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ABSTRACT 

 

Native American doctoral student enrollment has not increased over the past twenty 

years, despite a steady increase in enrollment at the undergraduate level.  Native 

Americans are the only group to not see an increase in doctoral degrees granted.  There 

are many individual and institutional factors affecting Native American student success 

such as cultural and social isolation, financial stressors, racism, and access to indigenous 

faculty and mentoring.  What are American Indian/Native American Studies (AIS/NAS) 

programs doing about it? 

 

AIS/NAS programs are uniquely qualified to address these factors.  They were originally 

created to increase enrollment and recruitment of Native American students on campuses.  

Many of these programs have incorporated Native student retention into their missions 

and are often the only ones taking the next step to promote Native American graduate 

student success on campus.  There are eight “pure” AIS/NAS graduate programs in the 

country.  “Pure” means that the program is a stand-alone unit and the degree is earned in 

AIS/NAS.  There are only three such doctoral programs in AIS/NAS: University of 

Alaska Fairbanks, University of California-Davis, and the University of Arizona.  The 

University of Arizona is the number one doctoral degree granting institution in the United 

States for Native American students.  Despite lack of funding and resources, forty percent 

of these doctoral recipients are from the American Indian Studies Program. 

 

A mixed method approach consisting of intense empirical research and data mining was 

used in order to find enrollments of Native students, identify AIS/NAS programs and 

enrollment trends, and identify factors affecting student success.  Native American 

students are vastly underreported in the federal data base (IPEDS), which affects federal 

student aid and relegates many students invisible. 

 

The following were identified as the key factors for Native American graduate student 

success: determination and resiliency, supportive relationships through mentoring and 

access to faculty, and a desire to give back to their communities.  It is recommended that 

AIS/NAS graduate programs honor their land grant obligations in order to increase access 

and funding for Native students through endowments and tuition waiver programs, 

develop a detailed mentoring plan, and improve outreach to Native communities. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

An interesting article came out on May 27, 2014 entitled “Why So Few American 

Indians Earn Ph.D.’s and What Colleges Can Do About It” (Patel 2014).  This coupled 

with the chapter on Native Graduate student retention from BrayBoy et. al. (2012) in 

Postsecondary Education of American Indian and Alaska Natives (73), practically 

doubled the information available concerning Native American Graduate education.  

Shortly after, a new article entitled “Experts: More Focus Needed on Guiding Native 

Americans to Doctoral Programs” (Oguntoyinbo 2014) circulated on the internet.  

Although much of the attention of the article was placed on the Sloan Program 

(STEM and Science programs), the University of Arizona was identified as the institution 

that has awarded the largest number of PhDs to Native students. The American Indian 

Studies Program, now Department (AIS), is responsible for a large portion of these 

graduates.  American Indian Studies Programs have a unique place in the retention and 

success of Native students.  The majority of these programs were specifically created to 

recruit and retain Native students in higher education and either officially or unofficially 

have a mission or duty to serve Native students and communities. 

Coincidentally, this researcher had been looking at this same topic over the past 

few years—looking first at undergraduate Native student success and then expanding to 

include graduate Native student success.   This dissertation attempts to answer the 

question posed by Patel within the context of postsecondary success in American Indian 
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Studies Graduate Programs including a case study on the PhD Program in AIS at the 

University of Arizona, the first and largest such program in the country. 

 

PURPOSE 

 

The ultimate goal of this research is to improve Native American student retention 

in higher education and graduate level programs.  This includes addressing the lack of 

data that exists and examining the various models (indigenous and non-indigenous) 

currently being used to analyze Native American student success in higher education.  

This study and results significantly add to the existing data concerning retention of 

Native American students in large mainstream universities, graduate studies, and AIS.    

Large mainstream or large public institutions have generally been ignored when 

looking at Native American student retention in higher education, especially at the 

Graduate School level.  Until the past two years, virtually nothing existed discussing 

Native American student retention in graduate school or Native American student success 

at the Doctoral level.   

Lastly, this dissertation addresses the role that AIS has played in Native student 

retention and what the programs are doing to promote success at the graduate and 

doctoral levels. This research provides valuable data as it pertains to enrollment trends 

and retention in American Indian Studies Graduate Programs. 
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RESEARCH QUESTION 

 

 The basic question addressed is that set forth by Vimal Patel: why so few 

American Indians earn PhD’s, and what colleges can do about it?  Although this question 

cannot be adequately answered in the scope of this dissertation, the question of what role 

American Indian Studies Graduate programs are playing will be explored. Within this 

context, the main research question is 

 What is the American Indian Studies Graduate Program at the University of 

Arizona doing to increase Native American PhDs? 

 

Secondary questions:  

 What are the enrollment trends and retention rates in AIS Graduate Programs? 

 What are AIS programs doing to support Native student retention? 

 What are the factors affecting Native American student retention at both 

undergrad and graduate levels? 

 What are Arizona Public Universities doing to promote Native American 

student success? 
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SIGNIFICANCE 

 

A growing trend in American Higher Education is increased enrollment rates at 

colleges and universities, yet a decline in graduation rates.  This problem is well 

documented among minority groups that suffer the worst retention rates such as African-

Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans.  Native Americans in particular have the 

lowest retention rates of any group. The national retention level for Native American 

students in higher education is about 54% (Guillory 2008).  

Native American Graduate student enrollment rates are more troubling.  Even 

though graduate enrollment has increased overall by 57% over the past 20 years, Native 

American enrollment in graduate programs has actually decreased by 10.3% (Brayboy 

2012, 74).  “Of the 32,231 doctorates earned in 2009, 146 (0.5 percent) were earned by 

American Indian and Alaska Native students” (Brayboy 2012, 73 quoting Snyder and 

Dillow 2010).  Native American/American Indian is the only group that has decreased 

their share of doctorates earned in the United States.  Native American Master’s students 

were slightly worse than the PhD graduation rate for Native students at 0.3% (Brayboy, 

2012, 73 quoting Snyder and Dillow 2010), however, this still translates into 3,275 more 

master’s degrees than 20 years ago.   

In 2012, only 102 doctorates were earned by American Indians representing less 

than 0.3% of all doctorates earned (Patel 1).  In 2013, 149 Native Americans received 

doctorate degrees representing a slight increase, but still “make up the lowest percentage 

of all groups represented in graduate education” (Oguntoyinbo 1).  The numbers for the 
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most part are heading in the wrong direction, and “there are very few institutions or 

programs that have a commitment” to changing them (Oguntoyinbo 1, quoting Dr. 

Tsianina Lomawaima, Distinguished Scholar in Indigenous Education at the School of 

Social Transformation at Arizona State University).  

The University of Arizona is in a unique position when it comes to Native 

American students.  Located within an hour’s drive from three separate reservations, the 

University boasts one of the largest Native American student populations in the country 

and has publicly stated its commitment to Native American education and communities. 

With over 1200 Native American students on campus, the University’s expressed 

commitment to Native American students, and the continued support of Arizona’s Native 

American population (largest in the country), the University has a responsibility to 

improve Native American retention at both undergraduate and graduate levels. 

Through its Diversity Programs, The University of Arizona has made a 

commitment to the retention and graduation of Native American graduate students.  From 

2005-2009, the UA ranked #3 in the country by conferring 22 doctoral degrees to Native 

American students (Brayboy 2012, 77) and currently “ranks number 1 in the country” 

(https://grad.arizona.edu/diversity). 

 The ultimate goal of improving Native American success in higher education 

begins by addressing the lack of data that exists.  There have only been a handful of 

resources over the past 20 years addressing Native American graduate education: “eight 

dissertations, two essays, and six articles, four of which were based on empirical studies” 

(Brayboy 2012, 73).  All of these studies included small sample sizes.  Although this 

dissertation relies heavily on intense empirical data, it will actually represent the largest 

https://grad.arizona.edu/diversity
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sample size of any research related to Native American graduate student retention 

specifically at the doctoral level. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

 

The single largest limitation on this research is the lack of data pertaining to 

Native American graduate education.  Although the data is scarce, Native American 

graduate student education appears to be a timely topic as illustrated by the Brayboy 

(2012) book and subsequent articles addressing the lack of Native American doctoral 

degree graduates.  Due to statistical sample sizes and the Family Education Rights 

Protection Act (FERPA), some schools will not release data on Native Americans 

because it would be too “easy” to distinguish and identify individual students violating 

their rights. 

 Relating to FERPA, my job status puts me in a tricky situation and potential 

ethical dilemma.  As the Graduate Program Coordinator and Undergraduate Minor 

Advisor for American Indian Studies at the University of Arizona, I have access to 

program and student data that perhaps would not normally be made available for 

research.  This is addressed in the Methodology section, but precautions have been made 

to conduct this research as a Program Evaluation and not use any data that would not 

ordinarily be available to the general public. 

 As a Native American (Anishinaabe-Saginaw Band of Chippewa) who has 

worked in academia focused on Native education for over fourteen years, this researcher 

has some ingrained biases and beliefs that could affect the research.  However, limiting 
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the resources used primarily to empirical data helps eliminate bias.  This researcher has 

also taught the AIS 197A/B: Native American Student Success course for several years 

serving as instructor, mentor, and advisor for many first year Native American students 

on campus and has actively been involved with Native American student retention efforts 

across campus. The researcher avoids any ethical issues by focusing on graduate 

education and not referring to any direct statistics from the course. 

Lastly, program cooperation both internally and externally has limited the 

research.  Some programs are not willing to share data regardless of the circumstances, or 

make it almost impossible to obtain the requested data.   

 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

 

Higher Education/Postsecondary Education: This refers to formal education 

beyond the K-12 years.  All college studies after high school (secondary school) are 

referred to as higher education or postsecondary education.  Graduate studies refer to 

formal education beyond the baccalaureate level, which is usually referred to as bachelor 

degree programs or undergraduate studies.  Graduate studies could include Master’s level 

programs or Doctoral level programs.  Some Doctoral programs such as Law (JD), 

Medicine (MD), and Pharmacy (PharmD) are often referred to as Professional Graduate 

Programs and may or may not be included with graduate studies within certain colleges 

and universities. 

Nation Building: Nation Building has become a very important tool for Native 

American Nations to produce tangible economic and social benefits for their peoples.    It 
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could be defined as “enhancing the foundational capacity for effective self-rule and for 

self-determined, sustainable, economic and community development” (Cornell 2002, 5).  

It is much more than a tool, however; it is an exercise in self-government on the road to 

practicing effective sovereignty for American Indian Nations.  Part of practicing effective 

sovereignty is taking control of important or controversial topics within the community, 

such as education.  By implementing the five key principles of Nation Building, such 

issues as educational sovereignty can be promoted and protected within Native Nations.  

The five pillars of Nation Building are practical sovereignty, capable governing 

institutions, cultural match, strategic orientation, and leadership (Cornell 2002, 4-5).  The 

five principles are not independent of each other and need to function in unison to 

achieve maximum effectiveness.  A brief explanation of the five principles of Nation 

Building, demonstrates how they can be used to promote and protect educational 

sovereignty. 

Sovereignty: This occurs when an American Indian Nation has taken effective 

control of decision-making power over matters that directly affect the community and its 

members.  Native American peoples now control “reservation affairs, resources, 

institutions, development strategies, and the like” (Cornell 2002, 4).  Tribes and non-

Indian government agencies are making the critical decisions affecting the Nation.  

Simply put, “sovereignty is self-rule” (Kalt 2004, 5).  Tribes that are practicing self-rule 

and making their own decisions are practicing sovereignty.   

 Sovereignty can be defined as a “nation’s independent and supreme authority to 

govern its citizens and interact with other nations” (Light 5).  This is the idea of a 

government-to-government relationship that the United States has with Indian Nations.  
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However, the scope of sovereignty of Native American Nations has been limited by both 

concession and imposition, leaving what the federal government has called tribal 

sovereignty.  Tribal sovereignty recognizes the inherent sovereignty of American Indian 

Nations, yet subjects that sovereignty to federal policy and regulation that allows 

congress to limit or extinguish Native American sovereignty.  This is an incompatible 

notion with sovereignty, so Native American Nations are forced to utilize varying forms 

of sovereignty: de recto-sovereignty by moral principle or right, de jure-sovereignty by 

legal decree or legislative act, and de facto sovereignty-sovereignty in practice (Kalt 

2004, 5).   

Although tribes should have de facto sovereignty due to their inherent sovereignty 

as pre-constitution Nations, the reality is a de jure sovereignty, which is limited by the 

laws and policies of Congress.  Most Nations seek de jure sovereignty as it recognizes the 

sovereign powers of the Nation in the laws of the United States.  However, tribal de jure 

sovereignty is not as effective as de facto sovereignty because is still constrained by the 

sovereignty of another.  De facto sovereignty allows tribes to have more control because 

they are the ones actually making the decisions.  It allows for more accountability and 

transparency in instituting and enabling policies and procedures. In fact, one of the 

mottos of Nation Building borrowed from Nike is “just do it” (Kalt 2001, 2).  “Just do it” 

is an example of de facto sovereignty. 

Educational Sovereignty: This falls under the sovereignty umbrella and has all the 

characteristics of sovereignty but applied to education and the educational needs of the 

community.  Luis Moll (2002) hints that leaders should acknowledge the current system 

and work to promote change from within by working with the existing social and cultural 
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resources available in the community.  This is opposite to the views of Vine Deloria and 

Daniel Wildcat (2001) who advocate scrapping the system all together and creating an 

indigenous based system that reflects indigenous knowledge and ways of thinking.  By 

operating under an imposed system, even one that a Native American Nation is actively 

trying to change, the tribe is limiting its sovereignty.   

 Under the principles of Nation Building, both approaches would be viable for 

American Indian communities depending on their needs and goals.  The very fact that the 

community is seeking change and working towards change, whether within or outside the 

current system, is an exercise of sovereignty.  At either rate, elements of Nation Building 

can be used to promote and protect educational sovereignty no matter which form it may 

take within different American Indian communities. 

Indigenous Knowledge: Also referred to as Traditional ways of Knowing 

(Kawagley 1), Indigenous Knowledge permeates “traditional worldviews and all aspects 

of indigenous peoples’ lives” (Kawagley 1).  Knowledge was mediated by nature and 

“constructed around mythology, history, the observation of natural processes . . . made 

understandable through thoughtful stories and illustrative examples” (Kawagley 2).  This 

knowledge is increasingly attacked and trivialized by western progress ideology. 

Native American/American Indian/Indigenous: These three terms are used 

interchangeably and refer to the peoples that inhabited North America prior to 

colonization and still remain as sovereign nations in the United States.  Although they are 

considered ethnic minorities within the United States, they are recognized as sovereign 

peoples. 
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AIS/NAS Programs: Higher education programs that offer a primary curriculum 

in studies associated with Native Americans or American Indians indigenous to North 

America.  In this dissertation, it refers to programs that offer a degree in American Indian 

Studies or Native American Studies.  These programs are referred to as “pure” programs 

if the degree conferred to students is actually titled AIS/NAS.  At the Graduate level, 

there are currently eight pure Master’s programs and three pure Doctoral programs. 

PAC -12: The Universities of the PAC-12 are in a unique position in relation to 

Native American students.  The member schools are located in the states that boast the 

largest Native American population and many are located near several reservations.  

Some of the universities enroll large Native American student populations and have 

publicly stated commitments to Native American education and communities. 

The PAC-12 conference consists of the following 12 schools: 

1. The University of Arizona (UA) 

2. Arizona State University (ASU) 

3. University of California-Berkeley (Cal) 

4. University of Oregon (OU) 

5. Oregon State University (OSU) 

6. University of Washington (UW) 

7. Washington State University (WSU) 

8. University of Southern California (USC) 

9. University of California-Los Angeles (UCLA) 

10. Stanford University (SU). 

11. University of Colorado at Boulder (CU) 
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12. The University of Utah (Utah) 

 

 With the exception of Stanford, these schools are large, public institutions.  

Although the PAC-12 is an athletic designation to group these schools together, all 

twelve members have a strong academic background and are among the finest institutions 

in the country.  The Universities associated with the PAC 12 have a responsibility to 

improve Native American retention due to the following factors: over 5000 Native 

American students are on these campuses; there is an expressed commitment to Native 

American students by several of these institutions, and there is commitment to support 

Native American populations in the school services areas. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

 

There are several theoretical frameworks that need to be explained and explored 

when discussing Native American Education.  The overarching framework is Educational 

Sovereignty and how it pertains to Indigenous Knowledge, Nation Building, and 

Indigenous methodologies in higher education both for individual students and Native 

communities.  All of these frameworks are developed more fully throughout the 

dissertation. 

Educational Sovereignty - Educational sovereignty addresses the need to 

challenge a long history of assimilation and colonization that has taken place through the 

educational policies of this country and still persist in many forms today.  In other words, 

educational sovereignty is the “need to challenge the arbitrary authority of the power 
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structure to determine the essence of the educational experience for Latino and other 

minority students” (Moll 2).  Moll defines sovereignty in general as “strict and arbitrary 

boundaries of separation” used to mark “the territory of a nation or state” (3).  He also 

claims that this strict political notion is becoming obsolete in today’s “global economy 

and the transnational nature of immigration” (Moll 3).  Educational Sovereignty is very 

much rooted in nation building and the exercise of education and sovereign rights. 

Moll was referring primarily to Latino students in the United States and the 

systematic oppression of their culture and language through American schooling.  Many 

of the same concepts apply to American Indian education and likewise, Moll claims that 

he has borrowed from researchers working in Native American and Indigenous 

communities “addressing the need to challenge a long history of coercion and control” 

(Moll 3) in education.   

Educational sovereignty requires communities to “create their own infrastructures 

for development including mechanisms for the education of children that capitalize rather 

than devalue culture resources” (Moll 11).   Within the context of higher education, it 

seems that culturally appropriate models can fit within the framework of current 

institutional systems that cater to the unique experiences of particular communities. 

 Indigenous Knowledge Systems – Indigenous knowledge systems “informs the 

everyday existence of Indigenous peoples” (Brayboy 2012, 15).  For lack of a better word 

it is the essence of Native communities and individuals.  It accounts for the vast diversity 

among Native peoples, while at the same valuing common bonds that unite Native 

peoples in a quest for sovereignty and community survival.  It cannot be separated from 

the pursuit of education for most Native peoples.  Programs that embrace and promote 
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indigenous knowledge systems like American Indian Studies should expect to see a better 

retention and success rate among their students. 

Indigenous-Generated Theories and Models - Indigenous-generated theories and 

models are “theoretical efforts created by and for Native peoples” (Huffman 2010, 208).  

Three have recently emerged in the literature: Tribal Critical Race Theory, Family 

Education Model, and Medicine Wheel Intrinsic Research Paradigm.  Other than 

providing unique indigenous perspectives on Native American education and 

methodology, these approaches “advocate unique methods on how data are collected and 

analyzed” (Huffman 2010, 208).   

 These three theories are extensions of decolonization theories and models.  

Decolonization theories question status quo and actively challenge prevailing western 

views by attempting to “establish Indigenous views and ways of understanding into 

scholarly discourse” (Huffman 2010, 209).  This discourse is inevitably controversial 

because it includes issues of race and subjugation.  In fact, the ultimate goal of 

decolonization is to resist the subjugation of Native thought by “overturning the colonial 

structure and realizing Indigenous liberation” (Wilson and Yellow Bird 2). 

 Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) - While rooted in critical race theory, 

there are nine tenets to Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) (Brayboy 2005a, 429-

430).  The most basic tenet is that colonization is endemic in society and that racism also 

plays a major role.  Native peoples are forced to endure a “European American thought, 

knowledge, and power structure” (Brayboy 2005a, 430) that dominates present-day 

society and is the cause of most issues negatively affecting Native Americans.  The sixth 

tenet is the most relevant to American Indian education: “Governmental policies and 
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educational policies toward Indigenous peoples are intimately linked around the 

problematic goal of assimilation” (Brayboy 2005a, 429).   In other words, education has 

and is still trying to assimilate students into the mainstream culture and the challenge 

therefore becomes “maintaining cultural integrity while engaging in academic pursuits” 

(Huffman 2010, 216). 

 Family Education Model - The Family Education Model (FEM) (HeavyRunner 

and DeCelles 2002) is an indigenous-based approach to student retention that asserts 

there are many factors leading to poor retention of Native Americans in higher education, 

but the most significant is a disconnect with family and community.  Family ties and 

bonds have been identified as one of the most significant factors in the life of many 

Native Americans.  Native American students draw strength and comfort from families 

(Guillory 2008, Fox, et. al. 2005, Cleary and Peacock 1998, Larimore and Garrod 1997). 

Students experience a “disconnect” from family and community when away at college, 

often leading to depression, homesickness, and eventually dropout.   

 Medicine Wheel Intrinsic Research Paradigm - Although this model is more of a 

methodological technique developed by Rosemary White Shield (2009), it is a unique 

Native perspective that incorporates interaction and consultation with elders.  She 

consulted with elders to develop a model that is based on the Medicine Wheel Model, 

which was intended for use in Lakota healthcare.  The model incorporates the cultural 

and religious significance of the medicine wheel as it pertains to identity and sovereignty 

(White Shield 49-50).   

Nation Building - Nation Building has become a very important tool for Native 

American Nations to produce tangible economic and social benefits for their peoples.    It 
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could be defined as “enhancing the foundational capacity for effective self-rule and for 

self-determined, sustainable, economic and community development” (Cornell 2002, 5).  

It is much more than a tool; it is an exercise in self-government on the road to practicing 

effective sovereignty for American Indian Nations.  Part of practicing effective 

sovereignty is taking control of important or controversial topics within the community, 

such as education.  By implementing the five key principles of Nation Building, such 

issues as educational sovereignty can be promoted and protected within Native Nations.  

The five pillars of Nation Building are practical sovereignty, capable governing 

institutions, cultural match, strategic orientation, and leadership (Cornell 2002, 4-5).  The 

five principles are not independent of each other and need to function in unison to 

achieve maximum effectiveness.   

Higher education and Nation Building are intrinsically intertwined in that “nation 

building cannot be fully or adequately pursued without some agenda of higher education” 

(Brayboy 2012, 27).  Native American student success is a necessary component of 

successful nation building and the exercise of Educational Sovereignty. 

 

ROAD MAP 

 

This dissertation contains five chapters and includes ongoing analysis at each 

stage of the research.  Each chapter contains analysis of data collected and how it fits into 

Native American student retention.  Several comparisons are drawn based on data 

collected from each institution.  Chapter One provides a brief introduction and 

significance of issues pertaining to Native American student retention in higher education 
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and the crisis facing Native American doctoral education.  This includes limitations and 

theoretical frameworks guiding the research.  Chapter Two examines the lack of data 

existing in the literature concerning Native American retention in higher education and 

specifically Native American students in doctoral programs.   

 This is followed in Chapter Three by a detailed description of the methodology 

used to gather data to avoid any ethical dilemmas: primarily intense empirical research.  

Specific limitations on the research and data collection are also discussed and analyzed.  

Factors and issues pertaining to Native American student retention are examined with a 

focus on undergraduate studies.  Included is an analysis of data collected concerning 

Native American students at the PAC-12, followed by a focus on the three Public 

Universities in Arizona: Arizona State University, Northern Arizona University, and the 

University of Arizona.  Each school is compared in terms of student demographics and 

support for Native student success.  The collected data is filtered through Indigenous 

based theories and frameworks to analyze factors of retention. 

Chapter Four looks at the role American Indian/Native American Studies plays in 

the retention of Native American Students including missions, goals, and values of these 

programs.  The data is analyzed with these issues in mind.  This includes comparing 

enrollment and graduation rates at several undergraduate and graduate masters’ programs 

in the United States. 

 Chapter Five examines all the issues outlined in the dissertation as it pertains to 

the three institutions that offer Doctoral (PhD) degrees in American Indian/Native 

American/Alaska Native Studies in the United States: the University of California Davis, 

The University of Alaska Fairbanks, and the University of Arizona.  The American 
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Indian Studies Department at the University of Arizona is presented as a case study.  A 

comparative analysis based on the data collection is conducted using the UA AIS 

program as a focal point.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Chapter Two explores the literature pertaining to Native American students in 

higher education and examines the lack of data existing in the literature concerning 

retention and specifically Native American student success in doctoral programs.  This 

chapter then touches briefly on indigenous theories that support Native American student 

success.  The factors affecting student success are discussed while rooted in Nation 

Building and its connection to educational sovereignty. 

There is generally considered to be a lack of data concerning Native Americans in 

higher education.  There is very little concerning Native American student success at 

large university and institutions.   Bryan Brayboy et. al. reminds us that there are only 

“eight dissertations, two essays, and six articles, four of which were based on empirical 

studies” (2012, 73) pertaining to Native American Graduate studies in higher education.  

Of these, “eight were qualitative and three were quantitative” (Brayboy 2012, 73) and all 

contained small sample sizes. Most of the research available concerning Native American 

higher education, centers on the Tribal College and University (TCU) movement.  What 

literature that does exist is narrow in focus and usually from a non-indigenous 

perspective. 
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Introduction  

 

Native American student success is important for several reasons.  When Native 

American students drop out of college, the campus ultimately suffers because “their 

absence diminishes the cross-cultural educational potential of the living and learning 

environment for all.” (Larimore and McClellan 17 in Tippeconnic Fox, Lowe, and 

McClellan 2005).  This is particularly important for institutions that advertise diversity on 

campus.  In addition, Native Americans are “the least likely to enroll in public four-year 

institutions and the least likely to persist to graduation in those institutions.” (Larimore 

and McClellan 18 in Tippeconnic Fox, Lowe, and McClellan 2005).  The national 

retention level for Native American students in higher education is about 54% (Guillory 

2008). 

Native American communities want their students to succeed in post-secondary 

education and graduate.  Many tribal governments have developed education offices that 

help finance and support students while they are away at school that provide such 

services as scholarship and liaison officers from Native communities that regularly visit 

and meet with students at the schools.  The expectations of these communities, however, 

are to encourage whatever programs they consider as best for the community.  Since 

poverty and unemployment are major challenges on reservations, considerable resources 

are directed towards vocational and economic development programs.  As far as higher 

education, many Native American communities consider it a success if a student just 

matriculates into college, whether or not they continue to earn a degree.  For some tribal 
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communities, less than 7% of students who begin high school end up graduating from 

college.  

Unfortunately, higher education tends to define success a little differently than 

Native American communities.  A “bottom-line” definition of success has been adopted 

that looks primarily at enrollment totals and graduation rates.  It is up to individual 

institutions to track freshman retention rates, which appears to be the single most 

determining factor on student persistence.  If a student makes it to sophomore year, the 

odds increase dramatically that the same student will graduate within a six-year period. 

Improving Native American success in higher education begins by addressing the 

lack of data that exists.   Not only do we need more data, but we also need more data by 

Indigenous thinkers and leaders.  Recent developments have been encouraging with the 

emergence of three Indigenous-generated theories and models: Tribal Critical Race 

Theory (Brayboy 2005a), the Family Education Model (HeavyRunner and DeCelles 

2002), and the Medicine Wheel Intrinsic Research Paradigm (White Shield 2009). 

 

Indigenous-Generated Theories and Models 

 

Indigenous-generated theories and models are “theoretical efforts created by and 

for Native peoples” (Huffman 2010, 208).  Three have recently emerged in the literature: 

Tribal Critical Race Theory, Family Education Model, and Medicine Wheel Intrinsic 

Research Paradigm.  Other than providing unique indigenous perspectives on Native 

American education and methodology, these approaches “advocate unique methods on 

how data are collected and analyzed” (Huffman 2010, 208).   
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These three theories are extensions of decolonization theories and models.  

Decolonization theories question status quo and actively challenge prevailing western 

views by attempting to “establish Indigenous views and ways of understanding into 

scholarly discourse” (Huffman 2010, 209).  This discourse is inevitably controversial 

because it includes issues of race and subjugation.  In fact, the ultimate goal of 

decolonization is to resist the subjugation of Native thought by “overturning the colonial 

structure and realizing Indigenous liberation” (Wilson and Yellow Bird 2). 

Perhaps no one was more controversial than Vine Deloria, Jr., whose work laid a 

foundation for the application of decolonization and critical race theories application to 

Native American education (Deloria and Wildcat 2001 and Deloria 1999).  Deloria 

argued that the problem with western worldviews was that they failed “to produce a 

coherent worldview encompassing the process of the world and how we humans find 

meaning in those processes” (Deloria and Wildcat 7), which is caused by the imposition 

of foreign systems upon Indigenous populations, creating an imbalance in power 

structures where the dominant society invariably ends up on top caused by Euro-western 

educational standards and processes. 

Critical race theory addresses this power imbalance focusing solely on the issue of 

race and the inequalities that stem from it.  There are five general themes to critical race 

theory: race is a social construct meant to benefit dominant society, racism is the social 

norm whether overt or not, all racism needs to be openly identified and challenged, a 

white cultural standard perpetuates racism, and the experiential knowledge of peoples of 

color and counternarratives are valid and important (Huffman 2010, 210-215).  Critical 

race theory has splintered into variations oriented towards different groups including 
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Tribal Critical Race Theory in order to better understand “perspectives and experiences 

of Native peoples” (Huffman 2010, 215). 

 

Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) 

 

While rooted in critical race theory, there are nine tenets to Tribal Critical Race 

Theory (TribalCrit) (Brayboy 2005a, 429-430).  The most basic tenet is that colonization 

is endemic in society and that racism also plays a major role.  Native peoples are forced 

to endure a “European American thought, knowledge, and power structure” (Brayboy 

2005a, 430) that dominates present-day society and is the cause of most issues affecting 

Native Americans.  The sixth tenet is the most relevant to American Indian education: 

“Governmental policies and educational policies toward Indigenous peoples are 

intimately linked around the problematic goal of assimilation” (Brayboy 2005a, 429).   In 

other words, education has and is still trying to assimilate students into the mainstream 

culture and the challenge therefore becomes “maintaining cultural integrity while 

engaging in academic pursuits” (Huffman 2010, 216). 

Brayboy explores this tenet through an ethnographic and narrative approach 

investigating the experiences of two Native American students at two separate Ivy 

League schools.  In this study he equates maintaining cultural integrity with the term 

“transformational resistance” (Brayboy 2005b, 193), where the students in question were 

able to discuss the oppression they felt while succeeding at an Ivy League institution. He 

argues that transformational resistance can be beneficial to student success and directly 

benefits their home communities.  The more a student embraces his/her culture, identity, 
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and community; the more likely that student will be able resist assimilation educational 

policies in the pursuit of educational success.   

The author’s conclusions are that transformational resistance in education for 

Native American students in higher education can lead to social justice and success not 

only in the classroom, but also within their home community.  Although, some of these 

benefits may come at a personal cost—such as relationship problems and ostracization 

back home. 

At first glance, this study seems very similar to Garrod and Larimore’s (1997) 

study at Dartmouth College in the text First Person, First Peoples.  Brayboy takes it 

further and not only relates the student experiences, but tries to define their success 

strategies in a more focused form, which may or may not be a better method of analysis.  

One of the main problems with Brayboy’s research is sample size.  He only works with 

two students in his study.  On a refreshing note, he contacted elders from the students’ 

home communities, but what specific role did this play in the research?  It is unclear 

except for a couple of interesting and profound quotes. 

 

Family Education Model 

 

The Family Education Model (FEM) (HeavyRunner and DeCelles 2002) is an 

indigenous-based approach to student retention that asserts there are many factors leading 

to poor retention of Native Americans in higher education, but the most significant is a 

disconnect with family and community.  Family ties and bonds have been identified as 

one of the most significant factors in the life of many Native Americans.  Native 
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American students draw strength and comfort from families (Guillory 2008, Fox et. al. 

2005, Cleary and Peacock 1998, Larimore and Garrod 1997) leading to a “disconnect” 

from family and community when away at college, which often leads to depression, 

homesickness, and eventually dropout.   

This can be overcome by creating an extended family structure within the college, 

which emphasizes culture.  Much of the model stems from social work—especially the 

use of “Caseworkers” as brokers between the college and the family/community.  The 

FEM attempts to address the alarming low retention rate in higher education for Native 

American students with three basic assumptions: “(a) many students and their families 

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

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

family members to support student efforts; (c) tribal colleges must engage family 

members in the life of the college community by enlisting them as partners and involving 

them in cultural and social activities” (HeavyRunner and DeCelles 3). The authors drew 

heavily upon social work theory and concepts that came about following a meeting of 

four tribal colleges in Montana and the Department of Social Work at University of 

Montana to discuss retention of Native American students in higher education.   

As can be seen in their assumptions above, scholars who advocate for FEM as an 

approach to Native American retention are primarily concerned with tribal colleges and 

universities. The authors provide a final reflections section in which they claim that the 

current retention literature provides evidence of the FEM effectiveness. There is evidence 

that shows the model is working at Tribal Colleges with up to 80-90% retention 
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(Huffman 2010, Fox et. al. 2005).  However, it is still unclear how FEM is working at 

large, mainstream public institutions; or if it even can. 

 

Medicine Wheel Intrinsic Research Paradigm 

 

Although this model is more of a methodological technique developed by White 

Shield (2009), it is a unique Native perspective that incorporates interaction and 

consultation with elders.  She consulted with elders to develop a model that is based on 

the Medicine Wheel Model, which was intended for use in Lakota healthcare.  The model 

incorporates the cultural and religious significance of the medicine wheel as it pertains to 

identity and sovereignty (White Shield 49-50).   

It also includes the Four Directions as part of the Medicine Wheel, which have 

significant and sacred meaning and with the guidance of elders and self-reflection, can be 

a powerful tool for indigenous people to translate experiences into success in life and 

education.  The findings can also be clustered into four groups mirroring the Four 

Directions and their cultural significance and explaining student success.  The first cluster 

identifies spiritual practice as not only the main strength for Native women during their 

higher education experiences, but also in life (White Shield 51).  The second cluster 

involves using traditional cultural stories, images, and metaphors to put the higher 

education experience in a context with which students can identify (White Shield 53).  

The third cluster involves examining the traditional roles of women to define their 

identity and to find cultural strength (White Shield 56).  The fourth cluster identifies 

family loyalty as a foundation for sense of purpose among these students.  The family 
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was stressed as the reason for going to school in the first place, and that family comes 

first. 

The study involved eight women from the tribes indigenous to the North Central 

region of the United States and included Anishinabe, Lakota, and Mohawk.  The 

participants had strong community and cultural ties and were chosen in consultation with 

Elders.  White Shield draws heavily upon Transculturation Theory, which is a form of 

Resistance Theory explaining the process where “culturally traditional American Indians 

may undergo a socialization process whereby they gain the ability to learn to manage the 

cultural mainstream of the college setting by using their Native identity, heritage, and 

traditions as a personal anchor” (Huffman 2008, 187).  Drawing on these principals, the 

students in this study were able to embrace their “Indianness” through self-discovery and 

love of family and community (White Shield 62).  A strong sense of ethnic identity 

enables students to succeed in mainstream education. 

Although she uses a small sample size, she intimates that a cultural centric 

approach is required to promote Native American student retention.  It might be useful to 

see something more universal than the Medicine Wheel that all tribes can adopt to suit 

their needs and to accommodate the vast diversity of Native American Nations in this 

country. 

 

Resistance Theory 

 

 The main premise of this theory is that students actively try to protect and 

preserve their cultural identity against attacks from educational institutions and would 
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rather drop out of school then endure the attacks.  Terry Huffman asserts that “American 

Indian students resist and reject the implicit and explicit features of higher educational 

experience which are perceived to assault their ethnic identity and heritage” (Huffman 

2008, 183).  Native American students are not passive social actors, but autonomously 

behaving social actors who choose to deal with racism and oppressive systems by leaving 

the university instead of enduring “untenable situations” (Huffman 2008, 185). 

 The flip side of this theory is the student who endures despite these undesirable 

values that exist on campus and navigate the higher educational system with success.  

These students are categorized by a resiliency which Huffman attributes to Transcultural 

Theory (2008, 2010).    

  

Transculturation Theory 

  

 This theory asserts that “culturally traditional American Indians may undergo a 

socialization process whereby they gain the ability to learn to manage the cultural 

mainstream of the college setting by using their Native identity, heritage, and traditions 

as a personal anchor” (Huffman 2008, 187).  This is often referred to as the concept of 

being comfortable in ‘two worlds’ where a student draws strength from his/her Native 

identity in order to endure the system that may be incongruent or at adds with cultural 

values.  The notion of two worlds has been disputed by some educators claiming that 

there is only one reality that students face, but despite this argument, a student who draws 

strength from their cultural identity has clearly dealt with some factors affecting success 

in higher education better than others. 
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 The premise of this theory is that the largest contributing factor to Native 

American student success is cultural isolation and conflict.  This conflict creates barriers 

to student persistence, however, “the retention of cultural traditionalism could serve to 

enhance potential for American Indian academic achievement” (Huffman 2010, 190).  

This achievement is dependent on students completing a four stage transculturational 

process: initial alienation, self-discovery, realignment, and participation (Huffman 2010, 

194).   

 Students that do not navigate this process resist higher education and choose to 

leave it (Resistance Theory).  Those that do complete the transculturation process find 

that their American Indian Identity serves as an emotional anchor that they can draw 

strength from to achieve academic success; the Importance of the Transculturation 

Threshold where there comes a specific point that a student decides to retain their cultural 

identity and use it as a source of strength; the Ability to Engage Two Cultural Settings 

where students are able to fully participate in the mainstream culture without 

assimilating; the Process of Cultural Learning where students are secure enough in their 

own cultural identity to pursue the process of learning a new culture or socialization 

process encountered in higher education mainstream institutions (Huffman 2010, 200-

203). 

 

Lack of Success of Native American Students in Higher Education 

 

The three models/theories explored here have some common denominators that 

would seem to suggest elements needed for Native American student success in higher 
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education.  In order to be successful, Native American students need to be connected to 

communities and cultures.  All three models detail how students that embraced their 

cultural identity or “Indianness” were able to persist and graduate regardless of the type 

of institution: Tribal College, Ivy League, or mainstream public university.  Therefore, a 

“disconnect” from culture or an environment that does not support cultural resiliency will 

not produce success for Native American students.  All three of these models would seem 

to suggest that Native American students are doomed to failure unless they can somehow 

establish that connection early in the college experience.  What about the 70% or so of 

Native American populations that may not be connected to their community of tribal 

origin because they are living off reservations or in urban areas?  Further, there is a 

significant number of Native American students who are not “grounded” in their culture, 

but are seeking self-discovery and development through a college experience.   

 

Factors for Native American Student Success 

 

The simplest way to see how these theories can or cannot be applied to the lack of 

success of American Indian students in higher education is to look at the leading factors 

for the lack of success and whether these theories/models address them.  Most research 

agree that the following factors contribute the most to the lack of American Indian 

success in higher education: 1. inadequate academic prep, 2. vague educational goals, 3. 

financial aid or lack thereof, 4. new environments (high school v. college), 5. prejudice, 

and 6. social isolation (Larimore and McClellan 2005 in Fox et. al. 2005). 
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Inadequate Academic Prep - None of these theories seem to address this issue on 

face value.  Much of the curriculum at TCUs focus on remedial education because Native 

American students are entering college lacking in what educators consider the basics such 

as English, math, and reading (Khachadoorian 2010, Warner and Gipp 2009).  There is 

some evidence showing that students who begin their academic careers in remedial 

programs have much less success in college.  In fact, Pima Community College in 

Arizona has initiated testing to establish a minimal level for reading and math claiming 

that they are setting students up for failure who do not enter with a basic level of math 

and reading.  In addition, Pima has cancelled most of their remedial programs citing the 

fact that they would be doing a disservice to students by letting them enroll without these 

basic skills (Pima policy and observation as an Adjunct Instructor, 2010-2011).  Many 

mainstream and elite institutions will not even accept students without basic academic 

skills. 

Of course the problem is defined through a western academic lens and does not 

account for indigenous worldviews and educational systems.  However, as long as there 

are accreditation standards, this issue will continue to affect Native American enrollment 

and retention in universities and colleges.  If anything, these theories/models indicate a 

need for educators and communities to develop curriculum that prepares students for 

standardized higher education. 

Vague Educational Goals - This issue does not seem as clearly indicative as other 

factors might.  All three models show strong evidence that the educational goals of 

students are clearly connected to family and community—expressing a desire to help 

families and/or communities upon graduating from college.  However, beyond that goal, 
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there are no clear-cut objectives.  I’ve worked with many students who claim that they 

came to college to help out their families, but don’t know how to do that. Some want to 

study nursing or business, but do not realize the amount of math or other preparation to 

enter such a career training program. 

The FEM does have some intervention techniques built into it where advisors and 

counselors can reach out to these students and help them re-evaluate educational goals 

and objectives.  One component of goals is that they need to be attainable within a 

reasonable amount of time.  A student whose test scores place her in pre-algebra will not 

be able to complete Calculus II or Vector Calculus and all the classes requiring higher 

math as pre-requisites within a 4, 5, or even 6 year time-span.  The other theories do not 

address this issue beyond what was already mentioned. 

Financial Aid - None of these models address this issue adequately.  There seems 

to be a leap of faith taking place in all the models that basically says financial aid will 

take care of itself along the way of self-discovery and transculturation, which is an 

unrealistic assumption under current economic conditions.   

New Environment (high school v. college), Prejudice, and Social Isolation - These 

three are grouped together, because all three models seem to address these factors in 

similar ways with the same strategies.  TribalCrit does not address this issue of 

environment directly, but claims that students who embrace their cultures and are 

resistant to the assimilationist policies at the institutions will overcome many of the 

challenges of a new environment as well as prejudice/institutional racism and social 

isolation.  They find strength within themselves, their families, and their culture.  Much 

of the same argument can be made for FEM.  By re-creating an extended family/support 
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system at the university, students are able to find solace in troubling times or when facing 

prejudice and social isolation at the school.  The Medicine Wheel Intrinsic Research 

Design shares much of the cultural resiliency themes that Brayboy uses for TribalCrit. 

Much of the answers and strategies will be similar. 

Yet, students still say that creating a family-like support system and maintaining 

cultural perspective is not enough.  One of the questions this researcher asks students on 

the first day of class is “How much homework a night did you do in high school?”  

Almost universally, students respond that they did none or less than an hour a night.  

(Occasionally, there are students who attended college prep programs and put in several 

hours nightly into studies.  These students will do well in higher education and are not the 

focus of these studies.)  Students are then reminded that the university expectation is to 

spend 3 hours of studying outside of class for every hour inside class.  That translates to 

over 45 hours a week of studying outside of class for most students.  This expectation 

comes as a shock for most of them—many of whom had not done more than 45 hours of 

studying in their entire senior year of high school.  This issue needs to be addressed 

within the category of academic preparation for college and is a critical situation not 

addressed in the above theories. 

Institutions: TCU, Ivy, Private, or Mainstream - These theories don’t address the 

vast differences that students will face at institutions of higher education, although they 

do explain how a select group of Native Americans deeply rooted in their culture and 

connected to their family and community can survive the experience.  This experience 

dramatically varies depending on the type of institution.  Tribal colleges and universities 

are very different from Ivy League Schools, which also differ from large public 
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mainstream institutions such as the University of Arizona.  Private schools, although they 

may be considered mainstream in many ways, also vary drastically depending on 

institutions.  For example, parochial schools may have a very narrowly defined mission, 

while some were created explicitly to educate Native Americans.  The environments are 

so extreme in these types of institutions, that one model cannot fit them all. Although 

there may be similarities such as a primarily white upper class student body at most non-

TCUs, other issues arise when comparing schools. 

Most of the current research on Native American student retention in higher 

education focuses on the Tribal College phenomenon (Warner and Gipp 2009, Benham 

and Stein 2003, Tippeconnic Fox, et al. 2005).  There are a couple of studies involving 

Ivy League Schools as well (Brayboy 2005b, Larimore and Garrod 1997), but 

mainstream universities are mostly ignored and largely comprises the gap in the literature 

pertaining to Native American student retention.  Regardless, these models attempt to fill 

a void in the research.  This research helps fill the gap by representing mainstream 

institutions and large public universities.  “Year-to-year persistence rates are uncertain, 

given the paucity of research studies on American Indian retention in higher education 

and the inadequate representation of Native Americans in national and longitudinal 

research databases” (Guillory 58).  

 

The University of Arizona (UA) 

 

The authors of the FEM claim that it will work in mainstream universities and has 

been implemented at various schools.  The University of Montana is one example, but 
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that school is much smaller and has a much more homogenous Native American 

population compared to other schools with large Native American populations such as the 

University of Arizona.  There is no data to back up claims that FEM works to increase 

Native American student retention, and there have been no publications citing the success 

or lack of success of the FEM at a large public institution.  The University of Arizona, 

however, may provide some useful information because their First Year Scholars 

Program was developed using the FEM. 

At the University of Arizona, the FEM is instituted in the form of a “living and 

learning community” developed through the first year program.  It fosters the family 

environment through a dedicated wing in one of the dorms, classes in common for 

students, social programming through Native American Student Affairs (NASA), peer 

mentor relationships, and training on Native American educational issues for key staff 

and advisors in the Transitions Office (now Prodigy).  These services are meant to 

simulate the family and community connections that have been so successfully 

implemented at tribal colleges.  However, this program is now in shambles due to 

financial and reorganizational transitions and a lack of leadership from the 

administration. 

At any rate, the program did see some success while operating fully with a 

dedicated staff.  First Year Retention rates for Native American students topped out at 

just over 70%--much higher than the national average.  However, this did not translate to 

graduation rates, which remain near the national average.  Frankly, the FEM fails to 

accommodate the myriad dimensions of a large mainstream university such as U of A 

including the vast diversity of Native American student population with over 100 
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different tribal nations represented.  Although FEM might work well at Tribal Colleges 

and Universities (TCU), it may be logistically impossible to implement at a large 

university without an extreme commitment of resources such as funding and staffing. 

Native American graduate students have access to student support programs on 

campus; however, most of these programs are geared towards undergraduates and often 

do not meet the needs of graduate students.  Graduate Programs in each department are 

expected to provide support for their own students with some assistance from the 

Graduate College.  In this regard, Native American students are dependent on the 

American Indian Studies Department to provide resources and any other support to 

achieve success. 

This researcher is in a unique position having attended both Ivy League and 

Mainstream institutions, but also having worked extensively with tribal colleges and 

universities, in particular Ilisagvik College in Barrow, AK., where this researcher 

witnessed Native American student success and lack of success first-hand.  Although the 

Indigenous generated models of Tribal Critical Race Theory, the Family Education 

Model, and the Medicine Wheel Intrinsic Research Paradigm can be applied to explain 

and help mediate some of the lack of success for American Indian students, they only 

explain some of the factors affecting American Indian students in higher education and 

for a very small portion of the Native American graduate student population. 
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Nation Building and Higher Education 

 

According to Brayboy et. al., “pursuing higher education folds into a larger 

agenda of nation building, and vice versa—that nation building cannot be fully or 

adequately pursued without some agenda of higher education” (2012, 27).  With this in 

mind, educational success for Native Americans is “a necessary (though not sufficient) 

element of successful nation building” (Brayboy 2012, 27).  Duane Champagne (2004) 

also recognized this situation when he wrote that sovereignty, self-determination, 

economic development, and education are an interconnected part of nation building. 

Through the promotion of Native American student success in higher education, colleges 

and universities support communities and nation building. 

 

Nation Building 

 

Nation Building has become a very important tool for Native American Nations to 

produce tangible economic and social benefits for their peoples.    It could be defined as 

“enhancing the foundational capacity for effective self-rule and for self-determined, 

sustainable, economic and community development” (Cornell 2002, 5).  It is much more 

than a tool, however, it is an exercise in self-government on the road to practicing and 

developing effective sovereignty for American Indian Nations.  Part of practicing 

effective sovereignty is taking control of important or controversial topics within the 

community, such as education.  By implementing the five key principles of Nation 

Building, such issues as educational sovereignty can be promoted and protected within 
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Native Nations.  The five pillars of Nation Building are practical sovereignty, capable 

governing institutions, cultural match, strategic orientation, and leadership (Cornell 2002, 

4-5).  The five principles are not independent of each other and need to function in unison 

to achieve maximum effectiveness.  Following is a brief explanation of the five principles 

of Nation Building, with an examination of how it can be used to promote and protect 

educational sovereignty.  

 

Practical Sovereignty 

Practical Sovereignty occurs when an American Indian Nation has taken effective 

control of decision-making power over matters that directly affect the community and its 

members.  Native American peoples now control “reservation affairs, resources, 

institutions, development strategies, and the like” (Cornell 2002, 4).  Tribes, non-Indian 

government agencies, are making the critical decisions affecting the Nation.  Simply put, 

“sovereignty is self-rule” (Kalt 2004, 5).  Tribes that practice self-rule and make their 

own decisions are practicing sovereignty.   

Sovereignty can be defined as a “nation’s independent and supreme authority to 

govern its citizens and interact with other nations” (Light 5).  This is the idea of a 

government-to-government relationship that the United States has with Indian Nations.  

However, the scope of sovereignty of Native American Nations has been limited by both 

concession and imposition, leaving what the federal government has called tribal 

sovereignty.  Tribal sovereignty recognizes the inherent sovereignty of American Indian 

Nations, yet at the same time, subjects that sovereignty to federal policy and regulation 

that allows congress to limit or extinguish Native American sovereignty.  This is an 
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incompatible notion with sovereignty, so Native American Nations are forced to utilize 

varying forms of sovereignty: de recto-sovereignty by moral principle or right, de jure-

sovereignty by legal decree or legislative act, and de facto sovereignty-sovereignty in 

practice (Kalt 2004, 5).   

Although tribes should have de recto sovereignty due to their inherent sovereignty 

as pre-constitution Nations, the reality is a de jure sovereignty, which is limited by the 

laws and policies of Congress.  Most Nations seek de jure sovereignty as it recognizes the 

sovereign powers of the Nation within the laws of the United States.  However, tribal de 

jure sovereignty is not as effective as de facto sovereignty.  De facto sovereignty allows 

tribes to have more control because they are the ones actually making the decisions.  It 

allows for more accountability and transparency and usually how things get done. In fact, 

one of the mottos of Nation Building borrowed from Nike is “just do it” (Kalt 2001, 2).  

“Just do it” is an example of de facto sovereignty. 

 

Capable Governing Institutions 

The Nation is able to back up decision-making power with “governing institutions 

capable of exercising that power effectively, responsibly, and reliably” (Cornell 2002, 4).  

There are several features of self-governance required to sustain capable institutions.  

Governing institutions must be stable, protect day-to-day business and program 

management from political interference, take the politics out of court decisions, and 

provide administration that can get things done (Cornell and Kalt, in Jorgensen 2007, 23).  

Tribes with effective bureaucracy and independent judiciaries in particular saw greater 

economic and social success.  Nations that back up practical sovereignty with capable 
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governing institutions increase the chances for improving the community.  

 

Cultural Match 

This means that there is a fit “between the formal institutions of government and 

indigenous conceptions of how authority should be organized and exercised” (Cornell 

2002, 5) in order to gain and keep the respect and support of the community.  Many 

Native Nations are operating under foreign systems that were imposed upon them by 

federal and state government agencies or institutions.  Perhaps the most glaring is 

example is the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 (IRA) where many tribes adopted 

boilerplate constitutions that were not reflective of their culture or traditions, which 

caused a lack of legitimacy among these governments.  Where government institutions 

are able to match today’s indigenous viewpoints of each individual Native Nation, 

effectiveness is greater and there is that Nation’s citizens attribute cultural legitimacy to 

their tribal government.  Cultural legitimacy grants governing institutions structure, 

scope, location, and source of authority allowing them to be effective (Cornell 1995, 10-

11).  An example of an effective cultural match and subsequent legitimacy is the Navajo 

Court system.   

The Navajo had its own unique legal structure and dispute settlement procedures 

“long before Europeans set foot on the Americas” (Getches 421).  Some of those legal 

traditions have been incorporated into modern Navajo methods of dispute resolution.  

One area of success is the institutionalization of Navajo custom into Navajo common law 

of peacemaking.  This system works to solve problems through consensus and restorative 

justice—which is a common theme among many different tribes.   



51 
 

 

The whole system is firmly grounded in Navajo Values and has been adopted 

many tribes trying to assert sovereignty over their court systems using common law as a 

framework.  It opens the door to traditional dispute resolutions and encourages the 

participation of the community such as elders and family members.  This is an essential 

component to the Navajo court system where the Navajo people are “defining Navajo 

Nation sovereignty the Navajo way – by relying on their own philosophy, customs, 

traditions, language, spirituality, and sense of place” (Austin 18).   

 

Strategic Orientation 

Decision-making and thinking has moved away from short-term crisis and quick-

fix development responses “toward long-term decision-making that incorporates 

community priorities, concerns, circumstances, and assets” (Cornell 2002, 5).  This 

means developing long range strategic planning to help define what kind of society the 

Nation wants to be and what is needed to get there.  Strategic orientation means thinking 

proactively rather than reactively and focusing on broader societal issues (Cornell and 

Kalt, in Jorgensen 2007, 26) that affect the community as whole such as sustainable 

economics, health, and education. 

 

Leadership 

Tied to strategic orientation is effective leadership.  There needs to be a “group or 

set of individuals who are willing to break the status quo practices in development and 

governance” (Cornell 2002, 5).  Native Nations need strong, dedicated and effective 

leaders.  Leadership is needed for successful Nation-Building.  An effective leader must 
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possess such skills as set forth in Manley Begay’s article (in Jorgenson 2007, 275-296): 

nation building skills, executive administration, and cultural leadership.  In addition, each 

community needs a shared unified vision of the future, which in turn, empowers the 

leader(s) to be effective.  These leader(s) must be selfless—putting the interests of the 

Nation above their own personal interests.  Leaders  must also be strong-willed, creative, 

and flexible, and most importantly, well-respected members of the community.  

Especially in Native communities, knowing who you are and where you come from is 

important to foster support from the community. A leader must be in touch with the 

cultural practices, needs, and demands of the people.  

 

Educational Sovereignty 

 

This falls under the sovereignty umbrella and has all the characteristics of 

sovereignty but as applied to the educational needs of the community.  Educational 

sovereignty as it pertains to indigenous communities in the United States addresses the 

need to challenge a long history of assimilation and colonization that has taken place 

through the educational policies of this country and still persist in many forms today.  In 

other words, educational sovereignty is the “need to challenge the arbitrary authority of 

the power structure to determine the essence of the educational experience for Latino and 

other minority students” (Moll 2002, 2).  Luis Moll was referring primarily to Latino 

students in the United States and the systematic oppression of their culture and language 

through American schooling.  Many of the same concepts apply to American Indian 
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education and likewise, Moll claims that he has borrowed from researchers working in 

Native American communities.   

Educational sovereignty requires communities to “create their own infrastructures 

for development including mechanisms for the education of children that capitalize rather 

than devalue culture resources” (Moll 2002, 11).  Moll hints that leaders should 

acknowledge the current system and work to promote change from within by working 

with the existing social and cultural resources available in the community.  This is 

opposite the views of Deloria and Wildcat (2001) who advocate scrapping the 

mainstream system altogether and creating an indigenous based system that reflects 

indigenous knowledge and ways of thinking.  By operating under an imposed system, 

even one that a Native American Nation is actively trying to change, the tribe is limiting 

its sovereignty.   

Under the principles of Nation Building, both approaches would be viable for 

American Indian communities depending on their needs and goals.  The very fact that the 

community is seeking change and working towards change, whether within or outside the 

current system, is an exercise of sovereignty.  In either case, elements of Nation Building 

can be used to promote and protect educational sovereignty no matter which form it may 

take within different American Indian communities. 

 

Promotion and Protection of Educational Sovereignty 

 

Education is the great equalizer in our society—knowledge is power as the 

community broadcast services on television proclaim.  There is a high and growing 
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dropout rate for Native high school students and very few have attended any form of 

post-high school education.  A lack of education can lead to crime and unemployment.  

Increased gang activity and narcotics are a direct result of the young members not being 

educated about the dangers of such activities.  Education also leads to better jobs, which 

will help reduce the staggering unemployment rates on some reservations.  High 

unemployment rates may also be linked to a lack of education—the community needs a 

skilled and educated work force.   

With these social issues in mind, it is not surprising that Native American Nations 

not only want to assert their sovereignty over education, but to promote and protect it 

once they have done so.  Many Nations started to do so with the drive for self-

determination in the 1960s and 1970s.  Effective leaders promoted educational change, 

which led to BIA schools offering classes in Native culture within a five-year period from 

1969-1974 (Henson 201).  In addition, many Nations asserted their sovereignty in the 

1960s and contracted educational services from the BIA leading to Navajo Nation’s 

taking control of Rough Rock School (McCarty 2002).  The Navajo Nation was then able 

to imprint their cultural values onto the school creating an educational cultural match 

between the school and the community, which gave legitimacy to the school within the 

community.  Dine’ College with an emphasis on Navajo language and culture was also 

founded during this period paving the way for the Tribal College (TCU) movement.  This 

movement led to the 1975 Indian Self-Determination and Educational Assistance Act, 

which empowered over 100 nations to create tribal education departments. 

Within a few short years, Native Nations were able to promote Educational 

sovereignty by asserting practical sovereignty (contracting schools and creating a Native 
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culture curriculum), creating capable governing institutions (tribal education offices and 

school administration), cultural match (curriculum changes and creation of Navajo 

Nation Rough Rock School stressing Navajo culture and curriculum), strategic 

orientation (developing plans to contract schools and creation of TCUs), and leadership 

(individuals and communities taking the lead and creating a new vision of the future 

through education). 

The above success illustrates the “just do it” mantra.  The most effective way to 

promote and protect educational sovereignty is to just do it.  Native American Nations 

always risk the chance of losing their sovereignty if they don’t exercise it, or at the very 

least having others making decisions for them, which amounts to the same thing.  The 

following discusses some examples of the five principles of nation building currently in 

use to promote and protect educational sovereignty. 

 

Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act of 1975 

Although previously mentioned briefly, this act gave Native Nations de jure 

sovereignty alongside de recto sovereignty that it could be argued all tribes possess.  As a 

result, tribes could now assert this sovereignty over matters of importance to the tribe and 

community, such as education.  The next step was to put this sovereignty into practice (de 

facto) and institute self-rule over education.  As a result of this act, tribes began creating 

tribal education departments (promoting educational sovereignty) and then contracting 

BIA schools and creating their own educational systems such as Rough Rock (protecting 

educational sovereignty).  This coupled with leadership led to the Tribal College 

movement, which both promoted and protected educational sovereignty by making 
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decisions concerning curriculum and values and then putting them into practice.  

Whenever tribal sovereignty of education is exercised, it can be argued that educational 

sovereignty is being promoted and protected. 

The creation of tribal education departments and development of educational 

institutions such as TCUs, applies the principle of capable governing institutions.  

Although many of these departments might answer to the tribal council, they are tasked 

with promoting and protecting educational sovereignty.  As long as the department can 

free itself of internal politics, operate as an independent entity, and take advantage of 

strong leadership, it should be successful. It will protect the day-to-day operations of 

tribal educational decisions, thus protecting educational sovereignty. 

  

Akwesasne Freedom School 

One of the best examples of the principle of cultural match being used to protect 

and promote educational sovereignty is the Akwesasne Freedom School.  This school has 

been operating for over 25 years providing Mohawk language education for all that time 

(Henson 2008, 206).  As an undergraduate, this writer conducted research there that 

examined the relatively new phenomenon of Native American language immersion 

programs.  The school is an assertion of sovereignty through its creation, but is most 

relevant for bringing Mohawk language, values, and ways of thinking into the classroom.  

Students, teachers, and community members are engaged in the education of their 

students because it has created a cultural match or put education into a context, which 

matches the thoughts, feelings, and worldview of the community.  An engaged 

community lends cultural legitimacy to the school.  Educational sovereignty is then 
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promoted through the school and the support of the community.  Educational sovereignty 

is protected by the continued operations of the school backed by community support. 

 

Hopi Nation Two-Plus-Two-Plus-Two Program 

The Two-Plus-Two-Plus-Two college transition program is a partnership between 

Hopi Jr./Sr. High School, Northland Pioneer College and Northern Arizona University 

that enrolls senior high school students in classes offering concurrent college level 

credits. Upon graduation from high school, students can earn up to 30 transferable credits 

to any accredited state college or university. The Program helps Hopi students attain 

advanced educational degrees and empowers them with technological and academic skills 

that they can bring back to the rural reservation (Henson 209-211).  

This is an example of promoting and protecting educational sovereignty through 

the nation building principle of strategic orientation.  Along with strong leadership and 

capable governing institutions, the Hopi Nation “made a commitment to enrich, 

strengthen, and encourage Hopi youth to fulfill their educational aspirations,” – 

promoting educational sovereignty – “with the understanding that investing in their 

children’s education was also an investment in the nation’s economy, social 

development, and ability to self-govern” (Henson 209-210) — protecting educational 

sovereignty. 

 

Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCU) 

Perhaps the best example of combining all of the principles of Nation Building to 

promote and protect educational sovereignty is the development of tribal colleges and 
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universities.  All principles of nation building were utilized when the first tribal college 

was founded in 1968 by the Navajo Nation, what is now called Dine’ College (Benham 

and Stein, 2003: 31), but perhaps no principle played a larger role than that of leadership.  

Educational leaders in an effort to promote educational sovereignty among the Navajo 

people shared a unified vision of educational sovereignty in the form of a tribal college.  

Through their understanding of the cultural needs, practices, and demands of the people, 

flexible and skilled leaders developed an institution that was not only a cultural match for 

the community, but also broke the status quo of the then current ineffective educational 

system.  Through their selfless acts, leaders were able to both promote and protect 

educational sovereignty by creating and then successfully maintaining the operation of 

Dine’ College.   

Many Nations have followed with the creation of their own tribal colleges.  There 

are over thirty tribal colleges today with many more in the planning.  Every time a 

community starts a TCU, they are utilizing all five principles to promote educational 

sovereignty.  Whenever a TCU is successful and maintains operations despite a lack of 

resources, funding, and staffing, educational sovereignty is being protected. 

 

The Next Step  

 

Deloria and Wildcat advocated for Nations to completely divest themselves of the 

imposed educational system and power structure of the United States—in essence, 

asserting their sovereignty.  True educational sovereignty could never be reached unless 

this was done, these scholars asserted.  Although this researcher doesn’t necessarily agree 
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with them, there is some logic to it.  How can educational sovereignty be promoted 

unless a nation has complete and total control of their educational system?  The fact that 

tribes are making their own decisions about education is educational sovereignty, even 

though outside influences may factor into those decisions.  As long as tribes keep making 

their own decisions, they are protecting educational sovereignty. 

If a tribe wants to further promote educational sovereignty, the best route to take 

may be that which the Ahtna Athabascan Village of Chickaloon is doing.  By utilizing the 

five principles of nation building, the Nation established the Ya Ne Dah Ah School 

(Henson 205).  Besides incorporating Ahtna language, values, and traditions into the 

curriculum, the school has freed itself from many outside influencing factors by being 

completely independent of any state or federal funding.  The Nation is protecting their 

educational sovereignty by relying on the five principles of nation building to free itself 

from outside influences.   

Despite this example, as long as a Nation has to go through an accreditation 

process set by federal or state standards, some educational decision-making will be out if 

their hands.  Utilizing principles of nation building, there is a movement to implement an 

Indigenous curriculum and accreditation standard.  An example is the World Indigenous 

Nations Higher Education Consortium (WINHEC).  WINHEC promotes educational 

sovereignty by supporting the educational goals of indigenous peoples including 

“creating an accreditation body for education initiatives and systems that identify 

common criteria, practices and principles by which Indigenous Peoples live” (Barnhardt 

in Warner and Gipp 61).  Many of the principles and goals of WINHEC match up with 

the principles of nation building, and by seeking accreditation through WINHEC, 
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educational sovereignty is being protected not just by the community, but also by an 

international organization. 

Whenever the five principles of Nation Building are employed in relationship to 

educational matters or issues within an indigenous community, de facto educational 

sovereignty is being promoted.  Whenever a Native Nation uses the principles of Nation 

Building implements educational programs, initiatives, or institutions, they protect and 

exert educational sovereignty.  The five principles of Nation Building represent effective 

decision-making within communities and are necessary to promote and protect 

educational sovereignty.  Without effective decision-making, there would be nothing to 

promote or protect.  All of this factors into Native American student success and is 

promoted in some degree by American Indian Studies Programs. 

 

American Indian Studies Programs 

 

Duane Champagne, former Director of American Indian Studies at UCLA, has 

argued that American Indian Studies Programs need to take a more active role in Native 

American student services (Champagne and Stauss 11). Although this is an area of debate 

within academic circles, the American Indian Studies Program (AIS) at the University of 

Arizona agrees with this sentiment and actively seeks ways to become involved with 

Native American student services and retention.  In particular, AIS at the University of 

Arizona recognizes a need for improved American Indian Graduate student retention—

not only for this program, but for all Native American graduate and professional students 

across campus.  
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In its previous Academic Program Review (APR) self-study, AIS stated that a 

program goal is to “provide services to Indian students from across the campus” (Fox 

2002, 90).  AIS has demonstrated a commitment to “meeting the needs of Indian students 

across campus, regardless of their academic interests” (Fox 2002, 95).  The rationale is 

that both graduate and undergraduate students can benefit “from separate cultural and 

academic activities when they are brought together in meaningful ways” (Fox 2002, 95).   

AIS programs are by their very nature, an embodiment of all the factors and 

ideologies necessary to promote Native American student success in higher education 

and in graduate studies.  This includes success at the Doctoral level which will be 

discussed in following chapters. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION 

 

This chapter contains a detailed description of the methods used to collect and 

analyze data for this research.  The process may not be considered conventional in that 

the research does not fit distinctly into the qualitative or quantitative research categories.  

This dissertation could best be described as a hybrid or mixed methods research 

methodology in that much of the data collected was based on quantitative methods, yet 

much of the analysis relies heavily upon empirical generalizations based on qualitative 

filters.  

 

Road Map 

 

 This chapter begins with a brief examination of quantitative and qualitative 

research including definitions and characteristics.  This also includes a discussion 

concerning empirical generalizations as a theoretical framework and cautions regarding 

the predispositions of the researcher.  The next section looks at Native American 

enrollment in higher education at both the undergraduate and graduate student levels.  An 

in-depth discussion of Native American graduate student enrollment takes place in the 

following chapter.  Demographics and general issues regarding the reliability of the data 

are presented and then explored based on several factors such as federal reporting 

requirements and the invisibility of Native Americans in higher education research.  

Examples and illustrations are highlighted using enrollment and retention data for 

colleges and universities in the PAC-12.   
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 The last section of this chapter delves into data collection used in the last two 

chapters as it pertains to Native American student success in American Indian Studies 

graduate student programs.  This includes reasons for choosing graduate programs and 

case studies, as well as addressing ethical considerations and limitations of the research. 

 

Research Design 

 

 Quantitative and qualitative modes of inquiry share some similar characteristics.  

They both “state a purpose, pose a problem or raise a question, define a research 

population, select research methods, develop a time frame, collect and analyze data, and 

present outcomes” (Glesne 4).  Quantitative research is meant to provide explanations for 

certain social phenomenon by creating predictions based on generalizations.  Quantitative 

approaches “generally begin with a theory about the phenomena in question” (Glesne 4).   

These theories are then tested by collecting data that is designed to be objective and to 

“keep the researcher removed from the subjects as to avoid influencing behavior and 

responses” (Glesne 4).  Finally, “data are reduced to numerical indices or quantifiable 

bits of information, which are analyzed statistically in order to make generalizations from 

the study group to other persons or places” (Glesne 4). 

 Qualitative research, on the other hand, espouses the notion that the world is 

holistic and complex and therefore cannot easily be reduced into quantifiable information 

or numbers.  Qualitative research is “pragmatic, interpretative, and grounded in the lived 

experiences of people” (Marshall and Rossman 2).  In other words, it takes a much 

broader view of social phenomena and tries to provide a context of the research.  In 
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particular, the role and identity of the researcher is acknowledged and in some way 

“shapes the study” (Marshall and Rossman 2-3).  Glesne (5) provides a brief chart of 

predispositions of quantitative and qualitative approaches to research: 

 

Table 1: Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches
Quantitative Approach Qualitative Approach 

Assumptions 

 Social Factors have an objective reality 

 Variables can be identified and 

relationships measured 

Assumptions 

 Reality is socially constructed 

 Variables are complex, interwoven, and 

difficult to measure 

Research Purposes 

 Generalizability 

 Causal explanations 

 Prediction 

Research Purposes 

 Contextualization 

 Understanding 

 Interpretation 

Research Approach 

 Begins with hypotheses and theory 

 Uses formal instruments 

 Component analysis 

 Reduces data to numerical indices 

Research Approach 

 May result in hypotheses and theory 

 Researcher as instrument 

 Searches for patterns 

 Makes minor use of numerical indices 

Researcher Role 

 Detachment 

 Objective Portrayal 

Researcher Role 

 Personal involvement 

 Empathic understanding 

 

Based on the chart, the research conducted for this project could best be described as a 

hybrid of the two methodologies.  

The researcher here uses various components of each.  The primary form of data 

collection is intense empirical research, which is considered quantitative in nature.  Data 

is collected and reduced to numerical indices.  However, there is considerable 

contextualization and interpretation by the researcher that takes place in the course of 

data collection.  By its very nature, this is considered qualitative since the researcher is 

acting as an instrument with a subjective understanding of the issues and data.   
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Theoretical Frameworks 

 

Due to the mixed method approach, this study lends itself to the theoretical 

framework of empirical generalizations or substantive theories.  Empirical 

generalizations are outcomes from related studies and “mainly function[s] to raise 

questions or provide rationale for new studies, and to compare and contrast with study 

findings” (Glesne 28).  They are found in both quantitative and qualitative research and 

are often used to “help form initial questions and working hypotheses during the 

beginning stages of data collection” (Glesne 29). 

The dualistic nature of this research containing components of both quantitative 

and qualitative approaches is emblematic of research in American Indian higher 

education, especially at the graduate school level.  Over the past twenty years, there have 

only been eight dissertations, two essays, and six articles (Brayboy 2012, 73) pertaining 

to American Indian graduate education.  Four of these resources were based on empirical 

studies while eight were qualitative and three were quantitative, all contained small 

samples (Brayboy 2012, 73).  The scarcity of research and data has led to the invisibility 

of Native American students in higher education, which is even more pronounced at the 

graduate studies level. 

Information on Native Americans in higher education is hard to find because, 

frankly, there just is not that much of it.  Even data that should be readily available is 

unreported or relegated to an “asterisk” signifying the invisibility of Native Americans in 

the research. (Shotton, et. al. 2013).  Native Americans are “often excluded from 

institutional data and reporting, omitted from the curriculum, absent from the research 
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and literature, and virtually written out of the higher education story” (Shotton, et. al. 2).  

Data on Native American students are often not reported or even addressed in 

quantitative research due to the small numbers, resulting in the “American Indian 

research asterisk” (Shotton, et. al. 2), which reduces Native American students in higher 

education to statistical irrelevancy.   

This “asterisk” becomes magnified for Native American graduate students where 

the numbers are even smaller.   For example, this researcher was told by a University 

reference librarian that some of the data sought was intentionally unpublished due to 

FERPA (Federal Education Rights Protection Act) rules.  The numbers of enrolled Native 

American graduate students are so low, that in some cases there were only one or two 

students in any given program.  Everyone would be able to determine who these students 

are if the data was published, violating their privacy rights and federal law. 

The need for more data and information was expressed over ten years ago in 

“Serving Native American Nations” (Fox, et al. 2005).  It is important to learn about the 

Native American experience in higher education in order dispel stereotypes and glean the 

truth about the “diverse and complex nature of the Native American experience in higher 

education in the United States” (Barr in Fox, et. al. 1).  A lack of knowledge about Native 

Americans in higher education is harmful to “Native American students, parents, and 

nations” (Fox, et. al. 95) and the campus communities at large because it has a “negative 

effect on the experiences and success” (Fox, et. al. 95) of Native American students. 

In the larger theoretical framework, educational success is intrinsically 

intertwined with tribal sovereignty and native nation building.  Educational success is a 

“necessary (though not sufficient) element of successful nation building” (Brayboy 2012, 
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27).  Likewise, tribal sovereignty is an elemental component of “work with Native 

American students, staff, faculty and tribal nations” (Fox, et. al. 96).  Additional research 

about the success of Native American students must be conducted in “ways that are 

culturally appropriate and respectful of tribal sovereignty” (Fox, et. al. 97).  Furthermore 

in order to promote Native American student success in higher education and graduate 

studies, institutions need to “develop a deeper understanding of tribal sovereignty, self-

determination, nation building, and Indigenous knowledge systems” (Shotton, et. al. 17).  

Educational sovereignty is the embodiment of all these themes and helps explain how 

American Indian/Native American Studies Graduate Programs attempt to promote Native 

American student success. 

 

Data Collection 

 

Data collection took place in several phases. The first phase was the literature 

review followed by intense data mining to find information on Native American students 

in higher education focusing on Native American students in the PAC-12 and including 

Northern Arizona University to provide a comparable sample to the two other state 

schools in Arizona: Arizona State University and the University of Arizona.  The final 

stage consisted of finding enrollment and graduation data for American Indian Studies 

Graduate Programs, which is further discussed in the next section. 

Originally the researcher was focusing on first year retention rates for Native 

American students due to his background and involvement in the First Year Scholars 

Program at the University of Arizona. The First-Year Scholars Program (FYSP) is a 



68 
 

 

freshmen retention program for Native American students who are seeking opportunities 

for lasting campus connections whether it is in the classroom, residence hall, or the 

surrounding Tucson community.  It is designed to increase the retention rates of freshmen 

Native American students at the university by providing academic, social, and cultural 

activities that allow students to learn tools and access resources that can contribute to 

their overall academic excellence and success in college. 

 Upon first examination, the retention and recruitment rates for UA were 

disturbing  

Figure 1: First-Year Retention Rates, University of Arizona 

Source: (http://ir.uair.arizona.edu/) 

 

 

This researcher first looked at this data in 2009 and noticed that at 67.7%, Native 

American retention levels at UA were lower than the university average of 77%.  The 

http://ir.uair.arizona.edu/
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first year retention rate for Native American students at UA for the past three years are 

75.7% for 2013, 78.2% for 2012, and 67.5% for 2011 

(http://ir.uair.arizona.edu/files/Student_Demo/Compendium/FR_FTFT_NA_Table.pdf).  

Natural curiosity led to a further investigation of how similar institutions are faring in 

regards to retention and graduation levels. 

The University of Arizona (UA) along with Arizona State University (ASU) are 

members of the PAC-12 Conference.  The PAC-12 is an athletic conference containing 

schools with mostly similar academic and achievement levels. The Universities within 

the PAC-12 are in a unique position when it comes to Native American students because 

the member schools are located in the states that boast the largest Native American 

population, and many of them are located near several reservations.  Some of these 

universities enroll large Native American student populations and have publicly stated 

commitments to Native American education and communities. 

This should be of particular interest to members of the PAC-12, which actively 

recruit Native American students to their large public four-year institutions and have 

created retention programs aimed directly at Native American students.  Public 

institutions enroll 80% of all full-time Native students in colleges and universities 

(Shotton et al. 5). 

Northern Arizona University (NAU) was added later to establish a baseline for 

public institutions within the state of Arizona.  The state of Arizona has three main public 

universities serving the majority of higher education needs within the state.  Since the 

Arizona Board of Regents oversees educational and retention efforts at all three 

universities, it only seemed natural to include Northern Arizona University to provide a 

http://ir.uair.arizona.edu/files/Student_Demo/Compendium/FR_FTFT_NA_Table.pdf
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comparison with the UA and ASU and because statewide organizations and agencies, 

including the twenty-two federally recognized tribes of Arizona, commit resources to all 

three institutions. 

 

Native American Students in Higher Education 

 

Native American communities want their students to go to college.  Many tribal 

governments have developed education offices that help finance and support students 

while they are away at school.  Native Nations offer scholarships and liaison officers 

from Native communities that regularly visit and meet with students.  The expectations of 

these communities, however, are what programs are best for the community rather than 

for individuals.  Since poverty and unemployment are major challenge on many 

reservations, considerable resources are directed towards vocational and economic 

development programs.  Many Native American communities consider it a success if a 

student just makes it to college, even if that student doesn’t complete their program and 

graduate.  In some places, less than 7% of Native students who begin high school end up 

graduating from college.  

Unfortunately, institutions of higher education tend to define success differently 

than Native American communities.  A “bottom-line” definition of success has been 

adopted that looks primarily at enrollment totals and graduation rates. The second phase 

of the research was to simply try to find enrollment and graduation data for Native 

American students in higher education.   
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 Native American enrollment in higher education has steadily increased over the 

past 30 years (Brayboy 2012, 53), but is still the lowest of all populations (Shotton, et al. 

5).  Overall, Native Americans constitute less than 1% of the students at undergraduate 

institutions (Aud,et al., 2011).   

Table 2: Enrollment Rates Ages 18-24 by Race/Ethnicity 

Source: NCES (2005, cited in Brayboy 2012, 54) 

 

Among 18-24 year olds, often considered the “traditional” college age of students in 

higher education, Native Americans fall well below the average of most groups. Only 

26% of traditional-aged Native American students were enrolled in higher education 

programs compared to 37% of the total population. 

 Native American students are still the least likely to enroll in higher education, let 

alone graduate within six years.  Even though the number of degrees awarded to Native 

American have increased at all levels, “Native Americans still account for a small 

percentage of the total number of degrees conferred annually” (Shotton et al. 7). 

Table 3: Six-Year Graduation Rate by Race/Ethnicity 

Source: Aud et al. 2011 

 

Race/Ethnicity Ages 18-24 Enrollment Rate 

All Students 37% 

American Indian/Alaska Native 26% 

Latino/Latina 24% 

African American 33% 

Asian American 58% 

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 39% 

White 41% 

Race/Ethnicity Six-Year Graduation Rate 

American Indian/Alaska Native 38.3% 

Hispanic 48.9% 

African American 40.1% 

Asian American/Pacific Islander 67.1% 

White 60.2% 
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The six-year graduation rate of 38.3% for American Indian students is the lowest of all 

groups and well below the national average of 57.2% (Aud, et al. 2011).  The six-year or 

150% graduation rate is an important indicator for schools and is a reporting requirement 

for the National Center for Educational Statistics. 

 

National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) 

 

 The NCES is the primary federal entity responsible for collecting and analyzing 

data related to education.  NCES is located within the U.S. Department of Education and 

the Institute of Education Sciences and fulfills a Congressional mandate to “collect, 

collate, analyze, and report complete statistics on the condition of American education; 

conduct and publish reports; and review and report on education activities 

internationally” (http://nces.ed.gov/).   

A vital component of NCES is the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 

System (IPEDS) which “gathers information from every college, university, and technical 

and vocational institution that participates in the federal student financial aid programs” 

(http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/).  Institutions that participate in federal financial aid programs 

are required by the amended Higher Education Act of 1965 to “report data on 

enrollments, program completions, graduation rates, faculty and staff, finances, 

institutional prices, and student financial aid” (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/about/).  This 

information is available to students and parents and in conjunction with the Student Right 

to Know Act, is supposed to be readily available to the public on the institutions 

websites. 

http://nces.ed.gov/
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/about/
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The following data was sought for undergraduates: Native American student 

enrollment, Native American first time freshman enrollment, Native American first year 

student retention rates (persistence), and the 150% (6 year) graduation rates for Native 

American students.  Schools are required to report the 150% graduation rate and overall 

enrollment numbers to the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES).   

 

The Trouble with Tribbles (RIP Leonard Nimoy) 

 

Initially, this researcher sought general data was from the National Center for 

Educational Statistics (NCES).  Schools and universities are required under the Higher 

Education and Student Right to Know Acts to report and make available this data for 

undergraduates, so it should have been fairly easy to find. However, this was not exactly 

the case. It is up to individual institutions to track freshman retention rates, which appears 

to be the single most determining factor on student persistence.  If a student continues to 

sophomore year, the odds increase dramatically that the same student will graduate 

within a six-year period. 

The PAC-12 conference consists of the following twelve schools: 

1. Arizona State University (ASU) 

2. Oregon State University (OSU) 

3. Stanford University (STAN) 

4. University of Arizona (UA) 

5. University of California-Berkeley (CAL) 

6. University of California-Los Angeles (UCLA)) 

7. University of Colorado at Boulder (CU) 

8. University of Oregon (OU) 

9. University of Southern California (USC) 

10. The University of Utah (UTAH) 

11. University of Washington (UW 

12. Washington State University (WSU) 
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With the exception of Stanford and the University of Southern California, these schools 

are large, public institutions.  Although the PAC-12 is an athletic designation to group 

these schools together, all twelve have a strong academic background and are among the 

finest institutions in the country. The conference changed its name from the PAC-10 to 

the PAC-12 in the 2011-2012 academic calendar year when the University of Utah and 

the University of Colorado joined.  

The following table examines the Fall enrollments of Native American students at 

the PAC-12 schools based on IPEDS data found on the NCES website. 

 

Table 4: IPEDS Native Student Enrollment for PAC-12 Schools 

Institution – Fall Enrollment on IPEDS 2013 2012 2011 2010 

Arizona State University (ASU) 641 1184 1323 1372 

Oregon State University (OSU) 184 213 248 255 

Stanford University (STAN) 88 95 86 100 

University of Arizona (UA) 547 510 486 475 

University of California-Berkley (CAL) 85 129 141 184 

University of California-Los Angeles (UCLA) 58 76 86 122 

University of Colorado Boulder (CU) 117 170 192 227 

University of Oregon (UO) 147 169 188 221 

University of Southern California (USC) 75 85 77 66 

University of Utah (UTAH) 150 171 180 182 

University of Washington (UW) 283 363 546 531 

Washington State University (WSU) 164 182 243 280 

Source: (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/Data.aspx) 

 

Since institutions self-report data, the potential for inconsistent reporting is a serious 

concern.  In addition, reporting parameters have changed periodically. 

Upon visiting the NCES website, this researcher realized that the numbers did not 

look quite right.  Having an extensive background with the Native American student 

population at the University of Arizona, the researcher compared the reported enrollment 

data from the office of institutional research at each university with that provided IPEDS. 

http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/Data.aspx
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Table 5: Comparison of IPEDS and Institutional Reported Enrollment in Arizona 

Arizona Institution  2013 2012 2011 2010 

Arizona State University (ASU)     

IPEDS 641 1184 1321 1372 

ASU website (http://uoia.asu.edu/) 1155 1184 1323 1372 

     

Northern Arizona University (NAU)     

IPEDS 871 984 1077 1213 

NAU website (http://www4.nau.edu/pair) 871 985 1077 1214 

     

University of Arizona (UA)     

IPEDS 475 486 510 547 

UA website (http://oirps.arizona.edu/) 1139 1097 1115 1153 

 

 

In some cases, the numbers match perfectly between IPEDS and intuitional research 

reporting.  However, a quick observation of the IPEDS data next to institutionally 

reported enrollment numbers raises a few concerns. 

 Minor inconsistencies such as a difference of 1323 and 1321 for 2011 enrollment 

of Native American students at ASU, can be explained by reporting date.  The federal 

standard is to report enrollment numbers on the 21
st
 day of the semester.  However, 

individual schools may have a different date marker in order to report internal enrollment.  

For example, many schools use the 45
th

 day of the academic semester for reporting 

enrollment.  Not only could this vary by institution, but by state standards as well. 

 An example of this would be a mandated change in reporting data by NCES.  One 

such case happened in 2009 when the way in which Native Hawaiians were reported 

changed.  Native Hawaiians were considered “American Indian” for most school 

reporting structures.  In 2009, NCES re-classified Native Hawaiians as “Pacific Islander.”  
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In states such as California that have a large Native Hawaiian population, this could 

drastically alter enrollment numbers.  USC went from 226 Native American students in 

2009, to 66 Native American students in 2010.  Some states had already been reporting 

this way prior to 2009. 

 Related to the issue with Native Hawaiians, the biggest reason for inconsistent 

enrollment numbers are the categories created by NCES.  One category of particular 

concern is “multi-ethnic/two or more races.”  This is where the Native American 

enrollment discrepancies at the University of Arizona are explained.  The IPEDS and 

institutional research numbers are drastically different for UA.  In 2013, IPEDS reported 

475 enrolled Native American students while the UA reported 1139 enrolled students.  

IPEDS only allows a student to be reported in one category.  For example, if a student is 

Hispanic and White, and the student chooses to self-identify as “two or more races,” that 

is the only classification that appears. 

 Without getting into the historical, political, and social contexts, many Native 

Americans report as “two or more races.”  Rigid reporting categories that only allow a 

student to fall into one category, causes the Native American enrollment numbers to 

appear dramatically lower.  Half the population becomes “invisible” to federal eyes.  

Other than the injustice of these students not being “counted,” NCES uses these numbers 

as the basis for allocating federal financial aid programs.  The net result is that Native 

American students are not getting their fair share of federal support and funding.  UA has 

decided to account for this discrepancy by asking students to self-report the breakdown of 

the “two or more races” category.  This has de facto assisted other populations on campus 

that may have been underreported as well.  The College Boards (SAT exams, for 
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example.) are also currently investigating this reporting discrepancy as well (conversation 

with Karen Francis Begay, Assistant Vice President of Tribal Affairs and former Board 

member for the College Boards).   

 NCES has also changed programs and reporting methods over time as well.  Data 

prior to 2010 is kept in a separate data base.  In addition, data prior to 2007 is also kept in 

a separate data base.  In essence, the IPEDS system on NCES contains three separate data 

bases: 2010-2013, 2007-2009, and prior to 2007.  The natural lag of reporting and data 

collection means that enrollment numbers about a year behind.  These three data bases 

also use different categories, so some data is not available for all schools.  For example, 

ASU Native American student enrollment for Fall 2009 is listed as “N/A” 

(nces.ed.gov/ipeds), which is the main reason only enrollment data since 2010 was used 

for the undergraduate portion of this research. 

 

Native American Enrollment and Persistence in the PAC-12 

 

With over 4000 Native American students on these campuses, universities 

associated with the PAC 12 have a responsibility to improve Native American retention.  

Several institutions within the PAC-12 have expressed commitment to Native American 

students and continue to support Native American populations in the school services 

areas.  

With the issues discussed concerning NCES and IPEDS, data obtained directly 

from the school or school websites are used as primary sources.  This however, proved to 

be problematic also.  Although 2013-2014 data was available for many of the schools, 
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several still had previous year data posted or older.  Some schools do not make this 

information very easy to find despite the Student Right to Know Act, which is supposed 

to make the data available to students and the public.   

The following is the chart put together after researching the data at each school.  

The categories are Native American student enrollment (Enrollment), Native American 

Freshman enrollment (Freshman), Native American First Year student retention (1st Yr 

Retention), and the 150% or six-year graduation rates (Grad Rates). 

 

Table 6: PAC-12 Native American Enrollment, Persistence, and Graduation Rates 

Institutional Data  Total 1
st
 Year 

Student 

Persist. 

Rate 

Grad 

Rate (6 

yr) 

Arizona State University (ASU) 1155 126 71.4% 27.1% 

Oregon State University (OSU) 172 16 81.3% 55.2% 

Stanford University (STAN) 247 17 90% 90% 

University of Arizona (UA) 1201 191 75.7% 43.7% 

University of California-Berkley (CAL) 284 42 94.1% 78.6% 

University of California-Los Angeles (UCLA) 221 26 100% 90.91% 

University of Colorado Boulder (CU) 389 79 78% 46% 

University of Oregon (UO) 147 23 80% 55.3% 

University of Southern California (USC) 84 6 ? 62% 

University of Utah (Utah) 126 12 65.7% 61.7% 

University of Washington (UW) 304 41 70-79% 65-69% 

Washington State University (WSU) 164 26 81.6% 77% 

TOTAL 4432    

 

To this researcher’s recollection, a chart like this has been put together before so 

that these schools could be compared and analyzed, although this is a possible feature in 

the new IPEDS data system on NCES.  This chart is more accurate based on the issues 

involved with IPEDS previously discussed.   

Some school information was very easy to find such as UA and ASU, which has 

all of their data listed under Institutional Research.  Other schools had the data buried 

under layers of websites or data sets, and frankly took a long time to locate.  In hindsight, 
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this researcher wished that he had not taken on these twelve schools because the data 

reporting is very inconsistent and extremely hard to find in some cases.   

The following process was used to mine for data: 

 

1. Data provided through the University on an institutional research page. 

2. Common Data Set - only contains enrollment data for Native students. 

3. IPEDS –issues already discussed pertaining to this and the inconsistency of 

NCES. 

4. Search for any articles or reports discussing the data, such as diversity reports. 

5. Directly contact the schools-this worked for Stanford, but did not work well 

for USC. 

6. Use the most recent data available-USC is the only school that this applies to.  

2011 data is used to compute the graduation rate. 

 

One school, USC, provided very little of the data sought, but stated more was 

available upon request.  It was; however, not very clear how to go about requesting the 

data or whom to contact to get it.  Needless to say, this is the only school for which 

accurate data could not be obtained.  This researcher has been waiting for over three 

years to receive this information.  This search took many hours of time and energy that 

ultimately lead only to dead ends. There is not a standard reporting procedure, but it 

appears that this has affected the California schools the most, particularly noticeable with 

Stanford and USC.  It is worth looking into for future research whether this is a 
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byproduct of the state of California policies or the more likely possibility, that private 

institutions are reluctant to follow the same rules as public institutions.   

 The challenge revealed in the data collection attempt is that only enrollment data 

was relatively easy to find. A couple clicks were required on some of the school websites 

or an additional search on the institution’s diversity pages found the data.  Until some 

consistency is in place, researchers need to be wary of taking on too much at once. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

 These numbers are very fascinating and compelling.  First of all the schools 

combined to account for over 4000 Native American students enrolled in the PAC 12.  In 

addition, retention and graduation rates paint an interesting picture when it comes to 

Native American student success.  

Although each school is not analyzed in a detailed case study here, it could be 

useful tool when explaining the data set collected.  This also could be a source of future 

research as a separate research paper could easily be written on each school.  Case studies 

will be used when analyzing the American Indian Studies PhD programs in the last 

chapter and will be discussed in more detail in the next section of this chapter.  

 Next, Native American student support programs and resources at each of these 

schools were examined to see if there is a correspondence between services provided and 

educational success rates.  This also turned out to be harder than expected due to 

discrepancies in institutional websites.  Almost all of the schools have some sort of 

American Indian Studies Department and some sort of American Indian Student Support 
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Services Program, but the details are not provided on all of the school websites.  Chapter 

four will discuss the connection between American Indian Studies Programs and Native 

American student support programs. 

 The first observable fact regardless of whether the IPEDS or institutional 

enrollment charts are used is the general downward trend of enrollment of Native 

American students across the board at PAC-12 schools.  In less than three years, total 

enrollment has dropped from well over 5000, to just under 4500.  That is a fairly 

significant drop of ten percent.  There are several possible explanations, but reporting 

guidelines and the growth of Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) are the most likely. 

Schools with the lowest first year Native American student retention rates 

(persistence) also have the lowest graduation rates.  This may well be the truest indicator 

of student success.  In addition, bigger does not mean better. The schools with the largest 

Native American enrollment also have the lowest graduation rates, although these rates 

have shown an upward trend.  One reason may be first year retention programs designed 

specifically for Native American students. 

 

The University of Arizona (UA) – The numbers for the University of Arizona and 

Arizona State are almost identical.  They also have the largest Native American student 

enrollments on their campuses.  This is most likely because the state of Arizona has the 

largest Native American population in the country and some of the largest reservations in 

the country as well.  In addition, there is not much competition for students since there 

really are only three choices if a student is looking for a four-year state university to 

attend in Arizona – UA, ASU, and Northern Arizona University (NAU). 
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The University of Arizona is in a unique position when it comes to Native 

American students.  It is located in the state with the largest Native American population 

and is located within an hour’s drive of three separate reservations.  The University also 

boasts one of the largest Native American student populations in the country and has 

publicly stated its commitment to Native American education and communities. 

The First Year Scholars Program (FYSP) at the University of Arizona is a “Living 

and Learning Community” in which FYSP students receive cultural and academic 

support from NASA; academic support in the form of courses in common where students 

enroll together in a cohort; access to peer mentors specifically assigned to the program; 

residential living in common (a wing in one of the residence halls) with dedicated 

resident assistants); and two 1-unit student success courses, AIS 197A (Fall) and AIS 

197B (Spring).  The purpose of the course is to help the First Year Scholar Program 

participants build a foundation for success in their academic work by providing a 

structured location that meets on a weekly basis so that students can learn academic 

success strategies through workshops, presentations, and self-reflection. 

Until 2010, the FYSP had been run through the Native American Student Affairs 

office (NASA).  It was then moved under the umbrella of MERITS (Maximum 

Educational Results in Two Semesters), which in turn is located in the Transitions Office 

of Student Affairs.  This program later morphed into the PRODIGY Program and 

eventually ceased to exist altogether, although components of the program continued to 

operate independently such as the AIS 197 course sequence taught by the American 

Indian Studies Program.  In 2014, a newly hired Director of NASA in collaboration with 
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the Department of Residence Life re-established residential living component and is in 

negotiations with Student Affairs to re-incorporate other components of the FYSP. 

The ultimate goal of the FYSP is to increase Native American student retention at 

the University of Arizona.  In this regard, the program has experienced a modicum of 

success.  Students in the FYSP have a slightly higher retention rate than similar first year 

Native Americans who are not in the program—roughly 9% or approximately 2 students.  

The average retention rate for Native American students at the University of Arizona is 

now about 75%, whereas the FYSP is over 80%.  This is up significantly from past years 

by about 10%. 

Figure 2: First Year Retention Native American Retention Rates at the UA 

 
 Source: http://oirps.arizona.edu/ 
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 As previously stated, the national retention level for Native American students in 

higher education is about 54% (Guillory, 2008).  Although the University of Arizona far 

surpasses the national retention rates, these rates are still well below other represented 

student groups on campus and at the bottom of the PAC-12. The continued climb in first 

year student retention of Native American students at the University of Arizona may be 

attributed to the success of programs such as the First Year Scholars Program.  With over 

1200 Native American students on campus, the University’s expressed commitment to 

Native American students, and the continued support of Arizona’s Native American 

population (largest in the country), the UA has a responsibility and the potential to 

improve Native American retention. 

 

 Arizona State University (ASU) – ASU has very similar statistics to UA.  This is 

also disappointing for the same reasons that it is disappointing for the UA—it’s just not 

good enough and it is letting down the Native American communities within the state.  

Like UA, ASU’s first year Native American retention rates are well below the school 

average and historically the lowest at the school: 

 

 Table 7: Minority First Year Persistence at Arizona State University

 
Source: http://uoia.asu.edu/ 
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 What makes these numbers all the more disappointing is that on the surface it 

appears that ASU has the most student services and resources available to students in 

campus.  There is a comprehensive thirty-five page American Indian Student Resource 

Guide that provides access to academic, financial, personal, and cultural support 

networks on campus (https://aisss.asu.edu/).  There is no evidence that such a thorough 

guide is available at any of the other schools within the PAC-12.  In addition, there are 

four dedicated undergraduate academic advisors and several undergraduate and graduate 

programs designed specifically for retention and graduation.  It’s disturbing to think that 

less than half of the Native American students that attend UA and ASU (43.7% and 

27.1% respectively) end up graduating within 6 years.  That is a genuine disservice to the 

state and the Native American communities in Arizona. 

 

University of California-Berkeley (Cal) , University of Southern California 

(USC), University of California-Los Angeles (UCLA), and Stanford University (SU) – 

The California schools are treated together in this analysis, because for the most part, 

they are the schools achieving the most success with Native American students.  With the 

exception of USC (data incomplete), all of the California schools in the PAC 12 have a 

first year Native American student retention rate of over 90%.  UCLA’s number might be 

a bit misleading since they have such a small enrollment of first-time first-year students 

(26), but previous years also show that they average around 90% retention.   

 Although their enrollment numbers are generally lower than the other PAC 12 

schools, the California schools seem to be better meeting the needs of their Native 

American students. 
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All the California schools seem to be dealing with reporting issues as well.  California 

schools have a large Native Hawaiian student enrollment (detracting from Native 

American enrollment numbers—no longer counted together, see previous discussion).  

Across the board, their Native American enrollment numbers are down.   

Even with smaller enrollments, California schools in the PAC-12 seem to be 

doing a much better job of serving Native American student populations.  Part of the 

reason may be that the California schools collectively have a much more competitive 

admissions process than other PAC-12 schools.  The fact that they are tougher to get into 

could mean that the students that do get in are better prepared to do well once they arrive 

on campus. 

 

University of Oregon (UO) and Oregon State University (OSU) – Just like the 

California schools, Oregon schools are lumped together based on their similar numbers 

concerning Native American students.  What is confusing about these schools is that 

despite their relatively high Native American first year retention rates (OU – 80%, OSU – 

81.3%), their Native American graduation rates are very low (OU – 55.3%, OSU – 

55.2%).  It would be worth further study to determine the causes of the relatively low 

graduation rates.  Based on the first year retention rates, the graduation rates should be 

much higher.  In fact, only the Arizona schools are lower.  Here are the historical first 

year retention rates for each school: 
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Table 8: N.A. First Year Retention and Graduation Rates at Oregon and OSU 
Oregon 

AI/AN 

1
st
 Year 

Retention 

Six Year 

Grad.  Rate 

 Oregon St.  

AI/NA 

1
st
 Year 

Retention 

Six Year 

Grad. Rate 

2002 71.4% 54.3%  2002 66.7% 42.4% 

2003 64.3% 46.4%  2003 69.2% 53.8% 

2004 87.5% 68.8%  2004 71.8% 43.6% 

2005 80.0% 68.6%  2005 71.8% 51.3% 

2006 80.4% 52.2%  2006 81.8% 54.5% 

2007 76.3% 55.3%  2007 69.0% 55.2% 

2008 85.7%   2008 81.0%  

2009 78.3%   2009 65.9%  

2010 63.2%   2010 77.8%  

2011 70.0%   2011 65.6%  

2012 80.0%   2012 81.3%  

Source: http://ir.uoregon.edu/   Source: http://oregonstate.edu/admin/aa/ir/ 

 

As can be seen by the data, the retention levels have been fairly consistent and 

comparable for First Year Native American students.  The services provided at these two 

schools seem to be fairly similar as well.  The correlation or lack of correlation, between 

first year Native American retention rates and Native American graduation rates is still 

puzzling.  The plausible explanation is that there is some outside force applying pressure 

to Native Communities somehow preventing students from seeing school through to the 

end or graduating in a timely manner—perhaps economic considerations?  This is 

definitely a topic to look into further at a later date. 

 

University of Washington (UW) and Washington State University (WSU) – The 

two Washington schools are together based on the same premises that the other schools in 

the PAC-12 are grouped together.  The data for Native American students at these two 

schools are very comparable.  While first year Native American retention rates are similar 

to the Oregon schools (UW – 70-79%, WSU – 81.6% vs. UO – 80.0%, OSU – 81.3%), 

the Washington schools experience a relatively higher graduation rate for Native 

http://ir.uoregon.edu/
http://oregonstate.edu/admin/aa/ir/
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American students (UW – 65-69%,  WSU – 77% vs. UO – 55.3%, OSU – 55.2%).  This 

would seem to suggest that the phenomenon producing low graduation rates despite high 

first year retention rates for Native American students could be an issue within states as 

opposed to a regional issue affecting Native communities in the Northwest.  A regional 

study looking at the four schools (OU, OSU, UW, WSU) would be a fascinating topic 

that should be further researched. 

 

 University of Colorado at Boulder (CU) and The University of Utah (Utah) – 

These are the two newcomers to the conference.  The addition of these two universities 

has led to the new name change from PAC-10 to PAC-12.  Both of these schools have a 

strong commitment to Native American student success, but have somewhat varying total 

Native American enrollment (CU – 389, Utah – 126) and first year retention and 

graduation rates for Native American students.  The first year student retention rates for 

Native Americans are CU – 78% and Utah – 65.7% while Native American graduation 

rates are 46% and 61.7% respectively.  The CU graduation rate has trended down since 

2010 when it was 53% (http://www.colorado.edu/news/facts) while Utah has trended up 

since 2010 when it was 50.0% (http://www.obia.utah.edu/). 

At the very least, all of these schools in the PAC-12 should communicate and 

share best practices for the sake of the over 4000 Native American students enrolled in 

these universities.  Each of the PAC-12 schools has a myriad of resources for Native 

American students, yet some of the schools are experiencing vastly superior retention and 

graduation rates. But despite large Native American enrollment numbers, the University 

of Arizona and Arizona State University have the worst retention and graduation rates of 

http://www.colorado.edu/news/facts
http://www.obia.utah.edu/
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Native American students.  The underlying message is that bigger, is not necessarily 

better. 

The California schools are clearly a step above the rest of the universities in the 

PAC-12 in terms of statistics, but almost half of all the Native American students 

enrolled in PAC-12 institutions reside in the state of Arizona with the University of 

Arizona and Arizona State University.  It is time for these two schools to step up and take 

a more proactive leadership role in the improvement of Native American student 

retention and graduation rates on their respective campuses.  

 

Taking the Next Step  

 

The previous data on the PAC-12 schools provides a guideline and foundation for 

data collection in the rest of the dissertation. The next phase is to locate somewhat similar 

data that focuses on enrollment and graduation for Native American graduate students.  It 

proved easier to find data for students in American Indian Studies graduate programs due 

to the higher percentage of Native American students enrolled in these programs.  

However, even that proved problematic at times since not all institutions are as 

forthcoming with student data.  General information about American Indian Studies 

programs was also collected during this phase. 

There are over 150 undergraduate Native American Studies programs in North 

America with around 30 Masters level programs (MA) 

(https://facultystaff.richmond.edu/~rnelson/asail/guide/guide.html#UAK).  These 

programs vary greatly however, ranging from a handful of classes, to fully developed 

https://facultystaff.richmond.edu/~rnelson/asail/guide/guide.html#UAK
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degree programs with dedicated faculty and departments.  There are, however, very few 

“pure” programs.  By “pure,” this researcher is referring to degree programs that are fully 

housed within an American Indian Studies unit and the degree is awarded as American 

Indian Studies.  With this definition, there are only eight “pure” programs in the country. 

At the Doctorate level (PhD), there are only three “pure” programs in the United 

States: the University of Alaska Fairbanks, the University of California Davis, and the 

University of Arizona.  Case study is a qualitative strategy that focuses “on society and 

culture in a group, a program, or an organization” (Marshall and Rossman 93).  All the 

“pure’ graduate studies programs in AIS are examined in mini-case studies, but the last 

chapter of this dissertation focuses on an in-depth case study of the University of 

Arizona.  This includes undergraduate and graduate enrollment and graduation numbers, 

Native American student support, and the American Indian Studies (AIS) Department to 

help determine if AIS Graduate Programs are taking the next steps required to promote 

Native American student success. 

 Graduate information for American Indian Studies Programs was significantly 

easier to uncover.  Most of the data required for this research was readily available or 

fairly easy to obtain on institutional websites, graduate college websites, or departmental 

websites.  On occasions where the data was difficult to find, AIS Graduate Programs 

were more than willing to share. For example, the AIS graduate program at the Montana 

State University Bozeman was extremely helpful in gathering enrollment data.  This may 

have to do with the status of the researcher as a Graduate Program Coordinator for an 

American Indian Studies Department or a professional courtesy.  Either way, gathering 
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graduate student data in AIS programs was significantly easier and readily more available 

than undergraduate data collection. 

 

Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

 

As previously mentioned, I am the Graduate Program Coordinator for American 

Indian Studies at the University of Arizona and have worked in higher education for over 

fourteen years, most of which was working directly with Native American students.  

Although, privileged information about students is readily available to the researcher; 

FERPA, department and school policies, and most importantly the trust of students was 

not violated.  Research was conducted under the auspices of a Program Review.  As such, 

only information made available through the Student Right to Know Act was used.  This 

information is anonymous and can be obtained by the general public.  No personal data 

was used in this research. 

 Because data was pulled from the AIS Academic Program Review, which is 

public information, there was no need to go through the University’s Human Subjects and 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) process.  The limit of the research is the fact that a 

qualitative analysis is not currently possible, forcing the research to lean heavily in the 

quantitative realm.  Although a qualitative analysis through interviews and/or surveys 

would have added an additional dimension to the research, this will have to wait for 

future research.  The quantitative data stands on its own and provides a unique window 

into the lived experience for Native Americans in higher education at both the 

undergraduate and graduate levels. 
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 In addition to being Graduate Program Coordinator for American Indian Studies 

at the University of Arizona, I was also the undergraduate minor advisor and instructor of 

the American Indian Studies (AIS) 197 class sequence: Native American Student 

Success.  This class and the First Year Scholars Program will be discussed in further 

detail in the case study about the University of Arizona.  Because of this connection, no 

research is conducted on the undergraduate minor or the students that participated in the 

course sequence. 

  



93 
 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 

This chapter addresses some of the issues that exist in higher education with 

Native American student enrollment and persistence by focusing on Native American 

graduate students and the role American Indian/Native American Studies plays in the 

success of these students.  Success factors for Native American graduate students are 

explored and enrollment trends at American Indian studies Master’s programs are 

examined including the overarching missions, goals, and values of these programs.  

Doctoral programs in American Indian Studies are discussed in the next chapter. 

 

Native American Graduate Students in Higher Education 

 

In the United States, enrollment in graduate and first-professional has increased 

by 57 percent since 1998 with total enrollment of 2.7 million in 2008 (Snyder and Dillow 

2010).  Despite this increase, Native American student enrollment in graduate programs 

(graduate certificates, Master’s programs, and doctoral programs) fell 10.3 percent over 

the twenty year span.  The only other group to decline during this period was 

Asians/Pacific Islanders at 0.6 percent.  However, over the past 10 years, total minority 

enrollment has increased at a higher rate than Whites as illustrated by national Master’s 

degree student enrollments: 
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Table 9: Percentage Distribution of Master’s Degree Students’ Race/Ethnicity 

Race/Ethnicity 1995-1996 1999-2000 2003-2004 2007-2008 

American Indian 0.5 0.4 0.6 0.3 

Asian 9.6 9.7 10.3 10.3 

Black 7.5 10.0 10.5 12.9 

Hispanic 4.9 6.9 8.3 8.5 

White 76.2 70.6 67.8 66.1 

Source: (Snyder and Dillow 2010) 

 

Snyder and Dillow (2010) warn readers to interpret these numbers with caution.  

Ultimately, many of these numbers are based on the National Center for Educational 

Statistics (NCES) and coupled with the relatively small number of enrolled Native 

American students in graduate schools, can be easily misinterpreted.  For example, if 

reporting structures change as they did in 2007 and again in 2011, large discrepancies 

could exist. 

Data on Native American students in higher education is scarce and “Indigenous 

student invisibility is especially pronounced at the graduate-school level” (Brayboy et. al 

73).  Regardless of which data bases or statistical sources are utilized, they are 

“consistent in portraying the lack of presence of Native students in higher education” 

(Pavel, in Shotton et. al. 126).  In 2011-2012, there were 19,385 Native American 

students enrolled in graduate programs (Knapp, Kelly-Reid, and Ginder 2013).  The vast 

majority of these students were enrolled in large, public institutions and most were 

women. 

Women constituted 64 percent of first time Native graduate students in graduate 

school (Bell 2010).  From 1999-2009, the total average for Native American women 

enrolled in graduate programs rose 6.5%, however, first time enrollment in graduate 

programs was only 6.1%.  In contrast, Native American male average total enrollment 



95 
 

 

was 5.2%; but first time enrollment rose by 7.5% (Bell 2010).  This is certainly a topic 

worth investigating at a later date. 

 

Table 10: First Time Graduate Enrollment of Nat. Amer.  Students by Field, 2009 

Field of Study Percent Enrollment 

Natural Science & Engineering 12% 

Social & Behavioral Sciences 12% 

Health Sciences 11% 

Business 14% 

Education 24% 

All Other Fields 28% 

Source: (Bell 2010) 

 

While all fields experiences an increase in enrollment, Natural Science and Engineering 

saw the largest increase from 1999-2009 at 8.3% followed by Business at 7.8% (Bell 

2010).  This could reflect economic development and industrialization taking place in 

Native communities as part of their Nation Building strategies.  A breakdown of the other 

fields would be interesting, especially since some fields such as American Indian Studies 

are interdisciplinary and hard to categorize. 

 The majority of data sources, including NCES, indicate a “significant increase 

among Native students receiving bachelor’s and master’s degrees, but only nominal 

increase among Native students receiving first-professional and doctoral degrees” (Pavel, 

in Shotton et. al. 127).  In addition, more Native women are receiving degrees at all levels 

except for first-professional degrees such as Law and Medicine.  The following table 

looks at Native students receiving Master’s degrees in all disciplines: 
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Table 11: Top Institutions for Native American MA Degrees 

Rank Institution Men Women 2012-2013 

1 Univ. of Phx Online 26 68 94 

2 Univ. of Oklahoma 28 54 82 

3 East Central Univ. 16 45 61 

4 UNC at Pembroke 11 45 56 

5 Ashford Univ. 14 37 51 

6 University of Arizona 15 31 46 

7 Northeastern State U. 10 34 44 

8 Northern Arizona U. 11 30 41 

9 Oklahoma State 19 21 40 

9 Univ. of New Mexico 12 28 40 

23 Arizona State 12 8 20 

Source: (diverseeducation.com) 

  

These numbers are a little deceiving considering the reliability of NCES data and the 

volatile enrollment numbers of Native American students.  For example, in an apparent 

anomaly, Arizona State University (ASU) was ranked 23
rd

 in 2013 for Master’s degrees 

awarded to Native students. They have consistently been in the top 10 for years, ranking 

third in 2012 (diverseeducation.com). Native women consistently receive more degrees 

reflecting larger enrollment numbers.  A fascinating note worth further investigation is 

the number of online and distance education degree programs creeping into the list for 

Native students (Univ. of Phoenix and Ashford, for example). 

 Although American Indians and Alaska Natives constitute 1.2 percent of the 

population in the United States, they only received 0.3 of the doctorates conferred in 

2012 (Patel 2014).  This represents a steady decline over the past twenty years when 149 

were conferred in 1992 (Patel 2014). Even though Native American students received 

149 doctorates again in 2013, they are still the only group in the United States to not see a 

net gain in degrees awarded (Oguntoyinbo 2014). 

 There are several possible explanations for this.  The most obvious is the focus on 

economic development and stem field development in Native communities.  The majority 
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of federal funding available for Native education is tied to STEM fields such as 

engineering and science, and coincidentally is what is most needed on many reservations 

and Native communities.  STEM fields tend to be terminal where an MA and not a PhD 

is the desired degree obtained.  Money and career trajectories are possible explanations 

for no net gain in doctorates awarded to Native American graduate students. 

 

Table 12: Percentage Distribution of Doctoral Students by Race/Ethnicity 

Race/Ethnicity 1995-1996 1999-2000 2003-2004 2007-2008 

White 69.5 65.8 61.7 62.5 

Black 7.1 7.0 8.5 9.3 

Hispanic 4.0 6.3 6.5 7.1 

Asian/Pacific Isl 17.1 17.1 19.3 18.2 

American Indian 0.4 0.5 0.7 0.3 

Source: (Snyder and Dillow 2010) 

 

The most popular disciplines for Native American doctoral students are educational 

administration at 13.7 percent, education research at 13.7 percent, biological/biomedical 

sciences at 13.7 percent, educational leadership at 9.6 percent, and psychology at 8.2% 

(Brayboy et. al. 2012).  Educational fields make up 37 percent of all Native American 

doctoral students.   

 The average age of Native American doctoral recipients is 38, while the national 

average for all groups is 32 (Brayboy 2012).  This average age is the highest of all groups 

as is the time to completion average of 9.9 years.  Native American students average 6.1 

years to completion for a doctorate in the sciences as opposed to 11.7 years for a 

doctorate in education (Brayboy 2012).  There are several reasons for a longer 

completion rate, many of which are discussed later in this chapter relating to factors for 

student success. 
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Table 13: Institutions That Awarded the Most PhDs to American Indians, 2008-12 

Rank Institution Doctorate 

Recipients 

1 Univ. of Arizona 28 

2 Oklahoma State U. 25 

3 Cal-Berkley 17 

3 Univ. of Minnesota 17 

5 Arizona State U. 16 

5 Univ. of Oklahoma 16 

7 Univ. of Kansas 12 

7 Univ. of New Mexico 12 

7 Univ. of Wisconsin 12 

10 Univ. of Texas 11 

10 Univ. of Washington 11 

   Source: (Patel 2014) 

 

A quick survey of this list reveals that like the Master’s programs, the majority of 

institutions are large and public.  This might have to do with the career aspirations of 

Native American Doctorate students.  Over 45 percent reported that they wanted to be 

professors.  In which case, a large research “Very High” institution on the Carnegie scale 

would make sense.  Carnegie classification is a system which identifies institutions that 

are leaders in research and research funding, with “Very High” being the best 

(http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/).  The rest of Native American doctorate students 

aspired to government work at 16 percent, industry/business at 18 percent, nonprofit at 4 

percent, other fields at 16 percent (Brayboy 2012). 

 One problem with this data is a recurrent theme of the reliability of information 

self-reported to the NCES and the small sample size.  According to Dr. Malia Villegas, 

director of the Policy Research Center at the National Congress of American Indians 

(NCAI), the trouble with the data is “that much of the data is self-reported and the sample 

is much smaller” (Oguntoyinbo 1) than what her agency uses.  As this researcher has 

http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/
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argued, she believes the number of Native American students and graduates is actually 

significant higher. 

 Finally, there is no way of telling based on this chart where these Doctoral 

degrees are coming from.  Take the University of Arizona for example.  The Sloan 

Program gets most of the recognition for the Native American doctoral graduates.  The 

Sloan Program is a multi-million dollar grant intended to provide funding for Native 

American graduate students in the STEM fields and is largely credited with making the 

University of Arizona the number one doctoral degree granting institution for Native 

Americans. However, of the 28 Native American doctoral recipients from 2008-2012, 

eleven were from American Indian Studies.  A break down is not provided (due to small 

enrollment numbers and FERPA regulations), but based on national enrollment data, 

approximately 40% or another seven graduates would come from the field of education.  

That leaves potentially ten graduates, or about one third, from the Sloan program.   

 

Native American Student Services Units (NASSU) 

 

One of the reasons certain schools such as Arizona State University, the 

University of Arizona, and Northern Arizona University are consistently ranked in the 

top ten for Native American students in graduate education is their Native American 

Student Support Services Units (NASSU).  Although the main focus is undergraduate 

student support, they more often than not extend their services to graduate students as 

well; especially when there are no other services available to Native graduate students on 
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campus.  However, the largest responsibility for support for Native graduate students 

rests with their individual graduate programs. 

 

Table 14: Native American Enrollment and Support Data in Arizona 

N.A. Student 

Data 

UA ASU NAU 

Enrollment (Total) 

2013 

1139 1155 871 

2012 1,097 1184 985 

2011 1,115 1323 1077 

2010 1,153 (highest ever) 1372 1214 

    

1
st
 year 

persistence 

78.2% (2011) 71.4% (2011) 66.0% (2011) 

 67.5% (2010) 63.4% (2010) 64.7% (2010) 

 71.7% (2009) 69.8% (2009) 60.7% (2009) 

 67.7% (2008) 70.8% (2008) 56.4% (2008) 

    

6 year grad 35.4% (2006) 27.1% (2006) 20.6% (2006) 

 26.4% (2005) 25.4% (2005) 22.8% (2005) 

 32.2% (2004) 28.5% (2004) 19.7% (2004) 

 35.8% (2003) 38.2% (2003) 22.4% (2003) 

    

Student support 

website 

http://nasa.arizona.edu/ https://aisss.asu.edu/ http://nau.edu/NASS/ 

Institutional 

research website 

http://oirps.arizona.edu/ http://uoia.asu.edu/ https://www4.nau.edu/pair/ 

 

Not reflected in this chart is the number of Native American graduate students on 

campus, which includes Master’s, doctoral, and professional programs.  The University 

of Arizona has 138, Arizona State University has 219, and Northern Arizona University 

has 164.  Once again, these numbers come into question due to IPEDS and NCES 

reporting.  For example, the faculty graduate council at UA recently reported at their 

February, 2015 meeting that Native American Graduate student enrollment at UA was 

over 350 (Report at AIS Faculty Meeting, March 2014).  NAU has also recently stated 

that although their total enrollment of Native American students is listed as 871 based on 
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IPEDS reporting, they actually have 1444 students identified as Native American 

(Ethnicity/Race Value, https://www4.nau.edu/pair). 

 NASSUs were born out of a need for Native American/American Indian Studies 

programs to provide retention and support for Native American students on campus.  

Although most AIS/NAS programs “are charged with supporting students” (Springer et. 

al. in Shotton et. al.) and have incorporated this into their missions and values 

(Champagne and Stauss 2002), it is difficult with the demands placed on academic units.  

There is an active debate in the field of American Indian Studies about whether NASSUs 

should be part of or separate from academic units (Champagne and Stauss 2002).  Cornell 

University’s American Indian Program contains both the academic unit and NASSU, 

while the University of Arizona has separate units. A recent model is to have separate 

units, academic and NASSU, but both housed in the same building.  ASU currently does 

this. 

 Regardless of which model is utilized, there are several factors for student success 

that affect Native American students in higher education.  Both NASSUs and Academic 

units are charged with addressing these issues to promote student success.  There are 

additional factors that affect Native American graduate students, the majority of which 

can only be overcome with NASSUs and AIS units working together to promote student 

success. 

  

 

 

 

https://www4.nau.edu/pair
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Factors and Obstacles for Native American Student Success 

 

 Most studies looking at Native American student retention in higher education 

have come to a consensus on some of the factors and obstacles preventing student 

success.  Key factors in student persistence are “support from family, supportive staff and 

faculty, institutional commitment, personal commitment, and connection to homeland 

and culture” (Fox et. al. 2005, 19).  In addition, the same studies have identified the 

following as obstacles to retention and graduation for Native American students: 

inadequate academic preparation, vague constructs of educational or vocational goals, 

financial aid, discrepancies between high school and college environments, prejudice, 

and social isolation” (Fox et. al. 2005, 19-20). 

 Once students are on campus, it is important for them to make connections.  This 

researcher, through teaching a Native American student first year success course, has 

determined that the following plays key roles in a student’s persistence and ultimate 

success: campus connections such as advising and other resources, a “safe” space, 

embracing culture and identity as a source of strength, positive role models, a unified 

voice in the Native community on campus, and being comfortable in “two worlds.”  

 Campus connections include building a strong relationship with an academic 

advisor whether that person is Native or not.  Other resources could include tutoring 

services, library services, workshops, and faculty office hours.  Students who take 

advantage of these resources are able to reduce stress factors and usually experience 

better persistence.  A “safe place” is important for all students on campus.  It should be a 

place where students can let their guard down and unwind from the stress of college and 
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life.  NASSUs or cultural centers often serve this purpose for Native American students.  

“Space” is discussed in more detail as it pertains to factors of success for Graduate 

students as are role models and the other factors listed. 

 

Native American Graduate Student Success 

 

 There are a number of factors that promote Native American graduate student 

success: “individual determination and resiliency, supportive relationships, including 

mentoring, and the desire to give back to one’s tribe and support Native communities” 

(Brayboy et. al. 2012, 87).  Spiritual, mental, social, and physical well-being are also 

characteristics that contribute to Native American student success (Secatero 2009).  An 

individual passion for learning and research is a major motivation for many graduate 

students to finish programs having developed the ability to “survive” the academy during 

their undergraduate studies (Brayboy et. al. 2012). 

Many of the problems that Native American graduate students face are the same 

as Native American undergraduate students, “only magnified, because there are even 

fewer Native doctoral students and fewer role models in their communities who hold 

doctorates” (Brayboy 2012, 78).  Although these factors are magnified at the doctoral 

level, they are somewhat familiar. Most doctoral students have dealt with these with these 

factors at least once to get their bachelor’s degree and most likely twice to earn their 

Master’s degree.  It doesn’t get any easier, but perhaps the third time is the charm for 

some.  According to Brayboy (et. al. 2012) , the major factors for Native doctoral 

students are “feelings of isolation and academic and cultural alienation, racism and 
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discrimination, lack of Indigenous role models, lack of academic guidance, and financial 

stressors” (78).  American Indian Studies programs are inherently constructed to address 

some of these issues. 

 The source of the greatest motivation and perhaps the largest obstacle for Native 

American graduate students are family and community.  Native students “willingly make 

personal sacrifices on behalf of their families and communities” in order to give back in 

some way (Pavel in Shotton et. al. 2013, 130).  When Native students are away at school 

they often feel “isolation from other students, family, and community [that] can lead to 

feelings of loneliness and self-doubt and, in more severe cases, to depression and 

dropping out” (Brayboy et. al. 2012, 78).  This is perhaps why many Native students 

choose to go to graduate school close to home or to a program with a Native American 

focus.  One example is the Native American Studies Master’s program at Montana State 

University Bozeman, where all the enrolled Native students are from Montana tribes.  

This could be due to the tuition waiver granted to Montana tribes from the state, or a 

combination of subject matter and the opportunity to go to school with other Montana 

Native students. 

 Academic and cultural alienation refers to “the balancing act where students feel 

they have to “manage” their cultural integrity as an Indigenous person in ways that 

conform to the norms of graduate school” (Brayboy et. al. 2012, 79).  This could be a 

result of having too few colleagues with shared experiences and compounded when 

“other students, and especially faculty, are unfamiliar with Indigenous perspectives and 

therefore unable to understand and/or help students develop ideas” (Brayboy et. al. 2012, 

79).  In theory, this should not be an issue with an American Indian Studies program 
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since the majority of students and faculty are Native and share at least a similar 

perspective on academia.  However, this researcher has seen academic and cultural 

alienation take place even in Native focused programs, albeit not as pervasively as other 

programs or departments without a Native focus. 

 The balancing act that Native American students go through is often described as 

trying to live in “two worlds.”  The pressure of school may “lead students feeling like 

they have to distance themselves from family and culture” (Brayboy, et. al. 2012, 80) and 

force them to negotiate two distinct realities or worlds.  This may be a misnomer in that 

there are not two distinct worlds at all, it is the reality of the current world where students 

must simultaneously embrace their culture yet distance themselves from it in academic 

pursuits.  At any rate, students may suffer a personal cost by going to school because they 

feel they cannot include their family or seek advice about their graduate school 

experience. 

 Recent events involving higher education and civil unrest have illustrated that 

racism and discrimination is still an issue in this country.  For Native American students 

it is not very different, there is “both blatant and covert racism directed at Indigenous 

graduate and professional students” (Brayboy et. al. 2012, 82). From silencing the Native 

voice, to outright racist chants and actions, racism exists in higher education.  Whether 

deliberate or born out of ignorance, racism is also institutionalized.  This is prevalent in 

schools that have “Indian” mascots or any place that does not have a strong Native 

presence or understanding.  Sadly most of America is badly misinformed and perpetuate 

stereotypes that carry over to institutions of higher education. 
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 Native student success at the graduate and professional level depends on access to 

Indigenous faculty and on a “relationship with one’s mentor/advisor that starts early and 

requires consistent interaction” (Pavel in Shotton et. al. 2013, 133).  Students seek out 

role models who “look like me” or have shared experiences and background.  AIS 

programs are a natural fit.  American Indian Studies programs are Native focused 

programs that by their very nature have a cadre of Indigenous role models that provide 

academic guidance to graduate students.  Most Graduate level programs in American 

Indian Studies have at least a handful of Native American faculty and staff.  Although 

they have their own institutional issues and stressors to deal with, they often embrace 

being role models for students and are more than willing to offer guidance.  This is 

actually a service requirement in most American Indian Studies programs and is written 

into mission statements or goals.   

 Perhaps the most important factor affecting student success, which cuts across all 

levels of higher education, is financial stress.  Financial stressors and money are the cause 

of many problems for Native American graduate students.  The admissions process can 

be pricey with standardized tests, application fees, and campus visits.  Many Native 

American graduate students are non-traditional age and are responsible for providing for 

a family in addition to studies.  Financial support is “essential to successfully complete a 

professional or graduate degree program” (Pavel in Shotton et. al. 2013, 133). 

Institutional support is vital for the success of Native American graduate students.  

Besides the ones already mentioned, the following have been identified as important 

recommendations to improve Native American graduate student success: student 

selection and admissions, program environment and research experience, curricular and 
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administrative processes and procedures, have a holistic view of success and persistence 

factors, and support tribal colleges and universities (Pavel in Shotton et. al. 2013, 132-

136). 

In the end, the single greatest indication of Native American graduate student 

success is individual self-determination and resiliency.  A “love of learning and a passion 

for research gave them the motivation to complete their programs and that much of their 

tenaciousness had been developed surviving the academy as an undergraduate” (Brayboy 

2012, 87).  A successful undergraduate record is often a great determinant for a 

successful graduate career since many Native American students have already addressed 

the myriad of issues faced in higher education. 

 

American Indian/Native American Studies 

 

 Academic programs in American Indian Studies (AIS) grew out of the “political 

landscape of the 1960s and 1970s” (Champagne and Stauss 2002, 3).   Civil rights 

movements and anti-war activism gave disenfranchised people a voice.  Activism and 

social protest in Native communities extended to higher education and “some of the very 

few American Indian students in universities across the country also found their voices” 

(Kidwell 2009, 1).  Protests and affirmative action initiatives opened the door for the 

creation of programs like American Indian Studies, “college administrators could justify 

the establishment of academic programs that focused on specific racial/ethnic groups” 

(Kidwell 2005, 3).  These programs were thought to be recruitment tools for groups such 
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as American Indians and would be relevant to Indian interests thus attracting Indian 

students (Champagne and Stauss 2002 and Kidwell 2009).   

 For the most part it worked; Native American student enrollment grew 

dramatically over the next 40 years. Too often, however, these students were forgotten or 

ignored after arriving on campuses resulting in the lowest retention and graduation rates 

among all groups in the United States.  Although most AIS/NAS programs have 

mandated a responsibility and obligation to mentor and advise these students in their 

missions and values, many students were falling through the cracks leading to the 

creation of Native American Student Support Units (NASSUs). The optimal situation is 

when AIS and NASSU work closely together in a synergic relationship. 

 The primary responsibility for Native American graduate student retention falls to 

the program in which the student is enrolled; however, programs that are not Native-

centered tend to struggle providing support.  The responsibility is then often assumed by 

Native centered programs such as American Indian Studies.  Historically, “American 

Indian faculty and staff share a community responsibility to advise, mentor, and nurture 

Indian undergraduate and graduate students from across the university, regardless of their 

majors” (Champagne and Stauss 2002, 11).  This is added pressure to faculty who are 

already over-committed serving on committees and constantly fighting the stereotypes 

and pre-conceived notions of what AIS is as an academic discipline (Kidwell 2005). 

 The presence of American Indian scholars on campuses has “led to a growing 

acceptance of NAS/AIS as a legitimate field of intellectual inquiry and even, perhaps, an 

academic discipline” (Kidwell 2009, 2-3).  When AIS programs first started, there was 

much concern about permanence and whether these programs would last in academia 
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(Champagne and Stauss 2002, Kidwell 2005, 2009, 2011).  The fact, that most debate 

focuses on what constitutes the perspectives and premises of AIS programs and not 

whether they are going to survive, is a good sign for the permanence of the discipline.  

What form these programs take and where they fit into particular institutions are ongoing 

discussions and concerns discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 

 

Types and Characteristics of AIS/NAS Programs 

 

 One characteristic of American Indian Studies is its interdisciplinary nature.  

Many programs have an interdisciplinary focus (Champagne and Stauss 2002, Weaver 

2007).  According to Jace Weaver (2007), “a single piece of scholarship may cut across 

not only law, but history, literary criticism, religion, philosophy, sociology, and 

anthropology—and subdisciplines within them.”  This is regardless of whether AIS is a 

department, interdisciplinary program, ethnic studies program, American studies 

program, or a program within other departments such as anthropology or the humanities. 

 Department status seems to be the most desirable outcome for AIS programs.  

There is inherently an essence of “permanence” (Champagne and Stauss 2002, Larson 

2009) with core faculty, control of resources, and control of the tenure process for 

faculty.  The concern is what happens when there are budget and resource issues.  Native 

American Studies at the University of California-Berkley is an example of what can 

happen when resources become scarce.  The AIS program there was combined with other 

programs to create an Ethnic Studies programs (Champagne and Stauss 2002).  This 
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seems to have only created more tension, more competition for resources, and a decrease 

in the visibility of AIS on campus.   

Native American Studies at UC-Davis has department status and now (2014) 

American Indian Studies at the University of Arizona does as well. It has yet to be seen 

how this transition for UA AIS from a graduate interdisciplinary program (GIDP) to a 

department within the College of Social and Behavioral Science (SBS) will play out in 

the long run.  One obvious advantage is the creation of a new undergraduate degree 

program (BA) in which AIS can reach and better serve the Native American community 

on campus and within the state.  One immediate disadvantage as Interim Department 

Head Ofelia Zepeda stated a faculty meeting, “we are now a poor department like 

everyone else” (Transition meeting for AIS Fall 2014). All operating and budget lines 

now filter through SBS and are distributed at the discretion of the Dean of the College.  

Although faculty FTE has not been affected by the transition, staff FTE has decreased 

from 4.0 to 2.5 dramatically altering workflow and responsibilities in the daily operations 

of the department. 

 Regardless of the status of the AIS/NAS program, there are certain criteria that 

are crucial to its success and continuance: 

  

(1) a committed core of Indian and non-Indian faculty and students who 

believe in the concept of nation building; 

(2) being flexible with regard to location within the university (sensing on 

the unique mission and organizational structural makeup of the 

particular institution is key); 

(3) a strong measure of independence and permanence as well as 

significant control over faculty and staff operations and resources; 

(4) the formation of an integrated community of graduate and 

undergraduate students, staff, faculty, elders, and Indian nation 

members; 
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(5) recognizing the various means of organizing and locating American 

Indian studies reflect the diversity of institutional university 

placements and cultures as well as their relations with local and 

regional nations; 

(6) recognizing the fact that, while an American Indian studies program 

shares responsibility to its constituencies in the community as well as 

on campus, it also understands that it must create an environment in 

which faculty are not pressured to meet excessive or conflicting 

demands that interfere with their ability to achieve tenure and rise 

professionally in their respective fields (Larson 2009, 25-26). 

 

In addition, it is important to have a shared vision and support of the university’s higher 

administration.  This model will be used in examining the AIS PhD program case studies 

presented in the next chapter. 

 There are now over 120 NAS/AIS programs located in the United States and 

Canada (https://facultystaff.richmond.edu/~rnelson/asail/guide/guide.html).  Over 30 of 

these programs are at the graduate level offering a PhD, MA, certificate, concentration, or 

specialization.  There are approximately 60 undergraduate programs offering a BA, BS, 

minor, concentration, certificate, and specialization.  There are another 30 programs 

offering a concentration not affiliated with an existing AIS/NAS program.  The 

interdisciplinary nature of AIS/NAS is reflected in this list when looking at what this 

researcher labels “pure” programs. 

 Pure programs in AIS/NAS are stand-alone programs in which the degree 

obtained is “purely” within AIS/NAS.  For example, is a student actually earning an MA 

in American Indian Studies, or receiving an Anthropology degree with a concentration 

within AIS?  A student with a “pure” degree will have a transcript that says degree in AIS 

or NAS and not be part of another unit.  In the United States, there are only eight of these 

pure AIS/NAS program at the Graduate (MA/PhD) level. There is room for debate 

https://facultystaff.richmond.edu/~rnelson/asail/guide/guide.html
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regarding this list.  The University of Hawai’i has an MA program in Hawaiian studies, 

but due to NCES reporting guidelines is not included in this list. 

Table 15: Pure AIS/NAS Graduate Programs in the United States 
School Est. date Focus # of Grads Research Class # of faculty 

UA PhD – 1997 

MA – 1982 

American Indian 

Studies 

PhD – 39 

MA - 270 

RU/VH: 

Research 

Universities 

(very high 

research 

activity) 

10 Core 

22 Affiliate 

1-3 Adjunct 

or Emeritus 

UAF PhD – 2009 

MA* 

PhD – Indigenous 

Studies (Alaska) 

 

PhD – 4 

 

RU/H: 

Research 

Universities 

(high research 

activity) 

7 Core 

Faculty 

UC-Davis 1998 (Grad 

Programs) 

Hemispheric 

Approach 

18 – PhD 

28 – MA 

RU/VH 9 Full-Time 

UCLA 1982 American Indian 

Studies 

93 – MA RU/VH 22 (9 Core) 

Montana St. 2001 Native American 

Studies 

57 - MA RU/VH 7 (2 adjunct, 

1 emeritus) 

Oklahoma 2003 Native American 

Studies 

22 - MA RU/VH 16 (4 Core) 

Kansas 1997 Indigenous Nations 

Studies 

43 since 2004 

- MA 

RU/VH 24 (7 Core) 

ASU 2013 American Indian 

Studies 

1 - MA RU/VH 22 (11 Core) 

Sources: (http://oirps.arizona.edu/, http://ais.arizona.edu/, http://factbook.pair.uaf.edu, 

https://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/, http://budget.ucdavis.edu/data-reports/enrollment-

reports.html, https://nas.ucdavis.edu/, 

http://www.aim.ucla.edu/tables/enrollment_program_fall.aspx, 

http://www.americanindianstudies.ucla.edu, 

http://www.montana.edu/opa/enrollment/index.html, 

http://www.montana.edu/nativeamerican, http://www.ou.edu/irr, http://cas.ou.edu/nas, 

http://oirp.ku.edu/profiles_2.shtml, http://indigenous.ku.edu/, http://uoia.asu.edu/, 

http://americanindian.clas.asu.edu/home, http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu) 

 

Graduation numbers at Kansas are only available since 2004 (OIRPS) despite program 

starting in 1997.  The departmental contact did not have any data available due to major 

organizational institutional changes in 2011-2012 (http://indigenous.ku.edu/).  UA is a 

RU/VH: Research Universities (very high research activity) on the Carnegie Foundation 

Classification Website.  This is the highest level attainable replacing the former 

designation of Research One institutions.   

http://oirps.arizona.edu/
http://ais.arizona.edu/
http://factbook.pair.uaf.edu/
https://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/
http://budget.ucdavis.edu/data-reports/enrollment-reports.html
http://budget.ucdavis.edu/data-reports/enrollment-reports.html
https://nas.ucdavis.edu/
http://www.aim.ucla.edu/tables/enrollment_program_fall.aspx
http://www.americanindianstudies.ucla.edu/
http://www.montana.edu/opa/enrollment/index.html
http://www.montana.edu/nativeamerican
http://www.ou.edu/irr
http://cas.ou.edu/nas
http://oirp.ku.edu/profiles_2.shtml
http://indigenous.ku.edu/
http://uoia.asu.edu/
http://americanindian.clas.asu.edu/home
http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/
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“Pure” AIS/NAS Programs  

There are only three “pure” PhD programs in the United States: University of 

Arizona (UA), the University of California-Davis (UCD), and the University of Alaska 

Fairbanks (UAF). It’s worth noting that Trent University in Canada offers a PhD program 

in Indigenous Studies and that several Canadian Programs offer an MA in Indigenous or 

First Nations Studies, but for the purpose of this study, the researcher focused on 

programs in the United States. The three pure PhD Programs in the United States are 

presented as case studies in the next chapter and are discussed in detail there.  The UAF 

MA program, however, requires some explanation. 

 Although UAF has a PhD in Indigenous Studies, there are two MA programs that 

seem to overlap.  The PhD degree is a pure program in the sense that the degree is in 

Indigenous Studies.  The transcript says Indigenous studies, but the program is housed 

within the department of Cross-Cultural Studies.  There is a corresponding MA program 

in Cross-Cultural Studies that has an Indigenous-based curriculum; however, it reports as 

a degree in Cross-Cultural studies (https://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/).  This is not a “pure” 

program based on outlined criteria.  Also existing at UAF is an MA program in the 

Department of Alaska Native Studies and Rural Development.  The program has a heavy 

Alaska Native Emphasis, but is technically a degree in Rural Development.  Due to 

economic issues and budget cuts, the university is considering eliminating the MA in 

Cross-Cultural Studies citing it as a duplicative program with the one in Alaska Native 

Studies and Rural Development (Richardson 2014). 

 

https://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/
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UCLA- The roots of UCLA’s American Studies program trace back to 1968-1969 

when the American Indian Culture Program, which became the American Indian Studies 

Center in 1970 with the help of a Ford Foundation grant (Champagne, in Champagne and 

Stauss 2002, 43).  In 1975, the American Indian Center was endowed with 5 faculty 

members and then in 1982 a Master’s program was created with a core curriculum.  The 

program is interdisciplinary and chose not to seek department status, “faculty 

appointments are made in home departments” (Champagne, in Champagne and Stauss 

58).  There is a well-developed interdisciplinary research center and the American Indian 

Culture and Research Journal (http://www.americanindianstudies.ucla.edu/mission-and-

history).   

The mission of the program is to “provide a multi-disciplinary, academic 

approach to studying contemporary issues and problems in Indian Country, both urban 

and rural” (http://www.americanindianstudies.ucla.edu/mission-and-history).   A primary 

program goal is to provide service to Native communities.  The program offers an 

undergraduate major, minor and a graduate level two-year Master’s degree and “strives to 

merge the concerns of the academy with research aims of the Native community” 

(http://www.americanindianstudies.ucla.edu/mission-and-history).   

 

Montana State University – Bozeman -The Native American Studies Department 

began in 2001 and offers an undergraduate minor, the first online graduate certificate in 

Native American Studies offered, and a Master of Arts degree.  The Department “actively 

pursues interdisciplinary scholarship in the field of Native American Studies” 

(http://www.montana.edu/nativeamerican/#) and through a memorandum of 

http://www.americanindianstudies.ucla.edu/mission-and-history
http://www.americanindianstudies.ucla.edu/mission-and-history
http://www.americanindianstudies.ucla.edu/mission-and-history
http://www.americanindianstudies.ucla.edu/mission-and-history
http://www.montana.edu/nativeamerican/
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understanding with the state of Montana, currently offers tuition waivers to members of 

Montana’s tribes (personal communication with program coordinator). 

The Native American Studies Department at MSU has a “long-standing 

commitment to students, communities, and Nations—Native and non-Native alike—

help[ing] craft our core values and principles as international and pan tribal, if not 

universal” (http://www.montana.edu/nativeamerican/values.html). This includes the 

following values: honesty, generosity, kindness and openness, hard work, family, 

spirituality, and humor and respect.  In addition, NAS at MSU has articulated a 

commitment to the tribes of Montana by providing and advancing “quality education for 

and about American Indians of Montana, the region, and the nation” 

(http://www.montana.edu/nativeamerican/) through excellence in teaching, research, and 

service. 

 

University of Oklahoma - The Native American Studies Program at the University 

of Oklahoma is an interdisciplinary program based “on a liberal arts model that 

encompasses core courses in Native American studies, history, English, anthropology, 

and art history” (Kidwell in Champagne and Stauss 39).  After several failed attempts, the 

bachelor’s degree began in 1994 and a master’s degree started in 2003 

(http://cas.ou.edu/nas) and received an endowed professorship created in 1998 with a 

$300,000 donation from the Coca-Cola Foundation 

(http://www.ou.edu/go2/academics/arts_sciences/NatvAmer.html). 

 The mission of the Native American studies program is to “train students who 

will be future leaders in Tribes and in organizations that serve the needs of Indian 

http://www.montana.edu/nativeamerican/values.html
http://www.montana.edu/nativeamerican/
http://cas.ou.edu/nas
http://www.ou.edu/go2/academics/arts_sciences/NatvAmer.html
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communities” (Kidwell in Champagne and Stauss 39) and to provide them with the 

ability “to deal with multiple perspectives on a range of issues, including formation of 

federal policy, aesthetics, cross-cultural communication and conflict and tribal identity” 

(http://cas.ou.edu/nas-graduate-program).   

 

University of Kansas – The Indigenous Studies Program began as the Indigenous 

Nations Studies Program in 1997 with funding from the Kellogg Foundation (Fixico 87) 

and currently offers a master’s degree and a joint M.A./J.D. with the Law School. In 2011 

sweeping changes and transformation reshaped the program (personal communication 

with program coordinator).  The new structure “provides students with in-depth 

knowledge of Indigenous peoples’ complex and diverse cultures and histories, as well as 

their impacts on the global society” (http://indigenous.ku.edu/overview).  

The mission of Indigenous Studies Program is to “educate students and promote 

scholarship about the complexity and diversity of Indigenous peoples' cultures and 

histories, and to provide students with the knowledge to understand and assess the U.S. 

tribes' unique relationships to the US government”(http://indigenous.ku.edu/overview).  

The Indigenous Studies program encourages the appreciation and understanding of issues 

facing indigenous communities and tribal nations in a global society. 

 

Arizona State University – Founded in 2002, American Indian Studies at Arizona 

State University offers both an undergraduate (BS) and a master’s degree (MS) 

(http://americanindian.clas.asu.edu/about). It is an interdisciplinary program designed to 

“ground students in Native American knowledge and experiences” (Newberg 2012 

http://cas.ou.edu/nas-graduate-program
http://indigenous.ku.edu/overview
http://indigenous.ku.edu/overview
http://americanindian.clas.asu.edu/about
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quoting Director John Tippeconnic).  The master’s degree was started in 2012 and 

designed to “support students interested in indigenous rights, social justice, language 

revitalization and tribal governance, and prepare them for doctoral work or professions, 

such as law” (Coulombe 2014).   

AIS at ASU has created an AIS Paradigm which serves as the foundation of their efforts.  

The three main components of their paradigm are  

 

(1) The American Indian Studies paradigm is grounded in the 

experiences of American Indian nations, peoples, communities, 

and organizations from American Indian perspectives. 

(2) AIS focuses on the protection and strengthening of Indian 

sovereignty, self-determination, self-sufficiency, and human rights. 

(3) AIS privileges oral history and traditional knowledge while 

promoting collaborative community-based research methods that 

transcend disciplinary boundaries 

(http://americanindian.clas.asu.edu/files/_AIS_Paradigm.pdf). 

 

The master’s program had its first graduate in 2014 and currently has an enrollment of 

21.  The program also prides itself on the fact that they have an all Native faculty. 

(http://americanindian.clas.asu.edu/about). 

The following chart provides a comparison of the “pure” master’s programs in 

AIS/NAS: 

  

http://americanindian.clas.asu.edu/about
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Table 16: Pure MA Program Comparison-Head Counts and Graduation 
Headcount UA UCLA Kansas Oklahoma Mont. St. UC-Davis 

Fall 2014 14 (0 

JD/MA) 

8 (0 JD/MA)  12 (2 

JD/MA) 

16  2 

2013-2014 14  14  11 17  2 

2012-2013 26 9 5 27 19 1 

2011-2012 26 (1 

JD/MA) 

9 20 30 23 1 

2010-2011 24 16 20 31 22 2 

2009-2010 25 17 17 32 13 2 

2008-2009 28 20 25 16 8 4 

2007-2008 18 23 38 11 5 4 

2006-2007 14 22 39 9 4 2 

       

Current Gender     includes 

Certificat

e 

 

Female 9 11 (2013) 3 10 20 2 

Male 5 3 2 2 6 0 

       

Current Ethnicity UA 

 

UCLA  

(2013) 

Kansas Oklahoma Mont. St. 

(includes 

Cert.) 

UC-Davis 

American 

Indian/Alaska Native 

7 6 4 not avail. 10 2 

White 5 3   14  

Hispanic 1 1   1  

Black 1 2     

Asian  1     

Not Specified       

Other  1 1  1  

       

       

Degrees Conferred UA UCLA Kansas Oklahoma Mont. St. UC-Davis 

2012-2013 13   7 4 1 

2011-2012 5 6 6 6 5 1 

2010-2011 2 6 1 3 8 4 

2009-2010 6 6 3 3 0 1 

2008-2009 7 6 (2 JD/MA) 7 2 3 0 

2007-2008 0 10 (1 

JD/MA) 

10 1 2 2 

2006-2007 7 2 (2 JD/MA) 4  8 3 

2005-2006 11 6 (2 JD/MA) 4  11 1 

Sources: (http://oirps.arizona.edu/, http://factbook.pair.uaf.edu, 

http://budget.ucdavis.edu/data-reports/enrollment-reports.html, 

http://www.aim.ucla.edu/tables/enrollment_program_fall.aspx, 

http://www.montana.edu/opa/enrollment/index.html, http://www.ou.edu/irr, 

http://oirp.ku.edu/profiles_2.shtml, http://uoia.asu.edu/). 

http://oirps.arizona.edu/
http://factbook.pair.uaf.edu/
http://budget.ucdavis.edu/data-reports/enrollment-reports.html
http://www.aim.ucla.edu/tables/enrollment_program_fall.aspx
http://www.montana.edu/opa/enrollment/index.html
http://www.ou.edu/irr
http://oirp.ku.edu/profiles_2.shtml
http://uoia.asu.edu/
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The University of Arizona and UCLA both have long-standing joint degree programs 

with their respective law schools, however, the programs are completely separate at both 

school.  In 2005, students interested in the joint JD/MA program at the University of 

Arizona had to apply to and get accepted into both programs independently.  The same 

goes for the UCLA program, but at UCLA, records are kept completely separate.  

Interestingly enough, neither the law school nor MA program generally know when there 

is a student in the joint program (communication from program coordinator).  The 

University of Oklahoma has also recently started a joint JD/MA program as well, but 

enrollment data was not available other than this past fall.  Their first MA graduate was 

in 2008. 

 The University of Kansas Indigenous Studies program had what could only be 

called a “re-boot” in 2012.  The name changed and the program was restructured.  

Information about enrollment is unavailable during that transition (personal 

communication from program coordinator).  It will presumably be available when the 

systems catch up to the changes. 

 Reporting structures have changed over the years at most of the schools on this 

list, but a general decline in enrollment is noticeable across the board.  This coincides 

with undergraduate data collected in the previous chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Chapter Five examines all the issues outlined in the dissertation as it pertains to 

the three institutions that offer Doctoral (PhD) degrees in American Indian/Native 

American/Alaska Native Studies in the United States: the University of California Davis, 

the University of Alaska Fairbanks, and the University of Arizona.  Mini case studies are 

presented on all three using a comparative analysis based on the individual and 

institutional factors contributing to Native American graduate student success.  Finally, 

highlighting the American Indian Studies Department at the University of Arizona, future 

trends and observations are discussed. 

There are only three “pure” PhD programs in American Indian/Native American 

Studies in the United States.  The degree conferred is in AIS/NAS, not American Studies, 

Anthropology, Ethnic Studies, or some other concentration from a separate discipline.  

These three programs are the University of California Davis (UCD), the University of 

Alaska Fairbanks (UAF), and the University of Arizona (UA).  There had been some 

discussion of the University of Minnesota offering a PhD program in NAS as well, but 

this seems to either have stalled or rolled into the American Studies graduate program.  

There are several strong Doctoral programs with an emphasis on AIS/NAS, but they are 

not “pure” programs as defined here. 

 Although the history and creation of each program varies drastically, they 

currently have quite a lot in common.  They all now have academic department status, a 

land grant obligation, an interdisciplinary curriculum, a small but dedicated staff/faculty, 



121 
 

 

multiple resources for students, and all have a sustained student enrollment who is 

majority Native American. 

 

Table 17: AIS/NAS PhD Enrollment and Graduation for UA, UCD, and UAF  
Enrollment UA PhD UCD PhD UAF PhD 

Fall 2014 33 17 31 

2013-2014 35 16 29 

2012-2013 33 18 29 

2011-2012 31 20 23 

2010-2011 29 13 19 

2009-2010 28 13 10 

2008-2009 27 15  

2007-2008 30 15  

2006-2007 28 15  

    

Gender UA PhD UCD PhD 

(2013) 

UAF PhD 

Female 24 13 27 

Male 9 5 4 

    

Ethnicity UA PhD UCD PhD 

(2013) 

UAF PhD 

American Indian/Alaska 

Native 

23 9 14 

White 8 1 12 

Hispanic 0 5 2 

Black 1 0 0 

Asian 1 1 0 

Other 0 2 3 

    

Degrees UA PhD UCD PhD UAF PhD 

2013-2014 5  1 

2012-2013 5  1 

2011-2012 3 2 0 

2010-2011 3 0 1 

2009-2010 3 1 2 

2008-2009 2 6  

2007-2008 6 2  

2006-2007 4 3  

2005-2006 1 2  
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Sources: (http://oirps.arizona.edu/, http://factbook.pair.uaf.edu, 

http://gradstudies.ucdavis.edu/publications/data_reports.cfm - no longer available to 

public). 

 

 

UCD enrollment numbers are based on 2013 because they are no longer available to the 

public.  Base enrollment numbers are the only information not password protected.  

When this researcher inquired about it, this is the email received: “We make the data 

available to departments only with password-protection, so I thought it best to stay at that 

level of access. I suppose it is possible that a program might want to avoid putting its 

information out on the www if certain indicators were pointing in the “wrong” direction, 

especially there were extenuating circumstances or corrections of fact that our 

methodology did not capture. But I surely hope you get to the information you are 

looking for” (email correspondence with office of institutional data, UCD).  Follow up 

requests with the Department of Native American Studies at UCD were acknowledged, 

but no data was provided. 

 Over half the students in each program are Native American and a majority is 

female.  This is consistent with information from Master’s programs in AIS/NAS across 

the country and the nationwide trend that more Native women than men are seeking 

degrees.  Enrollment numbers also seem to have plateaued or become sustainable for 

each program over the past several years.   Graduation numbers tend to fluctuate slightly, 

but overall seem consistent with enrollment trends.  As of 2012, UCD has had 18 

Doctoral degrees conferred, while as of 2014, UAF has conferred 5 doctoral degrees and 

UA has conferred 38 doctoral degrees. 

 

http://oirps.arizona.edu/
http://factbook.pair.uaf.edu/
http://gradstudies.ucdavis.edu/publications/data_reports.cfm
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Land Grant Institutions 

 

The Morrill Act of 1862, also known as the Land Grant College Act, was and 

continues to be a major boost to higher education in the United States.  Originally, the 

grant established institutions in each state that would educate people and assure that 

education would be available to those in all social classes. After several amendments, the 

lives of millions of Americans have improved giving all people access to higher 

education. 

The purpose of education shifted with the belief that students would be prepared 

for the world that they would face once leaving the classroom. This Act also gave 

education support directly from the government. “The Morrill Act changed the face of 

education and made room for our growing and ever changing country and ensured that 

there would always be money to finance educational facilities and that there would be 

continual government support of these institutions” 

(https://www3.nd.edu/~rbarger/www7/morrill.html). 

Today, the emphasis is on developing a well-educated populace through access to 

higher education and “having relevance and impact through the generation, sharing and 

application of new knowledge in ways that are locally relevant but that can also have 

global impact” (http://uanews.org/story/uas-landgrant-mission-its-contemporary-

relevance). In Arizona, this means a commitment and obligation to provide access to 

higher education to the 22 federally recognized tribes within the state.  The same goes for 

University of California-Davis and the University of Alaska Fairbanks.  Native American 

https://www3.nd.edu/~rbarger/www7/morrill.html
http://uanews.org/story/uas-landgrant-mission-its-contemporary-relevance
http://uanews.org/story/uas-landgrant-mission-its-contemporary-relevance


124 
 

 

and American Indian Studies programs are usually the torchbearers for Indian education 

and the fulfillment of Land Grant obligations. 

 

 

University of California-Davis Native American Studies (UCD) 

 

Native American Studies at UCD officially began in the Fall of 1969 with one 

faculty member, Jack D. Forbes (Powhatan-Renape-Lenap).  He was soon joined by Jack 

David Risling (Yurok-Karuk-Hoopa), Carl N. Gorman (Navajo), and Sarah Hutchison 

(Cherokee); and in 1973, George Longfish (Seneca/Tuscarora) was named the Director of 

the Gorman Museum.  The NAS major began in 1975 and then offered an undergraduate 

minor in the 1980s when the program “became seroiously hemispheric” with the 

development of Meso-American and South America courses (Forbes et. al. in 

Champagne and Stauss 2002, 97-98).  Originally housed within the Department of 

Applied Behavioral Sciences in the College of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences, 

in 1989 Native American Studies moved into the College of Letters and Science, as an 

interdepartmental program and achieved departmental status in 1993 offering its first 

graduate seminar.  The graduate program was approved in 1998 and enrolled its first 

M.A. and Ph.D. students in the Fall of 1999 (https://nas.ucdavis.edu/). 

Rooted in the political activism of the 1960s, the California Indian Education 

Association (CIEA) was able to put forth an ambitious agenda calling for the start of 

Native American Studies Programs across the state including the passage of a state senate 

resolution to create a program within the University of California system (Forbes et. al. in 

Champagne and Stauss 2002, 106-107).  With added pressure from the United Native 

https://nas.ucdavis.edu/
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Americans (UNA) in the San Fransisco Bay, the fallout of the Third World strike at the 

University of California Berkley, and the occupation of Alcatraz; CIEA proposed that the 

Davis campus be developed “as a center for the development of American Indian Studies 

and as a center for the recruitment of Indian students” (Forbes et. al. in Champagne and 

Stauss 2002, 107). 

 The UCD as a land grant institution has a commitment to and “is actively 

involved in the preservation and development hemisperically of Native peoples and their 

communities” (Forbes et. al in Champagne and Stauss 2002, 112).  This hemispheric 

approach confronts the intellectual colonialism which seeks to place Native Studies in 

neat boxes.  In other words, it allows students to broadly examine commonalities that link 

indigenous peoples such as land-base, aesthetic, cultural exchange and influence, history, 

language, values, etc. (Forbes et. al in Champagne and Stauss 2002, 112).  It also 

reinforces the notion in the discipline and at UCD that NAS should “work for the direct 

benefit of Native communities” (Forbes et. al in Champagne and Stauss 2002, 112).  This 

is exemplified in the graduate program and the objectives of the department: (1) 

excellence in research and creative work, (2) excellence in undergraduate teaching, (3) 

excellence in advising, (4) excellence in extra-classroom activities, and (5) excellence in 

graduate education. 

 

Gorman Museum – The C.N. Gorman Museum was founded in 1973 in honor of 

retired faculty member, Carl Nelson Gorman, “Navajo artist, WWII code-talker, cultural 

historian, and advocate for Native peoples” (http://gormanmuseum.ucdavis.edu/). 

Gorman was the first faculty member to teach Native American art at UCD and is the 

http://gormanmuseum.ucdavis.edu/
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inspiration for the unique mission of the museum to exhibit works of living Indigenous 

artists, while being part of an educational institution.  The Museum's reputation of artistic 

excellence is proven by its company of exhibiting artists, including some of the most 

established Native artists as well as the next generations of emerging Indigenous artists.  

 

IRCA – Indigenous Research Center of the Americas was founded in 1991 and is 

part of the NAS department at UCD.  It serves as a forum for “debate, opinion, 

information and reflection on the situation of indigenous peoples/Native Americans and 

their struggle for achieving higher levels of autonomy and securing a future of 

sovereignty and self-determination” (http://irca.ucdavis.edu/) while promoting 

sovereignty in the hemisphere. 

  

NALC – The Native American Language Center  is also housed in the NAS 

department and encourages “the active participation of scholars and students, both native 

and non-native, in the task of language preservation and revitalization, while also 

providing the resources and support for the training of a new and engaged generation of 

linguists” (http://nas.ucdavis.edu/nalc).  The goals of the program include research on 

Native languages, transfer of language within communities, and producing scholarship 

that meets the needs and needs of Native Americans. 

 

Native American Contemplative Garden- Created in 2009, the garden is part of a 

project to honor the original inhabitants of the land the UCD campus currently sits upon, 

the Patwin people.  It sits on the bank of the Putah Creek and features “naturally shaped 

http://irca.ucdavis.edu/
http://nas.ucdavis.edu/nalc
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basalt columns representing the Patwin people and their strength and resilience; trees and 

other plants used by the Patwin people; a curving path representing the flow of the creek 

and the flow of time; and a spiral seating area designed after the coiled start of a Patwin 

basket” (http://news.ucdavis.edu/search/news_detail.lasso?id=9277). 

 

NASSU – Interestingly enough, there is not a dedicated Native American Student 

Support Unit at UCD.  There is one student affairs officer for approximately 500 Native 

American students on campus part of the Cross-Cultural Center.  Most student support 

and retention programs are run by student groups and the individual advising and 

mentoring of Native American Faculty.  A formal mentoring program is written in to the 

bylaws of the graduate program and is part of the responsibility of every faculty member 

in NAS.  Outside of the department, most students participate in local Native groups and 

organizations around the Bay area 

(http://issuu.com/ucdavisadmissions/docs/14resourceguide_nativeam). 

 

Faculty and Staff – The current staff of the NAS department consists of a student 

affairs professional, a graduate and undergraduate program coordinator (1 person), and a 

professional curator at the C.N. Gorman Museum.  There are currently eight core faculty 

in the department: Steven J. Crum (Western Shoshone), Professor and Department Chair; 

Liza Grandia, Associate Professor and Director of the Indigenous Research Center of the 

Americas (IRCA); Inés Hernández-Avila (Nez Perce/Tejana), Professor; Zoila S. 

Mendoza, Professor; Beth Rose Middleton, Associate Professor and Graduate Adviser; 

Jessica Bissett Perea (Dena'ina), 

http://news.ucdavis.edu/search/news_detail.lasso?id=9277
http://issuu.com/ucdavisadmissions/docs/14resourceguide_nativeam
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Assistant Professor; Justin Spence, Assistant Professor and Director of the Native 

American Language Center, and Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie (Seminole/Muscogee/Dine’), 

Associate Professor and Director of the C. N. Gorman Museum 

(http://nas.ucdavis.edu/people). 

 

Native American Studies Graduate Program (NASGP) – The graduate program 

began in 1998 and offers an M.A. and Ph.D. degree and offers a hemispheric approach to 

indigenous cultures of the Americas though comparative and interdisciplinary research 

based upon the strengths of the faculty in art, literature, religion, linguistics, history, 

anthropology, political science, ethnomusicology, performance and dance studies, and 

women and gender studies.  The NASGP’s primary mission is “to produce scholars and 

teachers with the Ph.D. degrees who are fully equipped to succeed in a competitive job 

market and to carry on productive careers in the discipline” 

(https://nas.ucdavis.edu/bylaws) while being accountable to the needs of Native 

American communities. 

 

The University of Alaska Fairbanks Indigenous Studies (UAF) 

 

The University system in Alaska is made up of three main campuses: the flagship 

of the system –the University of Alaska Fairbanks, the University of Alaska Anchorage, 

and the University of Alaska Southeast located in Juneau.  There is no community 

college system per se in the state of Alaska.  Each university is required to provide 

remedial and community courses as part of the curriculum.  Many of these branch 

http://nas.ucdavis.edu/people
https://nas.ucdavis.edu/bylaws
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campuses are located in rural areas of the state where the majority of the population is 

Native Alaskan.  For example, Chukchi College is located in Kotzebue, AK that has a 

population of roughly 90% Alaska Native (Inupiaq). 

 The University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF) is America’s northernmost Land, Sea, 

and Space grant institution.  As such it has a unique position in the educational history of 

Alaska.  Part of this history includes a special relationship to the Indigenous people or 

Alaska Natives within the state.  This special relationship is recognized in the history, 

mission statement, special retention and outreach programs, the student body, and even 

the mascot of the University.  Over 103,000 of the population are of aboriginal ancestry 

including Eskimos, Indians, and Aleuts, who collectively refer to themselves as Alaska 

Natives.  Alaska Natives constitute 16.4% of the state's population, and 23% of its school 

population (25% when including American Indians).  This is the largest percentage of 

Indigenous population among any of the states in the country (http://uaf.edu/uaf/about/).  

 There are three main groupings of Alaska Natives comprising 227 federally 

recognized tribes.  Eskimos (Inupiaq, Yup’ik, and others) make up about 56% of the 

Native population in the state.  Indians (consisting of mostly Athabaskan peoples in the 

interior of the state and the Tlingit/Haida/Tsimsian in the Southeast part of the state) 

comprise about 34% of the Native population.  Aleuts round out the Alaska Native 

population at about 10%.  All these groups together are unique from the rest of the 

American Indians in the United States in that “Alaska Native people have their own ways 

of looking at and relating to the world, the universe, and to each other. These ways have 

seldom been recognized by the expert educators of the Western world” (Kawagley 1999). 
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The Center for Cross-Cultural Studies – CXCS was established in 1971 by action 

of the UA Board of Regents and with initial funding from the Ford Foundation. The 

following year, the Alaska Legislature established the Alaska Native Language Center 

and provided operating funds. Since then the university has supported research, 

documentation and teaching of the state's 20 Native languages.  The Indigenous Studies 

PhD program started in 2009 consisting of five thematic areas of emphasis from which 

students will choose a concentration: indigenous research; indigenous knowledge 

systems; indigenous education; indigenous languages; and indigenous leadership 

(http://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/).  

 The PhD Program in Indigenous Studies addresses long-standing issues of 

concern to the state, the nation and the world focusing on applied research and academic 

programs that will benefit the people of Alaska. In cooperation with Native organizations, 

school districts, and state and federal agencies; “the cross-cultural studies programs 

prepare graduates capable of conducting basic and applied research on social, political, 

educational, economic and cultural issues of concern to people and communities in the 

circumpolar North, with a particular emphasis on Alaska”  (http://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/). 

The program is structured to give graduate students skills in quantitative analysis, 

scientific applications, qualitative research methods, research design and program 

management, and an understanding of the dynamics of social-cultural-ecological systems.  

In addition, CXCS will provide technical support and information to school districts, 

social service agencies, Native corporations, tribal governments, community colleges, 

and state and federal agencies in rural Alaska through its program goals: 

http://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/
http://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/
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1.  To provide the programmatic infrastructure for advanced, in-depth, 

interdisciplinary graduate studies and research in academic fields related to the 

role of indigenous knowledge and ways of knowing in the contemporary world. 

2.  To prepare graduates who are capable of conducting basic and applied research 

on social, political, educational, economic and cultural issues of concern to people 

and communities in the circumpolar north, with a particular emphasis on Alaska. 

3.  To expand the pool of knowledgeable and highly skilled Alaskans who can 

assume leadership and technical positions with public and private sector 

organizations, including universities, school districts, social service agencies, 

Native corporations, tribal governments, and state and federal agencies in Alaska 

and beyond. 

4.  To provide a venue to sponsor state, national and international seminars, 

conferences, exchanges and comparative research programs that bring people 

together around issues of concern to Alaska, the circumpolar north, and 

indigenous people throughout the world. 

5.  To contribute to and tap into newly emerging bodies of academic scholarship 

that address the role of indigenous knowledge systems in fields such as ecological 

studies, natural resources management, health care, education, language 

revitalization, community development, social services, justice, and Native 

studies. 

6.  To achieve economies-of-scale that put existing university resources and 

capabilities to more effective and efficient use in addressing issues of concern to 

all Alaskans (http://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/indigenousphd/mission/). 

 

Ideally, the program provides a forum for educational and professional development in 

rural Alaska while examining cross-cultural and indigenous education and community 

development issues. 

 

Rural Student Services (RSS) – The term “rural” in Alaska is almost synonymous 

with “Native.”  Native Alaskans make up anywhere from 60-100% of the rural 

population depending on the region of the state.  With the high percentage of Alaska 

Natives in the state and the growing enrollment at UAF, students lobbied for a program 

that could assist Native students of the University of Alaska Fairbanks community.  Rural 

Student Services began in 1969 and was previously called Student Orientation Services. 

It is part of a comprehensive plan to provide services to Alaska Native students.  As of 

the 2009-2010 school-year, there were 2142 Alaska Native students attending the 

http://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/indigenousphd/mission/
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University of Alaska Fairbanks constituting 20.5% of the student population.  This is the 

highest percentage of Native students at any mainstream university and one of the largest 

numbers of Native Students at any mainstream university in the nation 

(http://www.uaf.edu/ruralss/about/). 

 

The Eileen Panigeo MacLean House – The MacLean house is a joint program 

between RSS and Residence Life designed to help foster retention and community 

building among the Alaska Native students on campus.  A partnership between UAF and 

the Arctic Slope Regional Corp. provided $1.8 million to construct housing for Native 

students, some of whom left their villages for the first time to come to college. Arctic 

Slope Regional Corp. made a $1 million endowment for continued MacLean Inupiat 

House maintenance and support.  Up to 25 students live at MacLean Inupiat House, 

which is coed by building. The facility includes residences, a common lodge area, 

visiting-parents’ apartment, computer lab and laundry facilities. A large freezer and 

kitchen allows students to receive and prepare traditional foods. The purpose of the house 

is to provide Alaska Native and rural students a safe and inviting environment 

(http://www.alaska.edu/uajourney/buildings/maclean-house/). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.uaf.edu/ruralss/about/
http://www.alaska.edu/uajourney/buildings/maclean-house/
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Troth Yeddha’ – The University of Alaska Fairbanks campus location was called 

Troth Yeddha' ("wild potato") by the Tanana Athabascans. The late traditional Chief, 

Peter John, of Tanana Chiefs Conference said,  

Our people used to come to this hill to pick Troth.  They would paddle up the 

creek, Troth Yeddh No and camp by the Lake Troth Yeddh Mena. Troth Yeddha' 

was important, a meeting place. The grandfathers used to come to talk and give 

advice to one another about what they were going to do.  When they learned this 

place would be used for a school, the university, they came here one last time to 

decide what they should do. They decided that the school would be good and 

would carry on a very similar traditional use of this hill (a place where good 

thinking and working together would happen). They placed an eagle feather on a 

pole. This was to let all the people know that the Dena would no longer be using 

the ridge for a meeting place or to pick wild potatoes. They were also giving a 

blessing so their grandchildren would be part of the new school 

(http://www.uaf.edu/ruralss/about/). 

 

UAF's Native and rural students use RSS as a forum for their concerns and as a gathering 

place for Native feasts offered in cooperation with the Alaska Native Studies (ANS) 

Elders-in-Residence program. 

 

Department of Alaska Native Studies and Rural Development (DANSRD) – In 

2010, the Department of Alaska Native Studies combined with the College of Rural and 

Community Development to form DANSRD 

(https://www.uaf.edu/dansrd/overview/history/). The Alaska Native Studies and Rural 

Development Department is located in the Brooks building.  This building was 

condemned and in need of renovation. The administration solicited proposals on what 

should be done with the building.  RSS in conjunction with Alaska Native Studies was 

the only unit on campus to submit a proposal.  As a result, the Brooks building has 

become the Alaska Native educational and research center on campus housing RSS, 

http://www.uaf.edu/ruralss/about/
https://www.uaf.edu/dansrd/overview/history/
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DANSRD, Rural Alaska Honors Institute (RAHI), Upward Bound, and almost every 

Native support and educational department on campus. 

The College of Rural and Community Development (CRCD) used to serves as the 

community college extension of UAF by providing academic and vocational education 

and outreach that promotes workforce preparation, economic development, life-long 

learning, and community development throughout Alaska, with an emphasis on Alaska 

Natives and underserved communities.  The emphasis of the Alaska Native Studies 

Department is on tradition and change in Alaska Native life focusing on issues of Alaska 

Native politics, the significance of Alaska Native humanities in a changing world, and 

Alaska Native languages as a critical aspect of learning from Alaska’s Indigenous 

peoples.  Alaska Native Studies has a core faculty of three and offers a B.A. and a minor.  

The program is interdisciplinary and requires a language component, building on their 

close relationship with the Alaska Native Language Center. Combined, the new mission 

is “to increase cultural awareness and strengthen leadership capacity for rural and 

Indigenous communities in Alaska and the Circumpolar North through degree programs 

that promote academic excellence, personal development, professional skills, global 

awareness and respect for Indigenous cultures and commitment to community”  

(https://www.uaf.edu/dansrd/overview/). 

The CRCD used to be the outreach arm of UAF, reaching out to 160 communities 

covering over two-thirds of the state through community campuses in Bethel, 

Dillingham, Fairbanks, Kotzebue, Nome and centers in Galena, Ft. Yukon, Tok, 

Unalaska, McGrath, Togiak, King Salmon, and Delta.  These campuses are now run 

independently, reducing the need for a College of Rural Development and necessitating 

https://www.uaf.edu/dansrd/overview/
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the merger with Alaska Native Studies.  The merger has caused some backlash, however, 

since many resources were shared with CXCS such as cross-listed courses, online 

courses, and close relationships with the Rural Systemic Initiative and the Alaska Native 

Knowledge Network. This has led to the proposal by the regents to eliminate the MA 

program in CXCS as a duplicative program with the MA offered in DANSRD. 

 

Faculty and Staff – The Indigenous Studies Program currently has six core 

faculty, two staff, and several adjuncts and affiliates.  Members of the core faculty are 

Larry Kaplan, Professor of Linguistics and Interim Chair for the Center for Cross-

Cultural Studies; Ray Barnhardt, Emeritus Professor of Cross-Cultural Studies; Beth 

Leonard, Associate Professor of Indigenous Studies; Theresa John, Associate Professor 

of Indigenous Studies; Mike Koskey, Assistant Professor of Indigenous Studies; and 

Nichlas Emmons, Assistant Professor of Indigenous Studies.  In addition, Sean Topkok 

was hired this year as an Assistant Professor. He also graduated this past year with a PhD 

in Indigenous Studies and will continue staff responsibilities for the time-being. 

The staff of the Indigenous Studies Program includes Sandra Soren, 

Administrative Coordinator and Sean Topkok, Information/Media/Technology/Distance 

Education Specialist, Adjunct Faculty.  The majority of Alaska Native Studies and 

Alaska Native Language Center faculty hold affiliate appointments and vice-versa 

(https://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/indigenousphd/staff/).  

 

 

 

 

https://www.uaf.edu/cxcs/indigenousphd/staff/
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The University of Arizona American Indian Studies (UA) 

 

Stemming from its land-grant status and the hiring of Edward Spicer (Tewa) as 

the first Native American to earn a PhD in Anthropology in the United States, the 

American Indian Studies program at the University of Arizona began to take shape after a 

1971 Ford Foundation grant was awarded to the Anthropology department.  Edward 

Dozier, Chair of Anthropology, proposed a program in 1968 and was named the first 

chair of American Indian Studies before passing away in 1971 (Stauss et. al. in 

Champagne and Stauss 2002, 85).  From this modest beginning, the program continued to 

grow and evolve until 1982 when an interdisciplinary MA program was established 

housed in the Dean’s office of the College of Social and Behavioral Sciences (SBS).  

This was the first free-standing M.A. program in the United States (Stauss et. al. in 

Champagne and Stauss 2002, 88).   

 The time in SBS was challenging for AIS.  It was characterized by slow growth, 

poor funding, and timid support from the administration.  In 1994-1995, AIS negotiated a 

move from SBS to the Graduate College, incorporated the Office of Indian Programs, and 

revised a proposal for a PhD Program.  The Office of Indian Programs “assists American 

Indians in obtaining educational opportunities; provides technical assistance and resource 

identification; assists with self-determination efforts; and helps sponsor legal research 

and assistance to American Indian Tribes, organizations, and individuals” (Stauss et. al. 

in Champagne and Stauss 2002, 91).  Enrollment and resources dramatically increased 

and AIS also helped support the Indian Language Development Institute. 
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 In 1996-1997 the Graduate Council passed the PhD proposal and the first class 

began studies in 1997.  The interdisciplinary program goal is to prepare “students to 

conduct basic and applied scholarly research from a cross-cultural perspective; develop 

innovative theories, methodologies, and research tools appropriate for and useful to 

sovereign Tribes; and train candidates to assume leadership and policy-making roles in 

higher education, Tribal communities, the state, and the United States (Stauss et. al. in 

Champagne and Stauss 2002, 91).  The program continued to be housed in the Graduate 

College as a Graduate Interdisciplinary Program (GIDP). 

 Ironically, due to budget cuts, resource allocations, and restructuring throughout 

the University; the AIS program is once again housed as a Department in the College of 

Social and Behavioral Sciences (SBS) effective July of 2014.  This, coupled with the 

Academic Program Review conducted in 2013, has caused a great deal of transition and 

changes within AIS.  AIS is currently conducting a nationwide search for a new 

Department Head, will be starting an undergraduate degree program in Fall of 2015, and 

still has to decide the status of the MA and PhD Programs.  Depending on faculty 

decisions, the graduate program can remain a GIDP, but with significant changes in 

bylaws and affiliate faculty involvement; or become a graduate program within SBS.  

This decision has been tabled until the next academic year (2015-2016) after the new 

Head is hired. 

 Prior to this transition, AIS had been continuously losing resources through 

budget cuts, reorganization, and attrition.  The department no longer has an “outreach 

component” or any other programs outside of the academic unit.  The Office of Indian 

Programs was relocated several years ago and with the development of other programs on 
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campus such as the American Indian Language Development Institute, Indigenous 

Peoples Law and Policy Program, and the Native Nations Institute at the Udall Center; a 

“silo”-ing of services has taken place with many services AIS once provided being 

relocated.  Relationships among the programs have varied greatly from collegial to 

hostile and collaboration has declined. 

 

American Indian Studies Mission and Core Values – The state of Arizona is home 

to 22 federally recognized tribes with a combined population over 350,000 constituting 

one of the largest concentrations of Native people in the United States (AIS Academic 

Program Review 2013, 4).  The Mission statement of AIS is grounded in this reality: 

American Indian Studies seeks to develop a strong understanding of the 

languages, cultures, and sovereignty of American Indians/Alaska Natives, which 

honors our ancestors and their wisdom.  American Indian Studies maintains 

productive scholarship, teaching, research, and community development; and 

provides unique opportunities for students and scholars to explore issues from 

American Indian perspectives which place the land, its history and the people at 

the center.  American Indian Studies promotes Indian self-determination, self-

governance, and strong leadership as defined by Indian nations, tribes, and 

communities, all of which originated from the enduring beliefs and philosophies 

of our ancestors.  

 

The AIS Core Values embraces the mission through Excellence, Integrity, Respect, 

Native Knowledge, and Collaboration (http://www.ais.arizona.edu/content/mission-and-

core-values). 

 

 

Native American Student Affairs (NASA) – Located on the mall of campus in a 

separate building from AIS, NASA creates a safe environment and builds community 

among enrolled students by providing culturally sensitive academic counseling and 

support services to American Indian/Alaskan Native students. Student success is 

http://www.ais.arizona.edu/content/mission-and-core-values
http://www.ais.arizona.edu/content/mission-and-core-values
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encouraged by enabling them to achieve academic excellence through personal and 

leadership development opportunities and the development of a culturally competent 

campus community with an emphasis on social justice education 

(http://nasa.arizona.edu/). 

NASA services are open to all undergraduate and graduate students; however, the 

focus is mainly on undergraduate students due to staffing and resources.  The center 

contains a shared lounge and study area with Asian Pacific American Student Affairs 

(APASA) and a shared administrative assistant.  NASA has a full-time director and a 

graduate research assistant at half-time.  There is also a volunteer faculty fellow and a 

part-time student employee.  AIS graduate students have conducted internships at NASA 

providing temporary staff.  NASA, along with the American Indian Alumni Association 

(AIA), handles most of the scholarships designated for Native students including Native 

Graduate students. 

 

Native American Graduate Student Center (NAGSC) – Beginning in the 1980s 

there had been a very active American Indian Graduate Center on campus with a full-

time coordinator.  After some political and financial in-fighting, the Center was merged 

with the NASA in the early 2000s.  Shortly afterwards, budget and resource cuts caused 

the Center to exist in name only and recently NASA acknowledged that it would focus on 

undergraduate students.  In 2013, the Program Coordinator, Sr. at American Indian 

Studies received a small grant from the Confuencenter for Creative Inquiry at the 

University of Arizona to re-establish a Native American Graduate Student Center on 

campus providing a safe place for Native Graduate Students on campus to call home. 

http://nasa.arizona.edu/
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 With donations from alumni and community members, the NAGSC opened on 

March 29
th

, 2014 with over 30 attendees including American Indian Studies Faculty and 

Students, Native American students outside AIS, Alums, Community Members, and 

Native American Student Affairs Director. A blessing was conducted by Jerry Carlyle, 

Vice-Chairman of the Tohono O’odham Nation San Xavier District and religious leader.  

A potluck dinner celebrated the opening followed by “Games Night” sponsored by the 

American Indian Studies Graduate Student Council. 

 The NAGSC has a meeting room, lounge, and a small computer lab and was 

meant to allow for the interaction and the exchange of scholarly ideas providing a catalyst 

for Native Graduate Student Retention.  It is intended for use by all Native American 

graduate students on campus and administered by AIS.  The Center has been under-

utilized during the transition to SBS while they consider the best use of the space and 

whether it will continue to exist or not. 

 

  

American Indian Studies Graduate Student Council (AISGSC) - AISGSC provides 

a voice for student advocacy; seeks to improve the educational experience of AIS 

students by promoting professional relationships between faculty, students, and staff; and 

provides student representation within faculty and curriculum meetings.  AISGSC also 

works to enhance scholarship opportunities and access to research funding; encourages 

the organization of social activities and fund raising; and provides a forum for the 

presentation of innovative ideas to the benefit of the university community.  Every 

graduate student within AIS is automatically a member, but participation and activity 

seems to vary from year to year. 
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Faculty and Staff – AIS currently has 10 core faculty and additional 22 affiliate 

faculty with appointments in other departments.  Core faculty is defined as any professor 

who is receiving part of their salary from AIS.  Of the 10 core faculty, 7 have their FTE 

wholly within AIS.  The core faculty includes Ofelia Zepeda (Tohono O’odham), Interim 

Head and Regents Professor Linguistics; Eileen Luna-Firebaugh (Choctaw/Cherokee), 

Associate Professor; Mary Jo Tippeconnic Fox (Comanche), Research Professor and 

Social Scientist; Franci Washburn (Lakota), Associate Professor of AIS and English; 

Robert Hershey, Professor of Practice Law; Mary Willie (Navajo), Associate Professor of 

AIS and Linguistics; Amy Fatzinger, Assistant Professor; Nancy Parezo, Professor; 

Ronald Trosper (Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes), Professor; and Benedict 

Colombi, Associate Professor  (APR 2013). 

 AIS currently has 2.5 FTE Staff positions.  Prior to the transition to SBS, there 

was 4 full-time staff within the program including Administrative Associate, Program 

Coordinator, Business Manager, and IT support.  After the transition, the IT staff was 

absorbed into SBS Tech and the business manager was split between AIS and another 

department (.5 at both).  In addition, responsibilities and duties have been reassigned and 

continue to change as the transition to SBS progresses.  There is currently no budget for 

student workers. 

 

 

Promoting Native American Graduate Student Success 

  

 The single greatest indicator of Native American student success comes down to 

individual determination and resiliency.  No matter what services and support are 
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provided by institutions or departments, a student’s will to succeed and overcome 

challenges is the defining characteristic of successful students.  Many times the best thing 

that the University can do is get out of the way.  Granted, this path becomes much easier 

with support and mentoring, but ultimately it is the individual’s drive that compels the 

student forward. 

 Other sources of strength for Native American students are supportive 

relationships and mentoring which often means access to Indigenous faculty, and a desire 

to give back to one’s own tribe or community.  The two overwhelming reasons for Native 

Americans to pursue graduate study are to help their families and to give back to their 

community.  Most Native American graduate students have already navigated the 

academy once by getting through their undergraduate programs and getting into graduate 

school.  Although it does not get easier, having exposure to factors affecting Native 

American students at the undergraduate level, better prepares students to face them at the 

graduate level. 

 As more and more Native American students are getting into and finishing 

graduate school, there is a potential for greater community awareness and support.  

Students start mentoring each other and communities start to understand the issues and 

factors students face in higher education.  Students then become better prepared to face 

the challenges of graduate school.  For many students, AIS programs become the 

community from which students draw strength and support.  Most AIS programs were 

started with the mandate to support and promote Native American recruitment and 

retention. 
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Revisiting Factors for Native American Student Success 

 

 The literature has identified several factors that affect Native American student 

success.  These factors can be divided into individual and institutional factors.  One key 

to promoting Native American graduate student success is how well these factors are 

addressed once a student arrives on campus. Individual factors include feelings of 

isolation and academic and cultural alienation, racism and discrimination, lack of 

Indigenous role models, lack of academic guidance, and financial stressors.  Institutional 

factors include mentoring and advising, financial support, program environment and 

research experience, curricular and administrative processes and procedures, have a 

holistic view of success and persistence factors, and support tribal colleges and 

universities.   

 The degree of success students achieve is directly related to how well both 

individual and institutional factors are addressed by the University.  Universities often 

shortsightedly delegate this responsibility to American Indian Studies and Native 

American Student Support Units.  In reality it is the responsibility of everyone on campus 

to address these factors, and the fact that not everyone is addressing them, is a major 

reason for their persistence.  In this regard, public universities have failed to support 

Native American students and left AIS and NASSU on a metaphorical creek without a 

paddle. 

 Arizona has one of the largest Native populations in the country including two of 

the largest reservations in the nation at Navajo and Tohono O’odham.  If any public 

university system would be sympathetic to Native American student success, one could 
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presume it would be in Arizona.  There are three public universities in Arizona 

accounting for over 3000 enrolled Native American students.  Although institutional lip 

service has been given to Native American student success, NASSUs at these schools 

have the responsibility of promoting it.  They are chronically understaffed and 

underfunded, but continue to address factors for Native student success regardless. 

 NASSUs in Arizona are providing space in the form of a center for student 

support, cultural programming, and academic advising. At ASU, all Native services are 

housed in the same building even though they operate independent.  This provides a one-

stop shop for Native students on campus.  NAU has a newly built cultural center which 

serves as hub of services for Native students on campus; however, not all Native-centered 

programs are located there.  UA has services spread out all over campus, but NASA 

serves a central location for students to get their bearings.  At all three universities, 

graduate students are often left to fend for themselves. 

 

 

AIS Graduate Programs Enrollment, Retention, and Success  

 

 Most of the enrollment numbers for AIS Graduate programs are about what was 

expected.  Although the numbers have decreased slightly over the past 10 years, 

enrollment has maintained at a fairly level total.  Doctoral program enrollment has 

increased dramatically at the three universities (UA, UCD, and UAF) offering a PhD in 

AIS demonstrating a need for each program. Consequently, MA program enrollment is 

much lower than the doctoral program enrollment at these three schools.  It is possible 

that with all the educational opportunities out there that Native American student 
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enrollment in graduate programs has just tapped out.  There are not enough students to 

fill slots in programs considering the small percentage of Native American students that 

pursue graduate education. 

 Since there are only three doctoral programs in AIS in the country, there is not 

much competition for students between programs.  They all have their “niches” as well 

limiting the pursuit of the same students.  UCD has a hemispheric approach; UAF 

focuses on Alaska and Indigenous leadership, while UA is entrenched in the Nations of 

the United States.   The competition among MA students is much fiercer with students 

seemingly making decisions based on which program provides the best financial package. 

 At the PhD level, UCD provides full scholarships for incoming students with the 

opportunity to be a teaching or research assistant for the undergraduate general education 

courses.  UA also offers incoming students a graduate teaching assistant position, but it 

only covers up to half of the tuition and is only guaranteed for one year.  UAF has a 

MacArthur grant providing full scholarships to all Native doctoral students on campus 

regardless of department.  UA has the Sloan grant program which also provided full 

funding to Native graduate students; however, it only covers STEM fields which AIS is 

not.  Despite the fact that the Sloan program gets most of the attention and credit for UA 

being the number one institution granting PhDs to Native American students, AIS is 

responsible for approximately 40% of those Native American doctorates even without the 

extra funding.   This can be attributed to AIS addressing factors for success beyond only 

the financial ones. 
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AIS PhD Program at the University of Arizona 

 

 The AIS program at UA currently guarantees a graduate teaching assistantship 

(GTA) for all incoming PhD students.  Unfortunately, this can only be guaranteed for the 

first year of the program and could possibly go away altogether with budget cuts and new 

policies associated with the transition to SBS.  This GTA waives the out of state portion 

of tuition for non-residents and reduces in-state tuition by half.  In addition, GTAs 

receive a .33 FTE stipend which comes out to just over $11,000 for the academic year.  

GTAs also receive shared office space within the department.  All indications are that this 

space may be consolidated by SBS, and not available to AIS in the future. 

 The Native American Graduate Student Center could see more use if 

consolidation of office space takes place.  The opportunity is present for the American 

Indian Studies Graduate Student Council to take ownership of the space and increase the 

visibility and presence of Native Graduate students on campus.  However, it is unclear at 

this point what SBS intends to do with the NAGSC.  It too could be consolidated and re-

assigned.  Space and financials are very much in flux with the transition to SBS. 

 AIS does collaborate with NASA and other Native centered groups on campus to 

provide culturally appropriate programming and sponsor relevant events.  However, 

relationships have been strained with some of these groups over time and continue to be 

tense at times.  This includes the participation of affiliate faculty with AIS.  Although 

there are 25 faculty affiliated with AIS across campus, only handful participate if ever; 

and only 2-3 have consistently been involved with AIS on a regular basis. 
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 With over 300 alumni, UA AIS graduate programs boast the largest network of 

any of the graduate programs in AIS.  This could be an invaluable resource for 

mentoring, collaboration, and growth.  A 2009 survey of AIS alumni showed that most 

want to be involved in some way with the program, but no formal outreach, other to ask 

for donations, has been conducted.  A small, but very vocal, group of alumni have 

expressed extreme dissatisfaction with the program.  This bad publicity and ill-will has 

never been adequately addressed by AIS. 

 

What Can AIS Programs Do? 

 

 There are several suggestions to strengthen the AIS department and improve 

services to Native American Graduate students.  The first would be to secure a stable 

source of funding to provide security and stability. The most effective way of doing this 

for other programs have been through endowments.  At the very least, the Department 

Head position should be endowed as well as scholarships and funding for Native 

American students.  There really is no reason why a Native American Doctoral student 

should be paying any money out of pocket regardless of which program or school they 

are attending.  When UA is losing students to other programs, this is the reason given. 

 

Tuition Waivers 

 

 The University of Arizona has worked hard to establish official agreements and 

programs that directly benefit members of the Native American nations in Arizona. One 

recent program approved by the Board of Regents in 2013 is the policy that allows all 
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Native American students who are members of one of Arizona’s 22 federally recognized 

tribes to receive residency tuition regardless of where they are living at the time of their 

matriculation.  Arizona’s Native students will no longer be considered non-residents for 

tuition purposes. 

 Taking this to the next step would be to introduce a tuition waiver program for 

Native American students such as already exist in Michigan (Conners), Minnesota 

(http://www.policy.umn.edu/Campus/Morris/AMINDIANWAIVER.html), and Montana 

(http://mus.edu/Prepare/Pay/Waivers/AmerIndianTuitionFlyer_4.pdf).  Although each 

program differs slightly with regard to eligibility and endorsement, they each essentially 

allow Native American students at all levels go to school tuition free to state schools 

within the state.  Following guidelines laid out by these programs, there could be a legal 

argument to implement such a program in Arizona. 

 The Michigan Tuition Waiver program was modeled after the Minnesota 

program, however, has seen some slight changes due to opposition within the state 

legislature.  The Montana and Minnesota program both require Native American students 

to be residents of the state when they enroll in the state university system.  Michigan has 

since established a twelve month residency requirement.  All programs require students 

to be at least ¼ degree blood quantum which needs to be verified with documentation.  

Montana requires a demonstration of financial verified by a Free Application for Federal 

Student Aid (FAFSA), whereas Minnesota and Michigan currently do not require 

financial need.  Montana requires the student to be from one of the federal or state 

recognized tribes within the state of Montana, whereas Minnesota or Michigan does not 

http://www.policy.umn.edu/Campus/Morris/AMINDIANWAIVER.html
http://mus.edu/Prepare/Pay/Waivers/AmerIndianTuitionFlyer_4.pdf
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require this.  Although consistently under attack by state legislature, the Michigan Tuition 

Waiver serves as a model for Arizona to follow. 

 

Michigan Indian Tuition Waiver Program (MITW) 

 

 The Michigan Indian Tuition Waiver Program provides for state institutions of 

higher education to grant free tuition to certain eligible American Indians.  The state of 

Michigan has had this responsibility since the Comstock Agreement of 1934.  The 

program was made into a law in 1976, and since that time over 20,000 Native Americans 

have enrolled in the program.  Approximately 70% of those who enroll complete some 

sort of certificate or degree program. 

 Despite the state’s responsibility to provide education and the relative success of 

the program, many legislators in the state would like to see the program end.  

Unsuccessful attempts were made to repeal the program in 1981 and 1994, and continued 

in 1995 despite the Governor’s objections.  The program was eliminated in 1996, but the 

state universities and colleges have decided to continue the program.  The state of 

Michigan still partially funds the program, but that is under attack by state representatives 

as well.  There is currently a bill in the Michigan House Appropriations Committee to 

eliminate the program immediately, but has been tabled until the next session of the state 

legislature.  The program still continues today despite constant attacks and threats from 

state legislature. 

 In the meantime, the program continues to grow with over 3000 enrolled 

American Indian students per year.  In January 2010, the Saginaw Chippewa Tribal 



150 
 

 

College Board of Directors voted to approve the tuition waiver for its students.  Bay Mills 

Tribal College had been using the waiver since 1993 with a state appropriation over 

$100,000.  This is a very real issue that will affect several thousand current and future 

Native American students in the state of Michigan. 

 The program waives all higher education tuition costs to all North American 

Native Americans who are eligible. To be eligible, the student must be at least ¼ (25%) 

Native American, must have resided in the state of Michigan for at least twelve 

consecutive months at the time of application, and must attend a public community 

college or university within the state of Michigan.  The Inter-Tribal Council of Michigan 

(ITCMI) coordinates the program.  www.itcmi.org.  So, any Native American from any 

tribe who is at least ¼ Native by blood could be eligible for the program as long as they 

have lived in the state for at least 12 months.  A student does not even need to be an 

enrolled member of a federally recognized tribe as long as he/she can get documentation 

from a tribal or BIA official. 

 The state of Michigan currently ranks 12th in the nation for American Indian 

population at around 60,000 or .06% of the state.  However, this number is expected to 

decline for the next census.  Although the American Indian population is growing in the 

state, it is not growing as fast as other states, and Michigan is expected to drop to about 

18th in Native American population. 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/26000lk.html. 

 In the 2006-2007 academic school year, there were a total of 3,267 waivers used 

by Native Americans in the state of Michigan—2,173 at the community colleges and 

1,094 at four-year universities.  The value of these waivers was at $8.01 million of which 

http://www.itcmi.org/
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/26000lk.html
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$4.77 million was reimbursed to the colleges and universities with Native American 

students.  All of these funds were from the state of Michigan and no federal funds were 

used.  http://blog.mlive.grpress/print.html. 

 The MITW program was actually discontinued as a line item in the state budget, 

but waiver amounts were “folded into higher education base per-pupil funding of each 

state university and college” (Conners 7)  The colleges and universities took it upon 

themselves to route state monies to the Michigan Indian Tuition Waiver Program.  This is 

why the individual colleges and universities must make up the difference in the waivers.  

The MITW is still included in the budget of the state of Michigan, but since it is not a line 

item, the amount cannot be determined from year to year. 

 Typical recipients of the Michigan Indian Tuition waiver are first-generation 

college students, part-time college students, unmarried females with 2-4 dependents, 30 

years old, “and not eligible for most other forms of financial aid”(Conners 3).  Most 

recipients also had a gross annual income of less than $22,000. 

 

Tuition Waiver Law (1976) 

 

 The Michigan Indian Tuition Waiver program officially began in 1976 with the 

passage of the Tuition Waiver Law.  The law states 

A Michigan public community college or public university … shall waive tuition 

for any North American Indian who qualifies for admission as a full-time, part-

time, or summer school student, and is a legal resident of the state for not less 

than 12 consecutive months. [Mich. Comp. L. § 390.1251(1)] 

 

http://blog.mlive.grpress/print.html
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It came about as a result of the Red Power movement of the 1960s and 1970s and 

received important backing from Michigan’s African-American lawmakers.  The 

Michigan Legislature, with bipartisan support and support from the Governor, passed 

Waiver of Tuition for North American Indians Act in 1976 (PA 174).  The law as it 

stands now was revised by a 1978 amendment to better align with federal guidelines, i.e. 

¼ blood quantum instead of 1/2.). 

 The tuition waiver and the responsibility of the state to provide free education to 

Michigan’s Native Americans dates back to the Washington Treaty of 1836 and several 

other treaties and agreements. 

 

Treaties 

 

 In the 1836 Treaty of Washington, Ottawa and Chippewa Indians ceded much of 

Northern and Western Michigan to the federal government.  This territory includes land 

that make up about 40% of modern day Michigan.    In exchange for the land, the 

government agreed to compensate the tribes with “Five thousand dollars per annum, for 

the purpose of education, teachers, schoolhouses, and books in their own language, to be 

continued twenty years, and as long thereafter as Congress may appropriate for the 

object” (Conners 5).  In accordance with the treaty, money was appropriated for the 

construction of Indian Schools in Mt. Pleasant, Bay Mills, and the Keweenaw Bay Indian 

Community and funded them until 1935.  Funding ended as art of the Comstock 

Agreement (see below), and interestingly enough these three communities became the 

sites for Michigan’s three Tribal Colleges.   



153 
 

 

 The 1855 Treaty of Detroit ceded most of the territory that today makes up most 

of Southeast Michigan and Northwest Ohio.  The Treaty of Detroit was actually a series 

of treaties that involved most of the Native Tribes in the region.  In exchange for ceding 

the rest of what is currently the state of Michigan (when combined with the Treaty of 

Washington in 1836), more promises were made specifically for education: 

Eighty thousand dollars for education purposes to be paid in ten equal annual 

installments of eight thousand dollars each, which sum shall be expended under 

the direction of the President of the United States; and in the expenditure of the 

same, and the appointment of teachers and management of schools the Indians 

shall be consulted, and their views and wishes adopted so far as they may be just 

and reasonable (Fletcher). 

 

Both of these Treaties appear to be relatively ignored by both federal and state authorities 

until 1934 when then Governor of Michigan William Comstock signed what has become 

known as the “Comstock Agreement.” 

 

Comstock Agreement 

 

 The Comstock Agreement is the perhaps the biggest reason for the Indian tuition 

waiver.  Governor Comstock of Michigan petitioned the federal government to turn over 

the Mount Pleasant Indian School to the state.  The Indian School included several well-

maintained buildings on a square mile of property.  Comstock had hoped to turn the 

school into a training center for the developmentally disabled.  In what was later to be 

called the “Comstock Agreement” the Governor of Michigan wrote to the Secretary of 

the Interior (Harold Ickes) the following: 

As Governor of the State, in accepting this grant, I acknowledge the condition that 

the State of Michigan will receive and care for in state institutions Indians 
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resident within the state on entire equality with the persons of other races and 

without cost to the federal government (Conners 5). 

 

In 1934, Congress ceded Mt. Pleasant Indian School (currently on Isabella reservation- 

Saginaw Chippewa) to the State of Michigan. 

 The government, however, placed several conditions on the transfer: 

 

 The state would take over responsibility for Indian education as they were providing it at 

the time of the agreement; 

 The state would be responsible for elementary and high school education; 

 The state would provide job training; 

 The state would provide college education in the same manner as the federal government 

had been providing it; and 

 The state would build dormitories as needed to house Indian students whose homes were 

too far from the public school to allow normal attendance (Conners 5-6). 

 

Ickes was widely known as a Progressive and largely on the side of the Indians when it 

came to working with states.  This may have been his attempt to provide for American 

Indians when the government was reducing funding for Indian Affairs.  It is not clear if 

Comstock ever planned on honoring these agreements, but they were left largely 

unfulfilled for the next 40 years. 

 

Legal Challenges 

 

 As previously mentioned, the state would refuse to honor the agreement for 

several years.  Even after the law passed in 1976, the state refused to offer the waiver to 

the Sault Tribe of Indians in Northern Michigan.  The Field Solicitor was asked to give 

an opinion regarding the state’s obligation to provide services to the Sault Tribe.  His 

response follows: 
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In Michigan, because of the commitment made by the state when the Mt. Pleasant 

Indian School was turned over to the state in 1934, all institutional costs for the 

Indians are to be borne by the state… The acceptance of this grant… specifically 

acknowledged the responsibility to provide institutional services to Indians 

without costs to the Federal Government (Fletcher). 

 

In other words, the state of Michigan is responsible to all Native Americans in the state 

for the full tuition at colleges or universities of higher education.   

 Not happy with this opinion, the state challenged the case and it found its way to 

the Michigan Court of Appeals in 1981.  Although the court stated that the tuition waiver 

was “neither equitably or legally desirable,” (Fletcher) the opinion of the Field Solicitor 

was upheld and the Tuition Waiver Program was not challenged again until the 1990s.  

  

1995 Governor Engler 

 

 Republican Governor John Engler vowed to discontinue the Indian Tuition 

Waiver.  Engler ran on a platform of curbed government spending and fiscal 

responsibility.  The program was costing the state over $3 million dollars and the 

governor objects to the tax payers supporting roughly 2500 American Indians in higher 

education.  He decided not to veto the funds for 1995 since “students and schools already 

have made plans counting on the money” (Fletcher).  

 Engler did, however, eliminate the Indian Tuition Waiver as a line item for 1996.  

His intention was to end the program.  Amid protests from Native American students and 

communities, he reinstated funding, but since it is no longer a line item in the state 

budget, the amount fluctuates from year to year.  The fifteen public universities decide to 

grant the waivers whether the state honors them or not claiming that the state is “morally, 
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legally, and constitutionally bound” (Fletcher).  In essence, Engler loses his battle, and 

the state institutions pick up the remainder of the tuition waivers that the state does not 

cover. 

  

Prop. 2- Affirmative Action Ban 

 

 This proposition passed in 2007 and stems from the Affirmative Action case that 

stemmed from the University of Michigan Law School admissions practices.  It amends 

the state constitution to add that any public university or college “shall not discriminate 

against, or grant preferential treatment to, any individual or group on basis of race, sex, 

color, ethnicity, or national origin…” (Tribal Position Paper). Several lawmakers claim 

that this makes the Michigan Indian Tuition Waiver Program unconstitutional because it 

grants preferential treatment to Native Americans based on race. 

 Any lawmaker or educator that has worked with Native American communities 

knows the fallacy of this statement.  The Supreme Court has firmly established that 

Native Americans, due to their inherent sovereignty, have a political relationship with the 

government.  The special status of American Indians is not based off of racial 

classification.  The Michigan Civil Rights Commission agreed with this and stated in 

March of 2007 that “this tuition waiver remains valid under Proposal 2 because…tribal 

status is a political category based on the relationship with the federal government and 

the tribes as sovereign entities; it is a political classification, not a racial classification…” 

(Tribal Position Paper).  Despite this, the program continues to be challenged by a 

handful of state representatives including the most vocal Dave Agema. 
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Rep. Dave Agema 

 

 Dave Agema is a republican representative who is outspoken about his desire to 

eliminate the Michigan Indian Tuition Waiver Program.  He claims “casinos are making 

billions of dollars for Indian tribes.  But we are paying for their kids to go to college.  

They can afford to help themselves.”  http://blog.mlive.grpress/print.html.   

He keeps bringing to the forefront that the casinos are striving and that “the Tribes likely 

have more reserve funds than the State of Michigan.” http://blog.mlive.grpress/print.html.  

All of these statements could, of course, be refuted. 

 Agema bases his argument on the assumption that MITW program violates Prop. 

2 and that it is unfair.  He has asked the State Attorney General to look into the issue, to 

which the AG responded that it is an issue best left the judiciary.  Agema has proposed a 

bill to cancel the program, but it has been tabled until the next legislative session.  Agema 

claims that the State House is ignoring it because it is a “contentious issue” and American 

Indians are a “powerful lobby.” 

 Rep. Agema’s assertions have drawn the ire of several community members 

including Frank Ettawageshik, Tribal Chairman Little Traverse Bay Bands of Odawa 

Indians.  He states that the tribes “have turned over trillions of dollars in assets and 

received promises” in return.  The Michigan Indian Tuition Waiver should be seen as 

“pre-paid tuition” for Native American students. http://blog.mlive.grpress/print.html. 
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Tribal Colleges 

 

 The Michigan Indian Tuition Waiver is a significant issue for the State’s three 

tribal colleges: Saginaw Chippewa Tribal College, Bay Mills Tribal College, and 

Keweenaw Bay Tribal College.  With the growing number of Native American students 

choosing to stay home and attend school at the Tribal College, the financial burden to the 

Tribal College could be overwhelming.  Despite this, Saginaw Chippewa Tribal College 

voted to approve the Tuition Waiver in Jan. 2010 and Bay Mills has already been 

utilizing it. http://www.sagchip.edu/ 

 Keweenaw Bay Tribal College has not yet approved the Michigan Indian Tuition 

Waiver for its students – most likely because the school is responsible for difference 

between cost and what the state reimburses.  Saginaw Chippewa voted to approve the 

waiver despite this.  The silver lining is that there may be federal funds available to help 

offset the costs, even though the program prides itself on the fact that no federal funds are 

used for the tuition waivers. 

 

Outreach to Native American Communities 

 

 A second recommendation would be to improve relationships and renew 

commitments to local Native American communities.  Since UA is situated within the 

ancestral homelands of the Tohono O’odham and Pascu Yaqui peoples, this is where 

dialogue needs to start. There is really no excusable reason why UA AIS and these 

Nations do not work hand-in-hand on a daily basis.  This includes Tohono O’Odham 
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Community College.  AIS should have separate formal agreements with both TOCC and 

the other tribal college in the state, Dine’ College.  Some easy ways to do this are 

courtesy affiliate appointments for tribal leaders and TCU professionals, increased 

collaboration, and possibly an elder-in-residence program.   

 UA is highly lauded for having an Assistant Vice President of Tribal Affairs 

position on campus. UA is one of only a handful of large public universities to have a 

higher administration position dedicated to Native affairs. Unfortunately, it has been very 

ambiguous on exactly what the responsibilities and duties of this position are.  In 2014, 

Native American student retention was added to the responsibilities of this position.  

However, retention collaboration between AIS, NASA, and the AVP for Tribal affairs 

has not happened.  At best, the three units are duplicating efforts; at worse they are 

working at odds and stepping on each other’s toes.  Outreach and retention efforts will be 

unclear until these relationships are defined. 

 

Development of Strong Mentoring Plans 

 

Other than student resiliency, the factor that can influence graduate student 

success to the largest degree is mentoring.  The University of California Davis Graduate 

Council has developed mentoring guidelines that clearly define mentoring and the role of 

faculty and student in the mentoring process (https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-

program/mentoring-guidelines).  These guidelines can serve as a model for other 

programs modified to meet the needs of each individual program.   

https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-program/mentoring-guidelines
https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-program/mentoring-guidelines
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It begins with the recognition that mentoring is “an integral part of the graduate 

experience” (https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-program/mentoring-guidelines) for both 

faculty members and graduate students.  It is broader than faculty merely explaining 

program requirements and classroom instruction and goes beyond simply being a role-

model for students.  It also the responsibility of both graduate students and faculty to 

actively participate in the mentoring process and that is the only way to ensure student 

success. 

Faculty have a responsibility to mentor graduate students and can be defined as 

guiding students through degree requirements, which includes providing a clear map of 

program requirements and clear guidelines for starting and finishing dissertation and 

thesis work; guiding students through thesis or dissertation research, which includes 

evaluating student research and assisting students with finding financial and institutional 

support; and guiding students through professional development, which includes 

preparing for active participation in the discipline and advocating for students in 

professional and academic communities.  (https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-

program/mentoring-guidelines).   

Graduate students are partners in the mentoring relationship and have the 

responsibility to be aware of their own changing needs, recognize that faculty may not be 

able to satisfy all of their mentoring needs, recognize and respect their mentor’s other 

responsibilities and time commitments, and maintain and seek regular communication 

with their mentors (https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-program/mentoring-guidelines).  

 

 

https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-program/mentoring-guidelines
https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-program/mentoring-guidelines
https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-program/mentoring-guidelines
https://nas.ucdavis.edu/graduate-program/mentoring-guidelines
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Conclusion 

 

AIS graduate programs are doing the best that they can under very difficult 

circumstances to support Native American student success.  Unfortunately, they are often 

the only ones promoting student success and campus. Despite waning resources and 

support, AIS Graduate programs are conferring more Doctoral degrees than most.  The 

reason they are able to do this without financial resources, is that they focus on the other 

factors for Native American student success such as mentoring, cultural support, and a 

safe place to celebrate being Native American. 
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