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The Regroupement des centres d’amitié 
autochtones du Québec (RCAAQ)
Founded in 1976, the Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec (RCAAQ) is the 
provincial association that represents and coordinates the 11 Native Friendship Centres in Quebec. 
The Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec advocates for the rights and interests 
of Indigenous citizens in cities and actively supports the development of Native Friendship Centres 
that bring Indigenous people together in urban areas, offer them relevant services and contribute to 
harmony among peoples by promoting Indigenous culture.

The RCAAQ represents 11 Native Friendship Centres in the following Quebec cities: Chibougamau, 
Joliette, La Tuque, Maniwaki, Montréal, Québec City, Roberval, Senneterre, Sept-Îles, Trois-Rivières and 
Val-d’Or. All affiliated Centres share the same vision and are located in the urban centres where there 
is a significant Indigenous presence. In addition to being true frontline service hubs for Indigenous 
people in Quebec cities, Native Friendship Centres are everyday living environments and incubators for 
initiatives that value culture, affirm identity and foster the participation of urban Indigenous citizens. 
The Native Friendship Centres work day in and day out to foster a better understanding of the issues 
and challenges of urban Indigenous people and to promote the harmonious cohabitation of different 
peoples in cities.

Thanks to its unifying mission and its long history, the RCAAQ has a comprehensive understanding of 
the issues and challenges Indigenous people face when dealing with urban realities. The RCAAQ is a 
key spokesperson for urban Indigenous issues and a central player in service delivery to Indigenous 
people in cities. Through its unifying expertise and mission, the RCAAQ contributes to developing 
concrete solutions and innovative public policies for the well-being of Indigenous people living in 
or passing through Quebec’s urban areas. The RCAAQ has been working for many years, by way of 
research projects, evaluations and consultations, to better document and understand the Indigenous 
presence in Quebec’s cities.
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Summary
In Quebec, it is crucial for Indigenous people of all nations and languages to gain full and equitable 
access to the postsecondary public education system if the historical inequalities in graduation rates 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are to be overcome. Although many actions and 
changes have been made to the postsecondary education system, many obstacles still limit access to 
college and university studies for a large number of Indigenous people in Quebec. The realities and 
needs of Indigenous students are also distinct from those of the greater population. 

The RCAAQ therefore conducted a participatory research project to foster and support social innovation 
around Indigenous postsecondary student retention in Quebec. The results of this research are based 
on testimonials from current or former postsecondary Indigenous students, observations at the Centre 
d’amitié autochtone de Trois-Rivières and at the Centre multi-services MAMUK, and an analysis of the 
services of the RCAAQ-affiliated Native Friendship Centres. The data was analyzed using a thematic-
content analysis approach.

This study therefore paints a portrait of Indigenous students’ realities to better understand and consider 
their needs, in the goal of effectively addressing the socio-economic, structural and institutional barriers 
that hinder Indigenous access to and success in postsecondary education. This report also discusses 
initiatives in educational institutions and within the Quebec Native Friendship Centre Movement that 
hinder or promote the educational perseverance and success of Indigenous postsecondary students. 

Keywords: education, Indigenous people, urban environment, perseverance, retention, educational 
success
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1. Introduction
In its 2016 position paper Lifelong Learning: Supporting Educational Success for Aboriginal People 
in Urban Areas the Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec (RCAAQ) called on 
the Ministère de l’Éducation et de l’Enseignement supérieur (MEES) to support and accompany the 
development of a provincial education strategy for urban Indigenous students. This request was heard. 
As part of the deployment of such a strategy, the RCAAQ believes that the educational services that exist 
in urban settings in Quebec must reflect the unique realities of Indigenous people, highlight Indigenous 
cultures and allow these learners full and equitable access to education, particularly to college and 
university training. To do so, the RCAAQ conducted a participatory research project to foster and 
support social innovation around Indigenous student retention in Quebec. The current report presents 
the study’s background, objectives and methodology. It goes on to present the findings, which are 
divided into two main categories: a brief portrait of the Indigenous postsecondary students we met 
with, and the initiatives that hinder or promote retention and educational success. The initiatives were 
found in educational institutions and within the Quebec Native Friendship Centre Movement 

2. Background 
2.1 Urban Indigenousness in Quebec

“The Indigenous presence in Quebec cities is a relatively new and complex 
phenomenon, especially since the urban Indigenous population is extremely diverse 
both culturally and linguistically, as well as in age, gender, income, region of origin, 
family background, education, sexual orientation and occupation. The social, political, 
economic and administrative issues related to the Indigenous presence in cities are still 
poorly understood and little documented in Quebec”  (RCAAQ, 2018, p. 7).  

The concept of urban Indigenousness encompasses all Indigenous people who are based in urban 
areas for community, political, economic, cultural, ecological and social reasons (RCAAQ, 2017, p. 8). 
The phenomenon of urban Indigenousness is characterized especially by hypermobility, be it between 
the city and the community of origin, within the same city or between different towns in Quebec. 
Specific to the First Nations population, this hypermobility is part of families’ realities and individuals’ 
trajectories (RCAAQ, 2018) and leads to specific needs. 

In Quebec, it is estimated that more than half (55%) of First Nations reside off reserve or designated 
land (Statistics Canada, 2018). In addition, 15% of Inuit in Quebec live elsewhere than in the Northern 
Villages of Nunavik. Education and employment are the main reasons Indigenous people migrate 
out of the communities (FNQLHSSC, 2018, p. 1) The city is a place many Indigenous people requiring 
specialized services or fleeing difficult family or community situations must pass through. For many, 
moving to the city is a deliberate choice made out of a desire for personal, professional, artistic, etc. 
fulfilment and achievement (RCAAQ, 2018, p. 7). The pursuit of postsecondary education in the city 
thus opens the door to new opportunities. 
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2.2 Access to public services for urban Indigenous people
In 2018, the Regroupement des Centres d’amitié autochtones published a provincial survey on the 
accessibility of public services for Indigenous people living in or passing through urban areas. The report 
Urban Indigenous People and the Accessibility of Public Services, based on a study conducted with over 
1,700 Indigenous people in more than 13 cities in Quebec, revealed the extent of the challenges and 
concerns of Indigenous people face in the urban environment in Quebec (RCAAQ, 2018, p. 27). It also 
provided a portrait of Indigenous realities, in regards to their experiences and impressions of the public 
education system. 

The RCAAQ report also revealed that more than 500 respondents had used services to meet special 
education needs for themselves (30%), for one of their children (45%) or for another family member 
(19%) (RCAAQ, 2018, p. 22). In 31% of cases, respondents felt that their particular educational need 
was not adequately or satisfactorily met, and in over half of the cases (57.5%), respondents said that 
they did not seek the help they needed because they feared racism, the language barrier, because 
services did not fit with their values, or because of their Indian status (RCAAQ, 2018, p. 23). The 
provincial survey showed that 57% of respondents had already experienced racism or discrimination 
in all sectors of the Quebec public service network (RCAAQ, 2018, p. 14). In the same vein, according 
to the Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la jeunesse, Indigenous people, and urban 
Indigenous people in particular, are among the groups most likely to be victims of discrimination and/
or racial profiling in Quebec (Eid, Magloire & Turenne, 2011, p. 11). 

2.3 Decolonization of institutional practices
Commissions of inquiry, such as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the National Inquiry into 
Murdered and Missing Indigenous Women and Girls and the Public Inquiry Commission on Relations 
Between Indigenous Peoples and Certain Public Services in Québec, have underscored the need to 
decolonize the education system, via changes to institutional policies, practices and curricula. For 
example, the Call for Justice No. 9 of the Kepek-Quebec Supplementary Report to the National Inquiry 
into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls specifies: 

“We request the Ministère de l’Éducation et de l’Enseignement supérieur, as well as all 
Quebec educational institutions, to integrate into the compulsory school curriculum 
a training program developed in collaboration with Indigenous organizations on the 
socio-cultural, historical and contemporary realities of Indigenous people” (MMIWG, 
2019, p. 161; translation) 

The report of the Public Inquiry Commission on Relations between Indigenous Peoples and Certain 
Public Services in Québec recommended to:

“Make implementation of student retention and academic success measures for 
Indigenous students and young people a priority and allocate the amounts required, 
guided by the needs identified by the Indigenous peoples themselves and complying 
with their ancestral traditions” (Call for Action No. 11, CERP, 2019, p. 238).



8 

Fostering Indigenous Students’ Postsecondary Perseverance and Educational Success

“Include a component on Québec First Nations and Inuit in professional programs at 
colleges and universities (medicine, social work, law, journalism and other programs), 
working with Indigenous authorities” (Call for Action No. 23, CERP, 2019, p. 266).

The calls for justice of these commissions of have, of course, resonated in Quebec and Canadian 
colleges and universities and thus led to various changes. Several recent actions by Quebec educational 
institutions have demonstrated their willingness to ensure Indigenous students’ access and success. 
These include the 6e Forum national sur la réconciliation co-organized by Université Laval and the 
Université du Québec network; Université Laval’s appointment of Michèle Audette as assistant to the 
vice-rector of studies and student affairs and senior advisor on reconciliation and Indigenous education; 
the Quebec Ministère de l’Éducation et de l’Enseignement supérieur’s creation of the “Welcoming and 
Integration of Indigenous College Students;” and the hiring of Indigenous liaison officers in several 
CEGEPS and universities in the province. However, as noted in the CAPRES’ First Peoples Dossier:

[I]t is not enough to simply implement measures or programs. Non-Indigenous 
professionals, teachers and students must still be educated to demystify First Peoples’ 
realities and break down the persistent prejudices and stereotypes that impede the full 
deployment of these measures and programs, on the pretext that Indigenous students 
are few in number (Blackburn, 2018, p. 10; translation)

It is therefore imperative postsecondary institutions create sustainable opportunities. These arise 
from a commitment by administrators, from the addition of strategic orientations aimed to create 
equity for all students and overcome historical inequalities, and from concrete, multi-level actions, 
including providing employees and students with better training on Indigenous realities. Indeed, the 
“Indigenization1 (indigenization) of higher education should not target sampling getting First Peoples to 
better adapt to the non-Indigenous higher education system; rather, it should aim to change existing 
structures and practices (CAPRES, 2018, p. 11).

In Quebec, full and equitable access for Indigenous people of all nations and languages to the 
postsecondary public education system is crucial if the historical inequalities in graduation rates 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are to be overcome. In short, although many actions 
have been initiated and many changes made, we note that numerous obstacles still limit access to 
services, particularly in education, for many Indigenous people in Quebec, and that the realities and 
needs of Indigenous students are distinct from those of the greater population. It is therefore imperative 
to understand and consider these needs to effectively address the socio-economic, structural and 
institutional barriers that impede Indigenous people’s access and success in postsecondary education. 

1	 Indigenization	means	that	conscious	efforts	are	made	to	integrate	Indigenous	peoples,	philosophies,	knowledge	and	cultures	
into	strategic	plans,	governance	roles,	curriculum	development	and	review,	research	and	professional	development	(CACUSS,	
2018,	p.	12;	translation).
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3. Research objectives
Our main research goal was to identify both the inspiring approaches and the barriers to Indigenous 
student retention in Quebec. More specifically, the study sought to: 

1. Identify the barriers to the school success of Indigenous people in Quebec

2. Highlight inspiring initiatives and practices that promote the retention and success of Indige-
nous postsecondary students

3. Analyze the development process of a continuum of services for postsecondary students in 
several Quebec cities

4. To develop a toolkit to facilitate the transfer of the knowledge acquired throughout this parti-
cipatory research project to enable the improvement of services for Indigenous postsecondary 
students

The RCAAQ hopes this study will draw a portrait of postsecondary Indigenous students’ current situation 
and demonstrate the importance of complementarity and collaboration between postsecondary 
institutions and Native Friendship Centres, which are key players in ensuring Indigenous educational 
perseverance and success. This report presents initiatives by students, individual professors, 
postsecondary institutions and Indigenous organizations, namely Native Friendship Centres. It also 
proposes ways to ensure a balanced relationship between partners in education so that each may 
effectively assume its responsibilities. Finally, the study proposes a redefinition of academic success 
that is not only more inclusive but that the very vision that emerges from it takes the realities of 
Indigenous students’ discontinuous school careers into account. 

Health research axis
In 2019, three citizen forums were held in La Tuque and Trois-Rivières to explore Indigenous 
access to health professions. These forums arose from collaboration between the RCAAQ and 
the Faculty of Medicine at the Université de Montréal. They gathered some 30 participants each, 
including health professionals, healthcare administrators, teachers and decision-makers, as well 
as Indigenous students interested in studying in health-related fields. The forums aimed to better 
understand the specific health-training needs of Indigenous populations (particularly by identifying 
issues related to the accessibility and relevance of these programs of study) and sought to develop 
a joint action plan.

Given its partnership with the Faculty of Medicine in organizing the forums, the RCAAQ also sought 
to identify the obstacles specific to Indigenous students’ access to these fields of study that, up 
until now, have been poorly documented. The elements specific to accessing education in the 
health fields will be highlighted throughout this report. These results will allow the faculties of 
medicine at the Université de Montréal and at the three other Quebec schools to orient their 
actions and demonstrate their social accountability.2

2	According	to	the	World	Health	Organization,	the	social	accountability	of	medical	faculties	is	“...the	obligation	to	direct	their	
education,	research	and	service	activities	towards	addressing	the	priority	health	concerns	of	the	community,	region	and/or	
nation	they	have	a	mandate	to	serve.	The	priority	health	concerns	are	to	be	identified	jointly	by	governments,	health	care	
organizations,	health	professionals	and	the	public.”	(Boelen,	Heck	and	World	Health	Organization,	1995,	p.	3).
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4. Methods
This research was based on testimonials by Indigenous postsecondary students living in Québec City 
and in Trois-Rivières. More specifically, as part of this project, 11 students (8 current and 3 former) 
CEGEP or university students were interviewed via semi-directed interviews.3Among the respondents, 
there were 10 women and 1 man, which is also representative of the current situation in Quebec 
and Canada, where “Indigenous women outnumber men on university campuses” (Statistics Canada, 
2016; as quoted in Joncas, 2018, p. 23; translation). 

Of the eight current students, five attended university, two were in CEGEP, and one, a former nursing 
aide student, is now in a health and nursing vocational program with the goal of becoming an auxiliary 
nurse. One of the students we met is also president of her university’s Indigenous student association. 
During her interview, she therefore also reported issues or other situations observed among the other 
members of her association. The three former students are employed in a field related to their studies. 
However, two did not graduate from their last program of study.

Also as part of this research, various professionals from postsecondary institutions were met or 
contacted. Of these, five professionals worked in Indigenous student services, two professors were 
developing Indigenous content for college-level courses, three taught Indigenous health content at 
the university level and two others were conducting research on Indigenous student retention and 
academic success in their respective CEGEPS.

Health research axis
Four students we interviewed were studying in health-related programs (two in medicine, one in 
nursing, and one formerly to become a nurse’s aide and now in vocational training). In addition, we 
also met with one woman who had been studying to become a nurse’s aide and had ceased her 
studies in the field and another currently studying in natural sciences who would like to transfer to 
medicine. In addition to these interviews, the citizens’ forums also identified barriers that will be 
described in this report.

The results of this report also stem from observations made during visits to the Centre d’amitié 
autochtone de Trois-Rivières and the Centre multi-service MAMUK, from informal discussions with 
postsecondary students, teachers and Native Friendship Centre workers, as well as from thee RCAAQ’s 
participation in the citizen forums and other public consultations. Finally, the services, particularly 
education-related services, of all the RCAAQ-affiliated Native Friendship Centres were analyzed to 
identify initiatives within the Quebec Native Friendship Centre Movement that promote the retention 
and success of Indigenous postsecondary students.  

3	In	this	report,	only	the	names	of	participants	who	so	consented	will	be	used.	
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The collected information was analyzed once the interviews and the notes taken during the observations 
had been transcribed. Then, a thematic content analysis approach was applied. This method consists 
of classifying collected data under different themes in order to highlight common characteristics. It 
thus leads to better understanding of the meaning of the participants’ testimonials. The results in the 
following sections were presented to some of the interviewees. This made it possible to validate the 
results and adjust the research report when necessary. 

5. Analysis of the results
5.1 Portrait of Indigenous postsecondary students
The RCAAQ’s Urban Indigenous People and the Accessibility of 
Public Services study revealed that a small percentage of res-
pondents had a postsecondary degree or diploma. Indeed, 49% 
reported no educational qualifications. Some 29% had a high 
school diploma, 14% held a college diploma and only 8% had a 
university degree (RCAAQ, 2018). These statistics echo the most 
recent Statistics Canada data, which show that only 25% of First 
Nations and 7% of Inuit over the age of 15 have a postsecondary 
(college or university) diploma or degree, as compared to 52% of 
the greater Canadian population (Statistics Canada, 2018). 

The RCAAQ report also presented a topic sheet on postsecondary 
students, allowing us to observe characteristics specific to this 
group.

Indigenous student realities
The current and former students interviewed for this research project belong to the Innu and Atikamekw 
nations. In the group, eight had completed their elementary and secondary studies, in part or in 
whole, in an urban environment. Some stayed in the city during the week to attend school, returning 
to their home community on weekends. Others lived in their community and travelled between their 
community and the nearest town to pursue their education. Five participants had mostly grown up in 
the city, although they generally lived close to their home communities (for example, they were from 
the community of Mani-Utenam and had lived in Sept-Îles). 

These participants revealed that their CEGEP experience had been a time when they greatly questioned 
their identity. One of the participants explained: “In my life, I have long searched for my identity. I 
didn’t know if I was Indigenous or white because I grew up with both.” A second participant, who had 
lived in the city during her elementary and high school years, noted: “All the Innu went to CEGEP, after 
[high school]. I didn’t know why I was so shy. I didn’t understand why I didn’t seek them out, why I 
looked away when I walked passed them in the hallway.” In addition to wondering about their future, 
these students were trying to understand their relationship with their community and their culture. 
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Although they had grown up near their communities, their ties to their culture were unclear. These 
examples demonstrate the importance of preserving the cultural connection of young people who grow 
up and study in urban areas. In fact, as pointed out in the RCAAQ position paper Aboriginal Cultures 
in Urban Settings: A Wealth for our Heritage, culture allows for a better understanding of oneself and 
one’s origins, and for developing a feeling of belonging to one’s community, even when at a physical 
distance” (RCAAQ, 2016, p. 11).

On another note, five respondents were mothers of one or more dependent children, and one was 
pregnant at the time of the interview. The other participants did not have children. A majority of the 
student-mothers interviewed for this project did not take maternity leave during their studies. This was 
because they wanted to maintain their financial aid and school funding packages so as to stay in the city 
or to finish their schooling quickly, in the goal of then returning to their community and finding work. 
The realities of student-parents are discussed further in the section “Students’ Personal Challenges.”

5.2  Factors influencing Indigenous retention and success in 
postsecondary education

The barriers research participants encountered were grouped into three main themes. The first was 
barriers stemming from urban Indigenous students’ socio-economic realities. The second theme 
centred on individuals and included obstacles stemming from students’ personal challenges. Third and 
finally, there were institutional barriers, which related to the structure, management and organization 
of postsecondary institutions as well as programs and course content. Although divided here into three 
different categories, these barriers are interconnected and mutually influential. It is therefore not 
enough—or even desirable—to work on only one system or issue at a time.

Socio-economic realities
Transitioning to the urban environment: Adapting to city living and postsecondary education
“Adapting to being a student is often more difficult for those who have left their community to pursue 
university studies in an urban setting” (Ticci Sarmiento, 2017, in Labrecque, 2019, p. 71; translation). 
This is also the case for the pursuit of professional and college studies. 

For many Indigenous students, postsecondary education means moving to the city and adapting to a 
new environment. Even though many of the students interviewed for this study have always lived in 
urban areas, they had to move to pursue their studies. The hypermobility mentioned at the beginning 
of this report particularly affects students. Furthermore, once settled in the city, Indigenous people also 
tend to move more often than the greater population, be it to other cities, within the same city, or to 
return to their community of origin (Statistics Canada, 2018). Adaptation to a new environment affects 
many Indigenous students. For this reason, moving to an urban setting was one of the main barriers to 
postsecondary education named by our participants. 
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When they arrived in the city, our respondents had trouble finding housing and adapting to new 
responsibilities, including greater financial responsibilities, since geographical distance entails many 
costs (CAPRES, 2018, p. 8). In this regard, the students emphasized their interest in student residences 
being developed for Indigenous people and ensuring that these spaces are built in a way that meets 
this population’s specific needs. Two such projects are underway, in Sept-Îles and in Trois-Rivières. In 
short, mentoring and preparation for leaving for the city would be useful, even necessary, for many 
Indigenous people and should be considered by the educational institutions that will welcome these 
future students.  

For example, Cégep Garneau has drafted a guide to welcome students who arrive from outside the 
region.4 Although not specifically geared to Indigenous students, it does provide information about 
finding housing, the items they’ll needed to settle in the city, and advice on personal finances (financial 
aid, work and budgeting). In partnership with local Indigenous organizations, the creation of such a tool 
and informative video clips would certainly be very useful to new Indigenous students.  

Culture shock and isolation
For some participants, arriving in an urban environment was a culture shock, coloured by anxiety and 
fear. Moreover, moving to the city leads to the loss of community touchstones and support (CAPRES, 
2018, p. 9), which in turn leads students to experience a rupture with their social network. It has been 
observed that students’ first semester in town is often the most difficult, since creating a new social 
network is complex. Students therefore spend a lot of time alone, and this can lead them to lose 
motivation at school. The shock is therefore experienced around arriving in the city, but also in relation 
to starting at a new school, as this student explained: “The shock of living in the city, not knowing 
anyone at all and that there are 45 of us in class when I was used to being 15.” 

Several study participants had attended urban primary and secondary schools. Some revealed having 
experienced a profound sense of isolation during their schooling, particularly because of racism and 
being misunderstood by those around them. As one participant put it: “I remember feeling alone a lot in 
elementary school because I was the only Indigenous person. It wasn’t easy. I often felt misunderstood.” 
This same participant lived and grew up in non-Indigenous foster families and now considers that this 
experience led to many difficulties in her youth (substance use and behavioural issues) and, as a result, 
disrupted her school career. 

As presented in the “Initiatives and inspiring practices to promote postsecondary Indigenous student 
retention and educational success” section, Native Friendship Centres are living environments that 
forge ties between individuals and therefore help break isolation.

 

4	https://www.cegepgarneau.ca/medias/docs/guide-etudiants-hors-region.pdf
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Understanding and supporting harmonious school transitions in urban 
Indigenous youth  

We identified four issues associated with the transition to a new town: integration into a new 
socio-cultural environment; prejudice and racism; isolation from the family network; and the risk of 
loss of identity and language. Directly related to school transitions, we found the following issues: 
educational staff’s general lack of knowledge about Indigenous realities; limited communication 
with Indigenous families; the lack of intake procedures and services specific to Indigenous students; 
and a disproportionate number of Indigenous youth with individualized education plans or in 
special education classes. Adding to the complexity of the daily lives of Indigenous youth going 
through school transitions, these issues often have an impact on these young people’s education 
(RCAAQ, 2020, p. 8).

Financial support 
A majority of the students interviewed for this project receive funding from their band councils to help 
pay their tuition fees and other expenses related to studying in the city. Only two students did not 
receive any financial support during their postsecondary studies, which their band council explained 
by an overall lack of funding to help their community’s students. Therefore, for some Indigenous 
students, loans and grants from the Quebec government and part-time work are necessary if they 
are to pursue postsecondary studies. Several students who received aid from their band council also 
requested additional financial aid, explaining that the initial funding did not cover all their costs of 
studying in the city. CEGEP student services departments reported that in their financial aid packages 
(when students apply for loans and grants), the money from band councils is considered at 100%, 
while non-Indigenous students’ wages are considered at 50%. As a result, Indigenous students can only 
receive loans from the provincial government, while non-Indigenous students are eligible for grants. 
Moreover, the funding band councils allocate to students is sometimes limited to a certain number of 
semesters or to the level of schooling. These restrictions can become a major obstacle for students 
who encounter difficulties during their school careers or who wish to study part-time.

Thus, facilitating Indigenous students’ access to already existing grants and modifying the award 
criteria so as to take remoteness and the loss of students’ reference points and community supports 
into account would be promising avenues.  

Students’ personal challenges  
Some participants noted that CEGEP was a stage at which many dropped out of school for a variety 
of personal reasons. For example, having one or more children, not having a car to get to school, 
lack of motivation, family issues, substance abuse, etc. Other students were forced leave school for a 
variety of reasons. This section presents some of the elements that bring about academic difficulty and 
sometimes cause students to take a break from or abandon their postsecondary education. 

First-generation students
Many Indigenous postsecondary students are the first in their families to attend college or university. 
This was the case for a majority of participants in this study. These students can therefore rely less 
on parental support than other students can (Bonin, Duchaine and Gaudreault, 2015, p. 3). They 
often have fewer role models in their entourage who have pursued further education, and as a result 
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their educational aspirations may be lower (Bonin, Duchaine & Gaudreault, 2015, p. 5). It may also 
be more difficult for first-generation students to choose their programs of study and future careers. 
First-generation students are also at greater risk of interrupting or dropping out of school during their 
academic career (Bonin, Duchaine & Gaudreault, 2015, p. 9). As a result, first-generation Indigenous 
students have major needs for guidance, support and help, including in choosing programs of study 
and career paths, in balancing their education and family life, in organizing work and study time, 
in accessing safe and relevant services (healthcare, social services and any other service to meet a 
particular educational need), in finding housing, and in being able to value and experience their culture 
during their time in an urban environment.  

Lack of support
The citizens’ forums on Indigenous access to health professions revealed that support and the value 
families place on education were sometimes a barrier to students’ educational success and further 
education. It is worth noting that the students met in the course of this research project were very 
much supported by their entourage during their studies. Although some student-parents mentioned 
the challenges of raising their children without help, this difficulty was a product of living in the city, far 
from community and family. A majority of students shared that they were encouraged and supported 
by their parents, most of whom had not completed high school. Parental support therefore appears to 
be a factor that promotes perseverance and academic success.  

Role models and opportunities
The lack of role models, future opportunities or information on choices of career or field of study proved 
to be a major barrier for some Indigenous students. Some spoke of the difficulties they experienced 
when they tried to transition to a program of study without the support of their friends and family. 
Such adversity led some to transfer to programs that were not of interest to them, and that this 
subsequently impacted their motivation to pursue these studies. As one participant put it: “I did a year 
and a half in a springboard program because I hadn’t been supported in my choice of a field of studies. 
In my family, no one had been to CEGEP.” This first-generation student’s comments raise an important 
point: Although open programs, like the springboard program in CEGEPS, help many students identify 
their interests, such freedom can generate additional confusion for others. This same student went on 
to explain that she hit a wall and lost her drive during her time in the springboard program. Students 
in unstructured programs should receive attentive guidance, ideally from an Indigenous liaison 
officer, to help them orient their choices and prevent their academic discouragement. In addition, a 
province-wide campaign to publish photos of Indigenous graduates in any school with Indigenous 
students should be implemented to celebrate Indigenous graduates’ accomplishment and use them 
as role models for future generations.  

Many students base their career choices on the needs they observe in their community. They wish to 
live there after their studies, and so their studies often revolve around a desire to give back to their 
community. However, once they have graduated, employment in their field is not necessarily accessible, 
and so they stay on in the city to work.  
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Student-parents
As noted earlier, many of the participants were mothers of one or more children and had or have had 
to juggle their family responsibilities and education. Many of these women reported having been alone 
with their children at one time or another during their studies, either as single mothers or because 
their spouses lived in another city or community. As a result, these students “have to find affordable 
childcare and schools for their children, in addition to managing their own postsecondary educations, 
without the support that many of them would have had in their communities” (CAPRES, 2018, p. 9; 
translation). 

In addition to the examples listed above, evening classes are additional hurdles for student-parents. 
The logistical complexity of taking these courses is compounded by the fact that many childcare centres 
are not open in the evenings and that babysitting can be expensive. In sum, although it was pointed out 
that being a single parent can be a source of motivation, it is also often a source of additional stress and 
adversity. It is therefore imperative that services specific to these student-parents be set up so that 
these latter may reach their full potential.   

Considering that life in the city distances students from their usual social support, which would be a 
particular help during the busier moments of the school year, drop-in childcare centres established in 
each school with adjoining study spaces on the premises for parents would provide valuable support 
to these student-parents. Moreover, drop-in childcare centres would allow parents to attend evening 
classes and facilitate student-teacher meetings. 

In addition, the establishment of Indigenous early childhood centres in cities with a high proportion 
of Indigenous student-parents would also help remedy this type of problem. Although such a service 
exists in Trois-Rivières, it apparently did not meet needs of the city’s Indigenous students. It can be 
assumed that the current model needs to be revisited to properly address the particular situation of 
students who temporarily leave the city for long periods of time, such as during summer vacations.
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Student-mothers: Examples of the challenges encountered
A student who gave birth to her son during her college years shared her experience. The boy 
was her first child, and the birth was accompanied by many major adaptations: her separation 
from the boy’s father, her son starting childcare when he was only four months old, and her own 
entry into university. All of this was source of difficulty for her. Her family lived far away and even 
though they were very helpful, she found herself alone with her son. 

In hindsight, she found that one of the biggest difficulties was during exam periods, when she 
needed to study, but had no one to take care of her son. For example, she would have liked to 
attend the teachers’ study sessions in the evenings. 

Another student continued her studies as a single mother of five children. She lived in the city 
with them, while her husband worked in their community. This woman therefore had to juggle 
parenting and her training in nursing, which required a lot of study time. She described her lifestyle 
as “very demanding” and did not want it to cause her to neglect her children. She explained: “I’ve 
had my ups and downs during my school career. I have had failures. It complicated my training.” 

For another student, the greatest difficulty was when a childcare provider called about one of her 
children, who needed to be picked up from the childcare centre while the student was in class. 

Finally, a last student spoke about the difficulties of finding a childcare spot for her daughter when 
she went back to school. She had to hire a private babysitter while she attended classes because 
there were no spaces for her child in nearby childcare centres. 

Institutional barriers  
Language barriers
French-language skills were a difficulty encountered by many students, even among those who had 
completed part or all of their primary or secondary education in a city school. French was a challenge 
in exams and written assignments, as was the specific vocabulary needed in certain programs of 
study. Several students also pointed out that teachers’ attitudes about difficulties in French often 
discouraged them from continuing their studies. One student explained that “it was like the teachers 
couldn’t understand that French wasn’t our first language. It’s just normal that I mispronounce a word 
during an oral presentation, because that word is not in my everyday vocabulary.” It would therefore 
be necessary for schools to be more open-minded about skills in French.  

“I just want you to understand that it’s normal for me to have problems, because 
French isn’t my first language.”  
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As implied by this participant’s comment, a little linguistic empathy for Indigenous students, for 
whom English or French is a second or even third language, would go a long way. Training teachers 
and school staff in cultural safety and hiring teachers and staff members who are Indigenous would 
certainly foster such an attitude. French should be taught while also valuing students’ mother 
tongue. Bilingualism should be prized, as should the importance of maintaining one’s first language. 
Finally, it would be beneficial to change the support Indigenous students receive in all classes and 
during evaluations, for example, by being more accommodating during exams (i.e. having more time 
to write an exam, having access to reference materials, such as dictionaries and grammar books).

Health research axis
The language barrier was also very present for students in health-related fields. One student, 
for whom the language barrier had caused her to drop out of the college studies in a health-
related field, explained: “But I think I got fed up with CEGEP because I didn’t have a lot of help. 
I needed more help. I mean, it’s not even my first language anyway. Worse, there were always 
misunderstandings [because of] the language barrier.” The vocabulary used in her field of study 
was very specific and everything was new to her. 

For example, during the citizen forum on Indigenous access to health professions, it was suggested 
that teachers should: 

• Check all their students’ comprehension and ability to read and understand 
the course material

• Provide definitions for complex or specialized words (considering that some 
words do not even have equivalents in Indigenous languages; - for example, 
the word “health” does not exist in Atikamekw. Instead, it is “well-being.”) 

Those responsible for health-related programs should:

• Create dictionaries/lexicons with technical words translated into the various 
Indigenous languages in collaboration with Indigenous experts, and ensure 
that these are made available to students

• Ensure that Indigenous students are aware of the available services that 
would support them in their academic work

Finally, a last student spoke about the difficulties of finding a childcare spot for her daughter 
when she went back to school. She had to hire a private babysitter while she attended classes 
because there were no spaces for her child in nearby childcare centres. 
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How postsecondary institutions work
Students identified their lack of understanding of how postsecondary institutions work, including the 
processes for enrolment, the pace required in CEGEP or university, and the CEGEP R score, as another 
barrier to their school achievement.

Enrolment
Our participants explained that, at registration, they had to ask for help to complete all the steps 
and forms. Assistance was requested from various school actors or family members who had already 
gone through a registration process. Some participants recalled self-identifying on their registration 
form as Indigenous. However, they did not receive additional information on the services offered 
to Indigenous students because of this. In addition, no measures had been put in place to welcome 
them. Dufour (2015) addressed this reality, which tends to discourage students from self-identifying 
as Indigenous. She proposes that “although several institutions have included a self-identification box 
in their admission forms, many First Nations students are reluctant to self-identify for fear of being 
stigmatized, particularly in the absence of an adapted offer of services and therefore valid proof” 
(CAPRES, 2018, p. 7; translation). As a result, students are left to their own to learn about what services 
are offered in their schools and find their way around campus. Self-identification should allow for easy 
and quick access to information about student services, but in light of the testimonials, we noted that 
students still did not have access to additional information. This begs the question of the purpose of 
Indigenous student self-identification in schools.  

The pace
The study participants also mentioned the particular pace of postsecondary institutions as a challenge. 
Because work must be done faster than in high school, pace was a barrier for many. Moreover, during 
the citizen forums, it was pointed out that “the starting point [for Indigenous students] often differs 
from that of their non-Indigenous peers” (participant in the Trois-Rivières citizen forum), making it even 
more difficult for Indigenous students to keep up with other students. In the same vein, a participant in 
this study explained that she was first in her class in her community’s high school. However, when she 
arrived at CEGEP, she came up short:  

“At the beginning of the semester, I had already hit a wall: the workload was really 
hard and different, too. And I wasn’t prepared for it. […] I could see that everyone was 
a step ahead. But, also, I was in shock... All at the same time. It was tough. […] The 
shock of living in the city, of not knowing anyone at all and of there being 45 of us in 
class when I was used to being one of 15.”  

This student’s comments clearly show that many obstacles can be experienced at the same time and 
that none can be neglected if the educational success of all students is to be ensured. 

This different pace requires additional tools, including strategies for studying and time management 
and planning,  as this former student pointed out: “I had trouble getting organized and managing my 
study time.” These tools should be available even for students who are returning to school after a 
break and who need to re-adjust to the pace of the school. Unfortunately, they often come too late, 
once a teacher notices that a student is lagging behind. However, as this student suggested: “They 
should give it to you before [so you can] succeed; not after, when you’re struggling and you’re trying 
really hard. When it’s, like, too late.” 



20 

Fostering Indigenous Students’ Postsecondary Perseverance and Educational Success

The R score
Over the course of this research project, it was found that students had not known what the R score 
was or understood how it works when they started their postsecondary education. As a result, they did 
not understand the importance of doing well in their courses from the very outset. For example, one 
student services employee revealed that Indigenous students tend to drop a class after the deadline, 
thus lowering their overall average. This therefore affects their academic record and has long-term 
consequences.  

Success contract
Several of the situations presented above can lead students to fail certain courses. When several 
courses are failed in the same semester, students are offered a success contract. 

A student shares her success contract experience 
She explained that her situation 

“was really rough. Basically, I had seven classes. In addition, I was taking care of 
my four [children]. I had my baby. I was breastfeeding. It was way too much. I hit 
a wall. Through all that, I had a contract. You know, you have to sign a contract. 
I kind of had my classes down to, like, four, I think. But you still have to make it 
through that. It was very demanding, very difficult. […] It was too much. It wasn’t 
a great experience.” 

The contract required her to pass all her courses, but she only passed three. So, she had to stop 
school for one semester, which was one of the contract’s conditions. This was a hard blow, especially 
on her self-esteem. She went back to CEGEP for another semester, but eventually dropped out. 
She was too tired and stressed, and lacked support from her school. She had asked for help, 
particularly from the CEGEP’s guidance counsellor, but had received discouraging comments. In 
hindsight, she felt that if she had been able to do a lighter course load, she might have been able 
to graduate with a diploma in her field.  

As already mentioned, to compensate the various obstacles that stem from students’ lack of 
understanding about how postsecondary education functions, some institutions have drafted 
informational guides to welcome new students. However, these may not be relevant to Indigenous 
students. Moreover, this type of guide is not necessarily comprehensive nor does it present all the 
details related to the functioning of the postsecondary school system in Quebec. This is why welcoming 
new Indigenous students in a way that is a personalized and specific would be an optimal, to 
promote their full understanding from the very start of their postsecondary careers. The institution’s 
functioning, various services, individualized pedagogical assistance (IPA) or other resource people 
and important places should all be presented clearly and the issue of the required pace of CEGEP and 
university, the R score and other relevant topics should all be addressed..
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Limited enrolment programs
Some university programs with limited enrolments reserve spaces for Indigenous students, but these 
latter must still meet certain criteria to be accepted. The most common example is the Indigenous 
cohort in medical programs at four Quebec universities. Previously, four spaces were reserved for First 
Nations youth who wished to pursue studies in medicine. Recently, the number of spaces reserved every 
year has been increased to six. Other programs have followed suit and, to give just a few examples, 
there are now reserved spaces in all health-related programs at Université Laval. In addition, several 
law faculties and departments of social work reserve one or more spots in each cohort for Indigenous 
students. 

Although this approach broadens the accessibility to these fields of study, not all limited enrolment 
programs have such reserved spaces and, as already mentioned, students are not exempt from certain 
admission criteria. Admission criteria include a lower R score than that required of non-Indigenous 
students, a cover letter, a group or an individual interview. However, when admissions are based only 
on the R score, students’ motivation to follow the program (which is sometimes very high) is not taken 
into account. Many students orient their choice of program on the needs they have observed in their 
community. Wishing to pursue their studies and then return to work and help their community, these 
young people are highly motivated and have specific goals. However, their project may be nipped in 
the bud if they are refused admission to the program of their choice!

One participant recounted that her desire to help her community was very strong during her studies 
in the social sciences and humanities. She therefore wanted to go to university to study social work, 
but her grades were not good enough and, although close, she did not have the required R score. 
She went to the program director’s office with a letter of motivation and a letter of support from her 
community chief so that the director would take a second look at her application. The director did not 
want to meet with her, as she considered the young woman’s request to be favouritism. The student 
felt helpless. Fortunately, this student, who is now studying anthropology, found new motivation to 
pursue her studies. 

Other students whose R score is not high enough try to get into to a program by taking other courses 
or other programs to increase their grades and thus their R score. This sometimes leads them to 
discouragement and to take a break from their studies or even drop out permanently. 

Although the reserved spaces approach allows for greater accessibility to studies, not all limited 
enrolment programs have such spaces and, as noted above, students must meet certain admission 
criteria. Any university or college program with limited enrolment should therefore have, as a 
very minimum, one reserved space for Indigenous students, and applications should be evaluated 
according to multiple criteria, which take into account not only the students’ academic results, but 
also their personal development, their motivation to pursue the program of study, and their career 
intentions after graduation. 
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Student services
A majority of participants had used college and university student services. However, many shared that 
they were dissatisfied with the services they received. First, they were not adequately presented the 
available services and the contact people when they arrived at their new school. Although this type 
of information is presented at open houses or back-to-school days, some participants said they were 
too shy to participate in this type of event. As a result, they had to fend for themselves and received 
information too late in the semester or even in their postsecondary program. One student explained: 
“You know, I had a lot of questions, but I was afraid to ask them. Like, how do exams work? About the 
services available at CEGEP. Really, I managed by myself all the time.” 

Holding back also leads to trouble in class. One student recounted: “There was no going back. 
Once [the teacher] finished, he finished. I was really shy. So I didn’t ask any questions. I’d just 
hope someone else wouldn’t understand the same thing so that they would ask it.” 

A second issue participants noted was how student services staff often referred them to other 
professionals, as the students’ situations were felt not to fall under their responsibility. For example, 
one student explained that when she went looking for support, the professionals tossed the ball 
back and forth: she was given an appointment with a psychologist, but that didn’t address academic 
achievement issues, so she was given an appointment with a guidance counsellor, who then advised 
her to go see a psychologist. Furthermore, these professionals knew nothing about Indigenous realities 
(the communities and their historical realities) or even about their own school’s policies for Indigenous 
students (like reserved spaces in limited enrolment programs and funding criteria). As a result, they 
were unable to provide Indigenous students with sound advice. Several participants revealed this lack 
of knowledge among student services staff. 

“I found that... Well, we’ve got the same problem [at university]: they don’t seem to 
understand our realities as Indigenous students. That’s always been the problem. So, I 
never go looking for that kind of ‘help’ because even if I go, I’m going to be disappointed. 
They’ll tell me stuff that makes no sense for me. […] You know, people have told me: I’m 
not going to ask for help because they don’t understand me.” 

“If I go to the help centre to see a psychologist, say, I’d like her to be aware of what 
it’s like back home. I’d like her to know a little about the issues First Nations people are 
dealing with and to have the information. I don’t want to shock her with the problems 
that happen there.” 

Psychological services were used by a few participants. However, that these services were focused 
around academics was problematic. Also, two participants reported the lack of a frontline resource for 
students. Accessing services is sometimes a complex and lengthy process, which discourages students 
and makes them feel like “just another number.” As one student said: “Just to meet with a counsellor, 
there’s a whole process that is [needlessly way] too long. […] I think that someone who is [really] fed up 
and desperate to meet a guidance counsellor is going to get discouraged.” Another student pointed out 
that no counsellor was available for help in crises or urgent situations that had to be addressed the very 
same day. She said that to obtain psychosocial support at the university where she studied, students 
have to fill out a form and are only contacted subsequently, if their situation is urgent (indicated on the 
form). A counsellor then contacts them within the week and the total number of meetings are limited 
to three. These consultations, with so few hours, often lead to incomplete follow-up.
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Finally, some students experienced discrimination when seeking help from student services at their 
school. One young woman recounted being told:  

“You have a child. What are you doing in CEGEP? You should be at home taking care of 
your kid. Your child should be your priority. You can think about going to school later. 
Do you realize that I could report you [to the Department of Youth Services] for what 
you just said? You shouldn’t have a child.” 

This participant was not the only one to have had such an experience. In hindsight, she realized that the 
counsellor she had met with lacked both cultural sensitivity and knowledge of Indigenous realities. Her 
comments had not only been inappropriate, they had lacked empathy. This student sought out help, 
but not only was she not helped, she was threatened with having her child taken away. This example 
demonstrates the difficulties that can be encountered by students seeking help. 

In short, workers should receive training in Indigenous cultural safety to know and understand the 
realities of Indigenous communities and the specificities of First Nations students. There should also 
be better follow-up in psychology, particularly via a frontline counsellor, as well as follow-up on other 
aspects of students’ lives.

Services specific to Indigenous students
Many of the institutions attended by the participants had no services specific to Indigenous students 
(e.g. a student room or association). Liaison officers providing services to Indigenous students were 
present at a few of the institutions attended by our participants. However, there was a high turn-over 
rate or they were not there all the time. Indeed, the study shows that liaison officer positions are often 
precarious, as they are funded for just one year at a time with the possibility of renewal. This often 
leads to loss of motivation. In addition, liaison officer or student support officer positions take a long 
time to develop. The job creation and hiring processes are lengthy. 

Present in the CEGEPS in greater Trois-Rivières, a liaison officer answers requests by Atikamekw students. 
As an initiative by the Conseil de la Nation Atikamekw, the liaison officer organizes dinners, gatherings 
and other opportunities for Atikamekw students to meet. She helps break these students’ isolation. 
However, as reported in the RCAAQ’s 2018 report Urban Indigenous People and the Accessibility of Public 
Services: A provincial overview, Trois-Rivières also welcomes Indigenous students from other nations. 
This means that not all Indigenous students in the city have access to the liaison agent’s services. 

All of these elements therefore demonstrate that student support is only partially provided. Funding 
should be made available to enable the hiring of Indigenous liaison officers in all postsecondary 
institutions and these positions should receive stable funding. Furthermore, any institution that 
receives such funding should ensure that a resource is hired as quickly as possible. Collaboration 
between these liaison officers and local community organizations, including Native Friendship 
Centres, should be prioritized. 
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Aligning reference frameworks and program content with Indigenous knowledge and values
Several students mentioned that their teachers had approached them to talk about certain Indigenous 
issues in connection with the curriculum, or that they had intervened in class to correct and convey 
accurate information about Indigenous issues to their peers and teachers. While some students were 
comfortable speaking up, this was not the case for all. Although students wanted First Peoples realities 
to be taught accurately and found some teachers to be unfortunately ill-informed and thus unable to 
teach these issues, correcting such information should not be up to students. Being adequately well 
informed, teaching relevant information and presenting “an Indigenous perspective” are indeed the 
teacher’s job. Study participants would like to see their cultures’ various elements and their nations’ 
history presented in CEGEP and university courses, and to see teachers trained accordingly. However, 
one of the participants stressed that this must be done equitably (i.e. not to put Indigenous knowledge 
ahead of other knowledge).  

Health research axis
Some of the interviewees mentioned the use of Indigenous content in health-related fields of study. 
It was deplored that the examples of Indigenous people were all diabetics or addicts: 

“The 1% of Indigenous examples has tuberculosis or was an alcoholic or diabetic. I 
find that approach full of prejudice. It doesn’t make non-Indigenous people want to 
work with those populations when you only present the bad things, and there’s no 
cultural perspective behind it.” 

At McGill University, a position has been created to oversee Indigenous curricula in health-related 
fields. A Mohawk pediatrician, Kent Staylor, provides medical course content on Indigenous people. 
For a number of years now, McGill has also offered the Indigenous Health Professions Program, 
which aims to integrate learning opportunities around Indigenous health into the various health-
related professions. 

Many students would also like to see intervention programs with a greater Indigenous focus. Although 
this type of program exists in a few Quebec CEGEPS or universities (e.g. the ACS in Special Education 
and Indigenous Contexts at the Cégep de l’Abitibi-Témiscamingue or the Certificate in Intervention and 
Addiction Prevention for First Nations Youth at UQAC), it is not widespread. Since some of the students 
we met with do not plan on working in the city after their studies, they would have liked to have been 
better equipped to work in Indigenous communities. Our participants would also have liked to have 
more opportunities for internships in the communities. 
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The Cégep de Baie-Comeau is currently working on creating teaching materials to integrate content on 
Indigenous cultures into the Cégep’s social sciences and humanities program. It is also working with 
Uashkaikan high school in Pessamit and the Conseil des Innus de Pessamit band council. The Cégep 
de l’Outaouais is working on a similar project, with help from the University of Ottawa, the Kiuna 
Institution, the Kitigan Zibi community and other partners. They wish to build teaching materials for 
all grade levels, from elementary school through university. The materials will be created by the First 
Nations partners, although the project initiator and leader is the Cégep de l’Outaouais.

Indigenous student associations and gathering spaces
Some of the CEGEPS or universities our project participants attended did not have an association or 
gathering space for Indigenous students. In these institutions, it was more complex for Indigenous 
students to meet each other and come together. The result was that Indigenous students did not 
find each other in their schools and did not feel they belonged there. One student pointed out that: 
“It seems to me that it would have been fun, like at Cégep de Sainte-Foy right now, [to have] a space 
for Indigenous students. I never had that. [...] It would have been fun, you know, to come together. 
Otherwise, you’re all by yourself in town.”  

Moreover, the Indigenous students we interviewed reported that they sometimes had a hard time 
mingling with other students. For example, one woman explained: “From what I know about Indigenous 
people there, from what I see, we don’t tend to join committees or get involved in student life. We’re 
take more of a ‘doing my courses and going back home’ attitude. That’s it. I’m here to study.” However, 
the participants agreed unanimously that if there had been a space specific to Indigenous students, 
they would have used it and stayed at school beyond their class hours. 
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The Indigenous student association at Université Laval
Founded nearly 20 years ago, the Indigenous student association at Université Laval is like a 
second home for the university’s Indigenous students. Although in operation for many years, 
the association was only officially recognized by the institution in 2018, after a reconciliation 
committee was formed at the university. In the past, association members did their best to create 
a comfortable space without any incomes, as they could not receive dues from their members 
(since they were not a recognized student association).

Up until then, the association had no visibility on the university’s website and was even unknown 
to many Indigenous students on campus. Even today, many First Nations students do not attend 
the association because its student hall, although central on campus, is not big enough. The 
association’s president noted that just one room is insufficient to reach all the Indigenous students 
in all the university’s pavilions and programs. 

To reach students, association members are present at every Indigenous issues event on campus. 
However, before being officially recognized by Université Laval, the Indigenous student association 
could not have a presence at the university’s open house events. 

Although things have changed in recent years, the president of the association pointed out a 
persisting need: being given access to the list of the university’s Indigenous students. Having 
contact information for all the Indigenous students would make it possible for her to send them 
an e-mail welcoming them to the university, to introduce the association and to ensure that they 
are aware of the services it offers. 

Since the summer of 2018, the association has been working on creating a toolkit to welcome 
new Indigenous students. Since a lot of information must be gathered and sifted through, the 
work is complex and the students are not paid for their efforts. They are doing it out of goodwill, 
considering that they would have liked such a toolkit when they started school. These students 
are therefore filling a void in support services that should instead be offered by the university.

Considering that schools are responsible for their students’ growth and that reaching one’s full 
potential doesn’t just happen in the classroom, postsecondary institutions should provide Indigenous 
students with a gathering place. They should assist the creation of an Indigenous student association, 
ensure recognition of Indigenous student initiatives and take responsibility for developing their own 
toolkits for welcoming these students.   
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 6.  Initiatives and inspiring practices to 
promote Indigenous postsecondary 
student retention and educational success  

6.1  Initiatives in the Quebec Native Friendship Centre 
Movement 

An educational strategy 

A continuum of services:
	Aims to meet all the needs a person may have throughout their life-

time as well as those of all their family members

	Ensures interconnection and fluidity between the various services of-
fered in the Centre and complementarity with external services

	Provides a continuity of the human relationship with the person via 
continuous accompaniment, regardless of the services used in or out-
side the Friendship Centre

In 2018, the Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtones (RCAAQ) adopted an education strategy 
intended to ensure access to a continuum of services for individuals and families in urban settings and 
that promotes learning, school perseverance and success.

It is implemented via five components: 

• Collaboration and partnership between Centres and school boards, schools and 
communities

• Special education for individuals and families

• Featuring Indigenous cultures

• Creation of environments that are conducive to education

•  Research and assessment

A continuum of services promotes concerted action and perceives individuals with a holistic approach, 
thus enhancing family participation. Our strategy focuses on accompanying families and thus 
encouraging their participation; supporting learning by providing environments that are safe for and 
adapted to learners; developing healthy lifestyle habits and strengthening protective factors, as well 
as community and social support. It does all this most particularly by positioning Native Friendship 
Centres as places to live, socialize, support and be culturally rooted. 
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Considering that cultural belonging and identity-based pride are key factors to school retention 
and educational success, the RCAAQ promotes Indigenous cultures within the Movement and with 
educational partners. Our strategy also focuses on creating supportive educational environments 
with a view to addressing the socio-economic issues that impede the educational success of urban 
Indigenous people.

Native Friendship Centres: Urban service hubs and everyday living 
environments
As noted earlier, Native Friendship Centres are places that provide the cultural anchoring and foster 
the sense of community belonging that lead to social participation and citizen mobilization. They are 
urban service hubs developed by and for Indigenous people that work in partnership with the public 
network. Native Friendship Centres thus offer educational services, provide personalized support and 
ensure a continuum of services from an approach that considers individuals as a whole.

The Centres are involved with families and students to ensure these latter are supported throughout 
their school careers. Members develop a sense of belonging, considering the Centre to be their 
“second home.” Attending a Centre during their studies anchors urban youth and develops their social 
network, which in turn has an effect on their academic perseverance. 

The Native Friendship Centres also have quiet spaces that are adapted to the study needs of 
postsecondary students. A majority of Centres also offer homework and learning assistance services. 
Moreover, psychosocial workers are available on-site to help students organize their study and work 
time effectively. The Centres are also places where students can encourage and help each other with 
their studies and work, or any other need stemming from life in the city. Centre workers are constantly 
listening to students’ needs to be able to support them adequately. 

A majority of the students we interviewed for this study attended or had already attended a Native 
Friendship Centre during their postsecondary studies. The employees of the Centre in Trois-Rivières 
put us in touch with the students we met during the information gathering session, which itself was 
held at the Centre. Several participants had attended another Native Friendship Centre before coming 
to the Centre in Trois-Rivières. These students had used a variety of services. They included homework 
help for themselves or for their children, employability services, assistance in finding housing, cultural 
and art activities or simply socializing. 

Several participants shared their initial prejudices about Native Friendship Centres, thinking that these 
were for the homeless or people in crisis. However, a family member, friend or acquaintance had 
introduced them to the Centres, which is how the students had started attending one. Many then 
became involved at a Centre, either as a member of the board of directors, an intern or by doing paid 
or volunteer work there. One former student explained: “The Friendship Centre is really very involved 
in all areas, in all sectors. If I needed help, I knew I’d find it there.” 



29 

Fostering Indigenous Students’ Postsecondary Perseverance and Educational Success

Understanding and supporting harmonious school transitions in urban 
Indigenous youth  

As a result, Native Friendship Centres are a safe environment conducive to listening and trust. The 
Centre’s staff members are remarkable in their sensitivity, open mindedness and listening skills. 
It is by paying this kind of attention to young people, to their daily concerns and emotions that 
interveners build special relationships with youth and provide them with the help, support and 
attention these young people need to feel more comfortable and better equipped during the many 
transitions they experience. Since many Indigenous youth must transition to an urban environment 
to pursue their studies, participating in the Centres’ activities is a holistic way to enrich their school 
experience (RCAAQ, 2020, p. 49).

Examples of initiatives in the Quebec Native Friendship Centre Movement 
Centre d’amitié autochtone de Trois-Rivières

Understanding and supporting harmonious school transitions in urban 
Indigenous youth

Hiring a school liaison officer in the Native Friendship Centre. Another form of collaboration that 
we identified is a school liaison officer, who was hired by the Centre d’amitié autochtone de Trois-
Rivières and paid for by two school boards (via MEES measures). This resource works to develop 
relationships with the 72 schools in greater Trois-Rivières. Since being hired in the fall of 2018, 
this employee has been meeting with school principals to drive home the importance of paying 
attention to the specific needs and realities of Indigenous students in their schools. The liaison 
officer plays a most welcome role in a context where there is a growing number of Indigenous 
students throughout the city’s schools.

“In any case, for the time being, I do a lot of work supporting parents, supporting 
families, the children themselves all to help the children succeed in school. I’m there 
to make the parents feel safe, so sometimes it’s easier for them to express themselves 
when they have an Indigenous person with them. Just speaking in your language to 
express yourself better, to get help to choosing your words. Sometimes I act as a 
liaison between the school staff and the families. Because the staff don’t understand 
what is going on for Indigenous families. They wonder why parents don’t show up 
for the meetings. Is it because they neglect their kids? But it’s not that, of course. 
That’s where I fit in so that the two parties can understand each other, so that they 
can work together. Because there are cultural stereotypes on both sides, issues that 
need to be understood. And I get it. I see when there is misinformation, prejudices.” 

(Friendship Centre intervener) (RCAAQ, 2020, p. 52) 
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Maniwaki Native Friendship Centre
As presented in the RCAAQ’s most recent position paper, Urban Indigenous People and the Accessibility 
of Public Services, “Maniwaki is an important crossroads for Indigenous people” (RCAAQ, 2018, Local 
data sheet: Maniwaki). The Algonquin communities of Kitigan Zibi (adjacent to Maniwaki) and Lac-
Rapide (134 km to the north) are located nearby. Many First Nations individuals and families settle in 
Maniwaki on a permanent, temporary or transitory basis. Since the Lac-Rapide community does not 
have a high school, more than a hundred children from this community must travel to Maniwaki to 
pursue their studies (RCAAQ, 2016), only to then leave Maniwaki because there is no postsecondary 
institution there. 

Since its opening in 2016, the Maniwaki Native Friendship Centre has developed various services for 
the young people who regularly attend the Centre. In fact, in addition to serving lunch to elementary 
and high school students, the Centre has become a second home for these young people. They learn 
to cook in the youth collective kitchens. Youth evenings provide a safe space for young people to get 
together. In 2019, the Centre celebrated the first high school graduation of one of its members. In 
2020, eight Centre members will graduate. The relationship of trust between interveners and students 
is built well before they even make the transition to postsecondary schools. 

The first graduation since the Centre’s opening also led to the development of new support services for 
young people making the transition from high school to postsecondary education. Centre interveners 
and its young members now take part in career fairs and have visited postsecondary institutions in 
Ottawa, Gatineau and Montreal. The Centre’s employees organized outings to familiarize the students 
with these cities’ public transit systems. They provided guidance and assistance in the college application 
process and financial aid applications. Finally, they helped them find housing in the cities where they 
would be going to school. The Maniwaki Native Friendship Centre therefore prepares its students for 
postsecondary studies and works for the success and perseverance of Indigenous students.

Relationship between Native Friendship Centres and postsecondary teaching 
institutions
Native Friendship Centres are essential partners in education. Partnerships with postsecondary 
educational institutions can take various forms. For example, as part of the activities of postsecondary 
institutions’ cultural week, Centres could talk about Indigenous cultures and raise awareness among 
students and staff in regards to the realities of Indigenous people in urban settings. They can assist 
schools in organizing awareness days on Indigenous history (in particular, on the Indian Act and 
residential schools). Native Friendship Centres can provide schools with promotional materials to 
hand out to students and staff. The Centres can also offer internships that can be integrated into the 
various programs of postsecondary institutions. Finally, Native Friendship Centres and educational 
institutions could work together to offer postsecondary students certain services. For example, 
CEGEP and university employees could go to the local Friendship Centre to offer workshops, as it is a 
safe and culturally relevant place for Indigenous students. These workshops could focus on planning 
one’s studies and managing one’s course load, particularly for students who must balance school and 
family life. 
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The creation and maintenance of positive, respectful and sustainable links between Centres and 
educational institutions is essential for the success and perseverance of Indigenous postsecondary 
students. In particular, this would allow for a true continuum of services. It is important to consider, 
however, that the Centres are very frequently solicited for representation and consultation, and thus 
cannot participate in all the events to which they are invited. Moreover, there are often multiple 
initiatives within the same CEGEP or university that wish to work with the Centres. Sometimes, there is 
no link between these initiatives and those in charge are not in touch or even unaware of other projects 
underway at their own institution. Projects within institutions should be better coordinated before 
requesting the involvement of Centres or other Indigenous organizations. 

Indigenous Friendship Centre employees are also frequently approached by educational institutions 
as consultants for cultural safety training or awareness activities on Indigenous realities and cultures. 
Schools recognize the Centres’ expertise in urban Indigenous realities and the needs of Indigenous 
students. However, it was observed that some institutions subsequently rely on the Centres’ services, 
rather than moving ahead and modifying their own institutions. Considering the Native Friendship 
Centres to be the best placed to meet the needs of urban Indigenous people, educational institutions 
have not assumed their responsibility towards their Indigenous students. The consequence is that these 
educational institutions continue to be culturally unsafe and irrelevant, and their services inappropriate, 
to First Nations students. Furthermore, this approach increases the demands on the Friendship Centres 
to meet needs that should, in fact, be met by the educational institutions themselves, thereby deflecting 
to the Centres responsibility for the academic success of Indigenous youth.

Understanding and supporting harmonious school transitions in urban 
Indigenous youth 

Strengthening ties between Friendship Centres and schools, and developing memoranda of 
understanding. In a context of urbanization where more and more Indigenous children are attending 
regular public schools in Quebec, the relevance and value of Friendship Centres are clear. The 
Centres are bridges, liaison agents and guides through the family-school-community relationship. 
Partnership between schools and Friendship Centres in each region allows information to be shared 
and for dialogue that leads all to respond adequately and dynamically to the unique needs and 
realities of Indigenous youth, regardless of the type of school transition these latter are experiencing 
(RCAAQ, 2020, p. 60).

In short, the creation of strong partnerships, including formalized collaborative arrangements 
between postsecondary institutions and Native Friendship Centres, would ensure that all actors take 
responsibility for the educational success of Indigenous postsecondary students. 
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Urban Indigenous accessibility tables for services in urban areas
In response to the Val-d’Or events in October 2015, the Government of Québec launched several 
initiatives to adequately address the issues revealed by Indigenous women in regards to the relationship 
between Indigenous people and various public services. One of these was the creation of a forum 
for intersectoral consultation and coordination with a view to improving the fluidity of public services 
offered to Indigenous people in cities (SAA, RCAAQ, 2017, p. 1).

Organized jointly by the RCAAQ and the Secrétariat aux affaires autochtones, the main mandate of 
these tables is to:

“create collaborative links and work in partnership to ensure the complementarity and 
continuity of services between Quebec public networks and regional partners, including the 
Native Friendship Centres, with a view to adapting these networks’ services and ensuring 
that they adequately meet the needs of Indigenous people in cities” (SAA, RCAAQ, 2017, p.4; 
translation).   

Such a model could inspire postsecondary schools and allow for better collaboration between various 
organizations. 

6.2 Initiatives in postsecondary institutions
Pride in identity and student involvement
Several students interviewed spoke of their growing interest in the Indigenous issues that characterized 
their postsecondary education. The arrival at CEGEP or university brings with it a desire among young 
people to work on issues affecting their nation or, more broadly, the country’s Indigenous populations. 
These students sometimes wish to compensate for the fact that teachers speak very little about 
Indigenous issues. As noted above, it would also seem that this period, particularly during college, 
is a time when these young people are greatly questioning their identity. By focusing their work on 
Indigenous issues, they are trying to answer the question “Who am I?” This ultimately increased 
students’ motivation and cultural pride, and led them to become more involved in their schools and in 
Indigenous community organizations in the city where they were studying. 

Attending a postsecondary institution with an Indigenous student committee or association positively 
and significantly influenced the three of our participants’ life trajectories. Two reported attending the 
association every day. They referred to their association as a “family” and stressed that it greatly helped 
them regain a sense of community belonging.  

Flexible programs and courses
In the course of this study, college-level independent-student and springboard programs proved to be 
options that participants appreciated. These allowed students to go on to specific programs after they 
had started their postsecondary education. As presented earlier, the lack of support in and information 
on program and career choices was a barrier to some of our participants’ perseverance and educational 
success. For example, independent-student and springboard programs offer students the opportunity 
to try different fields of study, in the goal of seeing what they would like to do in the future. 
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As well, programs with a more flexible pace held more appealing for students. The possibility of 
shortening the semester would have greatly helped some students who were also parents and had 
other responsibilities. However, another student appreciated being able to complete her vocational 
degree in an intensive semester. Having already interrupted her studies for a few years, this student 
hoped to finish her schooling quickly so as to enter the job market. In the same vein, a student who 
had three college degrees said that this type of program had saved her from re-taking core courses 
that had previously been difficult for her, and as a result, this allowed her to get a job more quickly. 

Finally, although adult education and vocational training are not the same as postsecondary education, 
a subject-based approach and the services offered were mentioned by a former college student who 
changed to a vocational track. She shared that she now has a lot more help and personalized and 
accessible follow-up. The fact that the subjects are taught step-by-step and one at a time made her 
learning less complex. Thus, program flexibility supports student retention and helps students succeed 
in their education. 

Despite some of the challenges presented earlier, four participants shared positive experiences of 
the support they received as student-parents. This included support from teachers and others who 
understood their situations and took their realities as parents into consideration. Three students 
shared that they were able to bring their children into class when they had no other childcare options. 
For example, one young woman who had given birth just before exam week was allowed to bring her 
newborn baby, and sat her exam in a small room where she could breastfeed. Once at university, this 
same student was required to take night classes to continue her program. The studies director of her 
program also found her a good solution: taking an online TELUQ course. In short, the empathy and 
goodwill of CEGEP and university employees was a great help to this student and several other of 
the students we met.

Student services
While much criticism was directed at student services, participants also pointed out initiatives that had 
really helped them during their postsecondary careers. For example, some educational institutions, 
particularly smaller ones, offer structured support to students. As one participant said: “They really 
took me by the hand. Since it was a small school, there were a lot of services.” 
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Québec City’s CEGEPS
Since the winter of 2019, the Garneau, Limoilou and Sainte-Foy CEGEPS in Québec City have 
shared a liaison officer who travels between all three schools. The liaison officer spends three 
days a week at Cégep Garneau and one day at each of the others. 

The procedures for identifying Indigenous students are complex and the liaison officer is working 
on getting a list with a view to proposing her services and activities to these students. Word of 
mouth, information published on the Omnivox platform and a participant list drawn up from 
previous activities were the means used to share information and reach Indigenous students. The 
services offered specifically to First Nations students to promote their academic perseverance 
were: weekly gatherings, visits by individualized pedagogical assistants during these meetings, 
visits by school success centre employees, presentations of the services available at the CEGEP 
and in the city, the accompaniment of students to these services, lunchtime activities for all 
CEGEP students (to demystify Indigenous issues to non-Indigenous students), shows to promote 
Indigenous cultures, etc. In short, the services sought to connect students and get them in the habit 
of going to see the liaison officer. In addition, the liaison officer organizes awareness workshops 
for school administrators, student services staff and faculty members. However, this liaison officer 
has come up against institutional difficulties, particularly in regards to the management of funding 
for her position and the activities and services she offers.  

Thanks to her past work experience, the liaison officer has ties with Indigenous organizations in 
the area, including the Centre multi-services MAMUK. This allows her to refer Indigenous students 
to the Centre when the CEGEP and its services do not adequately meet their needs. In addition, 
visits have been organized to MAMUK to present cultural activities to Cégep Garneau students 
during the Mitesh Circle event. 

Educational perseverance and success
Dropping out and returning to school is a very real phenomenon among Indigenous people, and 
characterizes many students’ trajectories. The RCAAQ survey, conducted from 2016 to 2018, showed 
that a high percentage (40%) of students consider themselves to be “drop ins” (RCAAQ, 2018, p. 13). This 
means their educational trajectory is discontinuous, echoing Statistics Canada data, which estimated 
that 75% of off-reserve postsecondary students interrupt their education, and this figure is considerably 
higher than that for the non-Indigenous population (Statistics Canada, 2012). Moreover, a FNQLHSSC 
survey revealed that more than half of the adult participants (52.1%) had not completed high school 
according to the standard trajectory (FNQLHSSC, 2017, p. 2). Given the realities these students presented 
in this report, we note that Indigenous students more often have atypical educational trajectories. Their 
paths are often marked by additional obligations, such as having dependent children. In the course of 
this research project, many of the students interviewed shared a discontinuous educational trajectories, 
particularly with respect to postsecondary education. One project participant explained the situation 
as follows: “I’d say that most of my friends who have gone on to postsecondary education don’t have 
a perfect academic background. And it’s hard, when you’re a parent, when you have all these things to 
deal with at the same time when you’re also in school. No, really, it’s hard. It’s rare for an Indigenous 
person to have a perfect school career, to finish on time, without stopping or failing classes. It’s very 
difficult. It’s almost impossible.”
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An important finding from statistics on Indigenous drop-outs and “drop-ins” is that current definitions 
of retention and success do not fit the Indigenous educational reality. As Robert-Careau has explored, 
the concept of school perseverance “may have several meanings, including constancy, persistence, 
tenacity or sustained effort,” (2019, p. 116; translation) thus opposing it with interruption or dropping 
out of school. However,  

“if limited to this conceptualization, a broader definition linked to a baggage of school 
experiences is concealed and the Eurocentric interpretation of standardized success 
is reproduced. And, in keeping with an integrationist mentality, the majority grants 
itself the right to set the norms and determine the ‘right way’ to persevere” (Robert-
Careau, 2019, p. 116; translation).

Robert-Careau’s research at the Cégep de Joliette as well as the RCAAQ’s work in Québec City and 
Trois-Rivières underscore this view: Indigenous student perseverance does not necessarily reflect 
the normal school trajectory. 

Success should not, therefore, be defined as passing all courses, obtaining the best grades or graduating 
“on time,” as educational institutions would have it. Instead, success should be seen as a continuous 
process over the course of one’s studies, more like a school experience. Indeed, this research project 
shows that the ultimate success or goal of education should be achieving a better life for oneself, 
one’s children, family or community. This was, moreover, what was revealed by the motivations of the 
students we met over the course of this study.  

“I almost gave up a few times. […] but I wanted to make my family, my grandparents, 
my grandmother, proud.” 

“I couldn’t stop. [My son] was depending on me. That’s why I kept going to school.” 

“You know, you have to be proud of being Innu. But when you’re an Innu student, you 
have to be even more proud.” 

“You have to hold strong. You can’t doubt because you’re opening the way for others 
to come behind you.” 

Finally, pride in oneself and one’s culture is also an ingredient for success. 
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Conclusion 
In short, the many existing initiatives in educational institutions show that there are various ways to 
foster retention and success for Indigenous students in postsecondary education. As the RCAAQ report 
Understanding and Supporting Harmonious School Transitions in Urban Indigenous Youth points out: 

“While several of these initiatives have already been identified as promising and some 
reflect the principles and structures put forth by the Guide de initiatives inspirantes 
(Government of Québec, 2015) for the educational success of Indigenous students, we 
note that their success and effectiveness often seem to depend on the involvement 
of someone in situ who understands the importance of providing Indigenous students 
support that is both adequate and tailored to their needs” (RCAAQ, 2020, p. 55).

This is why Quebec’s CEGEPS and universities must follow suit in designing services and developing 
strategic orientations that encourage the retention and educational success of Indigenous students. 
These services must be institutionalized and therefore receive stable funding. It is important that these 
actions do not rely solely on certain individual teachers or employees who are personally committed to 
their students’ journey. 

Although identifying best practices in education is indeed a promising avenue for postsecondary 
institutions before they create their own services and integrate them into their strategic orientations, 
such an overview can sometime cause significant delays in the implementation of institutionalized and 
structuring services that should be made available and used by Indigenous students in their institutions. 

Finally, although pilot project funding is often used for an initial service-development phase, this 
approach has proven restrictive and to cause obstacles for school employees and Indigenous students. 
Numerous studies and reviews of the literature have already demonstrated what does or does not 
work. The time for action is now. 
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