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Reconciliation at Risk in Indigenous Postsecondary Education in Ontario

As Indigenous peoples working inside public institutions, we address persistent structural
barriers, assumptions, and misconceptions that continue to shape Indigenous education policy
and practice while upholding Indigenous peoples legal right to education, grounded in Canadian
constitutional law, provincial statute, and international human rights law. Persistent structural
barriers continue to limit the realization of this right within Ontario’s public postsecondary
institutions and speaking to them directly is consistent with the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission’s Calls to Action. Addressing these barriers is not discretionary policy work, it is a
legal and reconciliation obligation and requires Indigenous leadership, systemic reform, and
shared responsibility across public institutions.

The historical role of education in the assimilation and cultural harm of Indigenous peoples is
well documented. Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982 recognizes and affirms existing
Aboriginal and Treaty rights. The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP), which Canada has committed to implement in law, affirms Indigenous
peoples’ right to establish and control their educational systems and institutions, including
access to education without discrimination, Articles 14, 15, and 21. These legal frameworks
require that Indigenous education be respected, protected, and implemented within Ontario’s
publicly funded postsecondary system.

In Ontario, Indigenous education is further supported by provincial legislation. The Ministry of
Colleges, Universities, Research Excellence and Security Act (MCURES Act previously the
MTCU Act) governs post-secondary education. Section 20(2) compels every publicly assisted
college to develop and implement anti-racism and anti-Indigenous racism policies. The
fundamental principles of anti-racism require institutions to address and redress historical and
systemic wrongs and to ensure meaningful inclusion in governance, policy development, and
institutional practice. Indigenous education is therefore not optional programming; it is part of a
statutory compliance framework.

The mistrust of public institutions is justified and continues to influence policy discussions and
increasing support for Indigenous Institutes. Indigenous control of Indigenous education is
essential and non-negotiable. However, reconciliation requires more than separation; it requires
transformation within public systems. Indigenous staff, faculty, Elders, and Knowledge Keepers
embedded in public colleges are essential to fulfilling these legal and policy obligations. Their
work advances cultural safety, improves learner outcomes, supports institutional compliance
with anti-racism legislation, and gives practical effect to Section 35 and UNDRIP within public
systems.

The targeted funding envelopes that were created like the Aboriginal Education and Training
Strategy (AETS) which became the Indigenous Student Success Fund (ISSF), were designed to
build Indigenous-led capacity within public institutions as part of a continuum that includes
community-based and independent Indigenous Institutes. This diversified model reflects learner
choice, regional realities, and Ontario’s responsibility to ensure equitable access within the
public system. It also ensures measurable return on public investment while contributing to long-
term reconciliation and healing.

With the release of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) Final Report and its Calls to
Action, public institutions were called upon to close education gaps, eliminate racism in
education systems, and build respectful relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
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peoples. Indigenous teams now carry institution-wide responsibilities, including reconciliation
programming, anti-racism education, curriculum development, policy advising, professional
development, community engagement, reporting, and accountability oversight.

However, the current funding model does not reflect these expanded statutory and institutional
obligations. Indigenous Education offices are expected to consult and participate in system-wide
initiatives such as providing consultation to organizations like MCURES, the College Employer
Council (CEC), the Committee of College Vice-Presidents of Students (CCVPS), and the Higher
Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO), without corresponding increases in stable base
funding or structural recognition. Expanding scope without sustainable funding risks dismantling
Indigenous-led infrastructure and places Ontario out of alignment with reconciliation practices
and principles.

In practice, Indigenous Education offices often face internal administrative claw backs and
budgeting restrictions, conditions that contradict the legislative requirement for meaningful
inclusion and the redress of historical injustices. Compliance must extend beyond policy
statements to structural authority, stable funding, and institutional accountability.

While the Province has recently announced a $6.4 billion investment over four years to support
the long-term sustainability of Ontario’s postsecondary sector, this announcement must be
viewed in context. Colleges across the province are experiencing significant financial shortfalls
and structural deficits. Broad sector stabilization does not automatically translate into sustained
Indigenous-specific capacity. Without protected, adequate, and permanent base funding for
Indigenous Education offices, institutions will remain unable to fully meet their statutory
obligations under the MCURES Act, Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982, UNDRIP, and the
TRC Calls to Action. Reconciliation requires more than announcements, it requires structural,
rights-based implementation.

UNDRIP

Article 14: Indigenous Education
Article 15: Equality & Diversity
Article 21: Social & Economic Conditions
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