Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 2007, 
based on 2005-06 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), Fall 2006 
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Native Americans enrolled at a 2-year institution in 2003 was 73,243, an increase of 28%. In 
2003, 18% of Native Americans between the ages of 18 and 24 were enrolled in college only, 
compared to 42 % of non-Native Americans. While American Indian students make up 1.5% of 
the population of two-year institutions, they make up only 0.5% of four-year institutions.137 In a 
2000 survey of Native American PSE students, it was found that 40% of American Indian 
students, who were part of a student cohort of students seeking a Bachelor’s Degree or 
equivalent degree at a 4-year institution in 2000, completed a Bachelor’s Degree or equivalent 
degree within 6 years.138 
 
In 2004-2005, nearly one-third of the first time students entering Tribal Colleges and 
Universities did not have a high school diploma.  In that year, 75% of TCU students had 
children, while students’ average family income was $14,000.  It has also been suggested that it 
is not unusual for TCU students to leave for one or more years because of family illness, 
financial problems, need for reliable transportation or lack of childcare.139 
 
The following table outlines the distribution of degrees conferred to Native American / Alaska 
Native students in 2005-2006.140 
 

Table 18: Number and percentage distribution of 2 and 4 year degrees conferred to Native 
American/Alaska Native students by degree-granting institutions:  2005-06 

Total 
degrees 
conferred 

TOTAL Associate 
Degree (2 
year)**  

Bachelor 
Degree 

Master 
Degree 

Doctoral *First-
professional 

Male 8,658 2,774 4,203 1244 105 332

Female 15,278 5,778 6,737 2,260 125 378

Total 23,936 8,552 10,940 3,504 230 710

*A degree that signifies both completion of the academic requirements for beginning practice in a given profession 
and a level of professional skill beyond that normally required for a bachelor’s degree.  This degree usually is based 
on a program requiring at least 2 academic years of work prior to entrance and a total of at least 6 academic years of 
work to complete the program.  Examples of areas of study are dentistry, medicine, optometry, pharmacy. 

**Note: Associate Degree refers to a degree granted for the successful completion of a sub-baccalaureate program 
of studies, usually requiring at least 2 years (or equivalent) of full-time college-level study. This includes degrees 
granted in a cooperative or work-study program.   
 

 

 

                                                 
137 U.S. Department of Education. Digest of Education Statistics 1999, Table 209. 
138 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education 
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Post-secondary Education Support Outcomes 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the average amount of financial aid 
awarded from any source per full-time, full-year American Indian/Alaska Native undergraduate 
student in 2003-04 was $9,500. This average may include multiple sources.141 
 
In 2003-04, 80% of Native American PSE students applied for some form of financial aid and 
60% applied for federal financial aid.  Almost 70% received some form of financial aid in 2003-
04. The average they were awarded was $6,400.  Of the three main types of aid (federal, state, 
and institutional), Native American students were most likely to receive federal aid (around 
50%) and were more likely to receive grants (59%) than loans (32%). This is in contrast to 28% 
of all post-secondary students that receive federal grants and the 35% that receive loans.142 The 
average total grant award to Native American post-secondary students was $3,700 and the 
average loan amount was $6,000. Even with the financial aid received, Native American PSE 
students needed an additional $4,200 on average. Overall, Native Americans are highly 
dependent on the Federal Pell Grants.143 
 
 
Indigenous Employment Outcomes 

U.S. Census data on the average income of American Indians with qualifications, demonstrates 
that average incomes increase with higher PSE attainment. The following table outlines the 
average income for American Indians in contrast to the U.S average for those with different 
levels of qualifications. 
 
Table 19: Average income for U.S. population and American Indians age 25 and older by 
educational attainment, 2005144 

 U. S. Population American Indians 

All educational levels $35,187 $22,856 

Less than a high school diploma $14,640 $10,534 

High School graduation, no college $24,811 $20,721 

Some college, no degree $31,726 $25,966 

Bachelor’s degree or higher $57,330 $45,214 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2006a. Note: Figures include individuals who had no earnings. 
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142 US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2007-08 
http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=31, accessed March 30, 2010. 
143 The Path of Many Journeys: The Benefits of Higher Education for Native People and Communities (2007).  
Institute of Higher Education Policy:  Washington, DC. Accessed February 25, 2010. www.ihep.org 
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Jenkins (2007) suggests that Indigenous postsecondary institutions not only prepare Indigenous 
students for employment, but also employ a large number of Indigenous persons, such that in the 
U.S. 30% of faculty and 79% of staff are Indigenous, many coming from the local Indigenous 
communities where tribal colleges are based. Jenkins goes on to note that there has even been an 
increase in income levels on 17 reservations with Indigenous postsecondary institutions in the 
U.S., which, compared to reservations without such institutions, have seen a 49% greater growth 
in income over a ten-year period. Additionally, while poverty has grown across the board for 
Indigenous peoples in the U.S., poverty rates grew 22% more on reservations that did not have 
Indigenous postsecondary institutions than on those reservations that did. 145  
 
Jenkins concludes that graduates from Indigenous postsecondary institutions in the United States 
consistently have higher rates of further educational enrollment and attainment, as well as higher 
rates of employment, than exist in the general population of their local Indigenous communities. 
U.S.-based studies indicate that Indigenous students who attend tribal colleges before attending 
mainstream universities are less likely to drop out, and often achieve higher grade point averages 
than Indigenous students who attend mainstream universities immediately after high school. 
There is some indication as well of other encouraging effects related to Indigenous 
postsecondary institutions, but there is very little correlative evidence available due to the lack of 
comprehensive research on this topic.146 
 

Notable Practices 
Not unlike in Canada and New Zealand, limited current research exists in the United States 
referring specifically to notable practices in Native American PSE. However, general themes 
have been drawn from the literature in the U.S. as compiled by William Demmert (2001) in 
Improving Academic Performance among Native American Students: A Review of the Research 
Literature published through the Clearinghouse on Rural and Small Schools.147 In this review, 
Demmert outlines the following positive success factors at the college level: 

 High levels of family support; 

 Personal determination and goal setting; 

 Financial support; 

 Mentors and supportive faculty; and 

 Bicultural curriculum. 
 
Michael Pavel (1999)148 echoes the factors noted above by suggesting the following key factors 
of success in supporting PSE attainment among Native American / Alaska Native students: 
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 PSE preparatory programming; 

 Culturally specific academic and student support services; 

 Academic advisor and mentoring programs; and 

 Sufficient financial aid. 
 
Pavel goes on to suggest that Tribal Colleges and Universities are exemplary in developing 
recruitment, retention and campus environments that facilitate American Indian student 
achievement. Other similar factors as drawn from the literature that have a significant impact on 
Aboriginal PSE in the U.S. include:  

 Ability for students to enrol in some TCUs without a secondary diploma; and 

 Secondary and post-secondary academic bridging programs at TCUs. 
 

Current Debates Relating to Indigenous PSE  
Jenkins (2007) suggests that despite the improved number of supportive laws, Indigenous 
postsecondary institutions in the U.S., like similar institutions in Canada, still have to place a 
significant portion of the financial burden on the shoulders of tuition-paying students who may 
or may not be receiving financial aid from governments or other financing bodies.149 Overall, the 
demand for funding is far greater than the available resources since the number of Native 
American postsecondary students continues to increase: a situation reminiscent to Canada. A 
similar funding reality exists with regards to appropriations to public institutions and to TCUs.  
 
In a 2007 report the Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP) suggests that without increased 
investment in American Indians—both current and prospective students—it will be difficult to 
continue to increase the educational attainment of this population.150 Increasing the enrollment 
and degree attainment of American Indians is crucial to the economic and social well-being of 
individual American Indians and of both reservation-based and non-reservation-based 
communities. 
 
The IHEP 2007 report goes on to recommend:  

 Increased funding for need-based financial aid programs such as Pell grants; and 

 Support for formula-funded institutional development programs such as Title III, which 
help higher education institutions (such as TCUs) that serve primarily disadvantaged 
populations build their technological, facilities, and other capacities. 151 
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Conclusion 
 
Based on a broad review of post-secondary education as it relates to Indigenous populations in 
Australia, New Zealand and the United States, it can be concluded that significant effort remains 
to be taken at the national level to improve overall attainment levels of Indigenous populations in 
contrast to levels within the non-Indigenous population in each country and have Indigenous 
peoples take part as equal partners in determining solutions.  
 
 
Overall, the data outlined in this report point to the importance of consistent supports both in the 
form of adequate levels of student loan and grant assistance and multi-year, base funding to a 
robust system of Indigenous-controlled post-secondary institutions that can offer culturally 
relevant programming to Indigenous students. New Zealand has recently experienced the most 
significant growth in Indigenous PSE enrolment overall in contrast to Australia and the United 
States.  
 
Data collected for this review suggests that the rapid expansion in New Zealand has occurred 
both as a result of the establishment of well-funded, degree-granting Indigenous-controlled PSE 
institutions (Wānanga) and the establishment of interest-free loans and the lifting of enrolment 
caps at institutions for post-secondary students. Those countries that have developed a model of 
institutional support such as in New Zealand with the establishment of Wānanga and in Australia 
with the expansion of Vocational Education and Training programs at Indigenous-controlled 
Institutions have experienced notable and rapid gains in enrolment and attainment. These 
examples suggest that similar efforts can be made in Canada to serve the growing number of 
Indigenous people in this country that will be attempting to access post-secondary education in 
the coming decade.  
 
 
 
 
 


