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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis uses Native American Student Affairs (NASA) at the University of Arizona 

(UA) as a case study to see where NASA matches and diverges from the current literature on 

Native American Cultural Centers (NACC). Twenty-eight current Native American 

undergraduates and graduates were surveyed about their views on NASA, and their responses 

were then analyzed for common themes. The findings showed that NASA was similar to the 

current research when it came to themes of community, promoting culture, feeling less isolated, 

networking, and having an independent space. It diverged on one demographic aspect, namely a 

significant portion of student respondents came from reservations, which is not reflective of the 

Native community in the United States as a whole. Additionally, it mentioned the importance of 

event hosting, which is not mentioned in the current literature at all. The majority of students 

identified NASA as creating a space for them to feel supported, provide resources, network, and 

host events that promote awareness of Native American issues. The thesis ends with 

recommendations for NASA based on the responses, and advocates for further research to delve 

deeper into the nuances of NACC’s and their responsibility to continuously adapt to the needs of 

their students. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
Native Americans at the University of Arizona: A Historical Perspective 
 

The University of Arizona (UA), founded in 1885, is a public, land grant, predominantly 

white institution located in Tucson, Arizona, on the ancestral lands of the Tohono O’odham 

Nation. However, the first Native American would not graduate until 1931, nearly forty-six years 

later, when Tohono O’odham Nation tribal member Christine Garcia received her bachelor’s 

degree in home economics (Krutz, 1984, p. 19). Before her matriculation into the university, the 

closest the UA came to committing itself to the surrounding Indigenous population was through 

the Arizona State Museum, which was founded in 1893 to promote the “collection and 

preservation of the archaeological resources, specimens of mineral wealth, and the flora and 

fauna of the territory” (Wilder, 1942, p. 26). Unfortunately, rather than engage in equal 

collaboration with the surrounding tribes, the Museum viewed them as people of the past and 

objects to be studied, and fell prey to the “Vanishing Indian” myth that was common at the time. 

This myth viewed Indigenous peoples as a rapidly vanishing population whose culture needed to 

be captured and preserved before it disappeared forever. 

As one newspaper article, written during the time of the museum’s establishment, stated, 

“The Territory is very rapidly being denuded of all ancient relics as well as its most elegant 

samples of minerals, metals, fine stones, and gems of all sorts… it is the intention of the 

‘museum’ bill to preserve to the Territory in the most effective manner, samples of these now 

rapidly disappearing articles of interest. Such a museum would in the future become a collection 

of the greatest scientific and educational interest to the people of the territory” (Wilder, 1942, p. 

26). There was absolutely no mention of consulting the surrounding tribes to get their views on 

how they felt about having their precious cultural patrimony collected and studied by an outside, 
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predominantly white institution (Champagne & Stauss, 2002, p. 83). And at the end of the quote 

it mentions that the Museum would be of interest to the “people of the territory”, meaning the 

whites who settled there, not the indigenous people who had already been living there for 

thousands of years. Additionally, the anthropologists studying these “ancient relics” were mostly 

white. During this time period, the idea that Native Americans could be anthropologists was 

pretty much unheard of, which meant that Native Americans were not even seen as “experts” on 

their own cultural history because they lacked the PhD’s required to grant them the title. Aside 

from the Arizona State Museum, historical information about the early years of the University of 

Arizona have absolutely no mention of Native Americans or the twenty-two tribes that reside in 

the state whatsoever (Salvatierra, 1984), and indeed all the presidents of the UA have been white 

men up until 1991, when Dr. Manuel Pacheco became the first Hispanic president of the UA. In 

2012, Dr. Anne Weaver Hart became the first female president.  

After Christine Garcia graduated, the University gradually began to develop a 

relationship with the surrounding tribes and admit more Native American students, indicating a 

dramatic shift from its earlier years, when Native Americans were viewed as simply objects to be 

studied and preserved for white anthropologists’ curiosity. Once the 1950’s came around, 

however, the UA started to view Native Americans as equals and potential partners, especially 

since more Native Americans started matriculating and graduating from the University. The 

upsurge in matriculation was partly due to the G.I. Bill, which was passed in 1944 and helped 

pay for university tuition and living costs of returning servicemen and women. Since Native 

Americans have the highest record of service per capita compared to other ethnic groups, this bill 

was especially helpful in increasing the number of Native Americans attending universities 

(“American Indian Heritage Month,” n.d.). In 1953 there were enough Native Americans 
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enrolled to create their own association, called the American Indian Club, or AMERIND for 

short. Though it is now defunct, it existed well through the 1980’s, and its goal was to provide 

“an understanding of American Indian cultures among students and faculty” (Native American 

Opportunities, 1990). They engaged in recruitment and retention activities and held bi-monthly 

meetings to support fellow Native American students. In 1982 the country’s first master’s 

program in American Indian Studies was founded at the UA. During that same year the office of 

student financial aid dedicated a special counselor to work specifically with Native American 

students on scholarships and funding resources (Shotton et al., 2013, p. 82). Then, in 1989 

Native American Student Affairs (NASA) was founded.  

In 1999, the UA created a position to foster stronger relationships to the surrounding 

tribes in the state. This position, the Associate to the President for American Indian Affairs and 

Ambassador to American Indian Nations, was created by then-President of the UA, Dr. Peter 

Likins. He acknowledged that there needed to be a point person to connect the over twenty 

programs available at the time to support Native Americans at the UA. He stated that the position 

would “play a new role in connecting each of these programs with the office of the university 

president and thereby strengthening their interconnections” (Francis-Begay, as cited in Shotton et 

al., 84). This position was filled by Dr. Mary Jo Fox, a Comanche professor at the UA. When 

President Likins retired, Dr. Fox stepped down from her position.  

In 2005, the position title changed to “Special Advisor to the President on Native 

American Affairs” and Karen Frances-Begay, Navajo, assumed this position full-time. As Karen 

explains, this was “A move that was monumental for the UA” and “demonstrated the UA’s 

commitment to understanding and valuing tribal sovereignty” (Shotton et al., 2013, p. 86). Her 

role has three parts to it: first, to strengthen the visibility and presence of UA among tribal 
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nations, second to raise awareness of tribal culture, governance, and social norms among the 

university faculty, staff, and administrators, and third to promote recruitment, retention, and 

graduation of Native American students (Shotton et al., 2013, p. 88). Also during this time, then-

President Shelton established the American Indian Advisory Council (Shotton et al., 2013, p. 85) 

to “provide advisement to the president on workforce development, student recruitment and 

retention, and research.” (Shotton et al., 2013, p. 85). They later drafted a report outlining 

strategies to successfully foster connections and communication between the UA and Arizona 

tribes. Karen’s position was recently renamed Assistant Vice President of Tribal Relations, and 

she continues working hard to achieve its goals of tribal and university collaboration that 

ultimately leads to the advancement of tribes, Native American students, and the University 

itself. 

The UA has come a long way with regards to its Native American population since its 

inception in 1885. It went from having no Native Americans at all to having numerous programs 

meant specifically for supporting and encouraging success among Native American students. It 

has created a master’s and Ph.D. program, a student affairs office, and even a special position 

meant specifically for fostering university/tribal relations. A crucial lesson from all this 

development and progress, however, is that it requires institutional effort to create and sustain 

these programs. The Native American students, faculty, and staff cannot institute campus wide 

change, nor should they be expected to. To make profound and impactful differences in 

university culture the president must step in and lead the way. When the authors Andrew Garrod 

and Colleen Larimore (1997) researched the success of  Dartmouth College’s Native American 

Program, they concluded that “Part of the answer is institutional commitment” (p. 10), and the 

University of Arizona is no different. Programs like NASA can only thrive when there is a strong 
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commitment to diversity by the university president and administration because it is the president 

that sets the tone for the university. Institutional commitment from the highest levels of 

administration is critical to gain the support and funding necessary to create successful Native 

American programming on campus. 

Native American vs. American Indian: What is the Appropriate Term? 

When it comes to how the UA refers to its Indigenous student population, the terms are 

many and varied. During Christine Garcia’s time, the term “Indian” was a pretty universal way 

to describe indigenous people, and the term “Papago” was used to describe people of the Tohono  

O’odham Nation- even O’odham themselves used the word (Krutz, 1984, p. 19). The word 

“Indian” is based on a historical context, since it has been used in treaties and various programs 

that serve indigenous people, like the Indian Health Service and Bureau of Indian Affairs. From 

about the 1950’s to 1970’s, popular culture shifted in terms from Indian to American Indian, and 

this was made obvious in the various programs created for Native Americans during that time. 

When the UA was in the process of creating its Native American studies program, they chose to 

call it “American Indian Studies” which is still the term that is used to today. Additionally, the 

alumni club calls itself the “American Indian” alumni club, and one of the first student 

associations for Native Americans at the UA was called the American Indian Club, or 

AMERIND (Native American Opportunities: The University of Arizona, 1990). 

Around the 1960’s and 1970’s, the term “Native American” started coming into use 

(Brayboy et al., 2012, p. 5) with the onset of the civil rights movement, and so new entities that 

were created at the UA having to do with Indigenous people used the term “Native American”. 

For example, “Native American” is used to refer to the student affairs office at UA as well as the 

heritage month: November is known as “Native American” Heritage Month. The UA has not 
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come to a consensus on which term to use, thus a variety of terms referencing Indigenous people 

can be found at the UA. This is a reflection of the broader sentiment of Indigenous people as a 

whole, who have yet to come to an agreement on how to identify themselves. A Department of 

Labor Survey from 1995, in attempt to shed some light on the issue, polled Native Americans to 

ask them what term they preferred. The results showed that 50% percent preferred “American 

Indian” while 37% preferred “Native American” (Koerner, 2004). The poll is very outdated 

however, so it might not be the most accurate depiction of current viewpoints on the issue, 

however it is the best research on the issue so far. It would also be important to see if there is a 

generational divide among the term, with younger indigenous people preferring “Native 

American” to the older generation preferring “American Indian”. In the absence of data, 

however, one can only speculate. For the purposes of this paper the term “Native American” will 

be used because that is the term the student affairs office uses to refer to itself. If NASA views 

the term as acceptable enough to use in their name, then so will this paper. 

Native Americans at the University of Arizona Today 

Despite a strong presence, there are still significant problems facing the University of 

Arizona’s Native1 community. For example, the six year graduation rate for the general 

population in 2008 was 61% but for Native Americans it was half that, at about 45% 

(“Institutional Research at UAIR,” 2014). 

 

 

                                                           
1 The term “Native” can be used interchangeably with “Native American”. 
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Table (1): Six-Year Graduation Rates by Ethnic Group

 

The four year graduation rate for the general population in 2010 was 43%, but for Native 

Americans, it was about twenty percent less, at 23% (“Institutional Research at UAIR,” 2014). 

Table (2): Four-Year Graduation Rates by Ethnic Group 
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In 2009 the four year graduation rate for Native Americans increased to just under 30% (“2013-

2014 Fact Book,” 2014), which is the highest on record, but then dropped significantly the year 

after. The first-year retention rate for the University of Arizona, as of 2013, is approximately 

81%, whereas for Native Americans it was just above 75% (“Institutional Research at UAIR,” 

2014). 

Table (3): First-Year Retention Rates 

 

Each chart shows that Native Americans fall far below other racial groups in every metric. It is 

encouraging to note, however, that the overall trend is upward, demonstrating that Native 

American students at the UA are making gains in their education but it is taking much longer 

than expected. 

The Native American population at the University is relatively small, at 2.7% (“Native 

American Student Affairs,” 2015). This seems to reflect the Native American population of 

Tucson in general, which is also around 2.7% (United States Census Bureau, 2015), and has the 
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Pascua Yaqui and San Xavier reservations located within city limits. However, when one 

considers that the University of Arizona is a public institution meant to serve the whole state, 

which has 22 federally recognized tribes and a Native American population of 5.3% (United 

States Census Bureau, 2015), its percentage of Native American students could be significantly 

higher. 

Research Questions 

This research looks at the current Native American student population at the University 

of Arizona and how NASA fits into their day-to-day experience. The goal of this research is to 

explore where and how NASA fits in with the larger context of the University of Arizona. In 

particular, out of all the resources available for Native Americans at the UA2, what makes NASA 

different? Why are its services, even its very existence, so indispensable to the University? What 

role does it play in the aforementioned problems of Native American enrollment, persistence, 

and graduation?  The purpose of this thesis is to offer some insight into these questions and gain 

a clearer sense of NASA’s role from the students’ point of view. The research questions, 

specifically, are as follows: 

1. How well is Native American Student Affairs at the University of Arizona serving its 

Native students?   

2. How can NASA improve? 

3. Are the findings consistent with the current data on NASSUs in general? 

                                                           
2 Native SOAR (Student Outreach, Access, and Resiliency) Mentoring Program, Native American Research and 
Training Center, SLOAN scholarship, American Indian Studies Department, A financial aid advisor that specializes 
in Native American students, American Indian Science and Engineering Society (AISES), First-Year Scholars 
Program, American Indian Alumni Club, and Native Peoples Technical Assistance Office are just a few of the many 
resources offered. 



17 

 

The research and subsequent data collection addressing these questions reveal telling information 

about current students’ perception of NASA, and the importance of using student voices to shape 

NASA into an ideal place for Native Americans at the UA. Because NASA plays such a huge 

role in the Native American experience at UA, it is important to constantly assess that its goals 

and values align with that of the population it is serving, since NASA has the ability to make a 

huge impact on Native students’ lives. In documenting and analyzing Native American student 

experiences at the UA, this thesis can further higher education research on Native Americans by 

demonstrating that it is a worthy field of study. Additionally, the information collected can be 

used for future program assessments. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

Native American student affairs offices at Predominantly White Institutions (PWI’s,) are 

a relatively recent development. They are part of a larger movement of university cultural 

centers3 which started during the Civil Rights movement, when African-American students 

started entering colleges and universities in large numbers (Shotton et al., 2013, p.110; Patton, 

2010, p. xiv). As more African-Americans started entering universities, their numbers reached a 

tipping point to where they could rally together and demand change. These students felt that their 

college campuses were hostile places that were not welcoming to black students, so the black 

students called for spaces on campus that supported them and acknowledged their unique 

experiences as people of color in a predominantly white space. The first African-American 

Cultural Center was created at Indiana University in 1969, and from there, black cultural centers 

started to spring up at universities across the country (Shotton et al., 2013, pp. 110-111). Soon 

after, other minority students such as Latinos, Asian-Americans, and Native Americans, started 

to call for a space of their own (Patton, 2010, p. xiv). The cultural center movement was entirely 

student led, which highlights how white dominance was so entrenched in university 

administration that it took students, not administrators, to come up with the idea for cultural 

centers in the first place and then take action to make their idea a reality. 

 Native American cultural centers, in particular, are often tied to or even overlap with 

Native American Studies (NAS) programs (Shotton et al., 2013, p. 109). In fact, in the higher 

education literature the term NASSU, which stands for Native American Student Support Unit, is 

                                                           
3 The term “cultural center” refers to physical spaces and programming at universities that are aimed specifically at 
minority students. The term is synonymous with “student affairs” offices that focus on minority students, thus 
“cultural center” and “student affairs” can be used interchangeably. In fact, NASA is oftentimes referred to as a 
“cultural center”. 
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often used to acknowledge this partnership (Shotton et al., 2013, p. 109).4 When Native 

American Studies programs were first being created, their goal was to create a space for Native 

American issues to be studied in academia and increase the recognition of Native American 

researchers, who were often overlooked or ignored altogether in favor of white researchers 

studying Native American issues (Kidwell & Vallie, pp. 4, 9; Champagne & Stauss p. 6). 

Because these programs were shining a spotlight on Native Americans, many Native American 

students started to view them not only as academic programs but as student services programs 

too. Often times NAS programs were the only spaces where Native American students and 

faculty could build community, raise awareness of Native American issues, and find support and 

understanding of what it was like to be a Native American at a PWI. As Champagne & Stauss 

(2002) notes, NAS programs have been criticized for being “geared primarily toward student 

services” p. 11). As a result, an NASSU “is often dependent on the collaboration and strength of 

the NAS program on campus” (Shotton et al., 2013, p. 111). The symbiotic relationship between 

NAS programs and Native American Cultural Centers speaks to the importance of collaboration 

when advocating for such a small minority population. Because Native American populations at 

most PWI’s are incredibly small, barely registering at 1% (Snyder, Tan, &Hoffman, 2004 as 

cited in Patton, 2010, p.50), no Native American entity can afford to work independently. Thus, 

a Native American studies program is likely to lay the foundation for a Native American cultural 

center, and vice versa, because no one else on campus will advocate for it.  

It is important to note, however, that though Native American cultural centers and NAS 

programs often work together they are very different fields. Native American cultural centers are 

part of student affairs, which is a career field that focuses on student programming meant to help 

                                                           
4 In this thesis, however, the term “cultural center” will be used instead of “NASSU” since it is a more common 
phrase that is used on the University of Arizona campus. 
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students integrate into their universities.  NAS, on the other hand, is part of academia and this 

career field focuses on research, publications, and teaching. Native American cultural centers, in 

particular, were created to provide extra support for Native American students, since many felt 

isolated and misunderstood. For example, Native American cultural centers acknowledge “the 

value of community among American Indian cultures” (Patton, 2010, p. 52) which helps Native 

American students feel less isolated and more at home in a university setting. Additionally, 

Brayboy et al. (2012) noted that “a number of studies argue that AI/AN postsecondary 

persistence is positively related to involvement in culture-related extracurricular activities…” (p. 

58) and at most mainstream institutions Native American Cultural Centers are the only place 

where Native American culture is actively practiced. Thus, the establishment of Native American 

Cultural Centers not only establishes a campus culture of inclusion and diversity, it also offers 

crucial services in helping Native American students graduate by creating a sense of home, 

acknowledging their heritage, and allowing them to practice their culture without fear of 

judgment. 

The location of Native American Cultural Centers at PWI’s says as much about a 

school’s commitment to its Native American students as any policy or program does. And 

unfortunately, many NACC’s often find themselves in the most remote, invisible places on 

campus (Patton, 2005 as cited in Shotton et al., 2013, p. 112). Champagne & Stauss (2002) 

explain, however, that this is “not usually intentional, but the result of a combination of a lack of 

knowledge about the good and intentional work of Native American student affairs as a field, 

and a general lack of literature and knowledge regarding Native American education by both 

student affairs administrators and faculty” (as cited in Shotton et al., 2013, p. 112). Because 

Native American students are already an invisible minority, the invisibility of the NACC could 
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further harm Native American students’ feelings toward the university. It cannot be over-

emphasized enough that the invisibility of Native Americans is a form of systemic racism, and 

thus universities must take this into consideration when decided where to place an NACC on its 

campus. Luckily, NASA is located in a fairly prominent location, The Mall, which is the central 

place on the University of Arizona campus. It also shares its space with Asian Pacific American 

Student Affairs. Ideally, NASA and all the other cultural centers would have their own free-

standing spaces, since that is best for the stability of each center (Patton, 2005 as cited in Shotton 

et al., 2013, p. 113), but that can only happen with an institutional commitment by the university, 

which so far has yet to be made. 

Native American Cultural Centers also provide Native American role models, which help 

Native students feel supported and encouraged to do well. Fox et al. (2005) explained that 

“Having Native American faculty and staff along with academic and support programs helps 

attract, retain, and graduate students who are Native American” (p. 54). Unfortunately, the 

number of Native American faculty and staff at mainstream institutions is even lower than the 

number of Native American students. Estimates from the National Center for Education 

Statistics put Native American faculty and staff at about less than one half of one percent (as 

cited in Fox et al., 2005, p. 51). NACCs can be crucial in helping increase this number for a 

variety of reasons. For example, it is expected that the director of an NACC will be Native 

American, which will increase the number of Native American staff on campus. The director will 

then be in a position of power to advocate for more Native American hires, which will increase 

the number of Native American faculty and staff even more. This will help more Native 

Americans graduate, which means there will be more qualified Native Americans to apply for 

Native American faculty and staff positions, and so on and so forth. One NACC can create a 
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feedback loop that yields positive returns for the Native American community for generations to 

come. 

Despite the crucial importance of Native American role models, there is no doubt that 

there are challenges to being one of the 0.5% of Native faculty or staff at a PWI. Dr. Cornel 

Pewewardy acknowledges that “Being an indigenous role model on a mainstream college 

campus is a very difficult task that requires long hours of study, research, and over-commitment, 

which can cause serious health problems. Some Indigenous role model perceptions are that you 

are expected to liberate your tribal people from all of their social and psychological ills, often 

placing their needs before your own” (as cited in Shotton et al., 2013, p. 143). Part of belonging 

to such a small minority group means that one must shoulder extra responsibility, and at times it 

can seem overwhelming. As important as it is to have Native American role models, it is also 

important for those role models to have balanced lives and not feel like the entirety of the Native 

community is riding on their shoulders.  

Pewewardy suggested one solution to prevent burn-out, which was to reframe “role 

modelling” as “role molding”. This, he explains, “is the active engagement of faculty in shaping 

the lives of their students into the academic and social shapes or pattern which the students 

desire” (Brown et al., 1999, p. 115 as cited in Shotton et al., 2013, p. 147). Thus, faculty and 

staff can take comfort in knowing that taking care of themselves is part of being a role model, 

and promoting balance in their lives is an important Native American value that should be passed 

on to students. Oftentimes students can take on too much and risk burn out, so it is important that 

faculty and staff do not make the same mistake and instead show students when and how to say 

no when they are overworking themselves. NACC’s can also serve as support for faculty and 

staff. In addition to helping students, NACC’s are meant for the entire Native American 
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community, yet oftentimes faculty and staff are lost in the shuffle. NACC’s can provide spaces 

for faculty and staff to talk about their feelings and show that they are not alone in their feelings 

of sometimes being overwhelmed by all that is expected of them. NACC’s are meant to be places 

where all Native Americans affiliated with a university can go to talk about their experiences and 

know that they are not alone. 

Native American Student Development Theories 

Sacred Hoop Model 

The Sacred Hoop Model is a higher education development model that incorporates 

Native American culture and values. Co-created by Steve Martin, the current director of NASA, 

it is based on the philosophy of the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota tribes of the mid-west. It refers 

to the four stages of the sweat lodge ceremony, which is a ceremony that originated with the 

plains tribes and involves a small, enclosed space that is heated by rocks and presided over by a 

medicine person. In the sweat lodge ceremony there are four stages: calling, welcoming, healing 

or processing, and releasing. The Sacred Hoop Model applies these four stages to a university 

context, connecting each stage to a significant milestone in the life of an undergraduate student.  

The first stage, Calling, refers to recruitment and outreach. The cultural center hosts 

information sessions for high school students, does outreach events at high schools, hosts 

prospective students, and provides information to any prospective student and their parents about 

applying to the UA and resources for Native Americans on campus. The second stage, 

Welcoming, refers to any and all activities that foster matriculated students’ transition to college. 

This could include peer mentoring programs, organizing a Native American living space, hosting 

potlucks, socials and other welcoming events for the freshmen to get to know other students, and 

cultural activities such as trips to a sweat lodge, talking circles, and classes in beading and 



24 

 

frybread making. The third stage, Healing (Processing), is to prepare the students to graduate. 

During this stage, the cultural center helps students in declaring majors, finding internships and 

summer opportunities, gaining leadership experience through student organizations and extra-

curricular activities, and providing peer support for incoming students. The fourth and final 

stage, Releasing, refers to graduation and next steps. This could include providing resources for 

graduate school, employment, and most importantly giving back to their tribal communities 

(Shotton et al, 2013, pp. 45-46).  

A unique part of the model, and what makes it so specific to Native Americans, is that it 

includes parent involvement in the first three stages. This is unique because most non-Natives 

view parental involvement at the college stage as being smothering and clingy, even going so far 

as to refer to these parents as “helicopter parents” (Shotton et al., 2013, p. 46). For Native 

Americans, however, parental involvement is a crucial support for Native American students, 

and can be their motivation for continuing on when challenges arise. As Tierney (1991) notes 

“The sense of obligation they [Native Americans] all feel to their families and tribes is 

stunning…” (p. 37), and thus any type of college environment must allow for family and tribal 

involvement, otherwise Native American students are much more likely to feel lost, isolated, and 

unsure of why they are obtaining a degree. Ultimately, the goal of the Sacred Hoop Model is to 

provide a framework for Native American cultural centers serving students from the 

Lakota/Dakota/Nakota tribes to help their students thrive, feel connected to the university as well 

as their Native identity, take advantage of opportunities, and eventually become successful 

Native American leaders and role models for others. 

When asked how this model could be applied to NASA specifically, the director 

acknowledged that the framework is primarily meant for Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota people. He 
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emphasized that each cultural center should do research on the Native American student 

population they are working with, and tailor the model to those specific tribal beliefs and values 

(S. Martin, personal communication, April 1, 2015). For NASA, in particular, a model based on 

the Man in the Maze, a cultural value system of the Tohono O’odham, could be a possibility. 

One future project could be to come up with certain beliefs, symbols, or values that are common 

among all twenty-two tribes in the state of Arizona (S. Martin, personal communication, April 1, 

2015). Ultimately, the idea behind the Sacred Hoop model is to lay the groundwork for best 

practices for Native American college students. 

American Indian Well-Being Model 

 The American Indian Well-Being Model, developed by Dr. Shawn Secatero, is another 

Native American student development theory that takes a holistic approach to Native American 

students. Dr. Shawn Secatero is Navajo from the Tohajiilee Community, and came up with the 

theory from a conversation he had with a Navajo elder about helping Native Americans succeed 

in college. Dr. Secatero (2010) noted that “the elder explained the sacredness of spiritual, mental, 

and physical well-being and the importance of the close connections of an individual, family, and 

community” (p. 16). Thus, the seeds for the well-being model were planted, and Dr. Secatero 

expounded upon these concepts that the elder mentioned to create the eight pillars of the model.  

As Dr. Secatero (201) explained, the reason he created the model was “to create a 

blueprint for American Indian college students by addressing well-being factors that include: 

spiritual, cultural, social, professional, mental, emotional, physical, and environmental pillars” 

(p. 16). Each pillar coincides with a key word and a question that helps the student understand 

what the pillar means and how to apply it. The pillars, key words, and questions are delineated in 

the table below: 
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Table (4): American Indian Well-Being Model Eight Pillars 

Pillar Key Word Question 

Spiritual Purpose Why am I attending college? 

Cultural Identity How do I balance my culture and the 
modern world why I am in college? 

Social Networking Do I have adequate networking skills to 
succeed in college? 

Professional Planning What are my goals for my college and 
professional career? 

Mental Thinking Am I academically prepared to meet the 
rigors of college? 

Emotional Feeling Do I know how to balance my emotions 
to succeed in college? 

Physical Body Can I take care of myself and my body 
while I’m in college? 

Environmental Place Is the college that I plan to attend a good 
fit for me and my goals? 

 

From this, Dr. Secatero takes it to the next level, which he calls “Personal Well-Being”. The next 

step is for students to take each pillar and then identify resources they can use to employ that 

pillar in their daily lives, strengths that they gain from the pillar, challenges they may encounter 

that prevent them from taking full advantage of the pillar, and then a plan of action, which is 

meant to address the challenges and overcome them. Dr. Secatero developed a worksheet that 

lays out these concepts in an easy to follow format, so students can synthesis all their thoughts 

and ideas about each pillar in a clear and concise way. Since application is a cornerstone of this 

model, the worksheet allows students to identify how they will employ each pillar into their daily 

lives and allows them to become more self-aware of their purpose and goals in college.  

The last step of the model is creating a “life symbol” that represents a student’s life 

philosophy. Dr. Secatero (2010) explains that “As American Indian people, well-being can often 

take a symbol in many forms, including animate and inanimate” (p. 18), and so he employs this 

in the last level of the model. The idea behind this activity is to help students see the connection 

between their tribal culture and the modern world, and that the two do not always have to be in 
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conflict; in fact, they can even complement each other if done the right way. Dr. Secatero uses 

the image of corn stalks for his life symbol because corn is very sacred among the Navajo. It 

allows him to connect a vital aspect of his culture to his reasons and purpose for being in college. 

The corn stalks remind him of home and family, which is his foundation, and as he moved along 

his academic and college career he grew and developed all the skills necessary to thrive and 

ultimately give back to his community, just like corn gives back by providing food and 

sustenance to the people (Secatero, 2010, p. 18). For students from plains tribes, for example, 

they could use the medicine wheel, and a student from the Tohono O’odham tribe, for example, 

could use the Man in the Maze symbol.  

Since the majority of Native American students grew up off the reservation, they might 

not necessarily know what symbols are important in their tribes. This activity, however, is not 

meant to make students feel bad about not knowing their culture, but encouraging them to learn 

more about it by talking to family, elders, or even fellow classmates who may be from the same 

tribe as them. Ultimately the well-being model is meant to make Native American students feel 

grounded in themselves, their academics, and reasons for being in college, while also 

encouraging them to grow and develop their Native American identity. 

The Family Education Model 

 The Family Education Model (FEM) was developed in 1997 by a group of Native and 

Non-Native education professionals concerned about the rates of retention and graduation at 

tribal colleges (Heavyrunner and DeCelles, 2002, p. 3). They noticed that high rates of poverty 

on reservations led to various social ills like substance abuse, domestic violence, and 

unemployment, which in turn made it difficult for students to participate fully in their academics. 

In order to mitigate these effects, they noticed that tribal colleges needed to replicate an extended 
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family structure that took into account the personal issues their students were facing and be 

willing to work with them so that they did not feel they had to choose between their family or 

their education. FEM was based on three assumptions that “(a) many students and their families 

need the college to act as their liaison with existing social and health services during times of 

crisis; (b) tribal colleges must seek to enlist, develop, and structure the ability of family members 

to support student efforts; and (c) tribal colleges must engage family members in the life of the 

college community by enlisting them as partners and involving them in cultural and social 

activities.” (HeavyRunner and DeCelles, 2002, p. 3). These three assumptions are very tribally 

specific, since in most mainstream colleges the students’ families are often seen as secondary to 

the student’s academic and professional development. Additionally, mainstream colleges base 

their student development theories on the “typical” college student profile, which is usually 

white, middle class, entered college straight from high school, and in the 18-21 range (Tinto, 

1993, pp. 13 & 25; Patton, 2010, p. 84). FEM is radical in the sense that it dares to suggest that 

not all college students fit the “typical” profile. Instead, the model is tailored to the unique needs 

of non-traditional students. Indeed, at a tribal college the “typical” college student is much older, 

usually employed, from a lower-class background, and may be responsible for caring for 

children and/or family members (Gasman et al., 2008, p. 100). 

 The tribal philosophy that guides FEM is that of the Plains tribes. As HeavyRunner and 

DeCelles (2002) explain “The Plains Indian tribes placed the family at the center of their social 

values… For many of the Plains Indians, the value of family was preeminent, and this 

preeminence fostered other values such as respect, generosity, and cooperation. These key values 

are reflected in the educational leadership model that guides FEM” (p. 9). Framing higher 

education institutions as one that has family as its center is a new and unique perspective that is 
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dramatically different from the Western approach of higher education institutions having 

research as its center. With its insistence on family as being the core value of an education, FEM 

brings a distinctly Native American perspective to higher education, and may even offer some 

reasons as to why Native Americans suffer the highest attrition and lowest graduation rates 

compared to any other racial group. Since family is such a crucial component of being Native 

American, if they do not see that value being expressed at an institution they are attending it is 

no wonder they would have difficulty adjusting or even leaving altogether. FEM offers a new 

way of experiencing higher education where Native Americans do not have to give up a key 

aspect of who they are in order to thrive. 

 Though the Family Education Model started out with tribal colleges, it has now moved to 

the mainstream. Tribal colleges and mainstream colleges are in fact very intertwined, thus it is 

expected that theories from tribal colleges can easily apply to PWI’s as well. HeavyRunner and 

DeCelles (2002) explain:  

“Reviewing studies on American Indian student retention in mainstream institutions 
revealed a surprising oversight: None of these researchers recognized previous enrollment 
at a tribal college as a factor in retention. Boyer (1997a), on the other hand, found that 
American Indian students who had attended a tribal college before transferring to a four-
year institution were four times more likely to complete a four-year degree than those who 
entered a mainstream institution as freshmen. Evidence presented in the FEM suggests that 
the tendency for tribal colleges to act more like extended family provides Indian students 
with the type of support system that effectively prepares them for and indoctrinates them 
into the college culture” (pp. 11-12). 
 

Partnerships between PWI”s and tribal colleges are crucial. As the research shows, they do not 

have to be mutually exclusive entities with disparate goals. Instead, they can mutually benefit 

one another by increasing retention and graduation rates among Natives at PWI’s and in turn 

having PWI’s invest in their surrounding tribal communities. Additionally, the implementation 

of FEM at tribal colleges can be the blueprint for implementing FEM at PWI’s, since it would be 
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in the students’ best interests to continue in an educational environment that supports their 

values, rather than feel completely helpless once they make the transition from community 

college to a four-year university. 

 The three theories previously mentioned are the leading theories on Native American 

student development. They are a significant change from the standard theories of student 

development that all graduate students in higher education are familiar with-Tinto’s Theory of 

Student Departure, for example, or Chickering’s Theory of Identity Development. Tinto’s 

Theory of Student Departure argues that for students to persist in college, they must find a way 

to be integrated into the wider university culture (Tinto, 1993). This theory promotes 

assimilation, which for mainstream students may not be an issue, but for Native American 

students brings up a whole host of historical trauma harking back to the boarding school era 

when Native Americans were forced into school in order to be assimilated out of existence. 

These concepts are completely lacking from Tinto’s theory, which is to be expected because 

Tinto himself is not Native American, so he probably would not even be aware of the devastating 

history assimilation has had on Native peoples.  

Similary, Chickering’s Theory of Identity Development cites seven vectors that 

contributes to a college student’s identity, and as long as these vectors are being addressed and 

fostered the student will be more likely to stay in college. These vectors include competence, 

emotions, autonomy, interpersonal relationships, identity, purpose, and integrity (Chickering, 

1993). For Native American students, however, these vectors are incomplete. They leave out 

spirituality, family, and tribal culture, for starters. Both Chickering and Tinto’s theory, though 

well established and applicable to many college students, are grossly lacking in their cultural 

competency. Neither theory took into consideration the unique experiences of belonging to 
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federally recognized tribes, the historical trauma of using education as a means of cultural 

genocide for Native Americans, or the importance of family and culture. Thus it is up to Native 

American researchers to create their own theories, because no one else is going to do it and as a 

result Native American students are the ones that pay the price. Being at a PWI means that 

Native Americans, whether students, staff, or faculty, will always have to advocate for 

themselves otherwise they will be overlooked. 

Current Statistics on Native Americans in Higher Education 

 For Native American students entering college today, the statistics are not in their favor. 

Though the numbers of Native Americans in college has doubled since 1976 from 76,000 to over 

176,000 in 2005 according to the U.S. Department of Education (as cited in Patton, 2010, p. 50) 

they still face a myriad of challenges in terms of persistence, retention, attrition, academic 

preparedness, and graduation. Since the best predictor of college graduation is high school 

academic preparedness (Brayboy et al., 2012, p. 34), Native American students are at a 

disadvantage from the very beginning. Brayboy et al. (2012) cited that “…half of all Native 

students (51 percent) will complete a high school diploma, compared to 69 percent of students 

overall” (p. 33), and even worse “…among American Indian/Alaskan Native students who finish 

high school, only 21 percent graduate with college-ready transcripts” (p. 35). These dismal 

statistics mean that the applicant pool of Native American students is infinitesimally small, since 

half of Native American high school students do not graduate and out of the ones who do only 

twenty one percent are qualified to apply. For a Native American student just to apply and get 

accepted into college is a significant achievement in and of itself, yet it is only the first step in 

their higher education journey. 

Once students are accepted and matriculate, they face even bigger obstacles in actually 

staying at the university, being successful while at college, and ultimately graduating. Attrition 
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rates are particularly shocking, as Fox et al., (2005) explained that “…rates for Native American 

students in higher education range from between 75 percent to 93 percent” (p. 17). Out of the 

already small pool of qualified Native American applicants, the pools get even smaller once 

these students matriculate and then start leaving the school. Patton (2010) explained that the data 

showed “the 6-year persistence-to-graduation rate for American Indian students is 36%, 

compared to 56% for the general population” (p. 50-51). The obstacles get compounded even 

further by the fact that income is directly correlated with college success (Brayboy et al., 2012, p. 

42), and Native Americans “experience the highest levels of poverty (26 percent) compared to 

White (9 percent), Asian American (13 percent), Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (18 percent), 

Hispanic/Latino (23 percent), and Black/African American (25 percent) ethnic groups. American 

Indians living on reservations experience the highest poverty rates of all (39 percent)” (Brayboy 

et al., 2012, p. 40). Poverty and educational status are generally intertwined. Thus, the fact that 

Native Americans have the highest levels of poverty makes them more likely to attend 

underperforming high schools, which will make them less prepared academically for college and 

receive less quality counseling about college, and will place them at a significant disadvantage if 

they make it to college because of overwhelming financial issues. Given all these discouraging 

statistics, it is no wonder that “for every one American Indian or Alaska Native who has a 

bachelor’s degree, seven White individuals do” (Brayboy et al, 2012, p. 56). Considering all the 

barriers that Native American students face, it is surprising that the disparity is not higher.  

To make the barriers even more challenging, the majority of Native Americans attend 

PWI”s, not tribal colleges (Gasman et al., 2008, pp 38-39), so they face the added challenge of 

being from a different race, culture, and background than the majority of their peers. Thus, 

Native American cultural centers are crucial in helping to alleviate at least some of the 
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overwhelming barriers for Native American students. As Patton (2010) explains “Students of 

color often report feeling isolated and misunderstood on the campuses of predominantly white 

institutions. They are less likely to use conventional university services like academic advisors, 

counseling centers, or mainstream student organizations to deal with their feelings and concerns. 

Thus the student culture center becomes a source of support and comfort” (p. xii). Even though 

some of the support services offered at Native American cultural centers may seem redundant, 

they are in fact invaluable because many Native American students will not seek out help from 

other sources. Also, having multiple forms of support at a university can only help students, 

because it is up to the university, not the student, to make students feel welcome and supported 

in any way possible. Additionally, NASA even provides support for non-Natives as well, as the 

director notes “Since we [NASA] share a floor with Asian Pacific American Student Affairs, we 

have coordinated some joint programming events. And of course, there were non-Native students 

attending some of our Native American Heritage Month Events” (S. Martin, personal 

communication, December 9, 2013). Services at cultural centers are open to everyone, not just a 

particular race or culture, thus all students can benefit from the various resources Native 

American cultural centers have to offer. 

University cultural centers such as NASA play a significant role in addressing the issues 

of recruitment, retention, persistence, and graduation. However, it is crucial not to conflate 

cultural centers with retention and academic recovery programs. Even though cultural centers 

play a significant role in increasing retention and graduation for Native students, their purpose on 

campus extend way beyond simply increasing statistics. This is important to emphasize because 

one day, in the far future, when the education statistics of Native Americans are on par with that 

of whites, it will be easy for universities to start dismissing cultural centers as obsolete since they 
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have finally accomplished their “goal”.  In order to avoid this possibility, it is important to show 

that while increasing retention and graduation rates are important, they are not the ultimate goal 

of a cultural center. The ultimate goal of a cultural center is to foster greater education, 

understanding, and support of a particular racial/ethnic group, and to educate the wider 

community about the history, challenges, and resiliency of that group. As Patton (2010) explains 

“In addition to providing social and psychological support for students of color, well-developed 

centers also serve as an important educational corrective. These centers support lectures, artistic 

exhibits, workshops, performing arts, and library collections beyond the typical campus 

offerings. They are places where members of the mainstream and members of a variety of 

cultural groups can learn about the history, culture, and experiences of others” (p. xii). Native 

American cultural centers benefit the university as a whole because they fulfill the university’s 

mission of promoting diversity, educating students, and fostering knowledge, understanding, and 

unique ways of viewing the world. 

The History of NASA 

The origins for both NASA and AIS at the UA began in 1958, when the first ever Indian 

Advisory Committee was created by President Harvill to foster University-Tribal Relations 

(Champagne & Stauss, 2002, p. 85). The first part time Indian student advisor, Edward Parsee (a 

non-Native), came on board in 1959 and stayed until 1963. In 1968 Edward Spicer, the first 

Native American to earn a doctorate in anthropology in the United States, became chair. That 

same year the Office of Indian Programs was created and Gordon Krutz, a non-Native, helped 

coordinate it. It was housed in the anthropology department, and the purpose was tribal outreach 

and maintaining positive university-tribal relations. This eventually led to Arlen Hobson, a non-

Native, being hired as the first full time Indian advisor (Champagne & Stauss, 2002, pp. 85-86). 
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Her position was under the Dean of Students Office, which is where NASA currently sits. 

Hobson’s work eventually led to the creation of the American Indian Alumni group, founded in 

1984. All of this laid the groundwork for a strong and mobilized Native American community 

that would later fight, and win, the right to their own student affairs office. 

At the same time, a Native American professor by the name of Edward Dozier, a Tewa 

from the Santa Clara Pueblo, proposed the creation of an American Indian Studies (AIS) 

Department, in 1968. He became the first chair of AIS at UA in 1970 (Champagne & Stauss, 

2002, p. 86). After Professor Dozier passed away in 1971, the UA received a grant from the Ford 

Foundation to fund the AIS program. This grant greatly helped move Native Americans into the 

forefront at the UA. It brought more Native American faculty and staff to campus, increased the 

number of Native-authored publications, increased library resources on Natives, increased the 

amount of scholarships given to Native students, increased recruitment and outreach to Naïve 

American high school students, and expanded Native American student counseling services, 

among other things (Champagne & Stauss, 2002, p. 86). At this time there were only about three 

hundred-Native American students at the UA, a far cry from the over 1,000 students currently 

enrolled. Yet, already the UA was beginning to realize it needed to do more for its Native student 

population if it was going to be committed to a program focused solely on Native American 

research.  

The great irony of all this is that the UA has been focusing on Native American research 

since the Arizona State Museum was founded in 1893, however “There was no concern for 

ensuring that Indian peoples or communities would benefit from the research. No programs were 

developed to help bring Indian students to the UA. No one stepped forward to advocate for an 

American Indian studies department…in this early period Indians were clearly the property of 
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anthropology and not any other department” (Champagne & Stauss, 2002, p. 83). The University 

of Arizona had been doing research on Native Americans for decades, yet with the changing 

times they changed their approach, and were now open to doing research with Native Americans. 

Better yet, the University was developing its own program of study where Native Americans 

could define the parameters of research themselves. With AIS, the UA had a second chance to 

prove itself worthy of collaborating and working with Natives on an equal basis. As the AIS 

program took off, it focused on developing leadership skills for Native American 

undergraduates, and when Dr. Vine Deloria Jr. became the director in 1978, he moved AIS in the 

direction of graduate studies. The goal of AIS from its inception was to be a space for Native 

Americans by Native Americans, and considering where AIS is today, with a Native American 

as interim head and 60% of students enrolled in the master’s and PhD program being Native 

American, it has accomplished its goal. AIS has, in fact, gone far beyond what it planned to 

accomplish. It is now an official department, which means that it will have its own bachelor’s 

program, beginning in the fall of 2015 (“American Indian Studies,” 2015). Hopefully this will 

make more Native American students feel like they belong at the UA because there will be a 

whole major dedicated to studying Indigenous people, and may even help them succeed because 

students, in general, do better in classes they have a passion for. It will also help educate non-

Natives about Native American issues. 

As with the creation of most Native American cultural centers, a strong academic 

program was created first, and once that was established the student affairs side took off. During 

the 1980’s Native American student leaders went to the UA administration year after year 

requesting their own student affairs office. Local tribal leaders even came to the university to 

meet with the administration and encourage them to give the Native American students their own 
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space (K. Francis-Begay, Personal Communication, April 17, 2015). Finally in 1988, the 

administration decided to make the Nugent Building the designated space for NASA. When 

asked what convinced the administration to finally grant the students’ wishes, Karen Francis-

Begay, a student at the time, said “What paid off was the persistence, we wouldn’t go away. We 

just kept going back and asking” (K. Francis-Begay, Personal Communication, April 17, 2015). 

Since its inception in 1989, NASA has undergone various changes in directors, budgeting, and 

policy. The following is a table of all the NASA directors from its inception to the present5: 

Table (5): UA NASA Directors 

Director Year 

Vivian Juan  1989-? 

Debbie Nalwood (Interim Director) 1992-1993 

G. Bruce Myers 1994-1999 

Karen Francis-Begay 2000-2007 

Amanda Tachine 2007-2008 

Laurie Tochihara 2008-2009 

Steve Martin 2013-Present 

 

During the early 2000’s, from about 2000-2007, NASA looked very different than it does today. 

During that time, there was a director, assistant director, one graduate assistant, one 

administrative assistant, and 4-5 student assistants. The space was much bigger, because NASA 

had taken on the American Indian Graduate Center6 as well. However, when the University 

started facing severe budget cuts, the staff and operating budget of NASA was severely reduced 

(K. Francis-Begay, Personal Communication, April 17, 2015). Thus, the director had to make do 

with the budget they had, and this still continues to this day. 

Currently, NASA is located in the Nugent Building next to the historic Old Main, one of 

the oldest educational structures in the Western United States, is staffed by one full-time director, 

                                                           
5 Note: List may be incomplete, as some years and directors were difficult to find, particularly from 2009-2012. 
6 The American Indian Graduate Center has been defunct for a while, though there was an attempt to revive it in 
2014. 
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Steve Martin, one part-time graduate assistant, and has a budget of approximately $12,500 

(Strategic Recommendations to the President, Aug. 13, p. 10). Despite these limitations, NASA 

plans and coordinates numerous events throughout the year, connects students to various 

resources, and serves as the hub of Native American student life for the approximately 1,139 

Native American undergraduates and 138 Native American graduate students enrolled at the UA 

(“Diversity Statistics and Reports,” 2015). 

NASA reports to the Dean of Students Office, which provides support programs to create 

a positive campus community (“Dean of Students,” 2015). All the other cultural centers at the 

UA are located within this office as well. There has been some discussion about whether this is 

the best location for NASA, with some saying it should be under AIS, others saying it should 

move to the Office of Tribal Relations, and others being fine with its current location (S. Martin, 

April 1, 2015, personal communication). The main issue with its location is that since it is 

grouped with the other cultural centers, there is a tendency by the greater UA community to view 

all the communities as facing the same challenges when it comes to being a minority on campus. 

Native Americans are not like other minorities, however, because they belong to sovereign 

nations, meaning they have signed treaties with the United States and engage in a government to 

government relationship with them. Additionally, the University allots budgets to the cultural 

centers based on the student population it serves, and since Native Americans are always the 

smallest minority they receive the smallest budget. However, Native Americans in fact need the 

largest budget because they are the community that needs the most help, however the UA is not 

willing to change its budget practices as of now. It would help if NASA and all the other cultural 

centers, for that matter, were under the President’s Office, because the closer an organization is 

to the President the more likely their voice is going to be heard. The University has not made any 
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attempt at that yet, so for now NASA works with the Dean of Students and does its best to 

advocate for its students’ needs and work with the budget it has. 

The mission of NASA is to provide “culturally sensitive academic counseling and 

support services to American Indian/Alaskan Native students enabling them to achieve academic 

excellence. We nurture student success by encouraging all students to proactively explore and 

shape our diverse campus community” (“Native American Student Affairs,” 2015). NASA does 

this by offering tutoring services, organizing the O’odham Ki wing which provides an all-Native 

floor in one of the UA dorms, creating Indigecats, a student association that represents Native 

students on campus, and numerous other activities meant to demonstrate that there is a space for 

Native Americans at the UA. It is unfortunate that NASA gets the least amount of funding 

compared to the other cultural centers due to it having the smallest population. This is a common 

problem at most PWI’s, because there is  a lack of understanding that though Native Americans 

are the smallest minority population at a university they are the population with the most need, 

so in fact they need the most funds to have their retention, persistence, and graduation rates on 

par with that of other minorities. Considering the limited means NASA has to work with, it has 

done an incredible job with what it has been given and continues to do everything it can to make 

sure Native students know that they are supported. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Methods and Data Collection 
 
 A qualitative approach was used for this study. Qualitative research according to Lapan, 

Quartaroli and Riemer (2012, p. 3) places more emphasis on the study of the phenomena from 

the perspective of insiders, views meaning as more context and time specific, and in most cases 

in not generalizable. As Guillory and Wolverton (2008) explain “Native Americans are the 

experts at being Native American, and thus it is imperative that their voices be heard when 

creating policy that can directly or indirectly affect their educational lives” (p. 63). The 

qualitative approach allows for Native Americans students to describe their experiences with 

NASA in their own words, and truly capture the complexities and nuances that a quantitative 

survey could not. Native American student perceptions of NASA were assessed through a 

thirteen question survey7 emailed out to current Native American undergraduate and graduate 

students at the University of Arizona. NASA is oftentimes seen as mainly serving 

undergraduates, however it is meant to serve both undergraduate and graduate students, thus the 

survey included both populations. The survey was restricted to current students in order to get 

the best assessment of NASA as it is doing now. NASA has changed a lot since its inception in 

1989, and so for consistency’s sake it was best to survey current students, since students who 

graduated years ago are coming from a different time and thus a different perception. Also, the 

survey was restricted to Native American students because that is the target population of 

NASA. Though NASA is meant for all students, and there are non-Natives who use the center as 

well, most of the literature on Native American cultural centers focuses on Native American 

students, so including both Native and non-Native perceptions of NASA would be beyond the 

scope of this study.  

                                                           
7 Please see appendix A for survey questions. 
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The survey was advertised through the NASA listserv, American Indian Studies Listserv, 

and word of mouth. There are about 200 students on the NASA listserv and 200 students on the 

AIS listerv8, so the amount of students who heard about the survey was far below the 1,277 

Native American students enrolled. Five dollar gift cards to Chipotle were given to any student 

that completed the survey. Students that did express interest in taking the survey were asked to 

fill out a consent form to ensure they were doing it of their own free will and were aware of any 

issues pertaining to confidentiality and coercion.9 A total of 29 students responded, which is 

about 7% of the students on the listservs. The survey consisted of demographic questions to get a 

sense of the backgrounds of the students who were answering the survey. It also consisted of 

open ended questions, to probe students’ viewpoints of NASA and how it fit into their lives. The 

survey was administered over Qualtrics, an online survey system, which made for easy collection 

and analysis of data, and helped ensure confidentiality in the responses. The Qualtrics system 

enhances data collection and analysis because it is user friendly, easily accessible, and organizes 

the data so it can be cross-tabulated. This means that it is easy to sort the data by age, gender, 

tribal affiliation, or any number of variables. The responses to the four open ended questions 

were then coded for salient themes. The coding was done by hand, with the researcher analyzing 

the responses to each open ended question and creating major themes. The responses were then 

coded again to see where themes could be consolidated, and this was all recorded on an excel 

sheet. 

Limitations 
 
 One significant limitation was the inconsistency of the responses. Not all respondents 

answered all questions. For example, for the first six questions there were 29 respondents, in 

                                                           
8 Information taken from the NASA grad assistant and AIS Program Coordinator, respectively. 
9 Please see appendix B for consent form. 
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question seven and eight there were 27 responses total, and from questions nine on there were 28 

responses. This may skew the data because the number of respondents were inconsistent. 

Another limitation is the questions themselves. In order to encourage participation in the surveys 

the questions were short, simple, and to the point, which means that much information about 

students’ perceptions were most likely lost because there were not enough questions to probe 

further. It would have been more beneficial to have interviews coupled with the surveys in order 

to really tease out how students felt about their experiences with NASA.  

Also, as is the nature of self-reporting, there are always the limitations of the answers 

being exaggerated, underreported, giving information the participant thinks the researcher wants 

to hear, forgetting pertinent information, or the participant feeling too embarrassed to reveal 

certain details. The students’ responses could also be based on their emotional state at the time 

they took the survey, which would yield more negative responses if they were in a bad emotional 

state versus more positive responses if they were in a good emotional state. With self-reports the 

researcher does not verify the demographic information, thus it is taken at face value even if it is 

incorrect. Additionally there is no way to verify the identities of the students who filled out the 

surveys, however since there is a question asking participants to designate their year at the UA 

the chances of deception are decreased. 

Many participants knew the researcher, thus the sample size could be biased towards 

students who know the researcher, rather than being an objective cross-sample of the Native 

American population at the UA. However, the nature of human behavior is that people are more 

likely to do something if there is a personal or emotional connection involved. Also, the sample 

size could be biased based on the students who did not respond, if there is a systematic difference 

between those students who responded and those who did not. Despite these limitations, this 
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study makes a key contribution as the first study to specifically analyze Native American 

viewpoints of NASA at the University of Arizona. As an initial exploration of NASA’s 

performance from the student perspective, it will yield insights to inform future studies and also 

inform NASA’s operations moving forward. 
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Chapter 4: Survey Results 

 Out of the 28 student responses to the survey, the demographic data varied widely in 

terms of gender, age, reservation vs. city, undergraduate vs. graduate, and tribal affiliation. There 

were ten tribes represented, with 55% of the 29 respondents coming from the Navajo Nation.10 

The second most popular tribe was Tohono O’odham, with 10% identifying as such. The rest 

came from Laguna Pueblo, Hopi-Tewa, Oglala Lakota, Santa Ana Pueblo, Gila River Indian 

Community, White Mountain Apache, Chickasaw, Mohawk, and one identifying as both Navajo 

and Hopi. 

Table (6): Tribal Affiliation Results 

Tribe # of Respondents (Out of 29) Percentage 

Navajo 16 55% 

Tohono O’odham 3 10% 

Laguna Pueblo 2 7% 

Hopi-Tewa 1 3.45% 

Oglala Lakota 1 3.45% 

Santa Ana Pueblo 1 3.45% 

Gila River Indian Community 1 3.45% 

White Mountain Apache 1 3.45% 

Chickasaw 1 3.45% 

Mohawk 1 3.45% 

Navajo and Hopi 1 3.45% 

 

 Out of 29 respondents, eleven participants, or 38%, were between the ages of 18-21. 

Seven participants were between the ages of 22-25, and seven were between the ages of 26-30. 

Two participants were between the ages of 36-39. One was between the ages of 31-35 and 

another one identified as 40 and over. In terms of gender, 20 participants, or 69%, identified as 

female, and 9 participants, 31%, identified as male. 

 

                                                           
10 Some respondents identified themselves as Diné, which can be used interchangeably with Navajo. 
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Table (7): Age Results 

Age # of Respondents (Out of 29) Percentage 

18-21 11 38% 

22-25 7 24% 

26-30 7 24% 

31-35 1 3% 

36-39 2 7% 

40 and over 1 3% 

 

The 18-21 age range consisted of freshman, sophomores, and juniors, which fit the 

typical demographic for that age group. What was interesting, however, was the age range of the 

seniors, which were far more non-traditional. Out of the five seniors, 2 were in the 22-25 age 

range, 1 was the 26-30 age range, and 1 was in the 31-35 age range. Many of the graduate 

students fell into the same age range as the seniors. This shows that, in accordance with the 

statistics, the UA does have a problem with retention, as the age range starts out typical during 

freshman year but changes drastically by senior year. However, the encouraging news is that the 

students come back to finish. This concept is supported by the “stepping out” theory, which re-

frames “dropping out” as “stepping out”, explaining that “it is more accurate to portray 

Indigenous college attendance in terms of stepping stones; those that were successful and 

eventually earned a degree in their field of study were able to find the needed stepping stones to 

navigate the institution” (Brayboy et al., 2012, p. 59). NASA is one of the crucial “stepping 

stones” the theory references, and its mere existence can help in retention and improved 

graduation rates. Ultimately the message of the theory, as well as the results of the survey, 

encourage the UA to not give up on its Native students. Though the retention and graduation 

rates are low, the survey suggests that they will reach their goal eventually, it just might take a 

longer time than other groups, but they will get there. A new idea might be to include 8 year, 9 
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year, and even 10 year graduation rates, since Native Americans take longer to graduate than 

others. Extending the time period could be a more accurate reflection of Native American 

graduation statistics. 

 In terms of location, 14 out of 28, or 50%, identified as growing up on the reservation, 

with the Navajo Reservation, which spans Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah, being the most 

common. Eleven out of the fourteen participants who grew up on reservations came from there. 

The other three came from the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, Laguna Pueblo, and 

Santa Ana Pueblo, both located in New Mexico. Out of the urban Indians, the most common 

place of residence was Tucson, with 5 participants identified as growing up there, followed by 

Flagstaff, AZ with 3 participants growing up there, and then Phoenix, AZ with two participants  

growing up there. The rest came from Los Angeles, CA, Lewiston, NY, Cairo, GA, and Rio 

Rancho, NM. The majority of participants, whether reservation or urban Indians, came from the 

state of Arizona: 21 participants, or 75%, are from AZ. 

Table (8): Location Results 

Location # of Respondents (out of 28) Percentage 

Navajo Reservation, AZ & NM 11 40% 

Pine Ridge Reservation, SD 1 3% 

Laguna Pueblo, NM 1 3% 

Santa Ana Pueblo, NM 1 3% 

Tucson, AZ 5 17% 

Flagstaff, AZ 3 10% 

Phoenix, AZ 2 7% 

Los Angeles, CA 1 3% 

Lewiston, NY 1 3% 

Cairo, GA 1 3% 

Rio Rancho, NM 1 3% 

  

Fourteen students out of 29, or 48%, identified as first-generation college students. In 

terms of undergraduate vs. graduate students, 18 out of 29, or 62% identified as undergraduates, 

and 11, or 38%, identified as graduate students. Out of the undergraduates, 17 of the 18 students 
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responded to the question of their current year. Four out of 17, or 24% identified as freshman, 2 

or 12% as sophomores, 6 or 35% as juniors, and 5 or 29% as seniors. 

Table (9): Make-Up of Undergraduates Students 

Current Year (Undergrads) # of Respondents (Out of 17) Percentage 

Freshman 4 24% 

Sophomore 2 12% 

Junior 6 35% 

senior 5 29% 

 

Out of the graduate students, 10 of the 11 responded to the question of their current year 

of study. Three out of 10, or 30%, were first year master’s students, 2 or 20% were third year and 

above master’s students, 1 or 10% was a first year PhD student, two or 20% were third year PhD 

students, and 2 or 20% were All But Dissertation PhD students. 

Table (10): Make-Up of Graduate Students 

Current Year (Grads) # of Respondents (Out of 10) Percentage 

First year master’s student 3 30% 

Second year master’s student 0 0 % 

Third year and above master’ 
student 

2 20% 

First year PhD student 1 10% 

Second year PhD student 0 0% 

Third year PhD student 2 20% 

All But Dissertation (ABD) 
PhD Student 

2 20% 

  

The responses to the open ended questions were similar for both undergraduates and 

graduate students, however the only significant difference was that the undergraduates did not 

mention lack of resources for graduate students, whereas two of the graduate students did. One 

noted that the “UA should have some programs for Native graduate students” and another cited 

that NASA should “plan some events for grad students only”. This shows that there are different 

perceptions of NASA’s main purpose depending on whether the student is an undergraduate or 
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graduate student, and so more effort should go towards converging these differences and 

emphasizing that there is a space for graduate students at NASA also. 

 The following five questions of the survey assessed the students’ participation and 

perceptions of NASA. The first question asked how often students have visited NASA since they 

started the UA. There were a total of 28 responses to this question. Two students, or 7%, 

responded “never”. Seven students, or 25%, responded less than once a month. Three students, 

or 11%, responded once a month. Six students, or 21%, responded 2-3 times a month. Two 

students, or 7%, responded once a week. Five students, or 18%, responded 2-3 times a week. 

Three students, or 11%, responded daily. 

Table (11): Student Visits to NASA 

How Often do you visit NASA? # of Respondents (Out of 28) Percentage 

Never 2 7% 

Less than once a month 7 25% 

Once a month 3 11% 

2-3 times a month 6 21% 

Once a week 2 7% 

2-3 times a week 5 18% 

Daily  3 11% 

 

 Question ten asked students to describe the services/events they have participated in at 

NASA. This was asked to gauge which events or services at NASA are the most popular, thus 

helping NASA determine which services and events to keep and which to change or discard 

depending on student need. Out of the 28 responses for this question, the four most common 

themes were: 
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Table (12): Top Four Themes for Services/Events Students Have Participated in at NASA 

Theme # of Respondents Percentage Description 

Study Sessions 7 25% Mid-terms, finals, and studying in 
general 

Social Justice 
Issues 

7 25% Events focusing on sexual awareness, 
diabetes awareness 5K, language 
preservation, Native Eyes Youth 
Summit, My Culture is not a Costume, 
and other events on cultural 
appropriation 

Holiday Events 7 25% Women’s Basketball Night for Native 
American Heritage Month, Winter 
Social, Veteran’s Day, Thanksgiving 
lunch 

Programming 7 25% Guest speakers, workshops, graduation 
events, and conferences 

 

Question eleven asked “What is NASA doing well?” Out of the 28 responses to the question, the 

three most prominent themes were: 

Table (13): Top Three Themes for What NASA is Doing Well 

Theme # of 

Respondents 

Percentage Description 

Creating 
Community 

14 50% Outreach to undergraduates, hosting 
events important to Native students, 
creating a space for Native students, 
positive atmosphere, providing a home-
away-from-home 

Student Support  11 39% Providing a space for Native students to 
interact with each other, providing a 
support system for Native students 
specifically 

Resources 9 32% Providing a study area, financial 
assistance, networking, a stable NASA 
director, readily available staff, housing, 
and counselling. 

 

One student response from the survey specifically stated that NASA provides “a support system 

that cares about me and my future”. 
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Creating community and student support, though similar in many aspects, were created as 

separate categories because there is a different between event planning versus interaction among 

Native students. Event planning, which was a main aspect that was identified by many 

respondents, promotes community by engaging Native Americans from throughout the city, 

country, and even the world, and establishing a sense of belonging at the UA as a whole. Student 

support, on the other hand, focused specifically on the students themselves and addressing their 

needs to make them feel like NASA will help them, as well as provide them with a space to find 

and interact with other Native American students so they know that there are other people like 

them on campus. All three categories, however, are inextricably interconnected, because hosting 

events encourages Native American student interaction and vice versa, and in order for students 

to feel supported there needs to be resources available for them. 

 Question 12 asked “Where is NASA lacking?” This question was meant not to point out 

NASA’s faults but rather to probe what is missing from NASA so efforts can be made to add 

what is lacking. Out of 28 responses, the top three responses were: 

Table (14): Top Three Themes for What NASA is Lacking 

Theme # of Respondents Percentage Description 

Unity/interaction 9 32% Cliques, lack of visibility of program 
director, lack of opportunities to get to 
know other students that visit the center 

Physical 
structure 

7 25% Lack of space, fireplace, sweatlodge, 
and lack of services such as free printing 
and computer access 

Communication 
regarding events 

6 21% Did not know when events were 
happening until the day of or after the 
event had passed 

 

Question 13 asked “How can NASA improve?” This last question really gets at the core of the 

survey, which is to probe what students’ think NASA can do to best serve them, and ideally turn 

some of the suggestions into action. Out of 28 respondents, the top four suggestions were: 
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Table (15): Suggestions for How NASA can Improve 

Theme # of Respondents Percentage Description 

Stronger 
commitment to 
students 

9 32% Have more unity events, be more 
welcoming to students, collaborate with 
other Native American organizations on 
campus 

Better 
communication/
organization 

6 21% Advertise events better and get out the 
word earlier 

Increase student 
involvement 

5 17% Encourage more Native Americans at 
the UA to participate in NASA 

Improve 
physical space of 
center 

5 17% Getting a bigger space, NASA having 
its own center with free parking, have a 
fireplace to cook traditional meals and a 
sweat lodge 

 

The themes of “stronger commitment to students” and “increase student involvement” are 

very similar, yet they are distinct categories that work in tandem with each other. For example, 

NASA can increase student involvement by showing a stronger commitment to its students, and 

vice versa. Many of the themes that were illuminated in each question were similar to each other, 

yet were placed in separate categories to show that certain aspects need to be highlighted in order 

for each part to work together. When it comes to any human organization, there are so many 

moving parts involved that it is almost impossible to find a part that works independently of 

everything else. Usually, each aspect connects with the other, and if certain aspects are 

functioning well it can lift up the whole organization, whereas if certain aspects are 

malfunctioning it can bring the whole organization down. With this survey, the very things that 

the students thought NASA was doing well, such as creating community, student support, and 

providing resources, were also things that the students thought NASA could work to improve. 

The results of this survey show that NASA has a good foundation of programming, resources, 

events, and fostering community, and can build upon it to better serve student needs. 
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Chapter 5: Comparing Results to Current Data 

 The current data on the role of Native American student cultural centers cite creating a 

surrogate family and providing a supportive community as their main purpose. As HeavyRunner 

and Decelles (2002) explain “replicating the extended family structure within the college culture 

enhances the student’s sense of belonging and leads to higher retention rates” (p. 1). However, in 

the data from the student responses, curiously the word “family” was never mentioned. The 

closest was the phrase “home-away-from-home” which one student used to describe NASA. The 

word that was used, however, was “community,” and this is strongly supported by the literature. 

As Patton (2010) describes, “When American Indian students sacrifice the comfort and 

familiarity of their close-knit tribal communities to attend predominantly white institutions, the 

experience is often traumatic (Reyhner & Eder, 2004). American Indian culture centers serve as 

one way to address these traumatic experiences by providing community…” (50). Two students 

specifically mentioned community as something that NASA is doing well, with one student 

stating that NASA is “creating a community for Native American students” and another 

enthusiastically stating that NASA is “Building a stronger Native community every year!” It is 

important to note, however, that for some students this feeling of community takes time, and they 

may not be immediately involved in NASA from the beginning because they are still making the 

transition to the UA. One student explains that “After getting to know more people at NASA, I 

have participated in more NASA events that I am able to make. I am more comfortable now, 

compared to my first year on campus.” The benefits of NACC’s might not always be so apparent 

to students right from the start, and so it is important to follow their experiences throughout their 

four years in college. How they feel about NASA as a freshman may change and develop over 

time compared to when they are seniors, and so these kinds of dynamics are important to 

consider whenever an assessment takes place. This thesis only looks at student perceptions at one 
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moment in time, and so it would be important for future researchers to expand assessments to 

look at how students’ perceptions change as they advance in their college career. 

Within the broad category of community, two sub-themes, networking and event hosting, 

emerged. Networking, in fact, was a very salient theme, with many students noting what a good 

job NASA did at promoting it. For example, one student noted that NASA provided “A great 

atmosphere to study and socialize with other Native students” and another student mentioned 

that NASA allows students to “feel free to come associate themselves with the other Native 

students”. It is pretty much a truism that networking is a crucial aspect of the college experience, 

and indeed is just as important as a degree in job placement and career advancement (Hwang, 

Kessler, & Francesco, 2004, p. 139). It is encouraging to know that students at NASA are taking 

advantage of this network by getting to know other Native American students and hopefully 

using these connections.  

This theme fits perfectly with pillar two of the American Indian well-being model. This 

pillar (social) cites networking as a key aspect of the Native American college experience, and 

poses the question “Do I have adequate networking skills to succeed in college?” NASA is 

fulfilling this pillar of the model by providing a network with which to use and practicing these 

networking skills within the Native community so they can later apply it to other contexts, 

especially when they graduate. The literature talks about how Native Americans who plan to use 

their degrees to give back to their communities are more likely to complete college (Brayboy et 

al., 2012, p. 63). What better way to be able to give back than to create the networks that will 

allow you to get help when you need it? All communities need networks in order to survive, and 

so NASA can be that network for Native Americans at the University of Arizona. There is no 
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other entity at the UA that will provide that network specifically for Native American students, 

and so NASA serves a crucial function in that respect. 

 Event hosting was another sub-theme that emerged. When asked what NASA was doing 

well, one student mentioned “Hosting a slew of events for the Native UA community”. Another 

student supported this, also acknowledging that NASA hosts “events that are important to Native 

students”. NASA indeed organizes many events throughout each school year, so it is important 

to know that the students find the events useful and view them as one of the most important 

aspects of NASA. The events the students especially enjoyed were ones that focused on social 

justice, like sexual violence awareness, cultural appropriation awareness, and language 

preservation, as well as holiday events such as Veteran’s Day and women’s basketball night for 

Native American Heritage Month. Every event NASA hosts has to do with Native American 

issues in some way, and this seems to be what students find so meaningful about them. The UA 

as a whole hosts thousands of events throughout the year, but pretty much none have to do with 

Native Americans in any way. Thus, NASA fills a crucial gap by creating events that Native 

American students would find interesting and useful to their daily lives and lives after college. It 

is not necessarily NASA’s responsibility to host events relating to Native Americans, but no 

other entity on campus would ever do it because it is not a concern of theirs, so NASA becomes 

the de facto event host. This is not necessarily a bad thing, in fact it shows how crucial places 

like NASA are to the UA campus because it fills in gaps to ensure that students will always be 

able to find and attend events that interest them and pertain to their identities. 

Broad words like “family” and “community” can often times become too abstract to 

translate into any concrete actions. Getting more specific helps create a clearer picture of what 

exactly “community” means and how specifically Native American cultural centers can promote 
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it. Networking and event hosting are not mentioned in the literature currently, but they are 

aspects of community that are clearly important to the Native American students at the UA. 

Thus, NASA can continue to develop and expand its networking opportunities, since the students 

find it so useful. It can also work to provide more events and tailor them to student interests.  

 There is a significant body of literature describing the isolating effects of being a 

minority student at a predominantly white institution. Native Americans, specifically, often feel 

separated from the mainstream population in a way that other minorities do not because they are 

members of tribes, which is an experience that is wholly unique to Native Americans, and they 

are the smallest and least visible group of all minorities, oftentimes being rendered completely 

invisible in the higher education literature (Brayboy et al., 2010, p. 9). In fact, many Native 

Americans are left out of studies on minorities at PWI’s because researchers argue that their 

population is too small to yield statistically significant results (Shotton et al., 2013, p. xv). Thus, 

having a space where Native Americans can find others like them is crucial to creating a sense of 

belonging and thus feel integrated in to the larger campus culture. As Patton (2010) explains, “if 

integration can be achieved with a subunit population of minority students of a similar ethnicity, 

then the disintegrative effects of attending a large university can be eased for American Indian 

students.” (p. 51). One student response supported this theory by noting that they enjoy going to 

NASA because “It’s nice having people like me around”. UA Native students recognize that they 

are a minority on campus, and they see the value of NASA in providing a space to be around 

others that are like them. It allows Native students to be around people who understand where 

they are coming from and, most importantly, validate their identity.  

 When it comes to university cultural centers, the literature has supported for a long time 

that it is best for each ethnic group to have its own space rather than to consolidate all the groups 
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into one location. As Patton (2005) notes, “Ideally, an autonomous unit is best for the stability of 

any multicultural/ethnic support unit” (as cited in Shotton et al., 2013, p. 113). The student 

responses strongly support this notion, and indeed the physical space of the center was one of the 

top four areas of improvement for NASA. One student commented that “We need a house or a 

actual center with free parking for Native students” and another said “A community residential 

house would be a great service for Native students”.  

There are many reasons why NASA is yet to have its own center, but one of the main 

factors is budget issues. In fact, in 2009 the UA wanted to consolidate all the cultural centers into 

one space as a cost cutting measure (Blue, 2009), and so NASA was at risk of closing altogether. 

The administration wanted to put all the cultural centers on the 5th floor of the student union, and 

all the directors would have distinct offices around that space (K. Francis-Begay, Personal 

Communication, April 17, 2015), however with this model Native Americans are at even more 

of a risk of being marginalized because they get lost among the other larger, more well-known 

groups. However, all the cultural centers strongly opposed this plan, especially the 

Chicano/Hispano Affairs Center (Now the Guerrero Center), so the plan was abandoned. It 

seems unlikely that the administration will ever threaten to consolidate the centers again because 

they are well aware of the outcry it generated the first time around and are keen to avoid further 

controversy (K. Francis-Begay, Personal Communication, April 17, 2015). 

 As of right now, there is a significant possibility that NASA may get its own, free-

standing center within the next five to ten years (K. Francis-Begay, Personal Communication, 

April 17, 2015). The Office of Tribal Relations is currently in the beginning stages of exploring 

fundraising options. There already are some donors who may be interested, and possible 

negotiations are in the works. This is encouraging news, as it shows that with enough time and 
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persistence the possibility of NASA having its own center might become a reality sooner rather 

than later. This exemplifies the overarching theme of Native Americans at the UA in general: 

with enough time and perseverance, anything can be accomplished. The Native American 

community at the UA has accomplished so much since the UA was founded 155 years ago, and 

one can only imagine what more will be accomplished within the next 155 years. 

Demographic Data 

 The demographic data was separated into four categories: gender, first generation, urban 

vs. reservation, and undergraduate vs. graduate students.  

Table (16): Gender Breakdown of Students 

Gender Number (out of 29) Percentage 

Female 20 69% 

Male 9 31% 

 

It is well known in the current literature that female Native American college students outnumber 

male Native American college students significantly. Brayboy (2012) cites that “by 2006, there 

were 111,000 AI/AN females (61 percent of all AI/AN students) enrolled in higher education 

compared to 71,200 males, or 39 percent of the total” (Knapp, Kelly-Reid, and Ginder, 2008, as 

cited in Brayboy p. 59). The results of the survey showed a similar breakdown, with 69% of the 

respondents being female and 31% being male. In fact, this phenomenon is widespread across 

higher education in general, with 60% of college students being female compared to 40% male 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2012). Many theories have been posited as to why this is so, but 

the fact of the matter is that despite this significant disparity in higher education, men still 

dominate higher level positions in the work force (Toegel, 2011). For the Native community it 

remains to be seen what the impact of less male college graduates holds for the future.  
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Table (17): First-Generation Students 

First Generation? Number (out of 29) Percentage 

Yes 14 48% 

No 15 52% 

 

In terms of first generation students, 48% of respondents were first generation. This is much 

higher than the national average. Statistics from 2005 note that 16.8% of Native American 

college students were first-generation, however the report does not that “this may be skewed by 

the overall low representation of Native American students at four-year institutions” (Saenz, 

Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007, 11). 

Table (18): Urban vs. Reservation Students 

Location Number (out of 29) Percentage 

Urban  15 52% 

Reservation 14 48% 

 

 Despite the common association of Native Americans with reservations, the majority of 

Native Americans live off reservation. In fact, according to the 2010 census approximately  

78% of Native Americans live off the reservation (Norris et al, 2012, p.12). This was drastically 

different from the survey results, however. In terms of location, 14 out of 29, or 48%, identified 

as growing up on the reservation. It is interesting how this did not match with current statistics, 

however there are some plausible explanations for this. First of all, the78% statistic refers to 

Native Americans all over the country, and so it might be different depending on each state. 

Additionally, there are twenty-two federally recognized reservations in the state of Arizona, thus 

it is more likely that Native Americans at the UA would come from reservations. Overall, the 

literature needs to keep up with changing demographics. As of right now, much of the literature 

focuses on Native Americans coming from reservations and having to adjust to college life. 

However, as more and more Natives come from cities the narrative will change, and most likely 
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focus more on addressing the needs of urban Natives as well as reservation Natives and trying to 

find common ground between the two. 

Table (19): Undergraduate vs. Graduate Student Students 

Academic Status Number (Out of 29) Percentage 

undergraduate 18 62% 

graduate 11 38% 

 

In 2009, 146 American Indian and Alaskan Native students earned doctorates, 

representing 0.5 of total doctorates earned for that year, and 0.3 percent of AI/AN students 

earned master’s degrees in 2007-2008 (Brayboy et al., 2010, p. 74). This means that 

approximately 0.8 of graduate students are Native American, which is a tiny percentage, yet they 

need just as much support as undergraduates. Out of the 11 graduate student responses (or 38%), 

one comment was that NASA was lacking in “outreach to graduate Native American students” 

and a suggestion was to “plan some events for grad students only”. This coincides with the 

current literature, which does not include a specific focus on graduate students within cultural 

centers; rather, the implication is that the focus is mostly on undergraduates. A common refrain 

is that Native American cultural centers must focus on the needs of “Native students” (Shotton et 

al., 2013, p. 120) and it is never specified whether they mean Native American undergraduate or 

graduate students. The assumption is that it refers to both, however when the majority of students 

involved are undergraduates and there is no specific mention of graduate student outreach, it is 

easy to assume that a culture center’s primary focus is undergraduates. 

Another interesting fact about the demographic data was the tribes represented. 

According to the data provided by Karen Frances-Begay, the Assistant Vice President of Tribal 

Relations at the UA11, Navajos are by far the biggest tribe at the UA, with 274 students, about 

                                                           

11
 Obtained from the Institutional Research Office at the University of Arizona. 
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22% of the total Native American undergraduate population, identifying as Navajo in the fall of 

2014. The next largest tribe was Cherokee, with 157 students, or 13%, identifying as such. Out 

of all the survey responses, curiously none of the respondents were Cherokee, however the vast 

majority of the respondents, 55%, identified as Navajo. This is not necessarily a surprise, since 

Navajos are the biggest tribe in the country (Norris et al, 2012, p.14), and part of their 

reservation is located in Arizona. However, what was surprising was one of the student responses 

about this fact. One student noted that “the majority of students who go to NASA are of the 

Navajo Nation, and sometimes it can get to the point where they think their tribe is better than 

any other. (This is just my experience with NASA)”. This comment points to an interesting 

concept that is rarely discussed in the higher education literature, that of minorities feeling 

excluded or isolated by their own race/ethnicity. Especially when it comes to the Native 

American community, the literature focuses so much on what Native Americans have in 

common that it often times overlooks tribal differences.  

The harsh truth is that sometimes Native American students can feel just as isolated by 

other Native American students as by non-Native students. Mr. Martin acknowledged that this 

has been an issue with NASA in the past, and that they are taking steps to make the center more 

inclusive and open to all tribes. He noted that in the past year and a half more students who have 

been coming to NASA are from other tribes, as well as with the students that live in the 

O’odham Ki Wing, which is the Native housing floor at the UA. He emphasized that what is 

most important for the students to realize is that “We’re all in this together. We have similar 

challenges, we all struggle, and all Natives have high drop-out rates.” By focusing on similarities 

rather than differences, students will be more open to people who come from different tribes than 

them. Respecting tribal differences and diversity within tribes is an important part of what 
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NASA aims to do. Being a Native American at a PWI is hard enough, and the last thing NASA 

wants to do is have the one place where students are supposed to feel comfortable feeling 

excluded instead.  

Where Does Culture Fit In? 

 It comes as no surprise that “culture” is a common word that is often brought up when 

talking about the purpose of Native American cultural centers. The term itself is very vague, but 

can best be described as a system of beliefs, values, and norms that make up a community. 

Tierney explains that “The way we deal with Indian students must be approached as a cultural 

dilemma…” (Tierney, 1991, p. 37). By this he means the dilemma of placing Native students in 

an environment that prioritizes thoughts, values, and beliefs rooted in Western Europe, prizes 

competition over collaboration, and views Native Americans as relics of the past, if it even 

acknowledges them at all. This disconnect between what the university expects of Native 

students vs. what their families and tribes expect from them can cause significant stress to Native 

students, making them feel isolated, alone, and thus increasing their risk of leaving college.  

This, however, only describes one aspect of the Native American cultural student 

experience, since there are also Native Americans that “are not appreciably different from their 

non-Indian counterparts in their cultural orientation” (Huffman, 2008, p. 3). For these students, 

the chances of there being cultural conflict are much less, and they are more likely to fit in with 

their white peers and have similar values and beliefs to that of mainstream culture (Huffman, 

2008, p. 3). These students may not need the resources as much as Native students who identify 

more strongly with their identity, and thus it is hard to know how to integrate them into studies 

about Native American college students. Huffman (2008) explains that “How much difficulty 

American Indian students will face in college depends in large measure on how they see and use 

their ethnic identity” (p. 3). Since culture is a crucial aspect of ethnic identity, it is pretty much 
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impossible to tease out where culture ends and identity begins, and vice versa. With Native 

Americans in particular, so many have lived away from their communities and grew up in 

predominantly white societies, so their culture may look indistinguishable from that of other 

whites. However, when it comes to “culture” that can also mean “consciousness”. No matter 

what kind of culture someone participates in or expresses on a daily basis, if they identify as a 

Native American that alone separates them from others and gives them a unique identity. It is 

this consciousness that NASA services to validate, cultivate, and support. 

One way to cultivate a strong Native American identity is to create a space on campus 

where students can engage in Native American culture without fear of awkwardness or ridicule. 

As Brayboy et al. (2010) explains “American Indian/Alaskan Native postsecondary persistence is 

positively related to involvement in culture related extracurricular activities” (p. 58). Similarly, 

Dr. Secatero, 2010, argues that “Cultural well-being is essential for American Indian students to 

succeed in college, which integrates knowing who you are, where you are from, and where you 

are going in life.” (p. 16). One way to promote Native American culture is through 

programming, like hosting frybread sales, bringing in Native American speakers, and celebrating 

major holidays in the Native community like Indigenous People’s Day, Native American 

Heritage Month, Veteran’s Day, and Thanksgiving. One student respondent expressed their 

desire for even more cultural opportunities at NASA by stating that NASA needs “A fireplace 

for cooking traditional meals and a sweatlodge”. This student sees NASA as a place to promote 

Native American cultural practices because no other place no campus would have a reason to do 

so.  

However, a completely opposite view on culture is posited by Champagne & Stauss 

(2002), who argue that “Students should not come to the mainstream university to learn about 
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their culture and community. They need to learn directly from their own culture” (p. 9). 

Champagne & Stauss bring up the complicated question of what constitutes “Native American 

culture” since there are over 560 federally recognized tribes and hundreds of state recognized 

tribes, all with various languages, histories, and beliefs. Every NACC faces this problem, but a 

good start is to focus on pan-Native Americanism. Champagne and Stauss argue that students 

should not try to learn about their specific culture from a mainstream university, but they never 

said anything about pan-Native American identity, which is one aspect of Native American 

identity that becomes more salient in spaces where multiple tribes are represented. Certain things 

like sweatlodges, pow-wows, the medicine wheel, frybread/popovers, and dream catchers have 

all taken on a pan-native American element, and there is no reason why NACC’s cannot teach 

students more about what these cultural symbols mean and how it contributes to their sense of 

Native American identity.  

Cultural centers should never take the place of tribal communities, of course, but they can 

be a great entry point for Native students to learn more about what it means to be Native 

American. Since the majority of Native Americans come from cities, not reservations, they may 

not have had a strong tie to their culture growing up so an NACC can fill in this gap. NACC’s 

can offer ways to help get students reconnected to their tribes, such as internship opportunities, 

funding to work in their tribal community, or bringing people from their tribal communities to 

the center. Ultimately, culture is a crucial part of Native American identity and if a student did 

not have the privilege of learning much about their culture growing up, an NACC at a PWI can 

be a good starting point to address that lack. 

Retention and Persistence by another Name 

 One of the most common topics that came up in the literature on Native American 

cultural centers was their importance in the retention, persistence, and graduation of Native 
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American students. As the following quote explains “participation at American Indian student 

centers can lead to academic and social engagement for American Indian students and, 

subsequently, can contribute to retaining this particular group” (Belgarde, 1992; Brown & 

Robinson Kurpius, 1997; Carney, 1999; Cibik & Chambers, 1991; Cross, 1993; Jenkins, 1999; 

Lin, LaCounte, & Eder, 1988; Pavel & Padilla, 1993; Wright, 1985, as cited in Guillory & 

Wolverton, 2008, p. 59). Since Native American students have the highest attrition rates and 

lowest graduation rates of any ethnicity, it is understandable that the majority of the literature 

would focus on how to reverse this trend. In fact, Guillory and Wolverton (2008) go so far as to 

argue that “Other institutional roles in promoting persistence include…retention programs 

designed specifically for Native Americans” (p. 60). Additionally, NACC’s shape campus 

culture and climate in ways that benefit Native American students and contribute to their 

success. They offer crucial services in helping Native American students graduate by creating a 

sense of home, acknowledging their heritage, and allowing them to practice their culture without 

fear of judgment. 

 The results of the survey, however, paint a different picture in terms of students’ 

understanding of retention and persistence strategies at NASA. None of the respondents used the 

words “retention”, “persistence”, or “graduation”, nor did any of them refer to the low statistics 

of Native Americans in college or indicate that they themselves were at risk of leaving the UA. 

This does not necessarily mean, however, that students do not see NASA playing any role in 

helping them persist and graduate from the UA, rather it points towards a different understanding 

of what “retention” and “persistence” strategies mean for students. As the director explains, “If a 

student talks to me one on one about things at home, that’s retention. Getting a student to feel 

welcome at the UA, that’s retention. Even hanging out [at NASA] is a retention strategy. 
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Expressing yourself tribally, that is retention. Providing Native American role models is 

retention. Even the presence of graduate and Ph.D. students are a retention piece” (S. Martin, 

personal communication, April 1, 2015). Thus, NASA is as invested in retention and persistence 

of students as other programs are on campus, they just go about it in a different way.  

NASA engages in retention and persistence strategies every day, and though the students 

may not view it in those exact terms they still appreciate the efforts and find it valuable in their 

college experience. For example, when a student says they appreciate NASA’s “club progress 

with ISA [Indigecat Student Association] and a stable NASA director to lean on” and that it 

helps with “outreach to undergraduate Native American students”, they are actually referring to 

retention and persistence strategies. Mr. Martin acknowledges that ISA, the Native American 

student club on campus, “is a retention program because they’re [the students] building 

leadership, fostering collaboration, and taking ownership in their work” (S. Martin, personal 

communication, April 1, 2015). Opportunities like ISA are important because it offers a way for 

Native students to be involved on campus without having to compromise their Native American 

identity. Though there are hundreds of clubs at the UA, ISA is the only one that focuses 

specifically on Native American student life, and that may be just the type of club that a Native 

American student would consider being a part of. Another reason why students did not 

specifically use words like “retention” “graduation,” or “persistence” is because they might not 

necessarily see themselves as being at risk of dropping out in the first place. Though it is true 

that the higher education literature tends to emphasize poor retention and graduation statistics of 

Native Americans, many Native American students do not think those statistics apply to them 

specifically, and thus they would view places like NASA as helping with other aspects of their 

college experience. The director did consider the possibility that the Native American students 
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who need NASA the most are the ones who are not coming, as he noted “look at the students 

who utilize the center-they do better.” This can hopefully be an incentive for more students to 

use NASA, since anecdotal as well as social science research supports the idea that participating 

in cultural centers helps foster student success. 

In general, whether a student is at risk of graduating or not, they all want to feel like they 

are being supported and most importantly reaching their full potential and that is what NASA 

can help with the most. NASA does not see its students as merely numbers needed to increase 

the UA’s graduation statistics, rather they see them as whole people and are committed to 

fostering not only their academic but also personal and professional development. Student after 

student noted that “students are comfortable coming to NASA for support”, “they are creating a 

nice community among the students”, and NASA is “providing a support system that cares about 

me and my future”. This shows that NASA’s significance in students’ lives goes beyond making 

sure they stay and graduate, it is about developing future leaders in the Native community, and it 

would behoove Native American students to take advantage of this great resource that invests so 

much in their success. 
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Chapter 6: Recommendations 

The following are recommendations for NASA to consider based on the results of this 

survey. In keeping with the theme of applied research, the goal is for the data collection and 

analysis of this thesis to be translated into concrete action that improves the experiences of 

Native American students at the UA. The recommendations are as follows: 

1. Survey students on what events they would like to see- The surveys showed that the 
students greatly appreciated all the events that NASA hosts each year, and getting student 
input on what events they would like to see in the future would help encourage more 
students to come to the center. 
 

2. Develop and expand networking opportunities- Students identified networking with 
other Natives as something that NASA does well. Thus, NASA can expand on this by 
providing more opportunities to network and making their network stronger. 

 

3. More interaction among the community- Multiple students cited that they would like 
there to be more unity among the Native population. Thus, NASA can provide more 
opportunities for students to interact with those that are of different tribes, majors, years, 
and undergraduate/graduate status. 
 

4. Adapt the Sacred Hoop Model to a Southwestern Tribal Framework- Since NASA is 
located in Tucson, AZ, the heart of Tohono O’odham land, a student development theory 
that tailored to the cultural beliefs of that tribe would show commitment to the local 
Native community as well as give homage to the Native peoples of the land the UA was 
built on. 
 

5. More staff- Currently there is only one full-time and one part time staff to serve the over 
1,000 Native American students that attend the UA. More staff is a crucial need that 
could help ease the burden of running a center for that many students. It could also help 
NASA be more organized and run more smoothly. 
 

6. Its own center- A long term goal, it would be great for NASA to get its own center one 
day to really make a space for Natives at the UA and accommodate the ever growing 
Native population. 

 

 

7. Continuous Assessments- NASA should continue doing assessments every couple of 
years to measure how it is best meeting the needs of its students. 

The importance of continued assessments cannot be overstated. As Patton (2010) explains “All 

culture centers should conduct regular audits to learn more about their strengths as well as 
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opportunities to enhance programs and services” (p. 194). Part of the idea behind this thesis was 

to do just that-provide an assessment of what NASA is doing well in addition to highlighting 

areas of improvement. Because the budget for not only NASA but all the cultural centers is not 

where it needs to be, this thesis aims to fill in a crucial need that the University should be 

providing but is not. In keeping with the history of student-centered advocacy, the hope is that 

this thesis can lay the ground work for future assessments of NASA, and that future assessments 

will have more support by the university as a whole, and thus can be a more comprehensive 

assessment that includes input from not only students but faculty, staff, alumni, and prospective 

students. 

It is understood that NASA has limited means, and already does an incredible amount 

given the scarcity of resources it is expected to work with. Thus, the recommendations are more 

of suggestions or ideas to keep in mind, and it is not expected for NASA to immediately start 

implementing recommendations, especially if the University will not provide the resources for it 

to do so. The goal instead is to have documented what NASA wants to improve so future 

assessments or staff of NASA know what has already been recommended and thus to not 

re-invent the wheel. Indeed, the Native American Advisory Council at the University of Arizona 

already made a list of recommendations in their August 2013 report. Though it was not NASA 

specific, it did mention NASA as a crucial part of aiding Native students at the UA and made 

recommendations for how the University can better work with NASA to reach its goals. For 

example, it recommended to the President to “Centralize Tribal Relations and Native American 

Student Affairs within the Office of the President under the Assistant Vice President for Tribal 

Relations” and “Establish sustainable mentorship and relationships for Native American students 

on and off campus through NASA” (Hernandez and Cariño, 2013, p.4). The report continues to 
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acknowledge that as sovereign nations, Native Americans are different from minority groups and 

thus cannot be expected to have the same goals or needs (Hernandez and Cariño, 2013, p.6). The 

report then concludes that “NASA is often the first point of contact for many Native American 

students and families. NASA has a well-established relationship and reputation in the community 

as the “go-to” resource for Tribal Leaders, Tribal education departments, urban Indian center 

administrators, and other community leaders when seeking support and partnership at the UA” 

(Hernandez and Cariño, 2013, p.8). The report acknowledges the crucial role NASA plays in 

creating a space for Native American students on campus, and calls for the UA to give NASA 

more support in terms of finances, location, and recognition by the University. These 

recommendations are complementary to the ones made in this thesis, in that they do not repeat 

what has been mentioned but rather enhance how NASA can be more supported at the 

University. 

As Tierney (1991) cautions “I have visited one institution where there have been over 15 

different studies about Native Americans during the last 30 years. Although the language of the 

first report reflects the time in which it was written, the recommendations are not much different 

from many of the suggestions made today: hire more Indian faculty, develop an American Indian 

studies center, create better student services, and offer earlier intervention programs.” (p. 39). 

Hopefully this trap can be avoided with NASA by having future assessment teams look at what 

has already been done. Additionally, if future research teams notice that the recommendations 

are trending in the same direction and no real change is being implemented, they can look at the 

University of Arizona as a whole, especially at the administration, to get a better idea of what 

may be hindering progress. Higher education literature talks a lot about the deficit model, a 

model that blames students when they fail to succeed in college, rather than focusing on what the 
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university is doing wrong and how it can change. Similarly, when it comes to cultural centers, it 

must be understood that they can only do so much, and that it is the institution itself that truly 

needs to be committed to its cultural centers if it expects seismic change to happen. Ultimately, 

the ideal would be for the Executive Office of the President at the University of Arizona to see 

these recommendations and thus take tangible steps to help NASA make the improvements it 

needs.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion and Implications for Future Research 

The research questions addressed at the beginning of this thesis are as follows: 

1. How well is Native American Student Affairs at the University of Arizona serving its 

Native students?   

2. How can NASA improve? 

3. Are the findings consistent with the current data on NASSUs in general? 

The results of the survey and subsequent analysis shows that overall NASA is serving its Native 

American students well. There was an overwhelming amount of positive responses about NASA 

that demonstrated the students’ involvement with the office and interest in the services it offered. 

Additionally, four key themes were identified for how NASA could improve, and these centered 

on providing a stronger commitment to students, better communication about events, increasing 

student involvement and improving physical space. Lastly, the findings were more or less 

consistent with current data on NASSU’s, with just minor differences in demographic data and 

specifics on what “community” and “culture” mean. The answers to these research questions are 

encouraging because they show that NASA is on the right track in terms of fulfilling its purpose 

to serve Native American students at the UA to the best of its ability. Its goals and organizational 

methods are in accordance with best practices for Native American cultural centers, and most 

importantly it is being used by students. Now, the next level is for NASA to grow and develop its 

program to reach more students and offer more services. 

 The University of Arizona has come a long way since Christine Garcia graduated in 

1931. It has grown from one Native American student to thousands, complete with a Native 

American Studies Department and Student Affairs Office. The higher education literature has 

developed too, beginning with Native Americans barley registering as a population of interest to 
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entire books written specifically about Native Americans in college. Despite these gains, much 

work needs to be done before the Native American college experience establishes itself as an 

area that is worthy of study and validated in the academy. As Tierney (1990) argues “We need 

studies by and for Native Americans about their relationship to the world of higher education” 

(as cited in Guillory and Wolverton, 2008, 63). This thesis addresses this gap in the literature by 

focusing specifically on Native Americans at a particular university, and also being written by a 

student that is a member of a federally recognized tribe.  

 The Native American experience at  the University of Arizona is one that is worthy of 

study, and the insights gained from this research cannot only help future Native American 

wildcats but also give current Native American students a chance to have their voices heard. For 

so long the Native American voice has been obscured by non-Natives trying to speak for them, 

and this thesis attempts to change this pattern by giving Native Americans the space to express 

their thoughts and opinions in their own words. The findings of this research show that Native 

American students at the UA have a great resource at their disposal, and should not only 

continue taking advantage of NASA but encouraging their friends to use it as well. Additionally, 

these findings mean for NASA that it is doing a great job so far, and it has room to expand and 

develop more programming. However, NASA can only do so much, and ultimately it is up to the 

University administration to put its commitment to diversity into action by giving NASA the 

institutional and monetary support to expand. 

 Asked where he sees NASA ten, even fifteen years down the road, the Director hopes 

that NASA will be its own freestanding center with more staff and programming (S. Martin, 

April 1, 2015, personal communication). Ideally, the center would have a full-time retention 

coordinator, academic advisor, Native American recruiter, and financial aid advisor. Having all 
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these resources in one place would make it easier and more convenient for students to access 

them. Also, it would be great if NASA’s budget could be on par with that of the other cultural 

centers, so they would have more money for student programming. Further research should also 

look at non-Native perceptions of NASA, since it is meant for everyone. It would also be 

important to see how influential NASA is beyond its target population. These are all important 

and realistic aspirations for NASA, and only time can tell if or when the University 

administration will be committed enough to its Native students to turn these aspirations into 

reality. 

 When it comes to cultural centers in particular, this paper never attempted to argue 

whether NASA was important or should exist at all; rather, the validity of its existence was 

treated as a foregone conclusion. The goal of the research was to delve into how NASA is 

important and how to make it better. Future research on cultural centers should frame the 

narrative so that whether cultural centers should exist or not will never enter into conversation, 

rather the narrative will be on how cultural centers are serving their students, the role they play at 

universities, and constantly doing assessments to figure out how to make them the best they can 

be.  

 The demographics of Native Americans are changing, from reservations to cities and full-

blood to mixed blood (Sturm, 2010, p. 3). This, however, does not signal a decline in the Native 

American population, but rather a different Native American population, with new challenges 

and issues. Future studies should look at mixed race Native American student experiences, as 

well as experiences of non-Natives who participate in Native American cultural centers. Despite 

the strong emphasis on Native American culture and students, Native American cultural centers 

were always open to everyone and meant for all students, regardless of their ethnic background. 
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More research should focus on this often overlooked mission of Native American Cultural 

Centers. Additionally, the role of Native American cultural centers should be more expansive, 

with the ultimate goal of making themselves integral to the campus as a whole. There will 

always be Native American college students, and thus it is the job of Native American cultural 

centers to always serve as a resource for them and adapt to the changing needs of each 

generation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



75 

 

Appendix A: Survey Questions 

Native American Student Perceptions of Native American Student Affairs (NASA) Questionnaire 

1. Tribal Affiliation: 

2. Age: 

3. Gender: 

4. City and State you grew up in: 

5. Are you a first generation college student? Please circle one of the following: Yes/No 

6. Are you an undergraduate or graduate student? 

7. If you are an undergraduate, please list your current year at UA (e.g. freshman, sophomore, 
junior, senior): 
 
 

8. If you are a graduate student, please list whether you are in a Master’s or Ph.D. program, and 
what year you are in your program: 

 

 

9. How often have you visited Native American Student Affairs (NASA) since you started UA? 

 

10. What services/events have you participated in at NASA? 

 

11. What is NASA doing well? 

 

12. Where is NASA lacking? 

 

 

13. How can NASA improve? 
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Appendix B: Consent Form 

The University of Arizona Consent to Participate in Research 
 

Study Title: Student Perceptions of Native American Student Affairs at the University of 
Arizona: What Can we Learn from the Population We Serve? 
 
Principle Investigator: Gabriela Maya Bernadett 
 
Sponsor: American Indian Studies Department, University of Arizona 
 
This is a consent form for research participation.  It contains important information about this 
survey and what to expect if you decide to participate.  Please consider the information carefully.  

1. Why is this survey being done? 
This survey is being done as part of a master’s thesis in American Indian Studies. 
 

2. What will the survey be used for? 

The survey will be used as original data for a master’s thesis on student perceptions of Native 
American student affairs at the University of Arizona. Once the data is published as a master’s 
thesis, it could be used by future graduate students or researchers interested in the experiences of 
Native American college students. 
 

3. How many people will take part in this survey? 
Approximately 40 people will take this survey. 
 

4. What will happen if I take part in this survey?  
If you take part in this survey you will contribute useful and helpful knowledge about the campus 
climate for Native American students attending the University of Arizona. 
 

5.  How long is the survey? 
15 questions. 
 

6.  What risks can I expect from participating in the survey? 

There are no risks. 
 

7. What benefits can I expect from participating in the survey? 
Having your voice heard and included in the recommendations for making Native American 
Student Affairs (NASA) the best it can be. 
 

8. Will my survey-related information be kept confidential? 
Yes. The survey will not ask for names, and there will be no way to trace the answers of the 
survey to any of the participants. The consent forms will ask for names, however these names 
will not be shared with anyone and there will be no way for the names to be linked to the survey 
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responses. Direct quotes from the survey responses may be used in the thesis, however it will not 
be linked to any name and/or identifying information. 
 

9. What are the costs of taking part in this study? 
None. 
 

10. Will I be paid for taking part in this study? 
No, you will not be paid. However, a $5.00 gift certificate to Chipotle restaurant will be given to 
those who complete the survey. 

 

11. Will the principle investigator benefit financially from the study in any way? 

No. The principle investigator is not being paid by anyone to conduct this survey. 
 

12. Who can answer my questions about the study? 
For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Dr. Mary Jo Fox, 
Professor in American Indian Studies. Her email is foxm@email.arizona.edu 

 

For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-related 
concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact 
the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp. 

 
 

Signing the consent form 
 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to 
participate in a research survey.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them 
answered to my satisfaction.  I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  I will be given a copy of this form. 
 

 
 

  

Printed name of subject  Signature of subject 

   
 

 

AM/PM 
  Date and time  

 
 
Investigator/Research Staff 

I have explained the research to the participant or the participant’s representative before 
requesting the signature(s) above.  There are no blanks in this document.  A copy of this form 
has been given to the participant or to the participant’s representative. 
 

 
 

  

Printed name of person obtaining consent  Signature of person obtaining consent 

    

AM/PM 
  Date and time  
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Christine Garcia, First Native American Graduate of the UA: 
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Robert L. Nugent Building, Where NASA is Located: 
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