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opening the path to
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”
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Introduction
Post-secondary institutions across Canada are
responding to the program and service needs of
Indigenous learners. Over 70% of universities now
have partnerships with Indigenous communities and
there has been a 55% increase in Indigenous-focused
university programs and curriculum since 2013.1
65 public colleges and trade institutes have signed
a national protocol committing them to upholding
Indigenous education as a priority and to hiring
more Indigenous instructors and staff.2 As of March
2020, there are no data-rich studies pointing to how
Indigenous learners choose between the competition:
however, international studies show that student choice
is driven by a nexus of academic offerings, employment
prospects, and affordability.3,4
Indigenous Institutes (Institutes) in Ontario are a Third
Pillar of post-secondary education. They are set apart
from the other two pillars of Ontario’s postsecondary
system, colleges and universities, by being Indigenous
in their creation and character, and representations of
Indigenous self-determination in the post-secondary
sphere. As Indigenous institutes made specifically
for Indigenous learners, they are positioned to offer
programs in ways that connect to Indigenous learners
– enhancing educational outcomes – and services that
meet the unique needs of their learners in a culturally
appropriate setting. In many ways, they ought to be
a natural choice for Indigenous learners: however, as
service and program offerings in college and universities
ramp up, where do Indigenous Institutes stand?
As we worked to address this question, it became
apparent to us that straightforward comparisons of
program and service offerings glosses over the factors

of self-determination that make Indigenous Institutes so
unique; by aligning program availability to the interests
of learners and by working with communities to provide
services that support learners in succeeding and
transitioning from school to the workplace, Indigenous
Institutes have made deliberate curation choices.
Put differently, their programs and services will look
differently because they are driven by different needs.
Thus, a program comparison might provide insights for
perceived demands, but on its own would not be telling.
Similarly, a straight-forward service comparison might
surface gaps that exist on paper but not in practice due
to partner provided services, and would similarly fail to
capture cultural contexts. Therefore, this paper mixes
quantitative comparison approaches with qualitative
analysis to prod at why programs and services are so
important, and to help identify the delta that Institutes
see between their needs and offerings. We looked to
Institutes to guide what data we compared and what
information we explored for our comparison.
Our findings are, perhaps, expected. Indigenous
Institutes are newcomers in the Ontario post-secondary
landscape. Like any new organization, both a plan
and investment are required to succeed. Indigenous
Institutes have answered the “what” of their model
(i.e., providing high quality post-secondary education
program choices and support services to Indigenous
learners in an Indigenous environment that fosters their
success). The “how” to date has relied on provincial
support, and will continue to for the foreseeable future.
We found that public funders previous grants and
contributions model internalized assumptions based on
older-standing post-secondary pillars (i.e., colleges and
universities) which, unlike Indigenous Institutes, have

1

“By the Numbers,” Universities Canada. Accessed online at: https://www.univcan.ca/priorities/indigenous-education/

2

“Indigenous Education,” Colleges & Institutes Canada. Accessed online at: https://www.collegesinstitutes.ca/policyfocus/indigenous-learners/
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2017 Survey of Admitted Students: Targeting Yield Strategies. Eduventures. 2017.
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International Student Survey. QS Enrolment Solutions. 2017.
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significant own-source revenue and operate within a
comparatively elastic market that allows them to fund
programs and services through fees to learners (e.g.,
tuition and ancillary fees). We also saw evidence that
this view is changing under new funding envelopes.
We heard service and program gaps identified by
Institutes and their ambitions to fill them. Institutes
prioritized a range of services that are standard in other
post-secondary pillars (e.g., library services). These
modest asks may be achievable through partnerships
with other institutes, direct investments by the province
or other means. We also heard common interests for
data and information that can help guide decision
making, such as labour market data – something also
pointed to by the OECD.
We make no recommendations in this report. We have
identified gaps where we see them, but we believe
solutions must come from collaborative dialogue
based on the shared intention to support Indigenous
communities and Indigenous learners. Throughout our
conversations, the uniqueness and diversity of Institutes
was a uniting factor – one that stresses the limitations
of standardization. That is not to say that there were no
commonalities. Above all, the Third Pillar is relatively
new. It is effectively still a start up – and like any start
up, a willingness to adapt and invest are necessary
for success.
Originally, we had contemplated reviewing the fiscal
backend supporting programs and services. In the

PRO GRAMS AND S ER VIC ES : A C OMPA R ATIVE A NA LYS I S

course of our study, Ontario updated its funding
guidelines for Institutes. This update came after new
changes in previous years to college and university
funding structures, which now emphasize outcomes
over enrolment. As a result of these changes, fiscal
profiles of colleges and universities have changed; and
the flux within the Indigenous Institutes pillar means
that fiscal analyses related to provincial funding and
its correlation to programs and services will quickly
be outdated.
Given these changes, we instead focused on key
programmatic themes and comparable service offerings.
However, tempting though it may be, it is important
that comparisons not be read as apples-to-apples.
Indigenous Institutes are rooted in a fundamentally
different place than their college and university
counterparts, and make service decisions on the basis.
They implement services on that basis as well, which
is to say, the mere existence of a service does not
speak to whether or not it adequately meets the needs
of an Indigenous learner nor can we compare the
quality of service offerings from that lens. Additionally,
the community-centric nature of Indigenous Institutes
means that they exist within a context of community,
including its network of programs and services. These
are not captured in our analysis, meaning that just
because a service is not identified as offered by an
Institute does not mean it is not available to its learners
through an Indigenous host community or partner.

2
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The Unique Approach of
Indigenous Institutes
Indigenous Institutes are unique in the Ontario
postsecondary landscape. As a result, straightforward
comparisons of programs and services risk overlooking
the fundamental strengths and the qualitatively
different approaches Indigenous Institutes take to
support learners.
The differences are readily apparent when comparing
the legislated purposes of Indigenous Institutes to
the other postsecondary pillars. The 2017 Indigenous
Institutes Act’s preamble articulates two key points: that
“Institutes are Indigenous governed and operated….
mandated by and accountable to Indigenous
communities,” with a primary purpose of providing
“education framed by Indigenous knowledge and
languages, worldviews and Indigenous ways of knowing

and living” in order for “Indigenous communities and
students to achieve their educational visions and goals.”
The grounding of Indigenous Institutes in communities,
and its frame within a knowledge system, is markedly
different from colleges, which are described in the
Ontario Colleges of Applies Arts and Technology Act
(2002) as existing in order to “offer a comprehensive
program of career-oriented, post-secondary education
and training to assist individuals in finding and keeping
employment.” Each university has its own enabling
act; however, the Algoma University Act (2008) neatly
summarizes the general view that universities ought
to contribute to the “pursuit of learning through
scholarship, teaching and research within a spirit of free
enquiry and expression.”

Purposes of Each Post-Secondary Pillar
Indigenous Institutes

Colleges

Universities

•

•

Provide career-oriented
education that results in
employment

•

Encourage learning and the
generation of knowledge

•

•

Success means students are
prepared for the job market

•

System is rooted in labour
market needs

Success means learners
and faculty members can
freely pursue the gaining and
creation of knowledge

•

System is rooted in western
epistemologies

Provide Indigenous-centred
education, framed by
Indigenous knowledge
systems, to meet the
educational ambitions of
Indigenous communities and
learners

•

Success means furthering
Indigenous self-determination

•

System is rooted in the
continuity and enhancement
of Indigenous ways of
knowing and living
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Indigenous Institutes are very much in a league of
their own, pursuing outcomes through avenues that
are different from colleges and universities specifically
because they put Indigenous learners and communities
first. Comparisons amongst the three therefore cannot
be “apples to apples;” they’re simply too different in
mandate and purpose.
This has tangible impacts on the experience of learners.
Indigenous Institutes described what that looks like
throughout our interviews. They highlighted that their
programs keep learners connected to the land and
to First Nations communities, fostering a wholistic
approach centred on Indigenous identity that helps
students thrive in an environment in which they are
welcomed and comfortable. Institutes noted that they
have made their delivery styles correspond to the
realities of their learners – learners who are more likely
to be balancing simultaneous roles as parents, workers,
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and students, with the first two roles sometimes centred
in communities that are far away from the location of
the Institute. The results speak for themselves: Institutes
that shared graduation data showed that their students
are succeeding and anecdotally reported that students
are finding jobs and contributing to their communities.
Indigenous Institutes described their uniqueness as
a strength, one that is both rooted in and advances
their simultaneous commitments to learners and
communities. Institutes routinely described symbiotic
relationships between themselves and their host
communities, leading to increased support services
for students and an exchange of benefits between all
parties. This positive feedback loop generating net
benefits for all is difficult to capture, but important to
keep in mind while considering the comparisons in the
rest of this paper.

4
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The Importance of Institutes’
Programs & Services
The success of Indigenous Institutes, which can
arguably be measured by program enrolment and
completion, contributes to the generation of long-term
economic wealth in Indigenous communities and in
Ontario. Success can contribute directly to positive
trends in provincial labour market outcomes, reliable
capacity for upgrading/reskilling/upskilling a substantial
and growing segment of the labour force, income
growth for a population that historically has had lower
income than other populations, and employment and
entrepreneurship outcomes. This is in addition to
spin-off benefits created in host communities through
operational spending and service offerings. While
we cannot quantify the exact economic multipliers of
dollar-by-dollar investments into the programs and
services Indigenous Institutes, data suggests that, in
general, there is a $1.36 return on every $1 spent by
post-secondary institutes.5 Investments into Indigenous
Institutes’ programs and services achieve actual
public goods that, if monitored over time, are likely
quantifiable.

secondary education attainment gaps for Indigenous
peoples. Levels of post-secondary attainment, census
over census, have been lower for Indigenous peoples
than the general population. In particular, Indigenous
peoples have a persistent and substantial gap in
attaining university-level degrees when compared to the
non-Indigenous population. There are myriad reasons
for failures to close the gap, such as: a non-conducive
education environment for Indigenous learners, financial
barriers, historical experiences with the education
system, and the need for further educational bridging
before Indigenous learners can succeed in postsecondary environments.6 Put more bluntly, “education
has been ‘the traditional enemy of Indian people.’”7
Arguably, Indigenous Institutes are better positioned to
address deficiencies than the post-secondary pillars
whose historical practices contributed to the gaps in the
first place, and reshape post-secondary education into
an Indigenous-centric experience that yields success
for Indigenous communities, their citizens and the
general public.

However, lacking quantifiability, we rely instead on
qualitative information to say that program and service
offerings are critical to the success of Indigenous
learners which, in turn, is critical to the economic
success of communities and the province at large.

The exercise of self-determination in post-secondary
education, complete with Indigenous-centric programs
and services, fosters success. First Nations University
of Canada, which operates as a federated college of the
University of Regina, reported 75% retention in 2013
and attributed an 11% spike in that rate to a Student
Transition and Retention (STAR) well-being initiative to
ease transition into the post-secondary space.8 Mi’kmaq
Kina’matnewey (MK), a Mi’kmaq primary education

The program and service offerings of Indigenous
Institutes may correct for traditional failures in the
post-secondary space that have contributed to post5

A general paucity of reliable labour market and Indigenous-specific education data has been well noted by others, including the Auditor General of Canada,
Assembly of First Nations (AFN) and the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD)

6

Supporting Successful Transitions to Post-Secondary Education for Indigenous Students: Lessons from an Institution Ethnography in Ontario, Canada.
J. Restoule, A. Mashford-Pringle, M. Chacaby, C. Smillie, C. Brunette, & G. Russel. 2013. The International Indigenous Policy Journal, 4(4), 1-10.

7

Retention of Aboriginal Students in Post-Secondary Education. J. Hardes. 2006. The Alberta Counsellor, 29(1), pp. 28-33

8

2012/2013 Annual Report. First Nations University of Canada. 2013.

PRO GRAMS AND S ER VIC ES : A C OMPA R ATIVE A NA LYS I S

5

Leaders in lifelong learning

authority, has bolstered Mi’kmaq high school graduate
rates from 30% to 90% and attributes its success to
hands on approaches and supports for students from
communities, its board of directors, and its teachers.9
There are several trends in Ontario and Canada
that add urgency to building additional program and
service supports for Indigenous Institutes. These merit
discussion in order to create the appropriate context
for considerations about the comparability of programs
and services, and add important qualitative perspectives
on the importance of programs and services in the
first place.

Post-Secondary Education Provides
Economic Benefits to Indigenous
People and Communities,
and to Canada at Large
The Indigenous education attainment gap is a
major contributor to lower Indigenous labour market
participation rates which, in turn, has had negative
implications for Indigenous peoples’ socio-economic
outcomes.10 If Indigenous education and employment
rates matched that of the Canadian general population
at 2001 rates, $14.2 billion of government spending
could be reallocated into new areas of Indigenous
investment and Indigenous income would increase
by $36.5 billion.11 The National Indigenous Economic
Development Board projects that failure to fully capture
the potential Indigenous workforce prevents Canada
from creating an additional $27.7 billion per year.12

The impact of the Indigenous education gap has
been well studied by governments, non-profits, and
academia. In 2010, the Association of Universities
and Colleges Canada calculated that, based on
Statistics Canada data, Indigenous Canadians with a
post-secondary degree earn approximately 50% more
in income than Indigenous learners who stop their
educational pursuits after obtaining their high school
degree.13 Disturbingly, data shows that the quality of
life for those without post-secondary attainment is, at
best, stagnating. Social inequality amongst Indigenous
peoples is increasingly polarized between those who
are succeeding and those who are not.14 The prospect
of rising economic tides for Indigenous earners will not
lift all boats, and those who are being left behind now
will need greater access to skills/reskilling/upskilling
training like the type offered by Indigenous Institutes in
order to lessen the gaps.

The Indigenous Population
is Young and Growing
There is a large First Nations cohort that is reaching
post-secondary education age and that that will stand
to benefit from access to a strong Indigenous postsecondary education pillar. Adjusting from 2016 census
data,15 as of 2020, one out of every 13 Canadian
younger than the age of 18 is Indigenous. The economic
potential of this cohort can be unleashed through
education; or they may be left behind, to the detriment
of the Canadian economy and Canadian labour
competitiveness.

9

Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey and Mi’kmaq Control over Mi’kmaw Education: Using the Master’s Tools to Dismantle the Master’s House? John Jerome Paul, Lisa
Lunney Borden, Jeff Orr, Thomas Orr, Joanne Tompkins. 2019.

10

2019 Indigenous Economic Progress Report. National Indigenous Economic Development Board. 2019.

11

Talent in Transition, Addressing the Skills Mismatch in Ontario. Ontario Chamber of Commerce. 2017.

12

Reconciliation: Growing Canada’s Economy by 27.7 Billion. National Aboriginal Economic Development Board. 2017.

13

The Value of a Degree for Aboriginal Canadians. Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada. 2010.

14

Education, Employment and Income polarization Among Aboriginal Men and Women in Canada. L.M. Gerber. Canadian Ethnic Studies, 46(1), 121-144. 2014.

15

Assuming cet. par on other segments of the population
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The Indigenous population in Canada grew 18% from
Census 2011 to Census 2016. Growth has been
propelled by two drivers: increased self-identification
and births. Fertility rates (defined within census data
as births per women in an age group) for Indigenous
women in Census 2016 were 20.1% higher than the
general population, meaning that there is a growing and
young cohort of Indigenous people. Indeed, census data
confirms that the average age of Indigenous people in
Canada is 32.1 – which is 8.4 years younger than that
of non-Indigenous Canadians – and the median age is
29.1 (versus 40.7 for non-Indigenous Canadians). Rates
of growth amongst the three Constitutionally recognized
distinct groups of Indigenous peoples varies but, for
perspective, the population growth of status First
Nations is 30.8% higher than that of non-Indigenous
Canadians, and that of non-status First Nations is
75.1% higher.16, 17
Given this cohort and the life-long economic benefits of
post-secondary attainment, there is an immediate and
growing pressure to both increase access to postsecondary education and to support that access with
appropriate programs (i.e., correlating to opportunities
and interests) and services.

Demand for Indigenous Labour
Is Likely to Increase
There is evidence to suggest a current mismatch
between the availability of Indigenous talent and
the market for Indigenous talent. The Indigenous
economy in Canada is growing at the same time as
non-Indigenous workplaces are seeking to bolster
Indigenous representivity in the workplace. The latter
is a function of Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s
Call to Action #92, targeting Corporate Canada, which
in practice has taken the form of diversity, equity and
inclusion measures.

Indigenous firms and development corporations, which
often state hiring preferences for Indigenous talent, are
looking at massive new potential over the coming years.
For instance, a recent commitment by the Government
of Canada to increase the share of procurement to
Indigenous firms from .32% to 5%. Based on 2017
levels of procurement reported by Treasury Board, this
increase would result in an influx of almost $685M into
Indigenous owned businesses. Indigenous businesses,
many of which are located on reserve and also hire off
reserve talent, can reasonably be expected to scale up
given sizable new revenue streams.
According to the Canadian Council for Aboriginal
Business’ (CCAB) Promise and Prosperity Aboriginal
Business Survey, Indigenous businesses are already
facing difficulties finding qualified hires. In the same
report, CCAB notes that many Indigenous firms are in
sectors facing disruptions expected across the Canadian
job market, meaning that firms and their workforces
may require retraining/reskilling/upskilling in order to
be able to compete. While new revenues are an exciting
prospect, they must be matched by educational support
in order for Canada to fully benefit from substantial
investments into the domestic Indigenous economy.
Corporate Canada has taken interest in increasing
Indigenous representation in the workforce and in
the boardroom. Numerous resources, such as the
Canadian Council for Aboriginal Businesses’ Business
Reconciliation in Canada Guidebook (2019), have been
published in recent years to help Corporate Canada
generate opportunities for Indigenous people. Large
companies across Canada and across sectors – ranging
from banking, to the resource sector, to the health
sector – have made concerted efforts and published
public materials to highlight their efforts. Corporate
Canada’s interests, at least anecdotally, show no sign of
slowing down.

16

We cannot determine the proportion of non-status First Nations who may become eligible for status due to recent changes to the Indian Act, so these
percentages should be understood as flexible in their exactness but definitive in their trend.

17

Census 2016
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During our interviews, Institutes unanimously have
expressed interest in correlating their program offerings
to emerging labour market needs. And, although labour
market data is insufficient18 to know exactly what
emerging trends look like, all signs point to growing
opportunity.

Reserves are Underserviced by the
Post-Secondary System, Creating
Barriers for Learners and Lost Revenue
Opportunities for Communities
In 2017, Ontario’s Panel on Growth and Prosperity
noted that low labour market participation and high
unemployment rates on reserve are a result of,
amongst multiple factors, “residential school syndrome”
and insufficient education activities.19 In 2017, the
Aboriginal Peoples’ Survey identified lack of skills as
a major reason for unemployment. In 2016, the First
Nations Regional Health Survey identified that amongst
the 3 out of 5 First Nations who move off-reserve
at some point, 45.3% do so to pursue educational
opportunities. Academic research has suggested that
young Indigenous people in remote communities lack
opportunities to develop skills they need in the labour
market.20 The trend is clear: current post-secondary
institutions are not providing enough access to onreserve populations.
Underservice also means communities miss out on
the significant economic contributions made by the
post-secondary sector. According to the Conference
Board of Canada, every $1 spent on post-secondary
education creates $1.36 through the multiplier effect,
and the majority of that benefit is paid out through

post-secondary “General Operations” – i.e., salaries
and other local spending.21 This is in addition to spin-off
benefits created by on campus services that are
accessible to the general community, such as non-profit
child care or medical offices.
In the United States, Tribal Colleges and Universities
were found not only to increase access to postsecondary education, but to provide spin-off benefits to
local economies through both the training of a skilled
labour force that meets local market needs and through
direct spending via salaries and purchases from small
businesses.22 Thus, increased investments to Institutes
for programs and services can be expected to provide
local socio-economic dividends including improved
access to services, improved labour force outcomes and
improved economic conditions in host regions.

Indigenous Learners Report They
Are Not Well-Served by the PostSecondary Education System
In a survey conducted by Indspire, Indigenous students
emphasized the need for post-secondary institutions to
“incorporate Indigenous content in program and course
work requirements and have Indigenous role models
at the front of the classroom… [as well as] Indigenous
teaching and mentorship resources to support them
throughout their educational journey.”23 They reported
that, within the mainstream system, they felt “pain” that
their culture and identity were not valued, and that their
“needs were marginalizing” leaving some to feel they
were “unwelcome and alone.”24 A study published in
2008 noted that Indigenous post-secondary learners
consider “maintaining cultural identity” a factor of

18

OECD, 2018.

19

Strength in Numbers: Targeting Labour Force Participation to Improve Prosperity in Ontario. Institute for Competitiveness & Prosperity. 2017.

20

Determinants of Participation in Indigenous Labour Market Programs: Final Report. T. Wannel & S. Currie. 2016.

21

The Economic Benefit of Post-Secondary Education in Canada. Conference Board of Canada. 2014.

22

Tribal College Contributions to Local Economic Development. American Indian Higher Education Consortium, The Institute for Higher Education Policy. 2000.

23

Post-Secondary Experience of Indigenous Students Following the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Indspire. 2018. P.2

24

Ibid. p. 4
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educational success.25 In a 2018 op-ed, Paul Davidson,
president of Universities Canada and Roberta Jamieson,
CEO of Indspire, noted that the transition into the
post-secondary space is a struggle for Indigenous
students – saying it was “intense” and “extreme” – and
that resources needed to support overwhelmed students
are often missing.26
Colleges and universities have been course correcting
for the difficulties faced by Indigenous students
through Indigenous-targeted program and service
offerings. Examples of programs include Wilfrid Laurier
University’s Master of Social Work Indigenous Field of
Study and Carleton University’s Indigenous Policy and
Administration Program; common service offerings
across colleges and universities now include those
offered by on-staff Elders and Knowledge keepers,
Indigenous specific navigation services (like that
offered through Indigenous University of Toronto), and
Indigenous resource centres (such as that at University
of Ottawa). These efforts are laudable; however,
investments into these programs do not yield dividends
for self-determination in post-secondary education,
which demonstrably benefits Indigenous learners.
Provincial investments that make Indigenous services
possible in colleges or universities, and that are not
accessible to Indigenous Institutes, may be misplaced
given the capacity of colleges and universities to access
own-source revenues for new services and the relatively
inelasticity within the Indigenous Institutes’ space to
raise revenues through tuition or ancillary fees charged
to learners coming from backgrounds with lesser
socio-economic opportunity.

Indigenous Learners are Pursuing
College-Level Education
According to the First Nations Regional Health Survey
(2016), First Nations students are increasing their
levels of post-secondary attainment, but they are not
doing so through university education. In fact, First
Nations learners predominately obtain certificates and
diplomas rather than degrees, pointing to a preference
for colleges, which may suggest a potential preference
also for, Indigenous Institutes. The delta is so significant
that, according to the Assembly of First Nations, the
gap in post-secondary education between First Nations
and non-Indigenous people is “directly related to the
persistent gap in university attainment” and not gaps
in other pillars. In fact, the same analysis shows that
“First Nations peoples have higher attainment rates
than non-Indigenous Canadians in college and the
trades.” First Nations on-reserve have higher levels of
apprenticeship or trades training than those off-reserve
and are near equal when it comes to completing a
college or CEGEP diploma.27
More information is necessary to determine the exact
implications of this trend for Institutes; however, the
trend seems to suggest that they have a reasonable
competitive advantage over other forms of postsecondary education since they offer comparable levels
of attainment and are more accessible for Indigenous
learners by virtue of their location on reserve, their
affiliations with Indigenous communities, the Indigenous
context in which they provide education. From a
public policy perspective, this trend raises reasonable
questions that ought also to raise reasonable interest
in investments into Indigenous Institutes: are Institutes
adequately supported to support Indigenous learners,
upgrade their skills, and help Indigenous workers reskill
as the job market changes? What is the long-term cost
to Ontario’s economy if they are not?

25

Pushing Against the Margins: Indigenous Theorizing of “Success” and Retention in Higher Education. M. Pidgeon. 2008. J. College Student Retention, 10(3),
pp. 339-360.

26

Advancing Reconciliation Through Postsecondary Education. P. Davidson & R. Jamieson. Universities Canada. November 19, 2018.

27

First Nations Post-Secondary Education Fact Sheet. Assembly of First Nations. 2018.
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Indigenous Learners Have
Unique Program Needs
In a 2013 study on Indigenous learners in Ontario,
researchers found that Indigenous learners tended
to be over the age of 25 and that the majority gained
admittance after the completion of a bridging program.28
Data published by Crown – Indigenous Relations
Canada similarly shows school attendance levels are
lower amongst Indigenous peoples than they are within
the non-Indigenous populations during typical postsecondary years (i.e., ages 20-24) but even out and
increase in higher age brackets.29 Government-designed
interventions to increase post-secondary education
preparedness have not worked; a $42 million federal
program starting in Fiscal Year 2012-13 achieved a
dismal 8% success rate,30 whereas Indigenous-focused
education systems like MK in Nova Scotia have
successfully prepared Indigenous learners to pursue
and succeed at post-secondary studies.31
In fact, inadequate or incomplete high school education
is amongst the top factors contributing to the failure
of Indigenous students in the post-secondary sphere.
As noted in a 2008 study, “an adequate education is
more than a high school education – a post-secondary
diploma or degree, or a trade certificate, is required –
but high school graduation is the door through which
most students must pass to go on to post-secondary
schooling.”32 Programs in the post-secondary space
that bridge the high school experience, in a way that
learners feel is judgement-free, is a best practice to
help Indigenous learners succeed.

Colleges and universities may not be prepared to
provide the bridging or adult education supports
required for Indigenous learners to succeed. It is within
the DNA of Indigenous Institutes to accommodate the
realities of Indigenous learners, placing them at or in
front of the starting line to help Indigenous students
succeed – if resources are available to do so.

Most Students are Looking
for Specific Programs
International high quality data from sampling amongst
post-secondary students suggests that career
preparation is a major driver for students choosing
where they will study.33 Domestically, a recent
on-reserve study in Quebec confirms the trend that
“employability remains the main reason encouraging
respondents to remain in school […and] to be
competitive in the labour market.”34
Strong student orientation towards career outcomes
means that Institutes must be able to offer programs
that align to actual or perceived labour market needs.
After nearly a decade of unprecedented economic
growth, Canadians are embracing a potential wave of
disruption: from AI to trade treaties, changes within
the system mean the labour market in the next decade
is unlikely to match the labour market of the last
decade. The ability of the post-secondary system to
adapt, including Institutions as the Third Pillar, can be a
make-or-break moment for the success of institutions
that are vying with one another for enrolment.

28

Restoule et al. 2013.

29

Indigenous Youth – Post-secondary Education and the Labour Market. Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada. 2015.

30

Socio-economic Gaps on First Nations Reserves – Indigenous Services Canada. Office of the Auditor General. Spring, 2018.

31

Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey Supporting Student Success. Indspire. 2014.

32

Improving Education on Reserves: A First Nations Education Authority Act. M. Mendelson. 2008. Ottawa: Caledon Institute of Social Policy.

33

Eduventures. 2017.

34

Secondary School and Post-Secondary Retention among Indigenous Students: More Favourable Conditions in the Essipit Community? A. Mansour et al. 2019.
Journal of Preserverance and Academic Achievement for First Peoples, 3, p. 86-89.
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Service Offerings Contribute
to Student Success
Indigenous-specific services are recognized as
important contributors to the success of Indigenous
students. Services are explicitly recognized by Colleges
and Institutes Canada in the Indigenous Education
Protocol for Colleges and Institutes.35 Currently, more
than 90% of Canadian colleges and universities have
some form of Indigenous student services.36 Specifically,
Indigenous mentorship programs have been shown to
produce results, including “improvement in self-esteem,
self-efficacy, and graduation rates.”37
Indigenous learners are often different from the “typical”
post-secondary student profile and therefore their needs
may be weighted differently. For example, Indigenous
learners are more likely to be raising children during
the course of their studies.38 Based on data from New
York State, over half of parent-students would not have
been able to complete their studies without access
to operational child care services through their postsecondary institute.39

Program Landscape for
Indigenous Institutes
Overall, Institutes have less diversity in their program
offerings than colleges and universities. However,
fewer offerings does not necessarily correlate to poorer
choice; as smaller institutions servicing a unique
population of learners, Indigenous Institutes curate
offerings to the needs, interests, and labour demands of
Indigenous communities and learners.
Institutes face immediate program needs driven by
student expectations and interests, community needs,
the changing economic landscape of First Nations

country and future of work trends facing Canadians
writ large. The common denominator across these
needs – and a common one identified by Institutes – is
that they are labour market driven (actual or perceived).
Occasionally, Institutes noted instances of private sector
partners seeking to fill immediate labour needs by
training Indigenous students and recruiting directly for
Institutes. These are exciting opportunities that should
not be lost due to the lack of maneuverability. We heard
numerous, well substantiated examples from institutes
for immediate programmatic needs that are not readily
available from college partners. These included:
•

Training for work in the cannabis sector;

•

Skills training for the “Green Economy”; and

•

Computer and technology skills to take advantage
of specific, industry-partner identified opportunities.

Institutes also have program pressures driven by the
unique needs of Indigenous learners. As discussed
previously, Indigenous learners tend to be older and
there is a substantial incidence of students seeking
high-school equivalencies or bridging/upgrading from
their high school education in order to succeed in the
post-secondary space. Pre-GED is generally not a
focus of colleges or universities, and while continuing
education classes exist, those pursuing diplomas
and undergraduate degrees tend to skew younger in
age. This additional need to absorb components of
what is typically reserved for the secondary education
sphere makes Institutes unique from other postsecondary sectors.
Indigenous Institutes are not accredited post-secondary
bodies; instead, they rely on partnerships with
accredited colleges and universities in order to offer
courses and programs. Offerings are negotiated by

35

Indigenous Education Protocol. Colleges and Institutes Canada. 2014.

36

More Than a Checklist: Meaningful Indigenous Inclusion in Higher Education. Michelle Pidgeon. 2016. Social Inclusion, 4(1), pp. 77-91

37

Supporting Success: Aboriginal Students in Higher Education. C. Gallup. 2016. Canadian Journal of Higher Education, 46(2), pp. 206-224

38

Changing Course: Improving Aboriginal Access to Post-Secondary Education in Canada. Millennium Research Note #2. 2005.

39

Impact of Campus-Based Child Care on the Academic Success of Student-Parents at SUNY Community Colleges. F. LaVerna, G. Winter. 1988.
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Institutes with potential partners. Partner selection
by Institutes is determined by a number of factors,
including: standing relationships with colleges and
universities, financial considerations like the level
of tuition access, and flexibility from the accredited
institution on cultural-based or learners-needs-based
amendments to courses.40
The lack of accreditation places Institutes at a
disadvantage, particularly in two matters: selfdetermination and own-source revenue. The lack of
accreditation and ownership over programs means
that Institutes lack an own source revenue driver in
the form of intellectual property and that they rely on
the good will of their partners to allow programmatic
changes that reflect the needs of Indigenous learners.
That is not to say Institutes are not succeeding as a
result of non-accreditation: in fact, the current system
allows Indigenous Institutes to select and deliver
courses quickly to meet emerging demands or needs,
and that they need not divert resources into research
and development or the process to gain accreditation
recognition for courses of study.
This dynamic is likely to change in the coming years.
Since Institutes were statutorily recognized as a

40

third-but-equal pillar of Ontario’s education system in
2017, Ontario and Institutes have been moving forward
on a pathway towards accreditation. The completion of
the accreditation process for Institutes will create new
opportunities for collaborative partnerships, program
design, co-program delivery, and revenue generation
through partnership agreements with other postsecondary pillars and the for-profit education system.
This means that while it is important to create new
program opportunities within the existing structure, we
also must be cognizant that the structure will change.
Institutes noted that they are also facing growing
competition for instructors that have core competencies
and cultural knowledge to teach Indigenous learners,
which may act as a limitation on future program
offerings. As colleges and universities expand their
efforts to recruit and retain Indigenous learners, their
deeper pockets can make recruitment and retention
of academic staff difficult. Some noted that they are
collaborating with their partners to attract and retain
staff, creating a win-win scenario for Institutes to further
their mandates and for colleges and universities to
advance their diversity, equity and inclusion missions.

These findings are based on interviews with all Institutes that are members of the Indigenous Institutes Consortium. For further information, please see the
IIC’s Partnerships paper.
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Program Delivery Models
We compared program delivery models, which we
believe represents a measurable difference in how
Indigenous Institutes respond to learners needs.
Indigenous Institutes noted that their delivery models
are adapted from the colleges from whom they
licence programs in order to best meet the needs of
Indigenous learners.
We tried to capture straight comparisons of delivery
models but found that such methods blurred over
important distinctions. Below is a visual comparison
of in-class versus online delivery, and an example
highlighting why qualitative methods are preferable
to quantitative methods for assessing program
delivery models:
Indigenous Institute Consortium Members
Colleges

On Campus

Universities

Remote
(In Community)

Program Delivery Options

In the chart above, we measured on campus (i.e.,
classroom delivery) against remote delivery that a
student could theoretically pursue at home in their
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community (i.e., online delivery) for Indigenous
Institutes, colleges and universities. As a straightforward
comparison, Indigenous Institutes appear to be less
accessible to Indigenous community members. But this
is false – because the chart measures how a student
can theoretically access a class (i.e., do they need to
be on campus, yes or no) not whether learning is more
available to Indigenous students.
By virtue of being located within First Nations
communities, Indigenous Institutes are automatically
and definitionally more accessible to Indigenous
learners. Which Indigenous learners is key; measuring
Ontario-wide, Indigenous Institutes might not score
high, but with discrete populations, they will at least
match if not outperform other pillars.
We found that Indigenous Institutes are offering a
greater degree of flexibility for their students through
their program delivery model. For instance, we found
unique examples of:
•

Programs with mixed delivery models, that can
be started in classroom but then done remotely
from communities, allowing students to pursue
post-secondary education while continuing to be
immersed in community and family life

•

Programs that combine on-the-land learning as
part of the delivery model

•

Flexibility to take courses either in person or online

•

Ease of access for students by virtue of being
located in-community

Colleges and universities increasingly offer both
in-person and online courses; however, we found few
examples of them striving to Indigenize the contexts of
each through mixed delivery models. Instead, we found
that colleges and universities typically have catered
to the unique program needs of Indigenous learners
by establishing Indigenous-specific service centres,
which may offer supplemental programming or house
Indigenous-specific studies. Thus, while there is an
awareness in college and university materials that
Indigenous students may require services to enhance
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program success, we found few clear examples of
program success being premised on Indigenizing
program delivery (perhaps with exceptions within
specific university faculties).

Indigenous Institutes’ Program Priorities
Based on our interviews with Institutes, we identified
three core common themes related to program needs
and program drivers. We believe that addressing these
areas will be critical pre- and post-accreditation.

1. Labour Demand Driven
Program Creation
Institutes identified that their program priorities are
driven by a mix of student demand, community demand,
and regional employer demands. Student demand and
community demand are functions of perceived and
actual labour market demands. On-reserve opportunities
are rapidly changing due to the emergence of new
industries such as cannabis, corporate partnerships and
investments, and market changes driven by future work
trends and by reconciliation trends.
Institutes do not have uniform access to high quality,
contemporary and relevant labour market data.
Institutes reported relying on older data, anecdotal
and perceptual information, and regional aggregated
information. In certain instances, private sector
employers have come directly to Institutes to voice
needs; however, these partnerships cannot be counted
on to be in constant reach to inform labour market
needs. In our research, we found no evidence that
Indigenous-specific labour market information exists in
an accessible form to inform Institutes or governments
programmatic prioritizations. As discussed previously,
our findings were not unique: the OECD reported similar
data shortages in 2018. We believe this is a major gap
given the overlapping interests of Institutes and the
Province to ensure education leads to jobs.
Where immediate opportunities exist due to an
expressed interest from a private sector entity, Institutes
may not be in a position to respond with a program
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offering. Understandably, tuition revenues from such
offerings cannot be guaranteed – assuming a college
has a program readily available to begin with.

2. Numeracy/Literacy and High
School Bridging Programs
The state of K-12 education on reserve has been well
studied. In 2011, then-Auditor General Sheila Fraser
noted the abysmal state of funding and the poor
outcomes achieved as a result. While funding and
outcomes have improved, persistent multi-generational
education gaps are stubborn issues to overcome.
Yet, overcoming them is critical to achieving postsecondary success.
Institutes noted that they work beyond the immediate
post-secondary sphere in order to foster skills that
contribute to lifelong success and lifelong learning, even
if these skills are more typically expected to be attained
as part of a high school diploma. Institutes also noted
that learners requiring this type of support are both selfaware and self-conscious about their educational needs.
The ability to offer skills training in a non-judgemental
setting is critical for these learners to succeed.
There are few other opportunities for Indigenous
learners interested in attaining post-secondary degrees
to pursue these skills after their high school years.
As noted by the Office of the Auditor General (2018),
federal funding for high school learning typically dries
up once a learner reaches the age of 22. Pathways
towards these skills are created through the work
of Indigenous Skills & Employment Training service
providers, but ISET agreement holders may not be
within reach for a learner.
Institutes can be a one-stop for Indigenous postsecondary learners who, due to skills shortages,
otherwise would not be able to attain a postsecondary degree.
The efficiencies in centralizing core educational needs
pay dividends to students. Indigenous Institutes have
noted that more can be done in this area, and doing so
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may yield significant positive dividends for learners and
communities.

3. Core Capacity for Program
Procurement & Design
Institutes noted that IIOG funding, while extremely
helpful, does not cover the full range of core
administrative functions required for Institutes to
negotiate program access, design programs or
guarantee revenue-neutral or revenue-generating
delivery programs (i.e., if enrolment is not sufficient to
cover costs). In fact, Institutes noted that their definition
of “core needs” differs from that of the provinces,
leaving them few avenues to be able to pursue funds
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to support program procurement (i.e., funds for human
resources to negotiate program delivery agreements)
and program design.
This current constraint is perhaps due to current
program procurement and delivery structures. As
previously discussed, Institutes partner with accredited
colleges and universities who perform the initial
research and development for programs. If this
indeed is an underlying assumption of current funding
envelopes that support critical Institute functions,
accreditation will require a serious rethinking of
funding models.
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Service Landscape for
Indigenous Institutes
Post-secondary services for learners in Ontario’s
colleges and universities are generally made possible
through either tuition fees, ancillary fees, or a mixture of
both. Ancillary fees in other sectors can be compulsory;
for instance, career services, academic support, health
and counselling are recognized as such under Ontario’s
Tuition Fee Framework and Ancillary Fee Guidelines
for Publicly-Assisted Universities. In certain instances,
services may be funded through special purpose
grants, which aim to increase access to post-secondary
education for underrepresented groups or groups with
specific needs (e.g., Indigenous peoples, first generation
learners, etc.). However, as noted by Ontario officials in
our discussions, colleges and universities are generally
expected to fund and sustain the majority of their
own services.
As the funding arrangement related to services for
Institutes changed in the course of this study, we
are unable to provide insights respecting the current
framework as it relates to supporting services. However,
we can describe the general structures. Indigenous
Institutes receive public funding for Ontario for service
design and delivery. Under the Student Success Fund
for Aboriginal Institutes (2016), service design and
delivery funding is capped at a maximum of 30% of
the total amount of transfer payments from the Ministry
of Colleges and Universities (MCU) to the recipient
Institute. Current guidelines for Indigenous Institutes’
Operating Grants (IIOG) (2019-20) list no cap. Listed
eligible expenses include those for wages, benefits,
Elders and knowledge keepers, student transition
services, counselling, academic services, cultural
workshops, and employment readiness services.

The delta in services between Indigenous Institutes
and other pillars of post-secondary education in
Ontario is effectively an outcome of previous years’
funding model and fiscal profile differences. Indigenous
Institutes, serving a learner base that is at an economic
disadvantage compared to learners in the other
post-secondary systems, simply do not have the same
ability to pass the financial burden for services back to
students without losing cost competitiveness or placing
additional stressors on enrolment and on learners.
Furthermore, their revenues are less diverse than other
post-secondary sectors. They are therefore reliant
on public funding, from the province in particular, to
increase service offerings. Reliance on Ontario funding
for service expansion limits the growth potential of
services within the parameters of the IIOG funding
envelope, which itself is subject to the rigours and
confines of the government budget and supply process.
The limited capacity for Indigenous learners to absorb
additional ancillary costs for services has been made
clear in discussions regarding financial barriers
to Indigenous students pursuing post-secondary
education. Analysis by the Assembly of First Nations
has convincingly demonstrated that First Nations
students are underfunded to the tune of $9,000/year
in post secondary supports through current federal
programming and that funding must be significantly
increased just to keep pace with increased rates of
high school graduation and post-secondary interest
from Indigenous learners.41 Inability to afford education
has been identified as one of the top impediments
for Indigenous learners to pursue post-secondary
education.42 A recent study shows that perceptions

41

First Nations Post-Secondary Education Review, 2018 Interim Report. Assembly of First Nations. 2018.

42

Indspire. 2018.
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post-secondary education affordability and accessibility
might have spin-off impacts that dissuade First Nations
learners from completing high school; therefore, there is
simply no discernable public policy interest in seeking to
fund these services through fees from learners.43
The ancillary fees that fund services comprise a
substantial portion of tuition in the other post-secondary
pillars. According to the Ontario Undergraduate Student
Alliance, ancillary fees comprised 16% of an average
student’s tuition in 2016.44 Annual data from Statistics
Canada shows that ancillary fees combined with tuition
across the post-secondary sector is approximately
28% of the total post-secondary revenue stream and
Ontario’s studies on college and university funding
models shows 37% of college funding and 40%
of university funding coming from the province; by
comparison, Indigenous Institutes in our conversations
identified government revenue sources as comprising
90% or more of their total revenues, meaning that the
marginal cost of new ancillary fees must be significant
in order to raise sufficient revenues for new services.
Furthermore, Indigenous Institutes have less diverse
revenue sources to draw on to create new service
streams. Whereas grants and gifts made by individuals,
businesses, and non-profits comprise approximately
10% of total revenue, Indigenous Institutes have
identified receiving few grants or gifts of these
sorts – in fact, most had reported never receiving any.
As discussed previously, due to a lack of accreditation,

there are no own source revenues to be derived from
for-profit education partnerships.
This leaves few sources other than government for
service funding. Institutes noted a general willingness
on behalf of the province to find solutions, but also
made clear that funding sources were insufficient and
that the terms and conditions of funding sources did
not match their views as to what services are core
or essential. Institutes noted that the Government of
Canada has not been as financially present in the
sector as they would expect, given existing federal
mandates respecting Indigenous post-secondary
education and significant new spending to improve
postsecondary access.

Service Comparison Across Pillars
We expected services between Indigenous Institutes,
colleges, and universities to differ on the basis that
Indigenous Institutes cater their services specifically
for the unique needs of Indigenous learners. Therefore,
a straight comparison between pillars would not
measure what is valuable, which is the services that
Indigenous learners are likely to prioritize. Instead,
we surveyed Indigenous Institutes to gather baseline
data about their offerings, and asked them which new
services they would prioritize offering, in order to focus
our assessment on relevant services. Based on these
methods, we identified the following core service areas
for comparison:

Service Category Descriptions
Service Category

Description

Research/Library Services

Any services that help students engage in research, finding primary or secondary sources;
online or physical library services

Tutoring

Tutoring programs (i.e., not one-off), including peer tutoring services

43

“The Impact of Post-Secondary Funding on the Educational Attainment of Indigenous Students in Canada,” M. Jones. Accessed online at: https://
economicsandpolicy.ca/2016/12/21/the-impact-of-post-secondary-funding-on-the-educational-attainment-of-indigenous-students-in-canada/

44

Ancillary Fees, Policy Paper. Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance. Fall, 2016.
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Service Category

Description

Career

Services to help students navigate their career interests or translate their skills into career
pathways

IT

Services to help students with IT, can include access to IT equipment

Scholarships, Bursaries, or
Financial Aid

Services that help students find/access financial resources

Elder-in-Residence/Visiting
Elder Program

Services that make elders available to students

Transportation

Services that facilitate transportation including universal/student bus passes, institutionoffered transportation within/outside of campus, and transportation service administration
agreements with municipalities

Off Campus Housing
Assistance

Services that help students find off campus housing – can be offered through partner/private
organizations, and may include assistance navigating tenant rights

Counselling

Navigational counselling services that help students address stressors or needs, and can refer
them to other services as required

Mental Health

Services that address mental health needs including crisis intervention

Mentoring

Career/studies mentoring, includes alumni mentor networks and peer mentoring

Childcare/Daycare

Childcare/daycare services on campus or subsidized/arranged off campus

Legal Services

Legal clinics or assistance for students

Health Care

Health clinics or services on campus, excludes insurance

Dental Care

Dental clinics or services on campus, excludes insurance

Local Services Navigation

Assistance in finding services available in the community off campus

Accessibility

Services to accommodate the needs of learners with disabilities or special needs

Dedicated Student Housing

On campus housing

Dedicated Study Space

Physical space allocated for the sole purpose of studying

Athletics/Gym

Physical space set aside for physical fitness

Library

Physical space for a library

Kitchen/Cafeteria

Physical cooking or meal space, with ability for students to cook their own meals or to
purchase meals cooked by a caterer

The Indigenous-specific service offerings by Institutes
we identified did not significantly differ from services
now routinely offered by colleges and universities,
meaning that colleges and universities have identified
revenue pathways allowing them to cater to Indigenous
learners. Based on current information, it is unclear
if colleges and universities are competing against
Indigenous Institutes for public funding to provide these
services and, if they are, the degree to which they are
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also drawing on funding sources that are unique to
their sector.
In order to get a sense of the level of service gaps, we
conducted a scan of college, university and Indigenous
Institute services. We have no basis to assess the
quality of these offerings. We found a substantial
disparity in the quantity of programs. As shown in
the chart on the following page, Indigenous Institutes
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currently do not offer even basic post-secondary
services, such as library services that are typically
associated with post-secondary institutes.

Indigenous Institute Consortium - Comparable Services
Indigenous Institute Consortium Members

Colleges

Universities

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
%0
Tutoring

Career

Information
Technology

Scholarships/
Bursaries/
Financial Aid

In-Residence/
Visiting Elder
Program

Transportation

Off Campus
Housing
Assistance

Counselling

Kitchen/
Cafeteria

On Campus

Remote
(in Community)

Services
100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
%0
Mental
Health

Mentoring

Local Services
Navigation

Services

PRO GRAMS AND S ER VIC ES : A C OMPA R ATIVE A NA LYS I S

Bridging
Programs

Dedicated
Study Space

Infastructure-Dependant
Services

Program Delivery
Options

19

Leaders in lifelong learning

We recognize that these gaps may be less stark
than they appear on face level. During a study on
partnerships, we found that Indigenous Institutes may
share services with host First Nations communities/
nations, meaning students may be able to access
services that are not captured directly within an Institute
but are on offer through a First Nation or another
Indigenous entity. For instance, Ogwehoweh Skills and
Trades Training Centre (OSTTC) noted that learners
can access mentorship, counselling, child-care, career
services, and accessibility services through their
partners in Six Nations. Nonetheless, since they do not
offer these services directly, they are not counted in the
above chart. Other instances like this exist, meaning
that the comparison above is a baseline floor of services
on offer; the ceiling rises as partnerships continue to
evolve and produce benefits.

have and expect. In some instances, it may also mean
shortages of physical study space for learners.

Institutes identified 6 common core service themes
that they believe are a priority to offer to students, and
where additional assistance would be required to create
or expand on offerings. These themes and services
are modest: they are basic services offered by other
post-secondary institutes. While there was some degree
of variance in priorities, we identified these 6 based
on the frequency with which they were raised and the
importance that Institutes associated with the service.
We provide an overview of these services below.

3. Child Care

1. Library Services
Library services are a standard service offering from
colleges and universities across Ontario, but they are
not amongst Indigenous Institutes due to budgetary
constraints, including lack of capital infrastructure/
access to capital infrastructure funds for physical
libraries. Institutes report that library access and library
services are generally provided by the partner colleges
through which they offer programs. The lack of libraries
and library services means that students do not have
the level of access to research materials or research
assistance that learners in other post secondary pillars

45

2. Mental Health Support
Mental health support was identified as critical for
supporting Indigenous learners, especially given the
difficult transition learners may have into the postsecondary environment. Institutes currently pursue
creative pathways to make mental health support
available, either by allocating their limited funding to
such services or by partnering with host First Nation
communities that have mental health resources
available. Notwithstanding, Institutes feel there is a gap
between what is offered and what needs to be offered.
Some Institutes noted this as an area where the federal
government could be more present, given their ongoing
efforts to bolster mental health access for First Nations.

As noted previously, Indigenous learners are more
likely to be parents and child care access is critical for
the success of parent-learners. In fact, a 1988 study
amongst New York State community college students
found that, when supported, parent-learners are more
likely to successfully complete their studies than
non-parent-learners.45 The cost of child care services
is typically paid for by the parent-learner, and costs are
controlled through non-profit models and by aligning
child care services with child care education. However,
different models are likely required for Indigenous
learners due to economic constraints.

4. Student Learning Supports
Indigenous learners have diverse needs amongst
themselves. Like the general population, Indigenous
learners may have special needs that require
accommodation in order to foster student success.
These types of learning supports may include study
support, supports for those with learning disabilities,
and other forms of assistance.

LaVerna & Winter. 1988.
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5. Capital Infrastructure
Dependent Services: Study
Space and Student Housing
Institutes noted the difficulties they have accessing
capital infrastructure funds for projects of this nature.
In their experience, capital infrastructure funding
envelopes are not accessible on a year-to-year basis.
When these envelopes become available, Institutes
expressed that funders expect them to have costed and
shovel-ready projects. This level of planning requires
funding, which is unavailable, and moving towards
a shovel-ready state requires Institutes to balance
financial risks that their project may not move forward.
As a result, Institutes have a deficit in infrastructure
which, in turn, contributes to a deficit in services.
Several Institutes raised that lack of accommodations
are a barrier for student recruitment. Scenarios differ
between Institutes located within or near urban centres
and those that are located in rural locations. One
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institute located near an urban area noted that students
often require short term rentals that are difficult,
expensive and potentially even unsafe for their student
population, many of whom come to study from remote
communities. A rurally located Institute noted that
accommodations are not readily available on the private
market in their region.

6. Post-Graduation
Employment Services
Institutes work to assist graduating students with job
placements where possible. However, post-graduation
employment services are not readily available. As noted
by Institutes, there are employment services available
for their students through local or regional Indigenous
service providers; however, the landscape can be
difficult to navigate for new graduates. No Institute is
looking to reinvent the wheel: where they can help act
as navigators of existing services, Institutes noted their
willingness to do so.
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Summary of Findings
Institute programs and services have the potential to
yield dividends to local Indigenous economies and
Ontario as a whole. Given the Indigenous context of
Institutes, they are well prepared to correct for historic
failures in the traditional post-secondary education
system and they can provide immediate benefits to
host communities beyond those who are attending the
institute as learners. Put simply, programs and services
create net positive benefits for a diversity of potential
beneficiaries.
At face value, Indigenous Institutes are offering less
program diversity and have fewer services than colleges
and universities. Scratching below the surface, however,
suggests that the gap is a function both of curated
decisions and inability to access the full amount of
requisite funding under previous funding structures.
Straightforward comparisons may miss qualitative
differences that emerge as a result of self-determination
through curation; they may surface some funding
questions which, due to ongoing changes within funding
frameworks, are difficult to interpret from a future
oriented perspective.
When asked, Institutes’ highlighted gaps at surface level
seem quite modest: they want to be able to provide
a similar level of services and have the core ability to
support program development and implementation
equal to the level of other pillars. They currently fill
some of these gaps through partnerships – a theme
explored further in the Partnership Guidelines paper –
but still have persistent needs that require investment.
Gaps are particularly noticeable when it comes to
capital infrastructure and the programs that require
physical infrastructure supports. Examples include
library services and libraries, athletics programming
and athletics space, and housing services and housing
stock. Institutes noted difficulty in accessing capital
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infrastructure funding and, as a result, difficulty in
addressing core learner needs that are dependent on
infrastructure.
Institutes are responsive to the needs of learners
and communities, as well as the labour markets that
influence post-graduation employment. Institutes look
to data and information to signal trends and emerging
labour needs. The quality of data and information
varies between Institutes and is largely dependent
on their relationships with data holders, like regional
trade boards. Furthermore, data that they access is not
Indigenous-specific. The Government of Ontario noted in
interviews that it is a data holder and that opportunities
may exist to enhance data collection and/or access to
help Institutes make their own informed decisions.
Indeed, we found the environment of programs and
services to be context rich but data poor. In some
respects, the paucity of data was a function of moving
metrics across systems, making previous years’
information obsolete in the context of new systems.
However, challenges still remain in fully understanding
the backend needs to fill program and service gaps,
and the full array of resources currently at the table
or that might need to be identified in order to help
Institutes ramp up.
Changes are happening in real time. As we wrote
the first draft of this paper, Ontario rolled out a new
funding framework for Institutes; as the final draft of
this paper, Ontario announced new investments into
Institutes. The trends seem positive at face value,
and their impact measurable. Change is needed to fix
the underlying causes of unmet needs and to tackle
stubborn, persistent gaps. There is space for continued
collaboration to meet the needs of learners, the public
interests of Ontarians, and communities desiring the
expression of self-determination through Institutes.
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Annex 2: Infographics to Describe
Program and Service Gap
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