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Acronyms Used in the Report
INAC Indian & Northern Affairs Canada

PSE Post-Secondary Education

PSSSP Post-Secondary Student Support Program (INAC PSE Funding Program)

SFA Student Financial Assistance

Glossary of Terms

1 As defined by Section 35 of the Constitution Act.

A person of First Nations, Metis or Inuit ancestry1

A council governing a First Nations band

A 1985 amendment to the Indian Act that, among other provisions, allowed First

Nations women who married non-First Nations men, and their children, to retain

their legal Status as First Nations people.

Indigenous people of Canada, not including Inuit or Metis people

A First Nations person who is listed in the Indian Register of the Department 

of Indian & Northern Affairs Canada. Sometimes called a “Registered Indian.”

An association of multiple First Nation bands, often formed around ethnic, 

linguistic or cultural bonds.

Aboriginal person

Band council

Bill C-31

First Nations people

Status First 

Nations person

Tribal council





This report highlights the key findings from focus

groups and key informant interviews completed for

the Factors Affecting the Use of Student Financial

Assistance by First Nations Youth study. The research

was commissioned by the Canada Millennium

Scholarship Foundation (“the Foundation”) to 

help support its mandate to improve access to 

post-secondary education (PSE). Specifically, the

project was undertaken to gather information 

on the following areas:

• First Nations youth use of post-secondary student

financial assistance (SFA) programs;

• attitudes of First Nations youth toward SFA in

general;

• potential barriers in the financial assistance

application process; and

• adequacy of existing levels of financial assistance

to encourage successful completion of PSE.

A key element of this research project was to dis -

tinguish between First Nations youth and non-First

Nations youth with respect to their awareness and

perceptions of available SFA programs, as well as to

identify the extent to which First Nations youth 

have unique issues or challenges associated with

accessing available SFA programs. In this context, the

research approach included the in-depth exploration

of issues through extensive consultation with 

First Nations and non-First Nations youth and 

stakeholders located in southern and central

Manitoba, Saskatchewan and British Columbia,

based on a qualitative research approach. As detailed

below, the project represents a major effort to obtain

detailed, descriptive information with respect to the

challenges, issues and barriers associated with First

Nations youth use of SFA programs and services.

The research was completed by R.A. Malatest &

Associates Ltd. and Dr. Blair Stonechild. The project

was designed to explore its research questions

through multiple activities and sources. These

included:

• key informant interviews with 41 stakeholders

involved in First Nations PSE (including student

support workers, First Nations community

members and government officials); 

• 40 focus groups with First Nations and other youth;

• a review of documentation and literature relevant

to Aboriginal access to PSE funding; and

• an environmental scan of available sources of

post-secondary funding for Aboriginal students.

The report presents findings for the focus groups

and key informant interviews. 

Key Findings:

First Nations youth should not be viewed as a

homogeneous population in terms of perceptions

and awareness of and access to SFA programs and

supports.

The results of the research suggest that there are

numerous variables that affect First Nations youth

awareness and understanding of and access to SFA.

For example, youth who live on reserve typically

associate SFA with “band funding” or funding 

available through the Post-Secondary Student

Support Program (PSSSP) of Indian & Northern

Affairs Canada (INAC); in contrast, First Nations

youth who do not reside on a reserve or who are

living far from their own band more often have a

greater knowledge of a range of financial assistance

programs. 

In this context, while the report identifies 

numerous broad issues associated with First Nations

youth perspectives on SFA, caution should be 

exercised with regard to how the findings can be

extrapolated across the broad population of First

Nations youth.

v
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First Nations youths’ motivations with respect 

to pursuing PSE are commonly related to their 

families and communities.

The majority of First Nations high school students

consulted for this study were planning to continue on

to college or university after high school, despite

sometimes taking a “break” to work or to care for

family members immediately following graduation.

The strong sense of community and family among

First Nations people was evident throughout the

research. Goals related to family and community—

rather than solely individualistic goals—are major

influences on First Nations youths’ decisions around

PSE. Many youth see education as a way to improve

their family or community, and students often 

see themselves as potential role models for their 

own children, siblings or other members of their

family or community. Family and friends are the

primary influences on plans for the future among

First Nations youth.

First Nations high school students are commonly

utilizing informal channels to obtain information

on PSE funding options.

First Nations high school students are commonly

learning about SFA programs through friends or

family members. Youth are drawing information from

their existing circle of contacts. While some First

Nations youth are getting information from other

sources, including teachers, First Nations education

counsellors in their communities, and others, there

appears to be a relatively limited reliance on “formal”

methods of obtaining information. This is often a

direct result of the limited access that First Nations

youth, especially those living in remote communities,

have to available information about student funding

and assistance. Many First Nations youth, for

example, do not have regular access to the Internet 

or other sources of information that are generally

accessible to those in more urban areas. This is also a

result of a lack of interest and demand among many

First Nations youth for information related to 

the range of student financial assistance options 

given the common belief that band funding will be

available and sufficient to meet their needs.

The assertion that government funding for First

Nation PSE is a treaty right is fundamental to 

First Nations youths’ experiences of PSE.

First Nations youth consistently asserted the federal

government’s treaty obligation to fund PSE for First

Nations people. As a result, most First Nations youth

see band funding as the major source of funding for

First Nations students’ college or university educations.

With the exception of band funding, First Nations

youths’ understanding of how to access sources 

of PSE funding and financial assistance appears 

to be limited.

Prior to entering the PSE system, many First Nations

youth do not have a comprehensive understanding 

of the range of PSE funding options. Many are aware

of band funding, but there appears to be a compara-

tively low level of awareness or understanding of

other forms of assistance.

Key informants noted that general scholarships

and bursaries, as well as those targeted to First Nations

students, were under-subscribed. First Nations youth

were also not getting information about how to plan

their finances.

The research did, however, identify some promising

practices with respect to awareness and promotion. A

comparatively high level of knowledge of a variety of

forms of assistance was noted at adult high schools

and at an Aboriginal-focused high school, both 

of which placed a high level of attention on transi-

tioning students to further education.

The major barriers to awareness appear to 

be informational and motivational.

First Nations youth typically lack an understanding of

PSE funding options as a result of three major factors.

First, the information that they need to make

informed decisions is either not available or not

available in a way that is readily accessible to them.

For example, First Nations youth often prefer getting

information through face-to-face contact with

people in their own communities. Often, the Internet

is not as accessible for First Nations youth as it is 

for other youth. First Nations youth are from commu-
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nities and families that do not have widespread 

experience with the PSE system, and there is often, 

as a result, a lower degree of familiarity with the

bureaucratic systems of PSE funding. Furthermore,

many First Nations youth return to their education

after a period of working, looking after their family

members, or other activities and may be somewhat

disconnected from the informational supports 

available to those currently in the high school system

who are moving directly to PSE.

A second theme that emerged during the research

is that First Nations youth often do not explore 

alternative forms of SFA, as they believe that band

funding will be available to them to finance their PSE.

Many First Nations youth are reluctant to explore

other forms of PSE (e.g., provincial or Canada

Student Loans, private lines of credit) because 

they prefer band funding (which is almost entirely 

grant-based), as opposed to other funding mecha-

nisms that typically involve a repayable component.

Often this is related to the recognition among First

Nations youth that funding for education is a treaty

obligation of the federal government.

Thirdly, First Nations youth often do not feel 

motivated to seek out information about PSE

funding. This is a result of a lack of confidence in 

their ability to qualify for scholarships or loans, a

feeling of disconnection from institutional/bureau -

cratic systems and, importantly, a common concern

about incurring debt to pay for PSE. 

Overall, the results of the research suggest that in

comparison with non-First Nations youth, First

Nations youth have considerably less information

and motivation to explore the full range of SFA

options available to support them in terms of attending

a PSE program.

Awareness of scholarships, bursaries and other

forms of financing PSE increases once students

begin PSE studies.

Notwithstanding that First Nations youth appear to

have considerably less knowledge or understanding

of available SFA programs prior to enrolling in a PSE

program, it appears that once they are enrolled in a

PSE institution, many of them quickly gain a more

comprehensive understanding of available SFA

programs and services.

A significant number of First Nations youth

attending PSE noted that they only found out about

many forms of financial assistance after they began

to attend college or university. This was a result 

of becoming more aware of information sources,

often including connecting with Aboriginal student

advisers and other supports available at colleges 

and universities.

First Nations youth generally appear to be wary 

of taking on debt to finance their PSE.

There is often an understandable aversion among

First Nations youth to borrowing money to finance

their education. There is a reticence among many to

pursue other forms of funding given that band

funding may be available. Many youth do not appear

to have planned for other funding in the event 

that band funding is not available to them or is 

insufficient to cover all their expenses.

In addition, First Nations youth often feel that they

may not be successful in college or university, which

makes them wary of taking on debt for their PSE.

Finally, as many First Nations students have young

families and come from impoverished areas, many

consider the risk that they will be unable to pay back

their loans following their studies to be too high. A

number of youth noted that they had seen friends 

or family members struggling for years with unman-

ageable debt as a result of student loans and did 

not want the same fate for themselves.

There was also concern expressed by some youth

that the amount of funding students received

through their bands could be reduced for students

who receive other forms of assistance or funding. 

In some cases, students even felt that they may

become disqualified for band funding if they pursued

other forms of funding. Others may feel that band

funding is the only major form of funding available to

First Nations students.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A RY vii



Band funding is not available for all prospective

First Nations PSE students.

Given the high level of reliance on band funding, 

it would appear that current funding levels are 

insufficient given the demand and accelerating costs

associated with PSE. 

Overall demand for band PSE funding exceeds

what is available in many First Nations, resulting in

some students having to go on waiting lists or being

passed over for funding. As a result of a limited pool

of available funding, bands give preference to specific

types of students, commonly including full-time

students, students continuing with their studies,

youth who have just completed high school or those

who have previously not left their PSE program to

pursue other activities. Some types of studies 

are rarely or never funded through band funding,

including post-graduate and professional studies. 

Given the limited availability of band funding,

many First Nations students expressed frustration

with the “lack of transparency” with respect to how

such funds are allocated. Some youth felt that receipt

of band funding often depended on relationships

with band leadership, proximity to the band 

(those living on reserve were seen as having a higher

probability of being funded than those living off

reserve) or other factors.

The lack of role models or family history of SFA

could contribute to the limited understanding 

of student financial options.

Many stakeholders noted that a lack of role models

could account for reduced awareness of SFA options

among First Nations youth. In contrast to the 

non-First Nations population, where a significant

proportion of parents may have utilized a variety of

grant or loan programs to finance their PSE, many

First Nations youth and key informants noted 

that they were not aware of individuals who had

utilized such programs to finance their education. 

In addition, the lower levels of PSE participation

among Canada’s First Nations population further

reduced the likelihood of First Nations youth 

receiving guidance from individuals who had 

“been through the system.”

First Nations youth often have a limited under-

standing of the costs of PSE and the extent to 

which band funding will cover these costs.

Many First Nations youth have little knowledge of the

costs associated with PSE. This is often compounded

by the inexperience of some youth from more 

rural, remote and northern areas in living in the

urban centres where most colleges and universities

are located. 
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Many First Nations youth believe that band

funding alone will be sufficient to cover the costs of

PSE. This is sometimes not the case—particularly 

for youth who are leaving their communities to 

take college or university programs in cities with

comparatively high costs of living or who have 

children to care for.

There appears to be insufficient support to 

cover transportation and childcare costs for 

First Nations PSE students.

Many First Nations youth noted that the available

forms of student funding (including student loans)

were often insufficient to cover the comparatively

high costs of transportation and childcare for First

Nations PSE students, especially for those who have

to relocate from a First Nations community to pursue

PSE. Many First Nations college or university

students have more than one child, and many travel

long distances to attend PSE.

There is perceived to be a comparative lack of 

funding options available to pursue upgrading 

and trades training. 

Many key informants noted that there is a lack of

funding options available for those First Nations

youth who want to pursue upgrading and trades

training. While some youth can receive financial

assistance for trades training through Aboriginal

Human Resource Development Agreement funding,

there is a disproportionately low number of funding

options available for these types of training.

Key informants provided suggestions on ways 

to improve the PSE funding systems for First

Nations youth.

The research confirms the need to enhance awareness

among First Nations youth of the full range of SFA

programs. Related suggestions provided by key

informants included:

• more human resources and better training for

staff dedicated to educating First Nations youth

about PSE funding in First Nations communities

and in colleges and universities;

• courses on career and education planning need

to be a consistent part of the secondary school

curriculum;

• more funding opportunities need to be provided

to First Nations students;

• role models need to be involved in outreach; and

• more funding and support are needed to increase

Internet access in First Nations communities.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A RY ix





Background 
Despite improvements in the last two decades, the

post-secondary education (PSE) attainment rates 

of Aboriginal people remain below those of the

overall Canadian population. Census data do show a

steady increase since the 1980s in participation and

completion of PSE among Aboriginal people.

Nevertheless, they are still significantly less likely to

attain a university degree than a college or trades

diploma, and there remains a significant gap

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal PSE attain-

ment rates overall.2 According to the 2006 census, 

35 percent of the population with Aboriginal ancestry

had attained post-secondary credentials (either

trades, college or university), compared to 51 percent

of the general Canadian population. Furthermore, 

as illustrated in Figure 1, only eight percent of North

American Indians had completed a university degree,

compared to 23 percent of the non-Aboriginal 

population. 

These lower education rates are particularly signif-

icant given the demographics of the Aboriginal 

population. In the 2006 Census, the number of

people who identified themselves as Aboriginal

surpassed the one million mark—at 1,172,790.

Approximately 53 percent of Aboriginal people 

identified themselves as being “Registered Indian.”

According to the 2006 Census, nearly one-half 

(48 percent) of Registered Indians lived on reserves. 

The Aboriginal population is younger than the

overall Canadian population and is expected to

exceed 1.4 million people by 2017.3 Again according

to the 2006 Census, 48 percent of the population

1

Section 1

Background to the Project

2 For a more detailed discussion of these issues, see: Canadian Council on Learning (2007), “State of Learning in Canada: No Time for Complacency,”
Report on Learning in Canada 2007, Ottawa: Canadian Council on Learning, (http://www.ccl-cca.ca/NR/rdonlyres/5ECAA2E9-D5E4-43B9-94E4-
84D6D31BC5BC/0/NewSOLR_Report.pdf).

3 Statistics Canada (2005), Projections of the Aboriginal Populations, Canada, Provinces and Territories: 2001 to 2017, Ottawa: Industry Canada,
Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 19 91-547-XWE.
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Figure 1: Proportion of Populations Aged 15 Years or Older with Completed Certificate, Diploma or Degree, 2006

Source: Statistics Canada, 2006 Census (20 percent sample data)
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stating their identity as Aboriginal were under the age

of 25, compared to only 31 percent of the overall

Canadian population.4 As these young Aboriginal

people age and represent a growing proportion of the

Canadian population, their educational success has

important implications for the country overall.

There are significant benefits for Aboriginal

people and Aboriginal communities from higher

rates of PSE attainment. Recent research found that

Aboriginal people who held a university degree 

had employment rates comparable to their non-

Aboriginal counterparts.5 Recent data from Statistics

Canada reveal that Aboriginal women who had

completed a university education had a higher

employment rates than non-Aboriginal university

graduates.6 In addition, PSE is associated with 

benefits related to earnings, health and well being, as

well as positive levels of civic and community

engagement.7

In a recent survey commissioned by the Foun -

dation, financial barriers were perceived by First

Nations youth not planning to go on to college or

university as the most significant factor holding them

back from PSE.8 Furthermore, when First Nations

youth who were planning to go on to PSE were asked

if anything might change their plans, 48 percent said

that it would be a lack of money. The seriousness of

these financial barriers reflects the lower income

levels of Aboriginal people compared to the overall

Canadian population. However, low income levels

may not be the sole reason for non-participation in

PSE, and a key objective of this research project 

was to explore First Nations youth perspectives 

with respect to student financial assistance (SFA)

programs which should help address the financial

barriers they face.

Purpose and Scope 
of the Study
Given the impact of financial barriers in terms of

participation in PSE, it is important to understand

the ways that First Nations youth are accessing 

financial assistance for PSE and the factors affecting

this access and use. The goal of the Factors Affecting

the Use of Student Financial Assistance by First

Nations Youth project was to examine the factors

affecting First Nations youth awareness and use of

post-secondary financial assistance and to examine

how these factors differ from those of non-First

Nations youth. That is, given that there are particular

financial barriers for First Nations youth in terms of

PSE, what are the reasons that First Nations youth

choose to access or not access financial assistance?

Are these reasons different from those of non-First

Nations students? 

Specifically, the objectives of this project were 

to provide information to help understand the

following areas:

• First Nations youth use of post-secondary SFA

programs;

• attitudes of First Nations youth toward SFA in

general;

• potential barriers in the financial assistance

application process; and

• whether existing levels of financial assistance 

are sufficient to encourage successful completion

of PSE.

FA C T O R S  A F F E C T I N G  T H E  U S E  O F  S T U D E N T  F I N A N C I A L  A S S I S TA N C E  B Y  F I R S T  N AT I O N S  YO U T H2

4 Statistics Canada (2006), “Aboriginal identity population by age groups, median age and sex, 2006 counts, for Canada, provinces and territories—
20 percent sample data.” (http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/data/highlights/Aboriginal/pages/Page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo=PR&Code=01&
Table=1&Data=Count&Sex=1&Age=1&StartRec=1&Sort=2&Display=Page)

5 See, for example: Jeremy Hull (2005), Aboriginal PSE and Labour Market Outcomes, Canada, 2001, Winnipeg: Prologica Research Inc.

6 Berger, Joseph (2008), Why Access Matters Revisited: A Review of the Latest Research, Montreal: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation.

7 Canadian Council on Learning (2007), Canadian PSE—A Positive Record, An Uncertain Future (http://www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/Reports/
Post-secondaryEducation/).

8 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation (2005), Changing Course: Improving Aboriginal Access to Post-Secondary Education in Canada:
Millennium Research Note #2, Montreal: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation.



Consultations were limited to youth and key

informants in three provinces: Manitoba, Saskatche -

wan and British Columbia. Focusing on specific areas

of Canada allowed the project to examine in a more

comprehensive manner the issues arising in these

three provinces, all of which include comparatively

large proportions of First Nations youth. 

The project was undertaken by R.A. Malatest &

Associates Ltd. (“the Consultant”), in conjunction

with Dr. Blair Stonechild, in order to support the

mandate of the Canada Millennium Scholarship

Foundation (“the Foundation”). The Foundation is an

independent organization that was created by an act

of Parliament in 1998 to provide financial assistance

in the form of bursaries and scholarships to college

and university undergraduate students. Its mandate

is to improve access to PSE so that Canadians 

can acquire the knowledge and skills needed to

participate in a changing economy and society. 

The Foundation distributes $335 million annually in

need-based bursaries accessed by students through

provincial SFA programs, as well as $12 million 

annually in merit scholarships. It also operates a

research program to study barriers to PSE and the

impact of policies designed to alleviate them, and 

it brings education stakeholders together to help

identify ways to improve overall access to PSE. 

S E C T I O N  1 :  B A C K G R O U N D  T O  T H E  P R O J E C T 3





Project Design
The Factors Affecting the Use of Student Financial

Assistance by First Nations Youth project was

designed to explore its research questions through

multiple activities and sources.

Primary research activities undertaken for the

project included the completion of 40 focus groups

and 41 key informant interviews. In addition, the

project included the review and analysis of secondary

sources in order to:

• complete an environmental scan comprising a

comprehensive review of available sources of 

PSE funding for Aboriginal students (including

First Nations, Métis and Inuit students) from all 

governmental, non-governmental, private and

corporate sources; and

• complete a document and literature review of

factors relevant to Aboriginal access to funding

sources for PSE.

This report presents the findings and conclusions

of the focus groups and key informant interviews

undertaken for the project.

Focus Groups and Key
Informant Interviews
Focus Groups

The project collected the perspectives of youth

through a series of 40 focus groups in Manitoba,

Saskatchewan and British Columbia from November

2007 to February 2008. For the purposes of the study,

youth included those up to the age of 30 years of age.

Focus groups were undertaken with:

• Secondary school students—First Nations and

general population (i.e., non-First Nations) youth

who were in their final years of high school.

Generally students were in Grade 12;

• Youth in PSE—First Nations and general population

youth who were enrolled in university or college

studies; and

• Youth not in PSE—First Nations and general 

population youth who had left or completed 

high school and who were not currently registered

in PSE; this group included youth enrolled at an

adult high school or pursuing a high school

general equivalency diploma.

Focus groups ranged in size from two to 17 partici -

pants, with an average of nine participants per group.

Table 1 details the locations and respondent groups

for the focus groups.

Participants in focus groups of First Nations PSE

students were grouped by different ages: separate

focus groups were undertaken with those who 

were under 25 years of age and with those who were
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between 25 and 30 years of age. Overall, 10 focus

groups were undertaken with PSE students who 

were under 25 years old, and three with older PSE

students.

Focus group discussions were structured to

capture information related to the following topics:

• What are the reasons that youth are accessing 

or not accessing financial assistance?

• Are First Nations youth more “debt averse” than

other students? 

• Does the Indian & Northern Affairs Canada

(INAC) PSE program model discourage students

from applying for other forms of financial assis-

tance (loans, scholarships, bursaries)? 

• Are participants aware of the availability of SFA

and how to access it (e.g., do First Nations youth

often think they are not eligible for assistance

when they in fact are)?

• What types of financial aid products are partici-

pants pursuing (e.g., private loans, band funding,

Foundation bursaries)?

• Do participants find that the processes of 

applying for PSE financial assistance are 

“user-friendly”?

• Are the eligibility criteria for obtaining financial

assistance fair and equitable? Are the application

assessment procedures fair?

• Does the current array of loans and other financial

aid mechanisms meet participants’ needs?

• Are there ways in which funding agencies hinder

student access to post-secondary studies?

Focus groups were organized and participants

identified through multiple methods. Many organi-

zations helped to publicize the focus groups, and

some provided venues for holding the groups.

Assistance was provided through the following types

of organizations:

• school boards and high schools;

• Friendship Centres;

• Aboriginal student associations and Native

Centres at universities and colleges;

• community centres and recreation centres; and

• First Nation Band offices.

Further information on the specific locations and

types of groups is provided in Appendix A of this report.

Key Informant Interviews

Between November 2007 and March 2008, 41 key

informant interviews were completed in-person or

by telephone with a variety of key informants. 

In British Columbia, 18 interviews were conducted;

in Manitoba, 15 interviews were conducted; and in

Saskatchewan, eight interviews were conducted. Key

FA C T O R S  A F F E C T I N G  T H E  U S E  O F  S T U D E N T  F I N A N C I A L  A S S I S TA N C E  B Y  F I R S T  N AT I O N S  YO U T H6

Table 1: Focus Groups

Secondary Post- Provincial
Province Group Type School Students Secondary Not in PSE Total

British Columbia
First Nations 2 4 4

13
General Population 1 1 1

Saskatchewan
First Nations 3 5 4

15
General Population 1 1 1

Manitoba
First Nations 2 4 4

13
General Population – 1 1

Total 9 16 15 40



informants represented a wide range of occupations

related to Aboriginal post-secondary education. A

sample of over 100 key stakeholders and service

providers working in these occupations was devel-

oped, from which 41 interviews were completed.

Potential key informants were mailed an invitation

letter prior to contact by the Consultant. Key 

informant interviews were undertaken using

semi-structured key informant guides.

Literature Review

The research team conducted a literature review 

of issues pertaining to Aboriginal youth access to

financial assistance for PSE. Drawing from existing

research, the team addressed interdependencies

between cultural, social and psychological barriers as

well as access to financial assistance. The literature

review also provides detailed information about

existing research gaps in the area. While the 

literature review was largely completed prior to

commencement of primary data collection, it was a

“living document” and was updated and revised

throughout the course of the project as new sources

of literature and documentation were identified.

Environmental Scan

The Consultant conducted a comprehensive review

of all sources of financial assistance currently

targeted to Aboriginal students (First Nations, Metis

and Inuit students) for PSE.9 Information for each of

these sources has been provided to the Foundation

and the the Council of Ministers of Education,

Canada (CMEC), which contributed financial to 

the preparation of the literature review and the 

environmental scan, in an inventory in Microsoft

Office Excel.

Research Considerations
First Nations youth in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and

British Columbia represent a wide variety of

geographic areas, backgrounds and socio-economic

contexts. The perspectives and experiences of First

Nations youth can also vary according to their

membership or level of connection with a First

Nation, including whether or not they are or have

been living on-reserve. 

The extent to which the views of the youth

consulted for this study are representative of all 

First Nations youth in these three provinces is not

known. Interview and focus group findings represent

the views of individual focus group and key inform-

ant participants only and should not be seen as

necessarily representative of the views of all First

Nations youth or stakeholders.
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9 This review excluded sources of funding available to all Canadians and funding specific to individual post-secondary institutions.

Table 2: Number of Key Informant Interviews by Occupation

Occupation # of Interviews Completed

First Nations support worker or counsellor at a college or university 8

Director of Aboriginal Student Services at a college or university 7

Government official 6

First Nations Education Coordinator/Director of Education of a First Nation 5

Representative from a First Nations organization 3

Public school board representative 3

Other stakeholders from high schools and PSE institutions 9

Total 41



Report Structure
The report has been structured to examine the 

relevant issues related to four specific areas. While

these areas provide a useful structure to organize the

findings, it should be noted that there are many

instances in which these areas can overlap and affect

each other.

Section 3 examines findings related to youth 

aspirations and overall perspectives of PSE. 

Section 4 discusses findings related to the level 

of awareness and understanding among youth of

student funding options. 

Section 5 considers findings related to the access

that First Nations youth have to the available forms 

of funding. 

Section 6 presents findings related to the perceived

adequacy of SFA for First Nations youth. 

Final observations are presented in Section 7.
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Figure 2: Categories of Research Findings
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Introduction
Previous research suggests that the PSE aspirations 

of young Aboriginal people are similar to those of

Canadian youth overall. According to a survey of First

Nations people living on reserves, 70 percent of

respondents between the ages of 16 and 24 hope 

to complete some form of PSE.10 These findings

mirror those of other Canadians within the same age

group.11 There is evidence to suggest that both 

First Nations and non-First Nations parents also

share similar aspirations for their children in terms of

PSE attainment.12

The literature suggests that planning for PSE is

strengthened through a family tradition of attending

PSE.13 Findings from the Survey of Secondary School

Students confirm the influence of parents on youth

educational aspirations. This survey of general popu-

lation youth found that 60 percent of students said

that their parents had a very strong impact on their

decisions after high school.14 This is of particular 

relevance for First Nations people, where the tradi-

tion of attending PSE is often less established. 

Other studies on the impact of rurality on post-

secondary aspirations suggest that because of 

differences in rural and non-rural labour markets,

students from rural communities have limited 

exposure to a wide range of educational and career

opportunities. A pair of Statistics Canada studies on

the role of distance in affecting access to higher

education reveals the extent to which rural youth face

unique barriers to post-secondary education. The

author of the studies, Marc Frenette, suggests that

distance may affect access in three ways: elevated

financial costs related to moving and living away

from home; emotional costs associated with leaving a

network of family and friends; and a lower awareness

of the benefits of higher education due to the lack of

geographic exposure to a post-secondary institution.15

In a study of the effects of community of residence on

the post-secondary aspirations of high school seniors

from five different demographic settings in southern

Ontario, O’Neill demonstrated that students from

rural areas and villages had the lowest levels of 

post-secondary educational aspirations of all geo -

graphic groups.16 This may have particular relevancy

for residents of First Nations communities in remote

and rural areas of the country. 

The sections below provide more detailed findings

related to aspirations and perspectives on PSE based

on the focus groups and key informant interviews

conducted for this study.
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Section 3

Aspirations for and
Perspectives on PSE
What are the plans that First Nations youth have for PSE? Who and what are influencing these plans?

10 Ekos Research Associates Inc. (2002), Fall 2002 Survey of First Nations People Living on Reserve, Toronto: Ekos Research Associates Inc.

11 Statistics Canada (2000), At a Crossroads: First Results for the 18- to 20-Year-Old Cohort of the Youth in Transition Survey, Ottawa: Human 
Resources Development Canada, Statistics Canada Catalogue number 81-591-XIE.

12 R.A. Malatest & Associates Ltd. (2007), The Class of 2003—High School Follow-Up Survey, Montreal: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation.

13 Paul Anisef, Robert Sweet and Peggy Ng (2004), “Financial Planning for Post-Secondary Education in Canada: A Comparison of Savings and Savings
Instruments Employed across Aspiration Groups,” NASFAA Journal of Student Financial Aid, 34(2), 19-32.

14 Prairie Research Associates (2005), Survey of Secondary School Students, Montreal: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation, 57-8. 

15 Statistics Canada (2004), “Distance as a Post-Secondary Access Issue,” Education Matters, Ottawa: Industry Canada, Statistics Canada Catalogue
number 81-004-XIE.

16 O’Neill, G.P. (1981), “Post-Secondary Aspirations of High School Seniors from Different Socio-Demographic Contexts,” The Canadian Journal of
Higher Education, 11(2), 49-66.



Primary Influences
Youth were asked to share their perspectives on

which individuals in their lives they feel have had the

biggest influence on their decisions and plans after

high school, including plans related to PSE. Influence

agents identified in the research included family

members, children, teachers, counsellors, friends

and self-motivation.

Family

Across all focus groups, First Nations youth most

frequently cited family members as having had the

biggest influences on their future plans. Specifically,

in order of frequency, the following types of family

members were listed as influences: parents, siblings,

aunts and uncles, and grandparents. Family members

were said to be influencing youth in both positive and

negative ways. 

Many youth discussed the positive influence of

family on their decision-making as it relates to

education. Several said that family members had

verbally encouraged them to finish high school and

attend college or university. This encouragement

came from both family members who had attended

PSE and those who had not. Youth were motivated to

attend PSE because they would be the first in their

families to do so or because they had positive role

models in their family who had attended themselves.

One youth, for example, noted that her grandparents

had encouraged her to be the first member of their

family to finish high school. Another noted that her

grandmother “was one of the first Aboriginal women

to graduate from UBC [University of British

Columbia] in her program.”

Several youth said that their family situation 

had encouraged them to create a better life for 

themselves. As one youth attending PSE said: “I have

seen my parents struggle and live in poverty, and I

didn’t want that for myself.” Others noted that they

felt they had a responsibility to help their family and

that college or university would allow them to do so.

One PSE student, for example, stated: “[I] wanted to

be a leader in my family.”

Conversely, a number of youth noted that family

had actually had a negative influence on their 

decision-making. In particular, a few youth noted

that they came from families with substance abuse or

alcohol problems. Others said that their family

members had introduced them to “partying” and

other related negative influences, which had delayed

their studies and led them “off track” for years.

Children

Many First Nations youth noted that their own 

children played an important role in shaping their

education plans. While having young children was

often said to make completing upgrading or pursuing

higher education more difficult, many youth felt 

that it also served as further motivation to do so. In

particular, several youth noted that they wanted to be

good role models for their children. One youth said:

“I don’t want my daughter growing up, being 13 and

looking at me and saying, ‘Hey mom, you don’t have

your Grade 12—why do I need mine?’”

Other youth noted that by completing college or

university, they would be better able to provide future

financial security for their children. One individual,

for example, said that through completing further

education she would be better able to obtain a

higher-paying “9 to 5” job and, as a result, would 

be able to see her child more than if she worked a

shift-work position. 

Teachers, Counsellors, Academic Advisers

A number of high school students spoke of the 

positive influence teachers or guidance counsellors

had played in their decision to pursue PSE. Many

students said that there had been “lots of offers to

help” and that teachers and counsellors had

approached them about potential scholarship

opportunities. At one high school in particular,

several students spoke enthusiastically about an 

e-mail program set up by their high school guidance

counsellor to inform graduating students of

upcoming scholarship deadlines, career fairs and

PSE workshops.
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Some youth said that while the influence of teachers

or guidance counsellors had been positive, it was not

enough to increase their levels of motivation or

preparation. In particular, some youth noted that

while their teacher or guidance counsellors provided

encouragement, the information they provided did

not give sufficient direction in terms of how they

would proceed with going on to college or university.

For example, one youth recalled:

“It would have been better if the information 

was broken down into how [the system of student

funding] actually works and how you apply 

for it. I had no idea how [applying for student 

funding] worked.”

Where high school academic advisers are more

integrated into the curriculum and school program-

ming (and, consequently, develop relationships with

students through spending considerable time with

them), they appeared to play a more significant role

in student decision-making processes.

For example, youth who were enrolled in an adult

high school mentioned that there were helpful

counsellors and advisers at their school who had

helped them to plan for further education. Several

youth enrolled in adult high schools specifically 

credited advisers with going out of their way to

provide students with information and assistance on

how to apply for and fund post-secondary students.

These sentiments were also shared by high school

students at an Aboriginal-focused high school in

Winnipeg that had an employment adviser who

worked closely with graduating students.

Friends

Youth sometimes said that friends had played a 

role in influencing their decisions and plans. Some

youth mentioned that seeing friends go on to PSE

made them feel that they could do the same. In 

the words of one PSE student youth: “I saw that 

[the application process] wasn’t that tough and they

helped me through it.”

In contrast, several youth who had not gone on to

PSE stated that their friends had had a largely nega-

tive influence on their plans after high school. Many

mentioned that they had fallen in with the “wrong

crowd” of friends. Perhaps not surprisingly, youth

who had not gone on to PSE were more likely to see

their friends as negative influences than those who

had attended college or university after high school. 

Self-Motivation

While many noted that other individuals had had an

influence on their plans and decisions, First Nations

youth often stated that self-motivation was the

primary driver behind their decisions and plans

related to attending PSE. As previously discussed, this

is related to the desire of some youth to be role

models for family and others. Examples of related

comments from youth currently attending PSE

included:

“I really wanted to show the people back home 

on my reserve that people can change.”

“People don’t expect much from you because 

you’re a native woman. I wanted to show people

that I am not a stereotype.”

Comparing the responses from youth in the non-

First Nations focus groups, First Nations youth were

more likely to say that self-motivation was a primary

influence on their decisions around PSE.

Plans and Expectations 
After High School
Plans of High School Students

Almost all First Nations high school students in 

the focus groups expressed a desire or interest in

attending PSE in the future. That said, while students

overwhelmingly stated that they planned to go on to

college or university, youth were split between those

who felt that they would immediately try to attend

PSE after high school and those who felt that they

would take time off from school before going on to

PSE. For example, one high school student noted that

“I don’t want to rush into something that I might 

not like,” while, in contrast, another student said: 

“A whole year of not doing anything, of not learning

anything? I want to keep my mind fresh.”
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Many First Nations youth who were attending 

PSE at the time of the focus groups did not enroll

immediately after high school. Unlike the more 

traditional or conventional pathways of non-First

Nations PSE students, First Nations youth often

noted that there had been a period between their

initial attendance in high school and beginning

college or university. Often this period had included

caring for family members or children, working, or

addressing different personal issues.

Plans and Expectations of Those Who 
Had Not Pursued PSE

Youth who had not pursued PSE discussed what

factors had influenced their decisions and plans for

after high school. Many of these youth had dropped

out of high school and often lacked the academic

qualifications required to pursue college or university

educations.

Many youth with child dependants felt that school

was incompatible with being the parent of a young

child. Lack of affordable or accessible childcare was

identified as a major barrier for these youth. As one

youth explained: 

“If you’re going to school you need to find someone

to watch your child, but you can’t really afford

daycare. That’s a really big problem for me. 

That’s why I am not in school right now.”

Some youth who had not gone on to PSE noted

severe personal barriers, including substance abuse

and involvement in criminal activities. Others felt that

PSE was not an option worth pursuing at that time.

Non-First Nations youth who did not go on to 

PSE were more likely to say that they wanted to

concentrate on working and making money after

high school. In comparison, First Nations youth were

more likely to note that other personal issues had

been greater influences in their decision to not

pursue PSE.

Impact of System of Funding on 
Youth Aspirations

Key informants were asked to what extent they felt

the current system and array of student funding has

an impact on high school students’ aspirations and

expectations of attending PSE. 

On the whole, opinions were mixed. Many key

informants noted that they felt that the current

system was having a positive impact, as it generally

provides the financial means for First Nations youth

to attend PSE. In contrast, a similar number of key

informants noted that the current system is very

complicated, which may have a negative impact on

youth plans and expectations. In particular, because

funding supports such as scholarships and loans may

seem unattainable, PSE itself may often seem out of

reach to First Nations youth. As one First Nation

education coordinator said, the funding system 

“is designed in a way that is neither helpful nor 

encouraging.”

Other key informants noted that financial consid-

erations around PSE are not the major factors

impacting the plans and hopes of youth. Significant,

and often systemic, social barriers were sometimes

felt to be larger obstacles to PSE than financial

considerations alone. For example, since many 

youth need academic upgrading before they can

pursue PSE, the funding options related to college or

university are often of secondary (or less immediate)

importance. Academic and financial barriers can also

often be linked, since youth often require upgrading

to be eligible for financial assistance and are less

likely to get funding from outside sources. 

Some key informants also noted that training for

skilled trades is under-funded in the current funding

system, which may have a negative impact on 

those youth who do not see themselves in academic

PSE programs but may be inclined to pursue an

apprenticeship or other type of trades program. 
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Reasons for Attending 
Post-Secondary Education
Youth were asked the reasons why they had decided

to attend PSE or intended to do so in future. 

Creating a better life for themselves and their

family was the most frequently cited reason for going

on to PSE. This theme was often coupled with the

desire to be a role model for younger siblings,

members of their community or their own children.

In particular, the theme of giving back to the 

community through the achievement of personal

goals was common. In the words of one PSE student:

“I wanted to be able to do something for my commu-

nity, and getting an education was a way to do that.” 

Often reasons were explicitly linked to employment

goals. As one First Nations PSE student noted: 

“Four years working in dead-end, minimum-wage

jobs motivated me to go to university [and] make a

better life for myself.” 

First Nations youth were less likely than non-First

Nations youth to mention strictly employment or

financial reasons, however. Many First Nations youth

expressed a strong desire to return to their communi-

ties once they had finished their education in order to

improve the social and financial wellbeing of other

community members. Overall, stated goals for

attending PSE related to community and family

were more common among First Nations youth than

non-First Nations youth. First Nations youth often

demonstrated a strong motivation to use their educa-

tion to work to improve their community and family,

whereas non-First Nations youth were more likely 

to express individualistic goals. 

Challenges to Attending 
Post-Secondary Education
Many current or potential challenges were noted

among youth who were planning to attend PSE or

were already in college or university. Financial

reasons alone were not those that were most

frequently discussed—financial challenges were

generally felt to compound other challenges. Many of

these challenges were related to:

• The need to care for children or other family

members. 

• The difficulties and stress of having to relocate

outside of their home community to take PSE.

• Loneliness and a feeling of isolation, sometimes

exacerbated by experiences of racism or “culture

shock” when leaving their communities. As one

First Nation PSE student noted, it “was very

demoralizing—sometimes you’re the only First

Nations person in the class.” This sense of 

isolation is often more acute for those students

from northern and remote communities who

cannot easily travel home during the school year.

• Insufficient academic preparation, including not

having the prerequisite courses or sufficient high

school grades. Some youth felt that their schooling

had not provided them with sufficient reading 

or writing skills. For at least one student, this 

was related to English not being the primary

language in her family. Others spoke of perceived

deficiencies in the education system or the 

education they received.

Several youth attending PSE noted that arranging

childcare and housing was a significant challenge.

This included not just finding the resources to pay for

daycare and housing but also being able to find and

secure appropriate options (including supplying

references, etc.). This was also an issue raised by a
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number of key informants. For example, on the issue

of childcare, one key informant in Manitoba noted: 

“Funding for daycare is a huge issue for First

Nations students. There are not a lot of vacancies

[at most daycares], and there is not enough money

given out to help pay for childcare.”

Some youth who had not taken any college or

university courses mentioned that it was the result 

of not receiving band funding or believing that they

would not receive it if they did apply. These youth 

did not appear to have pursued other forms of SFA. 

Key informants also noted significant challenges

for youth that included family responsibilities, insuf-

ficient academic preparation and other issues. 

Some key informants noted that low expectations

from teachers limited youth aspirations for PSE. 

In the words of one participant: 

“Often First Nations youth are marginalized 

by persistent low expectations from teachers. 

This creates a systemic barrier for students, 

diminishing their potential and hindering their

ability to see opportunities for advancement.”

Expectations of Costs of PSE

Focus group discussions often demonstrated that the

costs of attending PSE are not well understood by

high school students. Many high school students

lacked an understanding of tuition costs or the costs

of books and living expenses. 

Many First Nations high school students appeared

to believe that band funding would cover all of their

PSE-related expenses. As one PSE student explained: 

“I never really took the time to look into student

loans or scholarships. I thought that because 

band funding was my right the money would 

be there for me…but it wasn’t like that.” 

Key informants also noted that often youth have a

limited understanding of the costs of college and

university educations. For example, a Director of

Enrolment Services at a post-secondary institution

noted: “It doesn’t always occur to many First Nations

youth that there is a cost associated with pursuing

PSE or how high that cost is.”

Financial Challenges of Current PSE Students

Financial challenges were a frequent concern among

those who were enrolled in college or university.

Financial challenges were frequently related to the

costs of caring or supporting children, the high (and

increasing) costs of rent and food, and other costs 

of transportation to and from (often distant) First

Nations communities. The cost of housing was raised

in all focus groups, with students in Saskatchewan

and British Columbia appearing to be especially

concerned about the costs and difficulties of finding

appropriate housing in the province’s cities. The chal-

lenge of covering these costs was, in many cases,

being faced without the support of family and friends

that students had benefited from in their home

communities. Many students mentioned that they

regularly struggled to meet their basic needs.

Often these challenges forced PSE students to

juggle multiple priorities, including—in many

cases—family, work and school. One First Nations

PSE student wondered: ”How do I find a balance? I

need to work so that I can afford to go to school, but

at the same time I should be spending that time

studying…” Many students were raising children,

which added to their financial challenges. 

Some students mentioned that they had had to

receive help from family members or resort to using

credit cards to finance their day-to-day living. One

youth mentioned receiving help from a family

member who had moved to the city to help look after

the student’s children during class time. Others noted

that they used food banks. While some students

seemed resigned to some of the sacrifices they had

made to pay for their PSE, others noted that they 

had had to make what they felt were unreasonable

sacrifices. One student, for example, spoke about

how she had had to send her children to live with

distant grandparents because she could not afford to

look after them while she was attending college.

Some financial challenges were said to have been

the result of administrative issues related to band

funding. Many youth attending PSE mentioned that

this had affected their studies at some point in time.

Some youth spoke about receiving their band

funding late in the registration process, for example,
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or not getting timely responses to questions about

their funding. Several key informants echoed this

concern and pointed to inconsistencies in band

funding. For example, one government official in

British Columbia noted: 

“There is not a consistent level of expectation 

[for band funding]. The process of accessing 

funds from your band can differ greatly from 

one year to the next and from band to band.” 

Several students mentioned that they had taken

life skills or budgeting courses that had proven to 

be useful in helping them to face their financial 

challenges while in PSE.

Barriers to Returning to PSE

Many youth who had started but not completed PSE

noted that they faced financial barriers to returning

to school. While finances were not generally given 

as the primary or sole reason for leaving school, a

number of youth stated that a lack of financial

resources was a significant barrier to returning

to PSE. 

Several youth noted that it was more difficult to be

chosen to receive band funding once an applicant

has already “stopped out” of school for a time. Some

noted that this was felt to be related to the fact that

their First Nation may have seen them as a potential

drop-out risk. Key informants echoed this sentiment:

as one key informant in Saskatchewan noted, “there

are no second chances [with band funding]. If you fail

your first time, you go to the bottom of the pile.”

Other reasons for “stop-outs” included having 

to look after children or dissatisfaction with 

the program or with PSE generally. Financial reasons

appeared to be cited more often as a reason for

leaving PSE by those youth who were looking 

after children.

Summary of Major Findings
While the main theme of the focus group discussions

was financial issues, financial considerations were

often shown to be linked to other areas. 

Overall, positive aspirations and perspectives

surrounding PSE were often shown to stem from

youth wanting to be positive role models for their

family, children or other community members. Many

youth enrolled in PSE or who had plans to attend 

PSE after high school noted that they would be the

first in their family to attend college or university. 

Almost all First Nations high school students in 

the focus groups expressed a desire or interest in

attending PSE in the future. That said, many youth

who were attending PSE did not enroll immediately

after high school. Often the period or break prior to

PSE included caring for family members or children,

working, or “sorting out” personal issues. 

Financial challenges were a frequent concern

among those who were attending PSE as well as those

seeking to return to school after a break or absence.

Financial challenges (such as the high costs of 

childcare and housing costs) often compounded

personal challenges to attending PSE.
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Introduction
A review of the literature undertaken for this research

project revealed that there are limited data available

on how First Nations students are paying for PSE or

about levels of awareness of different types of SFA.

Research with secondary students suggests that

the general population of Canadian youth know very

little about SFA such as bursaries and scholarships

but are more familiar with credit cards and student

loans.17 The study also found that secondary students

were likely to use formal channels of accessing 

information on PSE and financial assistance, such as

government websites or speaking with representa-

tives of post-secondary institutions. Moreover, only

two-thirds of high school seniors were willing 

to guess the tuition rate in their province, and a

majority of them overestimated by a factor of about

two to one. Additional research confirms relatively

low levels of information about financing post-

secondary education among high school students

and their parents. Though 84% of parents reported

talking to their kids about post-secondary education,

only 58% discussed financial issues a few times, 

36% discussed how they would fund post-secondary

education and only 13% discussed government

student assistance.18

According to INAC data for 2004-05, over 22,000

First Nations students received band funding to help

pay for their college or university education through

the Post-Secondary Student Support Program

(PSSSP).19 A 2001 survey of former British Columbia

college, university-college and institute students

demonstrated that band funding is one of the 

largest sources of financial assistance for First

Nations students. According to the study, 35 percent

of Aboriginal respondents selected “Indian Band

Funding” as one of their top two sources of funding.20

In the British Columbia survey, Aboriginal respon-

dents were less likely than their non-Aboriginal

counterparts to cite personal savings, family support

and employment income as methods of paying 

for PSE. Approximately 28 percent of Aboriginal

respondents claimed they had used government

student loans.21 Moreover, the Canadian College

Student Survey found that Aboriginal college students

were somewhat less likely to receive student loans

than all students, but somewhat more likely to

receive grants.22 A survey of students two years 

after they had completed high school found that

Aboriginal youth were less able to rely on non-loan

support from family members than non-Aboriginal

youth.23

17

Section 4

Awareness and Use of
Student Financial Assistance
What forms of funding do First Nations youth know about and use?

17 Prairie Research Associates (2005), Survey of Secondary School Students, Montreal: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation. 

18 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation (2006), Closing the Access Gap: Does Information Matter? Millennium Research Note #3. Montreal.

19 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, Basic Departmental Data.

20 British Columbia Ministry of Advanced Education, Outcomes Working Group and CEISS Research and IT Solutions (2002), 2001 B.C. College and
Institute Aboriginal Former Student Outcomes: Special Report on Aboriginal Former Students from the 1995, 1997, 1999 and 2001 B.C. College 
and Institute Student Outcomes Surveys.

21 Ibid.

22 Sean Junor and Alex Usher (2004), The Price of Knowledge 2004: Access and Student Finance in Canada, Montreal: Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation, 171-2.

23 R.A Malatest & Associates Ltd. (2007), The Class of 2003: High School Follow-Up Survey. Montreal: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation.



Neither the Canada Student Loans Program (at 

the national level) nor the Foundation are able to

track the number of their student recipients who are

First Nations. In Saskatchewan and Manitoba,

millennium access bursaries are specifically allocated

to Aboriginal students in their first- or second-year of

study. The Millennium Aboriginal Access Bursary in

Saskatchewan provides approximately $2,000 in non-

repayable financial assistance to over 600 Aboriginal

students each year.24

An environmental scan undertaken for this project

demonstrated a wide range of scholarships available

to First Nations students. For example, the National

Aboriginal Achievement Foundation has disbursed

over $23.5 million in scholarships to Aboriginal

students since its inception; it awarded $2.8 million

to 934 recipients across Canada during the 2005-2006

fiscal year.25

The literature has suggested that cultural attitudes

about government responsibility for PSE funding

may affect the degree to which Aboriginal people are

aware of or using student loans and other forms of

student assistance. The Assembly of First Nations

asserts that PSE at all levels is a treaty right, whereas

the federal government sees the funding of First

Nations and Inuit PSE as a social program for which

it need not be the only funding source.26 In a survey

of First Nations people undertaken for the Foundation,

a majority (58 percent) said that governments have

the greatest responsibility for paying for PSE.27

The following section further explores First

Nations awareness and use of SFA in the interviews

and focus groups undertaken for this project.

Where First Nations Youth
Are Finding Out about Student
Funding Options
Both key informants and youth discussed how First

Nations youth are finding out about SFA. The most

common methods are detailed below.

Family and Friends: Among First Nations high

school and PSE students, word of mouth was the

most common way of obtaining information 

about student funding. A number of youth said that

conversations with friends and family were the

primary way they obtained information about their

funding options. Often, youth noted that they were

comfortable getting information from relatives or

friends who had themselves been to university or

college. One PSE student explained, “I prefer to ask

somebody who is already there: ‘How did you get to

where you are at, and how do I get there?’” Some

youth mentioned having family members who

worked at high schools or band offices who they 

felt were well connected to the available information

on PSE funding options.

Aboriginal Student Advisers: Most First Nations

youth attending PSE knew about the Aboriginal

student advisers at their college or university, and

many had visited an adviser to discuss financial

issues. Nearly one-quarter of key informants also

noted that Aboriginal student advisers were a source of

information that First Nations youth were accessing.

High School Teachers and Counsellors: Youth

mentioned high school guidance counsellors or

teachers far less commonly as sources of information.

In contrast, key informants most commonly noted

high school guidance counsellors and teachers as a

source of information, and family and friends as the

second most common source of information.

Band Education Coordinators: Youth and key

informants noted that band offices and First Nations
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education coordinators were a key source of infor -

mation for youth with connections to their band. 

Key informants noted some differences between

how First Nations youth are getting information in

comparison to non-First Nations youth. In particular,

it was frequently stated that First Nations youth often

do not have the same degree of parental involvement

or support in obtaining information about PSE, since

many youth are the first in their family to plan to

attend college or university. Others noted that non-

First Nations youth often come from a position of

“entitlement” that gives them the confidence to feel

deserving of success and awards and motivates them

to seek out merit-based funding like scholarships. 

A few key informants noted that First Nations

youth have less access to and experience getting infor-

mation on the Internet, compared with non-First

Nations youth. For example, one key informant said: 

“The online connectivity of our band is horrible;

we are not connected to the Internet, for the 

most part. A lot of people are living below 

the poverty line and therefore do not have 

access to a computer.” 

Some First Nations PSE students, however, did

speak about obtaining SFA information through the

Internet prior to starting college or university.

Awareness and Use of Band
Funding
Key informants were asked to rate the level of 

awareness among First Nations youth of different

types of financial assistance. The results, as 

illustrated in Figure 3, show that key informants

believe that First Nations youth are most aware of

band funding as a form of student funding. 

A high degree of awareness of band funding was

demonstrated across all focus groups with First

Nations youth. Most First Nations high school

students appeared to know about band funding 

and the vast majority expected that they could use it

to pay for their PSE. Despite hearing stories from

family or friends about the difficulties in obtaining

this funding, many demonstrated a high degree of

confidence that they could receive it. As one high

school student noted: “My band pays for it. All

Aboriginals get their education funded.” Some First

Nations high school students felt that because they

were living in urban centres they had a lower level of

information on how to access band funding

compared to those living in First Nations communities. 

The majority of First Nations PSE students in the

focus groups were receiving band funding to help
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finance their studies. In some cases, band funding

was being combined with other types of funding or

with part-time employment. For example, some

Older First Nations PSE students had accessed

student loans to supplement their band funding.

Awareness and Use of Other
Types of Student Financial
Assistance
After band funding, high school students were often

most aware of student loans as a potential source of

financial assistance for PSE. However, they often

admitted to knowing very little about how to apply

for student loans and, when compared with non-First

Nations youth, appeared to have a more limited

awareness and understanding of student loans. 

In contrast to the non-First Nations population,

which has had extensive exposure to and use of

student loan programs, First Nations people have not

historically accessed student loans in large numbers.

As a result, there is a more limited ability for potential

or current First Nations PSE students to obtain 

information about loan programs through siblings,

relatives or other community members.

Many youth currently in PSE noted that while they

were aware of band funding in high school, they only

became aware of other methods of financing PSE

once they started attending college or university. 

As one youth in PSE said: “It wasn’t until I got to

university that I found out about scholarships.”

Another said: “I really didn’t know that much when 

I started [university]. I just sort of learned along the

way.” In some cases, this lack of information is a

result of misconceptions related to eligibility; some

First Nations youth may believe that band funding 

is the only method of funding available to First

Nations students, and only find out otherwise 

once attending PSE.

A number of youth currently in PSE regretted that

they did not have more information while they were

in high school about the range of SFA options. One

PSE student noted: “Now I know that there are so

many scholarships out there that I should have

applied for. It should have been a no-brainer.”

Another PSE student suggested that “especially on

the reserves, there should have been a book of 

scholarships that are available.”

Many First Nations youth living off reserve felt that

they were in a “double-bind”: they were often not

connected to band funding processes, but because

they lived in cities it was (incorrectly) assumed that

they had information about other forms of SFA. One

PSE student noted:

“On the reserve it is different. Here [in the city] it

seems they expect you to already know about 

certain things. But if you are the first person in

your family to graduate and try to go to university,

where do you know these things from?”

Not all youth felt that they did not have sufficient

information in high school. For example, First

Nations youth currently attending adult high school

demonstrated a greater degree of familiarity with

different SFA options, including student loans.

Similarly, youth at an Aboriginal-focused high school

in Winnipeg appeared to have access to information

about SFA through an adviser who worked with

students and teachers directly. Other students

mentioned that their high school had provided them

with information—one student, for example,

mentioned that the academic adviser at their band

had spent time in their high school talking about 

SFA, walking students through application forms 

and doing significant follow-up with interested

students. Overall, students from high schools that

included integrated transitioning supports appeared

to have a higher degree of familiarity with different

forms of student financial assistance and related

information sources.

Motivational Factors

A lack of knowledge about SFA did not always follow

from a lack of available information. Some youth

admitted that information about different forms of

SFA had been available while they were in high

school, but they had not been motivated to obtain it.
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Both youth who did not go on to PSE and some of

those who did talked about the lack of drive they 

had felt in high school:

“[Staff at my high school] told me about lots 

of things I could look in to, but I never did.”

“They put the options out there, but I never 

did the work.”

“I didn’t have enough interest to actually go and

do the research. As soon as I was discouraged, 

I was discouraged—and I just didn’t bother.”

Likewise, in one focus group it was noted that a

high school program partnered with a local college to

allow students to apply their high school credits

toward a trade. However, all four students in this

group noted that when they were given the four-page

form to fill out in order to apply for SFA, none of 

them had completed it because it seemed overly

complicated and time-consuming.

Many of these motivational factors may be linked

to issues of self-esteem. Many key informants

discussed how many First Nations youth lack self-

confidence. Often, this is a result of students feeling

that their grades are not adequate to be considered

for scholarships or that scholarships are not “for

them.” They often assume they do not have the

grades for scholarships and, as a result, are not

motivated to apply.

Assumption that Band Funding Will 
Cover PSE Costs

Youth currently taking PSE often said that they did

not get information about, or consider using, other

forms of SFA because they assumed that they could

rely on band funding alone to meet their financial

needs. In the words of one PSE student: “I never, ever

looked into it because I knew I could get band

funding.” The idea that band funding is virtually a

“sure thing” can act as a disincentive to seeking out

other forms of funding (such as scholarships) that are

of less monetary value, are perceived to require more

time and effort during the application process, and

are, at the same time, perceived to be less likely to

materialize. Some PSE students in Saskatchewan

argued that the “return on investment” in applying

for different scholarships was too low given the

perceived amount of time required to apply and 

the other demands on their time. 

Many First Nations youth are often reluctant to

explore other forms of PSE (e.g., Canada Student

Loans, private lines of credit) as they prefer band

funding, which is almost entirely grant-based, as

opposed to other funding mechanisms that typically

involve a loan component. Many First Nations PSE

students talked about how they had only looked into

other ways of paying for their PSE costs after they

determined whether and to what extent their band

funding would cover their costs. 

Many key informants discussed misconceptions

about band funding, stating that First Nations youth

commonly believe everyone will receive funding

from their band or that this funding alone will be

sufficient to cover all of their expenses. In particular,

one key informant noted that “some youth just

assume that they will receive band funding.” Another

remarked that there was an “over-expectation of the

level of funding that is going to be there.” 

In hindsight, several First Nations PSE students

said that they wished they had looked into other forms

of SFA while in high school because band funding 

was either not available at all or not sufficient to meet

their financial needs. Furthermore, as many First

Nations youth return to PSE after having been

outside the education system for significant periods

of time, they are often disconnected from information

on scholarships, bursaries and students loans (such

as teachers and guidance counsellors) available to

those moving directly from high school to college 

or university. 

Many youth were unclear about whether or not

they were eligible to receive other forms of SFA if they

were receiving band funding. A number of students

with band funding who said they were struggling

financially also said they thought they were ineligible

to receive other sources of funding. A small number

of key informants also noted that they felt that some

education counsellors in First Nations communities

are reluctant to talk with youth about student loans.
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Use of Student Loans among First Nations
PSE Students

Use of student loans among First Nations PSE

students varied by focus group, but, overall, only a

minority of First Nations students had received

student loans to assist in funding their studies.

Although some key informants noted that

instances of First Nations students using student

loans had risen in recent years, in general students

were said to be accessing them reluctantly, if at all.

Other key informants felt that student loans 

were still a “black box” for many youth. Several key

informants specifically mentioned that many youth

did not understand the difference between bank

loans and student loans or the concept of “good”

versus “bad” debt. As previously noted, First Nations

youth generally prefer the grant-based funding 

available through band funding over repayable forms

of SFA, particularly as they often see PSE funding as

their constitutional right.

Many youth themselves noted that they understood

little about carrying debt or assumed that they were

ineligible for student loans because they were receiving

band funding. In some focus groups, there was

considerable discussion of whether or not a student’s

band funding would be reduced if a youth received

additional forms of funding at the same time. Some

youth said that this was the case in their First Nation.

As the amount that would be “clawed back” would

then become repayable, this was seen as a disincentive

to getting a student loan. Others mentioned that they

generally did not tell their bands if they received

other sources of funding due to the risk that their

band funding would be reduced. 

Other students planned to take periods of time off

during PSE in order to work. Often, they did not feel

that student loans were compatible with these plans,

since there was the requirement to begin paying back

loans once out of school. As a result, some First

Nations PSE students felt it was counter-productive

to take out a loan that they would have to begin to

pay back while they were working to save money 

for school.

Some First Nations PSE students in Saskatchewan

mentioned that they had taken advantage of student

loans partly because they knew that when they

finished their degree a portion of their loan would 

be forgiven. Others in the same focus groups were 

not aware of this policy and felt that knowing this

may have motivated them to consider taking out a

student loan.

Use of Scholarships

A limited number of First Nations PSE students 

said that they had made use of scholarships to help

fund their PSE. Among these students, this funding

was supplementary to others sources like band

funding and student loans. Many students said 

they would be motivated to look into scholarships if

their band funding was cut off or they were denied

band funding.

Several key informants noted that awareness of

scholarships is affected by a common misconception

among First Nations youth that all scholarships are

based on academic performance alone. One student

adviser at a PSE institution noted that First Nations

youth “are afraid of scholarships. They don’t think

they have the grades; they don’t think of themselves

as scholarly.” 

Youth often felt that the process of finding infor-

mation about scholarships was complicated and

intimidating. Many said they did not know where to

look for scholarships. Others said that the large

number of available scholarships was overwhelming.

Many mentioned that they had looked into scholar-

ships but had missed the deadlines for applying. It

should be noted, however, that non-First Nations PSE

students often made comments of a similar nature

and were generally of the opinion that applying for

scholarships involved a lot of work for something that

was not a “sure thing.”

Some First Nations youth mentioned that it would

be useful to have a sort of “one-stop shop” of scholar-

ships (online, paper-based, or both), organized by

categories like field of study or type of student.

Several youth commented on the success of an auto-

mated system at their university; the school stored

basic student information into a database that

matched student characteristics (such as year of

study, whether they are receiving student loans,

program of study, etc.) with available scholarships,

bursaries and grants. 
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Other Ways of Paying for PSE

A few students had received some financial assistance

through bursaries available through the Aboriginal

Access programs at their university. Many students,

however, mentioned that they did not understand

what a bursary was, particularly compared to a 

scholarship, and had no understanding of what

bursaries were available. A couple of First Nations

PSE students said that they were familiar with

Foundation bursaries. Only one First Nations PSE

student specifically mentioned having applied for a

Millennium Manitoba Opportunities Grant, but she

said she was surprised to have been turned down.28

Several students in Saskatchewan said that they

had made use of a provincial training allowance, as

well as a grant to assist with the costs of living for 

low-income adult clients enrolled in basic education

and bridging programs.

Both key informants and youth mentioned

income from working (either in the summer or

throughout the school year) as another source of

paying for PSE. However, students with young 

children often said that they found it difficult to work

given their family responsibilities. For example, one

university student explained that she was fortunate

because her spouse could care for their children

while she was working to help pay for her education.

Many PSE students talked about other ways they

were surviving financially through their college or

university years. Some students were able to rely on

support from family and spouses during PSE. In most

First Nations PSE focus groups, at least one student

talked about the importance of food banks, soup

kitchens or Christmas hampers in helping them 

to get by. Some students talked about using the 

childcare services at their institution.

Non-First Nations PSE students sometimes

mentioned that they had made use of bank lines of

credit during their studies, but this was only

mentioned by a couple of First Nations PSE students.

Key informants also mentioned that some students

are receiving funding for short-term training programs

through Aboriginal Human Resources Development

Agreement (AHRDA) funding, but this funding is 

not designed to finance students pursuing post-

secondary educations. 

Attitudes to Borrowing to
Pay for Post-Secondary
Education
PSE as a Treaty Right

First Nations youth asserted that the government has

a treaty obligation to fund their PSE. High school

students, students in colleges and universities, 

and those not attending PSE all stated that the

government had a financial responsibility to fund

First Nations PSE. In the words of one PSE student:

“As First Nations people, don’t we have a right to an

education? Isn’t that what our grandfathers signed?”

Similarly, another youth not enrolled in PSE noted:

“After what they did to us, [the government] should

be paying for our education.” 

Many First Nations youth said that it was in the

best interest of the government to invest in the

country’s youth through funding their PSE. As one

First Nations PSE student stated: “Wouldn’t you want

educated people running your country?” Others

spoke of the fact that as Aboriginal people are still

among the most impoverished in Canada, the

government should help to break the cycle of poverty

through PSE funding.

Key informants similarly noted that funding for

PSE is recognized as a treaty right. Key informants did

point out that older youth are more aware of the fact

that band funding alone may not be sufficient to fund

PSE: “Initially, they might feel like a PSE is their Treaty

right, but as they get older they understand that it is

also an individual responsibility, especially if they

want to get more than one degree.”
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Debt Aversion

A high degree of debt aversion was noted among 

First Nations youth consulted in the focus groups.

Debt aversion was specifically related to a wariness of

taking on student loans or bank loans. Youth often

explicitly linked the idea of taking out loans with

stress and anxiety. They were generally concerned

about two aspects of student debt: the length of time

that they would be in debt and the difficulties they

would face in paying back their debt over that period. 

While First Nations youth generally felt that PSE

was important, they often felt it was not worth going

in to debt for. For example, one PSE student

explained: “You’re done school and you’re starting

your life and you have all of this debt to pay back? 

I don’t know if that’s worth it.”

Many youth and key informants noted that there 

is often the fear that they will not earn enough 

following school to be able to pay back a loan. A few

youth in focus groups specifically felt that the fields

of employment that they would pursue (e.g., child-

care) would not pay enough to support high levels of

debt repayment. Key informants noted that debt

aversion can also be compounded by the fact that

many First Nations students have children to

support, which adds to the associated risks of 

taking on debt. It was also noted that the limited

employment opportunities in some First Nations

communities, even for PSE graduates, may compound

this debt aversion.

In a similar way, some youth said they were averse

to repayable forms of SFA as they were not sure they

would succeed at college or university and had

doubts that they would be able to finish their

program. This aversion can often be linked to 

expectations around band funding and the sense that

a grant is a “safer” form of funding given this fear 

of failure. For example, one PSE student explained

that he did not consider a student loan because 

“if I get a loan and fail...what am I here for? I need to

pay it back, plus I don’t get a degree or diploma or

anything.” On the other hand, he said that if he failed

on band funding, he can think “at least I tried.” 

Others spoke about how loans would be their 

last resort only, if band funding proved not to be

available and part-time jobs or scholarships were 

not available or sufficient.

Exposure to the financial struggles of family

members and friends who had taken out a student

loan was often a contributing factor to this debt aver-

sion. For example, one PSE student said: “My sister

went through it, and she still owes, so I wouldn’t even

consider it.” Another student noted: “My mom had a

student loan and she is still paying it off. She always

tells me never to get one.” 

Debt can also place a burden on the family and

children of those in taking on debt. Given the strong

family and community ties of many First Nations

youth, and the large number of First Nations youth

starting their own families, this consideration would

act as a further disincentive to repayable forms of

student financial assistance.

A number of key informants similarly noted that

even if youth feel that a PSE is worth borrowing

money for, they are often afraid of going into debt or

do not understand how to carry a debt. A major

reason given for this perceived debt aversion was that

debt is often a relatively foreign idea to many First

Nations youth. As one key informant explained, debt

is generally a middle-class concept and is new and

unknown to many First Nations people. Several key

informants noted that many First Nations youth do

not understand the difference between student loans

and bank loans or the concept of “good” versus “bad”

debt. One key informant noted: “We need to help

First Nations youth to understand the meaning of

debt—that it can be an investment.” Several youth

attending PSE admitted that they felt that they lacked

financial understanding and skills.

While a high degree of debt aversion related to

student or bank loans was in evidence, many First

Nations youth attending PSE noted that they had

borrowed or received money from family members to

help pay for their education costs. It was often the

case that PSE students mentioned having to turn 

to the help of family during periods of financial 

emergency. 
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Similarly, many First Nations youth mentioned

that they had had to rely on credit cards to help them

through their periods of study. In one focus group

with First Nations PSE students in Manitoba, half of

the youth said they were using credit card debt to 

pay for their living costs. Credit cards appear to be

initially used as short-term solutions, but often this

debt was said to be compounding and becoming

unmanageable.

It should be noted that debt aversion was far 

from a universal attitude among First Nations youth.

A significant number of youth felt that PSE was worth

going into debt for, and a significant minority of 

First Nations students had taken out student loans 

or would do so if necessary. Some First Nations PSE

students in Saskatchewan mentioned that the fact

that some student loan debt is forgiven if a student

completes their degree made student loans a more

attractive funding option.

Credit

Some key informants noted that students often have

bad credit, which can result in their not being able to

access bank loans. Furthermore, several key inform-

ants noted that students often had misconceptions

about credit and noted that some students believe

they are not eligible for student loans when they in

fact are. First Nations people living on reserve often

have more limited understanding of credit and 

debt, as they generally have not had the same level of

experience with mortgages and have had more

limited ability to secure loans for other assets such as

vehicles than the non-First Nations population.

The lack of familiarity with borrowing was said to

sometimes result in students defaulting on loans 

that they do get, rather than potentially resolving

financial problems through speaking with their bank,

loan officer or a financial counsellor. As one key

informant said: “They don’t ask the right questions

until it is too late.”

Difference Between
Awareness of Student
Funding and Financial
Assistance among First
Nations Compared to
Non-First Nations Youth

Key informants were asked how awareness of the

student funding system is different among First

Nations youth compared with non-First Nations

youth. Overall, responses were related to the following

major areas:

• First Nations youth do not have the same sense 

of entitlement and connection to the system 

that would lead them to seek out information on

their funding options. Some key informants noted

that First Nations youth are less assertive in

seeking out information.

• Parents of First Nations youth were generally less

heavily involved in their children’s planning for

college or university. This was a result of several

different factors. Many First Nations students’

parents do not have experience with PSE, and

many have relatively low literacy, limiting their

ability to help their children. Also, families are

often living far from the centres of information,

particularly those who are in remote communities.

One financial adviser at a PSE institution, for

example, said: “When non-First Nations youth

come to visit me, they come with their parents and

they are aggressive. They know what they want and

they are looking for specific information. First

Nations youth come to my office alone and 

they don’t know what they need or what types of

questions to ask.”

• First Nations youth are primarily aware of band

funding and do not have the same level of 

familiarity as non-First Nations youth with other

forms of SFA. This often reflects their desire to

access grant funding first and only utilize loans 

as a “last resort.”
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Key Informants’ Suggestions
for Improved Delivery of
Information
Key informants were asked to provide suggestions 

on how information about student funding could be

better delivered to First Nations youth. 

Face-to-face, personal contact with First Nations

youth: Key informants most often said that delivery

of information required more face-to-face, personal

contact with First Nations youth. Among related

comments, for example, one key informant noted that:

“First Nations youth benefit from personal contact

with a counsellor or coordinator. The typical

avenues for delivering information don’t work. 

It takes a skilled, engaged counsellor to motivate

youth [and] to build their aspirations and the

capacity for them to access the information.”

Another key informant similarly noted that: 

“Face-to-face interaction is the key. First Nations

youth automatically tend to think they don’t 

qualify for funding outside of what their band

provides. Personal interaction is important to

break down that first barrier…”

Several others noted that over-reliance on online

delivery of information would not be an effective 

way to disseminate information about PSE to First

Nations youth.

Promotional materials specifically designed to

target First Nations youth: Key informants often

noted that First Nations youth often do not “see”

themselves in the mainstream promotional materials

for SFA. One key informant noted that brochures,

posters and pamphlets “need to be more inclusive of

Aboriginal perspectives.” Several key informants

specifically noted, for example, that the Aboriginal

Peoples Television Network would be an effective

place to advertise SFA. On a related note, some First

Nations youth in B.C. who had not attended PSE

noted that because a large number of First Nations

youth in their area were under the care of the

ministry, more information on available forms of 

SFA should be targeted to those who are wards 

of the province.

Better information and more training for high

school counsellors or band education coordinators:

About one-quarter of key informants suggested that

more training and information should be made 

available to counsellors and coordinators. The

importance of this issue has been recognized by 

First Nations; for example, there is not a First Nations

Education Coordinator’s Program offered through

the Nicola Valley Institute of Technology in BC. 

One noted, for example, that there is a general lack of

awareness about Foundation bursaries.

First Nations youth need to be given information

about PSE at an early age: Some key informants

noted that First Nations youth need to be given 

information about PSE and ways of financing PSE

early on in their education. Providing information

early in a student’s education will not only help

students who do finish Grade 12 to plan for their

futures, but also help those students who drop out 

of school before graduating to know how to get 

information at some point in the future. One First
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Nations education coordinator, for example, said: 

“If we wait until Grade 12 to tell them about funding,

it is often too late.” Another suggested that the 

information should begin in Grades 8, 9 and 10, and

that planning for PSE should be part of those years’

curriculum. Some First Nations PSE students

commented that information should be provided 

to youth again and again throughout high school, as

students may have different questions at different

stages of their high school career.

Use of First Nations role models: Some key

informants noted that information delivery should

make use of role models. One key informant suggested

that role modelling programs would be helpful when

providing information, to inspire First Nations youth

and to allow them to see themselves reflected in 

the PSE system. Some First Nations PSE students

similarly suggested that First Nations university

students or graduates should be reaching out to First

Nations youth in the early high school years in order

to inspire them to continue on with their education

and begin to plan for PSE. 

To a much lesser extent, career fairs, workshops

and information presentations were suggested as

effective avenues for providing information.

Summary of Major Findings
First Nations youth are finding out about student

funding options primarily through family and friends

and, to a lesser extent, Aboriginal student advisers at

colleges and universities and high school teachers

and counsellors. Overall, a range of different levels 

of awareness and understanding of SFA was noted

within and across the focus groups.

Key informants interviewed for this study empha-

sized that there is a general lack of awareness 

and understanding among First Nations youth 

about student funding and financial assistance.

Focus groups appear to confirm this, as few First

Nations high school students appeared to have a

solid understanding of the available SFA and funding

options, beyond band funding. While many students

acquire more information about available SFA after

beginning PSE, many admitted that they did not

actively seek out information about the full range of

available financial assistance while in high school.

Often, this is a result of the assumption that their

band funding would cover their full PSE costs.

Although a number of youth are choosing to access

student loans, many youth are averse to using

repayable forms of student funding to help finance

their PSE.

At the same time, awareness of student funding

options was felt by most key informants to have an

effect on First Nations youth plans for PSE. The

majority of key informants felt that increasing 

awareness among youth of available funding would

lead to increasing PSE enrolment. Overall, key

informants noted that promotion and awareness of

SFA would be improved by more extensive delivery of

information through face-to-face contact with

students, by promotion strategies specifically geared

to First Nations youth and by the use of First Nations

role models in the delivery of information.
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Introduction
The literature review undertaken for this project

identified some issues with respect to the access that

First Nations youth have to available forms of SFA.

Studies by INAC and the Assembly of First Nations

have attempted to demonstrate the extent to which

federal support through the PSSSP to First Nations

youth has been insufficient to meet growing demand,

given the relative decline (in inflation-adjusted

terms) of the program’s funding envelope and the

increasing number of First Nations youth pursuing

post-secondary studies. This has resulted in a 

considerable share of applicants being put on waiting

lists for funding. Furthermore, First Nations band

and tribal councils typically establish priorities for

the types of PSE applicants they will fund, based on

levels and types of post-secondary programs.

Applicants who fall within a lower priority category

are thus at a disadvantage.

The literature review noted other issues with

respect to access to band funding. Previous research

reported that some educators felt that issues of 

nepotism and favouritism can impact the process of

selecting which students are awarded band PSE

funding.29 Moreover, First Nations people who do not

have significant or any contact with their Nation may

be less likely to apply to their bands for PSE funding

or are perceived to have a lower chance of being

selected. This group would, in some cases, include

“Bill C-31 Indians,” who are less likely than other 

First Nations people to have strong ties to a First

Nations community.30

Issues of access to SFA were further explored in 

the interviews and focus groups conducted for this

study, as described in this section.

Access to Band Funding
Many PSE students noted that overall demand 

for band funding exceeds what is available. While

considerable variation between First Nations was

noted, some PSE students claimed that their band

funding had been interrupted or cut at some point in

their academic careers. It is not clear to what extent

these cuts or interruptions were justified in terms of

the band council regulations for funded students

(such as for students who were not attending classes

or passing courses). PSE students and key informants

also noted that bands often do not have sufficient

funding to support all potential students. This has

frequently resulted in waiting lists for band funding.

Several key informants noted that the amount of

money has been capped but the demand for funding

is higher than ever. One government official noted

that there were approximately 1,000 First Nations

students on waiting lists to receive PSSSP funding in

Saskatchewan. It was frequently noted that the

adequacy of PSSSP funding varied from First Nation

to First Nation.

29

Section 5

Access to Student Financial
Assistance
What are the issues related to access to funding?

29 R.A Malatest & Associates Ltd. (2004), Aboriginal Peoples and Post-Secondary Education—What Educators Have Learned, Ottawa: R.A. Malatest 
& Associates Ltd., 22.

30 Ibid., 21.



First Nations youth who are non-status, or whose

status is not accompanied by membership in a band

(as a result of C-31), are not able to apply for band

funding. Even among those who are associated with a

First Nation, there are varying degrees of accessibility

to band funding. Both key informants and youth

frequently mentioned that First Nations youth living

on reserve have an easier time accessing band

funding than those living off reserve. As previously

discussed, this is partly seen as a result of students on

reserves having more information about band

funding. It was also frequently mentioned that 

eligible youth living on reserve are more likely to 

be selected to receive band funding, as they are 

more personally connected to their band. One key

informant explained that “on-reserve youth are more

known to the education directors in their communities,

so [they can] more easily access band funding.” 

One PSE student in Saskatchewan who had

obtained Indian Status under Bill C-31 said that it 

had been more difficult to receive band sponsorship

for PSE but was successful in the end.

Some youth also indicated that certain First

Nations have a minimum on-reserve residency

requirement prior to receiving band funding—

anywhere from a six-month to two-year residency

period was mentioned. A few others mentioned that,

as a condition of receiving band funding, they were

told that they had to pay back part of their funding or

work on the reserve after completing their education.

Many youth claimed that nepotism or favoritism

was a factor in the funding selection process in their

band. While it was difficult to ascertain whether

students were speaking from experience or recounting

stories they had heard from family and friends, many

of them believed that favouritism does exist: 

“If you know somebody in the band or if you’re

related to somebody, then you’re going to get 

where you want to be…” 

“You need someone in there [the band] to fight 

for you.”

A few students felt that their First Nation had

unfairly discriminated against them because of a

family member’s poor academic performance in the

past, and that this influenced their band’s decision

not to fund them. It was not clear, however, to what

extent this was a matter of student perception 

resulting from misunderstandings of band funding

decisions or eligibility for band funding.

Key informants also noted that real or perceived

favouritism can result in some First Nations youth

not accessing this funding. Some key informants

voiced their concerns over the lack of transparency of

band funding and the extent to which the funding

was being appropriately managed within the bands.

As one key informant noted: “Some [First Nations

communities] abuse the process; others follow the

rules and regulations.” 

Youth also sometimes mentioned that, due to the

limited amount of band funding available, their

bands required funded students to maintain a certain

academic average and to remain as full-time students

to receive band funding. Students who do not 

meet the minimum average or who drop down to

part-time study may risk having their funding cut so

that other students may be funded. Some students

said they would personally caution high school

students to be ready and sure about their PSE

program before accessing band funding, as it was

difficult to secure funding once they stopped out 

of their program.

Many key informants noted that the limited

amount of band funding for PSE can often result in

mature students or students with children being

passed over for funding in favour of students right

out of high school or without children. Furthermore, a

few PSE students in their last years of undergraduate

studies noted that they were not likely to receive

band funding to pay for their graduate studies, as the

policy of their band was to fund undergraduate

students rather than graduate students.

Some key informants also noted that there 

was limited available funding from bands for high

school upgrading. As many youth require upgrading

before they can attend PSE, this was felt to reduce

access to university and college. A few students

mentioned that band funding was not available for

those interested in studying at private institutions.
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Application Process

Youth and key informants were asked how user-

friendly the application process for band funding

was. 

Youth had varied opinions about the process. 

In general, it appeared that living away from the

community in which the funding was being adminis-

tered made the application process more difficult for

applicants. Some youth mentioned having had issues

with respect to getting information in a timely

manner and being able to reach administrators.

Other youth said that sometimes they did not hear

back about their funding until late in the university or

college registration process, meaning that they often

had to begin making arrangements to start school

prior to receiving confirmation that they would be

funded. This is problematic, as one student noted:

“It’s kind of rough going through the whole

process…I only found out a week before my classes

started that I was going to get funded.” Others felt

that they had had to devote significant effort to

calling and “hassling” the administrator responsible

at their band for PSE funding. Some youth

commented that administrators were sometimes ill-

prepared or ill-suited for their position, although

some administrators were said to be effective. One

woman mentioned that she had gathered signatures

from other band-funded students in a letter to her

band council with complaints about how the band

funding has been administered; this was said to have

resulted in positive changes.

Generally, the process of applying for band

funding was felt to be reasonably user-friendly by key

informants. It was often said that there was sufficient

help from band officers to assist youth living on

reserve in the application process. In addition, many

key informants noted that youth are often getting

assistance from people they know, which can help to

make the process more user-friendly. 

In contrast, other key informants felt that the

process of applying for band funding was not 

user-friendly. Several key informants noted that 

the process was inconsistent and varies from band to

band, as well as from year to year, which can be

confusing for applicants. A few key informants noted

that the ease of applying for band funding depends

on whether or not the youth is living on or near a First

Nations community and can access the available

supports of their band.

Access to Student Loans
While a comparatively low proportion of First

Nations PSE students had applied for or received 

a student loan, some issues were discussed in terms

of access to these loans.

Application Process

Some First Nations PSE students felt that the

application process for student loans had been

straightforward, while others shared criticisms and

frustrations. In some cases, this frustration came

from a perceived inability to track the status of the

application through the system. Some students felt

that they were not given sufficient information about

whether their application had been received,

whether the information was complete, and the

overall progress of their application through the

system. One student, for example, felt that the lack 

of information on the status of the application made

it difficult for him to decide if he should plan to find

a job for that school year.

There was also felt to be a lack of face-to-face

assistance available for First Nations youth interested

in applying for student loans. As one PSE student

noted: “It would have been nice to have a real person

to talk to.” A few mentioned that the student loans

process could be simplified through the develop-

ment of an online application system (even though

an online application system is currently available).

Others had completed the application online and 

felt that it was an effective method. A few students

who had received student loans discussed how the

requirement that their parent fill out a section of 

the application was not appropriate, as their parent

was apprehensive about or had difficulties filling 

out the form.
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A majority of key informants thought that the

process of applying for student loans was not

user-friendly for First Nations youth. It was felt that

the application was difficult to fill out and required 

a lot of information. Several key informants noted

that the applications required financial, tax or bank

account information that youth may not have or 

may not feel comfortable sharing. A number of youth

echoed this concern.

A few key informants noted that student loan

applications require applicants to provide information

with respect to budgets, which may be difficult to

develop for First Nations youth moving from a First

Nations community to a city to study, as they may be

completely unaware of the cost of living. 

Eligibility Criteria

Key informants were fairly evenly split about whether

the eligibility criteria for student loans were appro-

priate for First Nations youth. Some felt that because

the disbursement of loans was determined by

demonstrated financial need, the system was fair.

Others felt that the financial criteria were too “black

and white” and that some First Nations youth will 

fall into a “grey” category. In the words of one key

informant: “…a married couple who together might

make enough money to support themselves [may 

not be able to] afford to send a spouse or dependant

to school.” 

Access to Scholarships 
or Bursaries
Overall, access to scholarships by First Nations youth

appeared to be limited by issues of awareness and

access to information, as noted in the previous

section. Some First Nations PSE students did mention

that they had applied for scholarships and not been

accepted, although the reasons why they had not been

accepted were generally not clear to them. 

Many students mentioned that they did not apply

for scholarships because their marks were not 

high enough. Others mentioned that they had lacked

the requisite community service or volunteering

experience, with one youth mentioning that it was

difficult to find the time to do volunteer work when

raising children and working. One PSE student who

was also a mother with a young child commented: 

“I have so many other demands on my time…”

Others said that they did not feel their writing

skills were sufficiently strong, in the case of scholar-

ship applications that required samples of writing.

This same comment was also raised by some of 

the non-First Nations PSE students. Some First

Nations students felt that too many of the available

scholarships were subject-specific and not available

for their chosen fields of study.

Some students also found the application forms

intimidating and difficult to understand. One student

commented: “You needed so much information

[that] I couldn’t believe it. There was...ten pages of

stuff you had to fill out.” 

The majority of key informants felt that scholarships

were not user-friendly. Many key informants indicated

that many of the scholarships had inappropriate

eligibility criteria that did not take into account the

different culture and circumstances of First Nations

people. For example, some scholarships are awarded

based on volunteer experience, and many are not

awarded to part-time students. A minority of key

informants said that the process was user-friendly as

the applications were generally short and decisions

factored in more than just grades. 

Some youth noted that scholarships appear to 

be primarily geared to those entering college or

university straight out of high school, which is

frequently not the case for First Nations students.

One key informant noted that First Nations youth

often come from a culture that values being humble

and thus may not be comfortable talking about

themselves in the self-confident way that is 

sometimes required for scholarships. Several

disagreed with this, however, and noted that scholar-

ships targeted to First Nations youth were often

appropriate, as they may factor in other criteria

beyond Grade Point Averages. One key informant

specifically noted that applications for scholarships
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created by First Nations organizations were generally

user-friendly. Another noted that teachers will often

seek out a student to apply for scholarships they

know about and will help the student with the 

application.

One key informant felt that scholarships were

prioritizing university over college but believed that

those students who are likely to benefit First Nations

communities the most are college graduates, since

university graduates are not as likely to return to their

community after their education is complete.

As most key informants felt that youth were 

generally unaware of Foundation bursaries or 

scholarships, few commented on the perceived ease

or difficulty for youth applying for these sources. 

A couple of key informants did note that they felt the

criteria for receiving a scholarship through the

Foundation was not fair for First Nations youth, as

they are generally less likely to receive a student loan.

Many key informants noted that the process of

applying for bank loans or lines of credit was not

user-friendly, because youth are often intimidated 

by the process or do not have a strong credit rating 

or someone to co-sign a loan. 

Summary of Major Findings
First Nations youths’ access to the available forms 

of SFA was found to be complicated by a number of

different factors. For example, not all First Nations

youth are eligible for band funding. Band funding has

been insufficient in recent years to meet demand,

resulting in some students being placed on waiting

lists. The application process for band funding can

vary significantly by First Nation, with youth applying

for funding who do not reside in their First Nation

community often finding the process to be more

challenging. 

Similarly, First Nations youth often found the

application process for student loans to be a chal-

lenge, with many identifying the inability to track 

the status of their application or to receive one-on-

one assistance with the application to be sources 

of frustration. Some First Nations youth noted 

issues which could hinder access to scholarships 

and other forms of assistance, including an inability

to complete volunteer work and difficulties with

written components of applications. 
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Introduction
The literature review undertaken for this study 

identified issues with respect to the adequacy of

available forms of SFA for First Nations youth.

Available data have demonstrated that the cost 

of a Canadian PSE has risen considerably over the

past two decades, with undergraduate tuition fees

increasing by 99 percent in a span of less than 

ten years. During the same period, federal PSE

funding for Aboriginal students increased by just 

23 percent and average federal CSLP disbursements

increased by 45 percent. Research on the adequacy 

of the Canada Student Loans Program suggests 

that per-student funding allocations are often not

appropriate for First Nations students, given the higher

associated costs of attending PSE for these individuals

(due to travel, presence of dependants, etc). 

This section looks at the perceived adequacy of

different forms of SFA, based on key informant 

interviews and focus groups. 

Adequacy of Band Funding
All but a few key informants felt that the band

funding available through the Post-Secondary

Student Support Program (PSSSP) was not adequate

to meet the demand among First Nations youth. As

noted in the previous section, the number of youth

who apply each year to receive PSSSP funding

through their band exceeded the funding available

and, as a result, many First Nations have waiting lists. 

Insufficient funding was felt to have resulted in

funded students sometimes receiving individual

funding allocations that are too small to cover the full

costs of their expenses while studying. Throughout

the focus groups with First Nations PSE students,

many participants talked about the struggle to make

ends meet even with band funding. Students

frequently said that it was a misconception that band

funding was sufficient by itself to cover expenses.

Indeed, many of the PSE students consulted for 

this study who were receiving band funding had 

used other sources of funding or had taken on

employment to supplement their band funding.

While students generally used band funding as their

primary source of funding, students were also

frequently working, using savings from summer 

jobs or receiving money from family or spouses to

supplement it. One university student had looked 

for additional sources of money like part-time jobs 

or bursaries after securing band funding; only if 

these additional sources were insufficient would 

this individual consider taking a loan. Some students

discussed how they had made use of a soup kitchen

or food bank while receiving band funding.

Some PSE students mentioned that although 

band funding was sometimes not sufficient to cover

all their expenses, they felt reluctant to pursue 

other financial sources, such as employment and

scholarships or loans. Many students said that if their

band was aware of these other sources, they would

deduct an equivalent amount from their band

funding, although it was argued that this policy

varied by band. Others said that they avoided this

issue by simply not notifying their band of any 

additional sources they had received.
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Several students mentioned that their bands had

actually told them that their band funding would be

enough to cover their total costs, which later proved

incorrect. Several PSE students agreed that some 

of the bands were, in the words of one student, “out 

of touch with the realities of paying for school.” A 

few PSE students wished that their band funding 

allocations would have been flexible enough to

account for housing costs and other expenses. A few

students mentioned that the way that their band

funding was allocated made it difficult to pay for

larger, up-front costs such as the first and last

month’s rent for apartments. Another student

mentioned that band funding was not sufficient to

cover some of the additional expenses incurred by

students with disabilities. Some PSE students felt that

providing band funding through bi-weekly cheques

was more appropriate than monthly cheques, as it

was easier for students to budget their money with

smaller but more frequent allocations of funding.

PSE students sometimes noted that they wished

they had had more information about the “hidden

costs” of attending PSE before starting their college or

university studies. Many were surprised at the costs

associated with living on their own, such as utilities,

bus passes and even groceries. Furthermore,

program costs such as tools and equipment and even

seat reservations were seen as largely unexpected

and costly. One student remarked: “It cost me $200 

to save a seat [in my program]. Nobody told me 

about that [beforehand].” Another student, who was

taking trades training, mentioned that his band

funding had not covered the costs of the materials 

he needed for his program, including welding 

gloves and other materials.

Many key informants felt that the current alloca-

tions are insufficient to cover the cost of living,

including expenses like books and childcare. One key

informant noted that students must often take 

out loans in addition to receiving band funding. In

B.C., several key informants felt that the cost of living

in the Lower Mainland was impacting the adequacy

of current allocations, as band funding does not

factor in the cost of living in different areas of 

the country.

Many PSE students noted that they had experienced

interruptions in their band funding. For example, if

students drop down to part-time status or do not

maintain a certain average, they can risk losing 

band funding. This was said by a few youth to pose a

dilemma, as either option may result in their losing

some or all of their band funding.

Adequacy of Student Loans
Among those First Nations PSE students who had

received a student loan, some felt that the amount

they had received had not been sufficient. This 

was sometimes expressed by students who were 

the parents of more than one child. According to 

one former PSE student: “With [a] $900-a-month

allowance, you will have a place to live, but realisti-

cally you won’t have any food, any furniture, and so

on.” Some non-First Nations PSE students also

argued that the amount they had received through

their student loan had not been adequate, particu-

larly for students living in cities with higher costs 

of living, like Vancouver.

Students also made mention of the loan repayment

requirements for part-time studies. According to one

student, students are required to pay interest on their

part-time loan (unlike full-time loans) while they 

are in school. Given that most bands do not fund

part-time PSE programs, youth who may have

considered a loan as a last resort could be deterred by

the lack of interest subsidy for these loans. 

While many key informants noted that First Nations

students are generally not accessing student loans to

pay for their PSE, many echoed the sentiments made

by First Nations youth related to the inadequacy 

of loan amounts for those who do access them. In

particular, key informants noted that funding was

often insufficient to cover living and transportation

costs, as well as the costs borne by students with

more than one child.

A minority of key informants did feel that the

funding allocations from student loans were adequate

and that First Nations youth generally receive enough

money to support themselves. 
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Adequacy of Scholarships
Students and key informants generally felt that there

were a lot of scholarship opportunities available 

for First Nations youth. However, these were, by

themselves, not adequate forms of PSE funding for

several reasons. First, many First Nations youth are

not aware of these opportunities. As one PSE coun-

sellor said: “The problem is that the students are not

accessing the money.” Similarly, another remarked:

“A lot of scholarships are under-subscribed.” Second,

scholarship amounts are generally too small to be a

primary method of funding PSE and are largely

viewed as supplemental sources of funding support. 

In addition, many students claimed to operate

financially on a day-to-day basis, and scholarships do

not address their immediate financial needs. These

types of assistance require students to assess their

financial situation and apply in advance. Many youth

claimed that by the time they had found out about

available scholarships, it was too late to apply. 

A few key informants commented on the fact that

there are a lot of First Nations-specific scholarships

available. One individual noted that high-achieving

students can receive a large amount of funding

through scholarships.

Transportation and 
Childcare Costs
Many First Nations students are attending college 

or university at a considerable distance from their

home communities. A large number of youth

commented on the lack of adequate funding to 

pay for transportation costs to return home for the

holidays or after their school year. As many PSE

students are leaving behind spouses or close family

relatives in order to attend school, transportation 

was an especially important issue for them. High

travel costs are a particular problem for students

from northern and remote communities. In addition,

those from fly-in communities cannot easily transport

their furniture and other belongings for school and

must purchase many new items when starting

college or university.

Many key informants noted that the available forms

of student funding do not take into consideration 

the costs of caring for children. This is a particular 

disincentive for attending PSE, as many youth will

have to leave networks of support such as family and

spouses if they wish to attend school. The costs of

daycare and taking care of families generally were felt

to be high, compared with the funding allocations.

One key informant noted: “The system is not set 

up well to support students with families.” As many

First Nations PSE students are mature students 

with children, this was felt to be a particular concern

for them. At the same time, many key informants 

also mentioned that mature students were generally

better equipped with the life experience and motiva-

tion to succeed in university and college. 

Summary of Major Findings
Overall, both students and key informants stated that

the demand for band funding exceeds availability

and that the current per-student disbursements are

frequently insufficient to cover actual tuition and

living expenses. Furthermore, discussions with

students and key informants confirmed previous

research findings that loans are not being accessed 

by First Nations students nearly as readily as they are

by their non-First Nations counterparts.

Key informants generally felt that there were a 

lot of scholarship opportunities available for First

Nations youth. However, these were, by themselves,

not adequate forms of PSE funding. Students and key

informants both felt that the presence of someone 

to guide them through the application process would

prove instrumental in applying for SFA. 

Finally, PSE students sometimes noted that they

wished they had had more information about the

“hidden costs” of attending PSE such as textbooks,

seat reservations and equipment costs. 
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Final Observations
From the outset, this project posed an important

question that informed the methodology and scope

of the research: To what extent are First Nations

youths’ attitudes and behaviours related to PSE

funding distinctive from those of other youth from

similar geographic regions and socio-economic

backgrounds? Simply put, are there attitudes and

behaviors related to PSE funding that appear to be

unique to First Nations youth? Based on the research

undertaken for this project, it appears that there are

in fact unique cultural, social and economic factors

that differentiate First Nations use of SFA from that of

their non-First Nations peers. 

While First Nations students often have similar

challenges as the general youth population, the

research points to several distinct circumstances 

and factors that are influencing First Nations 

youths’ perceptions and decisions around PSE

funding. These include:

• cultural perceptions around the purpose of PSE

and the extent to which First Nations youth 

see PSE as a means of improving the lives of 

their families and communities;

• the extent to which PSE is often a relatively new

and “foreign” concept to many First Nations 

families. As a result, many First Nations students

do not have access to family members and others

who can help them through the process of 

planning for, and funding, PSE. Further, First

Nations youth do not have the same sense of

confidence and entitlement related to the PSE

system, which can inhibit their access to forms of

financial assistance such as scholarships;

• the non-linear learner pathways for First Nations

youth (the current array of SFA options is based on

a “traditional” linear progression through the

secondary and post-secondary school systems,

but First Nations students often enter and re-enter

the system at different stages of their life, leaving

them with weaker ties to education counsellors

and other available networks of support and 

information about SFA); 

• the historical sense of distrust toward or discon-

nection from government and other bureaucracies

among First Nations people;

• often weak or inadequate infrastructural support

(both physical and human) connecting First

Nations communities with outside sources of

information about PSE;

• the sense of debt aversion among many First

Nations people that limits their interest and access

to repayable forms of student financial assistance.

This debt aversion is often a direct result of the

more limited economic opportunities in First

Nations communities, for example;

• the assertion among First Nations people that PSE

funding is a treaty right and, at the same time, the

apparent inadequacy of federal PSE funding to

fulfill its expected role as the major source of PSE

funding for First Nations people;

• the existence of band funding resulting in First

Nations youth being less likely to explore other

options (i.e., develop a “plan B”), even though band

funding is often unavailable or insufficient; and

• the extent to which First Nations people are more

likely to attend PSE as mature students, often with

children, and the consequently higher costs faced

by these students.
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At the same time, the research emphasized that

First Nations youth are not a homogeneous group.

Any attempt to isolate particular perceptions or

behaviours that are unique to First Nations will be

complicated by the many differences within the First

Nations youth communities of Manitoba, Saskatche -

wan and B.C. Besides the many differences resulting

from geography and economics across and within

these provinces, First Nations youth face different

choices and come from different circumstances,

depending on their proximity and connection with

First Nations communities and their bands. While

many First Nations youth growing up in large urban

centres have the same experiences and perceptions

as their non-First Nations peers, those from remote

First Nations communities often feel that the world 

of PSE is far-removed from their experiences. This

report has attempted to tease out some of the partic-

ular issues faced by these different groups of First

Nations youth, while recognizing that there are many

differences among individuals and communities.

Analysis of the focus groups and interviews

attempted to uncover whether there were any

distinctly provincial differences. Some differences

were noted, although perhaps fewer than might be

expected. First, the costs of living varied across and

within provinces, but were more often noted as a

particular issue in B.C. and Saskatchewan. The cost of

living in the Lower Mainland of B.C. is a significant

barrier to many First Nations youth attending PSE in

that area; also, that province appears to face the most

dramatic difference between the costs of living in

rural or remote areas compared to its southern urban

areas. In Saskatchewan, the rising cost of living and

difficulties in finding affordable housing in that

province’s cities appeared to be a relatively new but

growing concern.

The research set out to look more deeply at

specific circumstances of First Nations people in

three provinces of Western Canada. These provinces

share the fact that they all have large First Nations

populations and a variety of established First 

Nations supports and institutions to support these

populations. The applicability of these research 

findings to First Nations youth in other areas of

Canada is not known and would be a useful

subject for further research. Further research could

similarly examine the factors affecting the use of 

SFA by Metis, Inuit and First Nations youth living 

in northern communities.

Recommendations 
for Improving Student
Financial Assistance for
First Nations Youth
Key informants were asked to suggest ways that 

the student funding and financial assistance system

could be made more effective. While they gave many

different suggestions, in general their recommenda-

tion fell into the following five major areas:

More human resources or better trained support

staff dedicated to educating First Nations youth

about PSE funding: Many key informants noted 

that those who are providing advice and information

to First Nations students need to be better trained

and supported. 

Courses on career and education planning as

part of the school curriculum: Students should be

educated about PSE as early as elementary school, 

so that PSE will become an entrenched part of their

future aspirations and plans.

More funding opportunities for First Nations

students: Some key informants felt that more 

scholarships and bursaries should be targeted

specifically to First Nations youth. 

Programs that involve role models: Some key

informants felt that programs that involve the use 

of role modeling with First Nations youth would 

be beneficial, so that First Nations youth can see

themselves reflected in the PSE system. For example,

one key informant suggested that strings could be

attached to some forms of funding that would require

recipients of funding to mentor youth in their

community.

More funding and support to increase Internet

access and connectivity: It was suggested that ensur-

ing that First Nations youth had access to the Internet

would facilitate increased attendance in PSE. 

Focus group discussions with youth confirmed 

the importance of these areas to improving the

awareness and effectiveness of SFA options for First
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Nations youth. The research also emphasized the

need to target information to specific groups of 

First Nations youth, including on-reserve youth and

those living in cities.

The findings of the research also suggest that

consideration should be given to alternative funding

models to support First Nations PSE students. 

Given that First Nations youth generally view PSE

funding as a treaty right, many do not explore other

funding models due to the “loan” component 

generally associated with existing provincial and

federal financial assistance programs. In this context,

many Aboriginal students are deferring their 

education in the hope that they will eventually

qualify for and receive band funding. To encourage

First Nations youth to consider alternative funding

sources, the federal government (e.g., the Canada

Student Loans Program) and provincial governments

should consider establishing an Aboriginal SFA

program that would primarily utilize grant-based

funding to encourage further participation in PSE.

While the design of this type of program would face

challenges in terms of defining eligibility criteria and

other parameters, it would promote post-secondary

education among many Aboriginal youth who would

otherwise not attend college or university. 
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Major Factors Impacting First Nations Youth Access and Use of Student Financial Assistance for PSE

Personal Factors

Family members and friends 
are major influences

Issues of self-esteem

Frequent lack of family 
experience with PSE system

Family responsibilities, 
social barriers

Lack of family knowledge 
of SFA and costs of PSE

Youth see PSE as a treaty right

Issues of self-esteem—youth 
think they won’t qualify, 
so they don’t investigate 

merit-based awards

Youth often averse to taking 
on debt—little previous 

experience with debt, fear they 
will be unable to pay back

Transportation and childcare 
costs often high

Institutional/Program Factors

Drop-out rates mean students often 
do not get PSE information available 
at high school

Complicated SFA funding system

Insufficient or incomplete academic 
preparation

Youth living off reserve are removed 
from band funding processes

Youth assume they will receive band 
funding and don’t look into other forms 
of SFA

Belief that government has a fiduciary 
responsibility to fund their PSE

Band coordinators and guidance 
counsellors may lack information 
about SFA

Band funding insufficient to meet demand

Perception that favouritism can affect 
band funding selection process

Part-time, trades and graduate studies 
not priority for band funding

Application process for SFA is 
not user-friendly

Disbursements for loans and 
band funding not sufficient given 
socio-economic circumstances

Aspirations

Awareness

Access

Adequacy
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Appendix A

Focus Group Locations 
and Types of Groups
British Columbia

City Type of Group Location

Vancouver First Nations (FN)   University of British Columbia (UBC)
Post-secondary Students (PSE) 
under 25 years of age (< 25)

FN PSE > 25 UBC

FN High School student s (HS) Vancouver Technical High School

GEN NON PSE Broadway Youth Resource Centre

FN NON PSE Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre (VAFC)

FN NON PSE VAFC

Kamloops FN PSE (<25) Thompson Rivers University

FN NON PSE Interior Indian Friendship Society

FN HS Sa-Hali Secondary

GEN HS Sa-Hali Secondary

FN PSE (<25) University of Northern B.C

GEN PSE College of New Caledonia

FN NON PSE Prince George Native Friendship Centre

Saskatchewan

City Type of Group Location

Saskatoon GEN NON PSE Hilton Garden Inn

FN PSE < 25 Saskatchewan Indian Institute of Technologies

FN NON PSE Indian and Métis Friendship Centre

FN PSE > 25 University of Saskatchewan (U of S)

FN PSE < 25 U of S

FN HS Royal West Campus

GEN HS Royal West Campus

FN NON PSE Indian and Métis Friendship Centre

Prince Albert FN PSE < 25 Saskatchewan Institute of Applied Science 
and Technology (SIAST)

GEN PSE SIAST

FN HS Carlton Comprehensive High School

FN NON PSE PA Indian and Metis Friendship Centre

Regina FN PSE < 26 First Nations University

FN NON PSE Muscowpetung Reserve

FN HS Scott Collegiate
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Manitoba

City Type of Group Location

Brandon First Nations (FN)   Brandon University
Post-secondary Students (PSE) 
under 25 years of age (< 25)

FN NON PSE Brandon Friendship Centre

Winnipeg FN NON PSE Centre for Aboriginal Human 
Resource Development (CAHRD)

FN NON PSE CAHRD

GEN NON PSE Ramada Inn

FN PSE < 25 University of Manitoba

FN PSE > 25 University of Manitoba

FN HS** Children of the Earth High School

The Pas FN NON PSE Opaskwayak Cree Nation

FN HS Joe A. Ross

FN PSE < 25 University College of the North

GEN PSE University College of the North


