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Abstract
Given the gap in rates of completed education 
between Indigenous students and non-Indigenous 
students and the need for more Indigenous nurses, 
support for Indigenous nursing students is imperative 
for their academic success. In this paper, a scoping 
review of the literature was conducted to summarize 
student and academic staff perceptions of support 
services for Indigenous nursing students, identify 
common themes about barriers and supports and 
determine gaps in the research for future exploration. 
The findings suggest that facilitative factors such as 
individual supports, the learning environment, financial 
supports and student characteristics all play a role in 
the academic success of students. Another facilitative 
factor is the collaborative relationships between various 
support services. Stressors, health, institutional racism 
and feelings of shame and self-doubt are some barriers 
students must overcome. Within the larger context, 
students’ pre-university educational experience, the 
academic environment and program characteristics 
may impact the effectiveness of support services. More 
research is needed to seek Indigenous nursing students’ 
feedback on how academic support service providers 
like librarians, learning services instructors and nursing 
faculty student advisors can collaborate to provide 
seamless, holistic, continuous support throughout the 
students’ education journey, and to investigate the 
reasons why Indigenous nursing students do not utilize 
available supports.
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Introduction
Background
The gap in rates of completed education between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, due in part to 
colonial governmental policies such as the residential 
school system, which deprived Indigenous students of 
their culture, has resulted in social, health, educational 
and economic inequalities (“Residential Schools in 
Canada Education Guide,” n.d., Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada, 2015; Union of Ontario Indians, 
2013). Despite various attempts by federal and provincial 
governments to address these disparities, government 
funding to First Nations schools remains lower in 
comparison to provincial schools (Assembly of First 
Nations, n.d.; Assembly of First Nations, 2011, Axworthy 
& DeRivierre, 2015; Harper government helps to provide 
Indigenous students at Nunavut Arctic College with tailored 
post-secondary skills and training, 2015; Assembly of First 
Nations, n.d.; Assembly of First Nations, 2011; Harper 
government Nunavut; Harper government Saskatchewan; 
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Harper government Six Nations; Saskatchewan’s 
postsecondary schools, 2015).

Given that Canada’s First Nations, Métis and Inuit 
people are in poorer health compared to non-Indigenous 
people, with higher incidences of chronic conditions, 
smoking rates and obesity rates (Statistics Canada, 2015), 
the recruitment and retention of Indigenous students in 
the field of healthcare is an important issue to address 
because these future healthcare professionals will, ideally, 
return to their home communities and provide culturally 
appropriate care for those in need (Pugh et al., 2018). 

The University of Saskatchewan has attempted to 
improve the recruitment, retention and graduation rates 
of Indigenous nursing students by creating a program 
called the University of Saskatchewan Community of 
Aboriginal Nursing (UCAN), with the goal of addressing the 
Indigenous nursing shortage in the province (Bautz, 2013). 
The University of Regina and Saskatchewan Polytechnic 
(formerly the Saskatchewan Institute of Applied 
Science and Technology), developed the Saskatchewan 
Collaborative Bachelor of Science in Nursing (SCBScN) 
program in their attempt at recruitment, retention and 
graduation of Indigenous nursing students to meet the 
health needs of the province’s Indigenous population 
(Bautz, 2013). The SCBScN program ensures that 16% 
of the seats are equity seats and that the program has 
Indigenous student advisors and supports in place for 
Indigenous students (Bautz, 2013). 

Foxall (2013) examined the literature on recruitment 
and retention of nursing students in the context of Maori 
nursing students and found that barriers to recruitment 
include students’ lack of understanding about the 
healthcare profession and having a poor sense of self-
efficacy. The enrolment process and institutional culture 
also presented barriers to students (Foxall, 2013). Other 

retention barriers include racism, financial costs and 
a lack of educational success in elementary and high 
school (Foxall, 2013). Some students were also caring for 
children and had family obligations that made it difficult 
to move away to pursue postsecondary education (Foxall, 
2013). Subsequently feeling isolated at school was 
another stressor hindering their academic pursuits (Foxall, 
2013). To address these barriers, Foxall (2013) suggested 
the following five strategies: 1) Offer better support for 
students; 2) Promote healthcare as an industry within 
which to work; 3) Offer transitional educational programs; 
4) Provide financial and housing support; 5) Address 
students’ separation from their families and communities.

Nursing programs need not only recruit and retain 
Indigenous nursing students, but also recognize 
Indigenous knowledge within the curriculum and train 
culturally competent practitioners (Canadian Nurses 
Association, 2014). The Canadian Indigenous Nurses 
Association (formerly the Aboriginal Nurses Association 
of Canada (2009)), stressed the importance of providing 
a safe learning environment by being culturally sensitive 
and culturally competent in instruction in order to 
improve retention rates.

Gorman (2017), reflecting on his experience as an 
Indigenous nursing student from Australia, described 
the barriers and challenges he faced when he was 
enrolled in his nursing program. He found that his lack of 
awareness and experience with university life, academic 
requirements and the cost of education were challenges. 
However, an Aboriginal Education and Research Institute 
at his university provided him with a sense of community. 
The institute offered financial, emotional and academic 
support such as writing and mathematics tutoring, career 
advice, accommodation subsidies, a place to study and 
other funded resources. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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Dr. David Paul (2013), a health expert with the Centre 
for Aboriginal Medical and Dental Health, described the 
University of Western Australia’s efforts at recruiting, 
retaining and graduating Australian Indigenous health 
sciences students. The university has a strong high school 
program, creates alternative educational pathways into 
the program, has individually tailored pathways for each 
student and provides comprehensive and ongoing support 
programs. Pidgeon (2014) has postulated that institutions 
have a responsibility to design and implement policies, 
programs and services that meet the needs of Indigenous 
students by providing holistic support services throughout 
their tenure at the institution.

Institutional Context and Rationale
At Saskatchewan Polytechnic, Indigenous student success 
includes recruitment and retention of Indigenous students, 
successful completion of their programs and having 
Indigenous students and staff and their culture reflected 
throughout the institution (Saskatchewan Polytechnic, 
2018). The Indigenous Success Strategy at Saskatchewan 
Polytechnic for students in all programs includes access to 
the Indigenous Students’ Centre, which provides a place 
to study and to socialize, Elders who provide guidance 
and support, financial support through scholarships and 
bursaries and a summer transition program (“Indigenous 
Student Success Strategy,” n.d.). Academic support for 
Indigenous nursing students includes assistance from 
Learning Services instructors, a nursing liaison librarian, 
and an Indigenous nursing student advisor who is a 
member of the nursing faculty. Learning Services at 
Saskatchewan Polytechnic offers skill development in 
math, communication, writing, study methods and exam 
writing to individuals or small groups (“Learning Services,” 
n.d.). Nursing liaison librarians provide information 
literacy skill instruction and American Psychological 
Association referencing style support on an individual, 
group or classroom level. The nursing student advisor 
supports Indigenous students in their transition to the 
postsecondary learning and living environments through 
the implementation of the Saskatchewan Polytechnic 

Indigenous Nursing (SPIN) program. The SPIN program 
fosters student success by providing academic, personal, 
financial and cultural supports. Resources include 
access to computers and a kitchen, as well as cultural, 
educational and recreational workshops and activities 
such as smudging ceremonies and soup and bannock 
lunches (“Indigenous Students’ Resources,” n.d.).

As academic staff in the areas of learning services, 
the library and program advising, we wanted to 
investigate how our three areas of academic support 
could collaborate in order to provide seamless service to 
Indigenous nursing students throughout their academic 
careers. To begin, we felt it was necessary to understand 
the perceptions of both Indigenous nursing students and 
the academic staff that provide these support services to 
them. The aim of this paper is to provide a scoping review 
of the research that has been conducted on the topic of 
Indigenous nursing student perceptions and academic 
staff perceptions of support services. We also aimed to 
identify common themes found in the relevant literature, 
and determine gaps in the research for future exploration. 

While the term “Aboriginal” is the collective noun used 
in the Canadian Constitution Act, 1982, the authors of this 
article have chosen to use the term “Indigenous” in place 
of “Aboriginal” to describe the First Peoples of Canada, 
which include First Nations, Inuit and Métis Peoples 
(Indigenous Corporate Training Inc., 2016). We have 
replaced “Aboriginal” with “Indigenous” throughout the 
paper except in direct quotations and in any cited sources. 

Method
Scoping Study Framework
In general, the purpose of a scoping study is to identify 
and map current knowledge on a particular topic from 
the literature (Levac et al., 2010). A variety of research 
methodologies and various types of research articles may 
be included in scoping studies. This flexibility for article 
inclusion from the scoping review methodology allows 
researchers to comprehensively grasp knowledge that 
exists on the topic because it allows for a developmental 
and intellectually creative process (Davis et al., 2009). 
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As Davis et al. (2009) note, “Scoping gives meaning to the 
‘what’ and ‘why’ explanations of an inquiry” (p. 1387).

Some common reasons for conducting a scoping 
study may be “to examine the extent, range, and nature of 
research activity, to summarize and disseminate research 
findings, or to identify research gaps in the existing 
literature” (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005, pp. 6-7). This paper 
attempts to do all of the above, using the framework 
originated by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), with refinement 
by Levac et al. (2010) as displayed in Table 1. 

The Search Strategy
We conducted a keyword search, looking for articles 
about “Indigenous nursing student” or “academic staff 
perception of support services.” The selected terms were 
searched in the title, abstract or subject term section of 

the article in relevant databases to which our institution 
subscribes: Academic Search, Cumulative Index to Nursing 
and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), Education Source, 
Library, Information Science and Technology Abstracts 
(LISTA), Medline and PsyArticles (see Table 2).

The first search for articles about “Indigenous student” 
or “academic staff perception of support services” 
resulted in 43 peer-reviewed articles published between 
2012 and 2018. When a broader search was performed, 
dropping the term “perception” and looking for articles 
with the terms “Indigenous nursing students” or “staff and 
support services”, 83 peer-reviewed articles published 
between 2012 and 2018 appeared. We did not search for 
articles older than 2012 to keep research current. 

Table 1
Scoping Review Framework

Arksey & O’Malley’s (2005) 
framework (pp. 8-9)

Levac et al. (2010) recommended changes (p. 4)

Step 1: Identify the research question • Articulate a research question.
• Identify purpose of scoping study

Step 2: Identify relevant studies • Identify inclusion and exclusion criteria based on 
the research study

Step 3: Study selection • Use at least two reviewers to independently 
review the abstract and then the full articles 
before deciding to include or exclude an article

• For disagreements, have a third reviewer decide
Step 4: Chart the data • Develop a data abstraction form and have at 

least two authors extract data from the article

Step 5: Collate, summarize, and report the results • Describe the numeric summary analysis and 
qualitative thematic analysis

• Report on the outcome of the studies as it 
relates to the research question

• Consider the meaning as it relates to the 
research question

Step 6: Consultation (optional stage) • Establish a purpose for consultation and identify 
stakeholders
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Table 2
Search Strategy 

Indigenous Nursing Students Perception Supports
Metis or Inuit, Aboriginal 
or Native or Indigenous or 
American Indians or First 
Nations or Maori or Eskimos

nursing students or student 
nurses or undergraduate 
student nurses or practical 
nursing students

perceptions or attitudes or 
opinion or experience or 
beliefs

supports or success 
or achievement or 
performance or advisor or 
advising or retention

The Screening Process
The first stage of the screening process consisted of 
the librarian examining the combined 126 articles and 
selecting relevant articles based on the selection criteria 
(see Table 3). At the end of this first stage of the screening 
process, 27 articles were selected after the exclusion 
criteria were applied to the 126 articles found.

The second stage of the screening process included 
all three members of the research team separately 
reading the abstracts of the 27 articles selected by the 
librarian to decide which should be included or excluded 
from the study based on the inclusion/exclusion criteria. 
The team members then met as a group to come to a 
consensus. There was agreement on 17 of the articles 
based on reading the abstract (16 articles to be included 

Table 3 
Article Selection Criteria

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria
• Articles containing the keywords in the title, 

abstract, or subject terms section of the article
• Articles published after 2011
• Articles that are peer-reviewed
• Research articles (all research methodologies 

and type of research article were considered)

• Articles that do not contain any of the keywords 
in the title, abstract or subject terms section of 
the article

• Articles older than 2012
• Articles that are not peer-reviewed
• Commentary, editorials, or book reviews

and one to be excluded), but there were 10 articles where 
the team could not decide if they should be included or 
excluded. These articles needed to be read in full before 
they could be definitively selected. The third stage of the 
screening process encompassed each of the three team 
members reading the 26 articles in full, completing a 
data abstraction form in order to evaluate if the article 
should be included or excluded, and then meeting as a 
group to reach a consensus on inclusion or exclusion. 
Articles were excluded if they were not about Indigenous 
nursing students’ perceptions or academic support staff 
perceptions of the support services that were being 
offered. At the end of this three-stage article selection 
process, nine articles were included for analysis in this 
scoping review.
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Results
Overview of the Articles Summarized
A summary of the articles included in the scoping review 
can be found in Table 4.

Of the nine articles selected for inclusion based 
on our criteria, six were from Australia (Best & Stuart, 
2014; Slayter et al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 2015; West 
et al., 2016; West et al., 2013; West et al., 2014), one 
was from Canada (Edgecombe & Robertson, 2016), and 
two were from the United States (Ferrell et al., 2016; 
Rearden, 2012).

In terms of research methodology, two articles 
described the program the authors were investigating 
(Best & Stuart, 2014; Edgecombe & Robertson, 2016). 
Three studies interviewed participants or had focus 
groups (Stuart & Gorman, 2015; West et al., 2016; West 
et al., 2014). Three studies used mixed methods (West 
et al., 2013; Slatyer et al., 2016; Ferrell et al., 2016), one 
study used a survey (Rearden, 2012), and three studies 
incorporated an Indigenous approach to research (Best & 
Stuart, 2014; West et al., 2016; West et al., 2014). 

Table 4 
Article Summary

Study Research Question Setting Participants
Methodological 
Design

Tests Theories 
Used

Best & Stuart 
(2014)

Describes the educational 
experiences of Indigenous 
nursing and midwifery 
academics at a university 
and their efforts with the 
recruitment and retention 
of Indigenous students

Australia Indigenous nursing 
and midwifery 
academics 
(does not clarify 
further)

Program 
description

Indigenous nursing 
support model: 
Helping Hands
(five step 
process aimed at 
recruitment and 
retention)

Edgecombe & 
Robertson (2016)

Describes the educational 
experiences of Inuit 
students and staff at a 
college nursing program

Canada Inuit students and 
academic staff

Retrospective 
reflection article

None identified

Ferrell, Decrane, 
Edwards, Foli, & 
Tennant (2016)

Examines factors that 
contribute to the success 
of minority nursing 
students

United
States

Self-reported 
minority students 
at two institutions
(four Native 
American students 
participated)

Mixed methods
(survey and 
short answers)

Minority 
Student Nurse 
Questionnaire

Rearden (2012) Examines what elements 
of the recruitment and 
retention of Alaska 
Natives into nursing 
program (RRANN) enabled 
educational success

United
States

Self-identified 
Alaska Natives 
nursing graduates

Program 
description 
based on a 
survey

None identified
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Study Research Question Setting Participants
Methodological 
Design

Tests Theories 
Used

Slatyer et al. 
(2016)

Describe barriers and 
enablers to the retention 
of Indigenous students in 
diploma nursing program

Australia Recent Indigenous 
nursing graduates 
and enrolled 
nursing students

Survey and 
focus group

None identified

Stuart & Gorman 
(2015)

Reports on the 
educational experiences 
of Indigenous nursing 
students

Australia Indigenous nursing 
students

Individual and 
focus group 
interviews

None identified

West et al. (2016) Describe Indigenous 
nursing students’ 
educational experiences

Australia Indigenous nursing 
students enrolled 
in the final year of 
a pre-registration 
nursing program

Semi-structured 
interviews

Dadirri approach 
encompassing 
practices 
associated with 
community, 
reciprocity, 
reflectivity and 
trustworthiness

West etl. (2013) Investigates Indigenous 
students’ participation 
in pre-registration in 
nursing courses and 
explores factors relating 
to successful program 
completion

Australia Indigenous nursing 
students and 
academics from 
four universities

Mixed methods 
(examines 
statistics 
related to 
commencement, 
attrition, 
progression 
and completion 
rates) and 
interviews

None identified

West et al. (2014) Explores academic staff 
perceptions of factors 
enabling successful 
course completion by 
Indigenous students

Australia Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous 
academic staff 
working with 
Indigenous 
nursing students 
(academic staff 
included: program 
heads, advisors, 
coordinators and 
those in student 
support roles)

In-depth, 
semi-structured 
interviews

Indigenist 
approach: 
respectful of 
Indigenous 
knowledge, culture 
and beliefs
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Four of the articles focused on the perception of 
Indigenous nursing students (Ferrell et al., 2016; Rearden, 
2012; Slatyer et al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 2015; West 
et al., 2016), while three articles focused on both the 
perceptions of academic staff and Indigenous nursing 
students (Edgecombe & Robertson, 2016; West et al., 
2014; West et al., 2013), and one article focused solely on 
the perceptions of academic staff (Best & Stuart, 2014).

Common Themes
Common themes emerged regarding contributing factors 
and barriers to Indigenous nursing students’ remaining 
in the program and graduating (see Table 5). These are 
described in detail below. 

Facilitating Factors to Academic Success
Collaborative Relationships
Best and Stuart (2014) highlighted the importance of 
having a strong partnership between the Indigenous 
education unit at their university and the faculty of nursing 

and midwifery in order to support student success. The 
partnerships between different support services may 
provide more holistic support to Indigenous nursing 
students (West et al., 2014). The relationship between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous academics providing 
student support is also an important factor in Indigenous 
nursing students’ experiencing success (West et al., 2016). 
West et al. (2013) found that “the third most enabling 
factor of Indigenous nursing student success was creating 
sustainable relationships, connections and partnerships 
at the university, in the family and in the community” 
(p. 131). Slatyer et al. (2016) also emphasized the 
importance of Indigenous nursing students’ having a 
positive relationship with staff, family and the community 
as key to their success.

West et al. (2014) found that relationships and 
partnerships that facilitated Indigenous nursing students’ 
success included collaborations between the school 
of nursing and Indigenous support services as well as 

Table 5 
Facilitative Factors and Barriers to Success

Facilitative Factors Barriers
• Collaborative relationships between programs, 

services, students and Indigenous student 
centres

• Financial support
• Peer support
• Academic support
• Family support
• Personal support
• Community support
• Learning environment (students’ relationships 

with faculty members)
• Program design (bridging programs, different 

entry pathways, Indigenization of the curriculum 
etc.)

• Cultural awareness of Indigenous issues
• Life experiences in dealing with problems and 

expectations

• Cultural expectations
• Shame
• Mental and/or physical health
• Workload
• Family stressors
• Work stressors
• Self-doubt
• Racism
• Financial constraints
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Indigenous nursing students’ relationships with other 
students, academics, the university community and 
the healthcare industry. West et al. (2016) suggest the 
importance of relationships and role of the community 
impacts Indigenous nursing students’ ability to stay 
enrolled in the program: “[H]aving affirming and supportive 
relationships with peers, family, the community, and 
culturally appropriate support at university was particularly 
important” (p. 351).

Individual Supports
For the individual Indigenous nursing student, peer 
supports played an important role in their success (Best & 
Stuart, 2014; Slatyer et al., 2016, Rearden, 2012; West et 
al., 2016) as did family support (Edgecombe & Roberston, 
2016; Slatyer et al., 2016, Stuart & Gorman, 2015; 
Rearden, 2012; West et al., 2016; West et al., 2014). 
Academic supports that offered to meet their individual 
needs were also perceived to be helpful by Indigenous 
nursing students (Best & Stuart, 2014; Edgecombe & 
Robertson, 2016; Ferrell et al., 2016; Rearden, 2012; 
Slatyer et al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 2015).

The Learning Environment
Indigenous nursing students valued nursing faculty 
members’ relationships with them and viewed those 
relationships as being supportive as they serve as role 
models, mentors and tutors (Edgecombe & Robertson, 
2016; Slatyer et al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 2015). The 
flexibility of nursing programs in having pre-registration 
programs, bridging programs or different educational 
pathways also supported Indigenous nursing students to 
stay in the program (Best & Stuart, 2014; Edgecombe & 
Robertson, 2016; Ferrell et al., 2016). As well, the cultural 
awareness and sensitivity of the university community 
towards Indigenous issues positively impacted student 
success (Edgecombe & Robertson, 2016; Slatyer et al., 
2016; Stuart & Gorman, 2015; West et al., 2016).

Financial Support
Providing financial assistance such as grants, scholarships 
or stipends to Indigenous nursing students was a common 
theme in many of the articles, and they viewed it as being 

helpful to them in continuing their education (Best & 
Stuart, 2014; Edgecombe & Robertson, 2016; Ferrell et 
al., 2016; Rearden, 2012; Slatyer et al., 2016; Stuart & 
Gorman, 2015; West et al., 2016).

Student Characteristics
Personality traits that may help Indigenous nursing 
students persevere throughout the length of their 
programs include confidence (Edgecombe & Robertson, 
2016; Slatyer et al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 2015; West 
et al., 2013), resilience (Edgecombe & Robertson, 2016; 
Slatyer et al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 2015; West et al., 
2016; West et al., 2013) and determination (Edgecombe 
& Robertson, 2016; Slatyer et al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 
2015; West et al., 2016). Being motivated and committed 
to the program also bolstered Indigenous nursing students’ 
perseverance (Edgecombe & Robertson, 2016; Slatyer et 
al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 2015; West et al., 2013; West 
et al., 2014). In addition, students’ life experience, such as 
prior academic experiences, study and time management 
skills, helped them cope with the stress and expectations 
of academic life (Edgecombe & Robertson, 2016; Slatyer 
et al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 2015; West et al., 2016; 
West et al., 2014). 

Having Indigenous nursing student advisors may 
facilitate students’ having positive relationships with 
those who can serve as role models or mentors (Best 
& Stuart, 2014; Stuart & Gorman, 2015; West, et al., 
2016). Students also viewed their Indigeneity as being an 
important aspect of their identity and their educational 
experience (West et al., 2016).

Aside from support services, program design, and 
student characteristics, the educational institution can 
play an important role in facilitating the academic success 
of Indigenous nursing students by instituting policies 
to ensure the existence of systems and structures that 
support Indigenous nursing students (Stuart & Gorman, 
2015; West et al., 2013; West et al., 2014).

Barriers to Graduation
Sources of stress for Indigenous nursing students include 
the pressure they place on themselves to succeed, not 
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only for themselves but for their communities (Edgecombe 
& Robertson, 2016); their families’ expectations 
(Edgecombe & Robertson, 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 
2015), and the demands of working outside jobs (Stuart & 
Gorman, 2015). Another factor that impacts their ability to 
continue in nursing programs includes the status of their 
mental and physical health (Edgecombe & Robertson, 
2016; Ferrell et al., 2016). Indigenous nursing students 
also encounter institutional racism during their educational 
experience, which is also a barrier to remaining in the 
nursing program (Slatyer et al., 2016; Stuart & Gorman, 
2015; West et al., 2016; West et al., 2013). Student 
characteristics that may hinder the ability to succeed 
include feelings of self-doubt (Edgecombe & Robertson, 
2016) and a sense of shame (Edgecombe & Robertson, 
2016; Slatyer et al., 2016).

Choosing not to access available support services 
may also be a barrier to Indigenous nursing students’ 
academic success. For example, Ferrell et al. (2016) 
found that only 32% of Indigenous students in a variety 
of programs accessed tutoring services and only 5% of 
students accessed formal mentoring services. Ferrel et 
al. (2016) concluded that most had not used a vast array 
of support services available to them. Rearden (2012) 
found that of the support services that Indigenous nursing 
students used, the students were most satisfied with the 
student success facilitator, financial stipend and social-
cultural outings. West et al. (2016) observed that “in order 
for support to be useful, participants had to choose to 
accept it, and to use it as and when needed” (p. 352).

Discussion
Anderson (2011) and Raman (2013) found that 
psychological and emotional factors can facilitate or 
hinder Indigenous nursing students’ perseverance, 
therefore how academic staff relate, interact, and form 
relationships with students may influence their feeling 
of being supported. This is congruent with our findings 
that the collaborative relationship between faculty and 
Indigenous nursing students plays an important role 
in facilitating their academic success. Smith et al., 

(2011) did a literature review on Indigenous recruitment 
and retention in nursing education and found only 17 
primary research articles on the topic. Indigenous nursing 
students’ pre-university preparation, experiences with 
transitioning to university, social-cultural needs, financial 
needs, and personal characteristics shape the type of 
support services that they may need (Smith et al., 2011). 
This is similar to our findings, as multiple factors influence 
students’ continuation and graduation from the nursing 
program: the learning environment, financial needs, 
student personality characteristics, life experiences and 
prior academic experiences. 

Paul (2013) has advocated for an Indigenous health 
curriculum within medical and dental health education 
in the context of a safe learning environment as well as 
institutional anti-racist strategies to support these non-
nursing Indigenous students. While our results did not 
identify the need for an Indigenous health curriculum, 
it did identify that racism is a source of stress for 
Indigenous nursing students and is a barrier to their 
academic success. Foxall’s (2013) literature review on 
the recruitment of Maori nursing students had similar 
findings in that the barriers to retention were racism, 
cultural safety, academic preparation and experience prior 
to university, financial constraints, family obligations, and 
family support (Foxall, 2013) thus echoing our findings. 

Beyond available support services, issues such as the 
cultural competence of nursing faculty (Lane & Petrovic, 
2018; Milne et al., 2016; Rowan et al., 2013; Wilson et 
al., 2011; Zeran, 2016.), the Indigenization of the nursing 
curriculum or program (Green, 2016; Moffitt, 2016; 
Thurston & Mashford-Pringle, 2015; Stansfield & Browne, 
2013; Patterson et al., 2017), and creative programming 
in terms of different pathways to graduation (Martin 
& Sequire, 2013) all have the potential to influence 
Indigenous nursing students’ perception of supports. 
These findings speak to the learning environment’s impact 
on students’ academic success and through our study, we 
found that the learning environment can shape students’ 
perceptions of being supported.
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Indigenous nursing students appear to have similar 
perceptions as non-nursing Indigenous students when 
it comes to facilitators and barriers to their academic 
success. In an effort to understand non-nursing Indigenous 
students’ perceptions of support services, an inter-
professional team of faculty researchers from social work, 
nursing, physical education and justice studies interviewed 
Indigenous students from a variety of programs and found 
that factors leading them to feel supported were a result 
of the following services: Indigenous-centred education 
programs, which offered individualized services in the form 
of cultural and spiritual advising, counselling, tutoring and 
having access to a computer resource laboratory, along 
with peer support (Gallop & Bastien, 2016). Supportive 
teaching strategies such as positive instructor feedback 
and clear expectations from faculty members empowered 
Indigenous students, while negative or critical feedback 
was one reason they stated for dropping out or for course 
failure (Gallop & Bastien, 2016). This supports our finding 
that having collaborative relationships between faculty 
and students as well as between the nursing program and 
other support services may result in nursing and non-
nursing Indigenous students feeling more supported. 

According to Rochecouste et al. (2017), the 
perceptions of academic staff on the impact of support 
services for both Indigenous nursing students and non-
nursing Indigenous students was similar. They found that 
while there is diversity within the Indigenous student 
population, Indigenous nursing students’ perceptions 
of the value of support services were similar to those of 
non-nursing Indigenous students (Rochecouste et al., 
2017). This suggests that support strategies for nursing 
and non-nursing Indigenous students can be similar. The 
services that were perceived to be helpful to all Indigenous 
students, nursing or otherwise, by the academic staff 
included the following: Indigenous student centres 
located in their institution, bridging programs, access to 
tutors, computer laboratories and study space, as well 
as counselling services (Rochecouste et al., 2017). This 
indicates that library services can play an important role 
in students’ academic success as it pertains to having 

computer laboratories and having a study space in which 
students can work (Gallop & Bastien, 2016; Rochecouste 
et al., 2017). Cultural sensitivity and cultural competence 
in teaching were also believed to be important factors 
when working with nursing and non-nursing Indigenous 
students because they inform the instructional and 
relationship practices of faculty and staff (Rochecouste 
et al., 2017). We also found that faculty’s cultural 
awareness and sensitivity of Indigenous issues had an 
impact on Indigenous nursing students’ perception of 
being supported. Both nursing and non-nursing Indigenous 
students also need time to care for their extended 
family members and time to devote to their academic 
studies, and both of these groups have financial concerns 
(Rochecouste et al., 2017). Thus, our findings focused on 
Indigenous nursing students in particular align with those 
of Indigenous students more broadly.

Wilson et al. (2011) concluded that “understanding 
the experiences of Aboriginal and minority students is key 
to identifying factors that contribute to their retention in 
programs” (p. 71).

Gaps in the Research
Missing from the current research on Indigenous nursing 
students’ perceptions of support services is how they 
would like support services to collaborate in order 
to provide seamless, holistic, continuous supports 
throughout their academic careers. Patterson et al. (2017) 
found that non-nursing Indigenous students wanted more 
contact and ongoing contact with support services. As 
well, what prevents Indigenous nursing students from 
accessing support services and how those factors might 
be mitigated should be investigated. Research on the 
effectiveness of support services in Indigenous nursing 
students’ retention and completion rates is also lacking, 
and there appears to be less research from Canada and 
the United States than from Australia and New Zealand. 

The role of librarians in providing support to 
Indigenous nursing students or non-nursing Indigenous 
students as a separate service or in collaboration with 
other student support services is not captured in the 
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articles analyzed. A separate literature search (using the 
databases available at this institution) on how librarians 
or library services support Indigenous students across 
all programs in terms of information literacy instruction 
yielded no results, yet information literacy competency 
has the potential to impact Indigenous nursing students’ 
academic performance because it is fundamentally linked 
to evidence-informed practice. How librarians provide 
culturally sensitive or culturally competent information 
literacy instruction also yielded no relevant results. Only 
12 peer-reviewed articles published between 2012 and 
2018 were found on the topic of how librarians or libraries 
served Indigenous students from all programs; six of those 
12 articles investigated how to meet the collection needs 
of Indigenous students (Alexander, 2013; Kostelecky et al., 
2017; Aase, 2017; Bishop et al., 2017; Bowers et al., 2017; 
Linton & Ducas, 2017); one article focused on archiving 
Indigenous languages materials (Thorpe & Galassi, 2014); 
and only three articles investigated Indigenous students’ 
perceptions of the library (Hare & Abbott, 2015; Melançon 
& Goebel, 2016; Neurohr & Bailey, 2016). This indicates 
a lack of research on how librarians or libraries can meet 
the needs of Indigenous nursing or Indigenous non-nursing 
students and their perception of the quality of service they 
have received. 

Limitations
Scoping reviews lack a common definition (Levac et 
al., 2010) and a standardized approach (Davis et al., 
2009), leaving room for interpretation as to purpose 
and methods. Another limitation is that our institution 
does not have a full suite of health sciences databases 
such as Scopus, Web of Science, Embase or Library and 
Information Science Abstracts (LISA), and hence we may 
be missing some relevant articles. 

Conclusions
The literature we reviewed outlines and explains many 
facilitators and barriers to Indigenous nursing students’ 
success. Collaborative relationships, individual supports, 
the learning environment, financial supports and various 
student characteristics play a role in retention and 

graduation rates. What appears to be lacking in the 
research, particularly in Canada, are the Indigenous 
nursing students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of 
these supports and how support providers can collaborate 
to better meet the Indigenous nursing students’ needs. 
Perhaps what is necessary is the decolonizing approach of 
involving students in participatory action research where 
they define, develop, and evaluate the effectiveness of the 
support services that are provided. Librarians, Learning 
Services instructors and Indigenous nursing advisors can 
be research partners with students to determine how 
academic support services can collaborate together to 
offer Indigenous nursing students comprehensive, wrap-
around services.
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