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Supporting Aboriginal Student Success
The LE,NONET Project was developed by the University of Victoria in partnership with the Canada Millennium 
Scholarship Foundation, which was established with funding from the Government of Canada, to determine 
best practices and to evaluate program models in supporting the success and retention of Aboriginal 
students in post-secondary education. The project developed a suite of student-focused programs and one 
program for faculty and sta� at the university, which were piloted between 2005 and 2009. 

The LE,NONET Project emerged out of both national interest in increasing post-secondary graduation rates 
for Aboriginal people and the University of Victoria’s long-standing commitment to Aboriginal education. 
Supported by leadership at the University of Victoria and the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation, the 
LE,NONET Project was an opportunity to investigate program models for supporting Aboriginal students to 
succeed in post-secondary studies within a culturally grounded, supportive environment. 

Project Goals

The two main goals of the LE,NONET Project were:

1)	 To change the experience of Aboriginal students attending the University of Victoria to a more visibly 
positive one; and 

2)	 �To improve Aboriginal students’ access to the university through an e�ective and readily available program 
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Program Evaluation
Both qualitative and quantitative research methods were used to evaluate the LE,NONET Programs and to 
measure their impact on student participants.

Quantitative Research 

Quantitative data was analyzed for three comparison groups: an historical cohort (pre-LE,NONET comparison 
group), LE,NONET participants, and non-participants (current Aboriginal students who elected not to take 
part in LE,NONET programs).  

Using information contained in LE,NONET program ¥les, in university administrative records, and in ¥les 
held by the BC Ministry of Education, a total of 997 studen0d nou0\030, a tot/6034a f34u.D9034wgroup), 1/
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Impact on Student Success
The LE,NONET programs were found to have a signi¥cant impact on the retention, graduation and withdrawal 
rates of Indigenous students.

Among LE,NONET participants, withdrawals (13%) were lower than expected, while the number of students 
continuing (55%) and graduating (32%) was higher than expected. Concentrating on LE,NONET participants 
and non-participants only, a clear pattern emerges: retention and graduation rates were higher than 
expected for LE,NONET participants, while withdrawal rates were lower.

The observation window for current students was shorter than that for the historical cohort (7 terms vs. 12 
terms), but the percentage of students who earned a degree after LE,NONET began was actually higher than 
in the historical cohort (27.7 vs. 23.1%). Also, the percentage of students in the LE,NONET participant group 
who graduated (32.0%) was higher than that of the non-participant group (26.6%). The number of students 
who could be considered “withdrawn” from university (i.e., had not graduated and were not registered at the 
end of the study window) was reliably lower among LE,NONET participants than among non-participants. 
Term-to-term retention was also signi¥cantly higher for LE,NONET participants.

In summary, LE,NONET students experienced:

�Á 100% increase in term-to-term continuation

�Á 20% increase in graduation rates

�Á 67% reduction in withdrawal rates

�Á One extra year of persistence

Figure 2: �
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Developing Indigenous Identity
The success of Aboriginal students was seen as integrally linked to the strengthening of students’ identities 
and making education relevant to their cultural and community contexts (see Figure 5 below). Student 
participants came to LE,NONET from diverse cultural backgrounds, with varying degrees of cultural 
knowledge and community experience. Some students had never lived on reserve or had grown up away 
from their Aboriginal family members, while other students grew up in remote First Nations communities 
with little exposure to mainstream society. The LE,NONET programs were challenged to support the diversity 
of individual Aboriginal student identities but were highly successful despite these intersecting factors. One 
key element was providing centralized programming designed speci¥cally for Aboriginal students in a safe 
space where Aboriginal students could ¥nd and use their voices.  Speci¥c cultural components were also 
signi¥cant contributors to students’ Indigenous identities.

Figure 5: “The LE,NONET program helped me to develop a sense of who I am as an Aboriginal person” 
(all programs)

Program Strongly 
disagree % Disagree % Neither % Agree % Strongly 

agree %

Peer Mentor Program 7.5 18.9 22.6 34.0 17.0

Emergency Relief Fund 6.7 20.0 20.0 26.7 26.7

Bursary Program 2.4 13.4 25.6 46.3 12.2

Research Apprenticeship 2.2 4.4 17.8 28.9 46.7

Community Internship 0.0 6.0 6.0 28.0 60.0

Preparation Seminar 0.0
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Staff and Faculty  
Aboriginal Cultural Training
The Sta� and Faculty Aboriginal Cultural Training (SFACT) was created in order to contribute to the overall 
project goal of making the university a more welcoming environment for Aboriginal learners. The program 
was seen as an important tool in making faculty and sta� aware of the unique needs of Aboriginal students, 
the diversity of backgrounds and experiences Aboriginal students bring to the campus, and the ways in 
which faculty and sta� could support Aboriginal students to succeed. 

The SFACT component of the LE,NONET Project comprised three major initiatives:

1. Needs assessment: A needs assessment was conducted to inform the development of the SFACT workshop 
modules as well as future awareness-raising initiatives for sta� and faculty at the university. A total of 267 
people participated in the assessment, including Aboriginal students (both undergraduate and graduate), 
professionals in Aboriginal education, and university sta� and faculty. The needs assessment ¥nal report was 
released in 2009 and is available on the LE,NONET website (www.uvic.ca/lenonet).

2. Online curriculum: Eight online units were created by specialist consultants who were hired to write 
the curriculum, and included text and multimedia content on a range of issues. Content areas included 
First Nations, Métis and Inuit culture and history, as well as modules on racism, Indigenous worldview, and 
Indigenous research.  Completion of the units was a requirement of faculty advisors as part of the Research 
Apprenticeship Program.

Overall, faculty respondents said that the online curriculum contained a wealth of important information and 
was a useful resource for faculty and sta� working with Indigenous students.  However, the requirement that 
the online curriculum be completed by Research Apprenticeship advisors was seen as an unnecessary barrier 
by many faculty respondents.  The majority of research respondents recommended that the material be used 
as a resource rather than a requirement in future program implementation.

3. Workshops: Five half-day workshops were created by curriculum development consultants who worked 
with the SFACT Advisory Committee and LE,NONET sta� on determining the workshop content and format. 
The Elders’ Voices group on campus was involved in the delivery of the workshops and brought cultural 
teachings and knowledge that helped to ground the workshops in the local territory.  The guiding threads 
through the workshops were building respectful relationships and an Indigenous Knowledge framework of 
responsibility, reciprocity, relationship, respect reverence and balance. 

Participants provided overwhelmingly positive feedback on the SFACT workshops.  The involvement of elders 
and the experiential nature of the workshops were both personally and professionally meaningful for a 
majority of participants. 

The elders put wisdom, 
kindness, and even humour 
into the “information” 
thus making it “shared 
knowledge.” They are 
the critical di�erence 
from all the workshops/ 
seminars/ courses that I 
have taken over the years. 
Their humility and grace 
exempli�es what our 
common humanity should 
be – but at the same time 
does not diminish our own 
pain or responsibility.

LE,NONET student










