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1. Wholistic is intentionally spelled with a “w” to invoke an Indigenous understanding of holism that is
interconnected and interrelated with the animate and inanimate (e.g., Archibald et al., 1995; Mika, 2016). 



Executive Summary 
SFU has a longstanding commitment to Indigenous education. In acknowledging and accepting 
the role of universities in the colonization of Indigenous peoples, SFU sets out its path of 
responsibility to be an agent of institutional transformation and systemic decolonization. 
However, SFU still has work to do. This report adds to the previous recommendations that have 
provided a clear direction for advancing institutional programs, policies, and practices that will 
ultimately provide Indigenous people with opportunities, partnerships, and pathways to and 
through SFU. 
In 2017 and 2018, three events led to the need for the current project. First, in April 2017, SFU 
announced the closing of its Indigenous access programming within Continuing Studies, 
particularly its Aboriginal University Preparation Program (AUPP). Second, the ensuing public 
outcry resulted in a reconfiguration of the AUPP in January 2018 to become the Interim 
Aboriginal University Preparation Program (I-AUPP), which is housed in the Faculty of Arts and 
Social Sciences (FASS). Third, the SFU-Aboriginal Reconciliation Council (SFU-ARC) Walk This 
Path With Us report contained 34 Calls to Action, with Call to Action 15 specifically asking the 
institution to: “Proceed with the external review and the re-visioning process, and then identify 
permanent and sustainable core funding for the Aboriginal University Transition Programs.” 
Moreover, this Call to Action was the catalyst for the formation of the Indigenous Pathways 
Planning Group (IPPG) in 2018. However, the SFU-ARC Calls to Action required the scope of 
this project to be more inclusive of the multiple ways to and through SFU for Indigenous 
students. 

Purpose 

Our purpose was to provide a comprehensive review and develop recommendations for all 
pathways for Indigenous students to and through Simon Fraser University. We sought to answer 
the following questions: 

Q1:   What are Canadian higher education institutions doing to address issues of access and 
inclusion for Indigenous students? How does SFU compare with respect to the 
programs and services it offers to support the admission, access, and retention of 
Indigenous students?  

Q2:   What are the identified educational visions and needs of local Indigenous communities 
and organizations? 

Q3:   How can SFU work with local Indigenous people to support their educational visions 
and needs? 

Process 

Our process was guided by the Indigenous Wholistic Framework ; the 4Rs of respect, 1

relevance, reciprocity, and responsibility ; and the teachings from Indigenous research 2

methodologies.  Specifically, we carried out the following:  3

● An analysis of SFU data from 2015–2019 contained in its Institutional Planning and
Research Report and the Business Analysis and Assessment on Indigenous students;
these data included Indigenous responses to the 2017, 2018 Undergraduate Student
Surveys, the 2018 National Survey of Student Engagement and Indigenous
undergraduate admissions data from 2013 - 2019.
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● A literature review of Indigenous student experiences; and targeted access, transition,
and persistence programming.

● An environmental scan of over 70 Canadian public universities, which we used to build a
national picture of access, transition, and persistence programming for Indigenous
students; and which we combined with an analysis of university documents on
Indigenous-specific housing, finance, and admissions policies.

● A re-analysis of the transcripts and notes from the I-AUPP external/internal review
consultation conducted by Dr. Pidgeon and Dr. Rob Hancock (Métis) from the University
of Victoria, which we carried out in April 2019.

● A qualitative analysis of community consultations that included interviews and sharing
circles with 200 participants who represented Indigenous community leadership and
youth; local Indigenous organizations; school district and K–12 educators; and SFU
faculty, staff, and students.

We began our data collection in October 2018 with a literature review and environmental scan, 
and carried out our final interviews in February 2020. Our analysis was emergent and ongoing, 
particularly with respect to the interviews/sharing circles, which underwent transcription and 
participant verification.  

Key Findings 

Literature Review: We first acknowledge the ongoing impact of colonization on Indigenous 
peoples and the Canadian educational system. The negative impacts of residential schools, 
systemic racism, and a K-12 education that fails to meet the needs of Indigenous students 
contribute to a lack of access to, and participation in, post-secondary education. An 
understanding educational success for Indigenous students requires decolonizing the current 
Euro-Western understandings of success, and replacing them with a more culturally relevant 
and wholistic framework that includes the spiritual, intellectual, physical, and emotional needs of 
learners. Successful Indigenous access, transition, and retention programs need to be culturally 
relevant, respect and integrate cultural ways of knowing, and empower Indigenous students to 
connect their educational paths to personal and community ideas of success. However, the lack 
of financial resources—whether at the individual, family, or community level—significantly 
impacts the ability of Indigenous people to attend post-secondary education institutions or to 
participate in recruitment and transition programming. Our literature review helps to bridge the 
general understandings of SFU’s local context on the shared, unceded, and occupied territories 
of the Coast Salish peoples. 

Environmental scan: Access, transition, and persistence. Our environmental scan focused 
on institutional programming. With respect to their support for Indigenous students, 95% of 
Canadian public universities have an Indigenous student services unit. Universities across most 
regions of Canada provide access (e.g., early experiences), transition (e.g., into and through the 
first year), and retention (e.g., beyond the first year) programs and/or services for Indigenous 
students.  We found that 30 institutions offered early experience programs, including summer 
camps and outreach programs. Thirty-six universities offered a total of 72 transition programs 
that support youth and adults as they move into university, whether as direct K–12 entrants, 
college transfers, or older than average students. Of these programs, 30 focused on skills 
upgrading and university bridging, 29 provided support for students through their first year of 
university studies, and 19 were credit transfer or other transition supports. The most common 
supports provided were peer mentors, tutors, and academic supports. We also found that 25 
universities offered 42 retention programs that not only support students within an institution, but 
also offer them pathways to other education or career training options. The most common types 
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of retention programming are culturally connected, and include Elders programs, Indigenous 
language courses, cultural workshops and events, and skills acquisition or improvement. 
Institutions provided academic advising, tutoring, leadership training, work experience, and 
networking opportunities. However, few universities supported Indigenous-focused Co-op or 
experiential programs. To inform SFU how it can move forward to further support Indigenous 
access, transition, and retention programs, we additionally analyzed how other institutions 
funded such programs, and their policies on Indigenous student admissions and application 
criteria, finances, and housing. 

From application to graduation—Why SFU data matter. Undergraduate applicants who self-
identified as Indigenous ranged from 299 in 2013–2014 to 323 in 2018–2019, and about 53% 
were admitted. The majority were female (66%), which reflects national data; their average age 
was 22; and most came from BC, from the Surrey, Coquitlam, and Langley school districts. Most 
Indigenous applicants applied to the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, followed by the 
Faculty of Science and Beedie School of Business. Of concern is the fact that over this period,  
85% of Indigenous applicants did not apply for entrance funding or other awards, despite 
their financial barriers. Over the same period, 95% of Indigenous applicants did not apply to 
Residence and Housing at their point of application. During 2015–2018, 852 Indigenous 
students completed their degrees. We found that Indigenous students are more likely to take 5–
6 years to complete their undergraduate degrees (compared to the 4.56 year institutional 
average for Undergraduate degree completion) , and are more likely to stop-start their degrees 
due to financial, work, and family reasons. Financial barriers continue to impede access and 
persistence for Indigenous students, and also limit their participation in extracurricular activities, 
study abroad, learning communities, student organizations, and Co-op opportunities. The 
retention rate between Yr1 to Yr2 averages around 74%, but this percentage increases if 
students persist into their third year, which points to the need for enhanced supports for 
Indigenous students in their first 2 years of university. Employment outcomes are promising, 
with 85% of Indigenous graduates employed. Although nearly half of SFU’s Indigenous  
students surveyed in 2018’s Undergraduate Student Survey (UGSS) agreed with positive 
statements about campus culture, the survey did not include questions about the specific 
cultural support services provided by the SFU Indigenous Student Centre (ISC), their faculty, or 
their experiences of culturally relevant curriculum and programs during their time at SFU.  

Role of the Indigenous University Preparation Program (IUPP). The majority of the external 
and internal community participants in our study emphasized that SFU should transform the 
current Interim Aboriginal University Preparation Program (I-AUPP) into a continuing committed 
program, which should  be renamed as the Indigenous University Preparation Program (IUPP). 
The identified challenges for the I-AUPP included silos; lack of sustained institutional support; a 
need for more Indigenous faculty and staff engagement in recruitment, admissions, 
instructional, and support services; and racism. Nevertheless, opportunities exist for SFU to 
enhance its commitment to provide access and transition pathways for Indigenous students. 
SFU needs to address the challenges that impede how the I-AUPP enacts Indigenous ways of 
building relationships (across the institution), and how it improves institutional understandings of 
success and provides wholistic supports for students while they are in the program and as they 
transition out of it into the broader SFU community. 

Role of SFU in supporting Indigenous aspirations. All the participants in our study believed 
that SFU has an ongoing critical and integral role in supporting Indigenous communities and 
their educational and career aspirations, given SFU’s commitment to reconciliation and 
redressing past wrongs through decolonization and Indigenization. The themes that emerged 
from our qualitative analysis of our interviews and sharing circles intersected with the literature 
with respect to  identifying the factors that support Indigenous student success, which include 
family-community involvement, external support (e.g., finances, transition support), and cultural 
connections. Our participants also spoke about the hope and aspirations that Indigenous youth 

4



had for their future, which enabled them to see post-secondary education as an accessible and 
viable pathway.  

Understanding institutional success through Indigenous success.  Our participants 
recognized clear tensions in how, institutionally, we think about what “success” means for 
Indigenous students, and how we think about Indigenous-initiatives and programs at SFU. They 
also described Indigenous student success as needing to be more wholistic, more connected to 
individual student goals and aspirations, such as giving back and contributing to their families 
and Indigenous communities. Several recommendations in this report address this wholistic 
sense of success. 
SFU in partnership with Indigenous communities. Previous reports have highlighted the 
obligation of all SFU staff, students, faculty, and administration to take on their responsibilities to 
reconcile and truth tell. Within the context of the present project (known as the Pathways 
Project), it was made clear by community knowledge holders and SFU participants that 
partnerships with Indigenous communities and organizations were the way forward for 
advancing the work required to decolonize and Indigenize. Our participants also identified the 
factors that they believed would support the development and sustainability of such 
partnerships.     

Recommendations: Mapping Directions Forward for SFU 

Three guiding principles helped shape our recommendations for SFU’s support of Indigenous 
students and their communities: 1) SFU is committed to enacting reconciliation, 
decolonization, and Indigenization; 2) SFU needs to employ wholistic understandings of 
success because Indigenous peoples’ definitions of success are varied and are not to be 
understood as “one-way” or through Western values of success; and 3) SFU needs to 
instantiate reciprocal and respectful relationships. These recommendations are organized 
around the themes of access, recruitment, and admissions; transition and persistence; and 
reciprocal responsibilities.  

Access   

1. Student finances matter. Since adequate finances are a consistent barrier to  access
and retention of Indigenous students, SFU needs to create more financial support, more
diversity regarding eligibility, more transparency in its communication processes with
Indigenous students, a more wholistic assessment of Indigenous students’ applications,
and a more streamlined application process.

2. Early access programs. Strengthen and sustain summer camps and other early
experience programs and outreach to increase Indigenous communities’ familiarity with
SFU. These programs can provide opportunities to sustain relationship building and
foster a sense of hope and inspiration regarding post-secondary education (PSE).

3. Indigenous admissions policies. To increase Indigenous student accessibility, these
policies should be more inclusive and understanding of prior learning assessments.

4. Indigenous self-identification. SFU should create processes that enable students to
self-identify outside of the admissions application.
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Transition 

5. Indigenous University Preparation Program. This program should be offered as a
regularized, Senate approved, academic program at SFU, with full institutional support
and related resources. Regularization will ensure consistency in the teaching faculty and
an intentional curricular coordination. The IUPP can become an exemplar for evidence-
based practices that support Indigenous learners in gaining the confidence and skills
they require to take their next step in their post-secondary journey.

6. Indigenous Student Navigator positions. Indigenous student navigators would have a
responsibility to support Indigenous students throughout their SFU journey, from their
point of recruitment to graduation to becoming alumni.

7. Transition program. SFU needs to create a transition program specifically for
Indigenous college transfer students from its partner institutions.

Persistence 

8. Indigenous culturally relevant curriculum and pedagogical practices. SFU should
continue to develop and deploy these curricula and practices across all SFU faculties.

9. Wholistic support. Culturally informed, wholistic support for the physical, emotional,
cultural, and intellectual needs of Indigenous students is key to their success in PSE.

10. Indigenous Ombudsman Office. This unit would be proactively focused on prevention
initiatives regarding issues of Indigenous-based racism, discrimination, etc. at SFU.

11. Future career connections. SFU should provide Indigenous students with meaningful
experiences during their time at SFU that will support their career development.

12. Indigenous Alumni Network. Support Indigenous Alumni of SFU in their work/career
success.

Reciprocal Responsibilities: Nothing About Us Without Us, Leadership, and 
Governance 

SFU needs Indigenous leadership and cross-unit collaborations and coordination (i.e.,   
that break down silos) to support Indigenous access to and pathways through SFU. 
Indigenous leadership is necessary to address the experiences of Indigenous students 
in many post-secondary institutions that are reflective of an unwelcoming, unsupportive, 
and even racist campus culture. Institutional silos present a challenge to the internal and 
external relationship building that is necessary to support Indigenous pathways to and 
through SFU. 

13. Committed and sustained institutional resources. SFU should provide financial and
human resources to support Indigenous students and initiatives.

14. Indigenous leadership—Associate Vice President Indigeneity. SFU should create a
senior leadership position focused on Indigeneity within the senior executive team to
support the coordination Indigenous initiatives and break down of institutional silos.

15. Indigenous Community Navigator positions. This type of navigator would support
relationships with local First Nations communities, school districts, and SFU’s other
institutional partners.
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16. Professional development for all SFU employees. SFU would be a more welcoming
place for Indigenous students if all SFU employees had ongoing cultural safety,
decolonization, and other related professional development.

17. Indigenous coordinated communication strategy. Clearer culturally-informed and
accessible communication and connections could address  media communication and
also cross-institution communications between and across units.

18. Foster cross-unit collaborations. These collaborations could be working groups with
active mandates to support, develop, and enhance Indigenous academic programming
and student services support across the three SFU campuses.

19. Sustained reciprocal relationships and collaboration. Building on the principle of
relationships, sustained collaborations are needed both within the institution and with
local Indigenous communities and partners.

20. Culturally-informed assessment and institutional data. Ongoing Indigenous
culturally-informed assessment and evaluation are necessary for programs and services
across SFU. Institutional Planning and Research as well as the Business Analysis units
in Student Services are key stakeholders with respect to gathering institutional data. We
need to collect data that are useful for evidence-informed decision-making about, and
evaluation of, Indigenous initiatives and programs.

Conclusion 

The strong voices gathered throughout this process have clearly laid out the direction forward 
for SFU regarding Indigenous pathways to and through the university. The work won’t be easy. 
As an institution and community, we will continue to learn together as we collectively work to 
decolonize and Indigenize our programs, policies, and practices to empower Indigenous access, 
transition, and persistence through a multitude of pathways. Our responsibility comes back to 
our work in truth and reconciliation, and the strong commitment SFU made during the 
witnessing ceremony on October 16, 2017. Our recommendations parallel those in other 
institutional reports, which collectively provide SFU with clear directions for implementation and 
action. SFU’s enactment of these recommendations will demonstrate a transparent commitment 
to reconciliation, decolonization, and indigenization. More importantly, SFU action will 
demonstrate that the institution has heard the voices of Indigenous communities and is 
committed to the sustained change that ensures that it becomes an engaged university for 
Indigenous communities, Indigenous research, and Indigenous students.  
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