
The report examines what causes Indigenous students to leave before completion of their 
programs in post-secondary institutions. 
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Using “early leavers” rather 
than “dropouts” shifts away 

from solely blaming the students 
for their educational outcomes 

and to instead highlight the 
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circumstances
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Historical and ongoing colonial practices 
continue to shape Indigenous students’ 
experiences, contributing to distrust, 
misalignment with Western academic 
norms, and limited preparation rooted 
in residential school legacies and 
ongoing inequities in recognition, 
funding, and opportunity.

Institutional practices within post-secondary 
education continue to create exclusionary 
learning environments for Indigenous 
students, shaped by harmful assumptions, 
limited understanding, and systemic 
barriers to support and belonging.

Community and cultural connection 
support Indigenous student success by 
fostering belonging, persistence, and 
meaningful relationships within 
educational spaces. When institutions 
embrace Indigenous ways of knowing, they 
help create environments that encourage 
students to stay and return to school.

Identity plays a critical role in student 
persistence, with a strong sense of 
Indigenous identity acting as a protective 
factor against early leaving. Student success 
is supported when identity is affirmed and 
empowering, rather than something 
perceived to be at risk.

Indigenous students’ motivations may 
contradict the school’s definitions of 
success and competency. When 
institutions are not oriented towards 
Indigenous students’ motivational 
needs, this may put them at risk for 
early leaving.

Demographic factors can increase the risk of 
early leaving for Indigenous students, 
particularly caregivers, mature students, and 
those with greater familial responsibilities. 
Geographic location further contributes, as 
students from remote, rural, and on-reserve 
communities face additional physical 
barriers to accessing education.

Elements of Early Leaving
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