
SummaryC
O

N
S

EI
L 

SU
P

ÉR
IE

U
R

 
D

E 
L’

ÉD
U

C
A

T
IO

N
Beyond Québec’s Borders: 
A Look at Inspiring Initiatives in 
Canadian Universities for, by and 
with First Peoples — 2021 Portrait 

	 April 2023



– 2 –

Conseil supérieur de l’éducation

Methodology
The data collection was carried out in three steps. The first aimed to produce descriptive fact sheets 
for each of the 58 participating universities to identify and describe initiatives in five spheres of activity: 
organization, education and teaching, student experience, research and creation, and community 
services. This information was obtained from websites, press reviews and articles, and more importantly, 
strategic plans, annual reports, and other internal documents from the universities. The fact sheets were 
then sent to the universities for their approval1. In the second step, we invited Canadian universities to 
participate in a telephone interview or videoconference to provide additional information on some of the 
initiatives and to add a human and participatory dimension to the project. The interviews were carried 
out during the summer of 2021 with staff in charge of Indigenous affairs at the responding universities. 
The third and final step was the creation of an Indigenous Advisory Committee to review the entire 
written document before publication and ensure an Indigenous perspective, an essential aspect of the 
ethics of working with First Peoples. 

The report is divided into four sections: organization (which includes governance), education and teaching, 
student experience, and research and creation. Community services were included within these four 
sections, since the themes we identified overlapped with those mentioned above. Each section contains 
two parts. The first establishes the current state of higher education offered to Indigenous people and 
research related to Indigenous realities at the 58 universities surveyed. The second highlights the success 
stories and inspiring ways of some Canadian universities in meeting the specific needs and interests of 
Indigenous people, following an innovative approach that emphasizes egalitarian, equitable and culturally 
relevant relationships between First Peoples and non-Indigenous peoples.

1	 The fact sheets can be found in an appendix accompanying the report. It is important to note that the fact 
sheets were first translated into English and then sent out between March and April 2022. For this reason, they 
contain updates that were added by respondents and that are not reflected in the final report.

Inspired by the richness and importance of the survey by the Bureau de 
coopération interuniversitaire (BCI) titled Québec Universities’ Action for, by Québec Universities’ Action for, by 
and with First Peoples – 2019 Portraitand with First Peoples – 2019 Portrait, which presents an overview of actions 
undertaken in Québec’s 19 universities to promote the access, inclusion, 
retention, educational success, academic accreditation, and well-being of 
Indigenous communities within university institutions, the Conseil supérieur 
de l’éducation decided to continue this major work by adding a pan-Canadian 
perspective. With the input of respondents from 58 Canadian universities, 
the Council was able to engage in an extensive data collection between May 
and August 2021 to produce a portrait of initiatives implemented by Canadian 
universities outside Québec to improve education for Indigenous people and 
continue on the path of reconciliation.

https://www.bci-qc.ca/en/first-peoples/
https://www.bci-qc.ca/en/first-peoples/
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Section 1: Organization (including governance)
Section 1 focuses on the universities’ organization, including governance, administrative structure, strategic 
planning, and institutional policies and regulations. It considers the Indigenous presence in governing 
bodies and administrative structures and provides a brief description of the roles and responsibilities of 
the senior positions held by Indigenous people. In 2021, 90% of responding universities had an Indigenous 
presence in their governance or administrative management bodies. Of these, 14% hired a special advisor on 
Indigenous affairs who reports directly to the university president and who provides institutional leadership 
by supporting faculty, staff and students in respecting the commitment to reconciliation. First Peoples’ 
perspectives in the university’s governance; of this number, 12% have an Elders advisory council which, 
beyond supporting Indigenous students and staff, is involved in the integration of Indigenous content 
into existing courses and programs and in creating courses and programs related to Indigenous studies. 
In terms of strategic planning, 98% of the universities state that their strategic plan contains elements 
that support the realization of their mission with First Peoples. Strategic objectives typically address the 
following four areas: (1) indigenization2 and decolonization of education; (2) indigenization of the physical 
space; (3) increased Indigenous participation in the institution; and (4) increased Indigenous partnerships, 
collaboration, and research networks. The majority of Indigenous staff who hold administrative positions 
work within an office dedicated to Indigenous affairs, which exists at one third of the universities studied. 
This body typically includes members of the management team, vice rectorate, administrative support, 
or various coordination and support positions.

Policies and regulations are major issues in Canadian universities. While some protocols demonstrate a 
willingness to create an environment that is welcoming and respectful of First Peoples’ heritage— mandatory 
training for staff, admission procedures that give priority to Indigenous applicants, land acknowledgements, 
the presence of Elders and Knowledge Keepers, etc.—they are still not widespread and sometimes lack 
precision. It will likely take a few more years before the discussions underway between First Peoples 
and Canada’s university institutions result in the creation of inclusive policies focused on the well-being 
of the Indigenous community in universities. 

The inspiring actions in the first section illustrate the importance of reaching out to Indigenous peoples and 
listening to their specific needs for education and inclusion in university. Moreover, their involvement in 
the indigenization process should not be limited to the development of a strategy focused on their needs; 
rather, it should be ongoing at all stages of the process and on a permanent basis. A successful strategy 
is one that is regularly updated by a committee made up of Indigenous people and non-Indigenous allies 
within the university. The presence of Indigenous people in the administrative structure ensures that the 
Indigenous perspective is taken into account, which will then be reflected in all the departments and all 
the bodies that stem from it. It is also understood that a decentralized approach focusing on the needs 
of each department has the potential to accelerate the indigenization process while maximizing financial 
resources. This strategy can enable universities to invest more time and resources in the creation of 
policies and regulations that aim to improve the experience of Indigenous people at university.

2	 Indigenization is “The integration of Indigenous worldviews, knowledge and perspectives into the structures 
of an institution.” (TERMIUM PlusTERMIUM Plus)

https://www.btb.termiumplus.gc.ca/tpv2alpha/alpha-fra.html?lang=fra&i=1&srchtxt=AUTOCHTONISATION&index=alt&codom2nd_wet=1#resultrecs
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Section 2: Education and Teaching
This section draws a portrait of the academic aspects relevant to First Peoples’ knowledge and realities. 
It contains an estimate of the Indigenous student population, an overview of transition and bridging 
programs that encourage inclusion of new Indigenous students, and an analysis of programs and courses 
on the culture, perspectives, and needs of Indigenous communities, as well as training and resources 
developed to raise awareness among faculty working with Indigenous people.

In 2021, the Indigenous student population was estimated at 10% of the total population of responding 
universities. In an effort to increase this percentage, many universities have created transitional programs 
and culturally relevant pathways, including upgrading and remedial courses, to encourage Indigenous 
students to persevere and succeed in their chosen program while promoting access to post-secondary 
education. More than half of the universities have set up interdisciplinary programs related to Indigenous 
studies and which include courses on Indigenous history, culture, arts, and languages. More recently, 
courses and programs offered by Canadian universities have addressed current issues facing First Peoples, 
such as those related to the environment, land, justice, social policies, and intergenerational trauma.

According to our survey, 67% of universities offer courses in Indigenous languages, the majority of which can 
be taken online or within communities, facilitating accessibility and peer exchange. Programs that address 
the specific needs of Indigenous peoples are on the rise and cover a variety of topics such as land claims, 
community capacity building for remote and rural communities, community-based Indigenous teacher 
training, and the revitalization of Indigenous entrepreneurship. By implementing this type of program, 
universities are making a commitment to First Peoples to improve their long-term living conditions and 
strengthen relationships with surrounding Indigenous communities. As well, it is important to note that 
Indigenous education is not limited to Indigenous studies programs. On the contrary, the decolonization 
of knowledge requires the integration of content about First Peoples’ cultures, perspectives, and realities 
into all existing courses and programs, regardless of the field of study.

In an effort to decolonize the curriculum, 10% of universities have established permanent bodies such as 
departments or institutes dedicated to the principle of “two-eyed seeing.”3 One of the main objectives of 
this type of body is to rethink societal structures as they are articulated in today’s world, as well as the 
relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations in Canada. Several of these structures 
are working to integrate Indigenous teachings through dedicated training for all staff within the institution. 
In this respect, nearly half of the universities have implemented measures to develop staff competencies 
related to the cultural safety of Indigenous students (e.g. guide to working with Indigenous students, 
annual or monthly training sessions with or without hands-on workshops, online programs followed by 

3	 Introduced in 2004 by Mi’kmaq Elder Albert Marshall, “ two-eyed seeing ”, or Etuaptmamk in the Mi’kmaq 
language, is a principle of co-learning in the integrative sciences. Since its introduction into academic research 
and creation, the concept has spread beyond the field of integrative sciences to all spheres of intercultural 
and interdisciplinary studies such as history, geography, anthropology, and sociology. It is an approach that 
seeks to reconcile two distinct ways of understanding the world (Indigenous and Western) with the intention 
of achieving a new and inclusive consciousness for the good of all.
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an evaluation). The courses are made up of different components covering the history of relationships 
between First Peoples and Canada, the culture and traditions of local communities, current realities and 
issues, discrimination and racism, and appropriate language to use in discussions related to First Peoples.

The actions identified in the second section reveal that there has been a proliferation of courses and 
programs addressing First Peoples themes since 2017. The COVID-19 pandemic and the intensification of 
the Black Lives Matter movement have also contributed to the student community’s growing interest in this 
type of education. This has forced universities to develop initiatives to meet this demand. Non-Indigenous 
people want to understand Canada’s history and contemporary issues from an Indigenous perspective, 
while for Indigenous youth, it is an opportunity to reconnect with a history that, although it is theirs, has 
not always been taught to them within their families or at school. Updating the curriculum has helped 
to initiate the decolonization of teaching and education while emphasizing the integration of culturally 
appropriate Indigenous content. Moreover, the creation of courses devoted entirely to capacity building 
for Indigenous people living in communities has laid the essential groundwork for the empowerment and 
full sovereignty of Indigenous peoples within their territories. Students are becoming agents of change 
who can improve living conditions in their communities while reconnecting with the knowledge and 
teaching methods of their own culture and ancestral traditions. As in the first section, it is important 
in the teaching and education sphere to reach out to Indigenous peoples so they can accompany and 
support staff in creating revised content that includes Indigenous perspectives.

Finally, one of the major challenges brought about by the significant increase in courses, training, and 
bodies dedicated to First Peoples themes is the lack of Indigenous people who are trained and available to 
respond to all the requests for assistance and support in the process of indigenization and decolonization 
of the curriculum. This has prompted some universities to develop tools and resources about Indigenous 
history and culture to inform and help professors when an Indigenous professional is not available.
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Section 3: Student Experience
The third section presents a wide range of initiatives aiming to ensure inclusion, well-being, and the 
establishment of culturally safe approaches for Indigenous students on university campuses. The information 
collected in this section is divided into general parameters such as orientation and integration, support 
services for success, cultural and social activities intended for Indigenous students or for the general 
student population, and the establishment of infrastructures reflecting First Peoples’ heritage as well 
as those dedicated to learning about Indigenous culture and realities. Some universities have taken the 
opportunity to build trust with neighbouring Indigenous communities by developing educational programs 
for elementary and secondary school students (from kindergarten to Grade 12). These include remedial 
and upgrading courses given by university students to help facilitate the transition to high school and 
post-secondary education. As well, many universities organize welcoming ceremonies and culturally 
relevant special events to celebrate the success and achievements of the Indigenous university population. 
Other means have been put in place to create a safe environment for new Indigenous students, such as 
the Indigenous student handbook, which promotes autonomy on campus and in the city. 

The majority of universities offer undergraduate and graduate support services for success to meet 
the specific needs of the Indigenous population (academic advisors, professional advisors, Elders in 
Residence, therapists, psychologists, social workers, tutors, mentors, writing workshops, language 
exercises, leadership workshops, etc.). More than half of the universities provide access to support from 
Elders or Knowledge Keepers on campus to assist Indigenous students in their academic, personal, and 
spiritual journey.

All the universities have at least one cultural and social activity to honour First Peoples, whether it is an 
event to mark National Indigenous Peoples Day or the National Day of Truth and Reconciliation, sharing 
circles and cultural exchanges, Indigenous student radio and podcasts, or even activities celebrating 
Indigenous success. About 67% percent of the universities have set up spaces on their campuses to 
promote cultural safety for the Indigenous student population. In addition to this infrastructure, nearly 
half of the universities have committed to the indigenization of their campuses through the addition of 
commemorative sites reflecting Indigenous culture and traditions.

The inspiring initiatives presented in the third section demonstrate the importance of creating a 
welcoming environment for Indigenous students so that they feel comfortable and know that their 
culture is recognized and respected. Even today, students attending band schools do not receive the 
same support and resources as those enrolled in the public system. This contributes to perpetuating 
unequal dynamics that do not encourage Indigenous people to pursue secondary and post-secondary 
education. In this regard, one initiative that would benefit from being replicated is that of tutoring and 
mentoring programs for youth in band schools, delivered within communities by university students. 
This initiative has the double benefit of helping Indigenous youth by providing remedial education and 
homework assistance while allowing university students to gain practical training in teaching or social 
work in the communities where band schools are located.
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In addition, more and more universities are implementing Living-Learning Communities, a university 
residence program that brings together students with an interest in extending collaboration and learning 
beyond the classroom. This initiative has been very successful with new Indigenous students, some of 
whom are leaving their communities for the first time to pursue their university studies. Living-Learning 
Communities serve to recreate a sense of belonging to a peer group while ensuring cultural security through 
the many activities offered. Indigenous student radio and podcast series are among the initiatives that 
have marked the pandemic and are likely to continue, given their widespread popularity. We also saw the 
emergence of one of the first student channels broadcasting exclusively in Indigenous languages. These 
initiatives perpetuated a sense of belonging to a distinct community despite the considerable distance 
imposed by health measures. Finally, the significant increase in financial assistance for Indigenous students 
has been highly instrumental in encouraging university enrolment and in promoting the well-being and 
comfort of Indigenous students.
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Section 4: Research and Creation
The fourth section examines the status of research for, by and with First Peoples. It describes the measures 
implemented to promote the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives and the consideration of themes 
that address specific needs. Whether through the development of training to build skills and capacity 
in Indigenous research, or the creation of an ethical framework that promotes positive relationships 
between institutions and local communities, actions in recent years have had beneficial effects on the 
communities involved.

To demonstrate the importance of the contribution of First Peoples in research as well as the growing 
interest in related themes, this section provides an overview of the following aspects: researchers and their 
research and creation themes; strategic networks and partnerships; research groups, alliances, creation 
laboratories and research chairs; ethics and protocols; and means of disseminating results. Nearly all the 
universities have researchers whose interests are linked to themes related to Indigenous realities, issues or 
perspectives, in a wide variety of fields. A large majority of universities are currently conducting (or have 
recently conducted) research projects on themes related to the realities of First Peoples. In addition, 
we noted a number of trends, such as a significant number of studies related to environmental justice 
and protection, population health (e.g. accessibility of health services), education advocating “two-eyed 
seeing,” the revitalization of languages, and the principles of Indigenous law. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has also influenced new directions in research on the effects felt and experienced by Indigenous people 
living in communities or in urban settings. Nearly 30 of the universities studied have formed partnerships 
with Indigenous communities and organizations. These initiatives aim to promote positive relationships 
between university institutions and communities through the creation of programs that address the 
specific needs of communities with a goal to improving their living conditions. 

Some 30 universities report having research groups, alliances, creation laboratories and research chairs 
to support the realization of their mission with First Peoples. Because Indigenous research presents 
certain challenges due to its many distinct characteristics, particularly with respect to the notions of 
intellectual property and copyright, some universities have already begun to put in place measures to 
provide a better framework for Indigenous research by offering various resources to help and support 
researchers. Dissemination of research results and projects underway is another challenge of Indigenous 
research, since many communities do not grant permission for their data to be circulated. Nonetheless, 
nearly half of the universities organize an annual event in the form of a symposium or presentation where 
speakers discuss themes related to First Peoples’ perspectives, realities, and issues. 

The inspiring actions surrounding research and creation underline the importance of identifying the 
problems of Indigenous peoples with the intention of improving their living conditions in the long term. 
This means that university researchers need to engage in a dialogue even before establishing a research 
plan and methodology. Today, it is no longer a question of working on First Peoples, but rather with 
their participation, following an ethical framework established with the people involved right from the 
beginning of the project. That is why each study and each research project requires a personalized and 
culturally relevant approach. It is also important that those involved in university research and working 
with Indigenous peoples demonstrate openness, flexibility, and sensitivity in their approach and in 
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the methods used to gather information, analyze data, and disseminate results. While there are some 
protocols regarding the ethical framework for working with First Peoples, each agreement should be 
defined according to the specific people involved.

At the same time, research with First Peoples can also serve non-Indigenous people, particularly 
through partnerships that lead to the creation of cultural awareness tools and programs. This helps to 
bring Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities together and fosters an inclusive and collaborative 
learning environment that can reduce the stigma that hinders the development of positive relationships. 
In addition to the partnerships and collaborations that are essential to Indigenous research, in order 
to address the under-representation of Indigenous researchers, it is critical to introduce Indigenous 
students to academic research and publishing upon their entry into university. Mentorship programs 
in Indigenous interdisciplinary research have been shown to have a positive impact on the number of 
publications authored by Indigenous people.



– 10 –

Conseil supérieur de l’éducation

Conclusion
The information contained in this survey and the highlighting of innovative initiatives that can be emulated 
in Québec and elsewhere in Canada have allowed us to pinpoint specific challenges shared by Canadian 
universities. This report proposes avenues that are proven to have a positive impact on the experience 
of Indigenous people in university in the different spheres of activity. This document should therefore 
be useful for Canadian universities as well as government departments and organizations dedicated 
to higher education. Furthermore, by calling attention to these numerous university initiatives, we are 
reminded of the importance of looking to others for inspiration in order to improve access to higher 
education in a spirit of solidarity, and with the objective of collective fulfillment through the respect, 
support, recognition, and success of Indigenous students.

The Conseil supérieur de l’éducation hopes this project will serve as a springboard for the ideas presented 
within to support Indigenous people in taking control of education by, for, and with First Peoples and, 
in turn, provide levers for action to overcome the barriers they face.
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