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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this story rug is to acquire a deeper understanding of 10 Navajo 

students’ experiences as they journey toward college. Utilizing Indigenous theoretical 

frameworks including Tribal Critical Race Theory, Cultural Resilience, and Cultural 

Threads, this story rug centered attention on the systematic, structural forces and 

students’ sources of strength that have shaped and continue to influence educational 

pathways for Navajo students. This story rug was guided by a qualitative mixed-method 

approach including Indigenous Storywork and narrative analysis. Through the assertion 

of the Navajo traditional oral story of the Twin Warriors, this story rug weaves in 10 

Navajo students’ experiences including the sociocultural and personal barriers, referred to 

as “monsters,” that hindered their life and their college enrollment goals, how they 

internalized those “monsters,” and then what were the sources of strength, referred to as 

“weapons,” that guided them in life and toward college. 

 The findings revealed systematic and personal monsters that intertwined within 

community, school, family, and self. The Financial Hardship Monster illustrated the 

struggles of poverty and its influenced on students’ educational aspirations. The 

Addiction Monster revealed how alcohol and drugs within community and family shaped 

students’ pre-college journey. The Educational Deficit Monster uncovered Reservation 

schooling challenges that limited students’ academic ability and college access. The final 

and more intimate monster, The Personal Struggles Monster, shed light on private and 

often unspoken challenges that students faced during a crucial time in the college-choice 

process. To overcome the monsters, students’ activated powerful weapons. The first set 
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of weapons, Trusting Relationships and Vulnerability, entailed students’ awareness of 

lessons learned during vulnerable moments and stories shared with mothers, 

grandmothers, and teachers. The Courage to Challenge Self weapons demonstrated that 

participation in college readiness opportunities and applying to high-stakes scholarships 

affirmed confidence that they were college material. The Transforming Obstacles to 

Positives weapons uncovered students’ abilities to transform negative conditions into 

positive intentions, which motivated them to continue their journeys toward college. The 

final weapons, Faith in Spiritual Teachings, were spiritual and traditional teachings that 

reminded students that they were not alone and that they were unstoppable in proceeding 

toward college. This study underscored how context matters and penetrated in students’ 

lives including systematic poverty, structural forces that fueled addiction, and systematic 

educational deficit and meritocracy ideologies. These stories have the power to transform 

discourses of deficiency to those of strength and honor for future Native student warriors 

and their educational attainment.  
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PRELUDE: THE STORY RUG 

 
 

 

I’m going to tell you a story and it’s going to be woven like a Navajo rug. Like a 

rug where single strands of yarn help to create and strengthen the complete design, 

individual stories will be interwoven throughout to construct the whole story rug. Those 

distinctive storylines will include a traditional Navajo story of the Twin Warriors as well 

as distinguish the stories of the lives of ten Navajo students. The student stories will be 

intertwined as a way to maintain the integrity and unique strand that each student offers 

to create the overall tapestry. These stories reveal the beauty of their lives, the tough 

struggles that they faced, and the powerful cultural threads that guided them to move 

Figure 1: Eye Dazzler rug woven by my husband’s maternal 
grandmother, Marie Tacheeney.  
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forward. And just like a rug, where designs are formed through a process of gathering 

single strands, I will connect these individual stories to construct collective themes that 

provide a picture of salient views that students share. My dissertation will be a story rug, 

representing the individual and collective voices of Navajo students’ experiences as they 

journey into college. 
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CHAPTER ONE: CONSTRUCTING THE STORY RUG LOOM (INTRODUCTION) 

 As a Navajo, I began to see the dissertation as a weaving process. I’m neither an 

expert nor an avid rug weaver, only an interested, curious learner. Much of my 

knowledge of rug weaving has been from formal schooling, observing Navajo weavers, 

listening to stories from family, and from embarking on my own novice attempts at 

weaving. I will frame the dissertation like a story rug based upon my Navajo perspective.  

 For chapter one, I build the story rug loom. The loom is the frame that holds the 

rug as it is woven. The loom is constructed using foundational features such as being 

solidly built with heavy construction like with wood and metal, allowing the weaver to 

have easy access to the loom, and positioning it accurately for weaving to occur (Bennett 

& Bighorse, 1971). In essence, the loom is well constructed in order to withstand the tugs 

of the weaving process. In this story rug, the loom also needs to be well constructed by 

positioning foundational features including the purpose of the research, research 

questions, methodology, significance of the study, and organization of the study.  

Purpose 

 Most mornings, I have the pleasure of lying close to my baby, Noelle, before she 

has the opportunity to greet a new day. If I’m not rushing to start the day, I try to relax 

and embrace that precious moment. Today I paused. I breathed in her sweet scent and 

gazed at her smooth cheeks, little nose, and bushy eyebrows. And then in that moment, I 

began wondering, what will her future look like? What dreams will she have? I then 

thought of my other two children, Coral, who is 12 years old and BJ, who is 8 years old, 

and wondered the same thing: what will their journey look like? My thoughts moved as I 
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pictured my adorable nieces and nephews. A burning question stirred inside as I asked 

myself, will college be in their pathway? And if so, will college be an accessible 

pathway? I’m sure these types of questions are common for many mothers and aunties as 

most of us only hope for the best for our future generations. But I cannot deny the reality 

that the journey to college for most Native people is a difficult one. Thus begins the story 

rug.       

 In 2014, The White House released a report stating, “Native youth and Native 

education are in a state of emergency” (Native Youth Report, 2014, p. 19). The report 

detailed the history and current state of Native education, and also provided 

recommendations for change to address the many challenges plaguing Native youth. The 

impetus for the report arose after a visit that President Barack Obama and First Lady 

Michelle Obama had with six Lakota youth from the Rosebud Reservation in South 

Dakota. Students shared the realities of their lives, after which President Obama 

commented, “there were tears in that room pretty much the entire conversation” (Obama, 

2014, para. 18). Proponents of Native education stated that this was the first time a 

President had expressed concerns about Native education since former President John F. 

Kennedy’s leadership in the 1960s (Klein, 2014). Promising plans are underway to 

strengthen the livelihood for Native youth through efforts such as the Generation 

Indigenous initiative, a national network to reach out, engage, and provide educational 

opportunities for Native youth (Gillettte and Thiele, 2015). Yet “cautious optimism” is 

also felt, as broken promises have been the lens through which many Native people view 

federal and state governmental institutions (Stigliani, 2014).  
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Although President Obama and federal administrators have focused attention 

on Native educational issues, empirical research on Native students entering and 

persisting in higher education is scarce. Only a handful of studies provide descriptive 

statistics on Native students; others represent Natives as an asterisk, specifying that their 

numbers are so small that they cannot be studied (Fairchild and Tippeconnic, 2010; 

Brayboy, Fann, Castagno, Solyom, 2012: Shotton, Lowe, and Waterman, 2013). The high 

school graduation rate for Native students who attended public schools was at 68% in 

2012; Bureau of Indian Education schools fared worse, with a graduation rate at 53%; 

that year the national graduation rate for all students was at 81% (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2014). Overall, Native high school students are the least likely to graduate 

from high school when compared to other ethnic populations. And when we highlight the 

Native students who move on to college, the numbers are even less promising. In 1980, 

the total enrollment of Native students in degree-granting institutions was 83,900; in 

1990 the enrollment grew to 102,800; in 2000 the enrollment increased to 151,200, and 

by 2012, the total enrollment was 172,900 (NCES, 2013). Although the total numbers 

have increased over time, there has been a steady decrease since 2009 (207,900) and 

when you look at the overall Native population growth, those numbers are not as 

favorable. While the Native American population increased by 39% from 2000 to 2010, 

the college enrollment and degrees conferred stagnated at 1% during the same period 

(NCES, 2012; Norris, Vines, and Hoeffel, 2012). Closer examination of the first-year 

college persistence rates details that many of these students withdraw from or drop out of 

college. National data, however, is sparse on first-year persistence rates, especially data 
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that is disaggregated by race or ethnicity. Available research that has attempted to look 

at first-year persistence rates shows mixed results. For example, one study found that 

Native first-year retention rates were 14% lower than those for the total student sample 

for Division II schools and 12% lower at Division III schools (Pavel, 1999). The 

Consortium for Student Retention Data Exchange (CSRDE) reported that the first-year 

retention rates for Native students in four-year colleges was at 67.2%, lower than the rate 

of 80.3% for Whites, Blacks at 74.7%, Hispanics at 75.7%, and Asians at 86.9% (2002). 

In general, however limited the data is on Natives, the numbers are discouraging and 

indicate that they are least likely to graduate from high school and college.  

Tribal specific information on high school graduation rates and college enrollment 

trends are challenging to find, as national educational datasets do not disaggregate by 

tribal affiliations, signifying that research on specific tribes is warranted. The Navajo 

Nation, the second largest tribal group in the US, increased their population in 2010 to 

350,000, stirring optimism about building a stronger nation (Yurth, 2012). Moreover, 

33% of Navajo tribal members were under the age of 18 years, demonstrating that there 

are important implications for the future of the Navajo Nation (Arizona Rural Policy 

Institute, 2010). Increasing Navajo peoples’ matriculation into college and graduating 

with a college degree is vital for the sustainability and growth of the Navajo Nation and 

for nation building (Brayboy, et al., 2012). The Office of Navajo Nation Scholarships and 

Financial Aid estimated that 709 Navajo students graduated with a bachelor’s degree in 

2013, which indicated that 0.2% of the Navajo population received a bachelor’s degree 

that year (Yurth, 2012; Office of Navajo Nation Scholarship Financial Aid, 2013). An 
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estimated 7.3% of the population within the Navajo Nation holds a bachelor’s or 

graduate degree (Navajo Nation Roundtable on Remedial Education Summary Report, 

2012). Furthermore, the Navajo Nation is the largest tribe with 174,000 (50%) members 

living on their reservation lands (Norris, et al., 2012). Navajo Reservation schools are 

scoring poorly on state-level assessments. A report released by the Department of Dine 

Education detailed the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), the minimum level of 

proficiency that schools achieved as determined under the No Child Left Behind Act. In 

that report, 28 on-reservation schools met AYP and 108 did not meet AYP (Greyeyes, 

W., Franklin, D., Benally, T., & Roanhorse, S., 2012). Moreover, all eight high schools 

that are located on the Navajo Nation scored a D letter grade, meaning that those schools 

received less than 100 points on a 200-point scale that measured academic growth and 

outcomes. Advancing to college for Navajo students is a difficult pathway. Yet, these 

statistical data only portray one part of the overall picture.  

When you dig deeper into the past, history reveals systematic policies and 

pervasive assimilation ideologies predicated on Native and Navajo education. 

Throughout time, federal government polices were in place to fix the “Native problem” 

(Grinde, 2004; Adams, 1995). The perception of Natives as a problem was rooted in a 

European framework that often misrepresented Natives: “Indian life, it was argued, 

constituted a lower order of human society. In a word, Indians were savages because they 

lacked the very thing whites possessed – civilization” (Adams, 1995, p. 6). Formal 

education was introduced as a perceived ideal mechanism to address problems of Native 

“savagism” (Adams, 1995, p. 6). Natives were present at some of the earliest higher 
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education institutions in the country. For example, Harvard College, founded in 1636, 

rewrote their charter in 1650 to include Native students in “the education of the English 

and Indian youth of this country in knowledge and godliness” (Carney, 1999, p. 1). 

However, only five Native students graduated with a college degree between 1490 and 

the 1700s. The prevailing view among Europeans was that Native people were unable to 

succeed in college (Adams, 1995). Because of unsuccessful plans in educating Natives 

through higher education, in the 1890s the federal government’s new strategy included 

taking Native children, as young as four years old, away from their families and homes to 

boarding schools, often hundreds of miles away. At these boarding schools, Native 

children were not allowed to speak their language or practice their cultural teachings and 

were restricted from having contact with family or home life (Lomawaima, 1994). 

Hardships and despair born of these actions loosened the intricate foundation of Native 

societies. For the Navajo people, it was not until 1966 that schooling was finally 

administered under Navajo terms. Rough Rock Demonstration School was the first 

school controlled by the Navajo people resulting in Navajo language and cultural being 

integrated into the curriculum (McCarty, 2002). Only 50 years have passed since the first 

Navajo controlled school began. Since that time, promising steps have been taken toward 

improving Navajo schooling. However, centuries of abusive educational measures have 

yet to be worked through.    

The historical landscape adds another dimension to how Native and Navajo 

higher education has evolved; yet even from that vantage point, the picture is still 

incomplete. The sociocultural context includes such factors as poverty, unemployment, 
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and health concerns that shape and penetrate Native and Navajo livelihood and their 

education. At a national level, in 2012 the median household income for Native 

populations was at $39,715 compared to $56,746 for the US nation. For the Navajo 

Nation, the median family income was $11,885, which situates the Navajo Nation as 

having the highest poverty rate in the United States. Unemployment rates depict another 

harsh scenario. The national unemployment rate is at 6.1% and the national Native 

average is at 12.4%. The Navajo Nation’s unemployment rate is at 44%, three times more 

than the national Native average and exceeding by 7 times the national rate (Native 

Youth Report, 2014). Health concerns among Native youth demonstrate another severe 

reality. Among 10- to 19-year-olds, type-2 diabetes among Natives is nearly three times 

the national average and five times higher than among White youth (Native Youth 

Report, 2014). Moreover, Native youth are more likely to be dependent on substance 

such as illicit drugs than any other race/ethnic group (Center for Behavioral Health 

Statistics & Quality, 2013). And suicide is the second leading cause of death for Native 

male youth (Williams, 2009).  

Native students are often viewed from a disempowering perspective. They have 

been historically considered as problems and from a deficit viewpoint as previously 

discussed. Natives have also been narrowly viewed as a statistically insignificant group 

or simply as an asterisk, specifying that their numbers are so small that they cannot be 

studied (Fairchild & Tippeconnic, 2010; Brayboy, et al, 2012: Shotton, Lowe, & 

Waterman, 2013). Further complicating the disempowering perspective, when examining 

Native students, the theoretical frameworks employed in most studies were developed 
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and guided by non-Native perspectives (Larrimore & McClellan, 2005). Eurocentric 

frameworks may marginalize Natives by analyzing them through inappropriate 

theoretical lenses that do not coincide with Native experiences and their perceptions. For 

example, Eurocentric frameworks such as Vincent Tinto’s (1975; 1987; 1993) Theory of 

Integration do not account for the historical and political legacies that have shaped Native 

education. From a limited or overlooked position, Native students continue to be 

problematized, which dismisses larger, institutional and societal constraints influencing 

challenges (Brayboy, et al., 2012, p. 59) suggesting “structural and institutional racism” 

are at play (Toney, 2007, p. 8). 

In weaving a rug, tools are gathered to help with the formation of the rug. In this 

story rug, I gather Indigenous theoretical frameworks that helped guide the study. Critical 

Race Theory (CRT) tries to understand social situations by broadening perspectives and 

including history, economics, context, and even feelings in research (Delgado, Stefancic, 

2001). Through viewing research from a wider perspective, marginalized populations and 

their difficulties in educational institutions are more prominently understood (Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995). For example, critical race theorists assert that terms such as 

meritocracy and race-neutrality reinforce White privilege and hierarchies (Solorzano, 

Delgado, Bernal, 2001). Although CRT sharpens our thinking on how race and racism are 

“ordinary” and pervasive in society, CRT does not address the specific concerns of 

Native peoples (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 7; Brayboy, 2005). Tribal Critical Race 

Theory was developed to focus on the uniqueness of the Native experience with a view 

that assimilationist pressures to conform to the majority, White culture exist, asserts tribal 
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philosophies, beliefs, and traditions -- within a historical framework, and rooted in the 

fundamental pursuit of tribal sovereignty (Brayboy, 2005). One important caveat is that 

Tribal CRT asserts that stories are not separate from theory, rather stories make up theory 

and are a legitimate source of data and ways of knowing. In essence, Tribal CRT 

acknowledges Native historical experiences, past and present policies, and structural 

forces that have shaped and continue to shape sociocultural and educational issues 

impacting Native peoples. 

While understanding the systematic hurdles that impede Native people is a vital 

part of the overall picture, equally important are the guideposts that strengthen students to 

navigate toward college. Much of the literature on Natives and education has been to 

problematize Natives and view them largely from a deficit orientation. Heavyrunner and 

Marshall (2003) built upon the dominant resilience research and developed Cultural 

Resilience, which includes protective factors that nurture and encourage Native students, 

families, and communities. Cultural resilience embodies seven protective factors: 

spirituality, family strength, elders, ceremonial rituals, oral traditions, tribal identity, and 

support networks. Rather than viewing Native students from a deficit perspective, 

cultural resilience emphasizes the protective factors that students use to help them 

maneuver through difficulties.       

There are some underlying challenges that remain in the term resilience. The 

term continues to implicate a deeply ingrained rhetoric that problematizes the individual 

by continuing to view Native people from a deficit perspective. Structural barriers, 

embedded attitudes of individualism and elitism, and a failed system remain unchanged. 
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Although cultural resilience highlights the strengths of the Native student, the 

resiliency construct continues to undermine the Native student as well as essentialize 

Native peoples. If a Native student is not aligned with generalized views of Native 

American identity and cultural traditions, then he/she may be unconsciously or 

consciously placed in a categorization of “at-risk” and/or “not Native enough.” Although 

resiliency is a powerful word that acknowledges strength and perseverance, what remains 

is a notion that considers Native people viewed as problematic. I present an alternative 

concept, Cultural Threads that includes core guideposts that Native students utilize 

which strengthen them in everyday life situations and in reaching toward their goals. In 

weaving, threads illustrate the individual radiance and integrity of each strand. And when 

the threads are woven together, the firmness of the rug is strengthened and a complete, 

brilliant tapestry is formed. Therefore, the term threads are used not only to keep with the 

story rug metaphor, but also to recognize the connective power between individuality and 

collectivism.  

The purpose of this study is to move beyond the disempowering viewpoint and 

acquire a deeper understanding of Navajo students’ experiences as they journey to 

college. Using Indigenous theoretical frameworks including Tribal Critical Race Theory, 

Cultural Resilience, and Cultural Threads, I center my analysis on the ways in which 

Navajo students identify sociocultural and personal barriers, which I will refer to as 

“monsters,” that hindered their life and their college enrollment goals, how they 

internalized those “monsters,” and then what were the sources of strength, which I will 

refer to as “weapons,” that guided them in life and toward college. I define internalize as 
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the influences of external, social context in shaping the behavior, attitudes, and 

feelings of a person’s sense of self.  

In chapter four, I apply the Navajo traditional story of the Twin Warriors as a 

metaphor in describing students’ “monsters” and “weapons.” Cecilia, a student in this 

study, shared the Twin Warriors Story. She conceptualized that her journey toward 

college was similar to the twins’ story. Honoring Cecilia’s conceptualization by including 

the Twin Warriors story as a metaphor is an important aspect of understanding and 

respecting Indigenous ways of knowing in research. Indigenous Storywork and Narrative 

Inquiry will guide my qualitative methodological approach in weaving the students’ 

individual and collective stories into the overall story rug. Few studies have investigated 

Native students’ college access story and no studies have presented the Navajo student 

experience from an Indigenous theoretical and methodological viewpoint.  

Research Questions 

 This study is based upon the premise that education is predicated from policies 

and a sociocultural context that disempowers and marginalizes Native communities and 

influences low rates of Native educational attainment. In order to reveal the ways in 

which Navajo students navigated toward college, I share their experiences and stories. 

My research is guided by the following research questions:  

1) What are the life experiences of Navajo students that lead to entering college?  

2) What perceived “monsters” (challenges) do they encounter on their journey to college 

and how do they internalize those “monsters”?  

3) What “weapons” (cultural threads) helped them to overcome those “monsters”?   
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Methodology 

In connection with Tribal Critical Race Theory and Cultural Resilience, story is a 

central tool to reveal the lives of Navajo students as they navigate toward college. In 

following this way of gathering stories, this study will use a combination of qualitative 

methodologies. Indigenous Storywork (Archibald, 2008) and Narrative Inquiry 

(Riessman, 2008) both feature stories as an influential mode of inquiry by respecting the 

stories that are shared, valuing the knowledge gained through the analytical meaning 

making process, and in recognizing the interconnectedness between storyteller and 

listener. Indigenous Storywork was developed by Jo-Ann Archibald, who is from the 

Sto:lo Nation, in her work with Sto:lo and Coast Salish elders and storytellers as a way to 

bridge Indigenous storytelling into formal educational contexts. The term work in 

storywork is the task aspect of research, meaning that in listening to and sharing 

Indigenous stories, intense work is involved. Seven theoretical principles guide 

Indigenous Storywork including adhering to respect, responsibility, reciprocity, 

reverence, holism, interrelatedness, and synergy. Overall Indigenous Storywork 

acknowledges and claims Indigenous ways of knowing into research.    

Narrative Analysis complements Indigenous ways of knowing such that narrative 

analysis acknowledges that “individuals must now construct who they are and how they 

want to be known” (Reismann, 2008, p. 7). For Native people who have often been 

operationalized by non-Natives, reclaiming the research space by asserting “who they are 

and how they want to be known” is a promising step toward decolonizing methodologies 

(Smith, 1999). Narrative Analysis refers to a family of methods for interpreting texts that 
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have in common a storied form (Reisman, 2008). Narrative Analysis provides a space 

where people can make sense of the past, engage others in the experiences of the 

storyteller, and mobilize others into action for progressive change. A distinction of 

Narrative Analysis from other forms of qualitative methodology is that “narrative study 

relies on extended accounts that are preserved and treated analytically as units, rather 

than fragmented into thematic categories as is customary in other forms of qualitative 

analysis” (Reismann, 2008, p. 12). Therefore, individual stories are honored in the 

gathering stage and throughout the analytic process. A goal of narrative analysis is to 

prompt the reader to “think beyond the surface of the text, and move toward a broader 

commentary” (Reismann, 2008, p. 13). Therefore, conveying individual Navajo students’ 

experiences as they navigate toward college is an essential story to understand. However, 

narrative analysis also acknowledges that individual cases can be moved to generalize 

theoretical propositions, proposing that the gathering of individual stories creates a 

powerful unified voice. Highlighting systematic and structural barriers that inhibit Native 

students’ educational attainment and illuminating cultural threads that guide students as 

they traverse toward college strengthens their individual and collective stories.  

Significance of Study 

 Stories breathe life into research. Listening to or reading a story privileges us to 

be connected to or belong to that story world. For Native peoples, stories have been a 

way of life and a legitimate tool for relating with others, sharing knowledge across 

generations, analyzing life circumstances, and seeking solutions for the future. Cajete 

(1994) asserted that experiential stories are an essential vehicle of Indigenous learning. 
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Because of the influential role that stories have on people through learning and 

connecting, I have chosen to study Navajo students’ experiential stories. The design of 

this study opens a venue for Navajo students to share the “monsters” that they face and 

the “weapons” that they employ that may restrict and open their access into college. By 

placing Navajo students’ stories at the center of analysis, I de-center the dominant 

discourse that generalizes Native student experiences and individualizes Natives as 

deficits.    

 By using Tribal CRT, Cultural Resilience, and Cultural Threads as theoretical 

frameworks, this study has the potential to reveal unexamined issues and provide a richer 

understanding of the ways in which these students navigate toward college. Rather than 

separate their experiences into fragmented factors, a holistic approach would recognize 

the intersections of students’ experiences, which may better illustrate the complexity of 

their lives and highlight interconnected issues that influence their continuation toward a 

degree. Therefore, this research is significant as it offers a deeper understanding of 10 

Navajo students’ experiences and a discussion that extends current theoretical 

frameworks.          

 Navajo student stories are under researched creating an impression that they are 

invisible, resulting in a lack of understanding of how to address their college aspirations. 

As mentioned earlier, President Obama and First Lady Obama had a private discussion 

with six Lakota youth and were moved by what the students shared. That scenario 

underscores the powerful impact that in-depth, personal connections have. I view this 

research as an opportunity for practitioners, policy makers, researchers, administrators, 
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and students to have a private discussion with 10 Navajo students and get a deeper 

sense of what the realities are in their lives as they aspire to attend college.  

Organization of the Story Rug 

Metaphors are part of this research. I found the use of metaphors a natural part of my 

thinking and writing as metaphors allowed me to visualize and connect difficult thought 

processes. Metaphors allowed me to explore, be creative, and illustrate ideas. In writing 

the dissertation, I continued to envision writing like weaving. In Indigenous Storywork, 

Jo-Ann Archibald utilized a metaphorical basket to conceptualize research, and I 

visualized a Navajo rug. This story rug has six parts that coincide with components of 

Navajo weaving. In chapter one, I build the loom (Introduction): I provide a preview into 

the foundational features of the overall story rug including the purpose, research 

questions, methods, and significance. In chapter two I warp the loom (Literature 

Review): I present the literature that has shaped my understanding. I provide an overview 

of Native and Navajo educational attainment and the theoretical frameworks employed. 

In chapter three I gather the weaving tools (Methodology): I describe the methodological 

design including the collection of stories, analysis, and the limitations. In chapters four 

and five I weave the story rug (Findings). Throughout both chapters, I share individual 

and collective stories of the 10 Navajo students. In chapter four, I present the Twin 

Warriors Story and discuss how that metaphor applies to the students’ journey toward 

college. I then reveal the “monsters” that plague the students’ lives as they aspire to go to 

college. In chapter five, I highlight the “weapons” that strengthened students to overcome 

the monsters and to continue on their pathway to college. In chapter six, I care for the 
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story rug (Conclusion): I offer implications for practice and recommendations for the 

future care of the story rug.  
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CHAPTER TWO: WARPING THE LOOM (LITERATURE REVIEW) 

 As I worked to create the story rug, I became more attuned to the knowledge and 

experiences that first go into weaving a Navajo rug. On my trips home to the Navajo 

Reservation, my family and I would often visit with the Malone family. Bill Malone was 

a former trader at the historic Hubbell Trading Post located at my hometown of Ganado 

(Berkowitz, 2011). Bill’s lovely wife, Minnie, has been a remarkable rug weaver for 

many years. Since I was a youth, Bill, Minnie and their children have been a part of our 

family’s life. They now own their own store at Gallup, New Mexico, located on the 

outskirts of the Navajo Reservation. At a recent visit, I was immediately taken with the 

stunning Navajo rugs that hung from the walls and that were displayed over tables. I 

heard the gentle thumping sound of a weaving comb. Minnie was diligently working on a 

rug. I sat near Minnie and observed her hands patiently and meticulously pulling charcoal 

colored wool through the warp. And in that time, I gained new insights on weaving a rug. 

 Before any creation of weaving begins, the warp needs to be put into place. The 

warp is thin, tightly spun yarn that is strung up and down in a vertical position throughout 

the loom. Basically, it is what secures all the strands together. Setting the warp can be a 

difficult task, as it should be strung tightly to withstand the tension of the weaving 

process. I see the warp as like the binding groundwork that the weaver builds upon. 

Therefore in this section, setting the warp is similar to laying down prior knowledge that 

ultimately helped to shape the story rug.  

 The purpose of this chapter is to acknowledge the literature that assisted in 

explaining how Native students navigate through educational systems and negotiate 
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through challenges that they may experience. I present an overview of Native 

educational attainment and the theoretical frameworks, Tribal Critical Race Theory, 

Cultural Resilience, and Cultural Threads that guide my research approach. I begin by 

providing a review of historical conditions that have shaped Native and Navajo 

experiences as well as their education pathways. Santa Clara scholar Greg Cajete (1994, 

p. 186) asserted that “Education is rooted in or has evolved from an Indigenous past,” 

indicating that a critical aspect of Native education is to acknowledge the historical 

landscape. The majority of empirical research about Natives in higher education has 

centered on persistence; therefore, I acknowledge this body of research. I then address 

Native college access research. The amount of literature on Native college access is 

limited; therefore, to further contextualize Native educational attainment, I provide a 

review of sociocultural conditions that have shaped Native and Navajo experiences and 

their educational access.  

Native Educational Attainment  

Historical landscape of Native educational pathways 

 In order to understand the low rates of Native educational attainment, I describe 

the historical context of Natives in education, as traces of federal governmental policies 

continue to affect Native students’ opportunities to graduate high school and enter into 

college. Federal governmental policies shaped Native education across three eras: the 

colonial period, federal period, and self-determination period (Adams, 1995; Carney, 

1999; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006; Szasz, 1977). Across these eras, the changing 

political relationship between the tribes and the federal government has been 
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metaphorically described as a pendulum, swinging between the rise and fall of 

democratic ideals (Cohen, 1953). Lomawaima and McCarty (2006) forged beyond the 

pendulum metaphor to view federal Indian policy as a sociocultural process, where 

federal policy has defined “safety zones” of allowable or tolerable degrees of Native 

cultural difference while certain traits—such as Native religion and language—have been 

ruled too dangerous to American identity or cultural homogeneity (p. 6).  

 These eras described aims of federal governmental policies to fix the Native 

problem (Grinde, 2004: Adams, 1995). The problem was rooted in a European 

framework that often misrepresented Natives: “Indian life, it was argued, constituted a 

lower order of human society. In a word, Indians were savages because they lacked the 

very thing whites possessed – civilization” (Adams, 1995, p. 6), depictions that helped 

justify the taking of tribal lands and resources (Carney, 1999) and argued that “a habit of 

thought and speech” continues to define Native peoples (Williams, 2012, p. 236). I will 

discuss the federal government’s role in Native education within each of these eras by (1) 

providing a brief overview of the broader context of the political relationship between 

Native people and settlers, and (2) highlight policies that shaped Native education. 

Because this study focuses on the pathways to attending college, the amount of literature 

covering historical policies and Native education is extensive and covers an array of 

disciplines including, but not limited to, law, anthropology, history, American Indian 

studies, and education. Therefore, I focus the literature to include brief accounts during 

each era as a way to shape the contextual background of a historical political group. I 

encourage further reading of the ways in which history and politics have shaped Native 
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education.     

 Colonial Period. The history of how most Native people were treated upon 

contact with European settlers details destructive efforts to acquire occupied Native land. 

Early reports from settlers indicated that “the natives were hopelessly primitive and 

unsophisticated” (Carney, 1999, p. 16), thereby justifying the taking of Native land. For 

example, Pierre d’ Avity formulated a quasi-scientific experiment to prove that Natives 

were “savages” (Dickason, 1984, p. 65). Five areas were rated to establish a level of 

“savageness”: 1) the non-use of reason, 2) reliance on hunting and gathering like animals, 

3) a lack of morality and presence of nudity, 4) the types of habitation used, and 5) a lack 

of recognizable government structures (Dickason, 1984, p. 65-68). Results identified 

Natives as “savages” and therefore validated settlers’ superiority over the land as well as 

justifying war against the Native people. Bartolome De Las Casas, the first Catholic 

priest ordained in America, claimed that in the first fifty years after discovery, more than 

12 million Natives perished. The cause of many of these deaths was wars and a rapid 

spread of epidemic diseases, brought by settlers, to which the Natives had no resistance 

(Utter, 1993).  

 There were some settlers who voiced opposition to subjugation, displacement, or 

domination of Native people (Carney, 1999, p.17). Francisco de Victoria, a Spanish 

theologian and Dominican professor at the University of Salamanca, argued that Natives 

must be treated as owners and not disturbed in their possessions (Duchene, 1988). Most 

did not agree with Francisco de Victoria, as history unfolds, detailing continued efforts to 

subjugate Native people. 
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 Warfare became an expensive cost for the federal government; therefore, 

formal education was introduced as a perceived ideal mechanism to address problems of 

Native savageness. Natives were present at some of the earliest higher education 

institutions in the country. Harvard College, founded in 1636, rewrote their charter in 

1650 to include Native students in “the education of the English and Indian youth of this 

country in knowledge and godliness” (Carney, 1999, p. 1; Boyer, 1997). Donors such as 

the Boyle fund gave Harvard 200 pounds and an additional 45 pounds yearly for Native 

education and missionary work. In addition, grants were awarded to Harvard in 1651 for 

the building of a hall to house an Indian college.  

 The Indian college building completed construction in 1656 to house 20 students; 

however, the first Native student did not arrive until 1660 and in the forty years of its 

existence, only four Native students resided in the building. In all, Harvard enrolled a 

total of six Native students prior to the revolutionary period, with four of the six enrolled 

while the Indian college was established from 1656-1693. Five of the six died during or 

just after their arrival at Harvard. The first was John Sassamon, who was killed by a 

Native on suspicion that he shared war plans with the English (Layman, 1942). 

Cheseshahteaumuck became the first and only to acquire a degree from Harvard in 1665 

and died a few months after graduation (Layman, 1942). Iacoomis was killed by other 

Natives on a trip to visit his family. Eleazar arrived at Harvard in 1674 and died while at 

school. Benjamin Larnell entered Harvard in 1712 and died two years later while at 

school (Weinberg, 1977).   

 In 1693, William and Mary College included Native students in their charter and 
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like Harvard, William and Mary received financial support from the Boyle fund that 

included 14 pounds per year and a grant to construct a building for their Indian school 

(Layman, 1942). The building was completed in 1723 and the first Native student arrived 

twenty years later in 1743. A total of sixteen Native students attended William and Mary 

during the colonial era, but none graduated with a baccalaureate degree (Carney, 1999).   

 Dartmouth College, founded by Eleazar Wheelock in 1769, graduated three 

Native students prior to the 1800s. Wheelock had the help of Samson Occom of the 

Mohegan tribe in seeking funding for Dartmouth College. From 1766 to 1768, Occom 

accompanied Wheelock on a fund-raising trip to England as a spokesperson for financial 

support for the proposed Dartmouth College. The trip was a success as a total of 12,000 

pounds were raised for Native education (Axtell, 1981; Lyman, 1942). Then in 1769 

Dartmouth’s charter stated, “For the education and instruction of youths of the Indian 

tribes in their land in reading, wrighting [sic], and all parts of learning which shall appear 

necessary and expedient for civilizing and Christianizing children of pagans as well as in 

all liberal arts and sciences; and also of English and any others” (Carney, 1999, p. 1). 

Thereafter, only a small number of Native students attended Dartmouth. English trustees 

who donated funds were displeased and Occom felt betrayed.        

 A total of only five Native students graduated with a college degree during the 

colonial period between 1490 and the 1700s: one student from Harvard, three students 

from Dartmouth College, and one additional student from Princeton. The college degree 

outcome was not successful despite the significant amount of money allocated to the 

early elite institutions of higher education. The prevailing view held by Europeans during 
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this time was that Native people were problematic and unable to succeed in college 

(Adams, 1995).   

 During the colonial period, much of the European contact with Native people 

occurred on the eastern shores. On the western end, the Navajo people were on guard 

against Spanish and Mexican attack beginning in 1540, and subsequently endured raiding 

for another 200 years (Roessel, 1979; Iverson, 2002). Similar to European plans to 

expand, Spanish and Mexican settlers intended to develop and thus pursued land and tales 

of gold that Navajo occupied. As a result, warfare erupted. Many Navajo people died and 

Navajo women and children were stolen and used as slaves for the Spanish. Navajos were 

known for reprisals as they fought back for the return of their people (Locke, 1976; 

Kluckhohn & Leighton, 1962). The Spanish introduced livestock to the Navajo people, 

including horses, sheep, and goats. Horses increased the mobility for Navajos in warfare 

and in trade, which allowed the Navajos to be a stronger force (Kluckhohn & Leighton, 

1962). Navajos were largely viewed as an enemy to the Spanish and Mexican 

governments.   

 Federal Period. With the formal establishment of the United States government, 

a fundamental change occurred in the government’s relationship with Natives known as 

the Federal Period. As the United States acquired ownership of southwestern territories 

from Mexico, the Navajo and other tribal groups were perceived as a threat. General 

Kearney commented in 1846 that the United States would “protect the persons and 

property of all quiet and peaceable inhabitants with its boundaries against their enemies: 

The Eutaws, the Navajoes, and others” (Iverson, 2002, p. 34). Warfare continued as the 
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federal government’s plans to expand westward intensified. In 1864, lead by Colonel 

Kit Carson, eleven thousand Navajo people were forced to walk 300+ miles away from 

their home to an area called Bosque Redondo. Known as The Long Walk, Navajo people 

were held captive for four years, resulting in 2,500 deaths due to malnutrition, starvation, 

disease, sexual violence, forced labor, and homesickness (Roessel, 1979; Iverson, 2002; 

Denetdale, 2007). 

 While Navajos were dealing with an onslaught of war and then captivity, the 

federal government initiated treaties and policies that placed a binding contractual 

agreement between the federal government and Native tribes (Canby, 1998). From 1787 

to 1871, hundreds of treaties were entered into by the federal government and various 

tribes. The provisions of the treaties differed widely, but common parameters included a 

cession of Tribal lands to the federal government for the guarantee of peace, agreement 

of Native hunting and fishing rights, regulation of trade and travel of persons on Native 

territory, and Tribes’ recognition of the authority and protection governed by the United 

States (Canby, 1998, p. 105-106). By negotiating contractual agreements with tribes, the 

federal government implied that tribal nations were sovereign. Tribal rights were further 

affirmed by the Constitution that stated that Congress had the power “to regulate 

commerce with foreign nations, and among the several states, and with the Indian tribes” 

(Constitution of the United States, 1787, Art. 1, Sec. 8). Moreover, a political relationship 

was developed throughout US Supreme Court cases. For example, in 1831, the court case 

Cherokee Nation vs. Georgia held that tribes within the United States were distinct 

political entities capable of self-government. Chief Justice John Marshall fabricated the 
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concept of “dependent domestic nations” to define tribal status (Canby, 1998, p. 16). 

The domestic dependent nation incorporated the notion of trust responsibility, which 

theoretically emphasized the federal government’s responsibility to protect tribes (Canby, 

1998; Wilkins & Lomawaima, 2002). Although these fundamental federal cases and laws 

recognized Tribes as having sovereign rights, Tribal nations believe that sovereignty is 

inherent deriving from within the people and culture (Kickingbird, 1977). 

 Navajo leaders including Chief Manuelito and Barboncito signed The Navajo 

Treaty of 1868. The provisions of the treaty included that Navajo captives would be freed 

from Bosque Redondo, land would be allocated to the Navajos, education provided for 

Navajo children, annuities paid for 10 years, and tribal sovereign status assured 

(Denetdale, 2007; Austin, 2009). Although Navajos were allowed to claim only a portion 

of the land they once occupied, they viewed the treaty agreement as a good decision. The 

Navajo people, similar to those of many other tribal groups, intended to “link arms” with 

the federal government as they viewed treaties as “a binding sacred agreement” that was 

respected and honored for the future of their people (Williams, 1999, p. i; Austin, 2009, 

p. 6)   

 While political relationships and negotiations were being formed, policymakers 

believed that civilizing Native people was vital for their survival in a “civilized world” 

(Adams, 1995, p. 21). The federal government subsidized church and mission schools to 

lead in efforts to educate Natives. For example, in 1819, the US Congress passed an act 

referred as “The Civilization Fund” that appropriated finances “for the purpose of 

providing against further decline and final extinction of the Indian tribes, to instruct them 
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in the mode of agriculture suited to their situation, and for teaching their children in 

reading, writing, and arithmetic” (Tyler, 1973, p. 45). The first school building for 

Navajo people was established in 1870 at Ft. Defiance, Arizona (Iverson, 2002). 

However, school officials had a difficult time acquiring Navajo students to attend school 

as stories of abuse, overcrowding, and lack of health care spread throughout the 

community. Throughout the 1880s and1890s, funds designated to missions were mostly 

eliminated due to dissention and competition from denominations and the changing role 

of the federal government (Lomawaima, 1994). For the Navajo people, there were four 

mission schools that opened: The Navajo Methodist Mission School located at Hogback 

had 13 students in 1899, St. Michael’s Indian School had 21 students in 1902, Rehoboth 

Mission had 6 children in 1903, and Ganado Mission School began in 1906.  

 Then, by the 1890s, the federal government took a more central role in educating 

Native youth. The focus of education at this time was on the youngest members in tribal 

communities. The older generations were believed to be deeply rooted in their culture and 

consequently unlikely to assimilate to Euro-American ideals. The federal government’s 

strategy included taking Native children, as young as four years old, away from their 

families and homes to boarding schools, often hundreds of miles away. At these boarding 

schools, Native children were not allowed to speak their language or practice their 

cultural teachings, and were restricted from having contact with family or home life 

(Lomawaima, 1994). Hardships and despair born of these actions loosened the intricate 

foundation of Native societies. Lomawaima and McCarty (2006) described this time: 

“Native reminiscences of boarding schools life are full of tears shed in private” (p. 18).  
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Navajo leader Chief Manuelito was a strong advocate for education. He sent his two 

sons and a nephew to Carlisle Indian school, a modeled boarding school that was 

replicated over time, was located in Pennsylvania. All three boys died due to tuberculosis 

(Iverson, 2002).  

 At the turn of the century, the number of advocates for Native rights grew and 

they thus pressured government officials to reexamine their work. Secretary of the 

Interior Hubert Work launched a comprehensive evaluation of Native policy. A team of 

nine individuals led by Lewis Meriam spent seven months visiting schools and hospitals. 

In 1928, their findings were released in a report, titled “The Problem of Indian 

Administration,” also referred to as “the Meriam Report.” Regarding education, the 

report criticized how schools were operated as children’s dietary needs were below 

standards, schools were overcrowded and unsanitary, teachers were unqualified, and 

disciplinary actions were severe (Meriam et al., 1928). Recommendations included that 

educating Native students must occur in their natural setting at home and among family, 

which was a departure from the former policy of removing Native children from their 

home environment (Adams, 1995). The report further indicated that Native students’ 

difficulties in education were largely due to the lack of culturally relevant curriculum and 

ways of teaching.  

 The end of the federal period in the 1930s was marked by changing relationships 

with the federal government, including some acknowledgement of Native nations as 

limited sovereigns with constrained abilities to self-govern. The notion of “domestic 

dependent nations” continued, maintaining a paternalistic relationship that ultimately 
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meant that the federal government maintained control over Native people. The federal 

government no longer viewed higher education as a means to civilize Natives; rather, 

formal education through off-reservation boarding (vocational) schools was the primary 

method. Native education, in Eurocentric terms, including Indigenous ways of knowing 

(language, culture, traditions, etc.) was not seen as an adequate form of instruction.   

 Self-Determination Period. During the 1930s, emphasis on Native rights 

increased, yet federal control proliferated. A series of reports and policies were created in 

support of sovereignty rights of tribal nations (Tippeconnic III, 2000). From a broad 

perspective, The Reorganization Act of 1934 recognized tribal governments and 

encouraged tribes to create written constitutions. Some tribes viewed the act as another 

method to limit Native rights over their livelihood. For example, the Navajo tribe refused 

to adopt a tribal constitution as they associated the act with forced livestock reduction 

(Austin, 2009).  

 Educational funding for Native-centered education emerged; however, embedded 

educational ideologies were rooted in colonization. The Johnson O’Malley Act of 1934 

established funding for local state school districts that educated Native children. 

Community day schools were formed that opened opportunities for Native children to 

attend schools that were near their homes. These schools were often bilingual and 

bicultural based, and recognized culturally relevant curriculum. Closer examination of the 

curriculum revealed that assimilationist tactics remained as “refined forms of 

colonization” and were infused in federally funded bilingual Indian Life Readers books 

(Lomawaima & McCarthy, 2006). For example, the Navajo Little Herder Stories depicted 
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young Navajo children caring for sheep with messages that promoted federal values 

and practices (Lomawaima & McCarthy, 2006).    

 Federal governmental policies were enacted to increase college affordability for 

Native people, yet college attainment was unfeasible without an accessible high school 

education. The Reorganization Act authorized $250,000 for college loans and the 

Johnson O’Malley Act authorized $250,000 for trade school and vocational loans, with a 

maximum of $50,000 toward college loans (Szaz, 1974; Wright and Tierney, 1991). 

However, many Native students were not able to utilize financial support. In 1942, one 

parent, David Johnson, addressed school personnel regarding her son’s attempt to attend 

college. She commented,  

I have a son who graduated [sic] in Phoenix. I took him to Tucson to enter 

college. He could not because he did not have the necessary credits. My boy cried 

all the way home. … It makes me feel that there is something lacking in Indian 

schools because… students are not accredited so that they can go on to college 

without losing two years. (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006, p. 72)   

Other accounts documented that Native students and parents advocated for academic 

rigor and advanced schooling beyond the 10th grade.  

 Throughout the 1950s, a majority of Navajo youth from 12 to 18 years of age 

continued to attend off-reservation boarding schools. In 1946, there were an estimated 

24,000 Navajo children between the ages of 6 and 18, and out of those children, 6,000 (or 

25%) of them attended school (Roessel, 1979). To mediate educational concerns, the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs developed the Special Navajo Education Program, where 12- to 
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18-year-olds were enrolled in urban-living boarding schools located in California, 

Oklahoma, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, Kansas, and at Phoenix, Arizona. The aim of the 

program was “to help the Navajo youth develop those social skills, habits, understanding 

and values which would permit him to live effectively in the non-Navajo culture” 

(Roessel, 1979, p. 19). An estimated 50,000 Navajos were enrolled in that program over a 

span of 12 years.      

 Another educational strategy that emerged was the Navajo Bordertown Dormitory 

Program, through which the federal government provided bordertown reservation school 

districts with construction money and the full per capita costs of educating Navajo 

students that they enrolled. Designed as a program for youth ages 12 and older, from 

1959 to 1960, over 50% of the 2,284 students in the program were less than 12 years of 

age (Roessel, 1979). Because of the Special Navajo Education Program and the 

Bordertown Dormitory Program, an estimated 88% of Navajo youth were in school by 

the 1960s. Those numbers also meant that most Navajo youth were not with family nor at 

home for a majority of the time.  

 Then a move that reinforced the deep distrust that Native people had for the 

federal government emerged. From 1954 through 1960, federal bureaucracy attempted to 

terminate federal trust responsibility for Native people. This period represented “an 

attempt to rid the federal budget of the BIA expense and let the Indians manage their own 

affairs, notwithstanding the long-term lack of a higher education system to enable them to 

develop the leaders necessary for such a move” (Carney, 1999, p. 105). Moreover, the 

change in policy sent another wave of anxiety and suspicion of the intent over Indian 
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country (Aurbach, Fuchs, & Macgregor, 1970). The termination position of the 1950s 

was short lived and gave way to an alternative direction in federal policy. 

 With national attention on the civil rights movement, Native peoples and their 

social rights reached a turning point. Navajo people asserted their rights and created the 

first Native community-controlled school, Rough Rock Demonstration School. Located 

on the Navajo nation, Rough Rock Demonstration School provided instruction and 

curriculum in the Navajo language and created bicultural/bilingual children’s literature by 

and about Navajo people. In Teresa McCarty’s (2002) book, A Place to be Navajo, she 

detailed the life history of the school and community, demonstrating Navajo peoples’ 

determination to claim their education and do so successfully.  

 In 1969 a Senate Subcommittee issued a report titled Indian Education: A 

National Tragedy, A National Challenge (also known as the Kennedy Report) that 

addressed the need for Native education to be facilitated by Native people. The report 

recommended that “Indian parental and community involvement be increased…. That 

state and local communities facilitate and encourage Indian community and parental 

involvement in the development and operation of public education programs for Indian 

students” (Kennedy Report, 1969). In response, several milestone policies evolved 

including the 1972 Indian Education Act that appropriated funds to public schools to 

meet culturally related academic needs of Native students. In 1975, The Indian Self-

Determination and Educational Assistance Act responded to the outcry from Native 

communities and leaders who argued for the need for Native education to be governed by 

Native people. The Tribally Controlled Community College Assistance Act in 1978 
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spurred the tribal college movement (Tippeconnic III, 2000). The first tribal college, 

Navajo Community College (NCC) opened on the Navajo Reservation in 1968. Because 

of Rough Rock Demonstration School’s success, NCC became an experiment school 

funded by the federal government. NCC proved that Navajo control over education was 

achievable and served as a model for subsequent tribal colleges. 

 The history of Native education, including the changing political relationship with 

tribes and the federal government throughout the eras, is crucial to include because it sets 

the foundational understandings of what Native people have encountered over time. And 

when we focus on the present day, much of the historical experiences have not changed. 

What I have shared with you in the preceding sections shows how Native people continue 

to navigate through dominant Eurocentric structures and often struggle through 

systematic barriers.  

Native experiences in college  

 Native experiences in college are often centered on persistence studies—

particularly on undergraduate education at four-year institutions—and tend to concentrate 

on such individual student factors that impede their college completion as academic 

difficulties (Falk & Aitken, 1984), poor ACT scores (Benjamin, Chambers, & Reiterman, 

1993), low college grade point average (Patton & Edington, 1973), lack of financial aid 

(Tierney, Sallee, & Venegas, 2007; Reyner & Dodd, 1995), cultural conflict or 

discontinuity (Deyhle, 1992; Benjamin, Chambers, & Reiterman, 1993), and low 

motivation (Falk & Aitken, 1984). Vincent Tinto’s (1975; 1986; 1993) theory of 

integration is most often cited among undergraduate students as well as for Native 
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students’ persistence in college (Benjamin, Chambers, & Reiterman, 1993: Brown and 

Robinson Kurpius, 1997; Mayo, Marguia, & Padilla, 1995; Pavel & Padilla, 1993; 

Steward, 1993; Huffman, 2003; Huffman, 2013). Tinto posited that to be successful in 

college, students would have to fully integrate into the college environment, separating 

their connections with former communities. Prior to Tinto’s theoretical perspective, 

research on Natives in higher education already viewed Native students’ integration into 

college as an arduous goal: 

Young people of Indian blood are being encouraged… to attend college as a part 

of a nationwide drive to convert reservation living over onto a more orthodox 

community basis. It is recognized that this process of weaning the Indian away 

from his reservation where he has had security, poor as it is, will be a long and 

difficult task. (Ludeman, 1962, p. 333) 

Tierney (1991) claimed that Ludeman’s rationale perpetuated a pervasive and contentious 

assumption in research and practice whereby Natives are the “problem” and solutions lie 

in Native students’ ability to conform to university ethos. Tierney (1992) also later 

criticized Tinto’s model, asserting the usage of “rites of passage” as a concept was 

misinterpreted and that overreliance on integrative models had negative connotations for 

Native students. Murguia, Padilla, and Pavel (1991) found that Native students’ ethnic 

identity gave them stability and a sense of purpose; therefore, they recommended that 

Tinto’s framework needed to address ethnic enclaves as a construct of integration. 

Tinto’s theory, like many other dominant frameworks, too often viewed research from an 

individualistic standpoint, marginalizing populations that value their connections to 
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family and Native communities (Larimore & McClellan, 2005; Shotton, et al., 2013).  

 Native students who were involved in Native centered student organizations 

formed a sense of support from peers and increased their academic grade point average 

(GPA)—contributing to their continuation in college. Early research from Patton and 

Edenton (1973) found that participation in Native clubs increased students’ likelihood of 

persistence because students formed a community of support with other Native students. 

This study was conducted in the 1970s, during a time when the representation of Native 

students on college campuses was much smaller than today. As the Native college 

enrollment increased, the importance of Native centered clubs/organizations remained. 

Mayo, Murgia, and Padilla (1995) found that formal integration in Native clubs had a 

positive effect on grade point average (GPA). Native students went so far as to 

recommend that involvement in such groups should be made mandatory for all Native 

students because Native clubs not only provided social support but increased 

opportunities to meet Native role models (Jackson, Smith, & Hill, 2003). Moreover, 

Native fraternities and sororities grew in the 1990s as an opportunity to address retention 

concerns as well as to uphold Native cultural values and beliefs (Jahansouz & Oxendine, 

2008; Oxendine, Oxendine, & Minthorn, 2013). Native clubs and organizations became a 

forum where Native students created their own space to meet needs—Native centered 

cultural norms, identity support, and retention—that were not being addressed by the 

broader institutions.  

  Another aspect of Native students’ experiences is how they are able (or unable) 

to negotiate between divergent worldviews. Early anthropologists and sociologists drew 
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attention to Native people and how they are “striving to live in two diverse cultural 

groups,” later referred as two worlds (Park, 1928, p. 881). Park (1928) found that 

marginal people are those individuals who operated between two cultures. Some scholars 

assert that Natives are marginal people living and negotiating between two cultures, one 

being their culture of origin and the other often being the dominant or majority culture 

(LaFromboise, T., Coleman, H. & Gerton, J. 1993). Huffman (2001) investigated Native 

college student identity to get a sense of how different identity groups operated in 

college—an assumed different world. Four cultural masks were classified: 

transculturated, assimilated, marginal, and estranged. Transcultured students (those who 

identified with traditional Native culture and found strength from their cultural masks) 

were able to interact with different cultures while maintaining their own culture. Hence, 

they were more successful in college. By contrast, estranged students (those who also 

identified with traditional Native culture and held strong views to not assimilate) 

struggled in college. Okagaki, Helling & Bingham (2009) supported Huffman’s findings 

by confirming bicultural efficacy (belief that one can be true to their ethnic identity and 

function effectively in the majority culture) as integral for Native student success in 

college. This body of research is insightful for highlighting differences among Native 

students because too often Native experiences are overly generalized and homogenized. 

However, critical examination of these types of research poses two questions: When does 

differentiation become harmful such that Native centered-identity groups are privileged 

over other Native identity groups? And how does differentiation dismiss institutional 

responsibility to support all students? Lomawaima (2012) stressed, “The whole idea of 
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inherent racial difference itself operates as a mask to divert attention away from very 

real operations of political, economic, and social power that privilege some and 

disadvantage others.…The message is about power and entitlement—about who is folded 

within mainstream status and who is excluded” (p. 13). In essence, Native students such 

as the estranged, marginal, and assimilated are at risk of not being viewed as a viable 

group worth understanding and perhaps supporting.   

 Not as prominent in past research, but worthy of discussion, is the influential role 

that spiritual teachings have on persistence (Colbert, N., Saggio, J., & Tato, D., 2004; 

Saggio, 2001). Rindone (1988) found that Navajo students who were able to practice 

Navajo spiritual customs and beliefs were more successful in college. Jackson, Smith, 

and Hill (2003) found that spirituality, which varies among Native students, was a 

significant source of strength in helping students complete their academic work. One of 

the students they interviewed stated, “I would use my traditions. I would get prayers 

done. I would get ceremonies done for my education. That would help me. Over a 

semester I would have a prayer done at least once a month. That’s what helped me a lot” 

(p. 556). In a study of Native recipients of Gates Millennium Scholarships, students 

shared that they were likely to be involved with activities related to their religion 

(Tippeconnic & Faircloth, 2008). Therefore, of great importance for some students was 

being close to home to practice and participate in spiritual activities.  

 While much of the literature has focused on individualized factors, external 

(including structural) factors that derail Native students’ persistence have further 

informed our understanding. Decreased federal and state financial aid (Tierney et al., 
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2007), institutional dissonance (Garrod & Larimore, 1997), shortage of Native faculty, 

administrators, and role models (Begay, 2013; Brayboy et al., 2012; Pewewardy, 2013), 

and lack of Native cultural context at institutions (Eukland & Terrance, 2013) have been 

found to limit Native student success. In particular, the prevalence of racism, 

microaggressions, and stereotypes has shaped students’ sense of belonging at college 

(Brayboy, 2015; Caplan & Ford, 2014). Jackson, Smith, and Hill (2003) referred to “deep 

themes” such as dealing with racism as leading Native students to feel isolated and 

marginalized (p. 556). The authors also acknowledged that in their analysis they were 

often naïve to the prevalence of racism: “Our surprise at their prevalence reminded us of 

our own denial and wishful thinking about racial issues” and their “overly optimistic 

attitudes” were possibly representative of a larger issue—institutionalized racism (p. 

562). Moreover, with the increased popularity of social media, Native students shared 

that racist and stereotypical comments about Native people were posted broadly via 

Facebook demoralizing Native students (Flynn, Duncan, Jorgensen, 2012). Brayboy 

(2015) articulated that Native people in colleges are “in the racial battle lands,” 

suggesting that racism is an on-going battle that has yet to be abolished (p. 45).  

 Despite the challenges previously mentioned, external factors that increased 

Native students’ educational attainment have been investigated. The most prominent 

factor is Native students’ connections with family and home (Rindon, 1988; Pavel & 

Padilla, 1993; Lin Lin, 1990; Guillory & Wolverton, 2008; Jackson & Smith, 2001; 

Heavyrunner & DeCelles, 2002; Waterman, 2012). For Navajo students from very low-

income (below $5,999/year) homes, family support was the driving motivation for 
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promoting academic success (Rindone, 1988). Family goes beyond the immediate 

members and includes extended family members such as grandparents, aunts, uncles, 

children, and/or cousins (Jackson et al., 2003). In one study, students rated family as the 

most influential factor for helping students overcome difficulties and motivating them to 

succeed in college (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008). Moreover, Haudenosaunee students’ 

ability to return home to family at frequent intervals was a crucial strategy for their 

success (Waterman, 2012). Research found that 56.8% of 155 Native students indicated a 

need to go home compared to 31.6% of Blacks, 24.4% of Hispanics, and 16.7% of 

Anglos (Benjamin et al., 1993). The Gates Millennium Scholarship, a prestigious and all-

expenses paid scholarship program, provides underrepresented students the opportunity 

to attend any university of their dreams. Given the chance to attend any college, Native 

recipients of Gates Millennium Scholarships chose schools that were closer to home 

(Tippeconnic & Faircloth, 2008). Understanding the valuable impact that family 

connection has on Native students and their persistence, how are institutions 

accommodating or limiting family engagement? To account for family, Heavyrunner and 

DeCelles (2002) developed the Family Educational Model (FEM), a conceptual 

framework that positions family within the fabric of higher education in order to increase 

persistence for Native students. A departure from commonly utilized theories such as 

Tinto’s Integration theory, FEM has been used predominantly in tribal colleges. 

Mainstream colleges have adopted FEM to increase Native first-year persistence rates, 

but the usage of FEM was limited within a specific program and not folded into broader 

institutional retention initiatives (Tachine & Begay, 2013).  
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 Relationships with faculty and peer mentors were found to be another key 

factor in guiding students’ academic development and persistence (Cibik & Chambers, 

1991; Pavel & Padilla, 1993: Reyhner & Dodd, 1995; Shotton, Yellowfish, & Cintron, 

2010). Gestures such as a smile or a wave from faculty helped create a positive 

experience of feeling cared about and part of the university community, which increased 

students’ confidence in knowing that they had a person to ask questions to (Jackson et al., 

2003). In essence, faculty support helped to create Native students’ sense of belonging 

(Guillory & Wolverton, 2008). There is a shortage of Native faculty to mentor the 

increased enrollment of Native students (Brayboy et al., 2012). To suggest that only 

Native faculty could effectively guide Native students is false. Yet, students have shared 

a desire to have a role model who resembled them (Woodford, 2005). Peer mentoring 

programs where Native graduate or upper-level undergraduate students are matched with 

Native undergraduates, have helped to decrease potential barriers and foster culture 

connections (Shotton, Oosahwe, & Cintron, 2007).    

 In addition to faculty support, on-campus resources were also viewed as an 

important factor for persistence. Guillory (2009) revealed that resources such as the 

Native American Student Center created a home environment for students who were 

experiencing isolation. Having a specific place like a Native American Student Center 

provided a space and community where students could socialize and feel a greater sense 

of belonging (Brown & Rubious Kurpius, 1997; Carney 1999; Flynn, Duncan, & 

Jorgensen, 2011). Shotton and colleagues (2010) provided an overview of American 

Indian Culture Centers on college campuses as a place of support for students that 
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reinforced Native values as well as having staff who understand the historical and 

contemporary experiences of Native people. More broadly, universities that worked to 

create a supportive campus climate contributed to Native students’ effort in coursework 

(Lundberg, 2014) and increased persistence (Brown & Kurpius, 1997). For example, 

because spirituality has been an integral factor for Native students, several colleges and 

universities include spirituality as a tool to increase persistence for Native students. First 

Nations University of Canada has elder services, which include the availability of tribal 

elders to provide counseling and spiritual guidance to students. In addition, the American 

Indian College in Arizona has staff and faculty comprised of ministers to meet student’s 

spiritual needs (Colbert et al., 2004). Not all higher education institutions have a Native 

center. And for those campuses that do, Native centers often have to justify their 

institutional support while attempting to meet the growing needs of Native students 

(Tachine & Begay, 2013; Shotton et al., 2010).  

Native and Navajo experiences in high school  

  Much of the literature on Native college access is focused on quantitative data, 

projecting alarming deficits. While Native youth are increasing their aspirations to go to 

college, college attainment goals are not being met. In 2005, the National Center for 

Education Statistics released a report entitled Status and Trends in the Education of 

American Indian and Alaskan Natives. This report indicated that between 1980 and 2002, 

American Indian and Alaskan Native 10th grade students’ expectations to complete a 

bachelor’s degree increased by 19% and by 26% for those aspiring to obtain a graduate or 

professional degree. Although an increasing number of students aspired to obtain a 
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college degree, nationally, only 17% of Native students who graduated from high 

school attended any college, compared to the national average college-going rate of 67% 

(Benally, 2004).  

 Various barriers inhibit the goals of Natives to attain a college degree; one 

significant barrier is high school completion. Natives have the lowest high school 

completion rate in the country as one study stated that 69% of Native ninth graders 

received a public school diploma in four years compared to 78% for all racial/ethnic 

groups combined (US Department of Education, 2014). Natives in Arizona have the 

lowest high school graduation rate (52.4%) compared to Whites (78.7%), Blacks 

(71.6%), Asians (88.9%) and Hispanics (65%). The National Status Dropout Rate 

reported that 13% of Native students dropped out of high school in 201l, more than 

double the number when compared to White students at 5% (Chapman, Laird, Ifill, & 

KewalRamani, 2011). In Arizona, 15% of Native youth ages 16 to19 are neither in high 

school nor high school graduates. This percentage is the highest among all races in 

Arizona, and higher than the 13% national average for Native youth.  

 A couple of studies surfaced in 1992 addressing the dropout crisis among Navajo 

students. Although this topic has been largely unaddressed since then, an understanding 

of what caused Navajo students to depart from school helped elucidate an under 

researched population. Deyhle (1992) conducted an eight-year ethnographic study near 

the Navajo Reservation. She found sociocultural and structural factors, rather than 

individual failures, as causes for departure. Students revealed that teachers did not care 

and that they encountered institutional racism in school and in town on a regular basis. 
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Brandt (1994) found Navajo students transferred to various schools due to 

interpersonal conflicts with teachers, administrators or other schools. Furthermore, 

Navajo students who dropped out of school tended to live farther from school when 

compared to those students who did not drop out, revealing transportation as a barrier to 

school attainment. However, the number one reason why Navajo students dropped out 

was their sense of boredom at school, suggesting that school curriculum and instruction 

were critical factors in their decisions.  

  Another barrier restricting access for Native students to attend college is their 

level of academic courses taken while in high school. In 2013, 62% of ACT-tested Native 

high school graduates took recommended core curriculum, including four years of 

English, three years of mathematics, social studies, and science (ACT Profile Report—

State: Graduating Class 2013 for American Indian Students, 2013). This core academic 

track is typically needed for students to get into college. Natives have the lowest 

proportion of students taking advanced courses in high school (Brayboy et al., 2012). In 

Arizona, while all race/ethnic groups increased in gifted designation, Native students’ 

gifted designation decreased from 1,078 in 2004 to 544 in 2012; overall, 1 in 100 Native 

students were enrolled in gifted programs (Milem, Bryan, Sesate, & Montano, 2013). 

When Native students were not guided in taking college tracked courses in high school, 

they were more likely to take remedial courses in college which meant increased college 

costs and delayed graduation (Ortiz & Heavyrunner, 2003). Furthermore, all Arizona 

public school students in grades 3 through 8 and in 10th grade were required to take the 

Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS) tests beginning in 2000. The AIMS 
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tests were an assessment that measured whether a student was meeting academic 

content standards developed by the state. Students were measured in the areas of math, 

writing, reading, and science. In a seven-year span, from 2005 through 2011, Native 

students decreased in their scores in mathematics and writing and increased in their 

scores in reading and science. In all four subject areas, Native students scored below 

other racial/ethnic groups (Milem, et al., 2013).      

 One criterion for college admission is a student’s score on national achievement 

and aptitude tests and Native students’ scores are below par. In 2013, 14,217 Native high 

school graduates took the ACT test and, of those students, 10% met college readiness 

benchmarks in all four subjects (English, Reading, Mathematics, and Science). And 

Native students who took the SAT college entrance exam in 2004 scored below the 

national average on both the verbal and mathematics sections of the exam (Benally, 

2004). Fann (2004) found that Native students felt “on their own,” or isolated, in 

obtaining the necessary information to apply to college (p. 24). Although these students 

were academically strong, having a high grade point average, they were not familiar with 

the eligibility requirements for college admissions, including standardized tests. 

 The Navajo Nation’s educational system is complex and demonstrates the myriad 

of pressures and issues compounding Navajo education. On the Navajo Nation, there are 

a total of 17 school districts with a total of 244 schools, including 38,109 students. From 

a broad perspective, the Navajo Nation educational system is highly fragmented with 

demands to meet national academic standards as well as the academic requirements of 

three different states (Utah, New Mexico, and Arizona). From a tribal perspective, the 
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Division of Dine Education, an organizational area within the Navajo Nation tribal 

government, strives to provide educational support for the Navajo people. A core 

underpinning of their work is to assert and fold traditional cultural knowledge and Navajo 

language into the standardized curriculum of different types of schools (public, federal 

Bureau of Indian Education [BIE], and charter). With a growing population and increased 

choices about where people attend schools, the Division of Dine Education must 

continuously work to meet the multiple requirements of the Navajo Nation, state, and 

federal governments.  

 The Navajo Reservation schools are scoring poorly on state-level assessments. A 

report released by the Department of Dine Education detailed the Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP), the minimum level of proficiency that schools achieved as determined 

under the No Child Left Behind Act. In that report, 28 on-reservation schools met AYP 

and 108 did not meet AYP (Greyeyes et al., 2012). Moreover, all eight high schools that 

are located on the Navajo Nation scored a D letter grade, meaning that those schools 

received less than 100 points on a 200-point scale that measured academic growth and 

outcomes. On May 21, 2014, Timothy Benally, the Acting Superintendent of Schools for 

the Department of Dine Education, provided testimony before the United States Senate 

Committee on Indian Affairs. In his comments, he shared issues of concern including a 

need for highly effective teachers, principals and staff, professional development for 

teachers including Navajo language and culture instruction, efforts to mitigate 

fragmented educational system, research and statistical support, and higher education 

finances (scholarships) (Navajo Nation Office of Educational Research and Statistics 
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Report, 2014). Further worsening the state of Navajo education, reservation schools 

have limited financial resources, high turnover of qualified teachers (Eppley, 2009; 

Erickson et al., 2008; Milem et al., 2013), and are situated in areas with prevailing social 

problems including poverty, unemployment, substance abuse, domestic violence, child 

neglect, and suicide (Huffman, 2013). I will provide a picture of some of these complex 

issues in the forthcoming sections. 

Native and Navajo Sociocultural Context 

 Important aspects of the Native experience that are often unaccounted for in 

higher education research are the sociocultural context that shapes and influences 

Natives’ livelihoods. In this section, I provide a brief overview of sociocultural contexts 

including rural reservation and economic development, poverty and unemployment, and 

health. I then introduce the concept of historical trauma that has been used to reference 

individual and community hardships among Native populations.   

 Rural Reservation and Economic Development. There are 566 federally 

recognized American Indian and Alaskan Native tribes in the United States. According to 

the 2010 Census, 5.2 million people in the United States identified as American Indian 

and Alaskan Native. One of the largest tribes is the Navajo Nation. The 2010 Census 

indicated that the Navajo population grew to 350,000. And, in fact, the largest (33%) 

group of Navajo tribal members was under the age of 18 years, demonstrating that there 

are important implications for the future of the Navajo Nation.  

 There are 334 federal and state recognized Native reservations in the United 

States, with about 22% of Natives living within those reservation areas (US Census 
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Bureau, 2011). States with high Native populations are overwhelmingly rural (National 

Rural Assembly, 2011). According to Census 2010, the ten states with the lowest 

population density had high Native populations (National Rural Assembly, 2011).  

 Reservation rural towns have significantly scarcer businesses when compared to 

states in the US. For example, the Navajo Nation is comparable in size to West Virginia. 

In 2014, the state of West Virginia had 90,403 businesses within its boundaries (West 

Virginia Secretary of State, 2014). As of 2010, there were only about 636 businesses on 

the entire Navajo Nation (Division of Economic Development, 2010). That stark contrast 

paints a picture of the business development differences within the same size of land. 

Several factors play into the lack of enterprises on Native reservations and on the Navajo 

Nation. One reason is land. Most of the land on Native reservations and the Navajo 

Nation is held in trust by the federal government. Therefore, because Natives do not own 

their land, they cannot use it to finance a business. Another reason for the scarcity is that 

businesses on Native lands have to pay dual taxation, both through state and tribal taxes. 

Because of dual taxation, many businesses do not want to start up enterprises on Native 

land. If a business is underway, they pay for both taxes and often increase the cost of 

their products. Other complicated reasons such as politics and time invested to get 

approval for businesses on Native and Navajo land hinder the process of increasing 

business establishments. 

 Poverty and Unemployment. Connected to sparse businesses are high rates of 

poverty and discouraging unemployment rates. At a national level, the median household 

income for Native populations was at $39,715 compared to $50,448 for Arizona and 
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$56,746 for the US nation. For the Navajo Nation, the median family income is 

$11,885, and the per capita income is $6,217, which situates the Navajo Nation as having 

the highest poverty rate in the United States. Over 56% of Navajos live below the poverty 

level, which is double the Native average at 28.4% and more than three times the national 

average rate of 15.3% (US Census Bureau, 2012). Moreover, Navajos spend 68% of their 

incomes at off-reservation communities, contributing to decreased economic 

development. The unemployment rates suggest another depressed economic scenario. 

The Navajo Nation’s unemployment rate is at 44%, far worse than the national Native 

average of 12.4% and exceeding by seven times the national rate of 6.1% and by three 

times the state of Arizona’s at 15.3% (Native Youth Report, 2014).  

 Further complicating the livelihood among Native people is a lack of basic living 

needs. Eleven percent of Native households lack kitchen facilities, 12 percent lack 

plumbing, and 17 percent lack telephone services (National Rural Assembly, 2011). In a 

recent report, 14% of Native homes in Arizona had no electricity compared to less than 

1.5% of non-Indian households (Mariella et al., 2011). Some Navajos, approximately 

16,000 households, do not have electricity (Shone, 2010) and 40% of reservation homes 

do not have running water (Conover, 2013). 

 Health. Many Native youth encounter devastating health concerns. Among 10- to 

19-years-olds, type-2 diabetes is nearly three times the national average and five times 

higher than among White youth (Native youth report, 2014). Alcohol addiction is a 

devastating challenge facing many Native people. For example, alcohol induced deaths 

occurring among Natives were at 45%, a drastically higher rate when compared to that 
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among all races in the US population, 6.9% (Indian Health Services, 2013). According 

to the 2002 National Drug Use Survey, Native American youth are more likely to have 

used an illegal drug, smoked cigarettes, and participated in binge drinking in the past 30 

days than any other race/ethnic group (Center for Behavioral Health Statistics & Quality, 

2013). Furthermore, Native youth have the highest lifetime prevalence of major 

depressive episodes (Spero, 2013). Suicide is the second leading cause of death for 

Native male youth (Williams, 2009). For Navajo youth (those ages 12 to 19 years), 

suicidal attempts have steadily increased over time (Williams, 2009).  

 Historical Trauma. With all the challenges that Natives have faced across 

generations, historical trauma has become a frame of reference to explain individual and 

community hardships. Brave Heart (2003) defined historical trauma as “cumulative 

emotional and psychological wounding, over the lifespan and across generations, 

emanating from massive group trauma experiences” (p. 7). General trauma and Jewish 

Holocaust literature helped construct the theory of historical trauma. As mentioned 

earlier, Native people faced multiple traumatic experiences including catastrophic death 

and severe assimilation measures that were not often accounted for in general trauma. 

Historical trauma response (HTR) is the reaction to these types of trauma. HTR includes 

substance abuse, suicidal thoughts and actions, depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, 

anger, and difficulty recognizing and expressing emotions. Through understanding 

Native history and culturally relevant traditions, clinical practitioners advanced culturally 

based prevention and intervention strategies to address responses among Native people.    

 Historical trauma has gained interest among practitioners and researchers working 
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with Native people as a way to understand and address distress (Brave Heart, Chase, 

Elkins, & Altschul, 2011; Evans-Campbell, 2008; Myhra, 2011). Studies among Navajo 

people have also been investigated. For example, an ethnographic study conducted in 

2012 investigated historical trauma among Navajo people, including 37 youth (Goodkind, 

Hess, Gorman, & Parker; 2012). Researchers found that most Navajo youth did not 

believe historical traumatic events had any negative effects on their community or in their 

own lives. However there were some youth who felt a sense of sadness and mistrust 

toward White people as a result of intergenerational trauma. In their work they also 

revealed the difficulty in disentangling intergenerational effects of historical trauma from 

the effects of poverty and current oppression.  

 While historical trauma provides an explanation to the prevalence of social ills, 

some scholars assert that the concept fails to recognize existing structural factors that 

contribute to current mental health problems (Kirmayer, Gone, & Moses, 2014) as well as 

dismisses the strengths of Native people (Denham, 2008). Structural factors include 

economic inequalities, undermining of tribal autonomy, and the continued sequestering of 

tribal lands and resources. Further exacerbating Native experiences are the persistence of 

negative images and stereotypes of Native people in pop culture and in media (Kirmayer, 

Gone, & Moses, 2014). Kirmayer and colleagues recommended that “structural 

competence” must be included with research and discourse about historical trauma as a 

way to balance analysis of how systematic attention to political and economic dynamics 

interact with community well-being (p. 312). Moreover, Denhman (2008) acknowledged 

that not all Native families exhibit dysphoria or psychopathology. Rather, through family 
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narrative construction, Native families exhibit strength through the sharing of 

resilience strategies.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

 I utilize Tribal Critical Race Theory (CRT), Cultural Resilience, and Cultural 

Threads as my theoretical frameworks. Tribal CRT acknowledges that historical 

experiences, past and present policies, and structural forces have shaped sociocultural and 

educational issues. Cultural Resilience highlights the protective factors of Native people 

that helped them to withstand adversity. Both theories acknowledge stories as a 

fundamental tool, assert hope for the future of Native peoples, and prominently place 

Natives at the center of educational discourse. I forged beyond Cultural Resiliency theory 

and introduce a new conceptual framework, Cultural Threads, which accounts for the 

interwoven core guideposts that strengthen Native students as they journey toward 

college.      

Tribal Critical Race Theory 

 Bryan Brayboy, a member of the Lumbee tribe, shared a story in his article, 

“Toward a Tribal Critical Race Theory in Education,” that depicted the experiences of 

research conducted by Natives. He had an encounter with a colleague who told him that 

people like him “told good stories” and further added that, because he told good stories, 

he might not be a “good theorist” (Brayboy, 2005, p. 246). Brayboy described his 

response to this encounter: “I was struck by the seeming disconnect between community 

stories and personal narratives and ‘theory.’” He shared this experience with his mother 

who told him, “Baby, doesn’t she know that our stories are our theories?” (2005, p. 246). 
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Brayboy articulated that positioning theory as absent from stories is problematic in 

Indigenous communities. In fact, Brayboy asserted, “stories serve as a basis for how our 

communities work” (p. 427). In my research, story is fundamental to getting at the 

essence of life experiences among Navajo youth.   

 Before I discuss the tenets of Tribal CRT, I acknowledge the influential role 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) had in developing tribal CRT. CRT evolved in the mid-

1970s in an attempt to critique and change societal and legal structures that focused on 

race and racism (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). While race and racism are at the center of 

CRT discourse, intersection with other forms of identity such as gender and social 

economic status are also present. In the mid-1990s, CRT was applied to research in 

education as a way of understanding marginalized populations and their difficulties in 

educational institutions (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Critical race theorists asserted 

that terms such as “meritocracy” and “race-neutrality” reinforce White privilege and 

hierarchies (Solorzano, Delgado, & Bernal, 2001). CRT is an instrumental framework, 

but it does not accurately address the specific needs of Native people.  

 Tribal Critical Race Theory (Tribal CRT) extends CRT by identifying Native 

people as both political and racialized individuals, referencing experiences of 

colonization, and addressing many issues facing Native communities today including the 

lack of students graduating from colleges and universities (Brayboy, 2005). Tribal CRT is 

based on the premise that European American thought, knowledge, and power structures 

dominate present-day society. There are nine tenets of Tribal CRT:  

1. Colonization is endemic to society.  
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2. US policies toward Indigenous peoples are rooted in imperialism, White              

supremacy and a desire for material gain.  

3. Indigenous peoples occupy a liminal space that accounts for both the 

political     and racialized natures of our identities.  

4. Indigenous peoples have a desire to obtain and forge tribal sovereignty, 

tribal autonomy, self-determination and self-identification.  

5. The concepts of cultural knowledge and power take on new meaning when 

examined through an Indigenous lens.  

6. Government policies and educational policies toward Indigenous peoples are 

intimately linked to the problematic goal of assimilation.  

7. Tribal philosophies, beliefs, customs, traditions, and visions for the future 

are central to understanding the lived realities of Indigenous peoples.  

8. Stories are not separate from theory; they make up theory and are, therefore, 

real and legitimate sources of data and ways of being.  

9. Theory and practice are connected in deep and explicit ways such that 

scholars must work towards social change.   

 Because Tribal CRT is a relatively young theory, there have only been a few 

studies that have utilized Tribal CRT in higher education. Waterman and Lindley (2015) 

underscored the importance of using Native theory to more accurately interpret data 

experienced by Native participants. They shared that, by framing their research through a 

Tribal CRT perspective, they moved beyond dominant deficit discourse and focused on 

cultural strengths of Native women in higher education. Shotton (2008) and Keene 
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(2014) employed Tribal CRT in their doctoral dissertations and wrote about the 

powerful stories shared by Native college students and alumni. In analyzing stories from 

a Tribal CRT framework, they showed that Native graduate students and alumni 

described examples of how colonization values were embedded in the doctoral process, 

creating barriers for students to matriculate (Shotton, 2008). Moreover, a significant 

critique warranted that essentializing Native identities should be avoided as a close 

examination of Native college students’ experiences demonstrated the vast diversity 

among Native people (Keene, 2014).  

 By viewing this research through a Tribal CRT framework, a broader and in-

depth understanding is created. First, the historical, sociocultural, and structural forces 

are acknowledged, thus offering a broader contextual explanation that is shaping Native 

educational attainment. Second, Tribal CRT recognizes the significance of stories as 

theory that contributes to my vision of research in which I consider the powerful and in-

depth essence that stories provide in understanding Native life. Through stories, 

individuals and communities are able to share experiences, divulge challenges, and seek 

ways to eradicate systematic oppression (Brayboy, 2005, p. 428). Third, Tribal CRT 

looks to the future. Rooted in Native value systems is the concept of envisioning for good 

things to come. Finally, Tribal CRT places Natives and education in the center of 

discourse that supports the ways in which Indigenous perspectives can conceptually 

frame educational research.  

Resilience and Cultural Resilience  

 The concept of resiliency has received much attention within the last few decades 
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with focused studies on individuals who experienced traumatic hardships yet continued 

to persevere (Campa, 2013; Benard, 2004). Resiliency has been described as the “human 

capacity and ability to face, overcome, be strengthened by, and even be transformed by 

experiences of adversity” (Cesarone, 1999, p.12). Unlike deficit and reductionist theories 

that problematize individuals, resiliency attempts to draw upon individual strengths. 

Resilience work has transcended multiple disciplines including health, social work, 

business, education, and other fields. Studies have focused on an array of people such as 

immigrant families (McCubbin, Thompson, Thompson, Fromer, 1998), youth (Bell, 

2001), and elderly (Browne, Mokuau, & Braun, 2009), to name just a few. Most of this 

body of literature described the internal and external resilient qualities that helped people 

to cope with “bouncing back” during setbacks or after devastating circumstances 

(Richardson, 2002, p. 308).    

 In higher education research, resiliency theory has been employed to demonstrate 

how students persevered despite odds. Campa (2013) highlighted how five Mexican 

American community college students used their Pedagogies of Survival to build 

resistance and navigate through barriers. Using resilience as a framework, she found 

embedded cultural and historical ideologies that were shared across generations and that 

helped students to be successful as they pursued college. Research emphasized increasing 

resiliency among college students with psychiatric disabilities (Hartley, 2010), who were 

from divorced families (McIntyre, Heron, McIntyre, & Burton, 2003), came from 

underrepresented populations (Gonzalez, 2007), and were first- and second-generation 

college students (Clauss-Ehlers, Wibrowski, 2007). Recommendations to further 
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investigate resiliency factors among disenfranchised populations such as lesbian, gay, 

and bisexual college students have also been emphasized (Sanlo, 2005). In essence, 

marginalized populations who succeeded in college have gained increased attention 

among researchers and practitioners.  

 Resiliency factors within Native college students also gained interest as an 

opportunity to highlight and understand individual characteristics that enabled them to 

continue through college. For example, the Circle of Courage is a framework for 

fostering resiliency among Native students (Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern, 2002; 

Brokenleg, 2012). Based in the Lakota Sioux tribe, core needs of belonging, mastery, 

independence, and generosity are components of the resiliency model. Using the Circle of 

Courage framework, Native high school students acknowledged that resiliency factors 

such as having a robust education with prospects to a future job and a supportive family 

(including extended family) that emphasized education (Feinstein, Driving-Hawk, & 

Baartman, 2009) helped them to withstand hardships. Tribal college students recognized 

resiliency factors such as cultural identity, a connection to Native American role models, 

and family involvement in their education boosted their ability to persist (Peralez, 2014). 

Native college seniors and recent Native college graduates identified resiliency 

characteristics including traditional self-talk, traditional ways of learning, cultural 

identity, and family support systems as critical for their success in college (Montgomery, 

Miville, Winterowd, Jeffries, & Baysden, 2000). These studies shed light on the vital role 

that family and culture play in instilling resiliency within students, which helped them to 

persevere in education.    
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 While resiliency has gained interest over the years, some Native scholars view 

resiliency as an ancient concept to Indigenous peoples (Heavyrunner & Marshall, 2003). 

Heavyrunner and Marshall shared stories from elders who talked about experiencing 

difficulties and then recovered. In Blackfeet language the term for resilience is pi saats si 

kaa moo taan, which in English means “miracle survivors” (Heavyrunner & Marshall, 

2003). Heavyrunner and Marshall built upon the dominant resilience research and 

developed Cultural Resilience, which includes protective factors that nurture and 

encourage Native students, families, and communities. Cultural resilience embodies 

seven protective factors: spirituality, family strength, elders, ceremonial rituals, oral 

traditions, tribal identity, and support networks. By viewing Native students from their 

cultural resilience, educational institutions increase “the collective ability of students, 

families, communities, and tribes to realize the best in themselves—and to assist others” 

(Heavyrunner & Marshall, 2003, paragraph 6). In essence, rather than viewing Native 

students from a deficit perspective, cultural resilience emphasizes the protective factors 

that students offer to help them maneuver through difficulties.       

 Similar to Tribal Critical Race, Cultural Resilience is a young theory with only a 

few written studies in higher education. Drywater-Whitekiller's (2010) qualitative study 

with 19 Native college students found that family support, rather than family strength, 

more accurately conveyed students’ experiences as they talked about how family 

supported them. Furthermore, spirituality was more diversified as students identified their 

faith as traditional, Christian, or a mix of both, signaling that spirituality should be 

viewed more openly. Overall, their study illuminated the role families and communities, 
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not educational institutions, had on Native students’ persistence in college. Tribal 

colleges utilized an “underground support system,” meaning that long before cultural 

resilience was named, tribal college staff and faculty encouraged students to be proud of 

their heritage, provided elder support, and offered prayers to bless students and their 

families (Ambler, 2003). By naming the underground support systems as cultural 

resilience, colleges were able to identify to students the support systems they had for 

rising above hardships.  

 By viewing this research through a Cultural Resilience framework, an 

acknowledgement of strengths is employed. First, rather than placing concentrated 

attention on Native students’ weaknesses, Cultural Resilience provides a balanced 

approach to research by revealing the assets that guide students to persist toward college. 

Second, similar to Tribal CRT, Cultural Resilience theory accounts for oral traditions 

(stories) as an important tool. Third, Cultural Resilience posits a promising future by 

viewing the current state with hope. Finally, Cultural Resilience accounts for Native 

cultural experiences including identity, spirituality, and ways of knowing.  

 However there are some underlying challenges that remain in the term resiliency. 

The flipside of resilience is that the term continues to implicate a deeply ingrained 

rhetoric that problematizes the individual by continuing to view Native people from a 

deficit perspective. Therefore, from a resiliency perspective if a Native student does not 

persist they may be considered not strong enough or not trying hard enough. Structural 

barriers, embedded attitudes of individualism and elitism, and a failed system remain 

unchanged. Although cultural resilience highlights the strengths of the Native student, the 
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resiliency construct perpetuates beliefs that essentialized the Native student experience. 

Therefore, if a Native student is not close to his/her family, not aligned with generalized 

views of Native American identity and cultural traditions, then he/she unconsciously or 

consciously may be placed in a categorization of “at-risk” and/or “not Native enough.” 

Although resiliency is a powerful word that acknowledges strength and perseverance, 

what remains are notions of Native people viewed as problematic.  

Cultural Threads 

 I present an alternative concept, cultural threads that are core guideposts and 

wisdom that strengthened Native students in life situations and in reaching their goals. In 

weaving, threads illustrate the individual radiance and integrity of each strand. And when 

the threads are woven together, the firmness of the rug is strengthened and a complete, 

brilliant tapestry is formed. Therefore, the term threads are used not only to keep with the 

story rug metaphor, but also to recognize the connective power between individuality and 

collectivism.  
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CHAPTER THREE: GATHERING OF STORY RUG TOOLS (METHODOLOGY) 

 In preparing to begin the weaving process, the weaver gathers tools, which are the 

key instruments to creating a rug. The tools include the battens which are used to separate 

the warp sets for easier access, a weaving fork that is used for pounding the weft 

(horizontal yarn) into position, sacking needles to help with the weaving near the ending 

stage, and yarn used to create the overall tapestry (Bennett & Bighorse, 1971). Often a 

mother or grandmother gives these tools to a weaver, as several weavers believe that, “To 

lend a tool to someone is to give your power ….a gift of energy and ideas as well” 

(Bennett & Bighorse, 1971, p. 10). I believe that I was also given ideas and gifts from 

scholars and students to help create this story rug. Chapter three is the gathering of the 

story rug tools (methodology) where I describe the tools that guided and helped to shape 

the story rug. This chapter includes the research questions, methodological stance, 

positionality, collection of student stories, analytical process, and the limitations.  

Research Questions 

 This study is based upon the premise that education is predicated from policies 

and sociocultural context that shape Native communities and influence rates of Native 

educational attainment. In order to reveal the ways in which Navajo students navigated 

toward college, I share their experiences and stories. My research is guided by the 

following research questions:  

1) What are the life experiences of Navajo freshman that lead to entering college?  

2) What perceived “monsters” (challenges) do they encounter on their journey to college 

and how do they internalize those “monsters”?  



 

 

74 
3) What “weapons” (sources of strength) helped them to overcome those “monsters”?   

Methodological Stance 

In connection with Tribal Critical Race Theory and Cultural Resilience, story is a 

central tool to reveal the lives of Native students, including the monsters they encounter 

and the weapons they used, as they navigate toward college. In following this way of 

gathering stories, this study will use a combination of qualitative methodologies. 

Indigenous Storywork (Archibald, 2008) and Narrative Inquiry (Riessman, 2008). Both 

feature stories as an influential mode of inquiry by respecting the stories that are shared, 

valuing the knowledge gained through the analytical meaning making process, and in 

recognizing the interconnectedness between storyteller and listener. A qualitative inquiry 

affirm that, “Stories are how we make sense of our experiences, how we communicate 

with others, and through which we understand the world around us” (Merriam, p. 32, 

2009). 

Indigenous Methodology and Indigenous Storywork  

 Indigenous methodology has been what Emerson (2014) described as, “A new 

way of knowing and being that is so old that it looks new” (p. 58), meaning that 

Indigenous methodology has been employed for generations. A powerful way Indigenous 

peoples have skillfully passed on methodology is through storytelling. Since time 

immemorial, the fluidity of storytelling and stories within Native societies have been vital 

and a legitimate source of understanding and navigating through the multifaceted 

dimensions of life including solving problems (Kovach, 2009; Archibald, 2008; Smith, 

2009; Denetdale, 2014; Wilson, 2008). There are creation stories that detail how life was 
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formed and how we are all connected, trickster stories that are funny yet convey 

important life lessons, and experiential family stories that describe struggles and acts of 

resistance. Story and knowing or method and meaning is an inseparable relationship such 

that, “stories are vessels for passing along teachings, medicines, and practices that can 

assist members of the collective” (Kovach, 2009, p. 95). And a collective, “we” concept 

is what centers Indigenous methodology as stories are often conveyed with someone or 

with others for the betterment of those listening (Meyer, 2001; Archibald, 2008). 

 To reclaim the value of Indigenous methodology in research, I employed 

Indigenous Storywork. Indigenous Storywork was developed by Jo-Ann Archibald, who 

is from the Sto:lo Nation, in her work with Sto:lo and Coast Salish elders and storytellers 

as a way to bridge Indigenous storytelling into formal educational contexts. The term 

work in storywork is the task aspect of research, meaning that in listening and sharing 

Indigenous stories, intense work is involved. Seven theoretical principals guide 

Indigenous Storywork including adhering to respect, responsibility, reciprocity, 

reverence, holism, interrelatedness, and synergy. Indigenous Storywork will be used as a 

basis for respecting cultural protocol, for gathering stories, conducting in-depth 

interviews, and throughout the analysis. Overall Indigenous Storywork acknowledges and 

reclaims Indigenous ways of knowing into research.  

Narrative Inquiry 

 Narrative Analysis compliments Indigenous ways of knowing such that narrative 

analysis acknowledges that “ … individuals must now construct who they are and how 

they want to be known” (Reismann, 2008, p. 7). For Native people who have often been 
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operationalized by non-Natives, reclaiming the research space by asserting Indigenous 

ways of knowing is a promising step toward decolonizing methodologies (Smith, 1999). 

Narrative Analysis refers to a family of methods for interpreting texts that have in 

common a storied form (Reisman, 2008). Narrative Analysis provides a space where 

people can make sense of the past, engage others to the experiences of the storyteller, and 

mobilize others into action for progressive change. A distinction of Narrative Analysis 

from other forms of qualitative methodology is that, “Narrative study relies on extended 

accounts that are preserved and treated analytically as units, rather than fragmented into 

thematic categories as is customary in other forms of qualitative analysis” (Reismann, 

2008, p. 12). Therefore, individual stories are valued in the gathering stage and 

throughout the analytic process. A goal of narrative analysis is that it prompts the reader 

to, “think beyond the surface of the text, and move toward a broader commentary” 

(Reissman, 2008, p. 13). Therefore, conveying individual Navajo student’s experiences 

as they navigate toward college is an essential story to understand. However, narrative 

analysis also acknowledges that individual cases can be moved to generalize theoretical 

propositions, proposing that the gathering of individual stories creates a powerful unified 

voice. 

Positionality 

 Y1’1t’44h shi 47 Amanda Tachine yinishy4. Naneesht’ézhí Táchii’nii nish[9 aadoo 

T[’izi’[an7 47 b1 shishch77n. T1b22h7 47 dashicheii n11n1 !sh88h7 47 dashin1l7. !k0t’4ego’ 

4i ‘asdz1ni nish[9. L0k’aahnteel d66 naash1.  
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 Greetings my name is Amanda Tachine. I’m from the Zuni Red Running into 

Water clan born for the Many Goats clan. My maternal grandfather’s clan is the Water’s 

Edge and my paternal grandfather’s clan is the Salt clan. I’m from Ganado, Arizona, a 

rural town located on the Navajo Nation. As a Navajo woman, that is a way in which I 

identify myself. I’m also a wife, mother of three children, aunty, daughter, 

granddaughter, sister, cousin, and grandmother. I share that because like the students in 

this study, family and my roles within family are very important to me.  

 Let me tell you my story. My college pathway began when I was very young. I 

believe the journey was sparked with the curiosity of learning that I found in reading 

when I was in 2nd grade. The book, Ramona Quimby Age 8 by Beverly Clearly stole my 

heart. I remember laughing with Ramona as she explained her adoration and frustrations 

with her older sister Beatrice. Being the middle child, I could relate to some of Ramona’s 

feelings. She seemed to have a perfect, uncomplicated life. Although we had some 

similarities, my story was also very different from Ramona’s. 

  Growing up, I witnessed the devastation that alcohol had in our family. It’s not a 

story that I often share as it uncovers embarrassing and hurtful experiences. My dad left 

our family when I was too young to remember. What I do recall are vivid memories of 

fear, anger, and disappointment. One prominent memory I have was when we were all 

laying in bed with my mom, holding tight to each other. Our intoxicated father yelled to 

us from outside the house. He wanted to get inside. For our safety, my mom would not let 

him in. Through our cries, I heard his anger as he kicked the aluminum fence and yelled 

hurtful words toward my mom. I also remember the broken promises. My dad used to 
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promise us trips to Disneyland and a home with our own beds. However, if we were 

lucky my father would remember to send us a birthday card. When I turned 12, my father 

gave me a Nintendo 64 game system. As I unwrapped the gift I was elated, but I soon 

found out that my older brother was upset. My father was irregular with the time he spent 

with us or even in the gifts that he provided, that when he presented me with the game 

system, my siblings were shocked and disappointed. Years later, my siblings would still 

tease me and say, “Dad favors you because remember he got you that Nintendo?” After 

learning about that underlining hurt, I hated that game system. Currently, my father has 

been sober for many years and I’m so proud of him. We have developed a beautiful 

relationship and it has been a joy to be a part of his life. However I cannot deny how the 

past has shaped who I am today.    

 As a family, we struggled emotionally and financially but my single parent mom 

and extended family, particularly my grandparents, unconditionally loved and supported 

my siblings and me. Like several of the students in this study, my mother sacrificed and 

gave much. Witnessing her perseverance made me the person that I am today. When I 

was in 7th grade, my mom was diagnosed with cancer. Those years were very difficult for 

her and for all of us. I cannot imagine all that she was thinking. As a single parent, I’m 

sure she was fearful of not just her life but for the future of her children. Yet my mom 

displayed unwavering faith and strength that influenced me today – that despite 

challenges keep moving forward in life. And as I think back of the love my grandparents 

gave us, tears immediately flow for they profoundly shaped who I am today. My grandpa 

was a pastor. I have fond memories of traveling across the Navajo Reservation as my 
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grandpa was often asked to preach at various churches and gatherings. As a young girl, 

I enjoyed listening to my grandpa speak and adored seeing my grandparents’ actions of 

love for others. When I reflect on my grandma, all I see and feel is love. She was my 

biggest cheerleader, always supporting me in all that I did, even when I made huge 

mistakes she was there to encourage me. My grandma taught me instrumental teachings 

such as caring for others and constantly staying close to Creator. My grandpa went to 

heaven when I was entering my senior year in high school and my grandma followed him 

after I graduated with my bachelor’s degree. Although they are not physically present, I 

still feel like they are close and always watching over me. I believe that they are cheering 

me on as I pursue higher education. My family has and continues to be a powerful source 

of inspiration for me.       

 Throughout schooling, I tried my best to do well academically. I felt it was in 

some way an opportunity to make my mom and grandparents happy as well as school 

allowed me to escape from the difficulties of being without a father. I thrived in 

academics. Gratefully, teachers included me in various programs such as the, 8th Grade 

Girls Math Class, a piloted program to increase Native girls in rigorous math courses. 

From 8th to 12th grade, I was fortunate to take part in various college summer programs 

for Native students at New Mexico Tech, University of California Irvine, and University 

of Arizona. Those outreach programs allowed me to get a taste of college life by living in 

a residence hall, taking a pre-college course, and being away from home and family. 

Throughout high school, I took the highest-level academic courses that were available 

and took part in leadership opportunities. Although I was on track for college, I didn’t 
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apply to college until later in the spring semester of senior year resulting in missed 

scholarship opportunities and hasty college decisions. Looking back, I realized that I did 

not have the knowledge or guidance on the college application process.  

 A profound moment occurred that made a lasting impression on me. During the 

last week of high school, the senior class had an opportunity to spend time together 

before we graduated. We laughed, shared stories, and signed each other’s yearbooks. I 

recall having overwhelming and bittersweet feelings of joy, excitement, and sadness. 

That afternoon, I remember sitting on a couch near the library writing “keep in touch” 

message in a friend’s yearbook. I was unexpectedly surprised that the Assistant Principal 

sat next to me. She was not from the Navajo Nation and had given many of our students a 

difficult time. For example, she was known to ridicule students if they were late for class 

by yelling at them loudly across the hallway. During her tenure, she implemented strict 

rules that impacted the student body morale. Many of us often felt like we were prisoners 

at our school. I was the president of the student body council that year and had a handful 

of conversations with our Assistant Principal on concerns that the students had with 

school. As the Assistant Principal sat near me on that day she asked, “So Amanda, what 

will you be doing after high school?” I answered, “I plan to go to college.” She said, 

“Really?” And then there was a pause. I did not know what to say or what to do. After a 

few seconds (but it felt like long minutes), she said to me, “Well Amanda, I want you to 

know that when you go to college, you are going to be nothing.” She then got up and 

walked away. I was stunned, angry, and confused. Those last six words have stayed with 

me. I have often wondered what she met. Was she coming from a literal sense meaning 
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that yes, I would be nothing because I’m just another student out of a sea of thousands? 

Or was there something deeper, meaning possibly her remarks were intentionally meant 

to be cruel? I will never know what her true intentions were. But I cannot deny the fact 

that her words did hurt. You see, as a Native person I’ve felt the ugly sting of racist 

attacks, too many times. And in that moment, I felt like she was attacking me.   

 I kept that experience silent for many years. I did not tell my family until later in 

life. I have yet to share that incident with any of my high school friends. To an extent, I 

think that I did not want to share that experience with others because in some way I was 

afraid that if I spoke those words out loud, they might come true. I’m actually surprised 

that this story is coming out now. But that story, that experience shaped my life. There 

were many times when I felt like giving up in college and I would remember those six 

words, “You are going to be nothing,” and my motivation would stir to not quit. After 

that moment, I aimed to inspire other Native students to do their best, be optimistic, and 

chase after their goals despite prevailing doubts and challenges. 

 Education has been a big part of my life. My mother was a former teacher and 

school counselor. My grandmother was a school nurse. I followed both of their footsteps 

and became an educator, first as a teacher and then as a college administrator. In both 

careers, I advocated for Native students. I challenged others to not only focus on student 

problems, but to also see their strengths and the broader context that penetrate into their 

lives. As an administrator, there were several times where I had to justify for financial 

resources and support for Native students. Many times I felt like people did not 

understand what life was and is like for Native peoples. I also learned how powerful 
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research could have on influencing people’s views on Native experiences, particularly 

on college pathways, were limited in research. Through that understanding, my interest in 

researching and writing about Native experiences evolved.         

 Based upon my personal and professional experience, I chose to embark on a 

qualitative study that would reveal the life stories of Navajo students as they journeyed to 

college. A study that would look at the broader contextual circumstances as well as 

consider how family and community shape their life and schooling experiences. Their 

stories provide an inside look into the realities of their lives as they struggle and strive to 

make it to college.   

Gathering of Students 

 This section focuses on the gathering of students, including the place where this 

study was conducted, the recruitment of students, and general information of students. 

Place   

 The Southwest region of the United States is an ideal place to garner stories of 

Native student experiences because the location is home to many distinct federally 

recognized Tribal nations and is in an area that have the largest American Indian and 

Alaskan Native representation (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). The Navajo Reservation 

alone comprises 16 million acres, or about 25,000 square miles, extending within the 

boundaries of Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah. In another description, Navajo land is 

approximately the size of the state of West Virginia.  

 With that being said, this study was conducted at a state university within the 

southwest. To protect the anonymity of the students, the pseudonym of the school is Big 
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State University, a large, public research Institution located in the Southwest region of 

the United States. At Big State University the enrollment trends have shown a steady 

increase of Native students. For example, in 1983 there were a total of 260 Native 

students out of a total of 30,460 students; in 2014 there were a total of 1,201 Native 

students out of 42,236 students. The first-time, full-time Native freshman enrollment 

trends parallel the overall growth: in 1993 a total of 102 freshmen enrolled, in 2013 the 

total increased to 191. First-year persistence rates have demonstrated a steady increase, 

with a 52% persistence rate in 1993 rising to a 75.7% persistence rate in 2013. Out of the 

197 first-time, full-time Native freshmen that enrolled in 2007, 20.6% graduated in 4 

years and 43.7% graduated in 6 years. Data on Navajo enrollment, persistence, and 

degrees conferred at Big State University are not available to get a sense of their rates.   

Students 

 Originally I wanted to interview 10 full-time, freshman students from the a range 

of Tribal affiliations. I also considered students based upon their gender, home residency 

(on or off the reservation), and academic major to get a diverse pool of students.  

 As I worked on the Big State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) for 

conducting ethical research, I learned that in order to research Native people, I would first 

have to seek approval from the Tribes that would be represented in the study. As 

mentioned in chapter two, Tribal nations are distinct sovereign entities thereby many 

Tribes have their own process of conducting research with their people. At the time of the 

study, one of the Tribes was having a moratorium on any new research projects as they 

were working on their Tribal research consultation policies. With all this information, I 
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began rethinking my research approach. I realized that because I would be focusing on 

only 10 students, the best approach would be to focus on only one Tribe as a way to 

capture a deeper sense of their experiences. Furthermore, Native scholars have advocated 

for research that is Tribe specific to alleviate broad generalizations that are often made 

about Native peoples in education (Brayboy et al., 2012). Therefore, I decided to focus on 

Navajo students because they represented the largest student group attending Big State 

University, they are the second largest Tribal group in the US, and there is limited 

research on their experiences in entering college. Moreover, because I’m Navajo I also 

wanted to give back to my community by sharing the experiences of my people.   

 Prior to getting Big State University’s IRB approval, I consulted with the Navajo 

Nation IRB to see whether Tribal approval was needed for this study. Research that 

follows Tribal protocol is extremely important, as there have been devastating 

circumstances resulted from abusing research practices among Native peoples. For 

example, the Havasupai Tribe filed a lawsuit against the Arizona Board of Regents and 

Arizona State University for the misuse of Havasupai DNA samples (National Congress 

of American Indian, 2015). The Havasupai Tribe won that case, which asserted 

precedence that research conducted with or about Tribal nations should follow Tribal 

procedures. With that insight, I connected with members of the Navajo Nation Human 

Subjects board. I learned that because this study would occur off of the juridical 

boundaries of the Navajo Nation, Tribal approval was not warranted as articulated in the 

Navajo Nation Human Subjects Code which states: “The purpose of this Code is to set 

forth the conditions under which investigators, physicians, researchers and others may 



 

 

85 
perform research activities on living human subjects within the territorial jurisdiction 

of the Navajo Nation” (Navajo Nation Code 3252, 2002, p. 295). With that understanding 

and upon review from Big State University’s IRB committee, I was approved to do 

research.  

 Through purposeful sampling, ten full-time, first-time Navajo freshman students 

were selected to take part in this study. I worked with the Native student support service 

offices to assist me in recruiting students by sending out emails to potential students 

through their listserv. On the email invitation, I indicated that students may contact me 

via email or by phone should they have questions. Students then began contacting me via 

email or text regarding their interest in the study. I set up individual meetings with each 

student who was interested in the study. At these meetings, I shared information about 

myself, the purpose of the study, answered any questions that they had, and explained the 

consent form and the process of future interviews. I found that it was an ideal method to 

have them meet me, as they gained a better understanding of who I was and why their 

time was valuable. If students were interested in participating in the interviews, during 

that meeting I scheduled our first interview date. After meeting with the first 10 Navajo 

students, I stopped with recruitment efforts and placed other interested students on a 

waitlist in case the first 10 students changed their mind and decided not to participate. All 

the initial 10 interested students took part in the study. They gave written consent as 

required by the Human Subjects Research Office/Institutional Review Board.   

 The ten Navajo students consisted of six female and four male students. They 

were all traditional college aged students, meaning that they were 18-19 years of age, had 
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just graduated from high school, and were in their first year of college. They were 

enrolled in various majors including political science, physics, pre-medicine/pre-nursing, 

natural resources, architecture, and engineering. Six students attended Navajo 

Reservation high schools throughout 9-12th grade, two students attended off-reservation 

high schools (located in border towns of the Navajo Reservation) and lived in a Native 

dormitory for most of their 9-12 schooling, and then two students attended urban schools 

throughout their 9-12 schooling.     

Gathering of Student Stories 

 This section discusses how I developed the interview protocol and then I describe 

the gathering of student stories with an explanation of listening and Tribal cultural 

protocol.  

Interview Protocol 

 As I created the interview protocol, my prior work experience and knowledge in 

the literature helped me to think holistically in the formation of the questions. Holistically 

meaning that I broaden questions that accounted for interrelatedness with family, friends, 

schools, and the Tribal community. This helped me to gauge societal and structural forces 

that often are overlooked in the literature. I also included questions that would garner 

more in-depth perspectives such as how situations made them feel. Those type of 

questions elucidated how they internalized context and situations within those contexts. 

The interview protocol had questions that related to their experiences prior to attending 

college and their experiences during their first year in college. I attended to include both 

time frames (pre-college and first year) in this study, but soon realized that the data was 
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rich and that the pre-college journey needed critical attention. Therefore this study 

focuses on the data received on only the pre-college phase.  

  After a draft of the interview protocol was completed, I conducted two pilot 

interviews with two Navajo undergraduates. I asked the two students whether or not the 

questions would solicit stories and whether they were culturally sensitive. With feedback 

from the pilot interviews, I adjusted the interview protocol. For example, in the original 

protocol I had the following questions, “How would you define family? How would you 

describe your relationship with family.” I then changed it to, “What is family to you? Tell 

me a story from your childhood that describes your relationship with your family.” Those 

subtle changes throughout the interview protocol allowed for students to move from 

conversation to storytelling. A goal for Indigenous Storywork is to move from “research 

as conversation” to “research as chat” and then to “research as storytelling” (Archibald, 

2008, p. 47). Moreover, because students’ responses moved toward more storytelling, 

where long, in-depth answers were given, some of the questions that were on the protocol 

were already being answered without me asking. Thus, careful attention to adjusting the 

interview protocol throughout the duration of the interviews helped to decrease 

redundancy.   

Interviews  

I conducted four open-structured, conversational in-depth interviews with each 

student throughout the spring 2013 semester of their freshman year. A guiding interview 

question protocol (Appendix A) was used at each interview; however, an open-structured 

conversational approach showed respect for the participant’s story by allowing for the 
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person to share openly what they wished to share ultimately allowing the “stories to 

breathe” (Kovach, 2009, p. 99). Narrative Inquiry supports the importance of giving up 

the control of a fixed interview format and allowing the person to share their story as the 

goal is to generate detailed accounts rather than brief answers or general statements. 

Reissman (2008) stated, “personal narrative encompasses long sections of talk – extended 

accounts of lives in context that develop over the course of single or multiple research 

interviews or therapeutic conversations” (p. 6). I found that as we progressed through 

each interview, long narratives began to be a consistent pattern creating a story sharing 

relationship.  

Interviews were conducted in person, one-on-one, and audio recorded. The first 

interview occurred during the beginning semester (end of January). Before the first 

interview began, I asked students to complete a demographic survey (Appendix B) which 

included general demographic information such as major, gender, tribal affiliation, and 

location of schooling. At this interview, the focus was to get to know the student and to 

gather the student’s historical educational story. Guiding questions such as, “How do you 

identify yourself? Where are you from?” was shared, as well as discussion on the 

student’s pre-college educational journey with a focus on the types of messages they 

received about college. The second interview was conducted in February. At that 

interview, the focus was to strengthen the relationship with the student by learning about 

their college entry story. The third interview was conducted in March. At that interview, 

the focus was to continue learning about the student’s life story with an emphasis on 

student’s reflection as they completed their first semester in college. The final interview 
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was conducted at the end of the spring semester (late April, early May). At that 

interview, the focus was to capture student’s perspective as they neared the end of their 

first-year in college. Guiding questions gleaned students’ thoughts or meaning-making 

that they discovered after their first-year in college.  

Indigenous Storywork and Narrative Inquiry complement each other by 

acknowledging listening as an important aspect in the interview process. One of the first 

factors of analysis within Indigenous Storywork is listening with an open mind and heart. 

Archibald (2008) elaborated on this point; “The act of story listening occurs in relation to 

using our senses. I have heard Sto:lo and other First Nation storytellers say that we have 

‘Three ears to listen with, two on the sides of our head and one in our heart’” (p. 76). 

Reissman (2008) also supports the need to attentively listen in an emotional and engaged 

way. I recognized how listening to stories could trigger different emotions. There were 

many times in the interviews where personal and heart-wrenching stories were shared. In 

those moments, I cried alongside the students as their stories touched my heart. And in 

some instances, I could relate to a lot of what they were sharing. Listening and 

connecting was an integral component of story sharing and thus highlighted as an 

important aspect of the interview process.   

Often Tribal nations have a protocol as to what and how stories are told. For 

example, Indigenous stories may consist of historical, cultural traditions, the sacred, life 

experiences and testimonials (Archibald, 2008). Some stories are for fun and most stories 

are meant to be a teaching tool. Through Indigenous Storywork, being aware of various 

protocols by recognizing what may or may not be explored was important. This 
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understanding was critical as it acknowledged the principal of respect within an 

Indigenous Storywork paradigm. For example, many Navajo traditional people believe 

that it is taboo to talk about death. Therefore when I learned that a student was raised 

with Navajo traditional values and the topic of death surfaced, I understood to not probe 

on that topic but to rather allow the student to share what he/she wanted to. I’m not an 

expert in all things related to Navajo culture and customs. However, what I do know has 

helped me to be more aware and respectful of Native and Navajo tribal protocols.   

Gathering of Thoughts: Analytical Process 

In this section, I describe my thought process as I analyzed the interviews. I’m a 

visual learner so drawing out ideas immensely helped me along this process. Therefore, I 

include pictures that help to explain the analytical process. The analytical process is not 

linear as much of what I described below occurred simultaneously. While it creates a 

false sense of temporality, I do not have a more accurate means of describing the 

methodological approach.    

Each interview averaged 2-2/1/2 hours. With 40 interviews, approximately 100 

hours of audio was transcribed. I transcribed 40% of the interviews and then outsourced 

the remaining 60% to a transcription company. After each interview was transcribed, I 

sent the transcribed interviews to each student to seek their input on the content as well as 

to ensure that they were comfortable in allowing me to use all the content that was 

shared. 

While interviews were being transcribed and in-between each set of interviews, I 

met with a Native American faculty mentor who has written extensively on Native 
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education. At each of those meetings, I shared with her topics that were emerging with 

the interviews. She listened. In reflecting back to those meeting, I believe that she knew 

that the interviews were a part of my dissertation so she was careful in what she discussed 

with me as she focused her time in simply listening. Those gatherings were a great way 

for me to process my thoughts out loud. After most of our meetings, I would write notes 

of thoughts that emerged while I discussed ideas with her. Indigenous Storywork 

acknowledges the role of talking through ideas with others as Jo-Ann Archibald shared 

her thought process with elders and peers. 

After all the transcriptions were completed, I read, re-read, all while sometimes 

listening to the audio while I read them. As I reviewed the transcriptions, I began 

analyzing each interview using a thematic analysis approach (Reissman, 2008). Through 

thematic analysis, each narrative is first analyzed as a whole where the interest is on, 

“How people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what 

meaning they attribute to their experiences, whereas the overall purpose is to understand 

how people make sense of their lives and their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 5). 

 As I mentioned above, drawing pictures helped me with the analytical process. 

Archibald (2008) recognizes that, “By requiring visualization, the storyteller [researcher] 

is making the listener or learner use his/her imagination” (p. 134). In keeping with that 

process, below are two pictures of my drawings of a student’s set of interviews. The first 

picture is my initial stage at analyzing the student’s story by listing all the themes that 

were emerging for each student. After listing all the themes, I drew arrows to detail the 

connections that were occurring within the themes. I then color coded themes as a way to 
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begin seeing if themes were consistent throughout the different students’ stories. The 

second picture is a more organized visual aid that outlined the prominent themes that 

emerged for that particular student.  

Figure 2: Drawings of Individual Analysis  
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After completing the individual student interviews in the above format, I then placed 

all the pictures together to get a visual sense of the 10 students together.  

The next phase included combining all the students’ stories. After all interviews 

were compiled individually, using a constant comparative analysis, themes were 

compared to other themes within and across stories to see how they were similar or 

different (Merriam, 2009). Using Post Its, this picture depicts the themes that were more 

prominent and in common.   

Figure 3: Drawings of Comparative Analysis  
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By getting a visual representation of the emerging themes, I was ready to transport the 

analysis to NVivo, a qualitative software used to analyze data. The preliminary codes (or 

nodes as referred to in NVivo) were family, stereotypes, funding, society/community, 

reservation life, city life, high school, purpose, spirituality, cultural shock, 

teasing/unwelcome, peer pressure, being Native, college application, and student 

narratives. After the nodes where created in NVivo, I began sifting through all the 

transcripts and placing quotes that fit into their appropriate node folders. With the quality 

and richness of the data, I needed to focus on the codes that answered my research 

questions. I began to focus on the pre-college journey with the intention that I would later 

work on the codes for the first-year in college. While working on the pre-college journey, 

I found that there were four areas that the themes evolved around: family, community, 

schooling, and self. Initially, I had created monsters and weapons within those four areas 

such that for example, there were family monsters and family weapons. By using 

thematic analysis, rereading and rethinking of the data occurs (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). 

However, I realized that there were themes (for example, financial difficulties) linked 

within all the areas of family, community, schooling, and self. Therefore, my initial 

attempt to break themes apart into those areas was not a clear representation of the 

fluidity of the data. After rethinking again of the data. I realized that what became more 

prominent were the actual monsters and weapons and thereby themes fell within the 

monsters and weapons construct. Below is a picture of the monsters and weapons that 

evolved.  
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Figure 4: Drawings of Monster Formations 

 

 

 Story rug is a metaphorical method that allowed me to maintain the individuality 

of each of the student stories as well as gather students’ experience into collective 
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themes. I see the individual story as a single strand in the story rug. I then see the 

gathering of student stories as a way to prominently show the designs in the story rug. 

And in this example, the “designs” create the monsters and weapons as previously 

mentioned. Overall, in chapters four and five I included three sets of stories as a way to 

capture students’ individual journey. Chapter four has the first two sets. The first set is 

titled the Student Introduction Stories where I provide a brief biographical account of 

who the 10 students are, where they are from, and their families. The second set of stories 

are titled the Students’ Schooling Stories where I share the students’ schooling 

experience including how they saw themselves as a student, type of schools they 

attended, and their involvement within their schools. In chapter five, I included the 

Students’ College Entrance Stories, which are the last sets of stories. Those stories 

comprise of when students first thought about college, how many colleges they applied 

to, and what fields they were interested in studying.  

In using Indigenous Storywork, student stories were guided by foundational 

principles of respect, responsibility, reciprocity, reverence, holism, interrelatedness, and 

synergy. Archibald (2008) articulated the responsibility that comes with being an 

Indigenous research or “storyteller” by citing Cuthand; “We come from a tradition of 

storytelling, and as storytellers we have a responsibility to be honest, to transmit our 

understanding of the world to other people … In this process, there is something more 

than information being transmitted, there’s energy, there’s strength being transmitted 

from the storyteller to the listener and that is what’s important in teaching …” (p. 84-85). 

With those guiding principles, I utilized mutual thinking, memo writing, and peer review 
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to validate the findings and story formation. For example, an important aspect in the 

formation of the student’s story was to ensure that they were interpreted and told 

correctly. I accomplished this by first offering students the opportunity to read over their 

interview transcripts and make corrections and/or add new information toward “mutual 

thinking” where we get to know one other, including understanding cultural traditions 

and protocols, and establishing a consensual working approach (Lighting, 1992). 

Secondly, I worked with students to ensure that I was sufficiently culturally sensitive in 

their story by sending them copies of their stories and inviting them to provide feedback 

and make changes. Third, I utilized personal journaling and memo writing as a way to 

trace personal analysis, formulate concepts, and document emerging ideas that helped to 

make meaning (Kovach, 2009). Finally, I presented initial findings to a group of Native 

researchers and college students as a way to ensure that my interpretation was culturally 

nuanced in the students’ terms. These steps were crucial to ensure valid representation of 

the findings and stories.   

Limitations 

   This study is designed to focus on a small population of Navajo college 

freshman as they journeyed toward higher education. The research on Navajo college 

students is limited and because the existing literature is narrow it is easy for scholars and 

practitioners to generalize too broadly the Native student experience. There are more than 

500 federally recognized tribes in the United States and each tribe is distinctive, having 

their own social, cultural, and political worldviews. I hope that through this study, readers 

are able to learn about the experiences of a particular group of Navajo freshman but 



 

 

98 
understand that although there are similarities among tribal groups, there is also a need 

to acknowledge the vast diversity among Navajo and Native peoples. With that being 

said, there were only two students in this study that grew up predominantly off the 

Navajo Reservation and were therefore schooled at urban settings. They have a unique 

experience that warrants further research. Perhaps this study could have included only 

reservation students or urban students as a way to contextualize a more common 

schooling and living experience. Finally, because of the wealth of data gathered, this 

study focuses only on the pre-college journey. The first-year of college experiences is not 

accounted for in this study. However, I hope what is shared provides a deeper awareness 

of an under-researched area and calls for continued interest in what their first-year 

experience entails.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: MONSTERS (FINDINGS PART ONE) 

 

Students’ Introduction Stories 

 Each student shared a part of their lives with me, and I am honored and grateful to 

share them with you. When you first begin weaving a rug, strands of yarn are joined 

together to make the foundation. As I begin this story rug, I will introduce the 10 Navajo 

students by providing a brief biographical account of who they are, where they are from, 

and their families. This introduction is the customary way Navajos typically introduce 

themselves by establishing who they are and recognizing where they are from and who 

they are related to. However, to protect the anonymity of the students, I do not disclose 

their Navajo clans as would be expected from a Navajo perspective. Respectfully, all 

individual names and towns located on the Navajo Reservation are pseudonyms.   

 

Sarah’s story 

Sarah had long hair that was usually coiled in a tight bun. She often wore blue jeans, a 

college t-shirt with a Nike zip-up sweatshirt, and worn running shoes. Her black-framed 

glasses sat comfortably on her smiley face as she had one of those faces that naturally 

formed into a warm smile. Sarah was born and raised on the Navajo Nation, in a small 

rural town called Purple Hills with roughly 1,200 residents. There were three gas 

stations, a tiny post office, a small hospital/clinic, a school campus, and a handful of 

state/tribal offices sprinkled throughout the town. Modest homes, mobile trailers, and 

hogans (Navajo traditional dwellings) were spread throughout Purple Hills. Sarah loved 
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to roam through the reservation land riding on her horse. She could spend the entire 

day riding her horse, travelling to visit friends and family, stopping by the general store, 

and then spending time alone, feeling free. The youngest of four children, Sara was 

raised by a “strong” single mom, “loving” maternal grandma, and a “tough” maternal 

grandpa. Until she was 10 years old, she lived in a hogan that had no running water or 

electricity. For Sarah, there were fond memories of living in that home. She smiled as she 

remembered sleeping with her mom and siblings in a full-size bed. Providing loving 

words when times were rough and celebrating in moments of joy, Sarah believed that 

“family is the backbone of everything.” She recalled always being with her mom and 

grandma because she didn’t want to miss an opportunity to learn something from them. 

Most days Sarah walked nearby to her grandparents’ home to ensure that her grandma 

remembered to take her insulin medicine and that her grandparents were both well and 

fed. Her four older siblings would jokingly tease her by calling her “the baby” because 

of her close connection to her grandparents and mom. Although her siblings teased her, 

they provided a sense of loving protection for Sarah. Sarah’s family instilled education in 

her. For example, Sarah cherished hearing her grandma says, “Nizh0n7go [Go in 

Beauty], Nizh0n7go, you’re going to school, keep at it.” Those words from her grandma 

were carried close in Sarah’s heart as a reminder to strive for education, for she was the 

first in her family with high aspirations to go to a university. Sarah’s purpose in going to 

college was to one day return to Purple Hills and take care of her grandparents and mom 

because they were “everything to me.”   
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Wesley’s story  

Wesley had a narrow, fit physique as he scheduled most days by prioritizing time for 

weight training at the gym. With short dark hair and often wearing a black rocker t-shirt 

and dark colored short pants, Wesley was a music lover. He taught himself how to play 

the guitar. Learning on his own was something that he enjoyed doing. He read historical 

works, scientific discoveries, and various other interesting topics through which he could 

explore life beyond what he learned in the classroom. Wesley described himself as an 

inquisitive person with a lot of questions and admitted that it was hard for him to stay 

focused. Like Sarah, Wesley spent the majority of his growing up in Purple Hills. 

However he lived in several places within the western region of the United States 

throughout his life as his single-parent mom moved for employment to provide for her 

three sons. Wesley’s father left his family when Wesley was four or five years old and that 

was the last time he saw him. When Wesley was younger, he formed relationships with 

admirable men such as his bus driver or his third-grade teacher because they had “good 

qualities” similar to what a father would be like. As he got older, he didn’t feel the need 

to connect with other men, as not having a father became a normal experience for him. 

Wesley, the youngest in his family was very close to one of his older brothers because his 

brother would help him with school and served as his companion as they grew up 

together. Like most sibling relationships, they fought over who got to watch their favorite 

show on television, but they always made amends and ignored grudges against each 

other. When he was 10 years old, he and his older brother took apart a 1998 Dell 

computer. They then installed a DVD player and upgraded the RAM to improve the 
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performance of their computer. Wesley was analytical and serious and at a young age 

he was told that he was smart but he did not like being called that because he thought 

everyone was smart in their own way, and “smart is too simple.”  

 

Jessie’s Story 

Jessie was tall and attentive to her appearance as she often wore fashionable jeans and 

tops with small studded earrings in matching colors. Her brown hair was long and 

prepared nicely into delicate, loose curls. She described herself as “well rounded” such 

that she was able to be “flexible and adapt to her surroundings.” For example, she 

admitted that she could dress really nice in the city and then return to the rez and put on 

her boots and hat and be comfortable. Like Wesley, Jessie moved around several times. 

However, most of her moving occurred within Arizona and when she was in high school. 

The choice to move was largely based on her own decision, as she wanted to try new 

schools near and on the reservation. Prior to high school, Jessie was raised in a small 

community called Forbidden Springs (where her maternal grandparents were from) with 

a population of roughly 700 people, half the size of Purple Hills. At an early age, her 

maternal grandfather taught her how to butcher sheep and brand cattle. In addition, her 

paternal grandma and aunt acquainted her with city life by taking her on vacations to 

California and other places. Experiencing reservation life taught by her cheii (maternal 

grandfather) as well as travel with her nali (paternal grandmother) influenced Jessie to 

respect Navajo traditions and seek opportunities. Jessie was a single child until the age 

of nine and then her new little brother arrived. During that same time, her parents 
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divorced and Jessie moved with her mom and little brother to Windy Sands (also 

located on the reservation). Jessie believed she had to grow up fast to tend to her little 

brother and help her mom at home. She had a special bond with her mom; she confided 

to her about personal struggles and joys. And that bond was pivotal for Jessie because 

she grew up experiencing family members who disappointed and hurt her. Jessie’s goal 

was to leave the reservation, learn from others, and then see how life unfolds after that. 

Whether or not she will one day return to the reservation after college was on her mind, 

but until that time she looked forward to learning in a new environment.    

 

Amber’s story  

Amber literally glided into our first interview, as she scooped up her skateboard and took 

a seat. A natural athlete, Amber had a creative edge in her style of dress often wearing 

shorts, Converse shoes, and a sweatshirt that declared, “GOD FIRST BRO.” Her hair 

was usually pulled back into a casual ponytail and then polished with a headband. She 

wore black-framed glasses that often slipped slightly down her nose. By habit, Amber 

would frequently bend her pointer finger and adjust her glasses to a comfortable 

position. Growing up on the Navajo Reservation in the town of Red Sands, she relished 

running through the sand dunes and finding time to rock climb. Red Sands was one of the 

larger towns on the reservation with a population of roughly 5,000 people in the area. 

Because of its location, near national landmarks, tourists frequent the town of Red Sands. 

A grocery store, handful of fast food restaurants, and four modest-sized hotels were 

available. Amber grew up among a large extended family with six of her maternal 
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grandmothers who lived nearby and a “complicated” immediate family. She 

elaborated on “complicated” by describing that her mom and dad separated when she 

was in kindergarten. Amber was the oldest of six siblings, four of her siblings were either 

step- or half-siblings. Growing up, Amber’s siblings lived off and on with her, her mom, 

and step-dad at different times during the year. Amber had affectionate memories of her 

extended family. One time, her six grandmas and their family all came together and 

organized a food sale to help raise money so that Amber could attend a youth leadership 

program in San Francisco. Through their collective efforts Amber was able to travel  free 

of financial concerns. Raised in a Christian home and having a devoted relationship with 

her masani (maternal grandmother), Amber was instilled with teachings such as 

believing in and connecting with God as an integral part of life. The first in her family to 

go to college, she wanted to “push myself even more to show them [family] that anyone 

can do it.”  

 

Lauryn’s story 

Lauryn, quiet and reserved, called herself a “cattle girl” because she grew up taking 

care of animals and found solace when she worked with her horses. Like Jessie, Lauryn 

was attentive to her appearance as her natural shades of makeup were usually flawless 

and she took time to curl her thick, long, dark-auburn hair. Often wearing regular 

college student attire, such as denim shorts, stylish sandals, and a fitted t-shirt, she 

accessorized her look with polished nails, a delicate gold cross necklace, and half-dollar 

sized, gold hoop earrings. Lauryn spent the majority of her life at Folded Canyon, with a 
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population of roughly 300 people. A small rural reservation town, Folded Canyon 

was near an Indian Health Service clinic and a trading post. Like Jessie and Wesley, her 

immediate family moved around a lot on the reservation when she was young due to 

family struggles and employment opportunities. Lauryn was the oldest grandchild and 

had two younger siblings. As the oldest she felt a responsibility to be a “good mentor” 

and a “good sister” to her younger cousins and two siblings so that they had “footsteps 

that they can follow.” Her father was Hopi and instilled in Lauryn a solid work ethic 

focused on academics and sports. For example, during high school, her dad would 

punish her if she did not score more than fifteen points in a basketball game. Punishment 

meant being restricted from using her cell phone. Lauryn laughed as she shared that she 

would do all she could to guarantee that she made those fifteen points. Her mom, who 

was Navajo, reinforced teachings about the importance of and how to keep up the 

homestead, practicing prayer, and attending Navajo traditional ceremonies. She credits 

much of her success to her parents and the traditional teachings that she learned while 

growing up. Lauryn’s dreams were to go to college, to be a role model for her family, 

and then hopefully return to the reservation and help her people.      

 

Joy’s story 

At first glance, Joy seemed like the timid and quiet type. She was petite and slender 

dressed in stone washed jeans, a fitted top, and black sneakers. Her dark brown (almost 

black) hair was mid-length and often pulled to one side and draped over her shoulder. 

She had a poised, elegant stature as she comfortably sat in a proper position: back 
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straight, legs crossed, and hands folded softly on her lap. Although she appeared to 

be shy, that was far from the truth. Joy was a self-assured, natural leader. She described 

herself as strong and smart. She explained strong as, “It’s not just the physical part, but 

being able to be strong mentally, emotionally, and just to be able to hold myself 

together.” She felt like her life experiences shaped her to become a stronger person. Her 

mom was a teenager when she gave birth to Joy. Because she wasn’t able to support Joy, 

her mother’s parents raised her until she was 10 years old. Growing up off the 

reservation with her grandparents, Joy learned to speak Navajo fluently, even learned 

about Navajo traditional teachings, and respected the simplicities in life because they did 

not have a lot of money to buy “materialistic things.” When Joy turned 10, she moved in 

with her single mom and younger siblings (one brother, one sister) on the reservation in 

a small community called Juniper Mountains with a population of roughly 1700 people. 

While living with her mom and younger siblings, they stayed in a modest home that did 

not have electricity and running water. Her mother did not complete high school and was 

often unemployed. To provide for the family, her mom resorted to the support of welfare. 

Joy’s mom agonized over being financially unstable and concerned for Joy’s younger 

siblings, as at an early age they both began to abuse alcohol and drugs. Despite all the 

challenges that Joy witnessed her mother struggle through, Joy had a profound sense of 

respect for her mom. Joy often took the protector and caregiver role by lecturing to her 

siblings about their actions and emotionally supporting her mom. Like Jessie, Joy 

experienced discouragement and hurt from much of her extended family. Therefore, she 

considered family to be only her immediate family and those who had supported her. Joy 
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held deep desires to obtain a college degree and one day help her family financially, 

as well as serve as a positive role model to her family and others.        

 

Chris’s Story 

Chris smiled a lot. He had an infectious and welcoming smile. Often wearing a tank top, 

khaki shorts, and casual sandals, Chris dressed for the frequent hot temperatures. His 

hair was straight and cut just above his ears. He often waved a hand to adjust the bangs 

that would lie sideways against his forehead. Chris was raised on the reservation at a 

place called Tall Corns, population 1400, by both parents and nearby maternal 

grandparents. Having two older sisters and a younger brother, Chris was instructed on 

how to care for sheep and horses by his sisters and then he had the responsibility to teach 

his younger brother those same duties. Every morning before the sun rose, Chris and his 

siblings would gather the sheep and let them graze on their 15-20 acres of land. His 

responsibility was to keep an eye on the sheep ensuring that they did not get lost, hurt, or 

forgotten. Sheepherding would take up to five hours of their morning, so to occupy their 

time, they would play games in the vast lands by pushing boulders down hills or finding 

water wells where they could soak their bodies in natural, cool waters. Chris recalled 

those childhood sheepherding memories vividly and with a beaming smile. Growing up, 

he had a close relationship with his grandpa. In the evening Chris would walk to his 

grandfather’s home and inform him that it was time to eat. His grandpa would walk over 

to Chris’s home and eat with the family. Chris remembered listening to his grandpa 

share generational stories over dinner. When Chris was near adolescent age, his 
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grandpa passed away which devastated him. Chris carried close these words that his 

grandpa shared: “I want you to be a good person, for the people.” Whether Chris will 

one day return to the Navajo Reservation after he completes college is yet to be 

determined. Regardless where he eventually would work and reside, Chris saw himself 

following his grandpa’s words by one day becoming an influential leader for Native 

people.   

 

Mike’s story 

Having formerly worked at a sports store, Mike had an array of fashionable athletic 

attire. One day he would wear the latest Michael Jordan basketball shoes and then the 

next day he wore Allen Iverson’s popular shoes. He made a point to coordinate his shoes 

with his entire outfit, as if the shoes drove the corresponding attire. He often wore 

colored tank tops, casual yet stylish athletic shorts, and then a sports team cap polished 

off his look. The apparel connected with his commitment to be physically active through 

both running and basketball. A competitive athlete, Mike was part of a top team in high 

school where he participated in several state level championship games. Mike grew up 

with a single mother in a very small community on the Navajo Reservation called Little 

Fields. Little Fields had no public record of the population as people in that area are 

often counted within the larger neighboring towns. Mike believed that his family valued 

being caring as his late grandpa was well known in his community for always helping 

others. Occasionally when Mike met elders in the community of Little Fields they would 

ask him who his grandparents were as a way to get connected to him. When Mike shared 
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his grandfather’s name, elders smiled and acknowledged that they knew his grandpa 

for he had helped them or a relative in the past. Caring for others was also ingrained in 

his mom as she often opened her home to relatives who needed a place to stay, sometimes 

for extended periods of time. Therefore, Mike, a single child, grew up with extended 

family members coming and going in his home. At the time of these interviews, Mike’s 

mother moved in with his masani (maternal grandma) as his grandma battled 

Alzheimer’s disease. Mike described himself as a “keep to myself person” and “hard 

headed.” When he explained being hard headed he elaborated that he was the type of 

person that when he wanted something he would do “whatever I can to get it.” A college 

degree was one such goal that he was driven to achieve. Growing up with a mom who 

struggled financially to support him, he wanted to get a college degree and then one day 

care for his mom and family.      

 

Cecilia’s story 

When I asked Cecilia to describe herself, she started laughing and commented, “That is 

really hard.” Cecilia was petite with dark, long layers of hair that flowed naturally 

against her back. When she smiled she kept her lips closed, which highlighted her dark 

brown eyes. Often wearing a turquoise beaded necklace with a dangling nickel sized 

arrowhead around her neck and matching turquoise stone earrings, Cecilia took pride in 

wearing Navajo jewelry. After taking a few seconds to think about how she would identify 

herself, she shared, “I would identify myself as a Navajo.” Being raised off the 

reservation all of her life, she admitted that it was “hard to correlate as being Navajo.” 
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Through constant support from family and regular visits to her home on the 

reservation, she later developed a stronger understanding of herself as a Navajo. Cecilia 

grew up in an urban city in Maricopa County with her two parents, aunt, five siblings 

(she is the second youngest child), and family cat. However, she did not call the city her 

home; rather, she considered Sunrise Valley, located on the Navajo Reservation, as her 

home. She had tender recollections of visiting her extended family at Sunrise Valley 

during the summer months and on weekends. “I noticed that I’m happier when I’m out 

there because it’s so quiet, and it’s so peaceful and you finally feel like you are in 

balance.” Cecilia grew up with traditional Navajo teachings taught by her parents and 

from an urban Native American group that she met with once a week. Through those 

teachings, she formed the values of striving to live in balance, respecting others, and 

practicing prayer. Those teachings were a source of strength for Cecilia as she navigated 

through personal and family challenges. Like many of the other students, she hoped to get 

a college degree and one day give back to her Native American community.  

 

Sam’s Story 

Sam stood over six feet tall with broad shoulders and a medium built frame. He regularly 

wore blue jeans, a basic t-shirt, and casual athletic shoes. He grew up not having a lot of 

money so he did not give much attention to purchasing and wearing name brand attire. 

He stated his views on brand clothing: “You can just get a decent pair of shoes and just 

keep them clean. You don’t need Nikes. They’re made of the same material, just different 

logos.” Like his attire, he maintained a simple, clean look with his hair as it was often 
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trimmed to an uncomplicated crew cut. Being raised by a “strong” single mom and 

attending a Black church, he credited his mom and church for positively influencing him. 

Like Cecilia, Sam was raised in a large urban city within Maricopa County. When he was 

growing up, Sam’s mother opened her home to many family members as they struggled 

with various problems such as finances and substance abuse. Sam, the oldest of two 

brothers and 16 cousins, was accustomed to having up to 10 people (including his uncles, 

aunts, and cousins) living with them in a modest two-bedroom apartment. Having lived 

with many of his family members, Sam often cared for his younger cousins and formed a 

close relationship with them. Although Sam witnessed his uncles and aunts struggle in 

life as they battled with alcohol and drug addiction, he held high regard for them. He 

recalled memories of his aunts and uncles walking him to school, buying him goodies 

with their food stamps, and always encouraging him. In tears, Sam shared that “Family 

is everything… all I need is my family. My family, they all want to see me shine. They 

believe in me, so family is basically my world.” Going to college was a gateway for him 

to move beyond the struggle and hopefully one day return the gratitude he felt for his 

family by helping them financially.  

 

 These 10 stories provide an introduction to the students’ lives in order to better 

understand their entrance into college as they are told. In chapter four, I will continue the 

storyline of each student by weaving their vignettes throughout key sections as a way to 

tie together both the individuality and shared aspects of their experiences.  
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The Twin Warriors Story  

 The overall design of this story rug was guided, organized, and constructed 

parallel to the Navajo traditional story of the Twin Warriors. The traditional oral story of 

the Twin Warriors (also referred to as the Monster Slayers) will be shared and then I will 

elaborate on the woven connection between the Twin Warriors and the 10 

Navajo students. 

Figure 5: Ascent of the Hero Twins by Shonto Begay 

 

Changing Woman (Asdzą́ą́ Nádleehé), a central figure in Navajo history and culture, 

gave birth to twin sons, Born for Water (Tóbájíshchíní) and Monster Slayer (Naayééʼ 

Neizghání). When they reached adolescent age, the twins wanted to know who their 
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father was so they went on a journey to find him. They were guided with favor by 

gods who created a holy trail paved with rainbows. On their journey, they met Spider 

Woman (Na’ashjé’ii Asdzą́ą́) who shared with the twins that their father was the Sun 

(Jóhonaa’éí). Spider Woman gave Born for Water and Monster Slayer tools and a prayer 

to aid them on their quest to find their father. The twins were grateful for Spider 

Woman’s assistance and continued on. As they travelled to find their father, they 

encountered four different obstacles. They survived each treacherous obstacle because of 

the tools and prayer that Spider Woman provided and that helped them to stay alive and 

continue on their journey.  

 When they finally reached their father’s home, Sun put the twins through various 

tests as a way to determine whether the twins were indeed his. The twins were guided by 

Wind (Níłch’i) and therefore the twins succeeded each test. Sun then asked, “Now, my 

children, what do you ask of me?” The twins sought help from their father, requesting 

that he provide them with weapons to slay the monsters (Naayééʼ) who were killing the 

Navajo people. Father Sun provided his children with weapons. The twins were grateful 

for their father’s help and went on their way to face the monsters.  

 The twin warriors first confronted the Big Giant (Yé’iitsoh) who was very big and 

powerful. The twins waited for the Big Giant to arrive at a lake which they were told was 

a place the monster went to daily. The Big Giant came to the lake to drink water and it 

was there that the twins struck the monster with lighting and arrows. The Big Giant fell 

down and died. The second confrontation was with the Horned Monster (Déélgééd) who 

was said to be hard to kill. With the help of Gopher (Na’azísí) and the weapons provided 



 

 

114 
by father Sun, the Horned Monster was defeated. The third conquest was with Bird 

Monster (Tsé Nináhálééh) and the fourth monster defeated was  Who Kills With His Eyes 

(Binááʼ yee Aghání). 

 After the twins conquered each monster, they returned home to their mother, 

Changing Woman, to share the news. Changing Woman rejoiced with her two sons and 

told the great news to the Navajo people. Through their valiant and courageous efforts, 

the twin warriors were considered heroes to the Navajo people.1      

 

 In my first interview with Cecilia, she acknowledged the traditional Navajo story 

of the Twin Warriors as she remembered a high school experience. Cecilia and a 

classmate gave a presentation on alcoholism among Native Americans to a group of 

community members. It was at that time that a respected elder commented to her and her 

co-presenter that they were like the Navajo Twin Warriors. Cecilia recalled, “One of the 

elders in the group stood up and said, ‘You guys are like the epitome of the Twin 

                                                
1 Navajo traditional stories including the Twin Warriors story are often told by a male 
and during the winter months. To honor the students in this study, I share the story in a 
respectful manner as to not insinuate that I’m an expert in the Twin Warriors story or in 
Navajo traditional oral stories. In my attempt to abbreviate a version of the Twin 
Warriors story, I acknowledge that I sought guidance from various books meant for a 
range of audience members, from children to adult (Iverson & Roessel, 2002; Locke, 
1992; Mabery, 1991; Austin, 2009). Additionally as a Navajo, I recall learning this story 
at various points in my life through oral storytelling at school settings, community 
meetings, and at occasional social functions with family and friends. Through these 
multiple sources and experiences, I share the Twin Warriors story in an abbreviated 
format. Oral storytelling acknowledges that there are various ways to share a story and 
multiple ways to interpret the stories; therefore, this version of the Twin Warriors story 
may be shared and interpreted differently based upon the person telling and the person 
listening (cite). I encourage further reading and learning of the intricate teachings 
wrapped within Navajo traditional stories such as the Twin Warriors story as these stories 
provide evolving life lessons. 
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Warriors. The Twin Warriors traveled from one world to the next to slay monsters 

and bring knowledge back to the people. You guys are just like the twin warriors, that’s 

amazing, you are bringing knowledge back to community.’” In sharing this experience 

Cecilia conceptualized how she joined other Native students who were embarking in 

attending college. And as they navigate through that journey, they are recreating a 

contemporary version of the Twin Warriors story. 

 Like the Twin Warrior story that highlighted historical monsters that sought to 

destroy the Navajo people, Cecilia discussed that there were contemporary monsters 

working to disrupt the Navajo way of life. For example, Cecilia presented to her 

community the impact of alcoholism on Native people. Unfortunately, there were even 

more challenges. Similar to the trials of most Indigenous people, life presents a host of 

contemporary social ills plaguing Navajo people including drug abuse, crime, lack of 

academic achievement, suicide, and diabetes. In the Navajo language these collective 

challenges are referred to as naayééʼ, which translates into English as monsters (Austin, 

2009). Navajo society used the term naayééʼ to describe anything that disrupts h0zh0, 

which encompasses peace, harmony, balance, or goodness (Austin, 2009). But, Navajo 

philosophy considered that naayééʼcould be controlled and/or eliminated. 

 Cecilia believed that she was embarking on a journey to defeat contemporary 

naayééʼ. She shared this connection: 

He told us that we should be proud of who we are and that what we are doing is 

really good. “You are taking the knowledge from the elders as well as today’s 

society and putting them together to make a better world for the Native 
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community and the city as well as the reservation.” That was something that 

impacted my life because I always felt like being able to go back to the city and 

bring knowledge and bring it back to my cousins. After college maybe I can 

return the knowledge back to the people and help them prosper. Having him tell 

me that was really inspirational, and just motivating, made me feel like I had a 

purpose to do something.  

Signifying respected figures in Navajo tradition reinforced Cecilia’s ambition to navigate 

through college with an awareness that monsters will surface. Yet she formed a 

strengthened understanding that her charge was to slay those monsters with the hopes of 

returning to help her Navajo people.  

 The 10 Navajo students in this study are much like Cecilia. They are Native 

student warriors on their way to college who inevitably face monsters. I therefore applied 

Cecilia’s metaphor to the 10 Navajo students as I saw that while each student navigated 

toward college, they indeed were confronted with monsters. In chapter four, adopting the 

twin warrior storyline, I will weave the journey of these Navajo student warriors as they 

proceed to college. First, I illuminate contemporary monsters (struggles/challenges) that 

the students faced before entering college. I conceptualize how those monsters influence 

their college aspirations. In chapter five, I will then present the strengtheners that were 

found to help students work toward defeating those monsters. Throughout both chapters, 

I include literature to provide broader background to the isolated stories.  

 In the Twin Warriors story, the twins navigated through various stages. The first 

stage included finding their father Sun. Within that stage, the twins were given tools and 
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teachings by Spider Woman to help them reach their father. Like the twin warriors, 

students’ pre-college journeys were a stage in their life where they were on a quest to find 

and select a college. And while on this journey, they were not alone but were influenced 

by multiple people and conditions.   

 Students’ pathways to college were shaped by their community, schooling, and 

family; within these contexts, monsters were revealed. In an attempt to bring to life the 

monsters, for this study I define monsters as embodied negative conditions that derail 

students from proceeding toward college. Monsters are not always easy to recognize as 

they are intertwined within community, school, family, and self. In this chapter, I identify 

the first monster, The Financial Hardship Monster, a powerful monster that was 

prominent in students’ community and family. This monster illustrates communal and 

familial economic hardships that influenced students’ educational aspirations. I then 

reveal the second monster, which was The Addiction Monster. Students shared how 

alcohol and drugs within their community and family shaped their pre-college journey. I 

then proceed by including the second series of student vignettes, which illustrate the 

Students’ Schooling Stories as a way to shape their schooling story and provide 

background for the following two sections. Next, I expose The Educational Deficit 

Monster. I uncover schooling challenges that limited students’ academic ability and 

college access. The final and more intimate monster, The Personal Struggles Monster, 

sheds light on private and often unspoken challenges that students faced during a crucial 

time in the college-choice process.  
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 The Financial Hardship Monster  

 The Financial Hardship Monster moved in the crevices of students’ lives, in their 

community, and within family; all 10 students discussed how poverty permeated their 

lives. Students living on the reservation shared challenges including being isolated, far 

from shopping centers and businesses, and having scarce living amenities such as lacking 

running water and electricity. Their reflections exposed deep burdens of poverty and 

unemployment that plague the Navajo nation. Students living in the city discussed 

growing up in high crime areas and cramped apartments, depicting another view of 

poverty in a different context. One student (Cecilia) brought attention to how poverty was 

subjective, possibly not present in her thoughts, until she was introduced to the lives of 

affluent friends. Overall, these stories penetrated students’ thinking about how they 

would afford college.  

Reservation Life: Isolation, Economic Development, and the Deep Roots of Poverty 

 Eight of the ten students (Jessie, Lauryn, Joy, Wesley, Amber, Sarah, Mike, and 

Chris) grew up and lived a majority of their lives on the rez. The reservation was their 

home and a place that some described with fondness. With her eyes closed and a soft 

smile on her face, Sarah explained,  

The best days are on a summer day, when you wake up early, you go for a run, 

it’s so nice and cool. You hear like the birds, you know you hear the bus coming 

down the road for other kids. You hear like just little things. And then the smell 

also, if it’s a cold morning, you can always smell the smoke from the stove, you 

can smell grandma’s cooking, you can smell the sagebrush and just like the wet 
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dirt, and stuff. I would wake up, cook if I have to, clean, and then before it 

starts getting hot, I would saddle my horse. I would meet my friends and we 

would ride to the lake and do some open range roping or just ride anywhere, and 

we would ride all day. And then come evening, we would unsaddle, feed the 

animals and stuff and we would just kick back. On a perfect, perfect summer day. 

You can sit there, anywhere on the dirt, it’s not too hot, it’s not too cold, it’s just 

perfect and you can hear everything like the, what are those bugs called? The 

crickets, yeah you can hear that, and the stars are so bright. 

Although most students conjured memories of the reservation as a place of comfort or as 

Jessie framed, “a place for me to be myself,” all students shared another side of the “rez” 

where negative conditions and experiences, that they encountered and/or seen, 

contributed to shaping their college pathways. I present how students discussed the 

Navajo Nation as often isolating, devoid of economic development, and lacking in 

amenities (such as homes with running water and electricity). Their reflections divulged a 

harsh reality of financial hardships troubling the Navajo Nation.   

 Students frequently described the reservation as “isolated,” depicting the actuality 

of limited businesses. Lauryn explained, “It’s like there is nothing there. There are no 

stores. It’s just like one little store where you can buy groceries. If you want to go to 

town, it’s two hours away. There’s no swimming pools or bowling alleys or anything.” 

Due to the lack of shopping places nearby, many Navajo people tend to travel off-

reservation, or to “town” as Lauryn referred to it, to purchase supplies or to take 

advantage of more entertainment options. Traveling to and from “town” even for basic 
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living needs was a costly expense. Wesley noted, “Purple Hills is isolated. Gallup [a 

neighboring city for shopping] is about 50 miles away and Flagstaff [another neighboring 

city] is like 130 miles or so. You need money to get from one place to another. You need 

a vehicle, which costs money. You need gas, which costs money. You need food, which 

you get from Gallup and it costs money to go to Gallup.” Isolation for Wesley meant that 

it cost money, meaning that it can be expensive to travel to and from cities for such daily 

common necessities as groceries.  

 Several reservation towns have one or two grocery stores within their vicinity; 

however, because the reservation stores were far from cities that distributed products, 

fresh fruit and produce could be difficult to find and expensive. Amber (from Red Sands) 

described her frustrations with not having fresh produce. “There is only one grocery 

store, which is not the best grocery store. I love fruits and they are like six bucks for 

strawberries, which they look disgusting. And the meat is not the best meat. So we had to 

travel to Flagstaff which is two hours away just for like good foods like fresh fruit.” 

Reservation grocery stores may be within a closer proximity, offering some travel relief 

to families. However, those stores provided low quality food items and came with a hefty 

price. If families did not have their own garden or vegetable fields, they were then left 

with the options of purchasing items at local grocery stories or driving long distances 

again with the possibility of spending more money due to the cost of transportation and 

time devoted to travel. Moreover, Navajo people suffer from myriad health disparities, 

including diabetes, obesity, and heart disease. Complicating these health problems for 

Navajo people is finding healthy food options that are readily available and affordable.   
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 In addition to sparse businesses, there is also a lack of employment. Lauryn 

talked about the few jobs that are available. “There is no jobs there too on the reservation. 

Like there is just like, low minimum wage jobs and it’s just like cashiers and stuff or like 

working at a laundry mat.” Lauryn commented that the only available work would be low 

paying and for her that was not a future option that she wanted to take.  

 Another hardship that students talked about was the deprivation of common living 

needs. Mike shared, “I don’t enjoy seeing people living in slums or no running water or 

really poor like poorly insulated houses. It just bugs me seeing really run down houses 

and it’s just something I don’t want for if I were to have kids.” During the summer Mike 

worked with the local tribal utility company. Through that experience he saw first hand 

how some Navajo people were living, such as in poorly insulated homes, homes that had 

outdated electrical wiring, and/or no running water. Chris went as far as to describe the 

reservation as a Third World, “We are stuck in a third world nation, the Navajo Nation is 

a Third World place. If you go out in the communities, you’ll see the graffiti, and run 

down things.” As in a Third World nation, reservation life has its struggles, including 

poverty and lack of facility infrastructure.  

 Sarah and Joy lived in homes with no running water and electricity and gave an 

inside perspective on what life was like for them. Sarah lived in a hogan without those 

amenities until she was 10 years old. At the time of our interviews Joy, her mom, and 

younger siblings still dwelled in a modest home with no running water and electricity. 

She shared what that life looked like.  
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Well, without water it’s a lot harder. You can’t just take a shower and stuff, 

because it’s not there. And you have to learn to conserve it because you don’t 

want to constantly go back for water all the time, or haul water. It’s a lot of labor, 

but just even living without electricity and without water, it really changes you as 

a person. … And without electricity, that’s really different too, because you’re 

kind of like detached from the media and stuff. We don’t have Internet. We don’t 

have TV or cable or all that stuff all the time. 

Although both students commented on the difficulties of living with no running water or 

electricity, they also shared that it taught them to appreciate things and to be strong, 

especially should trials come, because they had endured hardships in their regular, daily 

life. They did not entirely view their upbringing as a setback; rather, they saw how those 

life conditions also strengthened them.     

 Navajo Land is scenic and students articulated fond stories of its brilliance; 

however, juxtaposed to that beauty is oppressive poverty. Jessie, Lauryn, Joy, Wesley, 

Amber, Sarah, Mike, and Chris recognized how frustrating life can be when separated 

from establishments such as bowling alleys, swimming pools, and even places that 

provided fresh produce and meats. Furthermore, students like Sarah and Joy shed light on 

homesteads lacking the basic amenities of water and electricity. These student 

perspectives revealed larger social oppressions of poverty.  

City life: The “ghetto” and tight living spaces 

 Students who grew up in the city shared fond memories of playing with 

neighborhood friends, having gatherings with close-by relatives, and even developing 
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independence through employment opportunities. Yet along with the allure of urban 

life, students pointed to hardships. Sam and Cecilia specified similar yet nuanced 

financial challenges of metropolitan life. For example, both described living in areas of 

the city that were dilapidated and high in crime. Because of increased stories of sexual 

assault and gang violence in neighborhoods, Sam and Cecelia’s families moved often. 

Cecilia shared an experience in which she became more aware of how her lifestyle 

differed from her more affluent friends. This account revealed how poverty can be 

subjective.  

 Sam lived in a section of the city that he referred to as “ghetto.” Sam described 

his neighborhood as 

. . . kind of like ghetto, a little bit. There was trash in the streets. You could just 

tell it was ghetto just by the look. You got the messed up cars, your typical low 

riders…. The area around where we lived, it was almost next to the freeway… It 

was still dangerous, but not like the hood. There was creepy people walking 

around, like sketchy, you got your addicts.  

Cecilia lived in a similar environment and living there increased worry for her and her 

family. “You have to worry about, worrying about the hooligans that run around. You 

have to worry about the car. You have to worry about what’s going on in the 

neighborhood, the drug dealers, the gang bangers, the smokers and all of that. You have 

to worry about that all the time in the city.” Both Sam and Cecilia came from large 

extended families with little money, which contributed to their challenging housing and 

environment conditions.    
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 Sam and Cecilia both moved often around the city while growing up to escape 

negative conditions such as drug dealing, sexual assault, and increased gang activity in 

the neighborhoods. Additionally, they moved to accommodate a growing family. Sam 

and his family lived in small apartments occupied by his mom, his brother, and other 

family members who lived off and on with them. He recalled that at one point their 

apartment was packed with 10 people living in their two-bedroom, one-bathroom 

apartment. He resorted to sleeping in the kitchen to have some privacy and to also get 

some relief from bed bugs that had infested a room that he shared with other family 

members. He spoke with frank frustration, “Yeah, it got to the point where I had to sleep 

on the kitchen floor just to get away from bedbugs… I slept under the kitchen table. I was 

like, ‘you know, I’m moving out. I don’t like living here.’ I didn’t know that I was mad. I 

was like, ‘I’m getting the hell out of here.’” During his senior year in high school, he 

moved in with his single uncle.  

 Cecilia also talked about living in tight spaces with her family. She lived with her 

parents, her aunt, two older brothers, an older sister, and a little brother. At one time there 

were eight people living in a three-bedroom apartment. She commented, “We lived in a 

three-bedroom apartment, where it was pretty small so all of us couldn’t actually have 

our own room. A lot of us would be sleeping on the floor. That’s when it gets hard there 

and just growing up in a really small apartment, but my parents made it work.” Cecilia 

discussed experiences with mixed emotions. On one hand, she remarked with a tad of 

frustration the lack of privacy when sharing spaces with many family members. Yet on 
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the other hand, she laughed and smiled as she reflected back because those 

experiences contributed to fond memories and shaped a close connection between her and 

her family.  

 Notably, Cecilia talked about how different she felt when she visited her friends 

who lived in more affluent neighborhoods. Cecilia shared, “In high school, people have 

their own bedrooms, and they have their own beds. I was like, ‘You guys don’t sleep on 

the floor?’ And they are like, ‘No, we have our own beds.’ It’s like, oh that is weird. It’s 

kind of weird comparing like our lives with theirs.” Cecilia lived near an affluent 

neighborhood while she attended high school. It wasn’t until she visited her friends’ 

homes that she began to realize that her lifestyle was different from those of others. This 

quote demonstrates how poverty can be subjective: Cecilia had not recognized being 

impoverished until she visited a friend’s house. Noticing the differences in how she and 

her friend slept was eye opening for Cecilia. She understood that her parents worked 

extremely hard to support their growing family, but she did not articulate that she felt like 

they were poor. I believe that Cecilia did not consider herself poor because most people 

around her lived in the same conditions. Often times, we learn more about ourselves 

when we are exposed to differences.   

 Sam and Cecilia provided a view of “the ghetto,” a section of the city that 

included increasing crime and worry. Because of the surmounting stories of sexual 

assault and gang activity, Cecilia and Sam’s families moved often. With growing 

families, they experienced the frustrations of living in cramped spaces. And for Cecilia, 
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being introduced to a more affluent friend’s home opened up an awareness of her and 

her family’s state of poverty.   

Paying for college: “I couldn’t afford it” 

 Hearing the financial constraints that students experienced in their daily lives 

inescapably evoked discussion about being concerned with not having enough money to 

pay for college. Furthermore, as students were denied scholarships such as the Gates 

Millennium scholarship, perhaps the most publicized and sought after source of funding, 

their grip on attending college began to slip.   

 Students described their fears of not having enough finances for college. Cecilia 

stated, “There was always the money issue. If I was not going to get scholarships or how 

was I going to pay for tuition? That was something I really freaked out about. …It was 

that big shock like, Oh my God, I can’t go to college. I have tuition to pay.” Jessie lived 

in a single parent household and also understood the financial constraints within her 

family. “Coming from a single parent home, I thought I couldn’t do it or I couldn’t afford 

it. I was scared because I’m like maybe I should just start off in a small college, maybe 

just to help my mom, so she doesn’t have to worry about it.” And when students thought 

about paying for college it was not just about finding resources for tuition. Sarah 

unpacked the total calculations that she was considering. Sarah figured, “You know 

finding the funding also is a huge obstacle to overcome because books are not cheap, the 

dorm isn’t cheap, how are you going to eat? Where are you going to sleep? Just little 

things if you need toiletry, how are you going to get that?.... That was the major things 

you know, doing scholarships, left and right… it’s a lot of work.” Most students 
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articulated that a potential barrier for them in going to college was finding money to 

pay for it.   

 Several students diligently applied to various scholarships and were devastated 

after being denied by funders. Six students applied to the Gates Millennium Scholarship, 

and five of them were denied funding, which impacted some students tremendously. 

Chris shared, “The day I found out that I didn’t make it to the recipient round was a huge 

blow to my educational confidence.” Chris explained that he almost quit pursuing plans 

to go to college as he felt like a failure. Chris was not alone in those thoughts as Mike 

explained a similar scenario. “Just like financially, I think that’s the one thing that I really 

was scared of because especially getting out of high school, during the mid second 

semester of my senior year, filling out so many scholarship applications and getting 

rejected by so many of them was really, it was maybe [state’s university] is not 

something I can do right now.”     

The Addiction Monster 
 
 The Addiction Monster, primarily as a result of substance abuse, reared its ugly 

head in students’ communities, often among family members and close friends. Students 

shared generational stories of how alcohol use occurred in past generations and 

manifested into other distresses including domestic abuse and even death. Students also 

addressed how peers and younger siblings were on the verge of addiction, alerting 

attention to the younger age of users. These stories underscore how alcohol and drug 

addiction is not just an individual problem, but also a community tragedy.  
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 As a note, presenting these students’ stories surrounding The Addiction 

Monster was difficult, as I grappled with contributing to the deficit and stereotypical 

narrative that Natives are drunks. However, I cannot push these accounts aside and deny 

the stories that students shared. As I present these findings, I also question, what are the 

consequences and implications of presenting the on-going narrative of alcohol and drugs 

among Native peoples? Moreover, how do substance abuse challenges connect with 

college access? With these questions in mind, I present the findings and provide a few 

thoughts about addressing these questions in chapter six.  

Alcohol: “I wonder how I even made it out” 

 Students alluded to the alcohol dilemma hurting their communities. Jessie shared 

her perspective: “Growing up in the communities that I have, people drink, people 

smoke, people vandalize, people steal, and it just makes me think. A lot of times, I 

wonder how I even made it out.” Students like Jessie recognized the negative control that 

alcohol has in their communities and then reflected on how, in her words, she “even 

made it out,” revealing the personal thought that she could have been swallowed up in a 

toxic cycle of alcohol abuse. I present how students disclosed generational stories of 

alcohol damage passed down from grandparents. I then provide an inside look into 

students’ personal experiences in witnessing their parents abuse alcohol and the 

detrimental effects, such as domestic abuse, that surfaced as a result. Their stories are 

reminiscent of trauma, both past and present day, that interplay with and influence their 

life accounts.     
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 Alcohol has been a part of most of these students’ families for generations. 

Jessie shared her family history with alcohol. “My mom grew up in an alcoholic home. 

She used to tell me stories of how he [grandpa] used to beat up my grandma, especially in 

front of all five of my aunts and uncles. She used to tell me, ‘I didn’t like it. There were 

times when I cried.’” As a young child, Jessie curiously began researching how alcohol 

affects your body and began to get “scared” of it. She recognized the hurt that alcohol 

contributed in her grandparents’ past lives and the detrimental effects it can have on 

personal well-being. She formalized convictions that she would not continue the alcohol 

abuse pattern. When I asked her what she was scared of, she paused and said, “I was 

scared of letting her [mom] down.” Knowing her mother had witnessed cruel acts caused 

by the negative effects of alcohol, Jessie did not want to “disappoint mom.” She 

personalized intergenerational trauma in which traumatic experiences are passed down 

from one generation to the next. And for Jessie, this past suffering created within her a 

sense of fear of perpetuating the same abusive pattern and disappointing a respected 

figure, her mom (Brave Heart, 2011).    

 Students also experienced the influence of alcohol within their own home as they 

shared stories of how their parents were caught up in the damaging cycle of alcohol 

abuse. At the time of these interviews, Lauryn’s parents were recovering alcoholics and 

had been sober for over 10 years. However, Lauryn had vivid memories of when they 

were not sober and how, just like in Jessie’s grandparent’s story, the effects of alcohol 

spilled into other problems, including domestic violence. She shared a glimpse of what 

that experience was like. “I kind of saw a lot of abuse between my mom and dad when I 
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was small, they would get in big fights and hit each other.” Lauryn’s parents 

eventually separated when she was in elementary school and she stayed with her mom, 

but that was not always a good experience for her. She elaborated on this time in her life: 

“It was just me and mom and it was hard because my mom still liked to party so I was 

always scared of her. I always wanted to go to grandmas. Those two years I think were 

the hardest for us. I felt like I didn’t have a family.” Eventually, her parents reunited their 

relationship and abstained from alcohol. Lauryn was grateful that her parents were sober 

but couldn’t deny that those childhood experiences had made an imprint in her life.  

 Chris also grew up in a home environment where he witnessed his father abuse 

alcohol. He shared a story of this experience,  

There's one time when he was drinking and he woke up the next day. At that time, 

he was unemployed and my mom was the only one employed so we were 

basically in financial downside. When we ate out, it was big because we never 

really did eat out. We ate out at [a fast food place] in Flat Mesa the next day. It 

was me, no I was sitting in the middle. My older sister and me and my other sister 

and he was like “I'm treating you guys out.” This is treating out? I was sitting in a 

car in a parking lot eating [fast food]. “I'm treating you guys out because I'm sorry 

that I got into an argument with your mother. I'm sorry I drink in front of you 

guys. I won't hurt you guys anymore.” A week later, he started drinking again. 

Chris struggled with trusting his dad because of his past experiences in witnessing his 

father drink, abuse his family, and constantly lie to others. At the time of these 

interviews, his dad had been sober for several years, but Chris’s past episodes shaped his 
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present day life. Chris elaborated, “Yeah, I feel like I look down on him sometimes 

which is bad but kind of how I feel.” Chris opened up a little more and explained why he 

harbored bad feelings toward his father. During the time when his dad was consumed in 

alcohol, Chris lost an important person in his life when his grandfather passed away. He 

wanted a father figure to provide him love and support during that hard time, but Chris 

felt like his dad was not able to provide sufficient comfort that he desperately needed.  

 As discussed in Chapter Two, historical trauma is the “cumulative emotional and 

psychological wounding across generations, emanating from group trauma experiences” 

(Brave Heart, 2011). To “numb the pain,” historical trauma response manifests in 

multiple ways including substance abuse, depression, anger, and suicide (Brave Heart, 

2011, p. 7). Compounding historical trauma are present day constraints including impacts 

associated with the Financial Hardship Monster discussed earlier. This supports the 

assertion of Kirmayer, Gone, and Moses (2014) that existing structural factors including 

economic inequalities need to be accounted for to better assess structural competence. As 

illustrated in Chris’s story, his father’s unemployment may have not offered any relief in 

his battle with alcohol, suggesting the interconnected powerful force that The Financial 

Hardship Monster and The Addiction Monster create.   

Drugs and Native youth: “It’s really starting to worry me” 

 Drug usage was also present in students’ lives. In their stories they shared how 

drug use at an early age was prevalent among their younger siblings and their friends. 

They disclosed how, although they did not partake in drugs, The Addiction Monster still 

had residual effects in shaping their lives.    
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 In Joy’s case, her younger brother and sister were getting wrapped up in 

drugs. Both her siblings were in high school and had begun using drugs at an early age. 

She shared her thoughts on this experience. “Because right now, my brother and my 

sister, they are not listening, they’re just going crazy and they’re becoming insolent. 

Their friends buy drugs and stuff like that. It’s really starting to worry me.” Joy’s mother, 

a single and unemployed parent, was struggling to make ends meet by living in a home 

with no running water and electricity. Her mother was getting financial assistance from 

government food stamps and additional help from neighboring family members, who 

would assist her in hauling wood and water. Despite these barriers, her mother was doing 

her best to guide her children in making the right choices, but Joy felt that her siblings 

were not listening to their mother and instead blamed their mom’s past and current 

struggles for their behavior. She continued to share this perspective: “They have that 

mentality stuck with them that just because you [mom] did it, so we can do it. You 

[mom] didn’t achieve anything so why should we listen to you?” Joy’s narrative 

illustrated the complicated challenges some Native students face during the time when 

they are applying to college. Again connected to this story was the compounding power 

of The Addiction Monster and The Financial Hardship Monster, revealing why some 

students like Joy are consumed with constant “worry” over family hardships.   

 Students also discussed stories of their close friends’ association with alcohol or 

drugs. In a soft voice, Sarah spoke quietly and provided her perspective on having friends 

who frequently smoked marijuana:  
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Most of my friends, they smoke marijuana a lot. That’s all they do. That’s all 

they talk about. They really abuse it and just seeing that I mean, they are my 

friends and everything and I hang out with them, they respect that I don’t do that, 

but just seeing them, they don’t have jobs. They dropped out of school. They 

didn’t finish school. They are living off of their parents and just seeing that, I 

don’t know why they don’t see it. 

In our interview, Sarah was careful when speaking about her friends as I got a sense that 

she deeply cared for them and did not want to come across as judgmental. She respected 

them for not pressuring her to drink or smoke, but she wished that they did not choose the 

“bad” path. She struggled with understanding why they made those choices.   

 Joy also talked about how she was trying to deal with feelings of remorse toward 

friends who were consuming alcohol and drugs. She stated, “I can’t feel sorry for those 

kinds of people because they chose that kind of life. I’m trying to make myself 

understand that…. I’m just trying to build that strength.” Joy and Sarah recognized that 

The Addiction Monster was putting a good fight against their close friends and family 

members, but they internally wrestled with acknowledging how The Addiction Monster 

was also influencing them.    

Students’ Schooling Stories 

 As the weaving of the story rug continues to form, this section will open with 

student stories that capture a brief overview of their schooling experience, including how 

they saw themselves as students, the type of schools they attended, and their involvement 
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within their schools. These stories also highlight personal challenges that they 

encountered which will be further elaborated in The Personal Struggles Monster section.  

Sarah’s story 

Sarah attended kindergarten through high school on the reservation at Purple Hills. She 

remembered vividly “loving school” as early as primary school age. She loved getting 

awards (stickers on her notebook) from her teachers for completing her weekly reading 

log. A class that she especially enjoyed was Navajo Culture because she was taught how 

to weave rugs with yarn and cardboard and she also learned many Navajo oral stories. 

Her “love” for school continued throughout her adolescence and into high school. She 

recalled that at the beginning of her freshman year she told herself that she was going to 

be “faithful to my classes” by excelling in her academics. Growing up around animals 

and then taking high school agriculture classes, she developed a desire to learn more 

about the land and animals. By her senior year, she knew she wanted to study natural 

resources in college. Sarah was very humble and often avoided talking highly of herself, 

but she had a moment where she asked permission to “brag about herself.” She wanted 

to stress to me that education was important to her. Being an involved student in the high 

school agriculture program while taking care of familial duties at home, she still 

performed well academically having only received one C (the lowest grade that she 

received in high school) during her freshman year. She learned from that C, and did 

everything she could to have high marks on her grades throughout high school. As a 

student, Sarah described herself as a “teacher’s pet, obedient, and the nerdiest kid out of 

her classmates.”      
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Wesley’s story 

As an elementary student, Wesley was a “naughty kid, but I did my work.” He was 

suspended from school when he was in kindergarten. Then at 10, he and his friends had a 

water-drinking contest where he quickly drank 120 ounces in less than five minutes. 

Wesley became nauseated and frequently made trips to the restroom (every 10 minutes) 

that entire day. Since he was young, he has always “hated school.” He disliked getting 

up early and going to school for seven hours. He would have preferred teaching himself 

at home or attending a class with 7-8 students per teacher because he felt like he would 

have learned more. Wesley attended six different schools from kindergarten to high 

school due to familial decisions and challenges. During his kindergarten to third grade 

years he attended two different schools, one school was in Montana and the second 

school was located on the Navajo Reservation. Then from fourth through seventh grade 

he attended two schools in an urban city in New Mexico. When he got to eighth grade, he 

again attended a school on the Navajo Reservation. Then throughout high school (9th -

12th) he attended and graduated from Purple Hills High School . Because he experienced 

different schools, he grew to appreciate schools that had a diverse, ethnic population. 

Since he was a young boy, he was teased in reservation schools for having a lighter skin 

color than his Native American peers. However, when he attended the urban schools at 

New Mexico he was not teased and therefore he felt more accepted by others. Although 

he “hated school,” Wesley performed well academically. Often referred to as “smart” by 

his teachers, he frequently received excellent grades.   
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Jessie’s story 

Jessie described herself as “a really good student” who listened and tried her best. Like 

Sarah, Jessie felt good after receiving high grades, especially when she was able to make 

her mom proud. At an early age and throughout high school, she strived to get straight 

A’s. Most of her schooling occurred on the Navajo Reservation. However, she attended 

Hawk High School located off the reservation when she was in 9th and 10th grades. This 

school provided housing for students who were not able to travel to and from school on a 

daily basis due to distance and cost. Jessie enjoyed attending Hawk High School because 

she felt a sense of independence from her family and she felt like the school challenged 

her academically. When she reached the 11th grade she returned to the reservation and 

attended Folded Canyon High School. During this time she lived with her aunt and faced 

personal difficulties. Jessie began to have suicidal thoughts due to an array of personal 

and family circumstances. One such personal challenge was that she was a target of 

teasing. Like Wesley, Jessie was teased as a young child and then throughout high school 

for not looking Navajo enough. This experience made an imprint on her life. As she 

shared, “It did hurt but eventually along the way, I learned to accept the fact that I was 

different.” Jessie transferred to Purple Hills High School during her senior year. Living 

with her mom and focusing to perform well academically gave Jessie motivation to 

persevere through personal challenges and excel in academics.  

 

Amber’s story 
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As a young child, Amber was instilled with competitiveness. In elementary school she 

wanted to get a better grade than anyone else in her class. Amber was the first person to 

get an assignment done and she recalled being told by her teachers to “slow down.” 

Known as the student who always got good grades on her work, in fifth grade she 

received her first F on a paper. After battling with her friends to see who would get the 

better grade, she was quickly embarrassed and cried when receiving a failing grade and 

the lowest grade amongst her friends. That experience shaped her to always strive for 

excellence and helped her recognize that she was influenced by how others viewed her. 

Wanting to be a role model for her younger family members as well as being viewed by 

peers and others in her community as a positive student, Amber’s competitive edge 

continued throughout high school. She took her ambitious streak into the classroom and 

onto the sports arena. A talented athlete, Amber participated in basketball, softball, and 

volleyball. Her team played in state championship games during her senior year, an 

important and difficult stage in her life. Throughout this time, Amber started feeling more 

frustrated with school as she felt that Red Sands was not challenging her in academic 

courses. She was becoming accustomed to being “bored” in her classes and she “hated” 

that feeling. On top of her frustrations with academics, Amber and her mother’s 

relationship underwent some challenges as Amber felt like her mom was not supporting 

her with sports. Additionally Amber’s grandmother was being tested for cancer, which 

devastated Amber as her relationship with her grandmother was intimately close. Amber 

described her senior year as “rough” but also as a time when she learned a lot about 

herself.  
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Lauryn’s Story 

Lauryn described herself as shy, intelligent, and a teacher’s pet in school. She attended 

four different reservation elementary schools and attributed those frequent moves as a 

reason for her shyness because she had to constantly make new friends. When Lauryn got 

to seventh grade, she stayed at the same school. Folded Canyon was a small town; 

therefore, the junior and high schools were joined together and known as Folded Canyon 

Junior Senior High School. Having a strict father who stressed the importance of 

education and sports, Lauryn did well both academically and athletically. She was a top 

player in basketball, volleyball, and track. During her sophomore year, her oldest cousin 

tragically died. He was a senior and highly regarded in the community and school for his 

athletic leadership. This sudden death devastated Lauryn and her family as Lauryn 

looked up to him because he would have been the first in their extended family to go to 

college. Lauryn then quickly became the oldest grandchild in her extended family and 

potentially the first to go to college. Wanting to be a role model for her younger siblings 

and cousins, she was more determined to obtain stellar grades. She later graduated as 

Co-Valedictorian of her senior class and received a scholarship in honor of her cousin 

who had passed. Lauryn tearfully explained that, when she received the award during 

graduation, “I was in tears. He was just watching over me. I just wanted to show him I’m 

trying to make grandma and grandpa proud.”   

 

Joy’s story 
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Raised by her maternal grandparents until she was 10 years old, Joy attended 

elementary school off the reservation. As Joy approached middle school, she moved in 

with her mom and two younger siblings on the reservation. She recalled going to four 

different schools when she was in  sixth grade as her mom sought steady employment. 

After seventh grade and throughout high school, Joy stayed in the same school district of 

Flat Mesa. Like Lauryn and Amber, Joy wanted to be a positive role model for her 

younger siblings, cousins, and even her mom and community members. At Flat Mesa 

High School, Joy became heavily involved within her school in roles where she could 

contribute to her community. She served in leadership positions in various clubs 

including the Native American Church Youth Council, Health Occupations Students of 

America, National Honor Society, and Student Council. Joy was also honored with a 

royalty title for her community. As royalty, Joy travelled throughout Flat Mesa and 

surrounding areas where she was able to provide service to elders and community 

members. Engaging in many organizations helped her to “build myself mentally” so that 

she graduated as Salutatorian of her senior class. Joy excelled academically and in 

various leadership roles. She found tremendous support from her school and community. 

However, she did not feel the same support from her extended family, which created a 

lingering struggle for her. 

 

Chris’s Story   

Chris described himself as a curious student. He would ask his teachers questions 

constantly. He recalled how Ms. Begay, the Navajo culture teacher, would patiently 
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answer each of his many questions. From elementary to middle school at Flat Mesa, 

he grew to recognize the “flaws” in his reservation school. Students were “making out” 

in the hallways and even getting involved with drugs. He started distancing himself from 

his peers because he wanted to avoid getting tangled up in that lifestyle. He lost friends 

during this time and shared with his mom the internal frustrations he was feeling towards 

his peers. Chris’s mom advised him to not separate himself from his peers, but rather to 

help them, as that’s what “Navajos do.” Chris continued to notice the negative influences 

not just among his peers but also among some teachers and in the overall academic 

rigor. When he was in eighth grade, he researched the test scores of Flat Mesa high 

school and learned that his potential school was not performing well academically. He 

then made a tough decision to attend high school off the reservation at a location about 

250 miles from his home. Like Jessie, he attended a high school that provided housing for 

students who were not able to commute on a daily basis to and from school.  Living away 

from home, he learned to be independent and felt like he received the academic rigor that 

he was searching for. Although he had an overall great experience, as he and his friends 

(who also lived in the dorm) formed a family bond with each other, new challenges 

surfaced: being separated from his immediate family and dealing with racism from his 

non-Native classmates.   

 

Mike’s story 

Like Sarah and Lauryn, Mike described himself as a “teacher’s pet.” Although some 

people would consider teacher’s pet as an “insult,” Mike considered it a “compliment.” 
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A hard-working student, he pushed himself to ask questions in class, study material 

“even when I didn’t need to,” and enjoyed reading books. Mike attended Light Tree 

Christian Elementary, which is located less than five miles from the Navajo Nation 

border, from kindergarten to sixth grade. He valued the fact that his mom placed him in 

private schools because he felt like he received a good education attending Light Tree. 

Mike attended two middle schools, one located on the reservation (in seventh grade) and 

then during his eighth grade he went off the reservation for school. During this time, 

Mike developed a temper because he claimed that he was “looking to find the acceptance 

of my peers.” He recognized that he was steering himself in the wrong direction; 

eventually, with guidance from his mom, he decided to transfer to an off-reservation high 

school. He attended Hawk High School (located about 150 miles from his home) for 9th 

and 10th grades. During his freshman year he lived with a friend and then in 10th grade 

he resided in a boarding facility (a residence provided by the school for students who 

lived far from home). Mike advanced academically at Hawk High School. For example, 

he was recognized for being the only student passing more than six math exams without 

missing a single question. Yet the cost of living away from home was too much for his 

mom, so for 11th and 12th grades he attended another off-reservation high school 

approximately 60 miles from his home. He was able to commute daily to the neighboring 

city to attend Fountain Springs High School. An accomplished athlete, Mike competed in 

several state tournament games in cross-country and basketball. As his level of 

athleticism increased, his devotion to education took a backseat.  
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Cecilia’s story 

Cecilia grew up in an urban city off the reservation. As a prestigious student, she carried 

a 4.0 grade point average throughout elementary school. Attending schools that had 

predominately White students, Cecilia struggled with finding a “bond” with others as she 

described herself as a “loner.” As early as elementary school, she was teased for looking 

different. Her classmates would pull her long hair and call her “derogatory” names. In 

middle school, the “harassment” continued. She vividly shared an experience when boys 

in her class threw paper balls at her. Frustrated, Cecilia threw the paper balls back at 

the boys. At that moment, the principal came into the class and saw Cecilia’s rage 

toward the boys. Cecilia attempted to justify her behavior but the principal ignored her. 

She felt that because she was a minority, administrators labeled her as a “delinquent.” 

The principal eventually left and the boys resumed by throwing more paper balls at her. 

In high school, she continued to excel academically. She was the only Native student in 

her AP courses and honors program. However the “harassment” did not stop. During 

her sophomore year, Cecilia began to struggle with depression and almost committed 

suicide. Increasing tension from being constantly teased at school compounded with 

personal and family challenges weighed down Cecilia’s life. Connecting more with her 

traditional, spiritual teachings, Cecilia developed a stronger sense of self. She later got 

involved with the urban Native community and surrounded herself with friends who 

supported her educational aspirations. Cecilia flourished by the time she got to 12th 

grade by passing AP exams with the highest scores possible and then graduating in the 

top 10% of her class, an accomplishment that she was very proud of. Although Cecilia 
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endured difficult trials, she felt like she got “stronger” for defeating the odds and 

overcoming adversity.      

 

Sam’s story  

Like Cecilia, Sam grew up and attended school in an urban city off the reservation. As a 

young kid, he was quiet and had one or two close friends. Smart and nice, Sam was often 

asked by his classmates to help them with their work. Assisting his classmates with 

schoolwork continued throughout high school because he was known as the student who 

did well academically and was willing to help his peers. In middle school, Sam started 

his own business with only $5 as start-up money. He sold candy out of his backpack at 

school. In his first year of business, he made $750 and then in his second year he made 

over $1,000. During that time he described himself as a “successful nerd” because of the 

work he was doing academically and with his thriving business. In high school, he tried 

to continue his business but competition from other students (who had also started their 

personal candy story) stalled his work. He could not compete with their more expensive 

candy options and decided to close down his business. Because of his entrepreneur 

venture, Sam got to know many students at school, which expanded his friendship circle. 

Getting acquainted with more students, Sam began drinking and smoking weed. During 

his senior year, he got into an argument with his mom and moved out to live with his 

uncle. He then began working at a fast-food restaurant. Completing his senior year while 

working late hours as well as continuing to party took a toll on Sam as he prepared to go 

to college.      
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 These stories provide background as I share with you the monsters that 

emerged in their schooling and in their personal lives.  

 

 

The Educational Deficit Monster 

 The Educational Deficit Monster surfaced predominantly at Arizona reservation 

schools by limiting students’ academic ability and college access. Students viewed their 

schools’ lack of academic rigor in not providing upper-level math courses and 

deemphasizing homework. Students revealed that their schools lacked a college culture as 

they described that more attention was paid to getting students to graduate high school 

and their peers avoided planning ahead for college.  

“High school isn’t that hard”  

 Six students attended Arizona reservation high schools for most, if not all of their 

high schooling. All acknowledged that they felt that they were not academically 

challenged. With hesitation Lauryn stated, “In high school, I don’t know, high school 

isn’t that hard.” Joy shared similar thoughts. “I’ve always looked for a challenge and it 

was kind of hard at the high school, I wasn’t able to get a challenge because everything 

felt so easy to me.” Wesley added, “In high school, the work was simple, like very 

simple. I didn’t have to think about it at all, really.” And Amber went as far as stating, “I 

was getting bored in high school because it wasn’t so rigorous and I hate that because I 

could learn so much at a better school and I could have been more well-prepared.” These 

students were high achieving academic students and most of them yearned to learn. They 
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often took the most rigorous classes available at their schools; yet, even in those 

upper-level courses, they felt that they were not challenged.  

 The Arizona Board of Regents implemented core curriculum requirements that 

include sixteen courses for students who aim to attend one of the state’s three public 

universities. Of the sixteen courses, American Indian students scored the lowest in math 

such that 30% of American Indian students did not complete four years of math with at 

least a C grade (Milem et al., 2013). Students’ stories highlighted how math was most 

frequently the course that limited their higher learning. The main reason that students felt 

that they reached a ceiling in education was because the upper-level math courses were 

simply not available. At Sarah, Wesley, and Jessie’s high schools, Calculus 1 was the 

highest math course offered. An aspiring science college major, Sarah took Calculus 1 

two times because she had no other options to meet her four years of math requirements. 

She shared, “I took the same class, Calculus, twice because I needed four years of math 

so I was like I will just take another year of Calculus.” A hopeful medical student, 

Amber’s choice for the highest math course was Pre-calculus. If a student at her school 

wanted to take Calculus 1 or higher, their option was to take an on-line course. For 

Amber that was not an option that she was willing to take. “I don’t want to be taught by a 

computer because they don’t have teachers who could teach a higher math class than Pre-

calculus. What if I didn’t get it? There’s no one around me to help. I like personal help.” 

Sarah and Amber attended larger reservation schools that typically had more academic 

and extra-curricular opportunities than the smaller schools on the reservation. Yet those 

larger schools still did not offer upper-level math courses or, if they did, the course was 
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facilitated by an on-line source making it difficult for high achieving students to 

acquire knowledge in rigorous math content.   

 To further elaborate their viewpoints on the lack of academic rigor, students 

shared perspectives on homework. During class, homework was given to students; 

however, most of these students did not complete their assignments at home but rather at 

school. Wesley described this experience:  

 Usually in high school homework would be passed out around the midpoint of 

class for most of my classes. Then the teacher would either let you work on old 

assignments or work on homework. In that time, I would finish and just sit around 

and I didn’t have any homework. If I forgot about homework the day before and I 

had a class after lunch, I would write a quick essay, that was really bad, but I still 

got a good grade on it, I don’t know why.  

Lauryn had a similar experience. “In high school, I would just do work in class, and you 

don’t even have homework. You just finish the work, and then you go home and sleep or 

watch TV.” Students were accustomed to completing all work in class or during 

lunchtime, thereby not having any consistent homework. Overall, students viewed not 

having homework with mixed feelings. On one hand, they were relieved that they did not 

have to do extra work outside school as many of them took part in extra-curricular 

activities such as sports and clubs. Yet on the other hand, they were also frustrated 

because not having homework contributed to their not feeling challenged, as stated 

earlier.    
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 One student, Sarah, explained why teachers may not be assigning frequent 

homework. She highlighted students’ views that teachers were possibly choosing to 

deemphasize homework because they were making decisions based upon the broader 

challenges that may inhibit students’ academics. Sarah stated, “I think the teachers, 

knowing our background, they just really didn’t force that [homework] upon us.” Sarah 

shared these sentiments while maintaining respect for her teachers. She felt that they were 

looking out for the best interests of her and her classmates by understanding that students 

may have complicated lives and outside obligations. This situation explains what 

Huffman (2013) found when he interviewed American Indian educators who worked at 

reservation schools and found that teachers and principals were sensitized to the 

prevailing social conditions impacting their students. In that study, one principal stated,  

Challenges are everyday. Challenges are getting kids here. Challenges are trying 

to make sure these kids come in and we got breakfast bars here. A lot of times 

they don’t come with breakfast. Challenges are the parents may be fighting or are 

the parents even there? Challenges are, where is the kid going to go at the end of 

the school day? Make sure he gets home. Is it safe there? … Challenges are every 

day.” (Huffman, 2013 p. 53) 

In Huffman’s study, supporting students’ basic living needs often took precedence over 

learning as “challenges are everyday.” However, not all students shared in Sarah’s or in 

Huffman’s perspectives. In the next section, I describe how some students held a 

different viewpoint on why schools were contributing to The Educational Deficit 

Monster.    



 

 

148 
“Why don’t we have that?” Limited College Information  

 College was not a dominant topic shared at several reservation schools. Amber 

acknowledged that her school did have college posters available, however she felt that 

her school did not instill messages that college was attainable for students. She explained, 

“It feels like they don’t have so much confidence that you’re going to succeed in life. 

They feel like you are on your own way, but they feel like it’s going to be a constant 

struggle for us because of where we’re going to high school, where we’re growing up.” 

Amber felt that there was an underlying notion from school staff such that they 

considered students from her reservation high school less likely to go to college. And if 

students did go to college, most would not be able to earn a degree. Therefore, she 

believed that her school did not promote college because most held a deficient mentality 

of student achievement.  

 In Arizona, 52.4% of American Indians graduate from high school when 

compared to the overall graduate rate of 73.4%, contributing to a 21% graduation gap 

between Natives and all students (Faircloth & Tippeconnic, 2010). Faced with those 

statistics, educators working with Native students may place more focused attention on 

getting students to graduate, which may take away priorities from planning for life after 

high school. Students shared how they felt alone in the college application process as 

more attention was placed on getting students to graduate from high school. Lauryn felt 

that getting a high school diploma was the only goal stressed and that college was placed 

on the back burner. She stated, “I felt like we were just a school to get a high school 

diploma. That’s about it.” This realization occurred to Lauryn while she took SAT and 
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ACT tests for college applications. Her school only provided the ACT test once a 

year, which was very “frustrating” for her. She then had to travel almost two hours away 

to an off-reservation school to take additional tests. While walking in the halls at an off-

reservation school, she saw flyers for after-school test prep workshops and wondered, 

“Why don’t we have that?” She realized that her school, when compared to another 

school off the reservation, did not provide necessary college prep workshops that could 

potentially assist her with college preparation. With that understanding, she internalized 

that she was alone, navigating through a complex process of college going.      

 Compounding thoughts of feeling alone while applying for college, students 

shared how peers did not join them in college going efforts. Lauryn described a scenario 

when college recruiters would visit her high school. “Out of 400 students at my school, 

15 students would show up.” Lauryn reiterated that most of her classmates were just 

trying to graduate and did not seem to be planning for the future, particularly college. She 

tried to encourage her basketball teammates to pursue college and quickly learned that 

they were not as interested as she had thought. She explained, “I would always talk to my 

teammates in basketball that weren't driven to go to a university, like you should apply 

here. Apply to this university. They're like no.” Although graduating from high school 

was an important step that Lauryn recognized, she wished her classmates would also plan 

ahead for life after graduation. Jessie had a similar experience as she said that her 

classmates would at first sound interested in college but she felt that their attitudes later 

changed. She invited several of her friends to work with her on researching scholarships 

or applying to colleges, but they often declined her invitation. She shared, “I think for 
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me, I was always by myself on the college route. … I was always by myself. 

Everybody else was like, ‘Oh no, I’ll do it later.’” Students like Lauryn and Jessie felt 

mostly alone among their classmates in discussing college pursuits. When they attempted 

to include their classmates or teammates in the college conversation, they were 

disappointed that most of their peers did not have the same commitment as they had.  

The Personal Struggles Monster 

 The Personal Struggles Monster sheds light on the private and often unspoken 

challenges that students faced. Students’ stories evoked the turmoil that they felt 

surrounding their fathers as they disclosed being disconnected from them, witnessing 

their abusive behaviors, and then struggling to repair a broken relationship. Students then 

divulged the cruelty of jealousy within their family, masked in doubt and strife, 

eventually influencing their self-worth and disrupting their way of life. Students further 

exposed being teased and judged for their appearance, which reframed their identity, 

causing them to question how others perceived them, and even propelled thoughts of 

suicide.  

“Growing up without a father, it really hurts”  

 All students resided with family in the state of Arizona. In 2010, a single mother 

headed 12% of Arizona households. For the Navajo Nation, single mothers headed 26% 

of households. Out of the 10 students in this study, Lauryn was the only student who 

admitted having a close relationship with her dad. She commented, “My dad really was 

the one that was always there and pushed me. …I’m thankful for him.” In contrast, the 

majority (9) of the students felt disconnected from their dads. I present students’ thoughts 



 

 

151 
on not knowing their father, of witnessing their fathers’ abusive behaviors, and 

struggling to reconcile a broken relationship.  

 Wesley, Joy, Mike, Sam, and Sara grew up in a single parent home as their dads 

left their families when they were young. Sam shared his thoughts regarding his father:  

Ever since I was a little kid, it’s been my mom. My dad left, fuck him. It’s my 

mom. One thing I definitely learned is don’t be like my father. Don’t run out on 

things. Don’t leave just because it gets hard… I don’t want to be like my father. 

Don’t be a quitter. 

During the interview, Sam’s strong, angry demeanor slowly caved as he became 

overwhelmed with sadness. With tears streaming down his face, he shared, “I wish he 

was there. All these times, I wish he was there [crying]. He didn’t show me what to do at 

times. My mom had to teach me. She’s the dad and the mom [crying].” Sam talked about 

how not having father/son teachings was rough because, for example, he wished he had 

learned how to pick up a girl from his dad. He simply wished that he had had a father to 

help him with life skills that every son should learn from his dad.  

 Sarah also could not hold back tears as she shared her story of not having a father 

figure to help support in the daily demands of raising a family. She provided a 

perspective in witnessing her mom do all she could to raise her family. With sadness 

Sarah stated,  

Growing up, you know without a father, it really hurts [crying] like so much. You 

know my mom, she never let that be a, she didn’t, she doesn’t make that a factor 

of her you know, I don’t have a husband or anything, but we knew. Some days, as 
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small as I was, I would hear her cry. My mom was always a faithful person, so 

like you know everything she would pray. She always says, “I live for my kids, 

my kids are everything.” Sometimes, you know, if we wanted something she 

would, say, “Oh I don’t have the money.” We would never fuss. We would never 

do things that would make her make decisions like, “Oh, I have to pay this or no 

they want toys.” We always had that respect for our mom. If she couldn’t buy it, 

that was it. I would just watch her and see what she does, what she talked about 

and every little thing she would pray about. 

Sarah saw her mom in a vulnerable state as her mother prayed for help. Knowing that her 

mom did her best to provide for the family, Sarah respected her mom by not asking for 

things such as toys. At an early age, Sarah understood her mom’s struggles and loved her 

so much that she didn’t want to cause more anguish. And the other students, Wesley and 

Joy, had limited memories of their fathers. The last time Wesley saw his dad was when 

he was five and the last time Joy saw her dad was when she was 12. As for Mike, he has 

yet to meet his father.   

 Jessie and Amber’s mothers and fathers separated/divorced when Amber was nine 

years old and when Jessie was eight years old. Thereafter, they both lived with their 

moms the remainder of the time. At an early age, Jessie and Amber witnessed their 

mothers being physically abused by their fathers. Amber shared her experience:  

He [father] was really abusive when I was young so I would have to see my mom 

get beaten. I would try to stop him, because he was always drinking too, so I 

would like jump on him. No matter how hard I got hurt, I still pushed and did 
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stuff. So I would jump on him and pull his hair. He kind of like pushed me 

off, and I was a little kid so I’d be thrown down and I was real skinny too, and it 

would be on concrete floors. 

Witnessing the abuse and seeing other negative behaviors from their fathers, Jessie and 

Amber still held bad feelings toward their dads. They both shared a struggle of 

communicating and building a relationship with their fathers. They often felt that their 

father was only part of their lives because they were both doing well in school. Therefore, 

they did not fully trust their father’s affection as they felt as though it was not genuine.   

 Chris and Cecilia grew up with their fathers in their home, but grew up feeling 

that they were disconnected from them. Chris saw his father abuse alcohol, which 

influenced his relationship with his dad. Although his father later became sober, he 

wrestled with fully trusting his father as Chris replayed what his father did or did not do 

in the past. Cecilia’s father was constantly working, which made her feel like she was 

raised by a single parent. She shared this viewpoint: 

We never saw my dad. The only time we saw him was probably during 

dinnertime, but even then he never talked to us. So I always, it’s something that I 

consider, my mom being a single mom because she was the one who took care of 

us, and my aunt too. So those were the only two caretakers that we saw. So 

growing up, we weren’t really close with my dad. 

Growing up being disconnected from her father, Cecilia was accustomed to not including 

him in her life. She stated, “Now my dad’s getting older, almost to the retirement age. He 

is trying to tell us that we need to spend more time with him. But it’s kind of hard for us 
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to bond with him and talk to him.” At the time of the interviews, Cecilia was working 

on reestablishing a relationship with her father but admitted that it was not easy.  

“Your family is jealous”: Family doubters and strife   

 Sharing stories of jealousy is a vulnerable and private topic as it bares the discord 

and disharmony of people. Jealousy is common among all people, although as discussed 

in chapter two, Native people generally value interdependency, a profound connection 

with family and community. Therefore, behaviors such as jealousy that break the 

interrelationships of Navajo people are a sensitive and aberrant matter. However, this 

phenomenon is not new. Navajo oral traditional stories depict that jealousy first occurred 

when the twin warriors sought to find their father. A version of the story indicates that a 

woman became jealous when she learned that the twins’ father, Sun, had twin children 

from another (Zolbrod, 1984). And just like the woman in the oral traditional stories who 

evoked jealousy, current students discussed how jealousy manifested within their family, 

cloaked in doubt and strife. I present how family dissonance influenced students’ self-

worth, caused them to question their abilities, and disrupted their way of life.  

 Jessie and Joy grew up feeling that some family members doubted them, which 

ignited the potent flames of jealousy. Jessie felt that her extended family from her 

father’s side doubted her. She explained, “My dad’s side of the family would say, ‘Oh 

who is your boyfriend now? How many boyfriends do you have? When are you having 

your baby?’ stuff like that, I guess in a lot of ways, I pushed it away and thought why do 

you say that kind of things to me?” When I asked Jessie how that made her feel, she 

stated, “I would cry sometimes. I would think, why would they say this to me? I’m 
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family and how am I different than they are?” Jessie later explained that her mom and 

grandma told her that people do that to each other because of jealousy. She elaborated, 

“My mom always used to tell me, ‘It’s just jealousy. Don’t worry about it. Just do you 

and you’ll be fine.’” However, she internalized these messages, causing her to question 

herself and search for reasons why her family would say those types of things to her. She 

later stated how words from her family influenced her self-worth. “For me, it makes me 

feel really bad about myself. It makes me feel like really guilty for things I didn’t do. I 

feel like the bad person.” Jessie was the eldest grandchild on her father’s side and 

sometimes felt like there was pressure to not disappoint her family because she was the 

first grandchild to go to college. However, she also felt that some of her family members 

were expecting and even wanting her to make mistakes.    

 Joy had a similar experience with her extended family. Her family on her 

mother’s side said hurtful things to her, which made her doubt herself and created friction 

between her and her extended family. She explained that situation this way: “Knowing 

that a lot of people really doubt me, which is my family. It really gets to me all the time. I 

just continue to go through it. I’m so tired of them, I don’t talk to them anymore, because 

they’re always saying that you’re going to fail, I’m not going to make it.” Three weeks 

before she was leaving to college she was questioned by some of her family members:  

People were like, “Why do you choose to go down there? You know it’s hard to 

be on your own.” They just really didn’t believe I could do it at this level. I said, 

“Why do you guys keep doubting me?” You guys did this to me throughout junior 

high and I ended up promoting as the valedictorian for the eighth-grade class. You 
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guys continued to do that to me throughout high school, saying that I was 

going to get pregnant or I was just going to fall off the boat and lose myself 

through high school and the social stuff, the social part of it. I was able to keep it 

together. 

Joy later shared that she thought her family treated her that way because they tried to 

make changes in their life, to get out of financially struggling, but those attempts did not 

work out. Rather than support her success in life, she felt that her family expected her to 

follow a similar path of failing. She stated, “It’s kind of like a jealousy thing I’ve noticed 

with them.” I asked her how it makes her feel and she commented, “It’s really 

heartbreaking and hurtful to know that they think things like that. They don’t think I have 

the mental capacities to be able to push myself far enough to achieve higher goals. I 

always try to just put that aside and not to let it bring me down from getting a higher 

education.” Joy expressed that knowing that some of her family doubted her influenced 

her both negatively and positively. On one hand, she wondered whether her family was 

right and whether she might follow a path where she would fail in college. But on the 

other hand, she gained strength from it, as she wanted to be the first in her family to break 

the barriers.  

 Several students opened up about how family strife due to resentment and 

jealousy transferred from generation to generation, impacting their own lives. When 

Cecilia’s mom graduated from high school, her mother moved away from the reservation 

and began a family in the city. For some Navajo people, moving away from family life on 

the reservation was a tough process. The difficulty might occur for both the person who 
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moved away and the people who were  left behind. In Navajo tradition, it is said that 

Navajos should remain living within the four sacred mountains as the mountains 

symbolize the hogan, or home dwelling (Iverson, 2002). Today, it’s hard to live by those 

teachings as many Navajos live outside of the four sacred mountains due to various 

reasons, one example being economic constraints. Cecilia’s maternal grandfather was a 

respected medicine man who valued and followed Navajo tradition. Cecilia therefore 

believed that there was a sense of resentment from her family members largely because 

her mother moved away from them and outside the boundaries of the four sacred 

mountains. Cecilia explained,  

Just my mom getting away from the house and moving into the city. They would 

always tell her that she was going to come back with a boyfriend and babies and 

all that. But I guess he [her mother’s father] resented that my mom was the only 

one that got away from him. My mom and my aunt they were the only ones that 

got away because I knew all my other aunts live in the general area or like the 

general cities around there [the reservation]. I think he [her mother’s father] really 

resents that she moved, that she was the first one to move away from home. I 

think that is what happened. And the jealously that we grew up in the city, 

apparently there is more money in the city. So they think that we have more 

money than them. So they think that we thought we were better than them, but we 

all saw each other as equals. It was really nothing different just the different areas 

that we grew up in. I think that is what happened, the jealousy and just the 

resentment that was happening. 
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Cecilia revealed how the resentment formed into jealousy. She commented that her 

family on the reservation assumed that, because she and her family were living in the 

city, they had more money and that “they were better than them.” Cecilia’s narrative 

illustrated the tangled challenges some Navajo families face as traditional value systems 

are interrupted. Although her family’s strife was beyond Cecilia’s control, she deeply felt 

the repercussions as she longed to be a part of a tight knit relationship with her extended 

family. She explained her turmoil this way: “It’s just hard because you don’t have that 

family support, the only family you have is your immediate family… It’s just like losing 

that relationship. It’s really hard. It’s kind of hard to bond with other people now because 

that relationship is not there.” For Cecilia, family was integral to her way of life, 

especially maintaining a bond with her family who lived on the reservation. Growing up 

in the city, she longed for the teachings and lifestyle that were available on the 

reservation. Therefore, to be disconnected from family who lived on the reservation was 

devastating for Cecilia; it disrupted her way of life, her way of being.    

“You are your skin color”  

 Blood quantum is a purported measure of degree of Native American blood 

created by the federal government to categorize American Indians. Each tribe has various 

degrees of blood quantum that they may use as an indicator for being an enrolled citizen 

of their tribe. To be an enrolled member of the Navajo Nation, members are required to 

document 1/4 blood quantum (Navajo Nation Government, 2015). It’s not unusual for 

Navajo people to designate their blood quantum as a way to identify their Native identity, 

as there is not one way to look or act to be considered a Native. However, for some 
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students who attended reservation schools, they were teased for “not looking Navajo 

enough.” Three out of the four students who attended off-reservation schools were teased 

for looking different and being the only Native in their class. Experiencing negative 

attention because of physical appearance had detrimental effects as students 

conceptualized that “you are your skin color” suggesting that people place judgments on 

how you look. Students internalized the teasing and judgments by reframing their 

identity, questioning how others perceived them, becoming angry, and even 

contemplating suicide. 

 Wesley and Jessie shared intimate stories about their experiences being teased 

growing up on the reservation for not looking Navajo enough. Wesley began being teased 

as early as first grade. He was not alone in this experience as his older brother was also a 

target of teasing from others in school. Wesley shared this experience: “My brother was 

really White complexioned. Whereas me, I was lighter not exactly really light, I just 

tanned really badly… so me and him would be called White boys.” Wesley’s mother was 

Navajo and his father was, “Salish, well, he says he’s Salish but I’m not sure the blood 

quantum is because he is White. My grandma and grandpa, they were White as far as I 

can remember.” Wesley’s views on identity developed from having experienced teasing 

on the reservation and then having a different experience while living off the reservation. 

Wesley attended fifth through eighth grades in an urban city. During that time, he was 

introduced to a diverse ethnic population and felt more accepted in that new environment. 

“It didn’t bother me that I was Native or White, like everybody’s human. When I moved 

to Albuquerque, I was accepted by pretty much everybody.” When Wesley promoted to 
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ninth grade, he and his family returned to the Navajo Reservation. Returning to his 

former school, he mentally prepared himself for potential teasing from others. However, 

Wesley did not receive the same treatment by his peers as he had when he was younger. 

Yet his views on identity were affected as he explained to me how he identified himself:  

As a Native American…. Well this is probably going to be a very unique answer 

but I don’t really believe in classification or race, that’s just me. So whenever 

someone asked me what are you? I would respond with something like homo 

sapien that is completely literal or something that is American that is very broad. 

But I will often times, I will stray away from race unless it’s like on a form 

because I just never got the whole point of race classification. It doesn’t really 

prove any value. So as a Native, I just see myself as a person. A person adapted to 

the Southwest.  

Wesley’s story provides an inside perspective on how identity was challenged and 

constructed. Rarely discussed in Native identity research and even within Native 

communities Wesley disclosed trepidations of being identified as a Native American. His 

past experience with teasing shaped how he viewed himself. Therefore, although an 

enrolled Navajo member, Wesley preferred not to identify himself as a Native American.  

 In Jessie’s case, although she indicated that she was “full Navajo,” she talked 

about her disappointment at being teased by family and classmates because they 

questioned her Native identity. She shared this experience,  

I’m full Navajo. I get mistaken for being Korean a lot of the time… A lot of 

people don’t believe this but when I was growing up, I used to be teased a lot. I 
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was really thin and everybody used to tell me, “Oh, you look Asian. You’re 

not Navajo.” I was always the one who was being teased. For me, I didn’t like it. I 

was like why am I different? I don’t want to be different? Sometimes I would 

come home crying.  

During her junior year Jessie became more aware of how others perceived her, as the 

teasing did not cease. Compounded with the passing of her grandmother, overwhelming 

feelings of not being accepted, alone, and unloved developed. To ease the pain, she 

started cutting herself. Jessie hesitantly elaborated on a desperate plea to escape through 

suicide: 

I didn’t really feel accepted by others especially with the teasing and everything it 

just felt like why I’m I even here? I went through the whole phase, I don’t deserve 

to be here, I don’t deserve to be alive, no one wants me, and no one loves me. I 

just didn’t want anything to do with the outside world. … I mean, there were 

suicidal thoughts, I wanted to leave. 

The continuous teasing took a devastating toll on Jessie’s self-worth as she battled feeling 

unaccepted, alone, and unloved. She began cutting herself and contemplated suicide as a 

way to relieve the agony that she was feeling.  

 For Jessie and Wesley, being teased for not looking Native by other Native 

students shaped the ways in which they saw themselves. Wesley formed constructs on 

race and identity that evolved into often negating his Native American heritage. Jessie 

had a difficult time as she experienced depression and contemplated suicide. Both formed 
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cynical viewpoints of their Native community as a sense of distrust developed due to 

how they were treated by others at school.  

 Identity struggles surfaced for off-reservation students as they faced being a 

Native American in a school setting that was predominately non-Native. Chris attended a 

high school near the border town of the reservation. He lived with other Native students 

in a residential dormitory as his family lived more than 180 miles away. Most of the 

students in his school were non-Native and Chris articulated a difficult confrontation with 

classmates that exposed negative racial tension: 

Going to school in Westview like the faculty was nice but the student body, 

there’s always racism and everything. I had a few encounters with that and I 

remember one time I was in math, my math class in high school, this is what 

changed my whole view on White people and how Natives are viewed in society. 

I was sitting there. I was talking to three of my other White friends. And this girl, 

she sits right beside me, she’s White and this was just after winter break. She’s 

like, “oh, what did you guys get for Christmas?” She’s talking to her friends. I 

was like talking to these people and she’s like, “Chris what did you get for 

Christmas?” I was like, “Oh just like money from my parents, small things.” 

She’s like, “Oh you didn’t get a piece of yarn?” I said, “What?” She said, “That is 

all you Natives deserve anyway, if you look back at the reservation because I 

passed through there and it’s just a piece of trash.” I said, “If you look at it that 

way, I guess you can say it’s a piece of trash but that piece of trash is my home.” 



 

 

163 
The teacher got involved in this discussion, which resulted in the female student 

getting suspended from school for racial slurs. Chris elaborated on how that situation was 

a turning point for him: “I don’t know it was a really big, a big awakening. All people 

don’t, like everyone doesn’t view you the same. You’re not just human. You’re who you 

are, and you are your skin color.” Chris developed a broader perspective as he was more 

aware of how others may place judgment on how he lived based upon his skin color and 

their limited understanding of Native American culture and lifestyles.    

 Cecilia attended a large, urban school and felt ostracized because of the way she 

looked—having darker skin color—and because of societal stereotypes of Native people. 

She stated:  

It was kind of hard because comparing myself to the kids that grow up on the 

reservation. It’s really hard because when you are in school in the city, especially 

Phoenix, you are pretty much the only minority in class. You are the only brown 

person. They have this idea that Natives or Indians are supposed to wear 

buckskin, feathers, or moccasins all the time. They knew that I was different 

because I was a darker skin color than most of my classmates. It was kind of hard 

growing up like that because they saw me as different. I used to get picked on a 

lot in school from probably like kindergarten and up, throughout my whole 

educational career I just got picked on.  

Cecilia recognized at an early age that she was different and this realization came from 

how her peers negatively treated her. She continued, sharing a story about how she was 

treated while in school: 
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They used to pull my hair because I had really long hair past my waist. They 

used to dump sand in my hair. They used to call me very mean words, very 

derogatory names for Natives. I used to get in a lot of fights. Yeah, I was like the 

only one that was Native for a while until some moved into my neighborhood. 

Growing up being scorned by her classmates, Cecilia later struggled with her self-esteem 

and she attributed being teased in school to influencing how she thought of herself. Like 

Jessie, Cecilia battled with depression and suicidal thoughts during her sophomore year. 

She explained, “I don’t know it just built up after a while, and it built up to the point that 

I was on my kitchen floor with a butcher knife to my neck.” While sitting on the kitchen 

floor she began questioning herself. She continued with her story, “I was like, what am I 

doing? I have a younger brother. What if he sees this? He will think I’m a failure. I 

wasn’t able to go through with it.” Being constantly ridiculed for being Native American 

in a largely non-Native school environment was a lot for Cecilia to bear for she perceived 

that she was “lower than them [her peers].” Compounded with feeling lower than her 

peers, Cecilia felt alone for often being the only Native American in most of her honor 

and AP courses. She did not have a network of support where others could relate to what 

she was going through and even advocate on her behalf.    
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CHAPTER FIVE: WEAPONS (FINDINGS PART TWO) 

 In the Twin Warriors story, Born for Water and Monster Slayer navigated through 

pivotal stages. One such stage included finding their father, Sun. On their journey, Spider 

Woman gave the twins helpful tools and prayers. Like the Twin Warriors’ journeys, 

students’ pre-college pathways were an important period in their lives. Yet they were not 

alone as they were strengthened along the way. I use the metaphor of “weapons” in 

describing what empowered students to overcome the “monsters.” The weapons include 

supportive people, college access resources, spiritual belief systems, and internal 

philosophies. Some weapons arose from the monsters that are discussed in chapter four, 

revealing that some monsters can convert into sources of motivation. In chapter four, I 

shared two series of students’ stories. The first was the Students’ Introduction Stories and 

the second series was the Students’ Schooling Stories. In this chapter, I begin by weaving 

in the third series of stories, Students’ College Entrance Stories, as a way to resume the 

students’ storyline toward college despite prevalent monsters. I then go back in time and 

unveil the weapons that ultimately contributed to the students’ college entrance. The first 

set of weapons, Trusting Relationships and Vulnerability, entails students’ awareness 

of powerful lessons learned during vulnerable moments and stories shared with mothers, 

grandmothers, and teachers. I then reveal the second set of weapons, Courage to 

Challenge Self. Students discussed how participating in college readiness opportunities 

and applying to high-stakes scholarships affirmed confidence that they were college 

material. Next, I expose Transforming Obstacles to Positives. I uncover students’ 

abilities to transform negative conditions into positive intentions, which motivated 
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students to continue their journeys toward college. The final weapons, Faith in 

Spiritual Teachings, are spiritual and traditional teachings. Through faith, students were 

reminded that they were not alone and that they were unstoppable in proceeding toward 

college. I then close this chapter with, Students’ Hope for the Future, in which I share 

students’ college acceptance stories and their hopes for the future.  

Students’ College Entrance Stories 

 I begin by weaving the Students’ College Entrance Stories as a way to resume the 

storylines as students moved towards college. I also demonstrate that although they 

confronted threatening monsters throughout their lifetime, each of these students applied 

to college, a tremendous feat. This section provides an account of when they began 

thinking about college, how many schools they applied to, what fields they were 

interested in studying, and what concerns permeated their application processes. These 

stories help shape the story rug by bringing to light the influential weapons that aided 

them.  

 
Sarah’s story 

When Sarah started high school, she knew she wanted to go to college. A passionate 

learner, she viewed college as a way to see the world. She dreamed that one day she 

would receive a doctorate degree and be referred to as Dr. DeLa Cruz (pseudonym). As a 

youth, she prayed for strength and determination to do well academically and to one day 

attend a university. After her freshman year in high school, she thought about majoring 

in agriculture. She participated in Future Farmers of American (FFA) and the Rodeo 

Club, which reaffirmed her passion for animals and the land. Sarah embraced the 
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environment. She appreciated the beauty in wild flowers, the strong scented green 

sagebrush, and the thick, wiry grass that grew on Navajo Land. As she learned more 

about the devastation of uranium mines and overgrazing on the Navajo Reservation, her 

interest in studying natural resources solidified. By her senior year, she made up her 

mind that she was going to pursue a degree in natural resources to help protect her 

homeland. Then, in November, Sarah began applying to colleges. She applied to five 

schools: one community college, two out-of-state colleges, and two in-state colleges. 

Although she applied to five, she had her heart set on only one—Big State University 

(pseudonym)—a land-grant state university, located roughly 300 miles away, and 

competitive. While applying to Big State, she realized that she could not afford the 

application fee. With sheer tenacity, she did not let that hurdle stall her. Rather, she 

approached her school counselor and gratefully received a fee waiver to offset the 

application cost. Her application was sent and then followed weeks of agony waiting to 

hear whether she was accepted.    

 
Wesley’s story 

Wesley was ambivalent about school, but he knew that he would one day have to attend 

college because of “money.” He did not come from a “rich family” and as a kid he felt 

the frustrations of not being able to afford items that he wanted. That longing grew and 

he realized that he would have to have a well paying job to purchase belongings.  With 

determination to get the highest salaried career, he did some research and made a plan 

to work toward becoming a neurosurgeon. Yet deep inside he had a passion for music. 

He taught himself how to play the guitar, and quickly advanced his technique by using 
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various scales in sequence. If he could go to school and solely focus on guitar, he 

would; but he thought that if he followed that path, his economic future would be bleak. 

By his junior year in high school, teachers and school staff encouraged him to apply to 

Ivy League colleges because of his academic talent. Prior to hearing their 

recommendations, he had not considered applying to Ivy League schools because of their 

famously high price. However, something in him decided to “shoot for the top.” He 

applied to California Institute of Technology, Harvard, and Yale. He thought that going 

to one of those schools would provide the best education from a “respected” place and 

guarantee him a prosperous career. Yet he knew that his college entrance exams were 

not comparable to those of the average freshmen admitted to those schools. Regardless of 

his test scores, he “never considered being rejected.” He diligently estimated the cost per 

school, the years it would take for him to get a doctorate degree, and the school that 

would return the best value. He further researched other fields by reading articles on-

line, comparing dollar for dollar, and considered more career options, including 

architect and astronaut. Toward the end of the spring semester, Wesley applied to two 

more in-state schools. Wesley decided he would choose the college he would attend based 

on the best economic scenario.  

 
Jessie’s story 

When Jessie was two years old, she almost died. She contacted pneumonia, a life-

threatening condition for young children. While she was hospitalized, her family 

convened a Native American Church meeting in hopes that prayer would restore her 

health. Doctors told them that it was a miracle that Jessie survived such an ordeal. Both 
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her family and Jessie attributed her renewed health to Creator and prayer. Years 

later Jessie grew to be a healthy, intelligent young lady destined to go to college. She 

also happened to “fall in love with Big State University.” She remembered her family, 

especially her nali (paternal grandma) talking about Big State because she was an 

alumnus. But the reputation went beyond her family; Jessie felt like the entire Navajo 

“rez” knew about Big State. Jessie’s adoration for Big State was sealed at the age of nine 

when she attended a lively collegiate basketball game. She was immediately mesmerized 

by the college atmosphere, the people, and the contagious school spirit. She was 

committed and knew that she would need to work hard to fulfill her goal of wearing the 

coveted purple and black school colors. Because she experienced near death at such a 

young age, Jessie felt like she had a purpose in life to be a medical doctor and save lives. 

Although Jessie hoped to attend Big State, she applied to ten additional colleges, six out 

of state and two in-state community colleges. Big State was the last college she applied to 

because she was “really scared.” She stressed over whether she would be admitted to her 

#1 choice and whether she could afford going to a university. As she waited for 

acceptance letters, she worried over her future, but deep inside she remained more 

excited.  

 
Amber’s story 

Amber “just knew” that she was meant to go to college because it was an opportunity to 

gain skills so that she could help others. Whenever she was asked, “What do you want to 

be when you grow up?” she answered, “I always want to help people.” Starting her 

sophomore year in high school, she took college preparatory courses offered at her 
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school. In those courses, she was guided on the college application process and 

scholarship opportunities. She applied to five colleges, two out-of-state and three in-

state. And just like Wesley, she was encouraged to apply to highly competitive institutions 

such as Stanford. However, she was adamant about not applying to Stanford or any Ivy 

League colleges. Although a smart and competitive person, Amber was “afraid” deep 

inside; she thought that she was only prepped for “a regular college” and thought that if 

she attended an Ivy League school she could “fail.” Amber had her heart set on going to 

University of Southern California (USC) and fantasized with friends about living in 

California and enjoying life by the beach. But as the application process unfolded, she 

did not complete the USC application because she realized it was too far from home. 

Some in-state community colleges sought out Amber, a talented softball player, hoping 

that she would select their school and play for their team. Amber was flattered because it 

felt “nice to be wanted and to be appreciated from all your work.” Yet Amber wanted to 

focus primarily on academics. She had plans to be a medical doctor and Amber knew that 

medical school was challenging and expensive. To alleviate her concerns, Amber poured 

her heart out on her application for the prestigious Gates Millennium Scholarship.      

 
Lauryn’s story 

As a child Lauryn dreamed about attending Harvard. Her desire developed one day while 

watching television with her grandfather. When a commercial for Harvard University 

aired, her grandfather emphasized that Harvard was a place that Presidents attended 

and that Lauryn should “do something like that when you get older.” Since that time, 

Harvard was stuck in her mind. Throughout high school she continued to think, “I’m 
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going to Harvard.” In her junior year, she understood that it was going to be difficult 

to get admitted to Harvard. Lauryn succeeded in the most challenging courses. Like 

Jessie, she wanted to be a medical doctor and had a personal reason to pursue medicine. 

Lauryn’s uncle tragically died from a gunshot wound. The local Indian Health Service 

(IHS) hospital did not have trauma doctors and the larger hospital facility was a two-

hour drive away. Lauryn believed that her uncle’s life could have been spared if the IHS 

had essential medical staff and equipment. From that experience, a burning commitment 

to be a medical doctor for Native communities intensified. In the college application 

process, Lauryn struggled with low ACT and SAT scores. After 10 attempts, she finally 

felt like she had reached her best score and applied to Harvard. She made it to the 

interview round. Feeling intimidated and scared, Lauryn did her best. She later found out 

that her interview scores were high, indicating that all her mock interview practice had 

worked. Lauryn only applied to one other college since she hoped to fulfill her childhood 

dream to sit in the classrooms where “Presidents attended.”  

 
Joy’s story 

When Joy was four years old, she decided to seek “education as far as I could go” and 

attend “big kids’ school,” which meant college. Growing up in their care, her 

grandparents were first to instill the importance of education. Joy had fond memories of 

holding her grandfather’s hand while they looked through college pamphlets at local 

community fairs. A stellar student throughout school, Joy’s ambition was to be a 

pediatrician. She applied to six colleges, all but one out of state. She longed to attend 

school in the Pacific Northwest region of the United States and therefore placed much of 
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her attention on colleges in that area. However, she knew that out-of-state tuition was 

costly and that there was a slim chance that her unemployed, single-parent mom could 

afford the expense. She recognized that the cost alone to travel to and from school would 

be too much for her and her family to bear. Therefore, Joy dedicated time to her Gates 

Millennium Scholarship application. As graduation and the end of the senior year 

approached, fears of being far away from home emerged. Responsibilities at home were 

too great to leave; participating in Navajo ceremonies and helping her mom and siblings 

were close to her heart and flooded her thoughts. She then considered colleges closer to 

home but, to her dismay, college specific need-based scholarship deadlines had come and 

gone. Patiently, Joy awaited word on whether she would receive financial support from 

Gates. She knew that her hopes to go out of state would slip from her fingers if she did 

not have the financial backing to support her. Although attending a nearby college was 

sounding more appealing, finding resources to support her college ambitions was still an 

on-going battle.  

 
Chris’s Story 

Chris attended high school away from his community, away from home, and away from 

family. He possessed an appetite for education, yet he struggled within himself because 

he chose to be far away from loved ones for the sake of school. He questioned his future 

as he was stuck in the past, feeling guilty for leaving. A pivotal phone conversation with 

his mom changed the course of his direction. Chris’s mom stated, “What you do next, you 

know it’s up to you. If you go to college, you go to college. If you don’t… we are still 

going to be here for you.” After that conversation, lying wide awake in bed, he 
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contemplated what to do. In the early morning he decided that he would pursue 

college. Chris recalled participating in college fairs during his sophomore and junior 

years. Reading about the different schools and all that they offered, he set his eyes on 

attending Cal Berkeley because of their social science program. Miss Pearson 

(pseudonym), the school counselor, would remind him, “You need to come to my office. 

That’s the only way I can help you.” With her assistance he researched six colleges: Cal 

Berkeley, his number one choice, four other out-of-state colleges, and an in-state 

university, his last choice. Through careful consideration of each institution, he sent his 

application to four out of the six with Cal Berkeley still at the top. Knowing that his 

dream school would be expensive, Chris joined his best friend in applying to the Gates 

Millennium Scholarship. Like Sarah, Lauryn, Jessie, Amber, and Joy, where Chris would 

attend college depended heavily on whether he was a Gates Scholar.     

 
Mike’s story 

Mike shared in Wesley’s experience regarding why he wanted to go to college. Growing 

up, he did not have the luxury of buying items that he wished for. He heard stories that 

said that if people went to college, they got “paid,” meaning that scholarship funds 

would be in surplus and that he would not have to worry about money. As Mike matured, 

wealth was not the only reason why he wanted to go to college. He wanted to help his 

community and family. Mike remembered seeing posters of culinary arts schools, 

technical colleges, and universities. As a sophomore, he began picking up pamphlets and 

then researched more about what those schools offered. Then, in his junior year, he grew 

more serious about the schools he would consider applying to. Mike applied to 12 
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schools, a handful out-of-state and the rest in-state. He was interested in becoming a 

graphic designer or an architect. Because of his commitment to sports he dreamed of 

creating his own athletic shoes. He found an artistic niche to follow in the popular Nike 

N7 series, whose design work and style catered to Native Americans. From the 12 that he 

applied to, there were two schools that he had his eye set on. One school, Big State 

University, was his “superior” choice because it was not too close to home, but still near 

enough that he could be home in a one-day drive if needed. Big State was known for their 

basketball team and, as a young kid, Mike often wore the purple and black jersey. As he 

waited to hear whether he would get admitted, he confessed that he was “scared” 

because a part of him thought he just might not get accepted and he would be known as a 

failure. Compounded with these doubts, Mike was concerned with the overall college 

cost. But he admitted that he still believed in those stories about Natives going to college 

for free. So he delayed in applying for scholarships. 

 
Cecilia’s story 

Cecilia proclaimed, “It was an expectation for me to go to college.” Both her parents 

emphasized that college was going to be in her future. Although her parents pushed 

college on her, Cecilia also felt the yearning to explore new things, meet diverse people 

from around the world, and to discover it all at college. Cecilia’s older siblings explained 

the college application process for her. When it was her time to apply, the ordeal was 

much smoother than she expected. Still, Cecilia had a growing interest in pursuing the 

Air Force Academy. She discussed the possibility of applying to the Academy with her 

dad. He told her no and emphasized that she should focus only on academics. He advised 
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her that she could reconsider the armed services after graduating with a college 

degree. Cecilia then deliberated visiting schools in Utah, New York, and Chicago. But 

when she asked for permission from her parents, her mom said no. Frustrated, Cecilia 

dismissed all ideas of the Air Force Academy and any other out-of-state colleges. One 

thing was certain: Cecilia’s mom did not want her to apply to numerous colleges because 

they did not have the resources to pay for the application fees. Cecilia also believed that 

her parents did not want her to apply out-of-state because they didn’t want her to be 

alone. Further, Cecilia felt like her mom did not want Cecilia to be far away because the 

distance could loosen the intricate ties of family. Her mom had a bad experience in 

leaving family at a young age. Cecilia understood that her mom feared that Cecilia could 

follow a similar path. On one hand, Cecilia felt like her mom was “holding her back” but 

on the other hand she recognized and respected her mom’s intentions of keeping family 

close. She applied to one school, Big State University, during the early fall semester of 

her senior year and felt confident that she would be accepted. 

 
Sam’s story 

Sam’s mother was an influential person who emphasized that Sam was going to go to 

college. His mother attended college for two years and then stopped to care for her 

newborn son, Sam, and did not return. She gave the strong impression to Sam that he had 

to go to college. Later, Sam internalized that his purpose in life was both to honor his 

mom’s wishes and to fulfill his own aspiration to obtain a degree. When Sam was a 

junior in high school, he identified Big State University as his potential school because of 

their land-grant research status and distinguished aerospace program. His high school 
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counselor guided him by asking him questions such as, “What are your fields of 

interest?” and “What schools are you thinking about applying to?” Aside from basic 

questions like these, Sam applied to Big State without further assistance from his 

counselor, or anyone else for that matter. He was confident that he would be admitted to 

Big State and he firmly believed that was the only place he wanted to go. Therefore, he 

did not apply to any other schools. Sam was invited to apply to the Honors College, a 

privileged and prestigious college within Big State. But after learning that he would have 

to write a 500-word essay, he declined the offer. During his senior year in high school, 

Sam juggled a hectic schedule as he worked at a fast-food restaurant. Consequently, time 

devoted to scholarship hunting was not a priority for Sam. He began to slip into a 

disrupting lifestyle and described that time as “working, going home, smoking, working, 

going home, smoking, same process, every day, try to party at least every Friday night. I 

did the bad life thing.” Sam confessed that he was “lazy,” which resulted in completing 

most of his college paperwork at the last minute and not sending scholarship 

applications.    

 These opening stories provide insights into their process of entering college. They 

also acknowledge that although they encountered multiple monsters as described in 

chapter four, they succeeded in applying to at least one college. I will now go back in 

time by presenting the weapons that empowered these students to confront and battle the 

monsters.   
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Trusting Relationships and Vulnerability 

 While on their journey toward college, students identified the first set of 

prominent weapons, Trusting Relationships and Vulnerability, entails students awareness 

of powerful lessons learned during vulnerable moments and stories shared with mothers, 

grandmothers, and teachers. By sharing sensitive life circumstances with each other, 

students felt supported and empowered as they confronted their own trials. In this section 

I present the first set of weapons, trusting relationships and vulnerability. Mothers (the 

majority were single parents) selflessly sacrificed resources to support their families. 

Grandmothers told historical stories of hardship in boarding schools and subsequent life 

lessons. During major emotional turning points, grandmothers consoled and guided 

students. Through personal stories and encouragement, many teachers described a 

foreseeable college path.  

“My mom is the strongest person I know”   

 Navajo way of life is centered upon a matrilineal society in which the mother is 

the matriarch and the core of the family and home (Parsons Yazzie & Speas, 2007). 

Furthermore, Navajos recognize the influential responsibility that mothers have by 

producing life through childbirth. Along with this understanding, there is a deeply valued 

reverence for women including mothers, aunties, and grandmothers. All 10 students 

echoed this cultural value by identifying how vital their mothers and grandmothers were 

in guiding them through various challenges. Students discussed how single-parent 

mothers sacrificed much, particularly material resources, in order to care for the family. 

Students also revealed remarkable stories of grandmothers. Most often, grandmothers 



 

 

178 
shared hardship stories to students and directed life lessons through experiential 

teachings. Grandmothers also comforted students while they withstood personal 

struggles. Because of their mothers’ and grandmothers’ stories of vulnerability and 

resiliency, life lessons, and love, students were equipped to press on toward their goals of 

going to college.  

 For Sam, Wesley, Jessie, and Cecilia, their mothers nobly sacrificed time and 

resources to support their families even when their own economic pressures were 

extreme. Desperately trying to maintain composure, Sam’s openness surfaced as he 

expressed heartfelt words about his mother. With tears and a soft smile, Sam described 

his vision of his mom: “My mom, she’s definitely a strong woman. I can definitely tell 

you that she’s my hero, my inspirational figure in my life out of everyone else.” Sam’s 

mother worked extra hours to support their extended family and, after witnessing her 

tenacity, he hoped to one day be like her. Sam knew that his mother wanted nothing more 

than for him to go to college. To reciprocate the care and support that his mother gave 

him, he wanted to honor her wishes. During the application process, he developed a 

personal awareness that attending college was not only for his mom, but also for him. 

Sam recalled, 

My mom’s number one goal is to get me to college so there was no choice if I was 

going to or not going to go. I was going to college, so thank God for that. I’m not 

sure if we can pay for it. She [mother] said, “We can do it. You got to put the 

work in. I will do what I can. It is you that has to do it.” And so I kind of took it 

upon myself, I want to go to college. It ain’t going to be, I’m going to have to. 



 

 

179 
No, it’s I want to, it’s a personal thing. It ain’t a responsibility, it’s like a job. I 

took it as a personal self-fulfillment, to fulfill my purpose. 

Money was tight as Sam’s single mother cared for his younger siblings and extended 

family members, but her words of financial assurance encouraged Sam. Wesley, Jessie, 

and Cecilia had similar stories. Although they came from homes where The Financial 

Hardship monster was strangling their livelihood, their mothers conveyed a hopeful 

message that they would do what they could to financially support their college costs.  

 Jessie, Sam, Joy, Amber, Cecilia, and Sarah explained that recalling and 

comparing their difficult experiences with their grandmothers’ personal hardship stories 

instilled in them a determination to push through their own struggles. Amber questioned 

whether she would be successful in college, but remembering her grandmothers’ 

boarding school stories made her reassess her situation. Amber stated, “I don’t know if I 

can do this, and they [grandmothers] would always tell me about their boarding school 

stories, and what they had to go through, and what a better place I am in now. My 

situation is for the better.” Being reminded of her grandmothers’ stories of boarding 

school life redirected Amber to reassess her situation and then work through it. Joy had a 

similar experience. She shared her thoughts about listening to her grandmother speak 

about the past. She explained, “It’s just something about when they told me stories, like 

the way they endured all those difficult hardships and how much more they had to go 

through compared to what we go through today. A lot of the stories, you can really 

visualize all these things. … Nobody else can tell stories like that.”  Their grandmothers’ 

personal stories of adversity imparted perseverance in students as they worked through 
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their own tough circumstances. In essence, students believed that because their 

grandmothers had endured much more suffering, they should be able to conquer their 

obstacles too.     

 Experiential teachings from most grandmothers stuck with some students, 

especially during times of conflict. Joy encountered heated battles with family doubters 

and anxiety due to her younger siblings’ alcohol and drug abuse. With negative tensions 

surrounding her life, Joy could have easily fallen into the undesirable pattern of abusing 

alcohol and drugs and forgoing school achievement. However, she did not falter; instead, 

she became more determined to excel academically. She confessed that her 

grandmother’s engrained teachings reinforced her. Joy explained:  

I remember during my kinaald1 [Navajo woman ceremony], I don’t remember 

what I was doing but I didn’t do it right. My older grandma got after me about it 

but not to like a crazy point like anger. She said, “Just try it again, you’ll get it” I 

think we were making kneel down bread. She said, “Just try it again, you’ll be 

okay, just try it again.” … I guess it goes back to that. Basically, I’m just able to 

push myself further. 

Joy participated in a traditional Navajo kinaald1 ceremony that occurs when a Navajo girl 

is coming upon the age of womanhood (Tapahonso, 2008). During a kinaald1, Navajo 

cultural teachings are emphasized throughout the ceremony as women caretakers, 

including mothers, aunties, and grandmothers, guide girls on how to be a good Navajo 

woman. Sarah articulated the staying power of Navajo cultural teachings: “It’s something 

I take into high consideration because I am Navajo. Growing up traditional, you have that 
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engrained in your head. The way you were brought up is something that you just 

don’t throw away.” Therefore, most lessons are not meant to be isolated for specific 

situations and applied one time; rather, they are interpreted as life-long guides. Likewise, 

cultural knowledge is not only shared during ceremonial occasions, as Navajo values and 

teachings are a way of life. That explains why, after many years, Joy continued to go 

back to her grandmother’s wisdom throughout her life. Like Sarah, Joy did not simply 

dismiss what she learned. When life became difficult, she evoked her grandmother’s 

fundamental message to not give up but keep trying.   

 While Jessie, Cecilia, Joy, Amber, and Sarah dealt with complex personal and 

family trials, it was the straightforward, loving advice from their grandmothers that eased 

them to maneuver through their challenges. As Jessie battled depression and 

contemplated suicide, her great-grandmother was the only person she confided in about 

her personal struggles. Jessie openly discussed the significant conversation that she had 

with her great-grandmother: 

She told me, “You shouldn’t question your life. You were put on this earth for a 

reason. You shouldn’t take it for granted. You shouldn’t take away the life that 

you were given.” She continued and said, “When you were sick, you were given 

that second chance to live and you know the Creator thought this person is going 

to become somebody so I’m going to give her the chance to live longer.” And she 

said, “I feel you’re taking it as a joke like you don’t care, like you just want to kill 

yourself.” And I was just like, “oh.” I mean she didn’t yell at me, she was just 

talking to me. It made me cry and I said, “No, I don’t feel that way. You’re not 
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understanding me.” But it was what I needed to hear at that time. It was that 

relief, it was just like ok, yeah, you’re right, I’m not doing something right here, I 

don’t know what is wrong with me. Pretty much, I think she helped me. She said, 

“I’m here if you need to talk to anybody.” I have always felt that really good 

connection with my great-grandma. 

During a time when Jessie felt alone and on the verge of despair, she confided her darkest 

secret of contemplating suicide to her great-grandmother. Connecting with her great-

grandmother was extremely powerful for Jessie because she told Jessie that she had a 

purpose in life, a reason to live, and that insight was what prompted Jessie to reevaluate 

her situation. Jessie’s great-grandmother passed away later that December, soon after 

they had their talk. Jessie commented, “I was really fortunate enough to have talked to 

her the way I did before she left and to have that intimate conversation with her.” Similar 

to Jessie, Cecilia battled depression and suicidal thoughts and it was her paternal 

grandmother who gave her encouragement. Cecilia saw her as a symbol of “strength” as 

she “understood where I was coming from, especially with my experiences.” 

Grandmothers served as influential sources of support for students, affirming LaBarre, 

Jessner, and Ussery (2010) whose research found the central role grandmothers played in 

the psychopathology of children by assisting in their emotional development and being a 

second maternal figure. Perhaps these students’ disconnected relationships with their 

fathers and recognition that their mothers had too many burdens to carry necessitated 

their grandmothers’ instrumental position.  
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 The level of adoration and respect for grandparents was profound. For 

example, Sarah explained that her main motivation to get a college degree was to have 

the resources to one-day provide for her grandparents. Sarah was accustomed to caring 

for her ailing grandmother, who was battling diabetes. Her grandmother had several 

seizures and it was Sarah who held and secured her grandmother when seizures struck her 

body. Eventually, her grandmother had to have both her legs amputated as her diabetes 

worsened. In tears, Sarah shared,  

My grandma, she’s like my best friend. It’s hard because my grandma and 

grandpa, they both are in nursing homes now. When I was younger I promised 

myself, they are not going to go in there. I’m going to always be here and take 

care of them. But as I grew older, you know, I can’t take care of my grandparents 

without anything to fall back on. How am I supposed to get them places if I don’t 

have a ride [vehicle] or gas money or anything? … And it just hurts so much. 

But that was my main influence. Once I get done, I will bring my grandparents 

home and I don’t care how much money it will take, I’m going to do it. I’m 

going to bring my grandparents home. … That’s how much I love my grandma. 

That is one of my motivations and you know knowing that I could have some 

money, and the home to bring them home and care for them, where they would 

feel most comfortable, that’s what gets me through you know, day to day.       

During her later years of high school, Sarah’s grandparents were both residing in a 

nursing home. She was accustomed to being near them, learning from them, and caring 

for them. Knowing that her grandparents were no longer living at their homestead was 
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distressing for Sarah. Therefore, this was a catalyst for Sarah to attain a college 

degree and to one day have the resources to tend to her best friends, her grandparents.  

 Lessons learned from mothers and grandmothers served as instrumental weapons 

as they told stories and experiences of defeating their own monsters. Mothers 

demonstrated generosity and kindness by selflessly giving of their time and resources to 

immediate and extended family, all while they worked through economic hardships. 

Through stories of historical adversity, experiential life lessons, and intimate 

opportunities to disclose private conflict, grandmothers exemplified wisdom and love to 

students. Having a trusting relationship to be vulnerable, students were equipped to 

withstand adversity and overcome obstacles and move forward.  

Teachers: “They would help me”  

 Despite the multiple demands that teachers juggled, some worked above and 

beyond to assist students such as Sarah, Lauryn, Joy, Amber, and Wesley. Some teachers 

spent quality time with students (often during after-school hours) and shared their 

personal college experiences. Advisement from teachers was a vital way for students to 

gauge what to do and what to anticipate. One student (Joy) sought specific advisement on 

negotiating between different worldviews that highlights the valuable influence Navajo 

teachers have on students.  

 Sarah, Lauryn, Joy, and Amber identified teachers who spent quality time with 

students and allowed them to express their vulnerabilities. After Lauryn learned that she 

was not admitted to Harvard, her top college choice, overwhelming feelings of failure 

developed. Lauryn was unable to confide to her parents, especially her father, as she 
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believed that he would be angry with her. However, after school, while Lauryn waited 

for basketball practice to start, she would frequently visit with Mrs. Snow (pseudonym), 

her “favorite” former eighth-grade teacher. Mrs. Snow formed a trusting relationship with 

Lauryn, such that Lauryn was able to honestly talk about her fears. Lauryn openly 

revealed to Mrs. Snow that her thoughts of being a failure were so paralyzing that she 

gave up any thoughts of attending a university. In speaking about this time, Lauryn 

shared, “I would go to her [Mrs. Snow] office and talk to her about how I feel, like I 

messed up. She would say, ‘There are other opportunities out there, just learn from this 

one.’ She’s always there for me, helped me, and picked me up.” Mrs. Snow created a 

comforting space where Lauryn could be vulnerable and expose doubts and fears. 

Through regular, encouraging talks with Mrs. Snow, Lauryn eventually applied to other 

colleges, including Mrs. Snow’s alma mater. That particular college was not on Lauryn’s 

radar but, because Mrs. Snow spoke highly about her experience at that college, Lauryn 

applied and was admitted. Her confidence in being college material was restored.  

 Joy, a first-generation college student, sought guidance from a Navajo teacher 

about how to negotiate between traditional Navajo and dominant Eurocentric customs. 

Joy referred to Ms. Tsosie (pseudonym) as “second mom” because, as Joy elaborated, 

“She was just strong about everything all the time and I respected her for that. … Me and 

a couple other students actually did call her mom. … She was really motivational.” Joy 

did not receive a lot of college information from her family. Therefore, Ms. Tsosie served 

as an advisor to Joy as she applied to college. Particularly, Ms. Tsosie shared personal 

life experiences of pursuing nursing while upholding Navajo traditional teachings. For 



 

 

186 
some Navajos working in careers where they encounter death, there are Navajo 

cultural protocols in place that protect the sacredness of life and death. Joy respected 

Navajo traditional teachings and protocols and, like Ms. Tsosie, she wanted to pursue 

nursing. Joy learned from Ms. Tsosie’s personal stories on how to complete nursing 

school while honoring traditional Navajo teachings. Joy not only went to Ms. Tsosie for 

general college application guidance, but she also sought cultural direction on ways to 

operate between different customs and worldviews, knowledge that only somebody like 

Ms. Tsosie could offer.     

 Teachers helped students conquer their fears by offering meaningful time with 

students in which conversations exposed vulnerability and opportunities for growth. One 

teacher, Ms. Tsosie, shared with Joy her personal stories of how she prospered through 

college while negotiating diverse worldviews.  

Courage to challenge self 

 When the Twin Warriors found their father, Sun, they learned that they had to 

verify whether they were indeed his children by passing various tests. Through each 

challenge that they overcame, Father Sun became more convinced that they were his 

sons. A vital feature of the story was that as the twins passed each test, they recognized 

their own sense of courage and their certainty was reinforced as they prepared to face 

new monsters. As in the Twin Warriors’ story, students identified second sets of weapons 

that demonstrated their character and uplifted their confidence. Courage to challenge self 

are weapons including students participation in college readiness opportunities and 

applications to high-stakes scholarships that shaped students’ beliefs that they were 
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college material. Excelling in Advanced Placement courses and participating in 

college access programs confirmed and clarified the college application process. 

Furthermore, receiving prestigious scholarships assured students that they were capable 

of academic success as well as alleviated their money worries. A common thread was that 

the courage to challenge self indicated that before students were equipped with college 

readiness opportunities, they already possessed significant qualities of initiative, 

intelligence, and selflessness.   

College Readiness Opportunities: Advanced Placement (AP) and College Access 

programs 

 Six students (Jessie, Sam, Joy, Amber, Cecilia, and Chris) identified college 

readiness opportunities that sharpened their academic confidence and demystified the 

application process. Sam, Cecilia, and Chris recognized that performing well in AP 

courses challenged them intellectually, which validated for them that they should be 

college bound. Moreover, college prep courses offered at reservation schools gave 

students an edge by explaining the application process and allocating much needed time 

for completing admission and scholarship applications. 

 For three students who attended off-reservation schools, excelling in AP courses 

was a confidence booster because it signified that they were college material. Cecilia was 

in a several AP classes during her junior and senior year. She described that when she 

took her AP exams, those were her favorite days of school because she felt that all her 

hard work culminated then. After receiving scores of 4 or 5 (4 denotes well qualified and 

5 indicates extremely well qualified for doing work in an introductory-level college 
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course) on her exams, she felt “fulfilled, just being able to get to that level and you 

stayed with it for so long. It’s like I made it through hell and back. I don’t have to take 

that class in college. It’s really nice.” She understood that passing AP courses with high 

scores offset the future cost of taking college classes while also giving her a head start on 

accumulating college credit. Sam took AP Calculus and AP Physics in high school and 

after completing those courses he felt confident that he would be accepted to his number 

one college choice. He commented, “What are the chances of them denying a 3.67, AP 

Calculus, AP Physics student? Not that high.” Both Cecilia and Sam seized the 

opportunity to enroll in AP courses, performed well, and in the process formed a sense of 

confidence in getting into their top college choices.     

 Jessie, Joy, and Amber attended on-reservation schools and participated in college 

access programs, which focused their college search processes. Jessie credited the 

Educational Talent Search (ETS) Program, facilitated through a nearby college, for 

laying out the college search process. She stated, “Me being in the ETS Program, I think 

that helped me a lot because I was in that from my seventh grade year. It helped me along 

the way because they tell us about college processes, scholarships, and all that stuff. I 

think that helped a lot for me to get prepared for college.” Jessie mentioned that she 

participated in the ETS program when she was in middle school. As she got to high 

school, the ETS program was not prominent in her experience, most likely because she 

transferred across three different high schools. However, the lessons that she acquired 

from the program helped in later high school years and she felt that, if needed, the 

program would still serve as a resource. Not only did these types of programs demystify 
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the college search process, they also provided valuable time for students to complete 

college and scholarship applications. Joy and Amber were enrolled in a college prep 

course at their school where they were guided on searching and completing college and 

scholarship applications. What was most helpful for them was time dedicated to applying. 

Joy, who did not have electricity at home, found the time spent at school on college 

applications beneficial. She shared, “I actually had a class at the high school where it was 

college advisement. I’d always have at least an hour to sit down and do things for 

scholarships and college applications. … If I didn’t have that class it would have been 

crazy. I don’t know how I would have gotten through it.” Jessie, Joy, and Amber were all 

first in their family to attend college, resulting in limited direction at home and questions 

on what routes to take in the application process. Unlike stories that were discussed in 

chapter four, which described reservation schools that limited college access, the 

reservation schools that Jessie, Joy and Amber attended either partnered with nearby 

colleges or offered college preparatory courses. These students’ reflections identified 

strategic support and resources available at reservation schools. This is an important 

caveat about the negative perspective of reservation schools, which are often generally 

categorized and labeled as “failing” (Greyeyes, et al., 2012). As these stories illustrated, 

some reservation schools are making strides by implementing successful programs.   

  College preparatory opportunities shaped students’ sense of assurance that they 

were capable of succeeding in college and that there were available resources to guide 

them through the search and application process. Three out of the four students who 

attended urban, off-reservation schools identified that AP courses not only academically 
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challenged them but also affirmed that they were college material. Moreover, three of 

the six students who attended reservation schools participated in college readiness 

programs, which provided valuable time and college knowledge. These stories reveal that 

when schools offered accelerated and college preparatory courses and programs, students 

took them and excelled. 

“I got the scholarship!”  

 As discussed in chapter four, financial hardship was a lingering monster in 

students’ lives. To acquire a scholarship was a rewarding experience for students while it 

also built assurance that they did not have to burden their family nor stress about how to 

pay for school.  

 Out of six students who applied for the Gates Millennium Scholarship, one 

student, Amber, received the prestigious award, relieving anxieties of placing a heavy 

financial load on her parents. With excitement she shared the story of what it was like to 

work for and acquire the coveted Gates Millennium Scholarship. Amber recalled, 

If I didn't get Gates I don't know where I would be. I think I would be like at a 

community college so I wouldn't put so much of a burden on my parents. I did not 

want my parents to pay for a single cent for my school, that's how my thought 

process was going. I was just like no, they're not paying for anything in my 

school. I don't want to be a burden at all. Once I'm out of high school, I'm going 

to pay for my own school. … I was focused on the Gates. I was like, freak my 

whole college plans are in the hands of Bill Gates. It really was. I was working on 

it, working on it. …The final round came, that’s when a lot of my friends packed 
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in a small car. We went to the post office. We sat in there. We prayed. We 

were like, “Okay it’s real life. Guys, this is real life. This is no joke.” We walked 

inside. I opened it. I saw the big packet. I couldn’t believe myself. I just ripped it 

out, ripping it up. I really ripped it apart. My mom said, “Why did you rip it?” I 

was like, “Because I wanted to know.” I ripped it. I opened it. It said 

congratulations and I just screamed. I was holding it out, just so happy. I was 

crying. In my mind, my family doesn’t have to really worry about me. I didn’t 

want them to because that was one of my main goal was I wouldn’t be a burden. I 

don’t want my parents to pay a single cent towards my school. … I was just so 

happy. Oh my God, it was just the happiest place in the world. …. I came home 

and then I set the thing on the table. I went to my room. Then my mom screamed 

downstairs and she came upstairs she’s like, “Amber, are you here?” She saw me, 

she’s like, “You got it!” She held it. She was like the congratulations letter. Then I 

started crying. 

As described previously, Amber’s high school had a college preparatory course in which 

students were guided through the entire Gates Millennium Scholarship application. In 

fact, her high school had the most Native students in the nation to receive the highly 

competitive award. Yet Amber also described that moment as “bittersweet” because 

many of her classmates and friends were denied funding. The tears that she shed were 

both joyful and sad. She explained, “It was bittersweet entirely, having like my best 

friend, he was like, ‘I didn’t get it.’ My stomach was twirling. I was just scared. …. I felt 

like a bad person to even have the scholarship.” Amber claimed that she understood what 
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her classmates were going through, meaning she knew that they were also worried 

about the expenses of college. She later revealed that although her friends were 

academically strong, some chose not to go to college because they did not have the 

financial backing available. For Amber, receiving that scholarship assured her of the 

chance for college completion.   

 Sarah, Lauryn, Joy, Cecilia, and Chris did not receive the Gates Millennium 

Scholarship, yet that did not stop them from seeking out other sources of potential 

funding. Sarah worked carefully on the Gates Millennium application; however, she did 

not make it through the competitive rounds. When notified that she did not receive it, she 

felt “worthless.” But Sarah was determined to obtain funding, so she became extra 

motivated and “applied to scholarships like crazy” by submitting “10 times more” 

applications to various financial sources. Her persistence paid off as she shared with me 

her story of earning scholarships. Sarah elaborated,  

I slept in the living room and I was so tired. I woke up and my mom was cooking. 

She was like “Sarah you got a letter from [states college]” I was like, “What?” 

Then I got up. I looked at it. I was like “Oh my Gosh.” I went to my room and I 

was like I won’t get denied. This can’t happen and I was scared, I was so scared. 

My heart was beating. I felt like throwing up. I was like, “No.” I opened it and 

they leave, when they fold it, they leave a little part and I saw a congratulations 

and I was like, “Oh my God.” I was jumping around. I ran down the hallway and I 

jumped on my brother’s bed. He was sleeping. I was like, “I got the scholarship!” 

And then I told my mom and it was the best thing ever. Oh my gosh, it was totally 
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awesome. My first scholarship. It felt really good. After that point I just felt 

like I was invincible even though it was just one scholarship, it was awesome. 

Sarah continued to accumulate award letters and with each financial award her 

confidence grew. Altogether she acquired $21,000 in scholarships from multiple sources. 

Her goal of attaining $25,000 (the cost of attending an in-state university) was nearly 

reached. For Sarah scholarships instilled in her a mantra, “forget failing.” She was 

relieved from placing added encumbrance on her mom’s limited income and she was on 

her way to entering college.    

 As the stories reveal, acquiring scholarships alleviated the concerns about college 

and life expenses. Amber and Sarah were exceptions compared to the other students as 

both secured enough money, or close to sufficient financial support, to cover their entire 

schooling. The remaining eight students also applied to various scholarships and echoed 

sentiments of reassurance when they were awarded. For students who come from families 

and communities that are economically distressed, scholarships are instrumental to their 

access into college. Students emphasized how financial support not only eased their 

minds, but lifted the burden off their families. As mentioned in chapter two, Native 

people value interdependency, including a close connection with family; therefore, they 

frequently place others before themselves. Thus, if these students could alleviate some 

economic stress from their families, they felt more secure in their decision to attend 

college.  
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Transforming Obstacles to Positives 

 As described in chapter four, destructive circumstances created by The Financial 

Hardship Monster and The Addiction Monster stirred up transformative ideologies within 

students such as “rise above the struggle” and “be a positive role model.” Students 

recognized that they did not want to get trapped either constantly battling or being 

defeated by the monsters. Rather, students became optimistically motivated by the 

negative conditions surrounding their livelihood. They represented Pablo Friere’s 

visionary words: “A deepened consciousness of their situation leads people to apprehend 

that situation as a historical reality susceptible of transformation” (Friere, 1970, p. 85) 

Through their deepened consciousness of undesirable experiences, the students 

manifested the third set of weapons, Transforming Obstacles to Positives, which are 

deeply valued, transformative intentions. Transforming intentions include a responsibility 

to help the Native community, a desire to be a role model for younger family members 

and even the larger Native society, and a commitment to defy the odds by achieving 

success. A common thread for students was that education was a means to a societal 

good, emphasizing the value students placed on community and family.   

“I want to help my people” 

 The objective of the Twin Warriors, Monster Slayer and Born for Water was to 

seek their father’s assistance so that they could defeat the monsters that were killing the 

Navajo people. In essence, a burning desire to save their community from being 

destroyed was instilled in the twins. Students followed a similar yearning. Collectively, 

nine students conveyed a message of benevolent service to their Native people, 
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Jessie shared, “I just want to be able to help in some way to contribute to 

again, people like me, Native Americans.”  

Lauryn stated, “I want to go back to the Indian hospital on the reservation to help 

my people. … Yeah I have to come back.”  

Sam conveyed, “I decided to come here [college] to pursue an education to 

advance myself so I can help advance other Natives and really help our people.”  

Amber included, “My whole goal is to give back to my communities. … When I 

think about that, that’s what really makes me happy is just helping other people.”   

Joy stated, “I want them to see that I’m always going to be that individual who 

will go back to the reservation and to push for understanding of our language, and 

our culture, and of our tradition.” 

Mike commented, “I want to go back to the reservation and make it a better 

place.” 

Cecilia said, “That really keeps me going because like someday, I want to work 

for the tribe, maybe even be the first female president. That’s something like I 

really want to do.” 

Chris conveyed, “I wanted to go to college to help my community. I feel like 

every community has their own leader, and I feel like my community needs a 

leader.”  

Sarah offered, “I want to get my degree, learn, get education and go home and 

help my people, so that’s why I want to come to college.”  
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Regardless whether students were raised on or off the reservation, whether they were 

male or female, whether they were first in their family to go to college or not, all but one 

indicated a central goal of advancing the well-being of the Native community. I laid out 

the divergent ways Native people are often operationalized, particularly in educational 

discourse, to emphasize that among the 10 unique students, all but one shared that college 

would help them reach their mission of service. Wesley did not mention pursuing college 

as an opportunity to help the overall Native community. However, recall from the 

discussion in chapter four that Wesley preferred not to be labeled as a Native American. 

Understanding Wesley’s perspectives on identity classification offers an explanation not 

stating an intention to serve Native communities. Notably, Wesley did view going to 

college as a gateway to provide for his immediate family. Therefore, Wesley still 

conceptualized assisting others as an outcome of college attainment.  

 Some students acknowledged that their Native community (including people, 

place, and experiences) contributed to their identity, which explained their commitment 

to giving back. I asked Jessie why she was interested in pursuing health. She first 

answered by sharing that she wanted to help in fields that are in dire need: “I guess just 

being back on the reservation… I feel like people don’t get good health care. … I just 

want to be able to help in some way to contribute to people like me, Native Americans.” 

Later in our conversation, Jessie went further and explained that her mother reminded her 

that the community helped to mold Jessie’s identity. And because of that deepened 

understanding of identity and place, Jessie desired to give back to the community. She 

stated,  
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I think it has a lot to do with my mom. She [mom] always told me, “You 

know, no matter who you become, no matter how much money you make, no 

matter where you live, you’re always going to have to remember who you are and 

where you came from because this is what made you.” In a lot of sense me 

wanting to be a doctor, it just made me want to help people more. It made me 

want to give something back in a positive way.  

To acquire a health degree, return to the reservation, and work for her people was Jessie’s 

way of giving back to the community. Amber held a similar view: “While growing up in 

Red Sands, they gave me so much culturally, like they’re the ones who sculpted me into 

the person I am today. … There is always that connection of helping each other, bringing 

each other up.” Moreover, Cecilia, who was raised in Phoenix more than 200 miles away 

from the Navajo Reservation, further articulated how the Navajo cultural significance of 

being connected to place contributed to a desire to return and protect “home.” Although 

Cecilia did not grow up on the reservation like Jessie and Amber, she still considered the 

reservation her primary home. She explained,  

Well when I was little, like growing up, my mom always told me that when a 

baby is born, the umbilical cord is buried outside of your home. It’s just to show 

your home and that you will always go back to it. So growing up like that, I just 

believed that it was my home, because it is my home. … That is where the life is. 

You have to always go back to where the starting point is, where life is.      

Many Navajos bury a baby’s umbilical cord within the ancestral Navajo land 

encompassing the borders of the four sacred mountains. That sacred process is a way, as 
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Cecilia discussed, to secure Navajo people to their home. And Cecilia acknowledged 

that she would return home and assist in its progress.  

 A deepened consciousness of reciprocity, connection, and interdependence was 

internalized as students valued strengthening their community. Muscogee scholar Joy 

Harjo as cited in Wilma Maniller (2004) expressed this concept by stating, “I have a 

home in the world. I feel there is a root community that I have a responsibility to nurture 

and help move in a good direction. It’s very, very precious. It is the central source of 

meaning, the root, the template” (p. 146) These deeply embedded intentions, or roots as 

Harjo indicated, are what spark a fire within students to acquire a college degree.   

“I want to be a role model”  

 In traditional Navajo culture, at a very young age, most boys and girls are taught 

certain skills important to being a good Navajo. For example, many Navajo girls are often 

trained to keep up the home and care for younger siblings. Some Navajo boys are taught 

to be attentive to the external aspects of the home, by hauling wood and looking after the 

livestock, for instance (Parsons Yazzie & Speas, 2007). Today, many Navajos are taught 

in that same manner; however, girls may help with outside chores such as with livestock 

(not all families have livestock, but there are other forms of outside chores such as taking 

out the trash or cleaning the yard) and boys may assist with chores within the home. The 

boundaries on gender roles are more fluid, especially as the population and diversity of 

Navajo people increases (Lee, 2013). Yet tied into all these traditions bestowed upon 

Navajo youth is the essential idea that they should not be lazy; instead, they should 
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contribute to the family by working hard, thereby being a positive example for 

younger children to follow (Parsons Yazzie & Speas, 2007).   

 Jessie, Lauryn, Sam, Joy, and Amber were the eldest among their siblings and 

among their cousins; therefore, they carried a heightened responsibility to be good 

examples not only for their siblings but also for their younger cousins. Lauryn was the 

eldest sister and explained how she viewed her role: “I know they [siblings] are looking 

up to me, everyday. I just try to watch what I do and stay good, show them how to do it, 

be a good mentor, be a good sister, someone they can look up to and footsteps they can 

follow. I just try to be the best that I can be to show them that they can do it.” Lauryn was 

aware of her important role as an older sister and therefore took that responsibility 

seriously. She loved her younger siblings and wanted them to make positive choices in 

life. Knowing that her task was to set an example, Lauryn viewed excelling in sports and 

academics in high school and then pursuing college as pathways that she wanted to map 

out for others. Joy was also the older sibling in her family. Her two younger siblings were 

involved with alcohol and drugs. That was a tough time and Joy felt it was her duty to 

teach her siblings to make better choices. She stated,  

Growing up as the oldest out of all of them, I feel that I should know more 

because I want them to be able to turn to me. I want to be able to help them 

progress. I want to give them advice about like even just going to college, what 

they need to do. Make it easier for them than it was for me. I think about them and 

care about them. …. Even though my brother and my sister, they drive me nuts all 

the time. I still remember that I need to be there to be able to teach them too.   
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Like Lauryn, Joy hoped for the best for her younger siblings. Often she would get 

frustrated with the negative choices her siblings were making. To overcome the 

damaging behaviors, she performed well academically, practiced Navajo traditions, spoke 

the Navajo language, and volunteered in community events. Joy did all those things to 

show to her siblings that there were more positive ways to live.   

 Some students acknowledged that they were first in their family to attend college, 

which infused them with a drive to be a role model not only for their younger siblings but 

also for their entire family. For example, Amber recognized that some of her older family 

members had encountered barriers that hindered them from college completion. Knowing 

that family members had attempted but were not able to finish school made Amber more 

determined to be the one to succeed. She shared this perspective, 

Since my family members didn't do so well in school or just like they didn't ... I 

was like, well, through their struggles I'm going to try to push myself even more 

to show them that anyone can do it. … I just want to be the person, especially for 

my family, my family members; they have no one who has been in my shoes. 

They have no one who has been this far. I'm just trying to have it be possible.   

Amber knew that some of her older family members did not finish college. That 

understanding fueled within her a charge to acquire a college degree. However, this 

desire was not out of disrespect or to boast to her family members. Instead, she sought to 

show to her family that college could be accomplished. 

 Being a role model extended beyond family and encompassed friends, as Chris 

described. Chris did not realize that he was setting an example for others to follow until 
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someone pointed it out to him. Chris lived in a student dormitory while he attended 

high school. His close friends became like family members to him. Chris’s best friend, 

Morgan, was very similar to Chris as they both enrolled and excelled in the most 

challenging courses available. When reflecting on what motivated him to attend college, 

Chris shared this story: 

I remember one time we [Chris and Morgan] were in study hall at the dorm. We 

were studying and everything. The RA, the Residential Assistant, they came in 

and they were preaching to the under classmen on why they were having bad 

grades. But us seniors, we were graduating, so we had good grades. And then the 

RAs were talking and surprisingly they were like, “You need to look up to 

Morgan and Chris because they are like your role models.” That was a huge 

turning point in my educational career. People look up to me. The RA said, 

“These boys are dedicated to their studies and they have the potential to go far.” 

And that lady, she said that, and then she continued, “They’re doing really well, 

you can see them, they are focused, and they know where they are going next 

year. They are going to go to college. I haven’t talked to them yet, but I know 

they are going to go to college.” And I was like ok, cool it was really surprising 

and I guess that is what pushed me more. 

After that encounter, a sophomore student approached Chris in private and shared that 

she hoped to be like him. She also confided to Chris that she was struggling with the 

recent passing of her grandfather. Chris, having experienced losing a grandfather, 

understood what she was going through and could offer support and advice. Since that 



 

 

202 
day, Chris understood his position to serve as a role model. As he stated, that moment 

was a “turning point” because he realized that what he was doing was motivating others, 

and that was validating and inspiring for Chris to keep working hard.  

  Sarah and Joy realized that people, many of whom they did not know personally, 

also recognized their academic efforts and that awareness was instrumental. Sarah 

explained,   

Just being a role model to others, like little kids coming up to you or even older 

people, they’ll be like, “Oh yeah you keep it good. I wish I was like you.” You 

don’t know somewhere out there someone is really looking up to you and 

following your tracks. Not like all your tracks but being that positive person. 

And if you do that, that’s just another person that is going to do it right after you. 

Sarah wanted to be that person who set a good example, as she was keenly aware that 

others were looking to her and following in her “tracks.” She believed that if she made 

good choices, others might follow a similar path and therefore help her create a positive 

legacy. Joy went further to describe that there are others not on earth who are also 

observing her. She stated, “I keep in mind that there are people that are watching me, and 

that there are people who are not on earth that are watching me, my uncles that have 

passed away and my great grandma who passed away.” Joy believed that her family 

members who were no longer alive were still looking at her, meaning that they observed 

her actions. They may not be viewing her as a role model; however, connected to being a 

role model was demonstrating to others positive behaviors. Joy wanted to show them that 

she was making wise and fruitful choices in her life.  
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 Serving as a role model to family, friends, and the broader Native community 

created roaring Internal Fires for students to do their best in academics, eventually 

progressing toward college. Some students believed that they had a responsibility to be a 

good example for their siblings. They treated that responsibility sincerely by excelling in 

academics. Initially, Chris, Sarah, Amber, and Joy did not realize that others viewed them 

as role models until someone pointed it out to them. Once they understood that others 

were observing their behaviors, these students felt validated and more motivated to 

succeed.  

 “I want to prove people wrong” 

 Closely connected to “I want to be a role model,” students declared that they also 

wanted to “prove people wrong.” What was unique in this type of Internal Fires weapon 

was that the force stemmed from an urge to defy the odds that were stacked against them. 

As discussed in chapter two, the odds are stacked against Native people since they are 

often identified as the most likely to drop out of high school, get involved in substance 

abuse, and the least likely to attend and graduate with a college degree (US Department 

of Education, 2014; NCES, 2012; NCES, 2013). Most students recognized that odds were 

not in their favor, which intensified within them the desire to be an example, as explained 

in the previous section. In this section, we see how some students also wanted to prove 

doubters wrong. And some of the doubters were classmates and family members who 

teased and ridiculed their identity and their sense of worth.   

 Jessie, Cecilia, Sam, and Chris hoped to show perseverance to others, especially 

to those who had negatively provoked them. As mentioned in chapter four, Jessie was 
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teased by peers and tormented by family members. Several family members 

insinuated that she would get pregnant and become a teenage mother. Because of those 

trying experiences, she decided to overcome their cynicism by succeeding. She stated, “I 

think all the negativity just wanted me to prove everybody wrong. I wanted to say, ‘Yeah, 

you said this about me. You were wrong. Look at me now.’” Often during times when 

Jessie wanted to give up on college plans she would question herself: “Jessie, what are 

you doing? You’re just proving to everybody that said bad things about you as right. Do 

you want that? Do you want them to be able to say that they were right about you? That 

for me is motivation.” By answering those questions, she knew that she did not want to 

give the doubters the satisfaction that they were right. Cecilia shared similar perspectives. 

Classmates ridiculed Cecilia for being a Native American. She shared stories of racist 

comments that her classmates used to provoke her. What drove her to progress toward 

college was reflecting on those negative comments that were expressed to her. Cecilia 

stated,  

With all the ignorant statements, it can really drive you to do better because I 

know hearing those kind of comments, it’s just like might as well show them 

wrong. … It’s really just like a really big motivator. Other people will probably 

see that’s degrading and put themselves down but you have to be able to use those 

negative things and use it in a positive way.  

Cecilia created the positive aspect of the trials that she endured by forming the negativity 

into a forward catalyst. Sam shared Cecilia’s viewpoint. He was teased in high school and 

from those hurtful experiences he said, “I take all these things from the outside world and 
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add to it, that’s really how I’ve really gotten my drive.” Sam discussed how he took 

the adverse treatment from others and repackaged those incidents into positive energy to 

help him move forward.  

 As mentioned in the discussion of The Personal Struggles Monster, family 

members and peers reinforced destruction through degrading statements and actions that 

toyed with their self-worth and identity. Rather than allow those experiences to deflate 

students’ ambitions, Jessie, Sam, Cecilia, and Chris converted those incidents into an 

internal fire weapon. To prove others wrong was a transformative intention for them to 

withstand the ridicule and show the “doubters” that they were capable of success. Perhaps 

it was a larger message to demonstrate that Native youth were more than a deficit story.   

 
Faith in Spiritual Teachings 

 If you were to dig deeper into the story of the Twin Warriors, you would learn 

that the story was intertwined with the Navajo creation stories. Thus, I recognized that 

there was sacredness and respect in the telling and teaching of the Twins, their father, 

Sun, Spider Woman, Changing Woman, and all the entities and the details of the story. 

For example, the Twins were taught holy prayers and songs that protected them along 

their journey. Similarly, while students were on their own quest to college, nine students 

alluded to revered teachings that they believed in and that sustained them. Faith in 

Spiritual Teachings were sets of weapons that encompassed spiritual and traditional 

beliefs and practices that strengthened and reassured students. Students talked about their 

belief system in different ways including following Navajo traditional teachings, 

Christianity, and the Native American Church. To unpack the forms of belief systems is a 
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complex, delicate conversation, and not the purpose of this study. Rather, I approach 

this section by focusing on how students’ spirituality, defined as their faith in a higher 

power (God, also referred to as Creator) with biblical and/or Navajo traditional teachings 

and practices influenced them. Prayer was mentioned as a sacred practiced source and an 

opportunity to request strength. Spirituality was viewed as all encompassing and helped 

students to battle through hardships.  

“Prayer gets you through it”  

 All students grew up with spiritual teachings that were rooted in Christianity 

and/or Navajo traditions. In both philosophies, prayer was a vital practice. Nine students 

shared the significance of prayer and then openly specified what they prayed for. They 

uncovered the sacredness and strength that prayer offered them, especially during times 

of hardship.   

 Most students talked about prayer as an opportunity to share experiences, give 

thanks, and work toward what they petitioned for. Jessie specified, “My mom has always 

taught me when things get rough or if you feel down, you know, you should pray. She 

told me that even if things are good, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t pray.” Jessie 

explained that she practiced prayer during “rough” and “good” moments, indicating that 

prayer was an opening for supplication. Rooted in Jessie’s frame of reference was an 

understanding that prayer was also a chance to offer appreciation, because “all those 

things were possible and you know, just be thankful.” Sarah described prayer as a 

precious stone: “Remember everything you say in your prayers, never forget because if 

you forget then you know it’s just like you are forgetting a diamond somewhere.” She 
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further indicated that her requests were a reflection of what was to come in life and 

that was why prayer was special: “What you pray for is how you are going to live your 

life and how things are going to turn out for you.” Connected to Sarah’s idea of “how 

things are going to turn out,” Lauryn further elaborated that what you pray for should also 

be met halfway, meaning that she had to do her due diligence about what she was 

requesting. She explained, “You can pray and say like I want this or like I need help in 

this but it’s just not going to happen if you are not meeting it halfway. You have to have 

some kind of input on what you want like it’s not just going to happen in a day. … Some 

things might take awhile. But you have to always meet it halfway, in whatever you do, 

whatever you pray for, whatever you believe, you have to always meet it halfway.” With 

that in mind, Lauryn internalized prayer as a tool that encouraged her to work toward 

what she hoped would occur in life.  

 And what some students hoped and prayed for was motivation to continue on 

their educational pathway, help with family, and overall strength to get through 

difficulties. For example, Joy confessed,  

I pray about my health and to be able to keep my mind clear from any negative 

feelings, and just to keep me on the right path, and to help me to continue down a 

more positive road of life. On my education, I pray about that all the time, 

continue to help me motivate myself to continue to just keep going with 

everything. … And then to be able to continue to respect my family, even though 

I face so many hard times with them, to somehow be able to help them realize that 

I am doing something to try to help them.  
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In Joy’s experience, she dealt with family doubters, financial problems, and her 

younger siblings’ abuse of alcohol and drugs. In the midst of all those challenges, prayer 

was a tool for her to withstand the difficulties. Similarly, Sarah tearfully described how 

prayer strengthened her through life’s difficulties: 

I prayed a lot [laughing] a lot. Just being in a quiet place …. you know, I would 

pray. [crying] I would think back to my grandparents, you know, what they would 

tell me and I would just keep that and not think of other things because your 

prayers can take you a long way. Even when, you’re like on your last string, and 

like you feel like you have nowhere to go, you know, you pray and that’s what I 

do. Even if I have a big paper due or I have to read and I can’t find that, that like 

uhm, like I can’t find the like effort to push myself. I would just pray, strength to 

do this because I need to do it. And just having that mental thought of keep going, 

keep going, it just, it helped me a lot and even with financially … So, you know, 

trying to handle things like that when you are by yourself, no matter how small 

they are, it’s really hard [crying] but you know, praying gets you through it. 

Financial burdens and thoughts of ailing grandparents overwhelmed Sarah. In those 

moments when Sarah felt like she had nowhere to go and a shortage of inspiration, prayer 

was her source of refuge and renewal.  

 Most students described that prayer strengthened them as they steered through the 

surrounding disarray largely brought on by the monsters described in chapter four. Jessie, 

Lauryn, Cecilia, Mike, Joy, Sarah, and Amber highlighted the influential aspect that 
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prayer had on them on their journey towards college, an aspect not often described in 

higher education scholarship.    

“It makes me stand back up if I ever fall down”  

 Lauryn, Cecilia, Amber, Sarah, Jessie, Joy, Sam, and Mike referred to spirituality 

in different ways including an acknowledgement that spirituality was ever-present, 

created their sense of being, and guided their future outlook. Moreover, a higher power 

contributed to their purpose and made them feel less alone. Overall, students identified 

their spirituality as a source of energy to overcome problems.  

 Some students talked about their spirituality as omnipresent, contributing to their 

existence, and a guide for life. Jessie described how the Native American Church (NAC), 

an intertribal religion, held a sacred place in her life. “NAC has always been there for me. 

It’s always been something I cherished. My family has taught me a lot of things through 

it and I guess in a lot of ways, it built me as a person.” Lauryn portrayed how Navajo 

philosophy signified a universal aspect in her life, “I think it is pretty much everything 

that our life depends and goes around, without it we wouldn’t be here. Without it we 

wouldn’t be alive and be the people we are. It’s like being able to go to something if you 

are happy, if you are sad, if anything is bothering you. It’s like our God and just someone 

there that we know won’t ever leave us. Tradition and culture is like very important.” 

And Amber felt that Christian teachings were, “a good guide for life,” meaning that 

biblical lessons taught her how to navigate through her life’s experiences. 

 Sarah, Jessie, and Sam believed that a higher power inspired their sense of 

purpose. Sarah remarked, “It gives me more than strength. It gives me a sense of to, you 
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know, to wake up the next day and do the same thing, like a sense of purpose.” Jessie 

felt the same way as Sarah. When Jessie was two years old, she fell very ill with 

pneumonia and almost died. She attributed her survival to God giving her a second 

chance in life to fulfill her purpose. Jessie shared, “For me, I believe that God gave me a 

second chance to be able to help somebody, to fulfill my purpose.” Sarah, Jessie, and 

Sam felt that their purpose in life was to help their community and family. And in order 

to reach that goal, they knew that college was a big part of the journey to achieve their 

purpose. They acknowledged that a higher power was initiating their sense of purpose.   

 Most students understood that a relationship with Creator made them aware that 

they were not alone. For example, Sam grew up attending a Christian church, which 

became an important part of his life. Most often on Saturdays he helped with cleaning the 

church. Then on Sundays he regularly attended church services. As his spiritual faith 

grew, he explained that God made him feel less alone as he believed that God was always 

with him. Sam did not know his biological father. With heavy tears, he elaborated on how 

he viewed God as his father:  

I’m not in this fight alone. I’m not against the world by myself. You know, 

someone is making a way for me. Knowing that He is there, it’s great. There are 

times when I’m just like awww, man so much stuff is going wrong. You know 

life sucks right now. I know He is still there. You know, it’s great having Him 

there because at times when I don’t have my dad [crying], I wish he [dad] was 

there. All these times, I wish he [dad] was there [crying]. He [God] still got me on 

the good path. You know, He showed me a lot. I just [pause] I’m glad He is, He is 
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the father. God is there, and I’m glad He is. He’s the father that I never had. 

[crying] … I’m honestly happy God and Jesus are there because honestly I don’t 

know where I would be. I probably wouldn’t be here.  

As explained in chapter four, Sam was disconnected from his biological father and that 

separation was painful for him. However, he conceptualized that God was his father and 

because of that relationship with God, Sam felt that he was not alone, especially during 

traumatic situations. For example, Sam confessed that he had had suicidal thoughts and it 

was God who was with him: 

Like there have been so many close calls [crying]. There are so many times I 

could have died. Honestly I felt like killing myself so many times because life 

sucks. Not having a girlfriend, having everyone else being happy and stuff, while 

your family is in a struggle. I can’t talk to no one. [crying] It’s just, you know He 

is there. He’s like don’t worry. How can I not worry when all there is to do is 

worry? [crying] Worry about what I’m going to do with my life. Worrying about 

how I’m going to pay for stuff. Seems like everybody else they get it paid for, I 

don’t. [crying] I actually have to make something out of my life. … I’m glad He 

is there because there were so many close calls.  

Sam’s story illustrated the internal conflict that he was going through. He was worried 

about money and about not having someone to confide in. Yet through those trials, Sam 

knew that God was there and believing in that was what helped him to move past the 

turmoil.   
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  Overall, Lauryn, Cecilia, Amber, Sarah, Jessie, Joy, Sam, and Mike attributed 

faith in spiritual teachings to helping them battle the monsters. Lauryn explained this 

perspective,  

I think because I go to meetings and I ask for help and I pray, it feels like it makes 

me want to do more, you know like, like it strengthens me to keep on doing it, to 

not give up, or to solve whatever problem that I’m having. It is just like, it keeps 

me going and doesn’t break me down to like to a lower level. It makes me stand 

back up if I ever fall down. 

Like all the students, Lauryn encountered many negative situations in her life. Despite 

those moments when she may have “fallen down,” faith was what made her “stand back 

up.”     

 Most students acknowledged that their spirituality was ever-present, created their 

sense of being, and set a direction in life. They also indicated that a higher power 

contributed to their purpose and made them feel less alone. Overall, having a spiritual 

connection to a higher power lifted students when the monsters’ devastation was 

overwhelming.     

Students’ Hope for the Future  

 Sarah, Wesley, Jessie, Amber, Lauryn, Joy, Chris, Mike, Cecilia, and Sam were 

all admitted into Big State University and enrolled as new freshmen during the Fall 2012 

semester. I had the privilege to learn about and be a part of their lives during the crucial 

first year of college. With each interview, my heart opened as I listened to their stories of 

struggles as they battled with the mighty monsters. And they motivated me with their 
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stories of inspiration as they released the powerful forces of the weapons. They are 

indeed Navajo warriors on their journey to “give back” and help their Native people. I 

only wish the best for them as they continue on their quest. Before we departed from our 

last interview, they shared with me sentiments that they would like others to know. Their 

words could be interpreted as prayer requests or hopes for the future. Their words could 

also be understood as expressions of appreciation. I offer their words of hope and 

gratitude.  

 

Sarah -  

“Pray for us to be more humble and to remember who we are and where we come from. 

… Help us in that way so we can also help others. … Help us keep our minds right. Help 

us remember our main goals, help us be as leaders and help us be thankful too and just 

look back and this is what we've done and we need to pass it along. Bless us financially 

so it won't be a burden. Bless our academics. Bless our living situations while we are 

here. But most of all, like I said mentally, physically and emotionally, bless us in that 

way, to be strong, to keep strong.” 

 

Wesley - 

“Whoever helped me financially I’m grateful to them for that, just because it costs a lot 

to go to college.” 

 

Jessie –  
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“Even if I feel weak, even if I don't want to keep going, even if I want to stop, even if I 

fall down or I sit down or if I start crying that I’m always going to get back up. That I’m 

always going to have that will. That I’m always going to have that determination and 

strength to continue and to get back up. I think just that will to keep going is what I 

want.” 

 

Amber – 

“If I had one prayer to be answered, I would just say take care of everyone at home.” 

 

Lauryn – 

“Creator help me keep going, not give up, help me finish and protect me. Protect 

me when I’m away from home and don't let me stop and give up, just finish. It will all be 

worth it at the end for other people. No matter what my mom always says, ‘Don’t just 

always pray for yourself … include other people, like everyone here on Earth.’ Everyone 

be happy today and just keep on going.” 

Joy -  

“I would just ask for Holy Ones to continue to keep me to be strong. … And to continue 

to introduce me to people that push the students that are Native American students. …I 

appreciate everything that I have been given and the education that I have been allowed 

to take part of and receive. Keep all the evil things away from me, and not to succumb to 

all the doubt that I've been put through and all the hardships that I've been put through. I 
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just ask that they continue to keep me strong and to make me stronger as a person, so 

that I can go back to help my family.” 

Chris – 

“I would ask for guidance on staying motivated. Help me with my decision making 

because I feel like decision-making plays a really important role in what we do as 

humans.” 

 

Mike – 

“Balance and just strength to keep moving forward. … And keeping life lessons in mind, 

especially when it gets hard.” 

 

Cecilia -  

“Just to keep my head on straight, to keep walking that path. … I was going to say just to 

keep going and don’t let me give up just to know that you’re right there to help me and 

just stuff like that, positive things” 

 

Sam – 

“Strength, energy, and clarity of mind to pursue my dreams and continue on strong with 

my life. That my path will be cleared of any obstructions and my vision is clear, that I will 

see what I need to do, how I need to do it, just where the road leads. Really the biggest 

prayers, what do I need to do to become what I need to be.” 
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CHAPTER SIX: CARING FOR THE STORY RUG (CONCLUSION) 

 Once a weaver is done with a Navajo rug, they carefully take it off of the loom by 

using a needle to unravel the strands that held the rug to the loom. Once the rug is off of 

the loom, finishing touches are applied to complete the rug. Some Navajos get a damp 

rag and wipe the rug. In that process, the rug becomes more flexible and is therefore 

gently stretched into a square or rectangle. Long ago, some Navajos would dig a hole into 

the ground, damp the ground with water, and place the rug in the hole to rest. After a day, 

the weaver would take the rug out of the ground and stretch it in place. The purpose of 

the water is to nourish the rug, so that it becomes more flexible and thereby stretched into 

form. For this chapter, I’m taking the story rug off of the loom and adding finishing 

touches to ensure that the story rug is properly cared for. Chapter six will include an 

overview of the study, a “stretching process” or discussion of the monsters and weapons, 

contributions to the literature, implications for policy, practice, and research, and then I 

“leave a strand out” as a way to culturally care for this story rug and for the future story 

rugs to come.  

Overview of the Study 

To summarize, the purpose of this study was to acquire a deeper understanding of 

ten Navajo students’ experiences as they journey to college. The high school graduation 

rates for Native students who attended public schools was at 68% in 2012 with Bureau of 

Indian Education schools fairing worse with a graduation rate at 53% (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2014). And when we highlight the Native students who matriculate to 

college, the numbers are not as promising with the total enrollment at 172,900 in 2012 
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(NCES, 2013). While the overall Native American population increased by 39% from 

2000 to 2010, the college enrollment and degrees conferred stagnated at 1% during the 

same period (NCES, 2012; Norris, et.al., 2012). An under-researched tribal population, 

the Navajo Nation, the second largest tribal group in the United States, has an estimated 

7.3% of their population that holds a bachelor or graduate degree (Navajo Nation 

Roundtable on Remedial Education Summary Report, 2012). From that understanding, 

Natives including Navajo students are often viewed from an individualized and 

disempowering perspective for they have been historically problematized and 

predominately considered a deficit. This study provided an alternative, in-depth look at 

understanding Navajo students’ pathways to college by analyzing the “monsters” that 

inhibit their college aspirations and “weapons” that guided students to continue toward 

their college journey.    

 This study was based upon the premise that education is predicated from policies 

and sociocultural contexts that shape Native communities and influence rates of Native 

and Navajo educational attainment. This research was guided by the following research 

questions: 1) What are the life experiences of Navajo students that lead to entering 

college? 2) What perceived “monsters” (challenges) do they encounter on their journey 

toward college and how do they internalize those “monsters”?  3) What “weapons” 

(sources of strength) helped them to overcome those “monsters”?   

 This study utilized theoretical frameworks that were developed by Indigenous 

scholars as a way to uncover in-depth, holistic stories as well as position Indigenous 

perspectives in educational research. Tribal Critical Race Theory (CRT) focuses/ed on 
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the uniqueness of the Native experience with a view that assimilationist pressures to 

conform to the majority, White culture exist, asserts tribal philosophies, beliefs, and 

traditions -- within a historical framework, and rooted in the fundamental pursuit of tribal 

sovereignty (Brayboy, 2005). Tribal CRT attempts to understand social situations by 

broadening perspectives and including historical and political contexts. While 

understanding the systematic hurdles that impede Native people is a vital part of the 

overall picture, equally important are the factors that enable students to navigate toward 

college. Heavyrunner and Marshall (2003) built upon the dominant resilience research 

and developed Cultural Resilience, which are protective factors that nurture and 

encourage Native students, families, and communities. Cultural resilience embodies 

seven protective factors: spirituality, family strength, elders, ceremonial rituals, oral 

traditions, tribal identity, and support networks. Rather than viewing Native students 

from a deficit perspective, cultural resilience emphasizes the protective factors that 

students offer to help them maneuver through difficulties.  

 However, there are some underlying challenges that remain in the term resilience. 

The flipside of resilience is that the term continues to implicate a deeply engrained 

rhetoric that problematizes the individual by continuing to view Native people from a 

deficit perspective. Although cultural resilience highlights the strengths of the Native 

student, the resiliency construct has the potential to undermine the Native student. I 

introduce an alternative concept, Cultural Threads that are core guideposts and wisdom 

that strengthened Native students in everyday life situations and in reaching toward their 

goals. In weaving, threads illustrate the individual radiance and integrity of each strand. 
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And when the threads are woven together, the firmness of the rug is strengthened and 

a complete, brilliant tapestry is formed. Therefore the term threads were used not only to 

keep with the story rug metaphor, but also to recognize the connective power between 

individuality and collectivism. 

In connection with Tribal Critical Race Theory and Cultural Resilience, stories 

are central tools to reveal the lives of Navajo students. In following this way of gathering 

stories, this study used a combination of qualitative methodologies. Indigenous Storywork 

(Archibald, 2008) and Narrative Inquiry (Riessman, 2008) both feature stories as an 

influential mode of inquiry by respecting the stories that are shared, valuing the 

knowledge gained through the analytical meaning making process, and in recognizing the 

interconnectedness between storyteller and listener. Indigenous Storywork bridges 

Indigenous storytelling into formal educational contexts. Seven theoretical principals 

guide Indigenous Storywork including adhering to respect, responsibility, reciprocity, 

reverence, holism, interrelatedness, and synergy. Overall, Indigenous Storywork 

acknowledges and privileges Indigenous ways of knowing into research. Narrative 

Analysis compliments Indigenous ways of knowing such that narrative analysis 

recognizes that “ … individuals must now construct who they are and how they want to 

be known” (Reismann, 2009, p. 7). For Native people who have often been 

operationalized by non-Natives, reclaiming the research space is a promising step toward 

decolonizing methodologies (Smith, 1999). Narrative Analysis refers to a family of 

methods for interpreting texts that have in common a storied form (Reisman, 2009). 

Narrative Analysis provides a space where people can make sense of the past, engage 
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others to the experiences of the storyteller, and mobilize others into action for 

progressive change. A distinction of Narrative Analysis is that individual stories are 

honored in the gathering stage and throughout the analytic process. However, narrative 

analysis also acknowledges that individual cases can be moved to generalize theoretical 

propositions, proposing that the gathering of individual stories creates a powerful 

collective voice. 

Stretching Process of the Story Rug (Discussion) 

 For this section, I draw upon literature from chapter two to help guide my 

conclusions. Additionally, I insert new literature because students’ stories from chapters 

four and five left unanswered questions that required further explanation. I provide a 

discussion that asserts the significant role that context has on shaping the monsters as 

well as building the weapons. I then present cultural threads as a theoretical framework to 

support Native students’ college access process.  

Context Matters: Embodiment of Monsters  

 This study underscored how context matters in regard to Navajo students 

educational attainment and college entrance. Shenandoah as cited in Wilma Mankiller’s 

(2004) Every day is a Good Day described the significance of context and how context 

relates to Native peoples way of life, “Context is everything. We are all connected. We 

don’t describe the natural world as separate. We are part of the natural world, and the 

natural world is a part of us” (p. 43) Context as depicted by Shenandoah is the notion that 

Native people are interconnected to the environment and society, demonstrating the 

influence that context and people have with each other. From this perspective, context 
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includes the structural forces linked to systems of power that support and marginalize 

Native peoples. Because deeply embedded structural and systematic forces are often 

ignored, particularly within Native centered higher education scholarship, I embodied 

them into monsters as a way to visualize the prominence of their existence. Structural and 

systematic forces are rooted in the formation of these monsters. In this discussion, I will 

unpack each monster and then discuss the power that they have when converged together.  

 Systematic Poverty. The Financial Hardship Monster provides a view of the 

environment and economic conditions in which these students lived. For the Navajo 

Reservation students, living in remote areas devoid of business establishments and 

lacking in basic needs such as running water and electricity greatly influenced their lives. 

For students who lived off the reservation, they discussed living in places that were high 

in crime and overcrowded, exposing economic differences among themselves and their 

affluent friends. Their reflections uncovered a deeper reality of poverty plaguing the 

students and their family’s livelihood.  

 The United States is the most affluent nation in the world; yet, poverty remains 

and is disproportionately at higher rates among Native peoples. As discussed in chapter 

two, the national poverty rate is 15.3%, the national Native poverty rate is at 28.4%, and 

the Navajo poverty rate is drastically higher at 56% (Macartney, Bishaw, & Fontenot, 

2013; Arizona Rural Policy Institute, 2010). When over half of the people in a society are 

living in poverty, that is a systematic problem.  

 Although the Navajo Nation is a sovereign nation, they are still limited in the 

ways they assert their rights. Almost every development on Native reservations is 
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controlled at some level by the federal government due primarily because of the 

federal trust relationships that were established with past treaties and federal court cases 

(Regan, 2014). For example, most of the land on the Navajo Nation is held in trust by the 

federal government. Therefore because Navajos do not own their land, financing 

businesses on Navajo land is difficult, bureaucratic, expensive, and time consuming. 

Regan (2004) refers to this situation as Tribal nations being “locked in a poverty trap” (p. 

5).  

 The Navajo Nation’s Division of Economic Development released a 

Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (2010) report that outlined the 

challenges and solutions to business development on the Navajo Reservation. 

Considering that the Navajo Nation is the largest reservation in the U.S., comparable to 

the size of West Virginia, there are only 10 grocery stores, 13 motels, and 13 Tribal 

enterprises including Navajo Tribal Utility Authority, Navajo Agricultural Products 

Industry, Navajo Fine Jewelers and Collectables, Navajo Nation Hospitality Enterprise, 

KTNN Radio Station, Dine’ Power Authority, Navajo Nation Oil & Gas Company, Inc., 

Navajo Nation Shopping Centers, The Navajo Times Publishing Co., Navajo Engineering 

& Construction Authority, Navajo Housing Authority, Dine’ Development Corporation, 

and Nova Corporation.   

 The process to receive a business site lease on the Navajo Nation could take up to 

five years which is far longer in time when compared to receiving approval for example 

at Flagstaff, Arizona (nearby city off the reservation) which takes about 3 days (Navajo 

Nation Division of Economic Development, 2010). There are at least 13 different 
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procedures needed to acquire approval. One important detail is securing a lease of the 

land. Contrary to common belief, as mentioned earlier Navajo land is owned by the 

“trustee” or the United States, and not the Navajo people. Therefore obtaining permission 

to lease the land is another bureaucratic and lengthy process with mandatory 

requirements from multiple federal departments including but not limited to Bureau of 

Indian Affairs, Historical Preservation Department, U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency, and U.S. National Environmental Policy Act. Only 10% of Navajo land is 

available to lease with a majority (90%) of land are tied to individual and family grazing 

permits, meaning they are utilized by a families livestock. Thus to utilize grazing 

permitted areas, approvals would need to be first granted by the family. With land being 

largely viewed as sacred and a valuable resource, family often decline access for 

businesses. Furthermore, expenses to bring water, phone, electrical power, roads, and 

sewer systems to a business site are high in cost and exacerbate the challenges to starting 

a business. Therefore, not surprising the report revealed that 64% of Navajo money is 

spent at off-reservation communities.   

 The lack of businesses equates to a lack of jobs, contributing to the onslaught of 

the poverty trap. In 2009, the US reached an all-time unemployment high with a rate of 

10.2%. Headlines from the New York Times stated, “The nation might yet confront the 

worst joblessness since the Great Depression” (Goodman, 2009). Policymakers panicked 

as they worked to decrease the unemployment rate. Society at large was in fear of the 

future. More recently in 2014, the unemployment rate for the Navajo Nation was at 44%, 

drastically worse than the national average rate of 6.1% (Native Youth Report, 2014). In 
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1998, the unemployment rate for the Navajo Nation was at 43%, thus with the 

unemployment rate at 44% in 2014, demonstrating a consistent high unemployment rate 

spanned over almost 20 years (Navajo Nation Division of Economic Development, 

2010). Although the Navajo Nation’s unemployment rate was four times greater than the 

highest rate in 2009 not much was or is being addressed at a societal level.  

 As mentioned in chapter two, further complicating the livelihood among Navajo 

people is a lack of basic living needs. Approximately 40% of reservation homes do not 

have running water (Conover, 2013). A recent story in the National Public Radio featured 

Darlene Arviso, also known as “the water lady” who delivers water to 250 people each 

month (Morales, 2015, January 6). While the U.S. uses about 100 gallons a day, Navajo 

residence on average utilize 7 gallons a day. The once a month water delivery is not 

always reliable with impassable roads during the winter months. Often, individuals utilize 

other strategies including hauling water or even melting snow. Moreover, 16,000 Navajo 

households do not have electricity (Shone, 2010). The Navajo Housing Authority found 

that more than $9 billion is needed to repair 33,000 existing homes to basic living 

standards as well as build 34,000 new homes (Navajo Dignity, 2015). However the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development proposed to take $100 million back 

from Navajo Housing Authority (NHA) in prior years due to monies not spent in a timely 

manner. NHA has to go through at least seven federal agencies just to build one home 

which delays the demanding need to build homes. These examples point to the 

reoccurring neglect and oppression felt throughout the Navajo Tribe.   
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 A closer examination on The Financial Hardship Monster reveals that 

systematic and structural forces play a large role to create and reinforce its strength. 

Farmer (2005) asserted that structural violence is the injustices produced and sustained 

through structures and systems of power that perpetuate extreme poverty. He further 

articulated that there are pedagogies of power that shape and influence poverty such as 

housing, access to health care and education, and economic opportunity (Farmer, 2005). 

As we learned from this study, urban students told stories of crowded apartments and 

high crime in urban neighborhoods. Navajo Reservation students talked about living in 

homes without basic living needs, affordable and healthy food options were limited, 

availability of jobs were lacking, and as I will discuss later access to a college preparatory 

education was few and far between. These examples all signal a flawed system where 

impoverished peoples livelihood and future are at stake.   

 The residual effect of financial hardships was that all ten students acknowledged 

concerns on how they would be able to afford paying for college. By getting an in-depth 

understanding of the realities of these students’ lives, we were able to see why college 

affordability is crucial for these and many more students in similar situations. Raising 

tuition would drastically influence whether or not these students would be able to afford 

college, let alone consider going to college. Currently, the Arizona state legislature 

passed a budget that would suspend $99 million dollars toward higher education (Tani, 

2015). Since 2007, Arizona decreased funding for higher education by 32 percent, the 

largest percentage than any other state. To compensate for decreased state funding, 

Arizona’s college tuition has risen more than any other state by 80.6 percent (Mitchell, 
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Palacios, and Leachman, 2014). And students like Sarah are concerned for more than 

just the tuition cost. Tuition is just one piece of the financial pie. Students would still 

need to seek financial support for living expenses, books and educational supplies, 

personal and even family monetary needs. If the cost of going to college continues to 

increase, many Arizona students, including Navajo students may forego college plans. 

 Structural Forces Fuel Addiction. Whether students lived on or off the 

reservation that did not stop The Addiction Monster from lurking in their community, 

among family and friends, and even within them. The Addition Monster transcended 

from years past into the present day as students’ articulated generational stories that were 

shared from grandparents. Often substance abuse manifested into more hurtful scenarios 

such as domestic abuse, particularly among parents. And it was evident that younger 

generations were confronted with this vicious monster. Historical trauma has been 

utilized as a frame of reference to explain the devastation of alcohol and drug abuse 

within Native communities. Brave Heart (2003) defined historical trauma as, “cumulative 

emotional and psychological wounding, over the lifespan and across generations, 

emanating from massive group trauma experiences” (p. 7). And historical trauma 

response is the reaction to those experiences that may later manifest into patterns of 

substance abuse, depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts and actions.    

 Historical traumatic experiences include the boarding school era where Native 

people were stripped from their family and home life. Amber and Joy discussed hearing 

about their grandmothers’ negative boarding school experiences. And for Amber, her 

grandmother also shared stories of being physically abused by her late husband. These 
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examples may explain how historical trauma is passed down from a generation to the 

next. However, when viewed from a historical trauma perspective, it’s easy to slip into a 

victim mentality standpoint whereby the people are again considered problems unable to 

“pick themselves up.”  

 Kirmayer and colleagues (2014) asserted that historical trauma, while an 

important contribution to scholarship, provides an incomplete picture. In students’ stories 

they affirmed Kirmayer et al.’s claims by demonstrating how structural forces, 

predominately unemployment and poverty, had on those who abused alcohol. For 

example, in Chris’s story he described his father’s alcohol abuse. During that time his 

father was unemployed. When his father got a stable job, he eventually stopped drinking. 

And in Joy’s story, she shared how her younger siblings were beginning to abuse alcohol 

and drugs. A closer look into their situation exposed that Joy’s single mother was 

unemployed and that they were all living in a home with no running water and electricity. 

When a broader look is taken into account, structural forces are linked to the difficulties 

surrounding substance abuse.      

 There are other lethal forms of structural forces that complicate and strengthen the 

addiction monster. Towns that border the reservations are popular places to do shopping. 

Students talked about traveling to these border towns for groceries, personal needs, and 

entertainment purposes such as watching a movie. However, these towns also provide 

service to people that have detrimental effects. For example, one such town is Gallup, 

New Mexico, which is also known as “drunk city” (Haederle, 1990) and “drunk town, 

USA” (Estes, 2014). Gallup’s liquor industry is notorious for distributing alcohol with 39 
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liquor licenses and 19 alcohol-selling establishments within its vicinity – much higher 

than most major cities (Estes, 2015). These liquor establishments profit from the Navajo 

people while intensifying destructive addictions providing additional examples of how 

systems of power strangle the Navajo people.  

 These border towns also have high-interest predatory payday loan sources 

(Wessler, 2014). Gallup New Mexico, with a population of 22,000, has at least 45 loan 

establishments such as Cash Man, Sun Loans, and New Mexico Title Loans. According 

to NBC’s analysis of public data on state licensed lenders, in 2012 those lenders issued 

more than 52,000 loans worth 27.5 million with interest rates of at least 175% (Wessler, 

2014). Moreover, recent charges were filed by The U.S. Consumer Bureau and the 

Navajo Nation against companies and executives who used H&R Block franchises to 

operate an illegal tax-refund scheme (Reuters Media, 2015, April 15). The Consumer 

Financial Protection Bureau is seeking $438,000 in civil penalties and more money for 

victims many of whom are Navajo people. The complaint alleges that short-term, high-

interest loans were allocated using individual’s anticipated tax refunds. Tax preparers 

received bonuses based on the number of clients who took advantage of those loans. In 

addition to the onslaught of predatory high-interest loans and illegal tax-refund schemes, 

border towns also have higher rates of Native people being arrested (Estes, 2015), and 

higher incidences of racist attacks (Donovan, 2015) providing further evidence that 

structural forces continue to stifle the conditions of Navajo life. Likewise, Sam who lived 

in the urban city talked about how his uncles and aunties battled with drugs and alcohol, 

which were easily accessible because they lived in the “ghetto.” Their reflection speaks to 
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how distressed communities have a disproportionate higher rate of business 

establishments that prey on the poor and intensify their oppression (Teh, 2007).  

 How does the Addiction Monster connect with students and their college 

journeys? The students’ stories revealed the intense reality of alcohol and substance 

abuse and its impacts on their community, family, and within themselves. During an 

important time when many of these students should be focused on selecting and applying 

to college, these students were carrying heavy concerns for their family and community. 

Many of these students struggled with “worry,” wondered how they “even got out,” and 

worked through feelings of remorse, frustration, fear, and bitterness toward others who 

abused alcohol or drugs. For most of the Navajo students in this study, while they 

maneuvered through the college choice process, they were weighed down with deep 

concerns and fears for their family and community. Moreover, what was also exhibited in 

their stories was the powerful force that The Financial Hardship Monster had with The 

Addiction Monster which to an important degree magnifies the crucial role of context and 

how context shapes and influences students’ college going journey.   

 Systematic Educational Deficit and Meritocracy. Students who attended 

reservation high schools identified The Educational Deficit Monster constrained college 

trajectories. These students were high-achieving students who wanted to go to college. 

They took the highest courses that were available. Unfortunately, those courses were not 

enough. Stories shed light on the lack of academic rigor. Upper level math courses were 

limited, homework was rarely assigned and if assigned, students were able to complete it 

while at school. One student, Sarah thought that the teachers from her school did not 
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disseminate much homework because teachers understood the demands that Navajo 

students may have after school, suggesting that students did not have time for homework. 

Sarah’s reflections asserted Huffman’s (2013) work where he found Native teachers who 

taught at reservation schools were more sensitized to the prevailing social conditions 

impacting students. Teachers were dealing with “challenges everyday” including 

supporting students’ basic living needs, which took precedence over academics 

(Huffman, 2013, p. 53), which may help to explain decreased attention on academic 

rigor.   

 From most of the reservation students’ perspectives, it appears as though the 

reservation schools are failing them. Reservation schooling students perceived that their 

schools narrowly focused on getting students to graduate high school, which limited 

future planning for life after high school – particularly college awareness. Thus, most 

reservation students felt alone as they contemplated college. For example, Lauryn 

described how her school did not have ACT prep-test workshops available. She 

discovered this when she visited other high schools and saw flyers posted of workshops 

offered throughout the year. She even had to drive more than two hours away to take the 

ACT exam because her school only offered it one time per year. What remains unclear is 

whether or not the Native educational deficit discourse that is pervasive in social science 

research seeped into the school structures and the mindsets of teachers and 

administrators. Lauryn, Chris, Amber, and Jessie believed that their schools held a deficit 

viewpoint whereby Native students were more likely to be academically unsuccessful. 

The lack of academic rigor and college planning reinforced students’ perspectives.  
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 What students do not discuss but what is critical to point out is the link 

between the embedded deficit ideologies with systematic meritocracy. As mentioned in 

chapter two, Arizona schools were graded based upon statewide Arizona State Instrument 

of Measurement (AIMS) assessments. Schools that were designated as high achieving 

and with a letter A grade received recognition and incentives. Whereas, reservation high 

schools that scored poorly with an averaged grade of a D (Greyeyes, et al, 2012) were 

spotlighted as failing schools (Faller, 2013). With that understanding, teachers and 

administrators were pressured to teach to the AIMS test in order to increase their overall 

school standings, avoid school shutdown, get their students to graduate, and avoid 

humiliation.  

 To make matters worse, the current Arizona legislature passed a 2015 budget that 

would decrease educational spending in all K-12 schools, but increase some funding for 

“Arizona’s best schools” or high-performing schools (AZ Education Budget Summary, p. 

1, 2015). Therefore, schools on the reservation that are dealing with high teacher 

turnover, situated in poverty stricken environments, and juggling with surmounting social 

ills are a target for reduced funding and decrease standing on the meritocracy scale.  

 Overall, Arizona is ranked as the lowest state in the nation in financially 

supporting students. A recent report from the National Education Association stated that 

the U.S. average per student expenditure for public elementary and secondary schools in 

2012-13 was $10,938 (National Education Association, 2014). Vermont was ranked as 

having the highest per student expenditures at $19,752 whereas Arizona was ranked as 

the lowest (#51) with $6, 949 per student expenditures.    
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 An article in the Navajo Times, the Navajo Nation newspaper, featured a story 

where a non-Native potential teacher visited a reservation school that she had interviewed 

for over the phone. Upon arrival, she drove up to the school, and immediately turned 

around toward the exit. The principal stopped her and said, “Wait! You’re in the right 

place.” She stated, “I’ve made a mistake” and drove away never to be heard from again 

(Yurth, 2010, August 19). For the Navajo Nation, the turnover rate for teachers is 

commonly at 30%. When 3 out of 10 teachers do not return the next year, curriculum 

outcomes and goals are more difficult to meet and students’ educational attainment is 

hindered. Furthermore the high attrition of teachers results in large classroom sizes to 

accommodate the lack of teachers available (Morales, 2013). 

 Several of the Navajo reservation schools were designated as being in the highest 

need of replacement due largely because of dilapidated buildings and facilities (Leo, 

2015). For example, Little Singer Community School has had water damage, mold, and 

asbestos problems since 2004. Secretary of the Interior Sally Jewell views that poor 

facilities for Native students is a result of “decades of neglect” (Klein, 2015). However, 

funding school construction has been a slow process and then stopped with federal cuts in 

2013. During that year, Congress enacted across the board budget cuts known as 

sequestration that cut $60 million for Native schools across the country (Morales, 2013). 

Reservation schools were then forced to do “more with less” (Morales, 2013). In an 

interview with a Navajo Reservation school bus driver, reporter Morales rode a school 

bus near Tuba City to get a sense of what it’s like for students commuting to school. The 

bus driver shared how most of the bus drivers have back problems because of the daily 
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drive on rugged terrain roads. A bus that should last 10 years, normally only last 5 

years due to the wear and tear of driving on rough road conditions. Superintendent 

Harold Begay of Tuba City school district stated, “I’d like to take Congress on this bus 

ride because they don’t see this. They have never been out here.”  

 This scenario demonstrates how The Financial Hardship Monster and The 

Addiction Monster converged and penetrated into educational realms ultimately 

strengthening The Educational Deficit Monster’s powers. From this perspective, the 

schools are not all at fault for failing the students; the state and larger structural forces 

have a very heavy hand in worsening the declining school conditions. 

 Internalization of Monsters. The Personal Struggles Monster was an intimate, 

frequently secretive part of students’ lives that depicted the effects of The Financial 

Hardship Monster, The Addiction Monster, and The Educational Deficit Monsters 

convergence. Students conveyed troubling stories of being disconnected from their father, 

experiencing dissonance from family, and then encountering cruel situations that 

spotlighted their Native identity.  

 When we focus our attention to students’ stories, we get a picture of how the 

monsters were internalized. I define internalize as the influences of external, social 

context in shaping the behavior, attitudes, and feelings of a person’s sense of self. For 

example, The Financial Hardship Monster confronted students on a daily basis. A 

majority (seven) of the students grew-up with a single mother for most of their lives, 

which impacted the financial standing of their family. Sarah shared a poignant, touching 

story where she recalled seeing her mother cry and pray for help. She respected her mom 
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and her efforts. Growing up she knew that her mother could not afford items, such as 

toys, so Sarah learned to not ask for things. She internalized fears of college affordability 

and fears of not being able to care for her family. For Sam he had a similar situation as 

his father left his mom when he was a young child, leaving his mom with financial 

responsibilities in raising the family alone. In Sam’s story he conveyed frustrations about 

sleeping in overcrowded spaces. Yet, what was unique in his situation was that he opened 

my awareness of the dynamics of a male son not having a male father to guide him. 

When he spoke about his father, his emotions overtook him, signaling to me that he was 

carrying deep feelings surrounding not having a father figure. He sobbed as he reflected 

on not having a father to help him with simple teachings such as “picking up a girl.” For 

Sam he had fears too, yet his fears were to not be like his father because in Sam’s eyes, 

his father was a failure.      

 Students also talked about jealousy and doubt that lurked in family dynamics. As I 

mentioned in chapter four, jealousy and doubt are negative experiences that occurs in 

most family households. What may be distinctive in these students’ experiences is Joy’s 

rationale. She conceptualized that some of her older family members had made attempts 

immediately after high school to go to college and were unable to finish. She then felt 

like her family believed in the educational deficit construct, meaning if they could not 

acquire a college degree, Joy would also not be able to. I realized that this is difficult to 

untangle. We know that societal stereotypes stigmatize Native students and decrease their 

motivation to succeed in education (Fryberg, Markus, Oyserman, and Stone, 2008), 

which helps us to understand the influential role that societal messages have. What 
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remains to be seen is how deficit messages and even failed attempts from within 

family and Tribal communities shape family dynamics and individual experiences. From 

these students’ stories, they showed us that they internalized feelings of unworthiness and 

unloved by the people whom they wanted the most support from.  

 Folded in all these stories were the discord among family and the community. 

Most people can relate to the suffering that is tied to being disconnected from people who 

you love. However if you take a closer look from these students position, you may get a 

better sense of their inner turmoil. Unlike Eurocentric epistemologies and ontologies that 

are rooted in individualism, these Navajo students come from a worldview that is 

centered upon interrelatedness. Embedded in Indigenous philosophical concept is 

interdependency, meaning the interrelatedness to all things. Native peoples often view 

life as being connected to past and future generations of family, community, Tribe, and 

nation (Archibald, 2008). To be set apart from a fundamental core value of connection 

with others, for Native people isolation “symbolizes the worst fate” that can befall a 

person (O’Nell, 1996, p. 164). With that understanding, the discord among family and 

community was a deeply felt pain.  

 What I had not anticipated, but became apparent in student stories was the teasing 

and racial tensions among peers. For the reservation students, they did not look Native 

enough and were therefore tormented. After Jessie shared experience of constantly being 

teased Jessie remarked that, “It makes me feel bad about myself.” And then Wesley 

formed strong views around disassociating himself from being identified as a Native 

American. Both Jessie and Wesley’s felt cynical about their Native community. Trust 
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was broken as they both experienced hurtful treatment from their Navajo peers. For 

the urban students, they looked Native and were therefore humiliated. Chris and Cecilia 

provided vivid stories of how they were confronted with racist remarks and actions. The 

detrimental effects of The Personal Struggles Monster is that students like Jessie and 

Cecilia contemplated suicide, Sam became physically violent with another student, and 

most of these students questioned their identity and connection within their family, 

community, and society. Often overlooked as a college access challenge, these students 

broaden our viewpoint on how personal tribulations could potentially disrupt the pathway 

toward college attainment.  

Navajo Warriors and Cultural Threads  

 While on their college journey, Sarah, Wesley, Jessie, Amber, Joy, Chris, Mike, 

Cecilia, and Sam demonstrated tremendous strength and perseverance. Like the Twin 

Warriors, they encountered mighty monsters that were mostly created beyond their 

control. And like the Twin Warriors, they did not give up. They all made it to college. I 

learned much from these students and I believe that many people could benefit from them 

too. That is the intent of this section is to describe the magnificent wisdom that these 

Navajo Warriors taught me.   

 I present Cultural Threads that are the core guideposts and wisdom that 

strengthened students in life situations and in reaching toward their goals. I build upon 

Heavyrunner and Marshall’s (2003) cultural resilience framework by centering on the 

strengths of Native people. These Navajo Warriors created the cultural threads when they 

activated their weapons. In weaving, threads illustrate the individual radiance and 
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integrity of each strand. And when the threads are woven together, the firmness of the 

rug is strengthened and a complete, brilliant tapestry is formed. Therefore the term 

threads are used not only to keep with the story rug metaphor, but also to recognize the 

value of individuality as well as the power in collectiveness, ultimately creating brilliant 

and mighty Navajo Warriors.  

 Restore your mind. Students were able to restore their mind when they leaned 

upon the influential weapon, Trusting Relationships and Vulnerability. By disclosing 

hardships, sacrifice, fears, and doubts with trusted others, students felt connected, 

supported, and empowered –restored - to maneuver through their personal struggles. 

Mothers unselfishly sacrificed time and resources for students alleviating fearful thoughts 

of the future. Grandmothers shared historical hardship stories, experiential life lessons, 

and served as confidantes as students dealt with private and traumatic experiences. 

Several teachers also provided a safe, trusting space for students to reveal academic fears 

of failure. One teacher (Ms. Tsosie) also served as a conduit of possibility from whom 

Joy learned how to potentially negotiate through diverse worldviews.  

 Students found strength in having trusting relationships with others and within 

that connection vulnerability was exposed. Brene Brown (2012) articulated the value in 

trusting relationships by stating that, “Vulnerability is about sharing our feelings and our 

experiences with people who have earned right to hear them. Being vulnerable and open 

is mutual and an integral part of the trust-building process” (p. 45). Mothers, 

grandmothers, and teachers shared stories about their past and present struggles and 

served as examples of what was possible. Stories served, as Brayboy (2005) articulated, 
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as “roadmaps for our communities” (p. 427). From that act of sharing difficult 

experiences, trust was built between the student and the person sharing (grandmother, 

mother, or teacher). And then students felt safe to disclose their personal hardships with 

them. In sharing of struggles, a trusting connection was formed thereby both felt safe in 

being authentic with each other. Through baring stories of hardships and insecurities, 

students’ thoughts were restored. For example, Jessie shared with her great-grandmother 

her thoughts of killing herself. Jessie felt safe and trusted her grandmother. In that 

intimate discussion, her grandmother listened, allowed Jessie to unload the thoughts that 

she was holding in, and then guided her toward restoration. During the last interview with 

these students, I was taken aback at how grateful they were to me, for providing a trusting 

space that they could share their stories. We cried and laughed together as stories were 

disclosed. Through being authentic and vulnerable we learned not only about others, but 

also about ourselves, and in that process our thoughts were restored. 

 Acknowledge the gifts within. Students recognized that when they activated the 

weapon having the courage to challenge self by participating in college readiness 

opportunities and applying to high-stakes scholarships they reinforced a belief that they 

were prepared for college. Excelling in Advanced Placement courses and participating in 

college access programs affirmed students’ academic aptitude and demystified the 

college choice process. Furthermore, receiving financial awards assured students that 

they were capable of academic success and alleviated personal and family money 

concerns.  
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 Through their acts of courageousness, they revealed powerful personal gifts 

that they had within. Before students were equipped with college readiness opportunities, 

these students already possessed sophisticated attributes of initiation, intelligence, and 

selflessness. AP courses were more available at most off-reservation schools, and three of 

the four students were enrolled in those academically rigorous classes and earned high 

scores. Within reservation schools that offered college access programs, students’ 

participated in them, which exemplified these students’ efforts to carve out time and seize 

opportunities to be stronger college contenders. And for students like Lauryn who did not 

have college access programs at her school, she did not let that stall her. She applied to 

Harvard, a prestigious and very competitive university. Several students also applied to 

top universities. Wesley applied to Harvard and MIT. Amber applied to Stanford. Six 

applied to the Gates Millennium Scholarship. Six students already have visions to receive 

a doctorate degree. These students had the courage to challenge self, particularly when 

opportunities aligned with their future goals of collage attainment. As discussed in 

chapter two, Native students are often viewed as a “deficit”; but, in these students’ 

experiences, they were poised to excel. They remind us that when we move beyond the 

status quo and find the courage to challenge ourselves, we unveil the impressive gifts that 

we have buried within.  

 Move forward for others and self. Students traversed through the muck 

generated by The Financial Hardship Monster, The Addiction Monster, The Educational 

Deficit Monster, and The Personal Struggles Monster. While going through and feeling 

the anxieties brought by these monsters, students initiated the Transformed Obstacles to 
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Positives weapons, which are deeply valued, transformative intentions including a 

responsibility to help the Native community, a desire to be a role model for family 

members and the broader Native society, and a commitment to defy the odds by 

achieving success.   

 The transformative intentions revealed a cultural thread that Native students 

sought education as a means to move forward for others and self. This visionary 

perspective has been articulated by Paulo Friere, “A deepened consciousness of their 

situation leads people to apprehend that situation as a historical reality susceptible of 

transformation” (Friere, 1994, pg. 85). The monsters helped students to reach a deepened 

consciousness and optimistically transform their life and their community’s livelihood. 

Sam articulated this ideology as he described that he wanted to go to college to “Just rise 

above it, rise above the shit, rise above all the problems.” Like Sam, many of these 

students formed college ideologies from the challenging experiences that they endured or 

witnessed within their communities and families.  

 Contrary to the dominant higher education literature that indicates personal 

economic gains as a leading motive for students to go to college, for these students, their 

purpose for attending college was largely for the good of others. They aspired to go to 

college 1) to provide service for the well being of Native communities, 2) to be a role 

model for younger siblings, cousins, older family members, friends, and the Native 

community broadly, as well as 3) to persevere for people who did not believe that they 

could be successful. These transformative intentions underscored the compelling 

prominence that interconnectedness with community and family have on Native students’ 
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college attainment. Noddings (2002) asserted that caring for others is the foundation 

for a collective sense of justice. Cajete (2000) went further and stated that, “Ultimately, 

Indigenous leadership was about commitment to nurturing a healthy community. … 

Leaders were predisposed to care deeply and imagine richly with regard to their people” 

(p. 90). In essence, these students transformed negative conditions that were plaguing 

them, their family, and their society into positive leadership intentions for the 

advancement of community. Rather than personalizing devastating experiences and 

circumstances through a victim mentality, students’ looked beyond themselves and 

thought of ways to move forward for others and self. 

 Center upon your purpose. Throughout everyday situations and in difficulties, 

students relied upon the weapon, Faith in Spiritual Teachings. Lauryn, Cecilia, Amber, 

Sarah, Jessie, Joy, Sam, and Mike acknowledged spirituality was what gave them 

strength to defeat the monsters. Spiritual and traditional beliefs and practices were 

evident in their lives. Prayer was revealed as a practiced source that empowered them to 

share life experiences, give thanks, and request for help. Spirituality was ever-present, 

created their sense of being, and guided their future outlook. Moreover, a higher power 

made them feel less alone and ultimately contributed to their purpose.  

 A cultural thread for these nine students was that having faith in spiritual 

teachings allowed them to center upon their purpose. They had tremendous spiritual faith 

to move forward. Tewa scholar Cajete (2000) stated that, “Spirituality comes from the 

process of exploring and coming to know the nature of the living energy that moves in 

each of us, through us, and around us” (p. 261) These students recognized that “living 
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energy.” Although they were dealing with myriad personal, family, and community 

burdens, students trusted in prayer and believed that Creator was with them. As 

mentioned in the preceding section, students aspired to go to college and graduate 

because they held transformative intentions to help the Native community, be role 

models, and defy the odds. Like the twin warriors, these students’ purpose was to save 

their people. Through their stories, it was their incredible spiritual faith that helped them 

to center upon their purpose and then moved them forward to think the “highest thought” 

and live to their highest potential (Cajete, 2000, p. 276).  

Contributions to the Literature 
 
 I hope that with this story rug, we (students and I) offered contributions to the 

literature. Much of the literature on Native college students tends to be conducted from 

non-Native theoretical frameworks and methods. With that understanding, Monsters and 

Weapons: Navajo students’ stories on their journeys toward college contributed to 

existing scholarship by utilizing Indigenous theories, Tribal Critical Race Theory,  

Cultural Resilience, and Cultural Threads and employed mixed-methodologies that 

included Indigenous Storywork, an Indigenous methodological approach, and Narrative 

Inquiry which compliments Native ways of knowing. Finally, this study adds to the 

discourse by moving “beyond the asterisk” (Shotton, et al., 2013) by focusing on a 

specific tribal nation, Navajo, and by centering on an under-researched area, their 

experiences as they journeyed toward college.      

 What we offer are stories that spotlight the systematic and structural factors that 

influence Navajo educational attainment. By viewing research from this perspective, we 
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place prominence on context and how it shapes Native educational attainment. As 

mentioned earlier, much of the scholarship that has looked at Native college students 

have been from an individualized deficit perspective that problematizes Native people. 

Larger, structural barriers that inhibit and support students were therefore often 

dismissed. What helped guide my analysis on focusing on systematic and structural 

factors attributed to utilizing Tribal Critical Race Theory (CRT). Tribal CRT brings to 

light history and contemporary policies and structures that shape Native peoples 

educational attainment. Through this study, I discovered that the monsters were 

intensified by systematic poverty, structural forces that fueled addiction, and systematic 

educational deficits and meritocracy, which were deeply connected to reinforce 

colonization efforts (Tribal CRT tenet 1), rooted in a desire for material gain (Tribal CRT 

tenet 2), and oriented toward goals to assimilate to Eurocentric ideals and values (Tribal 

CRT tenet 6). This study helped to place examples to complex concepts outlined in Tribal 

CRT.        

 We also offer an alternative perspective that concentrated on Native students 

strengths, by considering the weapons employed. Using cultural resilience as a 

framework helped to bring balance to the story rug. When I refer to balance, I mean 

addressing experiences that not only highlighted the difficulties that surrounded students’ 

lives, but also illuminated their strengths. However I do believe that the broader literature 

on Native students is still out of balance with more emphasis placed upon the negative, 

deficit discourse. I encourage future scholars and practitioners to help in creating a more 

balanced conversation by conducting and talking about the strengths that Native students 
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exude. As this study demonstrated, the weapons opened our awareness to the crucial 

aspects of trusting relationships, courage to challenge self, transforming negatives into 

positives, and faith in spiritual teachings. An added component of this study was that I 

not only recognized the weapons (strengths) but I took it a step further and shared what 

was learned when those weapons were employed. By focusing on what was learned when 

weapons were activated, students’ created cultural threads where a deeper sense of what 

results from initiating the weapons were explained. Cultural threads have a powerful way 

of getting to the core of life lessons, particularly on Native students’ journey toward 

college. Restoring your mind, Acknowledging the strengths within, Moving forward for 

others and self, and Centering on your purpose are all guideposts and wisdom that can be 

utilized to motivate many more students to follow their dreams. To understand the 

cultural threads means to get to a deeper level of motivation and thought. I caution that 

cultural threads should not be misinterpreted as following the American dream rhetoric 

where individuals achieve success if they pull self up by the bootstraps. Rather each of 

these cultural threads posses integral features that are linked to community – through 

trusting relationships, stories shared, college opportunities, devotion for community, and 

faith in spiritual teachings. From this study, we offer cultural threads as a core source of 

strength for future students.    

 The literature surrounding Native college students is scarce, period. Native 

students are often ignored due to small sample sizes (Shotton, et al., 2013). And most of 

the research on Native college students have centered on persistence factors. While 

insightful, what we still do not have an understanding on are the experiences of Native 
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students before entering college. Through descriptive statistics, we know that the 

enrollment rates of Native students are increasing, but when we compare those numbers 

to the overall population growth of Native people, there is a large gap. The national 

Native population grew by 39% from 2000-2010, whereas the Native college enrollment 

rates stagnated during that same time at 1%, signaling that there is something happening 

that we do not know (NCES, 2013). Furthermore, most studies combine tribal affiliations, 

which have the potential to generalize the Native student experience. Although 

scholarship on Navajo people is more prominent, there are few studies that look at 

Navajo students’ higher education journey from high school to college. Therefore, I hope 

that this story rug adds to the literature by presenting the experiences of Navajo students 

during a vital time in the college going process.  

 Finally, including metaphors and traditional stories were an important step in 

asserting Indigenous methodology. Contextualizing the dissertation as a rug weaving 

process helped me to organize my thoughts, evoke individual student stories, and 

comprehend the research process. Connecting contemporary students’ experiences with 

the ancient Navajo Twin Warriors story provided a space where research could come to 

life, meaning illustrating and embodying monsters and weapons created a visual 

representation that I hope would be remembered.   

 
Implications for Future Policy, Practice, and Research  

 What are the next steps? Research is an opportunity to seek answers, affirm what 

is and is not working, and then find ways to address injustices. In this next section, I 

provide recommendations for policy, practice, and research in hopes of creating a 
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systematic weaponry for Native students to overcome the monsters.   

Implications for Policy 

 By centering on systematic and structural forces that impede Navajo students’ 

educational attainment, we learned how education was seen as a means toward the 

betterment of not just the individual student, but for their family, their Tribal nation, and 

society at large. With that being said, educational opportunities should be available, not a 

hurdle to get to. As I write this dissertation the state of Arizona is drastically cutting 

funds across the board in education. K-12 schools are losing money. Higher education 

institutions are losing money. When the State does not prioritize education, students are 

impacted greatly, and low-income Navajo students are impacted extremely hard. State 

government must stop cutting financial support toward education. I propose that policies 

must ensure that Navajo students have a challenging, rigorous K-12 education. Rather 

than reward schools that are graded as A schools, financial support should be given to 

schools that do not have upper level mathematics courses (and other upper level courses 

for that matter) and college preparatory curriculum. Rather than increase college tuition 

across the board for all students, those students who live in severe poverty should go to 

college for free. President Barack Obama is advocating for students to attend community 

colleges for free. While that is a wise investment, I recommend that national policy 

should be more focused and grant financial support for only impoverished students and 

also include in-state universities. And free should mea free, meaning that monies should 

support the full cost of attendance for that student, not just tuition. Tribal nations should 

not take a back seat but work together and mandate policies for all Native people who 
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live in dire poverty to get stellar education. Pressure should be placed on national and 

state government to honor their treaty rights by providing the protection and education 

for the first peoples of this nation. Navajo and many other Native students have a right to 

a great education and should not be limited because of the systematic and structural 

forces that are beyond their control.   

Implications for Practice 

 Higher education institutions have a responsibility to our students. From this 

study, we learned about the challenges surrounding limited college access opportunities, 

rigorous coursework, and resources to pay for college. With that understanding, college 

and universities can do more and be creative with their approaches to build a systematic 

weaponry for students to be successful.  

 Many of the reservation students shared that they felt alone on the college going 

process, therefore universities and colleges have an opportunity to be an available 

weapon for students. What this means is that outreach programs, admission offices, 

Native support services, and even marketing divisions need to think holistically and 

collaboratively in building capacity to guide Native students into their schools. Forming 

trust, affirming their strengths, guiding them to challenge self, and respectfully 

recognizing their spiritual faith are great ways to work with Native students. That may 

mean starting to build relationships with students while they are young. And that may 

also mean moving away from Eurocentric norms and status quo agendas such as selecting 

elementary and secondary schools based upon the likelihood that students would or 

would not apply. Moreover, encourage professionals who work with Native peoples to 
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check their biases, especially on whether or not Native students’ are viewed from a 

deficit perspective.     

 Create programs that address gaps that are occurring in schools. From this study 

we learned that upper level mathematic and college prep courses were few and far 

between at Navajo Reservation schools. Colleges and universities could help to address 

that gap by providing these courses for high schools. Classes could be taught through 

Skype or remotely. Furthermore, college and universities could provide mentoring 

opportunities for high school students. Develop and support a mentoring program where 

Native college students serve as mentors to Native high school students. Through that 

relationship, college access support and resources could be shared. Technology can again 

be utilized to facilitate connections, especially for those high schools that are far in 

distance from colleges and universities.     

 Furthermore, universities and colleges must consider ways to alleviate financial 

burdens on those students who are living in extreme poverty. Strive to not increase tuition 

across the board, but be mindful of those students who will be left out of college if just $1 

is increased. Prioritize dollars toward need-based aid, particularly for those in-state 

students. I would even take it a step further and secure that in-state colleges and 

universities allow poverty-stricken students to attend college for free. For Native 

students, universities and colleges should work with Native Tribes and form 

Memorandum of Understanding where students provide service at Tribal communities or 

with Native people after graduation, with the understanding that Tribal nations help to 

offset the cost of college. However, the responsibility of the entire college cost should be 
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shared among different stakeholders, so that the burden is not placed on just the 

Tribal nation. Moreover, universities and colleges should be careful on the many up-front 

fees that are costly for some students. For example, the application fee, residence hall 

application fee, and residence hall deposit. As we learned from this study, students do not 

have the resources to pay for up front fees, which has a detrimental effect of influencing 

students’ chances to attend college.      

 Tap into Native students’ profound strengths through storytelling. One of the 

ways in which these students formed weapons is through stories from elders (grandmas). 

I recommend that programming involving grandparents or Native elders should be 

implemented. I have heard of college programs where a Native elder works closely with 

the Native center to provide support for students. This is an excellent example of 

incorporating Native culture into the fabric of college systems. I also would encourage 

programming where students could openly share their stories of their grandparents or 

family with other Native students. I teach a service-learning college access class. One of 

our most powerful lessons occurs in the first weeks of class. We ask students to bring in a 

picture of a family member who has had a profound influence on their college going. 

Each semester that we do that lesson, students share their intimate stories to the class. 

Often, as a class we cry together. We then form a stronger bond and I think it is attributed 

to the common love that we share for grandparents and family. I recommend that type of 

intimate programming should be offered on a regular basis through a Native student 

center. Other topics could emerge, such as identifying what students’ monsters 

(challenges) are and strategies they have used to navigate through. In essence, 
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programming should externalize the internalization of the monsters, such that 

programming could translate self-doubt and thoughts of suicide to sense of possibility 

and hope for the future. That would be meaningful and powerful.   

 Colleges and universities should acknowledge and incorporate spirituality. As 

learned in this study, faith in spiritual teachings was found to be an incredible weapon for 

students. Colleges and universities should be more mindful in the inclusion of Native 

students’ spirituality through learning from Native students what could be done to create 

a space for spiritual continuance and development. For example, as a former director of a 

Native student center, our staff offered a Spiritual Renewal week where we invited 

different spiritual leaders to speak to students. We were mindful of denominations and 

various faiths. Students then had an opportunity to select which sessions to attend. More 

importantly, colleges and universities should consider how they restrict Native students 

from practicing their cultural traditions such as smudging (burning of sage). Native 

students should not be in a position to feel marginalized for practicing their Native 

traditions. Universities and colleges should therefore speak with Native students to get a 

sense of how to support spiritual practices.  

 Tribal nations have a responsibility to assert their sovereign rights and place 

pressure on state institutions to do more for their people. Tribal leaders should advocate 

for college opportunities for their people such as helping with college curriculum, college 

resources, and more. In addition, Tribal leaders should stress upon universities and 

colleges to meet outcomes that increase college enrollment and degree attainment for 

their Native populations. Millions of Tribal dollars are funneled to universities and 
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colleges through scholarships, research, and operational support. I challenge Tribes to 

be a strong voice for the future of their people and their nation.      

Implications for Research  

 Few studies focus on Native college students. I believe that we as researchers 

create a systematic scholarship hierarchy whereby Native experiences and Indigenous 

inquiry continue to dwell at the bottom. There is a popular thought, “out of sight, out of 

mind,” suggesting that when we do not provide Native student experiences and 

perspectives into the educational discourse, they will continue to be ignored and 

forgotten. More research is needed to raise awareness of an important group of people. 

However this research needs to be done carefully with people who incorporate theories 

and methods that align with Native values and epistemologies. Working with Tribal 

nations can help to get a better sense of the type of research needed and the culturally 

nuanced research protocols to keep in mind. The research process may take longer as 

there would be another layer of people involved, but the outcome would be worth the 

time.  

 Incorporating the Navajo Twin Warriors story into research allowed for a holistic 

dimension of the challenges (monsters) and strengths (weapons) that occur in students’ 

lives. To strengthen this work is to acknowledge that both, monsters and weapons, can be 

the same and then share how students’ navigate through that complicated dynamic. For 

example, vulnerability can be both a monster and a weapon. Therefore, another layer of 

analysis could entail determining what dimensions coincide as a monster and weapon, 

and how do students’ negotiate through that.  
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 Research should explore the diversity of Native peoples as they journey 

toward college. Because this study only focused on Navajo students, we do not know if 

the same monsters, weapons, and cultural threads apply to other Tribal groups. The 

monster and weapons metaphor may not work for other tribal groups as the Twin 

Warriors Story is derived from the Navajo people. Therefore careful consideration would 

be needed to see what best fits for diverse Tribal nations, including Native peoples who 

reside off of the reservation. Overall studies are needed that represents other Tribal 

nations and investigates what inhibit and support their college aspirations. As you recall, 

Sam’s story in being disconnected from his father made me pause. Native women are 

more represented in higher education, which made me think of Sam, and how there is a 

lack of research on Native men and their experiences in college. More research is needed 

to investigate how Native men traversed toward and while in college. Connected to that 

thought is encouraging research that takes into account careful considerations of Native 

culture and livelihood. For example, Navajo is based upon a matrilineal society. I wonder 

if other Native matrilineal societies have similar stories as Sam. How does matrilineal 

societies play into the role of students’ lives? A closer examination of this phenomenon 

may offer new insights and solutions of Native college students’ experiences. What is 

worthy of future studies is the role of spirituality in higher education among Native 

students. As discussed in this dissertation, spirituality was a powerful weapon for Native 

students, however, spirituality is so often minimized or overlooked in the literature. 

Additionally, a noteworthy investigation would focus on teacher and administrators’ 

experiences working in reservation schools and seek their views on whether or not deficit 
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ideologies are permeated in the school culture. Finally, I wonder whether the same 

monsters, weapons, and cultural threads manifest for these 10 Navajo Warriors while 

they are in college. Perhaps some of the monsters transform to new monsters? Perhaps 

new unseen monsters evolved? Perhaps alternative weapons are utilized? Perhaps the 

weapons remained and were more prominently employed? Research that continues the 

story rug could help us gather answers to a group that deserves attention.          

 Lastly, a goal for me is to “give back” to the Native community. An important 

aspect of Native research is to ensure that what was learned is shared with others in hopes 

of creating positive change for Native students. I hope to follow that goal by presenting 

this story rug with high schools, school boards, Navajo education departments, Navajo 

leadership, Arizona legislatures, colleges, and my family (including the many students 

who I consider family). For research to truly mobilize change, we as researchers must do 

the work in disseminating what we have learned to the people.   

“Leave one strand out” 

 When a rug is finished, Navajo weavers often say, “leave one strand out,” 

meaning that you never close your rug. My mother-in-law, Alta Wauneka is a beautiful 

weaver. She is patient and kind as she teaches me about Navajo weaving. While I was 

writing this dissertation, I shared with her what I was doing regarding weaving student 

stories as a metaphor for weaving a rug. She said, “Oh, ok well in that case let me tell you 

about the last strand.” She told me that while weaving, all your thoughts go into the rug, 

the good thoughts and even the bad ones. Thus when you are done with your rug, you 

should leave one strand out because you don’t want those thoughts to be trapped. They 
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need to go, be free. That way you are able to focus on your next rug. With that 

cultural teaching, this story rug will not close with a typical conclusion. Rather I leave a 

strand out.   
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

[All portions in bold will be said out loud and those items that are not bolded will be used 
as probing questions if needed.] 
 

First Interview 
 
Hello, ya’at’eeh. Thank you for meeting with me. I appreciate your time. This first 
interview is for me to get to know you a bit, like where you are from, what it was 
like going to school in your town, and your pre-college story.  Do you have any 
questions before we begin? 
 
Establishing kinship: 

1. Can you describe yourself as a person? Can you tell me about yourself, like 
where you come from and your background? How do you identify yourself? 
Where are you from? Where did you grow up? What tribe are you? Did you grow 
up on the reservation or the city? Share with me what your 
community/neighborhood is like (rural, urban, etc.). How would you define 
community? How were you involved with your community? Did you go to Native 
community events? What do you think your community valued? Tell me about 
your family. Where is your family from? What is family to you? What do you 
think your family valued? Growing up, how close were you to your family? How 
would you describe this relationship with family? Tell me a story from your 
childhood that describes your relationship with your family. As a Native 
American, what is the value of your culture to you? Your family?    

2. Are there any spiritual/traditional values that give you guidance/strength? 
How would you describe your religion/spirituality/beliefs? How is this important 
to you? If you pray, what do you most often pray for?  

 
Pre-college education story: 

3. I would like to know about what it was like for you going to school, like 
elementary through high school. What was it like when you were going to 
school? What type of student were you (describe yourself) while in elementary, 
middle school and high school? Describe your schools to me. What do you think 
your schools valued? In school, were there any rules that stood out to you? Can 
you share a memory of something that reminds you of when you liked school? Or 
disliked school? While you were a student, were there any negative experiences 
that you remember with teachers, principals, and school staff? What 
educational/learning experiences did you receive from your community? How 
would you define education? Tell me a story about an influential role model that 
shaped your educational experience?  
 

4. I’d like to now understand how you decided (or aspired) to go to college. Can 
you share how you were interested in going to college? Were there people 
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who cheered you on? Why did you want to go to college? How did your 
family influence your decision to go to college? How did your (tribal) community 
influence your decision to go to college? How did your K-12 school influence 
your decision to go to college? How did your friends influence your decision to 
go to college? What or who influenced your choices about furthering education?  

5. Did you feel there were any challenges or obstacles to believing that college 
was possible for you? How did you deal with these challenges? How were 
these challenges connected to your family? Community? School? Friends? How 
did you deal with these challenges? In what ways were these challenges 
connected to being Native? How did you deal with these challenges? How did 
you overcome these challenges? 

 
Messages: 

6. Sometimes we have been told or get messages about what we should do or 
what is important or what not to do, like respect your elders. What kind of 
things were you told or what messages did you get from your K-12 school 
about getting an education? How about, what kinds of messages did you get 
from your community about getting an education? How about what 
messages did you get from your friends and family? How did these messages 
influence you and your decision to go to college? 

 
Relationship building: 

7. Looking back, I’ve asked you to share both positive and negative experiences 
before attending college. Is there a time when you felt down about yourself? 
Share this story with me. Do you remember a time when you felt really 
proud of yourself? Share this story with me.  

 
Interview #2 questions: 

These questions will be asked during interview #2. 
 
Reaffirming kinship: 

8. When we last spoke, you introduced yourself and told me a little about your 
background.  So, today how would you identify yourself? Do you feel that 
you are changing/growing as a person? If so, how? If not, why?  

9. I would like to get to know you a little more, there is a lot of research that 
state that Native people are dealing with many challenges in life (alcoholism, 
drug abuse, health problems, poverty, deaths, etc.). I’m sure you have heard 
about these challenges. Can you share with me whether you and/or your 
family have encountered any of these challenges? How has these challenges 
influenced you as a person? How have these challenges gotten you down 
and/or strengthened you?  

 
College-going story: 
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10. Tell me your story on getting into college. When did you begin applying and 

how many colleges did you apply to? What made you decide to come to school 
here? What was it like going through college procedures, like admissions, 
financial aid, housing, etc.? Who or what helped you with this process? During 
this process, was there anything that you were confused with or challenged by? If 
so, please explain. While you were preparing for college, what was occurring in 
your life? What were you feeling during this time? Share with me an experience 
when you knew that you were meant to go to college. Share with me an 
experience when you doubted that you were meant to go to college.  

11. As you may remember last time we talked, I asked you about what you have 
been told, the messages that you are hearing, I’m curious to learn what 
messages you are hearing about going to college from the university during 
this time? How did these messages influence you?  

 
Current college experience:  

12. So what is college like so far? What has the transition been like? Is it what you 
expected? Share an experience(s) with me that has been rewarding. How did that 
feel like? Share an experience with me that has been challenging. And how did 
you deal with these challenges? What did you feel during and after that situation? 
What makes you feel you are or are not welcome here? Do you feel any 
uniqueness as an individual on campus?  

13. How are you involved in college? What does involvement mean to you?  
14. What resources do you utilize the most in college? And why? Do you go to 

NASA, the Native center? 
 
Financial-Aid story: 

15. How are you paying for school? Did you complete a FAFSA, if so when did you 
complete it? What scholarships did you apply for? Do you receive help from your 
family or community? What kind of help? What do you spend your money on? 
Do you feel you are good at handling your money, like budgeting? Can you share 
with me an example of how you handle/balance your money? Can you think of 
how you learned how to deal with money and expenses, like who taught you and 
how? Have you learned anything new since going to college? Are you working 
now, if so, where and how many hours per week? 

 
Academic story: 

16. Some people have experienced the change from being in high school or 
leaving home to go onto college as difficult or easy, can you tell me what your 
experiences has been like. Can you tell me a time that you were having some 
challenges/problems? How about when it was easy? What has surprised you? 
What has been positive? Negative? What differences, if any, have you noticed 
from high school to college?  
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17. What is your major and why did you pick that major? What courses has 

been most challenging for you? What type of student do you feel you are today? 
What are your career goals? Ideal job? And why? 

 
Collective college experience: 

18. Looking back at your college experience, whom do you share your 
experiences with the most? How has your family been a part of your college 
experience? And your community? Friends? University faculty and staff? Is 
there anyone else that has been a part of your college experience? Who do 
you have support from? Who do you not have support from, but that you 
wish you could have their support?   

19. How is the transition into college impacting your relationship with others? 
For example, in what ways did being a college student affect your relationship 
with family? community? Friends at home? Are there any other relationships that 
I have not asked that have been impacted with your transition into college? How 
does this feel?  

20. How often do you go home? And why? Have you ever been put in a position 
where you have to decide whether to go home for a weekend (like for a 
family event) or stay at school? What did that negotiation feel like? What 
message (or what were you being told) to do that was influencing your 
decision? Do you see yourself calling or wanting to go home as much as you 
thought you would?  

 
Being American Indian college experience: 

21. Some people feel that being Native influences their experience of going to 
college. Can you share with me any experiences where you felt that being 
Native influenced your college experience? Was there a time when you felt 
different because you were Native? In what ways does being Native affect your 
interactions with university faculty and staff? Fellow students in college? Self-
esteem while in college? Affect your motivation? Do you feel it is necessary to 
have support on campus specifically for Native students? Do you feel you have 
Native identity support here? Have you had an experience where you felt that 
non-Natives have more advantages than Natives in college?  

22. How has your spirituality been a part of your experience so far? Do you feel 
like it is changing, if so explain? How were you able to practice your teachings 
(spiritual, traditional) while attending school? Explain to me the role that 
spirituality has on you and your experiences in college? If you pray, what have 
you been most often praying for?   

 
Messages: 

23. What are you being told/messages are you hearing about transitioning into 
college? From the university? From family? From tribal community? From 
society? From friends? How do these messages influence your transition? What 
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do you do when you hear these messages? What do you think and feel about 
these messages?   

 
Relationship building: 

24. Looking at your life, what are you most fearful of? What do you want to 
accomplish in life (are hopeful for)? 

 
 

Interview #3: 
 
Reaffirming kinship: 

25. How was your winter break? What did you do? What thoughts did you have 
about school? What did your family, friends, community say to you about 
college while you were home? How did you feel being away? How do you feel 
returning back to school?    

26. Each interview, I’m going to ask you about how you describe yourself and if 
you feel like you are or not changing/growing. It’s the second semester now, 
you just returned from winter break, how would you describe yourself 
today? Do you feel that you have changed? Explain.  

27. The last interview you shared with me contemporary, recent challenges 
within your family. I would like to know if there have been historical 
challenges (loss) in your family. For example, a grandparent who had a negative 
experience in boarding school and how that impacted language loss. How do 
these past experiences impact you today? 

 
Current College Experience 

28. After your 1st semester, describe to me your experience in college so far. What 
has the transition been like? Share an experience(s) with me that has been 
rewarding. What did that feel like? Share an experience with me that has been 
challenging. And how did you deal with these challenges? What did you feel 
during and after that situation?  

 
Academic story  

29. You just completed your first semester of college, how did you do 
academically? Can you tell me a time that you were having some 
challenges/problems? How about when it was easy? What has surprised you so 
far? What has been positive? Negative? What strategies did you utilize during 
your first semester that helped you, that didn’t help you? What are your academic 
goals for this semester? What are you being told/messages are you hearing 
regarding your academics that are influencing your college experience? Do you 
feel that you had a successful semester? What is success to you? 

 
Collective college experience  
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30. Tell me how your family has been a part of your college experience? How 

about your Tribal community? What about your friends, how have they been 
a part of your college experience? Lastly, how about university faculty or 
staff, how have they been a part of your college experience?   

31. How is transitioning into college impacting your relationship with others? 
For example, in what ways did being a college student affect your 
interactions with family? In what ways did being a college student affect 
your interactions with your Tribal community? In what ways did being a 
college student affect your friends at home? What about with college 
relationships, like other Native students on campus? Friends, university staff 
and faculty? 

 
Being American Indian college experience 

32. Some people feel that being Native influences their experience of going to 
college. Share with me any experiences where you felt that being Native 
influenced your college experience? In what ways does being a Native affect 
your interactions with university faculty and staff? Fellow students in college? 
Self-esteem while in college? Affect your motivation? Does this affect how you 
see yourself as an individual?  

33. How has your spirituality been a part of your experience so far? Do you feel 
like it is changing, if so explain? How were you able to practice your teachings 
(spiritual, traditional) while attending school? Explain to me the role that 
spirituality has on you and your experiences in college? If you pray, what do you 
frequently pray for?   

 
Messages: 

34. What messages are you hearing about transitioning into college? From the 
university? From family? From tribal community? From society? From friends? 
How do these messages influence your transition? What do you do when you 
hear these messages? What do you think of these messages?   

 
Relationship building: 

35. When you reflect on your college experience so far, what experience have you 
really learned from (experience that taught you something that was 
meaningful for you) during your first semester?  
 
 

Last Interview #4:  
 
Maintaining kinship: 

36. During our interviews, I asked you to begin by identifying yourself, this is 
our last interview and I would like to keep that tradition. So, today how do 
you identify yourself? Do you feel that you changed and are changing? If so, 
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how? If not, why? How does it feel to be Native in college? Remind me why 
are you going to college? What or who impacted this choice? 

37. I’ve asked you about challenges (contemporary and historical) experiences. 
How do these experiences (if they do) influence your transition into college? 

 
Current College Experience 

38. Tell me your experience in college, as you reflect on your first-year. What has 
the transition been like?  

 
Academic story  

39. You are almost done with your first year of college, how did you do 
academically? Tell me a time that you were having some 
challenges/problems? How about when it was easy? What has surprised you? 
What has been positive? Negative? Do you think you will return next year, 
explain why or why not?  

 
Collective college experience  

40. Describe the ways in which family has been a part of your college 
experience? Could you describe to the ways in which your Tribal community 
has been a part of your college experience? Could you describe the ways in 
which friends have been a part of your college experience? Could you 
describe the ways in which University faculty or staff has been a part of your 
college experience?   

41. How is the transition into college impacting your relationship with others? 
For example, in what ways did being a college student affect your interactions 
with family? In what ways did being a college student affect your interactions 
with your Tribal community? In what ways did being a college student affect your 
friends at home? 

 
Being American Indian college experience 

42. As you know, some people feel that being Native influences their experience 
of going to college.  Can you share your whether being Native influenced 
your first-year in college? Tell me a story in which you felt that being Native 
influenced your first-year. What does it feel like to be a Native college 
student? How does being Native differ from non-Native experiences in 
transitioning to college?  

43. How has your spirituality been a part of your experience so far? Do you feel 
like it is changing, if so explain? How were you able to practice your teachings 
(spiritual, traditional) while attending school? Explain to me the role that 
spirituality has on you and your experiences in college?   
 

Living in two-worlds:   
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44. Some research claim that American Indians live in two-worlds when they 

are in college. What do you think about this viewpoint? How would you 
describe your life as a college student? How do you balance this life?    

 
Messages and influences: 

45. During some of our conversations, I asked you about the messages you heard 
or felt about education and transitioning to college life. In thinking about 
your first year of college, tell me some of the messages that stuck out to you, 
that you carried with you (meaning that they replayed in your mind) whether 
you wanted them to or not about YOU (a Navajo student) and attaining a 
college degree? From family? Friend? University and society? (Were there 
any negative messages?)  

46. Do you believe in these messages? What is the power of these messages?  
47. How have these messages influenced your college experience and transition? 

 
Future Goals and Advice: 

48. Where do you see yourself in 5 years? 10 years? What are your goals for the 
future? What are your educational goals? What impacts these goals? How do 
you see yourself today in relation to those goals? 

49. Based on your experiences, what advice would you provide to the next 
generation of Native freshman? Why do you think there are so little Native 
students going to college? 

 
Relationship building: 

50. How has participating in these interviews and writing journals impacted you 
as a student? What are you grateful for? What prayer/request would you 
offer for strength to continue in college?  
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APPENDIX B: DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY 

Please answer questions below. If you have any questions or concerns in answering 
any of these questions, do let me know. Thank you. 
 
Name (First, Last): 
Date of birth: 
Gender: 
Major: 
Tribal Affiliation: 
What language(s) do you speak? 
 
School information: 
Location (name, state) you attended elementary school: 
Location (name, state) you attended high school: 
 
Family information: 
Who did you live with during elementary school? 
Who did you live with during high school? 
How many siblings do you have?  
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