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Native Students
and the Spécial Mature Students Program 
at the University of Manitoba :
An Historical Examination

John S. Matthiasson 
Ronald W. Kristjanson
University of Manitoba

During the 1960’s and 1970’s the Canadian of 
native ancestry, whether Indian or Métis, suddenly 
was projected into national visibility as a représen
tative of a social category which until then had been 
relegated to a position of social, économie and educa- 
tional invisibility to his or her fellow Canadians. 
Reasons for this change in national interest in, and 
concern for, the place of peoples of native ancestry in 
contemporary affairs are several and varied. One must 
hâve been the emergence of a national consciousness 
of ethnicity as an under-lying and pervasive feature of 
the Canadian social fabric. Another can be found in 
developments in the United States such as the Pan- 
Indian movement, stimulated in no small way by the 
civil rights movements of the 1950’s and early ’60s. 
Still another, and in many respects a response to the 
fïrst two, was an increasing awareness on the part of 
native peoples themselves, of their need to assert 
themselves in a political way if they were to achieve a 
viable place within that national society which had 
suddenly become aware of them. Education was seen 
by many as an avenue to the settling of longstanding 
patterns of inequality of access to the économie bene- 
fits of Canadian life on the part of native as opposed to 
non-native Canadians. Whatever the reasons for this 
change in national outlook, educators and legislators 
sought ways to make existing educational program
mes more accessible to native peoples, and several 
experiments were carried out.

Many of these experiments hâve taken the form 

of new departments in Arts faculties of “Native 
Studies Programmes.” These hâve given a status to 
native historiés in existing curricula, and hâve usually 
attracted students of native ancestry to them. Other 
programmes hâve attempted to discover ways to bring 
native persons into the existing frameworks of univer- 
sities while also making the transition from a social 
background which is often that of the reserve to that of 
an urban educational complex less traumatic for the 
participant. In this paper we will examine one such 
experiment of the latter type, carried out at the 
University of Manitoba. While some évaluation of this 
programme will be attempted, much of the paper will 
be descriptive. It is a relatively new venture, and it is 
too early to make firm statements on its success. 
Possibly a review at this time is useful, though, how
ever indefmite, as other universities in this country 
consider establishing similar experiments.

In the late 1960’s there had been considérable 
discussion among faculty and administrators at 
Manitoba about the formation of a spécial programme 
for native students. One of the central figures in these 
discussions was the then Dean of Arts. Nothing jelled 
at that time, but when the Dean moved to take up the 
Presidency of Brandon University he took the idea 
with him, and in 1970 he was instrumental in esta
blishing a programme at that institution. It was 
primarily designed to train native teachers, who, it 
was hoped, would eventually teach in northern, 
isolated settings.
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Interest continued at the University of Manitoba, 
in spite of a résistance movement on the part of some 
faculty and administrators, who feared that bringing 
mature students with less than adéquate academie 
background into the university System, even with 
spécial support mechanisms, would help neither the 
students nor the university in achieving goals. It was 
thought that academie standards would hâve to be 
sacrificed if a programme were to be installed, and, 
according to some, a form of inverse préjudice would 
lead to individuals being given crédit for things they 
hadn’t really mastered.

The advocates of a Spécial Mature Students 
Program for Manitoba from the Spécial Projects Branch 
of the Manitoba Department of Education and from 
within the university had done their homework, how
ever. Funding sources had been identified as well as 
existing institutional support structures. Compétition 
for the limited resource of students in a time of dwindl- 
ing enrollments no doubt provided an unstated argu
ment in their favor. The conséquence was that in July of 
1974, a Senate committee report stated forcefully that 
there was strong sentiment within the university com- 
munity for the idea of supporting disadvantaged and 
mature students. While not aimed directly at the con
cept of a programme for disadvantaged and mature stu
dents of native ancestry, that was implicit in the commit- 
tee’s recommendation.

Shortly after, although Brandon continued pro
grammes of its own, the Spécial Mature Students 
Program was implemented at the University of 
Manitoba campus. This would provide access to the 
range of professional faculties and schools located 
there. One of the aims of the program was to produce 
not only native teachers, but native medical doctors, 
dentists, architects, and so on. Funding was provided 
jointly by the fédéral Department of Régional Econo
mie Expansion (DREE) and the provincial Depart
ment of Colleges and Universities Affairs with over- 
head support from the University of Manitoba.

In the remainder of the paper we will discuss only 
students in the program who are of Indian or Métis 
background. One characteristic of the program, 
which had been insisted on by the University Senate, 
was that although spécial support Systems would be 
established for students and their families, they would 
be expected to meet the same academie standards as 
regular students. At the same time, however, at least 
in their first years in attendance, students in the 
program usuallv take a reduced course load. Instead 
of the maximum fïve courses allowed, they normallv 
take three.

The administrative structure includes a full-time 
Director and a full-time Administrative Assistant, 
and secretarial support. The first director was a psy- 
chologist with extensive expérience in counselling as 
well as administrative work with programs for disad

vantaged persons in non-university settings. The 
assistant was one of the first graduâtes of the Mature 
Students Program at Brandon University and she con
tinues in her position. The program nerve centre, 
located in the Student Union Building, has a small 
lounge area with an ever-full coffee urn. On the 
typical day several students in the program can be 
found there studying, involved in discussions with 
one another or with the Administrative Assistant, or 
simply withdrawing temporarily from a still unfami- 
liar urban university setting.

In any given year more women are enrolled than 
men. Their âges range from twenty to forty-five. A 
majority hâve been recruited from northern Manitoba 
communities or reserves where possibilities for high 
school completion are not présent and educational 
offerings of any nature are limited. These facts, of 
course, create serious disadvantages for new students 
in the program. Several, for example, hâve corne from 
Tadoule Lake, a new settlement near Churchill. It 
was established ten or so years ago by a small popu
lation of Chippewayan Indians who were disenchan- 
ted with life in Churchill, and had decided to “return 
to the land”. Until a year ago, only éducation to the 
fourth grade was possible locallv at the site. Others 
hâve corne from larger, but almost equally isolated, 
settlements such as Wabowden. This year has seen the 
first class graduate in that community with a complété 
grade twelve university entrance background.

In the past, students from such communities 
could often receive only a grade six educational 
training in their home communities. If they wished 
more, they were forced to attend residential schools 
where teachers, often ignorant of traditional native 
cultures and of the native languages of the children, 
maintained more of a holding action than making an 
effort to seriously work at educating their students for 
higher levels than obtainable locally. One implication 
of these types of expériences for students in the 
program has been a consistently evidenced weakness 
in science and mathematics backgrounds. Spécial 
efforts incorporated into the program to reduce these 
will be discussed later in the paper.

The recruitment and sélection of students for the 
program are elaborate. Requests for names of poten- 
tial candidates are regularly solicited from native 
organizations, such as the Manitoba Indian Brother- 
hood (MIB) and the Manitoba Métis Fédération 
(MMF). Also, the Director of the program makes 
frequent visits to northern communities. On these 
trips, he is alwavs accompanied by a native person— 
either a student already enrolled in the programme or 
a représentative of one of the native organizations. 
Information on the program in brochure form is 
mailed to band councils in isolated reserve areas, and, 
in particular, this is alwavs done before any visit by 
the Director.



The two basic criteria in the sélection of candi
dates are a basis of need, and judged capability of 
succeeding. The first has priority, but the second is 
also a serious considération. In a somewhat facetious 
manner, the first Director of the program described 
the idéal candidate as a native woman, who is single, 
has nine dependents, and has a previous formai édu
cation of grade nine. With the emphasis given to the 
first criterion, then, a woman with dependents will 
hâve a likelier chance of admission to the program 
than one without, if ail other considérations are equal.

Once an individual has been given considération 
for admission, the second part of the process begins. 
Part of this is a rigorous interviewing procedure, 
which takes place on the University of Manitoba cam
pus. The candidate meets with a sériés of panels con- 
sisting of représentatives of several constituencies. To 
avoid potential compétition, candidates are inter- 
viewed individually. Members of the spécifie panels, 
which usually consist of only two or three persons, are 
représentatives of the university faculty and adminis
tration, members of native associations such as the 
Manitoba Indian Brotherhood and the Manitoba 
Métis Fédération, and students already enrolled in the 
program. Also included on one of the panels is a 
représentative of the Provincial Department of Edu
cation.

To return to the question of criteria applied to 
who is accepted, several are used, with some latitude 
for individual différences. The most important is a 
judged need for the support Systems which the pro
gram is able to provide. These are academie, personal 
and most importantly, financial. A judged capability 
to succeed does play a central rôle, however. The aim, 
then, is to provide access to the program to those who 
most need it, but also to those who are likely to be able 
to benefit from it. Panellists look for evidence of Per
sonal motivation, and are interested in past efforts of 
applicants to make self-improvement efforts, such as 
enrolling in and completing training programs on 
their own initiative. Previous formai educational 
attainments, however, are not taken into account. 
Students hâve been accepted with what only can be 
called minimal educational background.

Efforts of those involved in ail phases of the 
sélection procedure, then, hâve not sought to find 
those individuals most likely to succeed, but those 
who most need the program, and its benefits.

Assistance in the form of support Systems for 
students are various. Since most entering students are 
parents, and often single, a primary concern is to 
make it possible for them to continue in their parental 
rôles while also maximizing their academie efforts. 
For those from remote northem communities and 
reserves, the staff of the program try initially to make 
them aware of local social resources other than those 
provided by the program itself. They are assisted in 

locating accommodation, in techniques for placing 
their children in appropriate schools, and, in general, 
learning about urban living. These initial efforts are 
followed up throughout the student’s university ca- 
reer. Students receive living allowances, based on the 
number of dependents they hâve. When necessary, a 
housing subsidy is provided as well. Ail tuition costs 
are paid for by the program, along with the purchase 
of books and supplies required for course work.

For married students, counselling services are 
made available, again to aid in adjustment to new 
living arrangements. This is done by use of the 
Student Counselling Services at the university, the 
staff of the Mature Students Program, or through 
referral to outside agencies. A critical source of morale 
is the encouragement provided to each other by the 
students themselves.

When a student first enters the program, he or 
she is put through an orientation program, lasting 
approximately two weeks. During this period, an 
attempt is made to improve existing study and reading 
skills, and to illustrate the use of campus learning 
resources such as the library System. Instruction is 
given in term paper writing, the taking of exami
nations, ant other necessary skills. Once the regular 
academie courses begin, and the student is attending 
classes, spécial tutorial services are made available. 
These are provided on an individual or group basis, 
depending on individual preferences and identified 
needs.

Since its inception, the program has been re- 
garded by ail concerned as experimental. Flexibility 
and responsiveness to perceived problems hâve been 
central characteristics of everything which has been 
carried out. Several changes in the internai academie 
structuring hâve been conséquences of this approach. 
A few examples of these should be mentioned.

As noted earlier, possibly the greatest academie 
deficiency faced by incoming students has been an 
inadéquate background in basic mathematical skills. 
This became an obvious barrier to successful acade
mie work by those students enrolled in Science 
programs, but it was also one which impeded work by 
those in ail faculties. In response to this, a spécial 
non-credit course in mathematics up-grading was 
established—a joint venture of the Mature Students 
Program and the Department of Mathematics. It 
turned out to be less than successful. While the 
students needed this training, it was discovered that 
the course, as structured, took up too much time, and 
students often neglected it in favour of their formai 
crédit courses. Also, it was found that the class size 
was too large. Enrolments were as high as twenty- 
four, thereby limiting the needed individual reme- 
diation.

A somewhat similar project was carried out in an 
effort to up-grade skills in chemistry. While students 
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in the program took a regular course in chemistry, the 
instructor offered them a spécial sériés of tutorial 
sessions on the side to cover prerequisite knowledge as 
it became needed in relationship to concepts and con
tent being dealt with. Again, no crédit was given for 
the tutorials, and the class size was found to be too 
large to serve the intended purpose. The tutorials in 
this format were not repeated the second year.

Several students in the program hâve aspired to 
admission to the Faculty of Medicine. However, 
because of their weakness in mathematics and basic 
sciences, none were successful during the first years of 
the program. Spécial efforts such as those mentioned 
above had, again, failed as mechanisms to overcome 
these defïciencies in previous training. In the 1979-80 
academie year, another effort was made to get around 
this problem with the establishment of a Spécial Pre- 
Medical Studies Program. It was designed specifically 
for students of Native ancestry. The students take the 
same courses as other pre-medicine students, but 
their initial courses are stretched to double the normal 
time periods. The courses incorporate spécial efforts 
to enable students to catch up on the high school 
training they hâve missed. Called “stretch science 
courses”, these, along with “regular” stream Arts 
required, and optional courses, give the students 60 
crédit hours. On completion, they will hâve met both 
the second year science and the pre-medicine require- 
ments. Enrolment in these spécial science classes is 
limited to twelve students. Although it is too early yet 
to evaluate the success of this approach, the rétention 
rate to this point is very high.

Other, less major, changes hâve been introduced 
into the program as problems in the existing structure 
were identified, but space does not allow the 
documentation of them here.

Another innovation in the program was initiated 
in 1977, in conjunction with Red River Community 
College. It is still too early to décidé whether it should 
be continued, but evidence available indicates that 
unless substantial changes are made, it may not prove 
to be successful. A joint effort of the two institutions, 
the aim was to provide a spécial program for students 
in the Spécial Mature Students Program who were 
interested in pursuing teaching careers in business 
éducation or the industrial arts. The program was 
structured so that students would take their first and 
third years of training at Red River Community 
College, but move to the campus of the University of 
Manitoba for their second and final years. Red River 
Community College had better resources for special- 
ized éducation in both areas, but the ultimate goal was 
for students to receive a university degree. While 
students tend to perform well during their initial 
tenure at Red River Community College, they seem to 
hâve difficulty in making the transition to university 
life. The first three transférées dropped out of the 

program shortly after making the transfer. One reason 
for this may be the fact that the program at Red River 
Community College is highly structured, and stu
dents, having been socialized to that System, which is 
similar in many respects to that of a high school, find 
the autonomy permitted at the university to be too 
free. They seem to face the same problems that many 
other university students encounter in the abrupt 
change from high school to first year university.

However, this particular program is still quite 
new, and it is possible that with doser monitoring of 
students in its third year, it will achieve a higher 
success rate in the future.

As well as the Red River Community College— 
University of Manitoba Cooperative Business and 
Industrial Arts Teacher Education Program, a second 
relationship was established in 1978 with an off- 
campus program which is an outgrowth of an earlier 
program conducted by Brandon University. This is 
the Winnipeg Education Centre program for training 
elementary school teachers. At the présent time, this 
program looks to be more likely of long-range success 
than the one discussed earlier. The main purpose of 
the program is to train residents of the economically 
depressed core area of Winnipeg to teach in that same 
core area. The majority of the students enrolled in it 
are of Native background as the students reflect the 
ethnie composition of this area. For the first three 
years, classes are held in a working school in the core 
area. There is a full-time staff of instructors, supple- 
mented by faculty members from the main campus. 
For the fourth year, students move to the main cam
pus, where they take their classes along with regular 
students taking the final year of the Bachelor of 
Education program. (Initially, the Brandon program 
consisted of two years in the school program which 
was then expanded to a three year Bachelor of 
Teaching program.)

Students’ motivation appears to be high. They 
form a closely knit group within themselves, and are 
highly supportive of one another. This may lead to 
difficulties as they move as individuals from the more 
protected school environment to that of the univer
sity, but the program had been operating for several 
years before the university’s Spécial Mature Students 
Program affiliated with it, and the large number of 
graduâtes is strong evidence that students are success
ful in making that transition.

One of the main reasons at the time for establish- 
ing the Spécial Mature Students Program at the 
University of Manitoba was because of the presence of 
professional schools and faculties on its campus. As 
mentioned earlier, a spécial pre-medical program has 
been established to compensate for the science and 
mathematics defïciencies in entering students’ back- 
grounds. How hâve the students fared in other 
professional schools where backgrounds in these areas
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are not as important? Hard statistics on their over-all 
success in gaining admission to and holding their own 
in them are not available. However, some trends can 
be identified at this time.

Students in the program hâve entered almost 
every professional school and faculty in the university 
System. These include Agriculture, Education, Engi
neering, Fine Arts, Nursing, Physical Education, 
Social Work and Law. Their success rates vary from 
individual to individual and faculty to faculty. (It 
should be mentioned that the majority of those 
enrolled in the Faculty of Arts aspire to eventually 
enter professions.) In Agriculture, one student, who 
initially enrolled for a diploma course of study, later 
changed to a degree program. He will likely graduate 
this year. Four hâve graduated with degrees in 
Education, and another is expected to this year. One 
student who began Engineering was forced to drop 
out because of a combination of family and academie 
pressures. Of two who enrolled in Fine Arts, one 
remains, and he is developing a major local réputation 
as an artist while also doing successful academie work. 
Two students are presently enrolled in Nursing.

Of four who gained admission to Physical Educa
tion, one has graduated and another dropped out. The 
graduate is now enrolled in the Faculty of Education 
while, it should be noted, the “drop-out” now teaches 
in northern Manitoba, and continues to take univer
sity courses during summers.

The Faculty of Law might be treated as a spécial 
case, insofar as it, along with Medicine, might be 
considered the hardest nut to break in terms of gain
ing admission for students in the Spécial Mature Stu
dents Program. However, the first three students to 
be enrolled in the Spécial Mature Students Program 
were ail successful in being accepted. (Ail three had 
been enrolled as university students before the pro
gram was begun.) Two of these hâve graduated and 
are now practising Law. The third did not make it. 
Two others hâve been admitted since, one of whom is 
still taking courses, and is expected to graduate this 
year.

Not ail of those admitted to the Spécial Mature 
Students Program complété the requirements for a 
university degree. As would be expected, a variety of 
reasons are responsible for some discontinuing their 
studies. Some leave simply because they find the work 
too demanding. There hâve been several voluntary 
withdrawals, and in most instances, individuals who 
do so are inéligible for re-admission to the university 
for academie reasons. A problem yet to be overcome 
here is that some students, on receiving a set of poor 
grades, simply disappear, retuming to the north or 
whatever without first seeking remédiai counselling 
which might improve their performances. Others 
leave because severe family pressures conflict with 
their university work. Even with the support Systems, 

their conflicts seem, or, indeed, are, so great that they 
cannot see their way clear to continue. A few students 
hâve withdrawn voluntarily, for personal reasons, 
even though they were in good academie standing. A 
doser examination of their motivations for following 
this course has to be made in the future. A small 
number hâve transferred from the university to one of 
the community colleges in the province, which they 
find to be better suited to their personal interests and 
capabilities. One student withdrew to run as a candi
date for the provincial législature.

Although students in the program are under no 
obligation, if they are originally from northern com- 
munities or reserves, to return to the northern régions 
of the province after receiving degrees, many do. Of 
the graduâtes of the Faculty of Education, ail now 
teach in northern communities. One of these com- 
pleted a Bachelor of Arts degree with the Spécial 
Mature Students Program, then worked for two years 
with the Manitoba Métis Fédération before returning 
to university on his own to enroll in a teacher certifica
tion year in the Faculty of Education. His wife had 
been a student under the Department of Indian 
Affairs and Northern Development auspices, but 
later changed to the Spécial Mature Students Pro
gram. She now teaches with her husband in the north. 
One of the Arts graduâtes who had been with the 
program now has employment in a position dealing 
with Native land daims while another is enrolled in a 
pre-Master’s year in the resource management field. 
Of the two graduâtes in Law, one is practising in The 
Pas, Manitoba, with a largely Native clientèle, and the 
second is employed by a Winnipeg law firm which 
handles Native land claim cases. Other examples 
could be cited as well.

However, it should be noted that Native students 
on campus do not constitute a distinct social category, 
interacting only with one another. Some students 
from both programs, the Spécial Mature Students 
Program and the D.I.A.N.D., appear to work cons- 
ciously at avoiding a spécial Native identity. They 
adjust socially to the larger student body, or concen- 
trate on studies and personal family life. Some main- 
tain their ethnie identity while also extending their 
social contacts outside either of the programs. There 
are probably as many social postures as there are 
students with their individual backgrounds, person- 
alities and présent circumstances.

In summary, the Spécial Mature Students Pro
gram of the University of Manitoba, although still in 
its infancy, seems to be achieving many of the objecti
ves for which it was established. The key features 
which explain the success that it has had are probably 
flexibility and strong support Systems.
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