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ABSTRACT 

This study, theoretically framed in Indigenous Nation Building, documented 

personal and educational experiences impacting the academic trajectories and completion 

of doctoral degree programs by thirty-five Indigenous scholars who sought doctoral 

degrees in public universities in the United States.  

The study employed qualitative research methodologies and utilized a 

collaborative model of tribal participatory research to identify the original motivations of 

Indigenous scholars to commence advanced degree programs requiring successful 

negotiation of the frequently perplexing and commonly frustrating labyrinth that is the 

Academy.  

The study called on the collaboration of self-identified Indigenous scholars who 

had been enrolled in, were currently enrolled in, or who had graduated from doctoral 
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programs in the U.S. to offer insights into factors that supported and challenged their 

ability to complete their doctoral programs. The study asked Indigenous scholars to 

describe their academic trajectories from childhood through their doctoral programs and 

sought to identify commonalities they shared. The study further solicited 

recommendations that could help academic institutions improve the retention and 

completion rates of Indigenous doctoral students. Finally, the study asked Indigenous 

scholars for suggestions they would offer to other Indigenous students considering 

enrolling in doctoral programs in order to ease their journeys and bolster their success. 

In a time when the completion rates of doctoral programs by Indigenous students 

in U.S. colleges and universities have been virtually flat-lined for generations and lag far 

behind those of any other ethnic group identified by the U.S. Census Bureau, the data 

from studies such as this is critical in rectifying the situation. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

"Every society needs educated people, but the primary responsibility of educated 

people is to bring wisdom back into the community and make it available to 

others so that the lives they are leading make sense." 

~ Vine Deloria Jr. ~ 

In the preceding quote, Vine Deloria (1997, p. 5) offers a view of education that 

speaks to the perspectives shared throughout this study by the people that were its 

participants. In including this quote, I honor the individuals who have contributed to this 

study and am expressing my gratitude for their willingness to volunteer as study 

participants. 

This study involved an inquiry into the personal and educational experiences of 

thirty-five (35) Indigenous scholars from childhood through their doctoral programs in an 

effort to gain insight into the factors that might have supported or challenged their 

successful completion of doctoral or professional degrees in public universities in the 

United States.  

This study utilized the term Indigenous in lieu of American Indian, Native, Native 

American, Alaska Native, or the names of the specific cultures to which Indigenous 

people belong in referring to the study participants. The word Indigenous, as described in 

the publication, Postsecondary Education for American Indian and Alaska Natives, refers 
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to groups of people that have inhabited or been connected to a particular place long 

before any people from distant cultures found their way to the land. Since the term refers 

to people with specific rights that are inherently based on their status as the original 

people of a place, the word was capitalized in this study (Brayboy, Fann, Castagno, 

Solyom, 2012, pp. 4-5).  

The specific tribal affiliations of the participants who volunteered for this study 

are intentionally not identified in either the data analysis or the reporting in order to 

ensure that inferences pertaining to specific Indigenous cultures would not be drawn from 

the data.  

Background Information 

The U.S. Census reports that the population of Indigenous people in the U.S. 

(American Indians and Alaska Natives, alone or in combination with one or more races) 

experienced rapid growth between the years 2007 and 2017, increasing nearly 13.2% 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2017b). In 2017, Indigenous people comprised roughly 2% of the 

U.S. population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017a). 

Although one might assume that Indigenous people would enroll in institutions of 

higher education and receive college degrees in proportions reflective of these figures, 

that is not the case.   

According to a report published by the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) in 2005, even though the enrollment of Indigenous people more than doubled in 

the three decades between 1976 and 2002, they remained less likely to be enrolled in a 

college or university than their White, Black, Latino, and Asian counterparts (DeVoe & 

Darling-Churchill, 2008).  
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As Figure 1-1 demonstrates, Indigenous people in the U.S. continue to be less 

likely enrolled in tertiary institutions than people representing other ethnic groups. In a 

comparison of the rates of college enrollment of people representing various ethnicities in 

three specific years (2000, 2010, and 2016) within the past two decades, the percentage 

of Indigenous people that were enrolled in college during these three years averaged just 

1% of the total enrollment. 

 

Tate and Schwartz (1993) cite several institutional barriers to Indigenous student 

enrollment and retention at the tertiary level that have previously been identified in the 

literature in an attempt to explain the small numbers of Indigenous students we see in 

college: a relatively low number of high school graduates; a lack of administrative 

support and guidance from institutions of higher education; tertiary faculty 

misconceptions, stereotyping, and dissonant interactional styles; poor student relations 
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and outreach within institutions of higher education; and the tendency of Indigenous 

students to be advised to pursue career goals based on the potential for monetary gains 

rather than on personal, intrinsic motivators such as a desire to serve the communities in 

which they were raised (pp. 22-23).   

Even though the explanations offered in the literature have identified institutional 

barriers to college enrollment, it might be a logical conclusion that the rate of college 

degree completion for Indigenous people that do enroll in college would be similar to 

those of other ethnic group members, but again, this is not so. In fact, according to the 

U.S. Census Bureau (2017) only 14.7 percent of American Indian and Alaska Native 

people over the age of twenty-five hold a bachelor’s degree compared with thirty-two 

percent of the overall population. 

Current figures fail to demonstrate an improvement in college and university 

retention of Indigenous students in graduate and doctoral programs. In its Digest of 

Education Statistics, the National Center for Educational Statistics (2017) reports that in 

the 2015–16 academic year, White students earned 65 percent of all bachelor’s degrees 

awarded (compared with 75 percent in 2005–06), Black students earned 11 percent of all 

bachelor’s degrees awarded (compared with 10 percent in 2005–06), Hispanic students 

earned 13 percent of all bachelor’s degrees awarded (compared with 7 percent in 2005–

06), and Asian/Pacific Islander students earned about 8 percent of all bachelor’s degrees 

awarded (compared with 7 percent in 2005–06). American Indian/Alaska Native students 

earned less than 1 percent of the bachelor’s degrees awarded in both years. (The 

remaining 3 percent of all bachelor’s degrees in 2015–16 were awarded to students of 
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two or more races, and statistics were not reported on this group during the 2005-06 

academic year.)   

These statistics present a limited glimpse of Indigenous student experiences in 

higher education at the undergraduate level. Unfortunately, Indigenous student 

experiences in higher education at the graduate and professional level mirror those of 

their undergraduate counterparts. 

As shown in Figure 1-2, U.S. Department of Education data, comparing two 

specific academic years within the past two decades (2001-02 and 2015-16), reveals that 

while Asian, Black, and Hispanic minority members continue to earn an increasingly 

greater percentage of the master’s degrees being awarded, the percentage of master’s 

degrees earned by Indigenous scholars continues to lag.  

In spite of the percentage of graduate degrees awarded remaining virtually the 

same for years, Patel (2014) reports that the actual number of bachelor’s and master’s 

degrees Indigenous people have earned in the past two decades has actually increased. 

She reports that Indigenous students earned almost twice as many bachelor’s degrees in 

2012 (10,743) and nearly three times as many master’s degrees (3,275) than they did in 

1992, but due to the total number of bachelor’s and master’s degrees being awarded 

increasing, the percentage of degrees awarded remains at just 1 percent. 
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As Figure 1-3 shows, just as the number of bachelor’s and master’s degrees 

awarded by U.S. colleges and universities have increased, the number of doctoral degrees 

awarded over the past sixty years has also continued to increase at a fairly steady rate. 

Again, a logical assumption would be that as the total number of doctoral degrees 

being awarded rises, so would the number of doctoral degrees awarded to the diverse 

ethnic groups reported on by the U.S. Census, yet, once again, that is not the case. 

According to the National Science Foundation (2018), Indigenous scholars not only earn 
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a disproportionately small percentage of doctoral degrees, they also do so in every major 

field of study. This information suggests, yet again, that institutional barriers within the 

Academy, which have been identified in previous scholarly inquiries, may continue to be 

at play and might be impacting degree attainment by Indigenous students. 

 

As Figure 1-4 shows, Indigenous scholars do not appear to be benefitting by the 

ever-growing number of doctoral degrees being awarded by institutions of higher 

education in this country. In fact, as the figure indicates, the number of doctorates being 

awarded to Indigenous people has remained relatively unchanged for many years, while 

the number of doctorates being awarded to members of other ethnic minority groups has 

steadily risen over the past decade. This “flat-lining” of doctoral degrees awarded to a 

single ethnic group while other ethnic groups continue to see an increase of doctoral 
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degree recipients suggests that there are factors that are impacting equitable educational 

attainment within tertiary institutions across the U.S. 

 

Figure 1-5 shows the actual numbers of doctoral degrees awarded by ethnicity for 

each year between 2009 and 2017, as reported by the National Science Foundation’s 

National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics. Although the numbers have 

slightly fluctuated, the figure demonstrates that a miniscule portion of the total doctoral 

degrees awarded to U.S. citizens and permanent residents are awarded to Indigenous 

scholars.  
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For those of us working with Indigenous students as they prepare to transfer to 

institutions of higher education, this situation is as puzzling as it is alarming, and is well 

worth investigating. 

The Issue 

The information presented in the previous section suggests that Indigenous 

students in this country experience, for some reason or combination of reasons, very 

different challenges than those faced by members of other ethnic groups in earning 

college degrees. For those of us working with Indigenous students as they prepare to 

transfer to institutions of higher education, this situation is alarming and is well worth 

investigating. These statistics, which clearly indicate continuing low enrollment and 

completion numbers by Indigenous scholars, strongly suggest systemic issues at the 

institutional level that need to be investigated, and responded to, through an Indigenous 

perspective.  

In choosing the title for this dissertation, Footprints on a Path Less-Traveled:  

Perspectives of Indigenous Scholars on Their Successful Negotiation of Doctoral 

Programs, I have made a conscious decision to use the term negotiation instead of the 
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word navigation. The word, negotiation, differs conceptually from the word, navigation, 

which suggests that a traveler has followed a direct, deliberate, and predetermined course 

to reach a specific destination. Negotiation, on the other hand, suggests that the course 

followed has been non-linear, in response to unanticipated challenges the traveler has 

encountered along the way. A number of participants in this study have characterized 

their journeys through the academy as meandering rather than direct; resulting from 

challenges they encountered along the way. Using the term, negotiation, acknowledges 

that the participating Indigenous scholars met with academic and personal challenges that 

required them to respond to unanticipated scenarios and situations by drawing upon a 

multiplicity of unique and ingenious strategies, which enabled them to progress through, 

what was for many of them, “uncharted territory.” In choosing to use the term, 

negotiation, I am in no way inferring or suggesting that the study participants had to 

make unwilling compromises or concessions in order to complete their doctoral degree 

programs. 

In investigating this situation, it is important to remember that the people grouped 

together by the U.S. Census Bureau under the ethnic grouping of “American 

Indian/Alaska Native” are not a homogenous group. They are people hailing from diverse 

places and unique cultures, whose ways of being and thinking and knowing are 

embedded in their own lived experiences. Generalizing about this particular population is 

quite problematic and not the aim of this study.  

Brayboy, Fann, Castagno, and Solyom (2012) acknowledge that Indigenous 

enrollment and persistence in higher education programs are “well below the national 

average,” and they have called on scholars to help “better understand the patterns and 
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trends related to Indigenous students in colleges and universities,” noting that, “only then 

can those of us working in institutions of higher education support the goals and desires 

of students, communities, and nations” (p. 53).  

In my work as a tribal college instructor, I prepare pre-service early childhood and 

elementary teachers to support the Tohono O’odham Nation’s efforts to reclaim 

education and to build the capacity of the Nation to sustain its unique worldview, the 

Himdag, and its language and culture in ongoing efforts to exercise tribal self-

determination and sovereignty. I was moved to respond to the call to participate in 

examining the factors at play behind the unnerving statistics I have introduced in this 

Chapter. In proposing this study, I hoped that I might be able to make a scholarly 

contribution that may positively impact the students, communities, and Nation that I 

serve as well as other Indigenous students, communities, and nations across the country. 

Rationale 

In a time when the number of doctoral degrees awarded to every other ethnic 

group in the U.S. has continued to rise steadily, the number of doctoral degrees awarded 

to Indigenous students has not only remained fairly steady, but has actually waivered on 

the edge of decline (National Science Foundation, 2017).   

In considering this issue, I had to wonder what on earth was going on. Why were 

the enrollment and degree conferment rates so low for Indigenous students? The students 

with whom I work are intelligent, hard-working, dedicated people who have specific 

academic goals towards which they aspire. I couldn’t imagine any of them not being 

successful when they transfer to the university. So, I began to examine the literature for 

clues about what might be influencing these enrollment and completion rates. 
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It didn’t take long to realize that the literature is quite thin when it comes to 

studies addressing the success of Indigenous students in tertiary degree programs. 

Although a few studies have addressed factors influencing the success of undergraduate 

and master’s level students, there existed a significant gap in the literature when it comes 

to investigating factors influencing the successful completion of doctoral programs by 

Indigenous students.  

In response to the limited research exploring the doctoral experiences of 

Indigenous scholars, I decided that it might be an appropriate topic for this dissertation 

project. I had already begun to wonder what the realities behind the statistics might be. I 

thought of Indigenous colleagues in the doctoral program in which we were enrolled. I 

wondered if they knew about these statistics, and if so, what they thought about them. 

Before long, questions were bouncing around in my head. 

What are some of the factors that might be influencing the proportionately low 

number of doctoral degrees being awarded to Indigenous scholars? Is it possible that the 

personal or educational experiences of Indigenous scholars might offer some insight into 

this alarming trend? What can the experiences of Indigenous scholars tell us about the 

factors encountered within the Academy that support or fail to support their successful 

completion of doctoral degree programs? Are there factors in their personal lives that 

lend support their successful completion of doctoral degrees? Do funding and support 

sources such as tribal governments, scholarship foundations, or employment 

opportunities impact the success of Indigenous scholars? What could I, or anyone who 

works with Indigenous students, do to bolster their potential success within the 

Academy? 
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I realized that it was possible that the questions I was posing could be answered 

by Indigenous classmates or students from other institutions that were working through 

their doctoral programs; clearly they were living the experiences of being Indigenous 

people in academia.  

To address the questions resulting from reports that the graduation rates of 

Indigenous doctoral students did not mirror the increases reflected by other ethnicities in 

the U.S., I proposed a study to my dissertation committee that might yield some answers 

that could prove helpful in suggesting answers to these difficult questions.  

The intent of the study was to conduct an inquiry into the experiences and factors 

that have affected the academic trajectories of Indigenous doctoral students studying in 

public institutions of higher education in the United States.  

In order to shed some light on possible factors that influence the successful 

completion of professional degrees by Indigenous scholars, this study asked participants 

to examine their experiences in an effort to identify factors that influenced the completion 

of their doctoral programs.  

By suggesting an avenue for study participants to share their experiences, their 

perspectives, their opinions, and their suggestions as scholars who have attempted this 

often long and solitary journey through the Academy, new information was generated 

that could inform the decisions, actions, and responses of those who share a vested 

interest in seeing an ideal increase in the number of Indigenous people earning doctoral 

degrees in the United States. 

I hoped that through this study, data would be generated that could be used by 

institutions of higher education to recognize and better support the achievement of 
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academic goals by Indigenous scholars by meeting the needs of a population that, in the 

second decade of the 21st century, has not experienced an equitable level of successful 

doctoral degree completion rates as those enjoyed by all other ethnic groups identified by 

and reported on through the United States Census Bureau.  

In addition, I hoped that through this study, data would be generated that could be 

used by incoming Indigenous doctoral students so that they might be better equipped to 

negotiate the challenging, and at times, daunting terrain of the Academy in order to 

successfully attain their academic goals.  

Finally, I hoped that through this study, data would be generated that could be 

used by those individuals, communities, tribal governments, and public or private 

organizations that share a vested interest in Indigenous scholars achieving their 

educational goals to inform their decisions and actions in supporting Indigenous scholars 

as they work toward the successful completion of doctoral degree programs.   

Research Questions 

In order to examine information that could aid in understanding the academic and 

personal circumstances and factors experienced by Indigenous intellectuals that might 

have supported and/or hindered their individual academic trajectories and success in 

doctoral programs, I asked the project participants, who generously volunteered their 

time and efforts to collaborate with me in this study, five questions. The five, multi-

faceted questions that helped to guide this study included the following:  

1. What personal and academic factors/experiences supported/hindered the 

successful academic trajectories of the participating Indigenous scholars 

prior to commencing an advanced degree program within the Academy? 
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Were there any common factors that influenced their academic 

trajectories? 

2. What were the goals/reasons that originally motivated the participating 

Indigenous scholars to commence a doctoral program? Did these 

goals/reasons remain constant throughout their programs of study? Why? 

Why not? 

3. What personal and academic factors/experiences (internal to and external 

to the Academy) supported/hindered the successful academic trajectories 

of the participating Indigenous scholars after commencing an advanced 

degree program within the Academy? Were there any common factors that 

influenced their academic trajectories? 

4. What suggestions would Indigenous scholars offer to academic institutions 

to bolster support of Indigenous scholars and increase the number of 

doctoral degrees awarded to Indigenous scholars? 

5. What advice would Indigenous scholars offer other Indigenous 

intellectuals who are thinking about applying to doctoral programs that 

might help these newcomers succeed in and complete their programs? 

Potential Significance of the Study 

The study holds the potential to add to the existing knowledge base in the fields of 

Indigenous Education and American Indian Studies. After exhaustive inquiry, I was only 

able to identify one study that had examined the successful completion of doctoral 

programs by Indigenous scholars. The study, conducted twenty years before this study, 

consisted of an inquiry conducted with ten (10) study participants that were Indigenous 
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doctoral degree completers who had attended one of two public institutions, either 

Arizona State University or the University of Oklahoma. All of the study participants 

were employed in academia. The principal investigator characterized the purpose of the 

study as an inquiry that sought “to understand factors related to American Indian 

educational success” (Henning, 1998, p. 5).  

In addition to addressing a gap in the existing literature, this study holds the 

potential of examining insights offered by participating Indigenous scholars that could be 

compared with insights gained over two decades before in the Henning (1998) study to 

see if any of the factors influencing doctoral degree completion are similar or if the 

Indigenous scholars of this new generation are facing different factors.  

By expanding on the scope of the Henning (1998) study, which focused just on 

factors influencing the participants during their collegiate experiences, this study holds 

the potential to develop a deeper understanding of the academic and personal experiences 

of Indigenous doctoral students affecting the completion of their doctoral programs by 

addressing topics that the Henning study did not address. 

Unlike the Henning (1998) study, this study was designed to identify motivations 

for pursuing doctoral degrees as well as factors experienced by Indigenous intellectuals 

hailing from diverse cultures, who attended public institutions of higher education across 

the United States, that supported and/or challenged their individual academic trajectories 

from childhood through their doctoral programs. This study was further designed to 

identify project participants’ opinions on how institutions of higher education should 

address the inequitable awarding of doctoral degrees to Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

scholars. Finally, this study was designed to solicit suggestions from the study 
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participants explicitly for other Indigenous students who might be interested in pursuing 

advanced degrees and/or careers within academia. These suggestions held the potential to 

positively impact the academic trajectories of Indigenous students entering doctoral 

degree programs in the future. 

Chapter 1 Summary and Organization of Dissertation Chapters 

In Chapter 1 of this study report, I have described the presence of inequities in the 

number of Indigenous people earning doctoral degrees compared to the number earned by 

every other ethnic group documented by the U.S. Census Bureau. I have specified the 

five multi-faceted research questions I used to guide the data collection and analysis in 

this qualitative study. I have described the context of the study and how it might help 

identify some of the factors that could be affecting the success of Indigenous scholars in 

doctoral degree programs. I have provided a rationale for conducting research that could 

provide insight into how institutions of higher education might become more supportive 

of the achievement of academic goals by their Indigenous students. Finally, I have 

discussed the potential significance of the study, which might prove helpful in supporting 

the efforts of Indigenous scholars as they attempt to negotiate doctoral programs in the 

Academy.    

Chapter 2 contains a review of the professional literature that provides a context 

for examining achievement by Indigenous scholars in doctoral degree programs through 

the lenses of Indigenous Nation Building. Chapter 2 also explores perspectives regarding 

the disparities in Indigenous student graduation rates offered by scholars in the fields of 

Indigenous Studies and Indigenous Education. In addition, Chapter 2 describes some of 

the factors identified in the literature as impacting successful degree completion by 



 

 

30 

Indigenous students. The chapter further summarizes studies that share similarities with 

this study. The chapter ends by summarizing the role that Indigenous student degree 

completion plays in the bigger picture of Nation Building in support of tribal well-being, 

self-determination, and sovereignty. 

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the research methodology utilized in this 

study. It explains the qualitative grounded theory approach employed in the investigation 

of the research questions. Chapter 3 also presents the research content and the research 

design in detail. Finally, it describes the collection, organization, and analysis methods 

used to examine the data generated through this dissertation study. 

Chapter 4 introduces and describes the Indigenous scholars who participated in 

this study through each of the three (3) data collection tools. 

Chapter 5 provides an explanation and interpretation of the data, examining the 

qualitative results of the grounded theory methodology. In the analysis of the data derived 

from the grounded theory methodology utilized in this study, it highlights excerpts from 

participant interviews to inform and support the findings of the research questions. The 

findings are presented both textually and graphically to aid the reader in comprehending 

the data. Chapter 5 also compares the umbrella categories and sub-categories suggested 

through the qualitative survey, case studies, and the specialized focus group. 

Chapter 6 concludes the study with a recapitulation of the study, a discussion of 

the findings in relation to the results of previous research, a comparison of this study with 

the Henning (1998) study (a similar study completed more than two decades before this 

study), and suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

"I think the most important issue we have as a people is what we started, and that 

is to begin to trust our own thinking again and believe in ourselves enough to 

think that we can articulate our own vision of the future and then work to make 

sure that that vision becomes a reality." 

~ Wilma Mankiller ~ 

In her address to Sweet Briar College, Rebuilding the Cherokee Nation, Wilma 

Mankiller (2003) speaks to Indigenous people focused on reclaiming their futures. Part of 

the work that needs to be done to ensure a vision for the future is articulated and becomes 

reality lies in building the capacity of Indigenous nations to be self-sustaining. In the 

literature, the term used to describe this enterprise is Tribal Nation Building. 

The Native Nations Institute (2019) at the University of Arizona describes Nation 

Building in the following manner: 

Nation building refers to efforts Native nations make to increase their 

capacities for self-rule and for self-determined, sustainable community and 

economic development. 

Nation building involves building institutions of self-government that are 

culturally appropriate to the nation and that are effective in addressing the 

nation’s challenges. It involves developing the nation's capacity to make timely, 
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strategically informed decisions about its affairs and to implement those 

decisions. It involves a comprehensive effort to rebuild societies that work. 

In other words, a nation-building approach understands that tribes are not 

merely interest groups, but governing nations confronting classic problems of 

human societies. (Native Nations Institute Website, Programs and Projects, 2017) 

Nation Building is the lens through which I supported the academic, intellectual, 

social, and emotional development of the 5th and 6th grade students with whom I worked 

on the Diné Nation. Nation Building is the lens through which I have conducted my 

professional practice as a tribal college faculty member on the Tohono O’odham Nation. 

Nation Building is the lens through which I have been an advocate for and ally of the 

Indigenous people and nations that I have served and the futures they envision for 

themselves. Indigenous Nation Building is the lens through which I have framed this 

study.  

In this chapter, which consists of a brief overview of the professional literature in 

which this study is contextualized, I introduce divergent perspectives concerning the role 

college program completion by Indigenous students and scholars plays in building the 

capacity of tribal nations through the lens of Tribal Nation Building.   

I begin the chapter by introducing perspectives regarding the disparities in 

Indigenous student graduation rates offered by scholars in the fields of Indigenous 

Studies and Indigenous Education. The discussion centers on some of the factors 

identified in the literature as impacting successful degree completion by Indigenous 

students. I summarize four qualitative doctoral studies that shared similarities with this 

study. I conclude this chapter with a brief summary of the role that degree completion by 
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Indigenous students plays in the bigger picture of Nation Building in support of tribal 

self-determination, linguistic and cultural sustainability, well-being, and sovereignty. 

Perspectives on Factors Affecting Degree Completion by Indigenous People 

In examining the disproportionately small percentage of Indigenous scholars 

completing doctoral degrees, it is imperative to understand that this issue exists in the 

larger context of Indigenous students in higher education. Unfortunately, as Brayboy, 

et.al. (2015) note, “Little is known and even less is understood about the critical issues, 

conditions, and postsecondary transitions of this incredibly diverse group of students” 

even though initiatives to increase higher education for Indigenous people have been in 

place for decades (p. 1).  

The discussion that follows addresses factors that research suggests might be 

impacting Indigenous students seeking degrees at all levels of the Academy. 

Academics in the fields of Indigenous Education and Indigenous Studies offer a 

variety of perspectives in attempting to explain the disproportionately small numbers of 

Indigenous degree conferees. Some scholars believe that a lack of academic achievement 

at the elementary and secondary school level negatively impacts college retention. Shield 

(2004) reports that nearly 85 percent of Indigenous students attend K-12 public schools, 

but they have the highest dropout rate (more than 65 percent) of any racial or ethnic 

group in the United States (p. 112). Benally (2004) adds that of the Indigenous students 

that do graduate, only 17 percent attend any level of college (compared to the national 

rate of 67 percent). Pewewardy and Frey (2004) affirm that Indigenous students are also 

the least likely of all student groups to complete bachelor’s degrees. The National Center 

for Education Statistics (2017) notes that of the small percentage of Indigenous students 
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who actually graduate high school and go on to higher education, between 75 and 93 

percent will leave college before graduation. 

Some theorize that the small number of Indigenous degree conferees is the result 

of ongoing colonization and oppression. Mihesuah and Wilson (2004) believe that, at 

least in part, the discrepancy might be a result of the role played by the Academy in the 

oppression of Indigenous perspectives (p. 5). They suggest that, “the Academy has much 

invested in maintaining control over who defines knowledge, who has access to 

knowledge, and who produces knowledge… Indigenous intellectuals… threaten the 

power and authority claimed by institutions, disciplines, and people…” (p.5). Delgado 

(1989) agrees, noting that members of the mainstream justify the power they wield 

through the use of narratives, explanations that “construct reality” in ways that perpetuate 

privilege (p. 2073). Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) point out that in such a way, 

“oppression is rationalized, causing little self-examination by the oppressor” (p. 57).  

In a society that highly values the appearance of democracy and equity, Mihesuah 

and Wilson (2004) contend that, “To a certain extent, we [Indigenous people] are needed 

[in the Academy], if only for show” (p. 6), suggesting that the conferring of graduate 

degrees was never intended to interfere with the role of the Academy in the perpetuation 

of oppressive practices, the maintenance of the status quo in social and economic power 

relationships, or the marginalization of Indigenous people within or outside of the 

Academy. Rather, by inviting Indigenous intellectuals into the Academy, academia is 

responding to outside pressures demanding affirmative action initiatives or, at the very 

least, calling for the appearance of political correctness when it comes the representation 

of marginalized groups within its hallowed halls. 
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Linda T. Smith (1999), a Maori scholar known for her contributions to 

decolonization, explains that by keeping the number of Indigenous scholars low, the 

power relations within the Academy are kept in check. She notes that “in small numbers 

and at the margins, our [Indigenous people’s] threats can be easily and effectively 

dismissed and silenced” (p. 133), echoing Mihesuah and Wilson’s (2004) suggestion that 

the Academy serves to perpetuate the status quo in terms of social and economic power 

relationships. 

Other academics theorize that it may not be oppressive practices that keep the 

number of Indigenous doctoral conferees low. Some suggest that it might be cultural 

challenges faced by Indigenous scholars that are responsible for the low number of 

Indigenous doctoral conferees. Lundbert (2007) reports that cultural dissonance and 

feelings of isolation challenge degree persistence and completion by Indigenous students 

(p. 406). 

Agbo (2001) asserts that high dropout rates and low levels of academic 

achievement of Indigenous students are tied to the cultural discontinuity they experience 

involving incongruent realities, discrepancies in concepts of time and space, and 

curricular distortions that combine to frustrate them (pp. 52-54).    

At times, Indigenous scholars find themselves having to negotiate their ways 

through the Academy by participating in the highly competitive politics and “game-

playing” of the academic culture, which have no parallel in traditional cultures. Deloria 

(2004) laments that Indigenous intellectuals today are faced with “extraordinary 

roadblocks in their path toward academic parity” and are forced into “playing the 

political, academic game” in order to progress through and succeed in the Academy (p. 
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17-18). Such competitive aspects of the academic culture, which are incongruent realities 

for people who come from cultures that value and reinforce the ideals of collaboration 

and cooperation and view competition as non-productive, may become pitfalls to their 

success. 

Still other academics believe that the disproportional numbers of Indigenous 

doctoral conferees suggest that there are other forces at work, forces that are intertwined 

with Indigenous identity, self-determination, and tribal sovereignty. Ronald Trosper, 

Head of the American Indian Studies Program at the University of Arizona, suggests that, 

in spite of what the statistics cited in Chapter 1 suggest, the Academy is not necessarily 

failing Indigenous students. Instead, he believes that the Academy is “succeeding in 

producing Indigenous scholars, just not Indigenous PhDs” (personal communication, 

January, 2015). Dr. Trosper theorizes that many Indigenous scholars begin their doctoral 

programs with the goal of finishing and returning to their communities with the academic 

preparation to support community priorities. However, he believes that many gain the 

skills and knowledge necessary to return to their communities and gain employment 

supporting community priorities prior to the completion of their degree programs. Having 

the abilities they once sought and becoming intimately involved in work within their 

communities, these scholars simply “step away” from the Academy and do not complete 

the degrees. 

The phenomenon that Trosper describes is similar to other patterns of Indigenous 

student participation in higher education that do not fit into the mainstream 

conceptualizations of retention, persistence, completion, and success, which often 



 

 

37 

interprets those concepts as an uninterrupted trajectory from college admittance to degree 

completion. One such pattern is referred to as “stepping out” in the literature.  

“Stepping out” is a term coined by McAfee (2000) in referring to a pattern of 

attendance exhibited by some Indigenous students that involves them leaving college for 

divergent reasons and for differing periods of time but returning later to continue working 

on (and often completing) their college degrees (p. 21).  

McAfee (2000) proposes a model that diverges from previous models of student 

attrition, which were more linear in describing degree completion of Indigenous students 

(Tinto, 1987; Richardson & Skinner, 1991; Belgrade, 1992). In contrast, McAfee’s model 

is dynamic, showing not only a linear, uninterrupted path taken by some Indigenous 

students, but also one with “stepping stones illustrating the non-linear path of  “moving 

into, out of, and back into higher education.” The model focuses on the idea that as 

students step out of the education institution, they are moving onto a stepping stone that 

is viewed not as a negative influence or factor by Indigenous students following the 

pattern, but instead as a positive factor “that either kept them in school or brought them 

back into higher education.” McAfee (2000) further notes that the stepping stone model 

supports “progressive discovery,” a “process of gaining personal knowledge in the 

physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual aspects of life in order to find and maintain the 

necessary focus” to complete their degree programs (pp. 21-23).  

Another factor that may impact the disproportional numbers reported for college 

degrees earned by Indigenous students could be related to inaccurate tracking of student 

progress and completion. McAfee (2000) notes that the majority of Indigenous students 

will have at least one “stepping out” event in their college careers (p. 21). As Brayboy, 
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Fann, Castagno, and Solyom (2015) emphasize, McAfee’s work “reminds us that 

statistics about degrees earned may be unreliable.” 

Although explanations for the disproportionately small number of degrees earned 

by Indigenous students are divergent, when discussing factors that potentially impact the 

successful degree achievement by Indigenous students, there tends to more agreement 

among scholars in the field. 

A number of scholars have investigated factors influencing the successful 

completion of degree programs by Indigenous students at the undergraduate level, some 

have examined factors impacting Indigenous students at the graduate level, but only a 

very few have looked into factors impacting students seeking professional and doctoral 

degrees. Some of the most common factors emerging from research include prior 

academic performance (Bryson, et.al, 2002, p. 76; Gaskins 2009, p. 159), financial 

support (Gaskins, 2009, pp.162-63), familial connection and supportive attitudes 

(Reyhner & Dodd, 1999, p. 5), faculty support (Falk and Aitken, 1984; Waterman, 2007) 

and connections within the university community (Harrington & Hunt, 2010, p. 4).  

Although the literature suggests that these factors may all impact the perceived 

success experienced by Indigenous students in higher education, especially those at the 

undergraduate level, some researchers are beginning to recognize that certain cultural 

factors, including the ability to nurture and sustain close family ties, to visit and interact 

within home communities and traditional places, to remain focused on intrinsic 

motivations involving giving back to their communities and tribes, and even being able to 

replicate a close-knit Indigenous community on campus seem to be extremely important 

in influencing persistence by Indigenous students.   



 

 

39 

Several researchers have especially emphasized the importance of family as a 

major factor in Indigenous postsecondary persistence. Guillory and Wolverton (2008) 

and Waterman (2012) note that family provides a sense of connection to cultural and 

spiritual support, while (Brayboy et al., 2012), emphasize that family provides the 

motivation for degree completion. Huffman et al. (1986) and Barnhardt and Kawagley 

(1994) report that maintaining strong connections with their home communities and 

attending tribal events and ceremonies were important factors that impact the ability and 

desire of Indigenous students to persist in college programs. Waterman (2012) suggests 

that attrition might be a factor resulting from the distance between students’ home 

communities and the higher education institutions they attend (p. 196). He theorizes that 

“home-going behavior,” which is not only tied to seeking college support from family, 

elders, and friends in home communities but also to attending to cultural responsibilities, 

positively impacts persistence among Indigenous students. 

Brayboy et al. (2012, p. 27) and Brayboy, et al. (2014, pp. 577-578) found student 

motivation (measured by Indigenous desire to give back) to be important to Indigenous 

student persistence, reinforcing findings of Henning (1998, p. 130) and Guillory and 

Wolverton (2008, p.75).  

Several researchers suggest another factor supporting Indigenous student 

persistence by combating cultural discontinuity and feelings of isolation is the creation of 

an on-campus “surrogate community” of Indigenous students (Williamson, 1994; Shotton 

et al., 2007; Pavel, 2012). Additionally, studies indicate that students who engage with 

established Indigenous groups on campus derive similar benefits (Neuerburg, 2000; 

Pavel, 2012; Shotten et al., 2013). In addition to creating a network within which 
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Indigenous students are socially and culturally comfortable, Waterman (2007) notes that 

they also benefit from having a safe space in which they may interact with other students 

who are Indigenous (p. 127).  

Culture-related factors, including having a strong sense of Indigenous identity, 

cultural knowledge, and/or belief systems, were identified by researchers examining 

factors influencing persistence and completion rates by Indigenous students in higher 

education degree programs (Hurtado et al., 2015; Huffman, 2001).  

In addition to these factors, which are more commonly discussed in the literature, 

others have been attributed to impacting retention and completion rates of Indigenous 

students. For example, Windchief and Joseph (2015) concluded that students benefit from 

faculty mentorship by Indigenous faculty. Brayboy, et al. (2012a) attribute individual 

resiliency and determination, supportive relationships, and cultural strengths as being 

“sources of support that contribute to doctoral completion” (p. 78).  

The literature indicates that there are many factors that seem to be at play in 

negatively impacting the persistence in and completion of degrees by Indigenous 

students. One cultural factor that a number of theoreticians postulate influences a lack of 

persistence by Indigenous students is the cultural dissonance so many Indigenous 

students describe experiencing in academia, specifically that in cultural worldviews. 

Fixico (1995) emphasizes that Indigenous students’ values, perceptions, perspectives, and 

worldviews may very well be quite different than those of the majority culture (p. 109), 

while the concept of competing worldviews and epistemologies have been attributed to 

impacting the experiences of Indigenous students in institutions of higher education 

(Gilmore, Smith, & Kairaiuak, 1997; Carney, 1999; Brown 2000). 
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Other factors reported in the literature as negatively impacting Indigenous 

students, specifically at the graduate and doctoral levels, include those of an interpersonal 

nature as well as those that are of an institutional nature. Interpersonally, Indigenous 

graduate and doctoral students report experiencing microaggressions in the form of 

racism, stereotyping, and discrimination. These incidents are exemplified by being “iced 

out” or silenced in their programs, both in classrooms and in social interactions resulting 

in physical, mental, and emotional distress (Henning, 1998; Lacourt, 2003; Shoton, 

2008). Another example of interpersonal factors involve Indigenous doctoral students 

feeling isolated, lonely, and cut off from other students, faculty members or the university 

community (Buckley, 1997; Rodriguez-Rabin, 2003; Herzig, 2004; Shoton, 2008).   

Examples of institutional factors negatively impacting graduate and doctoral 

students include not having Indigenous faculty with whom to connect or look to for 

guidance and mentoring (Williamson, 1994), a lack of effective advising or connection to 

someone in the institution that can help students negotiate the system (Patterson, 

Baldwin, & Olsen, 2009, pp. 315-316), and having faculty or others in positions of power 

within institutions discourage students from pursing advanced degrees. Woodford (2005), 

as cited by Brayboy, et al. (2012, p. 86) notes that Indigenous students may be passed by 

for opportunities to teach or secure assistantships, which results in decreased 

opportunities to develop professional and career-related skills, networks, and experiences 

and disadvantages them when they apply to academic positions or fellowships. 

Summary of Similar Qualitative Dissertation Studies 

Before ending this discussion on factors that may be affecting the college degree 

completion rates of Indigenous students and scholars, it is important to note that at the 



 

 

42 

time this study was proposed, five years before its completion in 2019, my review of the 

literature failed to locate previous studies that had inquired into the lived experiences of 

Indigenous scholars while pursuing doctoral degrees. The only similar study that I could 

find at the time was an inquiry into factors affecting the retention and persistence of 

Indigenous undergraduate students attending a private Catholic university in Montana 

(Beu, 1998). The author of the dissertation kindly sent a copy to me, and I found it 

fascinating. It inspired me to design and propose this study. In the five years that ensued, 

as more and more unpublished papers and dissertation theses were scanned and uploaded 

to on-line repositories, I was able to find three more doctoral theses reporting on 

qualitative studies that asked doctoral students to discuss their experiences while 

completing their doctoral programs (Henning, 1998; Neuerburg, 2000; McCaffery, 2012).  

In addition to asking undergraduate students about the factors that impacted their 

successful completion of degree programs, one study, conducted for a doctoral 

dissertation, asked Indigenous students to critique the lived experiences of attending the 

University of Great Falls in Montana.  

As Beu (1998) reports, Indigenous students representing diverse American Indian 

cultures identified four keys to success: an innate spiritual drive; a reliable and steady 

system of support; an ability to overcome difficult circumstances; and goal orientation. 

Students further discussed the following supporting factors: 

• Personal Goals and Motivation (including improving their own lives, 

becoming better citizens, becoming more affluent, setting an example, and 

being an inspiration for others) 
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• Sources of Inspiration (including family members, family circumstances, 

certain educators, support staff at their colleges, friends, classmates, 

themselves, revenge against specific people, and revenge against personal 

detractors) 

• Accomplishments (including deriving satisfaction from earning a 

Bachelor’s degree, experiencing the joy that learning provides, deriving 

satisfaction from acting on career interests, enjoying the ability to apply 

book work to the real world, and reveling in the camaraderie and social 

interaction of the learning environment) 

• Spiritual Drive (including having a spiritual orientation that provided faith 

in themselves and strength from their heritage) 

• Support Systems (including family, friends, institutional, and combined 

systems of support)  

• The Ability to Overcome Difficult Circumstances (including interpersonal 

relationships, legal issues, poverty, abuse, alcoholism, and childhood 

trauma) 

• Goal Orientation (including taking control over what was, at one time, 

perceived as an out-of-control life, improving their lives, and personal 

achievement)  

• Cultural Heritage (including feelings of appreciation for personal cultural 

background due to being able to share it with others, incorporate it into 

classwork or personal activities, and to utilize it to temper newly 

introduced concepts and perspectives. In addition, this category also 
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included graduating from the institution with a greater sense of self 

resulting from interactions with others from diverse cultural backgrounds.)  

Beu also reports that Indigenous student participants identified the following 

factors that had a negative effect on their academic endeavors: 

• Cultural Heritage (in addition to having supportive effects on their 

academic endeavors, participants reported aspects of this category having 

a negative impact on their academic endeavors, including feeling 

persecuted by non-Indigenous, bigoted members of the university 

community and feeling as if it was necessary to justify or defend their 

presence on campus) 

• Issues and Difficulties (including experiencing challenges related to 

leaving home/teen years behind and entering an academic environment, 

experiencing challenges as an adult who adds academic performance to a 

life of balancing priorities, experiencing cultural challenges involved in 

studying on a campus that is primarily “white,” facing the challenges of 

being a non-traditional student, and feeling targeted or marginalized by 

instructors perceived as racist) 

• Institutional Barriers (including admissions standards, classes that prohibit 

continuance in a certain program, and sexist, racial, or intellectual 

attitudes displayed by personnel of the college or university that 

discourage success)   

• Cost (including high tuition and fees and trying to finance an education 

while raising a family) 
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Beu further reports that Indigenous students had the following recommendations 

for the institution to support Indigenous student retention and graduation: 

• Hiring more Indigenous Role Models in the Faculty and Support Staff 

• Improved Cultural Sensitivity (including cultural sensitivity training) 

• Continuing to offer small classes 

• Sponsoring Indigenous-themed activities (including pow-wows and 

activities that would help students feel more at home on campus) 

As interesting as Beu’s findings were, they still failed to provide specific insight 

into factors affecting retention in and completion of programs by Indigenous students in 

public institutions or into factors affecting retention in and completion of programs by 

graduate and professional students. However, his questions proved helpful in designing 

this study. 

Another study, also completed in 1998 (Henning), was somewhat similar to this 

study in that it attempted to isolate both factors that supported and challenged doctoral 

degree completion, and even though I had already completed most of the data collection 

for this study, it proved helpful in providing a “baseline comparison” for a few of the 

factors that had emerged from the data. 

Henning, who does not identify as Indigenous, asked ten (10) Indigenous 

academics, each of whom had successfully completed their doctoral programs and were 

working in the Academy, to describe the lived experiences of their doctoral programs. 

The ten participants were all affiliated with one of two public institutions, the University 

of Oklahoma and Arizona State University. 
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As Henning reports, five (5) of the academics, representing different American 

Indian cultures, were raised in Oklahoma on American Indian allotted lands, three (3) 

were raised in rural, privately owned areas, and two (2) were raised in urban areas. The 

participants identified several motivational factors they associated with commencing and 

completing their programs: family influence and expectations; having positive mentoring 

experiences (both cultural and academic); a desire for financial betterment and stability; 

and altruism associated with “influencing the direction of American Indian Education” 

(p. 130). Participants identified the following factors as supportive: 

• Supportive family 

• Supportive person on campus 

• Family Educational Experiences (having family members who had 

completed high school or college degrees) 

• Finances (having sufficient financial resources to complete their degrees) 

• Indigenous faculty present on campus 

Henning also reports that Indigenous student participants identified the following 

factors that had a negative effect on their academic endeavors: 

• Feelings of Isolation (including the inability to develop a support system 

within the program, department, or institution) 

• Cultural Dilemmas (including placing family, family functions, and 

traditional functions before school)       

• Academic Acculturation (including the internalization of the norms, 

priorities, and communication styles of academia, which resulted in 
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participants being viewed differently or being distanced by family and 

community) 

• Academic Self-Doubt (including not being sure they “had what it takes” to 

complete their degrees) 

• Experiences of Racism (experienced in classroom and other interactions 

with faculty, advisors, and peers concerning communication, grading 

practices, and lack of acknowledging Indigenous world views – also 

feeling silenced, feeling different, and experiencing stereotypes and 

ignorance based on false assumptions) 

Henning further reports that Indigenous students had the following 

recommendations for the institution to support Indigenous student retention and 

graduation: 

• Hiring More Indigenous Role Models in the Faculty and Support Staff 

• Improved Cultural Sensitivity (including cultural sensitivity training) 

• Peer Mentoring Programs 

Henning’s findings provided insight into what doctoral students in her study 

perceived as factors that supported and challenged their successful completion of doctoral 

degree programs more than two decades before the completion of this study. It served as 

an interesting baseline from which to make comparisons in discussing whether or not the 

new data generated through this study suggests progress toward supporting Indigenous 

doctoral students has been made in the last several decades. 

A third study, completed in 2000 (Neuerburg), also contained similarities to this 

study. As did the two previous studies, the study utilized qualitative methodologies, 
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specifically, life history interviews. Like this study, it involved an inquiry, not just into 

doctoral degree experiences, but also into the academic trajectories (from kindergarten 

through the degree program) of the participants. It bore a basic similarity to this study in 

that it attempted to isolate factors that supported doctoral degree completion. However, in 

contrast to this study, Neuerburg disclosed that she made a conscious decision not to 

report on factors emerging through her study that she deemed to be “negative.” 

Neuerburg, who identifies as Indigenous, asked ten (10) Indigenous professionals 

who had successfully completed their doctoral programs to describe their academic 

experiences in elementary, junior high, high school, and college. The ten participants, 

who were all personal acquaintances of the researcher, responded to open-ended and 

probing questions. 

As Neuerburg (2000) reports, the five (5) men and five (5) women describe 

growing up poor, doing well in school even though they had to work at it, and having 

supportive families who valued education. 

Neuerburg identified five themes emerging from the data provided by participants 

• The Value of Education – all of the participants stressed that they, their 

family, and/or their families highly valued and stressed education 

• The Availability of Collegial Support – A strong faculty member/mentor 

and an Indigenous support system (community) was important to all 

participants 

• A Positive Self-Image – All participants characterized themselves as 

popular, intelligent people who were expected to succeed 
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• Being Goal-Oriented and Having Self-Discipline – All participants 

indicated a personal drive to succeed 

• Participation in Extra-Curricular Activities – All participants engaged in 

some form of extra-curricular activity in their academic careers 

Neuerburg’s findings identified only factors shared by all ten (10) participants. 

Her study failed to identify any factors that were not shared by all ten (10) participants, 

so the findings were rather weak. Notably, the only issue she mentioned that was tied to 

discussions in the literature was that nine (9) of the ten (10) participants had “stopped-

out” (akin to stepping out) of school at least once during their educational trajectories. 

The last study, completed in 2012 (McCaffery), was a rather limited inquiry of the 

experiences of ten (10) doctoral students who were enrolled in different doctoral 

programs at the University of Washington. The study utilized qualitative methodologies, 

specifically, one- to two-hour semi-structured interviews guided by four (4) open-ended 

focus questions. McCaffery’s study was similar to this study in that it involved an inquiry 

into doctoral degree experiences in an attempt to isolate factors that supported or 

challenged doctoral degree completion.   

McCaffery, who identifies as Indigenous, asked ten (10) Indigenous scholars, who 

ranged from their first to sixth year in doctoral programs, to respond to four (4) focus 

questions. 

As McCaffery reports, of the ten (10) doctoral students, representing different 

Indigenous cultures, seven (7) were raised in urban settings, one (1) was raised both in an 

urban area and on a reservation, one (1) was raised in rural area, and one (1) was raised 

on a reservation.  
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The major findings of the study were: 

• Faculty mentors were the most influential individuals in the decision to 

pursue and complete a doctoral degree (Faculty encouraged them to 

consider graduate school and shared their knowledge about the 

expectations of graduate school)  

• Participants perceived graduate education to be a path to a more 

meaningful life and as a functional advantage for upward mobility  

• Participants’ cultural identities were evidenced in their desire to make a 

contribution in their fields to Native people, in their approaches to 

teaching, and in their research and scholarship interests 

• Participants with tribally based research looked to elders as sources of 

knowledge rather than solely to academia  

• A major challenge to persistence was participants’ experiences of racial 

micro-aggressions in the classroom environment  

McCaffery’s findings were limited in detail, and the findings revealed only one 

notable anomaly, that being that participants credited faculty mentors, rather than family 

members or elders, with having influenced their decision to pursue a doctoral degree, 

which is a distinct departure from the findings of previous qualitative, as well as 

quantitative, inquiries into doctoral degree completion (Secatero, 2009; Heavy Runner-

Pretty Paint, 2009; Lopez, 2017). 

Tribal Nation Building 

In this last section of the review of the literature, I present a brief overview of 

Tribal Nation Building. I also discuss the role that degree completion by Indigenous 
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students plays in the bigger picture of Nation Building in support of tribal self-

determination, linguistic and cultural sustainability, well-being, and sovereignty.  

Brayboy, Castagno, and Solymon (2014) define Nation Building as, “the efforts 

of tribal nations to promote the sovereignty and self-determination of their peoples. 

Sovereignty refers to the inherent right of tribal nations to direct their futures and engage 

in the world in ways that are meaningful to them, while self-determination can be 

understood as the engagement, or operationalization, of sovereignty” (p. 594).  

In discussing Indigenous Americans in the twenty-first century, Kalt (2019) notes 

that issues faced by Indigenous leaders, policymakers, communities, and nations are 

broad and comprehensive and include, “political sovereignty, economic development, 

constitutional reform, cultural promotion, land and water rights, religious freedom, health 

and social welfare, and education” (Nation Building 1 Course Description). 

However, as Cornell and Kalt (1998) argue, before a nation can address these 

issues internally with the members of the nation exercising self-determination through 

authentic decision-making power, over a century of federal decision-making and the 

resulting dependence on external governance must be shifted “from outsiders to tribes,” 

which places “the spotlight directly on tribal capability” (p. 10). The people who will 

drive the development of tribal capability are those that develop the skills, knowledge, 

and abilities to strategically plan, create, and institute solutions to the issues facing their 

nations. For this reason alone, it is critical that Indigenous nations work with institutions 

of higher education to ensure that tribal members develop the requisite skills, knowledge, 

and abilities to build capacity on their own nations. 



 

 

52 

In discussing Tribal Nation Building, a key concept is reciprocity. The previous 

sections of this literature review paint a picture of students representing a cultural and 

ethnic minority population experiencing extraordinary challenges within institutions of 

higher education that, for many of them, are spaces of dissonant realities, norms, 

interactions, and values. Yet, within these institutions, Indigenous students and scholars 

are expected to enter into what the institutions, and the societies they represent, present as 

a reciprocal relationship. Students invest their time, their resources, and their efforts into 

accessing the opportunity to develop within themselves (and, as a result, to benefit from) 

the knowledge and skills, as well as the cultural, social, and economic capital offered by 

the institutions. In return, the institutions, and the societies they represent, invest their 

time, their resources, and their efforts into accessing the opportunity to develop within 

their students (and, as a result, to benefit from) the reification of the status quo; the 

replication of the institutions, and of course, the perpetuation of the societies they 

represent. This, however, is not the perspective of reciprocity espoused by Tribal Nation 

Building. In fact, central to the notion of Tribal Nation Building is a reenvisioning of the 

relationship between institutions of higher education and tribal communities and nations, 

with the ultimate goal for each being capacity building by, with, and for Indigenous 

communities.  

As Brayboy, Castagno, and Solymon (2014) point out, the shift resulting from the 

reenvisioning of the relationship between institutions of higher education and tribal 

communities and nations would not be an abandonment of reciprocity, but would, 

instead, result in the institutions of higher education (and their graduate programs) 

benefitting every student and community because programs, their students, and their 
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faculty, which “embody respect, engage relationally, and practice reciprocity, would 

necessarily produce a very different kind of knowledge, research, and product” (p. 578).  

As pointed out earlier in this literature review, studies have demonstrated that 

Indigenous students at all levels of tertiary education indicate a desire to give back to 

their communities and that this desire has been identified by students as a motivating 

factor in their degree completion (Brayboy et al., 2012, p. 27; Brayboy, et al., 2014, pp. 

577-578; Beu, 1998, p. 154). If institutions of higher education reenvisioned and 

repositioned themselves in a nation building orientation within graduate education, their 

concern would be capacity building and preparing graduates, whose aim is to serve their 

communities, with the skills to do so (Brayboy et all, 2014, p. 578). In essence, the 

institutions would be “building the capacity” of their Indigenous graduates to “build the 

capacity” of their respective nations to strengthen the Nations and their people to attain 

and maintain sustainability (Blain 2010; Native Nations Institute 2012). 

Tribal nation building, as a movement, is not building a nation from the ground 

up; tribal nations already exist. Instead, it reflects a worldview that embraces Indigenous 

people taking care of themselves, their communities, their lands, and their futures by 

developing “legal, political, cultural, economic, health, spiritual, and educational capacity 

among Indigenous communities” (Brayboy, Castagno, & Solymon, 2014, p. 593). 

Chapter 2 Summary  

In Chapter 2, I have reviewed the professional literature that provides a context 

for examining achievement by Indigenous scholars in doctoral degree programs through 

the lens of Tribal Nation Building in support of tribal self-determination and sovereignty.   
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In Chapter 3, I discuss the research methodology I used to conduct this study, 

including my positionality as a non-Indigenous person researching an Indigenous issue, 

the Institutional Resource Board process I followed to ensure the participants in this 

study are treated ethically and with dignity, respect, and gratitude, and the research map I 

followed. I also identify the data collection tools utilized and the data analysis techniques 

I employed.  
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CHAPTER 3: POSITIONALITY, METHODOLOGY, & DATA COLLECTION 

Indigenous researchers continuously challenge the structure of western-based 

research agendas in order to reframe and decolonize research. Integral to an 

Indigenous research paradigm is an understanding that researchers bring a 

particular world-view that is predicated on factors such as their gender, culture 

and socioeconomic status. For non-Indigenous researchers working in an 

Indigenous context the imperative to understand one's impact and position within 

the research becomes even more important. 

~ Gabrielle Russell-Mundine ~ 

The opening quote by Russell-Mundine (2012, p.1) captures my personal 

perspective concerning Indigenous research. As a non-Indigenous researcher conducting 

research with Indigenous people, I must first reflect on, and be critical of, my own 

culture, values, assumptions, and beliefs, recognizing that they are not the “norm.” 

Instead, the world around me is filled with people whose worldviews and realities diverge 

from those of my own, but are just as valid, valuable, and important. As a researcher 

seeking to better understand these perspectives, I begin with examining my own. In 

addition, it is critical that that I accurately identify and describe my positionality within 

the study because my positionality and the lived experience through which that 

positionality has been shaped has the potential to influence the research I conduct through 
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a variety of factors such as my choice of processes utilized throughout the research 

process, my behaviors and interactions in research encounters, and my interpretation of 

outcomes derived through the research encounters (Foote & Bartell, 2011, p. 46).  

 In Chapter 3, along with identifying and discussing my own positionality in the 

context of the study, I also describe the research methods I employed to conduct this 

study including the research map I followed, the data collection tools I incorporated, and 

the data analysis techniques I used. 

Researcher Positionality 

In positioning myself as a researcher conducting research with Indigenous people, 

I do so in terms of relationships. Absolon and Willet (2005) liken Indigenous research to 

storytelling in the oral tradition, pointing out that “the process of telling a story is as 

much the point as the story itself” (p. 99.) These authors explain that as researchers and 

scholars position themselves, they are locating themselves in relation to the research 

being conducted; however, they note that in Indigenous research, location is about 

relationships - relationships to land, language, spiritual, cosmological, political, 

economic, environmental, and social elements in one’s life (p. 99.) 

In locating myself as a researcher working in the fields of Indigenous Education 

and Indigenous Language and Culture Revitalization utilizing culture-specific curriculum 

that supports tribal well-being, nation-building, self-determination, and sovereignty, I 

reiterate that I am not of an Indigenous culture. I was raised in an English-speaking, 

working class household, the second of five children born to an Irish-Catholic mother 

whose great grandparents emigrated from Ireland during the potato famine and a 
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Bohemian/Moldavian father whose parents emigrated from Eastern Europe and whose 

first language was Czechoslovakian. 

Although I am not of an Indigenous culture, I am of an Indigenous land. In fact, a 

large portion of my life was spent on the traditional O’odham lands of southern Arizona; 

land appropriated centuries ago during colonial encounters that forever impacted the lives 

and histories of its original inhabitants. In my life, I have lived, worked, and studied not 

only on O’odham ha-Jeweḍga, but also on the Diné lands of the Colorado Plateau, on the 

lands of the Mohave, Pipatsje, Cocopah, and Chemehuevi peoples of the Colorado River 

Basin, on the traditional lands of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation of Australia, 

and on the traditional lands of the Ainu people on the Japanese island of Hokkaido. My 

life has been greatly enriched by the exceptional opportunities I have had to live, work, 

and learn with people from diverse Indigenous cultures. 

Primarily, it was the social and professional relationships developed on these 

traditional lands that prompted me to identify myself as a non-Indigenous ally and 

advocate participating primarily in practice and, at times, research, focused on Indigenous 

Education and the reclamation of education by Indigenous communities for the purpose 

of supporting tribal identity, tribal language, tribal capacity building, tribal nation 

building, and tribal sovereignty in order to attain and maintain tribal well-being and tribal 

self-determination.  

The Indigenous people with whom I work, socialize, learn, and live have 

profoundly affected the person I am. I care very deeply about the people in my life who 

have given so much to me, and I wish to give back to them in a way that is meaningful 

and supportive without being intrusive or utilizing a position of privilege for the express 
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purpose of personal advantage or gain. In my personal and professional conduct as an 

Indigenous ally, I am guided by my desire to be supportive of students, friends, and 

colleagues. 

Additionally, I share a relationship with the lands upon which I have lived. I have 

always felt a special kinship to the land. I have felt at home in the bosom of the foothills 

that ring the soaring pinnacles of the upper Sonoran Desert, embraced by the canyons and 

mesas of the Colorado Plateau, welcomed and protected by the hills and mountains that 

stand as silent sentinels across O’odham Jeweḍ, and lulled to blissful contentment by the 

guardian peaks of my beloved Flagstaff. Those relationships have often been intimately 

intertwined with Indigenous people of the land, and for this, I feel so blessed. It was from 

those who are intimate with the land I love that I have learned so many things. The things 

friends, students, and colleagues taught me have allowed me to develop deeper 

appreciations of, and to form new perspectives on, the diverse ways of knowing and 

being that co-exist in these shared spaces. 

When I began to address my positionality with my committee chair, Dr. Kathy 

Short, she introduced me to a body of literature within one of her own areas of research 

and expertise, Global Children’s Literature, which was particularly relevant to our 

conversation on positionality. It was interesting to see how the dialogue in a divergent 

discipline echoed concerns over cultural authenticity in the voices represented by a 

writer. Clearly, topics addressing the concept of authenticity and the positionality of 

insider/outsider are both timely and relevant in the context of our society and the ever-

increasing global interconnectedness experienced by so many different communities and 

cultures.  



 

 

59 

Initially, I was struck by an observation made by Henry L. Gates Jr., a noted 

scholar and historian who has been welcomed into households across America in his role 

as the host of the PBS series, Finding Your Roots. Gates (2012) notes, “Our histories, 

individual and collective, do affect what we wish to write and what we are able to write. 

But that relation is never one of fixed determinism. No human culture is inaccessible to 

someone who makes the effort to understand, to learn, to inhabit another world” (p. 522). 

The observation resonated with me because in pursuing a career within the field of 

Indigenous Education, I had done so based on my own desire to understand and learn 

from other cultures. In following my heart and my curiosity, I had, indeed, stepped into 

other worlds. As a teacher, I found myself working on native lands with Indigenous 

students, their parents, and their communities. Through these experiences, I never felt the 

cultures “inaccessible.” Instead, I always felt welcomed, affirmed, and valued within 

these cultural contexts. 

Henry Gates’ sentiment flirts with a concept currently embraced within global 

social theory, “Cosmopolitanism.” Cosmopolitanism is addressed in the writings of 

Suzanne Choo (2013), who philosophizes on the term in the context of Literature and 

Literacy. Choo views the term as a human perspective manifested in political, cultural, 

and economic endeavors that, at its most basic element, is invested in “the other” (p. 

132). Cosmopolitanism is founded on the belief that all human beings are entitled to 

respect and consideration, regardless of their citizenship, status, associations, or 

affiliations (Brock, 1998). Further, Cosmopolitanism identifies social bonds that link 

human beings, human communities, and human societies as the very essence of global 

society (Benning, 2013). 
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As Lu (2000) emphasizes, Cosmopolitanism allows for a duality of position, 

affirming a person’s affiliation to place (in terms of a community or nation) while 

simultaneously transcending place (in terms of territorial boundaries) by embracing the 

concept of a “common humanity” (p. 251).  

Walter Mignolo (2000) explores consciousness in an effort to understand how 

humanity has collectively arrived at this place in time, and to theorize what possibilities 

humans may have available to them in the future. Mignolo has attempted to provide an 

academic mindset in which divergent anti-colonial, post-colonial, and de-colonial 

epistemologies both exist and connect, providing opportunities for new ways of viewing 

and interpreting the world. He recognizes the creative potential inherent in cosmopolitan 

imagining occurring at the epistemological and ontological borders of marginalized and 

modernity (p. 157). Instead of creating a “universal ideological position,” this approach 

would emphasize the acceptance of different ways of being and knowing, not by positing 

a “blueprint of a future and ideal society studied from a single point of view [that of 

abstract universals] that will return us [again] to the Greek paradigms and European 

legacies” (Mignolo, 2000, p.744), but by being reflexive about one’s own, and more 

importantly, “the Other’s” standpoint. 

In moving beyond an insider/outsider dichotomy, scholars from diverse fields of 

research are grappling with positionality embedded in the concept that within our shared 

humanity, there are those who seek to understand, learn, and inhabit a reality beyond 

their own. Guided by the wish to remain true to the culture, people, and place an author 

seeks to comprehend, cultural authenticity remains a goal. However, as Hazel Rochman 

(2003) argues, when it comes to cultural authenticity, “there is no formula for how you 
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acquire it. The only way to combat inaccuracy is with accuracy – not with pedigrees” (p. 

106). 

The one observation Dr. Short shared in our processing of positionality that 

resonated most profoundly within me came from the field of Global Children’s 

Literature. Clare Bradford (2016) writes, 

The very fact that I needed to do so much research in order to situate this book in 

relation to geography and cultural traditions heightens the sense of my position 

as an outsider to the text, its assumptions and meanings. I may access Wandjina 

images on various Internet sites, and read about the Law they established during 

the Dreaming, but my access will always be limited to what I can know as an 

outsider. In these majestic and mysterious paintings I can divine "meaningfulness, 

but not the meaning itself" (p. 57), as the anthropologist Eric Michaels (1994) 

observed about the desert sand paintings by Warlpiri artists which he saw during 

the 1980s (pp. 24). 

Bradford’s observations affirmed for me that we can share spaces, experiences, 

ideas, narratives, texts, and artwork with those from other cultures and still not divine the 

significance or meaning garnered by those who, from within the culture, interpret and 

understand them as they were meant to be understood. For those of us who are not of the 

culture, it is “OK” that we do not understand, for we simply aren’t meant to. It is, and 

should be, sufficient that we can ‘divine meaningfulness if not the meaning’ that was 

intended for those for whom it was meant to have a specific meaning. 

In her book, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, 

Linda T. Smith (1999) recognizes that researchers wield tremendous power, which can 



 

 

62 

allow them to distort findings and make knowledge invisible by overlooking, 

exaggerating, or making inferences that are based on assumptions, hidden value 

judgments, and misunderstandings rather than on factual data. Those who follow 

conventional research practices, especially those with formal Eurocentric academic 

training, can exclude Indigenous ways of knowing and equitable research process 

participation by privileging their own voices over those of Indigenous research 

participants (Kavach, 2009; Smith, 2012). As Smith (1999) states, “They have the 

potential to extend knowledge or perpetuate ignorance” (p. 176).   

In the twenty years that have passed since Smith’s (1999) seminal work was 

published, scholars around the globe have reflected on and responded to her call to 

embrace methodologies that seek to reveal the impact of colonization and resist the forces 

of ongoing colonization resulting in the marginalization of Indigenous people, their 

epistemologies, ontologies, and axiologies (Kovach, 2009). 

 Decolonizing methodologies continue to impact current research involving 

Indigenous populations, which has responded to Graham Smith’s (2000) warnings that a 

focus on “decolonization” results in Indigenous people being in a “reactive” rather than 

“proactive” mode.” Contemporary research involving Indigenous people has evolved 

from decolonizing research into Indigenous research and, as a result, now seeks to follow 

ethical principles that guide research with Indigenous peoples (Archibald, 2008; 

Debassige, 2013; McGregor & Plain, 2014).  

Within the context of Indigenous research (research being conducted with 

Indigenous peoples and communities or focusing on Indigenous issues), the development 

and expansion of awareness and sensitivity has been contextualized in a decolonizing 
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framework by a number of researchers (Rigney, 2001; Martin, 2002; Smith, 2005), who 

have developed a critical, liberationist Indigenous research paradigm that considers 

social, political, cultural, and historical contexts and advocates for the decolonization and 

reframing of research endeavors. By focusing on Indigenous matters identified as being 

important to Indigenous peoples and communities, the paradigm strives to privilege the 

voices and perspectives of Indigenous peoples based in the distinct Indigenous world 

views that are unique to the people or locations involved in the research (Rigney, 1996; 

Martin, 2002; Atkinson, 2002; Smith, 2005).  

Australian researcher, Ruth Nicholls (2009), has noted that in the aftermath of 

recognition of privilege and empowerment in the literature and the ensuing theories of 

social justice, research involving Indigenous communities and Indigenous people 

demands methodologies that are participatory and collaborative, meaningfully engaging 

researchers in the reflexive evaluation of the research process, including the research 

design, data collection, and data analysis, to recognize and acknowledge the inter-

personal and collective dynamics occurring during the research process. “What this 

means for those attempting counter-colonial research is that we cannot rely on a singular 

application of reflexivity to situate knowledge. Additional political and relational layers 

of reflexivity are essential to critically evaluate empowerment and participation by 

working ‘the spaces between’ through reflection about collaboration” (p. 117).  

At its best, reflexivity can lead to self-discovery (and, as a result, provide insight 

into the research questions guiding inquiry) due to its utilization of self-scrutiny 

(England, 1994, p. 82). Self-scrutiny leading to self-discovery and a heightened 

understanding of one’s self can better prepare researchers to engage in the dismantling of 
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the dominant society’s system of knowledge construction, production, and reproduction 

through research supporting epistemological decolonization. However, reflexivity can 

only be as effective as the researcher’s ability to question and fully understand his/her 

positionality and the potential impact he/she might have within the context of the 

research being considered.  

Russell-Mundine (2012) argues that reflexivity can be a powerful component of 

research if it assists the researcher in exploring personal biases, assumptions, and values. 

She further describes the interrogation of what it means to be a “White woman” 

conducting research with Aboriginal people and her own struggle to encounter and 

engage in a variety of fundamental and difficult issues that, if addressed and resolved, 

will contribute to the decolonization and reframing of research. (In discussing her 

“Whiteness,” Russell-Mundine utilizes the term as a social construct of privilege and 

ways of thinking and acting rather than a skin color or ethnicity.) “I can say I identify as a 

White woman, but I also have to interrogate what that means. I have to understand what it 

means to be white and what privileges that entails. I have to understand the impact of my 

Whiteness on the Aboriginal people I am working with and question whether I should 

even be working in this space. To comprehensively and honestly reflect on these issues 

requires knowledge about myself and knowledge about my culture and the society and 

systems within which I am operating” (p. 3).  

Russell-Mundine (2012) cautions that a researcher can be reflexive and “still 

conduct ‘bad’ or unethical research” (p. 3). This occurs when a researcher claims to 

privilege the voices of Indigenous research participants even though the study was 

designed, implemented, interpreted, and reported on by non-Indigenous people. 
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Russell-Mundine (2012) asserts that reflective praxis must, at its core, utilize 

reflection to challenge the foundations, structures, systems, and practices of the dominant 

culture. When research fails to do so, the voices of Indigenous people are silenced, and 

the experiences and matters that are important to them are excluded (p.3). As a result, 

non-Indigenous researchers will continue to focus on issues that they believe should be 

addressed or solved, which leads to problematizing Indigenous peoples and their cultures, 

rather than challenging social and structural issues (Smith, 2005). 

As a researcher, Sandy Grande (2004, 2008) utilizes a methodology that 

encompasses “the social engagement of ideas.” Through this methodology, she surveys 

“viewpoints on the genealogy of ideas, their representation and potential power to speak 

across boundaries, borders, and margins and filters the gathered data through an 

indigenous perspective.” Grande (2008) refers to her approach as Red Pedagogy (p. 233).  

Within the conceptualization of Red Pedagogy, Grande (2008) describes the 

potential of all researchers to meet on our “liminal and intellectual borderlands” and to 

collaboratively explore and redefine Indigenous education is recognized, valued, and 

affirmed. 

To allow for the process of reinvention, it is important to understand that Red 

Pedagogy is not a method or technique to be memorized, implemented, applied, 

or prescribed. Rather, it is space of engagement. It is the liminal and intellectual 

borderlands where indigenous and non-indigenous scholars encounter one 

another, working to remember, redefine, and reverse the devastation of the 

original colonialist ‘encounter’ (p. 234).  
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Research as Resistance, a compilation of original pieces by practitioners and 

researchers who position social justice as necessary for both research processes and 

research outcomes (Brown & Strega, 2005) contains an inspiring chapter by Absolon and 

Willett (2005) in which a set of research principles central to Indigenous methodologies 

is suggested. These research principles incorporate a conceptualization that not only 

echoes the words of Grande (2008), but also emphasizes the ‘re’ for right, so to speak, 

which would be the review and repetition of processes to ensure that the outcomes and 

impacts are correct, just, and right. These Indigenous research principles include 

respectful representation of Indigenous peoples and cultures, revising the inaccurate, 

reclaiming that which is rightfully Indigenous, renaming all that Indigenous 

epistemologies and ontologies require for persistence and revitalization, remembering 

and honoring the past and those who have come before, the ancestors, reconnecting with 

the land, the knowledge, one another, the language, the values of the people, and 

recovering… all leading to resistance of the dominant norms in research (pp. 107-109). 

In embracing Indigenous methodologies and research mindsets, unethical research 

on Indigenous communities is combatted through initiatives by Indigenous scholars and 

communities that assert the importance of privileging the epistemologies and ontologies 

of the communities being served through the research that is conducted (Cajete, 2000; 

Smith, 2000, 2005). These initiatives have focused on the utilization of decolonizing 

methodologies being employed in the research (Smith, 1999, 2000, 2005). 

In discussing the design and implementation of Indigenous research, Menzies 

(2001) asserts that the question of what constitutes appropriate is determined by the 

protocols and ethics of the communities or individuals being researched, especially when 
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it concerns matters of cross-cultural research. Researchers working with Indigenous 

peoples are accountable to those with, for, and among whom they are conducting 

research. These researchers have a responsibility to be accurate and truthful in recording 

the data related to the research while remaining mindful and vigilant in regards to their 

actions. 

Kirkness and Barnhardt (1981, 2001), who have been following the alarming 

trends of Indigenous students “going to” universities for decades, introduce four 

fundamental components of Indigenous ethics that I have endeavored to honor and 

practice in conducting this study. These ethics, include the following: 

• Respect and honoring are central within indigenous relationships, which are all-

inclusive, transcending human-to-human relationships and extending to all 

things. In human-to-human relationships, cultural knowledge, traditions, values 

and activities are respected and honored. 

• Relevance is achieved when authentic Indigenous perspectives and experiences 

are central in consideration 

• Reciprocity is cyclical and includes the dynamics between entities in 

relationship to one another 

• Responsibility is a communal ideal, and like respect, also transcends human-to 

human responsibility and extends to responsibility for all things 

In discussing an Indigenous research methodology that includes both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous participants in an academic focus, Weber-Pillwax (1999) suggests a 

consideration of such principles as: 

• The interconnectedness of all living things 
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• The impact of motives and intentions on person and community 

• The foundation of research as lived indigenous experience 

• The groundedness of theories in indigenous epistemology  

• The transformative nature of research 

• The sacredness and responsibility of maintaining personal and community 

integrity 

• The recognition of languages and cultures as living processes 

In completing this dissertation project and examining the questions that guide it 

with Indigenous colleagues, I attempted to honor the ethics and principles of Indigenous 

methodologies that would enable me to support future Indigenous scholars with the same 

generous spirit and selfless commitment that so many Indigenous colleagues had shown 

me throughout our time spent learning, studying, and working together.  

I approached this study with an open mind, a grateful heart, and a humble 

awareness that my position as a non-Indigenous researcher approaching Indigenous 

colleagues and asking them to share their experiences with me is one that was tenuous. 

Collaboration such as this between Indigenous participants and non-Indigenous 

researchers requires tremendous trust and confidence in the researcher and his/her 

intentions. Centuries of people who look just like me, people born into privilege and 

imbued with a sense of entitlement (even those with the very best of intentions) have 

appropriated cultural information, knowledge, resources, and even biological samples 

from Indigenous people and claimed these as their own, advancing their own interests 

and leaving in their wake people and communities who were often no better off than they 

were before the research studies, and sadly, sometimes even greatly harmed because of 
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the lack of sensitivity and ethical practices of the researchers. I was keenly aware of my 

tenuous position and equally aware of the good faith and trust demonstrated by the study 

participants. 

Throughout this study, I remained mindful that the information generously shared 

with me was not and never will be mine. It belongs to the people whose lived experiences 

prepared them to speak to the question of what it was like being an Indigenous scholar 

pursuing a doctoral degree at this moment in history. These colleagues placed in me their 

trust that I would honor my commitment to be an ally and advocate of Indigenous people 

in my research practices and the reporting of this study, and I did both respectfully, 

honestly, and with the greatest of humility. As we worked to divine both meaningfulness 

and meaning from the efforts we put forth in completing this study, the Indigenous 

colleagues with whom I worked and I grew together, individually, and as human beings 

transcending boundaries in this effort to recognize a common humanity within our work. 

The epistemological and ontological assumptions about research with which I 

entered this study were derived from my professional preparation through the Language, 

Reading, and Culture Program, the Teaching, Learning, and Sociocultural Studies 

Department, and the American Indian Studies Program at the University of Arizona. 

Through my professional preparation courses and doctoral program, I became acutely 

aware that non-Indigenous researchers working with Indigenous communities run a 

tremendous risk of alienating, offending, and even harming the communities and their 

members by conducting research that fails to center the epistemological, ontological, and 

axiological underpinnings of the community within the study. 
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In determining how to approach and conduct ethical educational research in the 

field of Indigenous Education, I faced the challenge of being a non-Indigenous doctoral 

candidate with intellectual and research interests centered on advocacy for and support of 

Indigenous communities through my position as an Indigenous ally and advocate. As an 

ally, I strive to support Indigenous students, friends, and colleagues as they work to build 

nations and exercise sovereignty. I have thought long and hard about what it means to 

stand and act in solidarity with others while developing the ability to know when to 

respectfully stand back and respect their privacy and boundaries.  

In writing for Amnesty International’s website, Gary Radler’s (2018) articulation 

of what it means to be an ally resonates with me.  

Being a genuine ally involves a lot of self-reflection, education, and listening. It 

means knowing we’re often coming into this space from a position of power and 

privilege. Privilege that we’ve gained through unjust systems that marginalize the 

groups we seek to ally with. It’s not enough to show up in solidarity and speak out 

against the unjust system, we have to do what is within our power to dismantle the 

system and differentiate ourselves from the opponents of these groups. We have to 

change our own behaviours and be mindful that we are not contributing to 

keeping that system going. 

Throughout my preparation to become an educational scholar, I had to develop an 

understanding of the power dynamics that have so adversely affected the experiences of 

Indigenous communities that have been subjected to “being researched.” Therefore, I 

identified three guiding principles of research that helped me to determine how to 

approach and conduct research within my field. 
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For over four centuries, Eurocentric research has followed an extraction 

methodology, which involves the extraction of data from a marginal or under-researched 

community and the submission of the information gleaned (devoid of context, values, and 

on-the-ground struggles of the people that provided the data and insights) for 

consumption by the Academy (Gaudry, 2011, p. 113). In this manner, extractive research 

has described and analyzed the lives of Indigenous people through a decontextualized 

process and has, all too often, resulted in the generation and reinforcement of stereotypes 

and rationales for their continued colonization. Delpit (1988) decries such research, 

asserting that the ways in which it has managed to silence the voice of marginalized 

people is a great travesty in the field of education (p. 280). Ladson-Billings and Tate 

(1995) echo Delpit’s concern that marginalized voices have been silenced when they 

assert that the voices of these people are required in order to honestly address and analyze 

the educational system (p. 58). In light of this reality, and as I have already emphasized, I 

identified my first guiding principle of research: 

• The research in which I participate must faithfully engage and accurately 

represent the voices of the participants with whom I am collaborating. My 

job is to amplify these voices and directly share the unaltered messages 

with my networks; the research is not about me, it is about the Indigenous 

communities I serve. 

Unfortunately, when non-Indigenous researchers gather and analyze data through 

their Western lenses and then fail to share their findings with or utilize their findings for 

the benefit of the communities from which the data is taken, Indigenous communities are 
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wronged (Castellano, 2004; Smith, 2005). In considering this reality, I identified my 

second guiding principle of research:  

• The research in which I participate must collaboratively involve research 

participants in all phases of the study, including data analysis and 

reporting. The data and its reporting must center around and serve the 

community with which I am working, and this requires true and on-going 

collaboration. 

Delgado (1989) notes that “narratives of outgroups” are powerful means through 

which the mindsets of the majority may be changed by shattering complacency and 

challenging the status quo (p. 2414). Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) agree, noting that 

by articulating one’s own reality through the sharing of narratives, it is possible to 

counter inequities by prompting self-examination by members of the majority. Narratives 

that communicate the experiences, situations, and realities of members of marginalized 

communities “can catalyze the necessary cognitive conflict to jar dysconscious racism” 

(p. 58). Narratives are useful tools that “invite the listener to suspend judgment, listen for 

the story’s point, and test it against his or her own version of reality. This process is 

essential in a pluralistic society like ours, and it is a practical necessity for underdogs; all 

movements for change must gain the support, or at least understanding, of the dominant 

group” (Delgado, 1989, p. 2440).  

By gathering narratives that critical race theorists view as situational truths 

existing for an individual in a given situation at a specific point in history (Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 57) and that are counterhegemonic in ways that engage 

conscience, we are able to utilize them as interpretive structures.   
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In embracing the notion that the narratives of a community are some of the most 

powerful tools that may be embedded into research findings, I identified my third guiding 

principle of research:  

• The research in which I participate must remain sufficiently open-ended 

so that it allows the voices of the collaborative participants to address 

questions with responses that empower them to convey perspectives they 

view as important and relevant. Standing in solidarity does not mean that 

my voice is heard; it means that I strive to ensure that the voices of the 

community are heard and I do so with respect and humility. 

With my guiding principles of research identified and thoroughly embraced, I 

again consciously acknowledged that the participants in this study, all of whom were 

Indigenous scholars, were quite capable of conducting and reporting on this research 

themselves. However, they generously chose to be supportive of me as I brought my 

doctoral studies full circle and worked to identify a research project that was meaningful 

and could support the efforts of Indigenous people to bolster their nation building efforts. 

Without the support of this project’s participants, I would not have had a research project 

to conduct. With this in mind, began to consider the theoretical perspective from which I 

would approach this study. 

Theoretical Framework 

When I first thought about how to conduct this study, I was tempted to utilize a 

critical Indigenous framework and a decolonizing approach in my methodology. Having 

been immersed in decolonizing literature for a number of years, such an approach felt 

quite comfortable.  
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However, I soon realized that for some, being a member of mainstream culture, 

but writing from a decolonizing framework and employing decolonizing methodologies, 

might appear disingenuous, designing, or even as some sort of internalized “colonization 

phobia.” 

Then, I discussed taking a different theoretical approach with Dr. Sheilah 

Nicholas, a member of my dissertation committee. Sheilah suggested that I employ a 

theoretical framework and methodological approach that focuses not on what has been, 

but rather on what might be. I believed that by employing a tribal sovereignty and self-

determination framework and approach the tone of my dissertation would be affirming, 

empowering, informative for the Indigenous communities with which I work, and useful 

to the Indigenous scholars who will follow their individual educational trajectories into 

doctoral programs. However, once I launched the study and began to collect the data, the 

data began to speak to a slightly different theoretical frame.  

Before Indigenous nations can fully exercise tribal sovereignty and self-

determination, they must have in place the infrastructure to sustain themselves. That 

requires high levels of expertise in many fields, as well as in leadership and governance. 

If we fail to adequately prepare Indigenous students and scholars in our institutions of 

higher education, it impacts the implementation of tribal nation building, which is the 

prerequisite to achieving sovereignty and self-determination. Along with the statistics 

already reported in Chapter 1, the data was suggesting that Indigenous scholars in a 

variety of fields are being “squeezed out of” doctoral programs, which could be 

impacting the number of graduate and professional degree recipients that are available to 

support the nation building efforts of their communities and nations. Therefore, I can 
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honestly say that the data “chose” the theoretical framework of Tribal Nation Building 

for me. 

In this study, I employed triangulated research methodologies (including a 

qualitative survey, case studies, and a specialized focus group). I collaborated with 

participant scholars representing diverse Indigenous cultures to explore the unique 

personal and educational experiences that the participants suggested have either 

supported or hindered the attainment of their doctoral degrees. 

Indigenous Research Ethics – Participatory Research 

The methodologies I employed in the gathering of data were designed to support 

the narrative responses of participants. In faithfully conducting research that privileges 

the participants as collaborators in data collection and the ensuing analysis of that data, 

Indigenous scholars were provided a forum through which their voices were heard. The 

opinions expressed and experiences shared by the Indigenous scholars as they responded 

to questions concerning a) the personal and academic experiences that led them to 

pursing scholarly goals within the Academy, b) the factors that proved to support or 

challenge their achievement in and academic advancement through doctoral programs, 

and c) suggestions they would offer to the Academy or other Indigenous students to 

support the academic success of Indigenous doctoral students, were gathered and 

interpreted collaboratively with research participants. This ensured that their voices speak 

clearly, loudly, and for themselves through the pages of this dissertation study. 

As I began to organize and study the data, I conducted member checks with 

participants to clarify my understanding of their observations, their opinions, and their 

narratives. It was during a member check that one of the participants and I began to 
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discuss a more appropriate theoretical framework that better accommodates the diverse 

perspectives shared by study participants. Tribal sovereignty and self-determination is 

only a portion of the picture that emerged. Clearly, the data was suggesting that the 

precursor to those ideals is Nation Building, and more specifically, Nation Building 

through education. The participants who volunteered for this study were focused on 

capacity building, through their own educations, laying the foundation for strong Nations 

to grow and become increasingly self-sustaining. I myself, employed in a tribal college, 

recognized that very goal is what sustains my vision and informs my daily interactions 

with our students as I prepare them to take the reins and, as O’odham educators, develop 

the capacity on their Nation to exercise true self-determination and absolute sovereignty.  

In their report on Indigenous research ethics, Ermine (2004) and his colleagues 

note that in response to the paternalistic perspectives held by researchers who have, in the 

past, worked with Indigenous people, Native communities around the globe have begun 

to advocate for research that is conducted in a much more respectful, collaborative, and 

equitable manner. Additionally, Native communities want to make sure that research 

directly benefits their communities and community members. As a result, participatory 

research, research in which participants play an active role in the research process or have 

a vested interest in the data generated and the results of the study, has been developed as 

a research methodology (p. 9). In participatory research, researcher and participant(s) 

alike share the research design, implementation, analysis, and dissemination phases. 

Jagosh et al. (2012) identify the goal of participatory research as empowerment. 

“Participatory research (PR) is the co-construction of research through partnerships 

between researchers and people affected by, and/or responsible for action on, the issues 
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under study” (p. 311). By mandating the use of participatory research, Indigenous 

communities not only exercise control in the research process, but also in the 

dissemination of the research findings to directly benefit their communities.  

In approaching this study with colleagues, my goal was to go beyond 

participatory research in making sure that the voices of the people who participated as 

research partners were not only acknowledged and honored, but were also privileged. In 

order to do this, I employed a qualitative (descriptive) survey that was either self-

administered by participants or administered by me (depending on participant 

preference), three case studies based on pre-formulated interview questions, and a sharing 

circle, which are all Indigenous methodologies Kovach (2009) endorses because they 

allow participants to have greater control over the research process. In addition, Kovach 

advocates for these methodologies due to their ability to accommodate and privilege 

narrative responses (pp. 123-124). 

In keeping with the norms of oral tradition, Smith (1999) emphasizes the 

importance of face-to-face interactions between researchers and community members 

with whom they work (p. 120). The use of conversation and providing a space for 

narratives to be shared through the incorporation of open-ended questions are critical to 

supporting interactions that allow for research participants to be heard and respected. For 

these reasons, I incorporated both the case study conversations and the sharing circle 

conversation to facilitate in-depth oral interactions in the data collection process. 

Indigenous Research Ethics – Insurgent Research 

Gaudry (2011) asserts that, “research on Indigenous peoples tends to reproduce 

tired colonial narratives that justify occupation and oppression. It also effectively renders 
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the validity of Indigenous cultural knowledge meaningless through its appropriation and 

translation by knowledge-extraction industries such as anthropology, sociology, policy 

studies, and law” (p. 113). In contrast to the “academic parasitism” of extraction research 

that appropriates Indigenous knowledges and exhibits them for public debate within by 

non-Indigenous people in the Academy, Gaudry goes on to propose and describe what he 

terms insurgent research. “Insurgent researchers operate from within a completely 

different set of values, values determined primarily by our relationship to Indigenous 

communities, as members or allies, and by an ethical motivation in search of more 

egalitarian and autonomous social, political, and economic relations” (p. 114). Insurgent 

research is rooted within existing Indigenous methodologies by  

• Explicitly employing Indigenous worldviews 

• Orienting knowledge creation toward Indigenous people and communities 

• Orienting research responsibility almost exclusively toward the 

community and participants 

• Promoting community-based action that targets the demise of outside 

interference in the lives of individuals and their communities 

A key component to insurgent research involves a “witnessing” methodology 

described by Lyackson scholar, Qwul’sih’yah’maht (2005). Within her culture, different 

communities send representatives to witness the events of ceremonies. The witnesses are 

charged with remembering the details of the event, and must be able to answer questions 

if concerns later arise over what actually occurred. Within the culture, witnessing 

supports the building of strong cross-community bonds. Qwul’sih’yah’maht likens the 

role of the witness to that of a researcher within an Indigenous community (p 244). While 
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research involves sharing knowledge, in insurgent research witnessing, community 

members are the knowledge-holders, not the researcher. “Relational responsibility means 

that insurgent researchers must mind their relations; they must use the knowledge in the 

respectful way that it was told to or witnessed by the participants (Gaudry, 2011, p. 125). 

Researchers such as myself, who are not of the community, must be especially 

careful in conscientiously developing relationships with communities and their members 

and in adopting a responsible position within the community, so, as researchers, they can 

be held accountable for their actions by the community. For these reasons, not only did I 

incorporate both the case study conversations and the sharing circle conversations, but I 

also provided an opportunity for participants in these two components of the study to 

come together as a group so that as they shared their knowledge, their witnesses became 

their Indigenous colleagues and shared responsibility for knowledge-holding within the 

study was achieved. 

Indigenous Research Ethics –Research Involving Indigenous Participants 

Researchers who conduct research with human beings are expected to undergo 

specialized training to help ensure that they understand and adhere to stringent research 

ethics designed to protect the participants with whom they work. At the University of 

Arizona, doctoral candidates follow a step-by-step procedure requiring formal approval at 

every stage of their research approval process for their dissertation to make sure that 

those of us who are novices in the research arena are supported in making appropriate, 

responsible, ethical decisions in our work with our research participants in our first major 

studies. 

I began this rigorous process by discussing possible research studies with my 



 

 

80 

dissertation committee chair. As possibilities for my study were narrowed, I developed a 

detailed project proposal consisting of seventy-eight pages that described the study, 

articulated how I would conscientiously maintain the highest ethical standards in my 

work with study participants, provided a rationale for the completion of the study, and 

situated the study within a current theoretical framework.  

After approval by my chair to submit the project proposal to the members of my 

dissertation committee, I met with the committee and defended my proposal by justifying 

why I should be allowed to pursue the proposed inquiry and responding to all of their 

comments, questions, concerns, and suggestions.  

When my committee accepted the project proposal, I commenced my Human 

Subjects Training through the University of Arizona’s Human Subjects Program. 

Through my readings and completion of the required modular coursework (which 

focused on Compliance HIPAA Privacy, Human Subjects Protection, Research Integrity, 

and the Responsible Conduct of Research), I was listed on a “Verification of Human 

Subjects Training” form, and was given the “go ahead” to move my study proposal on to 

the next step. 

Because my study involved Indigenous participants, I was required to complete 

additional reading and training module coursework (which focused on Respecting the 

Cultural Integrity and Sovereignty of Native Nations, Cultural Respect and Integrity 

Guidelines for Culturally Respectful Research, and protection of Cultural Knowledge). 

After demonstrating that I understood the basic concepts and principles necessary to 

conduct ethical and mutually beneficial research that supports the paradigm shift from 

research on Indigenous populations to research with and for Indigenous communities, I 
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followed the directives in the “Handbook for Research in Indian Country,” a publication 

of the Native Peoples Technical Assistance Office at the University of Arizona, and 

submitted my project proposal to the University’s American Indian Studies Program for 

review. I met with the Chair of the AIS program to discuss the proposed project. In 

response to his recommendation, I updated my project proposal to specify that the tribal 

affiliations of the project participants would not be solicited from the participants nor 

would they be identified in the data analysis and reporting in order to ensure that 

inferences pertaining to specific Indigenous cultures would not be drawn from the data. 

After meeting with the Chair of the Program and discussing the study in detail, it was 

granted Program approval and I was cleared to submit the project proposal to the 

Institutional Research Board (IRB).  

In order to submit the project proposal to IRB, I was required to complete an 

extensive application consisting of twenty-three pages. I met several times with support 

staff in Human Studies Protection Program as I developed the application, receiving their 

expert assistance and guidance. Then, I submitted the application to my dissertation chair 

for review and approval. Next, the application was reviewed and vetted by our 

Department’s scientific/scholarly reviewer. Finally, our Department’s Graduate Student 

Coordinator sent it on to IRB. 

When the project proposal received its final IRB approval from our University, I 

was able to begin the data collection phase of the study, secure in the knowledge that I 

had maintained the level of quality expected by the University in complying with the 

ethical standards of researching with an Indigenous population. 
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Data Collection 

Research Questions 

In planning this dissertation study, I thought about the Indigenous scholars that I 

had met through my own doctoral program. I remembered little things, like the way staff 

and faculty in our home department at the university interacted with these colleagues, 

how students within our department and college, as well as students from different areas 

of the university, interacted with these colleagues, and how these colleagues responded to 

different situations in and out of class and across the semesters and years that constituted 

our time studying, learning, and growing together. I contemplated the same things about 

my own experiences within our home department, college, and around the university. As 

a doctoral student, I had faced challenges that undermined my success in the Ph.D. 

program, but I also had experiences that supported my success, too. I wondered how my 

own personal and academic experiences during the time spent in the doctoral program 

compared to those of the Indigenous colleagues with whom I studied. How were they 

similar, and how were they different? Were the experiences similar but the impressions of 

those experiences different, or were the experiences different and the impressions of 

those experiences similar? Did these Indigenous colleagues ever consciously consider the 

impact their experiences had on their successful completion of their doctoral programs, 

or, like me, were they so focused just on finishing that everything else seemed like a 

blur? It made sense that the research questions I formulated should address the individual, 

personal experiences of Indigenous colleagues and the impact these experiences might 

have had on their progress toward their educational goals; however, I was not confident 

that such questions would be sufficient to generate data that would be sufficiently robust 
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to suggest answers underlying the disparity in the number of degrees earned by 

Indigenous scholars. 

Then, I looked at some additional information that made me even more curious. I 

found an article by Vimal Patel (2014) in the Chronicle of Higher Education that 

discussed the “troublingly low number” of doctoral degrees completed by Indigenous 

scholars. I was surprised to see that the article listed my own university as being the 

institution “that awarded the most doctorates to American Indians” in the years between 

2008 and 2012 (p. 6).  

As Figure 3-1 shows, the University of Arizona managed to produce twenty-eight 

(28) Indigenous doctoral graduates between 2008 and 2012, even more than the 

Oklahoma State University. I was actually in disbelief; I had seen so many Indigenous 

scholars struggle and even leave their doctoral programs at the university, and I found it 

difficult to believe that the University of Arizona was, “leading the pack” so to speak.  

After my initial reflections on the experiences Indigenous classmates had 

endured, and my review of the startling statistics suggesting that my home institution 

appeared to be doing better in supporting the recruitment, retention, and degree 

completion of Indigenous scholars than other institutions of higher education, I had to ask 

myself, if what was being done was sufficient. After all, there had been some universities 

that had successfully retained Indigenous scholars in higher education. 
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As Patel (2014) reports, “American Indians have made progress at the bachelor’s 

and master’s degree levels. They earned nearly twice as many bachelor’s degrees in 2012 

(10,743) than two decades earlier, and nearly three times as many master’s degrees 

(3,275).” With that being the case, why on earth weren’t Indigenous scholars earning 
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increasing numbers of doctoral degrees? Maybe it had something to do with the nature of 

the doctoral programs themselves, or maybe it had something to do with the institutions 

granting them… or maybe it had to do with something or things that I couldn’t imagine 

because I am not an Indigenous scholar. Data sources such as the U.S. Census can only 

provide so much in terms of shedding light on the reasons underlying “the numbers.” 

Until lived experiences are examined, the statistics remain nameless, faceless, and 

removed from the individuals they represent. It became clear that approaching this study 

from a qualitative frame made sense.  

I began to consider my own experiences as a student in elementary school, and 

then, many years later, as a teacher working with elementary school students. As an 

elementary educator, I recognize that my own K-8 teachers would not have considered 

me to be a promising scholar. I was a marginal student, at best, and in addition to being a 

“slow learner,” I didn’t find school a particularly engaging place. I spent my school days 

fixated on recess, lunch, and P.E. class, waiting through the endless hours of instruction 

for the respite that I craved. I asked myself, “How did I get here? How did an 

underachieving, average kid wind up in a doctoral program, and why was I seemingly 

doing fine in that program? What was it that made the difference?” 

Then, I thought about my childhood in general. “How did I think about myself 

when it came to my abilities, my skills, and my personality?” I wondered if my own self-

esteem had something to do with the academic trajectory that eventually emerged in my 

life, or if it was something else that had affected the decisions that led me to this place. 

“What (or who) was it that planted in me the idea that I could go to college and manage 

to earn a degree?” Then, after recalling personal experiences in and out of school that I 
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think have affected my academic trajectory, I found myself wondering what it was that 

had impacted the academic trajectories of Indigenous colleagues – not only the ones that 

persisted, year after year, but also the ones that had, one-by-one, left the dwindling cohort 

of Indigenous scholars pursuing doctoral degrees. 

After pondering these and so many other questions, I finally chose five questions 

that would guide me, and the volunteers who chose to support me in this endeavor, 

through our inquiry and reflection. The five, multi-faceted questions that guided this 

study consist of the following:  

1. What personal and academic factors/experiences supported/hindered the 

successful academic trajectories of the participating Indigenous scholars 

prior to commencing an advanced degree program within the Academy? 

Were there any common factors that influenced their academic 

trajectories? 

2. What were the goals/reasons that originally motivated the participating 

Indigenous scholars to commence a doctoral program? Did these 

goals/reasons remain constant throughout their programs of study? Why? 

Why not? 

3. What personal and academic factors/experiences (internal to and external 

to the Academy) supported/hindered the successful academic trajectories 

of the participating Indigenous scholars after commencing an advanced 

degree program within the Academy? Were there any common factors that 

influenced their academic trajectories? 
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4. What suggestions would Indigenous scholars offer to academic institutions 

to bolster support of Indigenous scholars and increase the number of 

doctoral degrees awarded to Indigenous scholars? 

5. What advice would Indigenous scholars offer other Indigenous 

intellectuals who are thinking about applying to doctoral programs that 

might help these newcomers succeed in and complete their programs? 

Like many who have completed this facet of the doctoral journey, I bounced these 

questions off of any who would listen. I posed them to my friend and colleague, Mary, 

who characteristically used them to interview me! Than I asked my friend, Ruth, a retired 

researcher, what she thought of the questions I had come up with. With her suggestions, I 

ventured back to the University to discuss them with my professors and researchers from 

the American Indian Studies program. Each had suggestions (and even theories 

concerning possible responses I might receive) and before long, I was confident that the 

questions were ready to be posed! 

Qualitative Research 

After identifying questions that would guide the study, I was faced with deciding 

on a methodology that would allow study participants to provide robust and meaningful 

answers and that would ensure it would be their voices that were speaking to the 

questions rather than mine. I decided to employ qualitative methodologies, which would 

provide an avenue to gather information that reflected individual participant’s unique 

experiences.  
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Grounded theory. 

To examine factors that impact the successful completion of doctoral programs by 

Indigenous scholars, I employed a qualitative research design using Grounded Theory 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), which allowed me to work collaboratively with study 

volunteers who represented a diversity of academic experiential backgrounds, location, 

ages, and lived experience. Straus and Corbin (1994) further clarify that Grounded 

Theory is an approach to theory development that is “grounded” in a method of 

systematic data collection and analysis. In this research approach, the researcher 

formulates a question (or, in my case, a series of questions) designed to develop a better 

understanding of a specific aspect of social life (p. 217). Then, working with study 

participants, the researcher poses the question(s) and gathers initial data based on 

participant responses. This data is analyzed, and allows the researcher to begin 

developing a theory with regard to the initial question(s). Guided by the data itself, the 

researcher utilizes three levels of coding (open, axial, and selective coding) to move 

through and organize the data. This is the beginning of a process of continually collecting 

and analyzing data that continues until strong repetition in the emerging themes of the 

data is observed and no new ideas or insights are being identified. 

Since it is inductive and moves from specific information identified from the data 

to more general information that can support emergent explanations, Grounded Theory 

results in the development of data-driven theory. In essence, Grounded Theory produces 

new knowledge, which, in turn is used to develop new theory about the social phenomena 

being observed.  
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Utilization of Grounded Theory tends to produce a dynamic ‘developmental’ 

theory, which may continue to evolve and change with the revelations contributed from 

subsequent inquiries. Glaser and Strauss (1967) stress that a true test of the analytic 

framework may be ascertained "when the researcher is convinced that his analytic 

framework forms a systematic substantive theory, that it is reasonably accurate statement 

of the matters studied, and that it is couched in a form that others going into the same 

field could use” (p. 113). It is at this time that the results of the investigation are ready to 

report. 

The non-generalizable nature of this type of qualitative research, which is specific 

to not only the individual participants, but also to this specific moment in time, was not a 

limiting factor to the interpretation of information and knowledge contributed by the 

Indigenous participants of this study. Instead, it provided a “snapshot” of the experiences, 

perceptions, and ideas shared by participating Indigenous scholars who were seeking or 

had sought to complete doctoral degrees at institutions of higher learning in the United 

States during the early years of the twenty-first century. 

I was drawn to use Grounded Theory for several reasons. First, it fit well within 

an Indigenous framework of research. One common method used in Grounded Theory is 

interviewing. As mentioned previously, both in Participatory Research and Insurgent 

Research, the relationship of the researcher with the Indigenous participants is central, as 

is an elevated role of participation in the research process by the research participants. 

Since two of the three collection methods I utilized were interactive, Grounded Theory 

provided an appropriate framework for a study such as this. In addition, the constant 

comparative method used in Grounded Theory allowed for the systematic categorization 
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of factors impacting the doctoral program progress and completion of participants. This 

supported my plan to compare the emerging categories with categories that may (or may 

not yet) have been identified in the literature. Finally, prior to commencing this study, I 

had become familiar with Grounded Theory, having utilized it in two previous studies. 

This systematic approach to categorization was a good fit with the mental processes I 

utilized to process, analyze, and organize information mentally. 

Triangulation as a research strategy. 

In an attempt to increase the trustworthiness of the research findings, I employed 

triangulation as a research strategy. Triangulation is, essentially, a strategy that supports 

the abatement of bias and allows for the elimination of possible competing explanations 

so that a viable explanation concerning a social phenomenon may be suggested 

(Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Denzin, 1978).  

Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, and Sechrest (1966) first coined the term 

triangulation in their paper on nonreactive measures for the social sciences. In it, they 

argue that the “validity” of explanations could be supported by the use of mixed 

methodology. However, the concepts of validity and reliability, which are associated with 

quantitative research, are not a particularly good fit for qualitative research. Instead of 

focusing on reliability and validity, qualitative researchers strive for data trustworthiness, 

which relies heavily on developing credibility. Guba and Lincoln (1985) described 

credibility, noting that it contributes to a belief in the trustworthiness of data through: (a) 

prolonged engagement; (b) persistent observations; (c) triangulation; (d) referential 

adequacy;  (e) peer debriefing; and (f) member checks.  
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Guba and Lincoln (1985) offer a detailed explanation of how triangulation might 

be achieved using one or more of three types of triangulation; source triangulation; 

investigator triangulation; and methodology triangulation (pp. 305-307). For this study, 

methodology and sources were triangulated. The next section covers the three data 

collection tools utilized. In addition, source triangulation was achieved by drawing on 

participants of different ages, levels of program progress/completion within doctoral 

programs, and disciplines/majors in doctoral programs. 

Data Collection Tools 

The original research questions guiding this study, which were identified earlier in 

this chapter, resulted in the selection of the three data collection activities utilized in this 

study.  

To address the research questions, this study drew upon two of the types of 

triangulation suggested by Denzin (1978), data and methodology triangulation. To 

achieve triangulation, the study participants self-selected which one of three data 

collection tools through which they wanted to share data, either a self-directed or 

researcher-administered survey, an in-depth case study, or a sharing circle of Indigenous 

scholars. Each data collection tool consisted of a different set of questions. In using 

different methods of data collection that focused on gathering slightly different types of 

data, both methodology and source triangulation were achieved. 

Qualitative survey. 

The first data collection tool employed in this study was a Qualitative Survey. 

Wester (1995, 2000) describes qualitative surveys (also referred to as “diversity” surveys) 

as an application of grounded theory with theoretical sampling and constant comparison.  
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The Qualitative Survey consisted of sixty-three (63) short answer closed- and 

open-ended follow-up questions that allowed participants to expand upon yes/no or short 

answers (Appendix C). Fink (2003) recommends the qualitative survey for the 

exploration of meanings and experiences with study participants (p. 66). For this reason, I 

paired focusing questions with open-ended questions in an attempt to allow participants 

greater opportunity to contribute to the data within their individual levels of comfort.  

From the qualitative survey, I sought to identify basic commonalities shared by 

those who identify as “on track” for doctoral program completion and those who had 

completed their doctoral programs as well as commonalities unique to those who 

identified as “off track” for program completion because they have left their programs 

and do not plan to ever complete a doctoral program.  

Data collected through the Qualitative Survey was utilized to answer Study 

Questions 1-5. 

Ethnographic case studies. 

A second data collection tool employed in this study is the development of three 

Ethnographic Case Studies. Vygotsky (1987) asserts that every word uttered by a person 

in the telling of his/her stories is a microcosm of individual consciousness (pp. 236-237). 

Storytelling requires memory of and reflection on personal experiences. As Seidman 

(2006) points out, “at the root of in-depth interviewing is the desire to understand the 

lived experience of others and the meaning they make of that experience” (p. 9). Since 

conversational interviews allow people to tell stories based on their ways of being and 

knowing within the external parameters set by a researcher, I have modified the 
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structured interview often used in ethnographic case studies and incorporated 

opportunities for open-ended conversations for this portion of the data gathering process.  

In her book focusing on Indigenous methodologies, Kovach (2009) advocates an 

open-ended conversational method that is flexible enough to accommodate traditional 

native oral traditions because the structure “shows respect for the participant’s story and 

allows research participants greater control over what they wish to share with respect to 

the research question” (p. 124). Using a conversational interview allowed participants to 

share as much information as they wished, equalizing the balance of researcher and study 

participant power within this data collection component. 

From the conversational interviews, I sought to develop three case studies 

involving a descriptive analysis of the personal and educational experiences that 

impacted the academic trajectories and success of three Indigenous scholars who pursued 

doctoral degrees in public universities in the U.S.  

Like the data collected through the Qualitative Survey, data collected from the 

Ethnographic Case Studies was utilized to answer Study Questions 1-5. 

Sharing circle. 

A third data collection tool employed in this study is a modified form of the 

traditional focus group called a Sharing Circle. Berg (2004) notes that “the informal 

group atmosphere of the [traditional] focus group is intended to encourage subjects to 

speak freely and completely about behaviors, attitudes, and opinions they possess” (p. 

123). Kovach (2009) recommends sharing circles as a method of knowledge gathering in 

working with Indigenous participants. She notes that sharing circles are “meant to 

provide space, time, and an environment for participants to share their story in a manner 
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that they can direct” (p. 124). Since sharing circles have proven effective in allowing 

participants to share and process their individual and collective experiences, I 

incorporated this opportunity for Indigenous scholars to gather together to discuss with 

Indigenous colleagues their experiences in the Academy. 

From the Sharing Circle, I sought to identify the most critical factors that 

supported the completion of doctoral programs as well as the most critical factors that 

may have thwarted the completion of these programs. I also asked sharing circle 

participants what suggestions they would offer to academic institutions to increase the 

number of Indigenous doctoral students that complete doctoral degrees. In addition, I 

asked sharing circle participants what advice they would offer other Indigenous 

intellectuals who are thinking about applying to doctoral programs that might help these 

newcomers succeed in and complete their programs. I hoped that the sharing circle would 

provide a safe space for participants to address issues with their academic peers that they 

might not have felt comfortable sharing in either of the other data collection formats. 

Unlike the Qualitative Survey and the Ethnographic Case Studies, which focused on all 

five of the research questions driving this inquiry, the Sharing Circle focused only on 

Study Questions 4 and 5. 

Site selection. 

This study was conducted off-campus from private residences and public places in 

Tucson, Phoenix, and Flagstaff, Arizona; Santa Monica, California; and Albuquerque, 

Silver City, Las Cruces, and Thoreau, New Mexico. No part of the study was conducted 

on federal or tribal lands.  
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Participant selection criteria. 

The study involved Indigenous participants who were currently doctoral students 

or candidates working on their doctoral degrees, Indigenous participants who were 

doctoral students or candidates who had left a doctoral degree program and did not 

anticipate ever returning to and completing their doctoral programs, and Indigenous 

participants who had successfully completed their doctoral programs of study and had an 

earned doctoral degree conferred on them within the past fifteen (15) years.  

All study participants were enrolled in or had been enrolled in public institutions 

of higher education and represented a total of twelve public universities from across the 

United States.  

All study participants were self-identified Indigenous scholars who were doctoral 

students, doctoral candidates, or scholars with conferred earned doctoral degrees. (The 

study participants were not identified by specific tribal affiliation in the data analysis 

process in maintaining the IRB approved protocols of this research study, and instead, 

were viewed by the researcher as members of an Indigenous community of scholars.) The 

participants, who represented diverse academic majors pursued at multiple institutions of 

higher education throughout the U.S., also represented different age groups. 

This was a minimal risk study and all steps were taken to protect participants. All 

study participants provided informed consent prior to contributing data. If participation in 

any of the three data collection activities, for some reason, had caused a study participant 

to be become distressed, referral information was available for mental health 

professionals through Pima County. If a study participant wished to withdraw from the 
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study or elected to retract any statements made during the data collection activities, he or 

she was free to do so at any time. 

The data collection activities originated from the researcher’s residence in 

Tucson, Arizona. Some occurred on site at the researcher’s residence or at mutually 

agreed upon public or private locations. Some of the data collection activities utilized 

face-to-face interactions, while others drew upon an electronic modality that the 

participants agreed would best suit the data collection tool.  

Participant recruitment process. 

Indigenous scholar participation was solicited in person and electronically 

through e-mail, professional websites, and social media to ensure that study participants 

represented diverse doctoral program experiences in as many different disciplines, 

academic institutions, and locations as possible. Participants responded to the invitation 

to participate in person and electronically.  

This study involved a sample of convenience that snowballed from personal and 

professional associations, acquaintances, and friendships.  

In my work as an educator on the Diné and Tohono O’odham Nations and the 

Colorado River Indian Tribes Reservation, in my time spent as a doctoral student at the 

University of Arizona working with classmates in courses focused on Indigenous topics 

and issues, and through professional organizations with which I have been affiliated, I 

have been fortunate to develop long-term personal and professional relationships with 

many individuals who are Indigenous. The study called on these personal relationships to 

help identify and invite potential study participants. From these personal contacts, a 
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snowball method was utilized to identify Indigenous scholars who wished to contribute to 

the study. 

Initially, I contacted Indigenous scholars with whom I am personally acquainted 

through e-mails containing a letter that described the study and invited participation. The 

letter provided contact information for those interested in learning more about the study 

or in volunteering to participate. The letter also requested that the recipient forward the 

invitation to those in their personal and professional networks that might be interested in 

the process. I continued to follow up on the initial invitations in an ever-broadening circle 

until sufficient volunteers agreed to participate. A copy of the letter of invitation is 

located in Appendix A. 

After initial communication with the potential participants in which I described 

the role of volunteer participants, I reviewed the Informed Consent Form (Appendix B) 

with each potential participant. I also asked to make sure each still wanted to volunteer 

for the study. When I successfully identified and received informed consent from study 

volunteers meeting the criteria for participation, I launched my research activities. 

Data Analysis 

From data gathered through the survey, three case studies completed through 

conversational interviews, and the sharing circle, I developed a descriptive analysis of 

study participants’ pre-doctoral program educational experiences, their experiences 

within the Academy, and their experiences as people (mothers, fathers, siblings, children, 

friends, and responsible adults with real-world concerns) attempting to negotiate doctoral 

programs in the twenty-first century. I also compiled and analyzed study participants’ 

recommendations for improving the support of Indigenous scholars within the Academy 
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and participant suggestions on how current and future Indigenous scholar might 

successfully negotiate their doctoral programs.  

During this step, I addressed the research questions and utilized the data gathered 

through the three research tools to identify themes and patterns in participant responses. 

Using the Constant Comparative method, I continually built upon existing structures 

generated from the data to organize, analyze, and refine emerging ideas.  

Methods of analysis. 

Data analysis in this study was an ongoing effort. As the surveys were gathered, 

the case studies participants were interviewed, and the sharing circle gathering was 

completed. I utilized the constant comparative method to analyze and code the data, then 

to compare that data with incoming data from the data collection tools to ascertain 

whether the emerging categories are supported or are in need of modification. I further 

mined the data until new categories were no longer emerging.  

As I utilized the data analysis path shown in Figure 3-6, I followed Merriam’s 

(2001) suggestion to systematically review the data by chunking it into logical pieces 

(suggested by patterns recognized in the data) to avoid being overwhelmed by addressing 

the wealth of data generated through data collection. (I was, in spite of this effort, 

overwhelmed by the data!)  

In reviewing survey responses, my interview notes and ensuing reflective entries, 

as well as hours of interview recordings, I was immediately on the lookout for recurring 

themes, topics, and responses emerging from the raw data. I began to organize these 

recurring elements systematically.  
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Upon completion of the initial member checks, I revised the umbrella categories, 

subcategories, and emerging themes based on insight gained from participant feedback. 

In order to truly work with the participants in a collaborative way, the data analysis 
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process entailed my contacting participants throughout the data analysis process for their 

input, causing the timeline to be stretched from my original estimate of time necessary 

for this phase of the research process. 

Chapter 3 Summary  

Chapter 3 described the way in which this qualitative study was actually 

conducted. I discussed my positionality as a non-Indigenous researcher investigating a 

topic concerning Indigenous participants. I described the methodology I utilized in this 

study, expanding on the qualitative grounded theory approach I employed in the 

investigation of the research questions. I explained the way in which triangulation of 

sources was achieved to help ensure that the study results would be more robust. I 

described the three research tools I utilized in triangulating the methodology. I also 

explained the research design and the research content in detail. Finally, I described the 

collection, organization, and analysis methods I employed to examine the data generated 

through this dissertation study. 

In Chapter 4, I introduce the study participants who volunteered their valuable 

time and insights to provide data for this study, and I describe the demographics they 

represent. 
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CHAPTER 4: STUDY PARTICIPANTS 

"The happiest people I've ever met, regardless of their profession, their 

social standing, or their economic status, are people that are fully 

engaged in the world around them. The most fulfilled people are the ones 

who get up every morning and stand for something larger than 

themselves. They are the people who care about others, who will extend a 

helping hand to someone in need or will speak up about an injustice 

when they see it."  

~ Wilma Mankiller ~ 

In his book, How to be Great: From Cleopatra to Churchill, Lessons from 

History’s Greatest Leader, Adonis (2016) profiles the Cherokee leader, whose quote 

beautifully frames this chapter. The chapter introduces the study participants, thirty-five 

Indigenous scholars who extended “a helping hand to someone in need” by volunteering 

their time, effort, and personal narratives to support this project. These scholars are 

people who “get up every morning and stand for something larger than themselves” (p. 

42). I am grateful for their help. 

Description of Study Participants 

Data for this study was generated through the collaborative efforts of thirty-five 

(35) study participants that self-identified as Indigenous scholars.  
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The study participants represented multiple Indigenous cultures of North 

America. Also, the people who volunteered to participate in this study represented 

different genders and multiple generations. Further, participants represented diverse 

experiential backgrounds that included divergent factors such as parenthood, single 

parenthood, prior military service, religion, political affiliation, interests, and hobbies. 

By exploring perspectives held by Indigenous scholars from diverse locations, the 

study utilized Denzin’s (1978) subcategory of space in data source triangulation. By 

exploring the experiences and perspectives of Indigenous scholars hailing from dissimilar 

settings, the study sought to identify categorical commonalities evidenced by people from 

multiple settings as well as those categorical differences that may be context-specific (pp. 

294-307). 

By exploring perspectives held by scholars representing diverse Indigenous 

cultures, lived experiences, genders, and age groups, the study utilized Denzin’s (1978) 

subcategories of person and time in his description of data source triangulation. By 

including ethnic and generational diversity in the generation of data, the description of 

social phenomena centering on professional degree attainment in a public university was 

examined under a variety of conditions (pp. 294-307). 

Study participants self-identified their genders. Based on their identification, they 

were categorized as belonging to one of two categories of gender identification: 

• Indigenous scholars who self-identified as female  

• Indigenous scholars who self-identified as male  

Study participants reported their ages. Based on their reported ages, they were 

categorized as belonging to one of six age categories: 
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• Indigenous scholars who self-identified as being in their twenties (20s) 

• Indigenous scholars who self-identified as being in their thirties (30s) 

• Indigenous scholars who self-identified as being in their forties (40s) 

• Indigenous scholars who self-identified as being in their fifties (50s) 

• Indigenous scholars who self-identified as being in their sixties (60s) 

Study participants reported their stages of degree progress/completion. Study 

participants were categorized as belonging to one of three categories of academic 

progress/attainment:  

• Indigenous scholars who were, at the time of the study, enrolled in a 

doctoral program at a public university in the United States  

•  Indigenous scholars who had graduated from a doctoral program at a 

public university in the United States within the past ten (10) years  

• Indigenous scholars who, at the time of the study, had left a doctoral 

program at a public university in the United States   

Figure 4-1 provides a visual representation of the demographic composition of 

the thirty-five (35) study participants.  

The study participants included seventeen (17) scholars that were enrolled in 

doctoral programs, sixteen (16) scholars that had completed doctoral programs, and two 

(2) scholars that had left doctoral programs (with no intent of ever returning) representing 

a total of eleven (11) public institutions of higher education in the United States.  

While thirty-four (34) study participants reported majoring in one of twenty-three 

(23) professional fields of study, one participant did not reveal her field of study.  
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The majors represented by the study participants spanned the social/behavioral 

sciences and the physical sciences. Five (5) participants were American Indian Studies 
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majors, five (5) participants were Education/Education Leadership majors, three (3) 

participants were Social Work/Human Services majors, three (3) participants were Cross- 

disciplinary majors, and each of the remaining twenty (20) participants represented one 

of the following disciplinary majors: Anthropology, Business Administration, 

Engineering, History/Political Science, Humanities, Law, Library Science, Linguistics, 

Management, Mathematics, Medicine, Physical Sciences (Biology), Psychology, Public 

Health, Special Education, Sociology, Women’s Studies, and Veterinary Science.  

Study participants also exhibited variation in terms of their degree progress and 

completion. Sixteen (16) of the participants had completed a doctoral program, seventeen 

(17) of the participants were in the process of completing a doctoral program and were 

either doctoral students or doctoral candidates, and the remaining two (2) participants had 

left their doctoral programs and did not anticipate ever completing a doctoral degree. 

As Figure 4-1 also demonstrates, in addition to exhibiting diverse academic fields 

of interests and various stages of degree completion, study participants represented 

diversity in their gender and age. At the time of the study, the study participants included 

two (2) participants in their twenties (20s), seven (7) participants in their thirties (30s), 

fifteen (15) participants in their forties (40s), ten (10) participants in their fifties (50s), 

and one (1) participant in his sixties (60s).  

Study Participants: Qualitative Survey  

The information for Data Set 1 was gathered through a qualitative survey. Survey 

data was collected through seven (7) self-administered on-line surveys and through 

twenty (20) face-to-face interviews conducted by the principal investigator. Seven (7) of 

the surveys were self-administered, and twenty (20) were administered by the researcher. 
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The questions utilized in this qualitative survey can be found in Appendix C of this study 

report. 

In the study proposal, the anticipated number of Indigenous scholars expected to 

participate in the survey was between twenty-five and thirty (25-30) individuals. The 

actual number of participants volunteering to contribute to the study by sharing their 

experiences and impressions of their doctoral programs through the completion of the 

survey was twenty-seven (27).  

Recruitment of potential survey participants was intermittently conducted 

between January of 2016 and January of 2019 through letters and e-mail messages sent to 

Indigenous student organizations, Indigenous student affairs offices at numerous 

universities, first tier professional networks on Linked In, and personal and professional 

contacts in social and professional networks.  

In addition to volunteering for the survey, all twenty-seven (27) of the survey 

participants agreed to participate in member checks if further questions arose or 

clarification related to their responses was needed later in the analysis or reporting 

processes of the study. 

The scholars who participated in the qualitative survey were grouped on the basis 

of their progress through a doctoral program, their major fields of study, by age, and by 

gender categories. 

Figure 4-2 provides a visual representation of the demographic composition of 

the qualitative survey participants.  
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Survey participants represented nineteen (19) fields of study spanning the 

social/behavioral sciences and the physical sciences. Four (4) participants were American 

Indian Studies majors, three (3) participants were Education/Education Leadership 
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majors, three (3) participants were Social Work/Human Services majors, three (3) 

participants were Cross-Disciplinary majors, and each of the remaining twenty (20) 

participants represented one of the following disciplinary majors: Business 

Administration, Engineering, History/Political Science, Humanities, Law, Library 

Science, Linguistics, Management, Mathematics, Medicine, Public Health, Special 

Education, Sociology, and Veterinary Science. 

Survey participants also exhibited variation in terms of their degree progress and 

completion. Eleven (11) of the participants had completed doctoral programs, fifteen (15) 

of the participants were in the process of completing doctoral programs and were either 

doctoral students or doctoral candidates, and the remaining one (1) participant had left 

her doctoral program and did not anticipate ever completing a doctoral degree. 

As Figure 4-2 also demonstrates, in addition to exhibiting diverse academic fields 

of interests and various stages of degree completion, survey participants represented 

diversity in their gender and age. At the time of the study, the survey participants 

included two (2) participants in their twenties (20s), seven (7) participants in their thirties 

(30s), ten (10) participants in their forties (40s), seven (7) participants in their fifties 

(50s), and one (1) participant in his sixties (60s).  

The eleven (11) survey participants who had already completed their doctoral 

programs included three (3) individuals in their 30s, four (4) individuals in their 40s, 

three (3) individuals in their 50s, and one (1) individual in his 60s.  

The fifteen (15) survey participants who were working on their doctoral programs 

included two (2) individuals in their 20s, four (4) individuals in their 30s, five (5) 

individuals in their 40s, and three (3) individuals in their 50s.   
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The one (1) survey participant who had left her doctoral program with no 

intentions of returning was in her 40s.  

Study Participants: Case Study  

The information for Data Set 2 was gathered through in-depth ethnographic case 

studies. Case study data was collected through face-to-face or technology-supported 

interviews conducted by the principal investigator. Case study data was generated 

through an extensive set of open-ended, conversational questions (Appendix D) that 

participants were encouraged to answer with as much detail as they cared to share. 

 In the study proposal, the anticipated number of Indigenous scholars expected to 

participate in the case study component of the study was three (3). The actual number of 

participants who contributed to the study by sharing their narratives, experiences, 

perceptions, and opinions through the case studies was three (3).  

Recruitment of potential study participants was conducted between January of 

2017 and December of 2018 through letters and e-mail messages sent to Indigenous 

student organizations, Indigenous student affairs offices at numerous universities, first 

tier professional networks on Linked In, and personal and professional contacts in social 

and professional networks.  

In addition to volunteering for the case studies, all three (3) of the case study 

participants agreed to participate in member checks if further questions arose or 

clarification related to their responses was needed later in the analysis or reporting 

processes of the study. 

Figure 4-3 provides a visual representation of the demographic composition of 

the three (3) case study participants.  
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Three (3) people participated in the case studies.  

 

The case study participants included one (1) scholar, Nona, who was enrolled in a 

doctoral program and two (2) scholars, Shonah and Herkimer, who had completed 

doctoral programs. Nona reported majoring in Education, Shonah reported majoring in 

American Indian Studies, and Herkimer reported majoring in Anthropology. As Figure 

4-3 further demonstrates, in addition to exhibiting various stages of degree completion 

and diverse academic fields of interests, case study participants represented diversity in 

their gender and age. At the time of the study, Nona was a woman in her fifties (50s), 

Shonah was a woman in her forties (40s), and Herkimer was a man in his fifties (50s).   

Participant Bios 

Nona. 

“Nona,” was fifty-nine (59) years old at the time of her first case study interview, 

and turned sixty (60) years old a few weeks later. Nona grew up on a reservation in the 

southwestern United States. She was one of eleven siblings who had been raised by a 
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single mother in a very traditional, if humble home. “We didn’t have much, I guess, no 

running water, electricity… not even a vehicle. My mom took us to school in a wagon, so 

I guess that was our vehicle. We lived close, about a mile, to the train tracks that crossed 

the canyon not far from my mom’s place. I can remember once, some cars on the train 

derailed, and all of us went and got stuff that was scattered around in the wreckage, some 

food, some other new things, like a guitar, that were on their way to California. It was 

like Christmas on the Rez!” 

Nona attended boarding school in a community about fifteen miles from the home 

in which she grew up. She liked school, but by nature was a shy and quiet student. 

Thankfully, she had siblings at the boarding school, as well as cousin-brothers and 

cousin-sisters. She didn’t go home too often, though, because getting to the school for her 

children was problematic for her mother.  

Nona looked forward to the carefree days of summer, where she was free to 

follow her mother’s herd; tending them allowed her independence and freedom. “We 

always looked forward to the summers, when we’d go back to the canyon, ride horses, 

herd the sheep and be like “wild Indians!” (Chuckles.) We’d take the sheep all over to 

graze, and play while the dogs tended to them, then, when it was time to go home, we’d 

put the sheep and goats in the corral and run to the tank [by the windmill] and splash 

and swim in that cool, refreshing water. But the best was riding the horses. I loved to ride 

and I loved the wind and the speed and the sensation of flying!” 

Nona went away to a metropolitan area when it came time to attend high school. 

She thrived on sports, Credence Clearwater Revival, hanging out with her cousins, and 

living in the shadow of one of her people’s sacred mountains. She did well in school, but 
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went home as often as she could. “I remember thinking that when ‘schoolout’ came, I 

would be able to follow my mom around and learn more about the plants on our place. 

My mom was a weaver, and I had begun learning to weave, and it was something very 

special. My mom made everything herself. She raised the sheep, and sheered them for 

their wool. She washed and carded the wool, and separated the black wool for her rugs, 

saved some white wool, and dyed the rest with colors made from plants that she gathered 

throughout the year. She knew so much, and she taught me so much. My mom never went 

to school, and she didn’t speak English, so I learned everything from her the traditional 

way in our language, so nothing was ever lost in what I learned.” 

After high school, Nona received a scholarship to a state university near the BIA 

high school she attended. However, she didn’t last long at the university. “I moved into 

the dorm and it didn’t seem like a big deal, since I’d been living in dorms my whole life. 

But it was awful. I remember my mom had brought one of the blankets she’d made, and 

she’d laid it lovingly at the foot of my bed before she left. When my roommate arrived, 

she was staring at the blanket and asking me questions and, for the first time in my life, I 

felt different. I felt like I was so different, and it was different in a negative way. The 

girl’s questions felt offensive, invasive, prying, and rude and they underscored my 

difference. After that, I never could feel comfortable, not in that room, not in that dorm, 

not in the cafeteria, not in the classrooms. It didn’t take me long to get out of there; I 

didn’t even make it to Christmas.” 

Nona soon married and began raising children. She eventually began working as a 

bilingual teacher assistant at a public school on the reservation, not far from where she’d 

grown up. After working at the school for a number of years, she happened to attend a 



 

 

113 

university-sponsored summer institute for those working to sustain or revitalize 

Indigenous languages within their communities. She learned a lot from the classes she 

took that summer, and she decided to return to school to earn a degree. Working nights 

and summers, she slowly worked her way through an associate’s degree, then, after 

nearly fourteen years of part-time and summer school coursework, she graduated with a 

bachelor’s degree. “The following summer, the people at the Language Development 

Institute talked me into going on to get a Master’s degree at their university. They told 

me it was important, that our language was slipping away and we needed to become 

educated to stop that from happening. I knew it was true. I looked at my own kids, and 

the kids who lived near us. They weren’t communicating in [our language]. I knew I had 

to do what I could, so I started studying linguistics.” 

Upon graduation from the Master’s program, Nona thought she was done. She 

had a grandson, and so much to do back home, and she looked forward to going back to 

work with her people. Her mom was getting older, and needed help. It was time to go 

home. “But, they had other plans for me. They [the professors] convinced me that I had to 

keep going to get an advanced degree – not enough Native people were getting 

doctorates, and I had to do this, had to gain the expertise, become a recognized 

professional, have a voice to advocate for our people and our language. It was the only 

way to change things, it was the only way that our people would ever be able to exercise 

sovereignty – we need experts – experts that are recognized by western standards, that is. 

It is part of what [Bryan] Brayboy talks about in Nation Building; our nations need to 

build the capacity internally to become independent and self-sustaining.” 

Nona struggled with the doctoral program, finding herself torn between her 
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studies and mounting responsibilities back home. Increasingly, with her mother’s 

declining health, she had to return home more and more frequently, not only to care for 

her mother, but to take care of their land and animals, as well. 

While on summer break several summers before this case study was conducted, 

Nona’s elders convinced her that she had to return home to conduct some extremely 

important language documentation and outreach work for her Nation. The situation was 

critical, and no one back home had the ability to do what was needed. Nona was pulled 

away just as she was completing the coursework for her degree. Little did she know that 

she would be unable to return to the university the following fall. “I started working at 

the language and culture center, but there was so much to do. So many Elders had 

passed, and with each loss of an elder, parts of our language were disappearing, too. …. 

Before I knew it, I was firmly entrenched in my life and work back home. I became more 

and more distanced from school, the program, my wonderful Native colleagues who had 

been so supportive, and even the mentee I had been assigned to mentor when she entered 

our program.”  

As first the months, then the years passed, Nona kept returning for brief visits to 

the university, trying to keep her chances of returning to the program and finishing alive. 

However, there was just not enough time for her extensive commitments. She was busy at 

home, trying to help raise a grandchild and doing what she could to help document and 

stabilize the heritage language of her community. But, the clock was ticking and the 

university was impatient. She had nearly exhausted the time limit placed on degree 

completion for the PhD program in which she was enrolled. When the next elder passed, 

it was Nona’s own mother, and she struggled with coming to terms with her own destiny, 
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fate, and future. “I came back to the university and reapplied to the program; my mom 

always wanted that. She was so proud of me, so proud of my accomplishments, so proud 

that her daughter had the education that she thought she did not. I had lost valuable 

coursework because of the time caps they put on us. I’ll have to take some classes again, 

but it reset the clock and I can try to salvage the work that I’ve done… It is conflicting, 

trying to live in both the academic and real worlds. The academic world fails to 

acknowledge what it takes to be educated. Education is also lived experience, 

understanding the world from a long term relationship within it, gaining a depth of 

understanding that is physical, emotional, spiritual, intellectual, cultural, and 

experiential. The academic world is actually punitive - it penalizes people like me for 

leaving to return to the real world and doing real work in it; it’s as if our lived 

experiences are not a part of our development as intellectuals and scholars, but somehow 

that the things we experience during our absences actually drain from us the things that 

we have learned while in college. Ironically, the real world would never view our past 

learning in that way. We go back to the real world, and people there acknowledge that 

we are building on our formal educations as we apply our skills to our work. They 

wouldn’t dream of not crediting us with all the learning, education, and experiences we 

bring into our communities and workplaces. It is just another way that barriers to 

reaching our goals are used to keep us from doing so. The Academy has perfected that.” 

Of the three volunteers who became part of these case studies, Nona is the only 

one who remained in a doctoral program at the time of this case study. She had been in 

(and out) of the doctoral program eleven years at the time this report was written, and had 

amassed a student loan debt of nearly $80,000 dollars. That amount was bound to 
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increase as she returned to the university and had to pay to repeat the classes she had 

already completed before “stepping out” to care for her mother and work on language 

stabilization efforts within her community. In spite of the financial hardship, Nona 

remained committed to returning and completing her degree. 

Shonah. 

“Shonah” who was in her 40s at the time of the case study, grew up in a very 

small community in the northern part of the United States. She was raised by her parents 

and grandparents in a lush, green valley filled with running water and forests; a place 

where her ancestors have lived for thousands of years. Hers was a carefree and 

unconfined childhood, filled with a delightful amount of freedom. “We spent a lot of time 

outdoors, so I loved it; lots of racing around, which is pretty much what I was about, a 

huge tomboy, and this was fine.”  

From a young age, Shonah not only exhibited budding intellectual capacities, she 

also demonstrated leadership abilities (and emergent superhero characteristics), as well. 

One of her earliest memories involves, “being Batman in nursery school, and getting the 

entire school to only play Batman all day, for months on end, until the teachers called my 

mother in to tell her this couldn’t continue and I had to stop wearing my homemade 

Batman costume to school every day.”  

  Shonah liked school, but it wasn’t a priority in her childhood. Being active was a 

driving force throughout elementary and high school for Shonah. “My school was a small 

school in a small town, where we knew everyone and everyone knew us. I actually loved 

school because I was an athlete, and I got to continue being pretty wild and untamed at 

school, my school was really a free for all, little structure, little constraints, although I 
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guess there was some attempt to control us…but we didn’t pay attention…I’d grown up 

with the same kids since we were three years old, so it was like one big/small 

community…played a lot of sports, didn’t care too much about academics but I wanted to 

do well and academics weren’t that easy for me, so I did have to spend time working on 

school. Like, I didn’t blow off academics…but I was born to run and play soccer and 

everything else, so I got to do that in high school and I ate it up.” 

Although she didn’t consider herself a scholar, Shonah was an intelligent and hard 

working girl and did well in school. “I [was] ranked #12 in high school, and that was 

with a bunch of smarty-pants students in my grade, and I was the president of the 

National Honor Society to boot!” But, it wasn’t just Shonah’s abilities that earned her 

admission to a top ranked university right out of high school. “I went to my first choice of 

schools because I was going to play soccer there – it was Division 1, the top school for 

women’s soccer in the country, and became a dynasty, with the coach of the national 

team as head coach…I had been planning on playing on the US national team and in the 

Olympics, which I think had just started at the time or was about to start having women’s 

soccer as part of the Olympic program.” 

Once enrolled, Shonah excelled on the athletic field immediately, making the 

final cut for the prestigious soccer team in spite of the fact that she was recuperating from 

knee surgery during the tryouts. However, challenges off the field jeopardized her dream 

to play collegiate soccer. “But anyway, much as I wanted to stay and play there, like that 

was my life, playing soccer, my freedom, I failed my classes because I had no idea what 

was going on in school there – everything was just big, and there was nobody around… it 

was just too much at once – I went from tiny town to huge school where the dorm was 
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almost as big as my whole town, and zero support at first - no network. I had just come 

off of knee surgery, so I was on crutches, I got real sick, didn’t know where to get food so 

wasn’t eating, and was pregnant when I got there, which I told no one about… I failed 

out of school my first semester there, which was of course devastating” 

Through sheer determination, Shonah went on to earn a bachelor’s degree, in spite 

of the numerous challenges she faced. “I had my daughter when I just turned 18, three 

months before I had her I turned 18, so I just took classes pretty much one or two classes 

a semester for years in order to make it through, while I was working and raising her as 

a single mother.”  Like many Indigenous students, it took Shonah an extended period of 

time to earn her bachelor’s degree. “It took me 12 years to get my BA, and I switched 

majors when I was almost done with my first major, just because I didn’t want to end 

without doing something else that I became really interested in and was meaningful to 

me.” 

Shonah found graduate school very different from her undergraduate experiences. 

“Compared to my undergrad, my grad school was a total joy for me – I had raised my 

daughter and gotten her off on her own, and I was ready to begin my own life at last. 

Though, I didn’t really want to leave home and [move all the way to the hot, dry, barren 

southwest].  Really, I didn’t want to. But, I was asked to by Elders. So I said yes. And I 

had just split up with my hubby, was just finishing up my language immersion program, 

and trying to figure out how I could make the biggest contribution to my people. And I 

had one Elder in particular who said she thought I should go. Someone should go, to be 

able to support Elders’ studies and make them happen, and she thought that someone 

should be me. So I said ok, and applied and got in, and was like, ok, I’ll give it a try.” 
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Throughout her graduate and PhD work, Shonah remained focused and motivated 

by her commitment and responsibility to those elders in her community who had trusted 

her to honor their request. “I wanted to take up my responsibility to what I heard Elders 

saying…to be able to have something possibly worthwhile that would contribute to the 

life of the People…also, I figured there were so many people who were doing great in 

learning the language and who were much farther along than I was, so how could I best 

contribute? By dedicating myself to learning my language (which was more personally 

gratifying to me) or by doing something there weren’t as many of – people with a PhD 

who could then presumably use that to support all the language and cultural 

revitalization work? I needed to do this degree to fulfill my commitment to my family (I’m 

talking about my Elders, who were my family, though not by blood), so we need to extend 

the meaning of ‘family’ from that of a purely Western perspective here. I needed to do 

this degree for my children, especially my youngest child, who I needed to show that I 

could do this, so that later in her life, she will have seen and lived the example of her 

mom getting this degree when she was young.” 

Since I first approached Shonah about volunteering for this study, she has 

completed her degree and plans to dedicate her life to her community. “I plan to work in 

[the] community, with community, to build our capacity, to strengthen our future 

possibilities, doing whatever it is that is given me to do – I don’t have an agenda. I’m 

going to listen closely and hopefully have something to offer, with these tools I have 

learned.” 

Herkimer. 

“Herkimer,” who was in his 50s at the time of the case study, grew up on an 
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Indigenous nation in the southwestern United States. He was the eldest of two children 

born to his parents, and was raised by his father in an embracing community. After my 

folks divorced, dad was the one who raised me, and that’s how I came to know and be a 

part of my Indian culture. My dad spoke the language, he attended the ceremonies and 

all the traditional events, and I was embraced by the community because I was such a 

cute little baby (chuckles), and when you’re a little kid, everyone likes you! When I was 

little, everyone took care of the kids. It didn’t matter where you were or whose kid you 

were; somebody always took care of you. If there was an adult nearby, you didn’t have to 

worry because they watched over you, made sure you ate and that you didn’t need 

anything. It was the way it was and had always been, and I learned so much.” 

Not only did Herkimer have a strong connection to the people of his community, 

he also feels a very strong connection to the land on which he was raised. “This is home. 

I know this place and this place knows me. Everybody in this place knows me. I spent my 

early days here; it’s a beautiful place, the most beautiful place on earth. I thought when I 

went off to get an education that I’d grow up, get a degree, get a good job, and be 

successful, which meant that I could move on from this place. After all that time spent 

chasing ‘the good life,’ I know that was crazy. It was all right here, right where I grew 

up, right where it always was. They almost fooled me, liked they’ve fooled so many other 

people, into thinking it was out there [gesturing], in the mainstream. This is where the 

‘good life’ is, and I have no intention of ever leaving it again. 

As a child, Herkimer attended school in the community in which he was raised. 

For the most part, he liked school, but struggled with learning, and, when he was young, 

the relentless taunting by other children. “They found out I had a learning disability, 
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which is related to the way my mind processes language. It processes information 

differently than ‘the average person,’ and it impacts not only how I process information, 

but basic things like how I conceptualize abstract concepts. It takes me longer to read 

and process information. Learning disabilities are not cognitive delays, and a lot of boys 

have them. In spite of that, they realized early on that I was smart, and with the 

appropriate supports, I could learn. And I did. I learned a lot. To this day, I am curious 

about everything, and I want to know and understand. I am always surprised that this 

isn’t the way it is with everyone. If there’s on thing I’ve learned, it’s that there’re plenty 

of people out there who don’t even like to think… about anything! They accept everything 

at a surface level; they don’t question things like the government, or the character in the 

oval office, or even the downward spiral of their own standard of living. I do. I can’t help 

myself! Yeah, well, anyway, I pretty much liked learning, even if it was hard. What was 

really hard when I was little, one of my cousins told everyone that my mom wasn’t 

Indian. I sure got picked on for that…” 

Herkimer remembers enlisting in the military and how it dawned on him that not 

everyone had grown up in the same culture as himself. “When I left home, it was the first 

time it really became apparent what culture was and how it impacted people. Boy, I sure 

as hell didn’t fit in. They said I was some kind of renegade because I was always 

speaking my mind. I sure pulled a lot of crap duty because of it. It was a rude awakening 

– realizing that people in mainstream culture didn’t like hearing the truth. It made them 

uncomfortable. But they didn’t see it that way; they saw it as I made them uncomfortable. 

Later on, it was the same, when I went back to school. I figured if I could handle the 

service, how hard could college be? Plus, I had veteran’s benefits. I knew I wanted to 
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help my people in a better way than the military, ‘cuz they really do need the help. But, I 

never knew it there’d be so many ignorant people at a university. How could I have ever 

known that they wouldn’t want to know the truth, either?” 

Herkimer attributes the ignorance and the pervasive microaggression he 

encountered in his doctoral program to almost dropping out when he was “ABD.” He 

describes the overt nastiness he encountered, “Yeah, I thought that I’d left the ignorance 

behind when I enrolled at the university. I was here, in this great bastion of humanity, 

social justice, and democratic ideals; now I was getting somewhere [rubbing his hands 

together in anticipation]; I was gonna help change the world!”  

Herkimer reveals that he was not the most popular student in his department, In 

spite of his enthusiasm. “You know, they labeled me a ‘renegade’ ‘cuz they saw me as a 

troublemaker. All I did was disagree, and that was it. One professor told me I was 

‘prickly.’  

Herkimer eventually became disenchanted by that which he perceived to be an 

alarmingly large number of faculty talking about tolerance, affirmation, and equality, but 

acting in a manner that was contrary to the rhetoric. “Yeah, they talked a good game, 

taught us about oppression and social justice and read to us from Friere, but they were 

off rez once they left the podium [at the front of the lecture hall] and stepped out into the 

hall. Man, it was white privilege and entitlement, and you better be kissin’ their 

[derrieres] cuz if you didn’t you were gonna end up workin’ twice as hard as the ones that 

do.” 

After finishing his doctoral program Herkimer went home intending to work for 

his people, “Like I said, I was gonna change the world, and I intended to do that right 
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there in [name of community omitted to protect participant anonymity.] But, when I got 

home, no dice. I couldn’t land a job to save my life. One department head even told me I 

was over-educated. Imagine that! I began to wonder, just what is that diploma worth? It 

wasn’t a magic ticket, that’s for sure. 

Study Participants: Sharing Circle 

The information for Data Set 3 was gathered through a sharing circle. Sharing 

circle data was collected during a face-to-face interaction lasting two and a half hours. 

The event was held in a private residence in the city of Tucson on a Sunday afternoon in 

January of 2019 and was initiated by one of the sharing circle participants. Some 

participants attended in person, while others accessed the event using the Zoom platform. 

Conversational prompts for the sharing circle are located in Appendix E of this study 

report. 

Recruitment of potential sharing circle participants was conducted in November 

and December of 2018 through phone calls, personal contacts, and e-mail messages sent 

to personal and professional contacts in social and professional networks.  

In the study proposal, the anticipated number of Indigenous scholars expected to 

participate in the sharing circle was between five and seven (5-7) individuals. The actual 

number of participants who contributed to the study by sharing their experiences and 

suggestions in the sharing circle was five (5).  

In addition to volunteering for the sharing circle, all five (5) of the sharing circle 

participants agreed to participate in member checks if further questions arose or 

clarification related to their responses was needed later in the analysis or reporting 

processes of the study. 
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The scholars who participated in the sharing circle were grouped on the basis of 

their progress through a doctoral program, their major fields of study, by age, and by 

gender categories. 

Figure 4-4 provides a visual representation of the demographic composition of 

the sharing circle participants. Five (5) people participated in the sharing circle. 

Sharing circle participants represented four (4) fields of study spanning the 

social/behavioral sciences and the physical sciences. Two (2) participants, Mac and Curly 

were Education/Education Leadership majors, one (1) participant, Dana, was a Physical 

Science (Biology) major, one (1) participant, Edward, was a Psychology major, and one 

(1) participant, Shannon, was a Women’s Studies major.  

 

As Figure 4-4 also indicates, although the sharing circle participants exhibited 

somewhat diverse academic fields of interests and various stages of degree completion, 

they only represented slight diversity in their gender and age. At the time of the study, 
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four (4) sharing circle participants (Mac, Dana, Edward, and Shannon) were in their 

forties (40s) and one (1) participant (Curly) was in her fifties (50s).  

Sharing circle participants exhibited variation in terms of their degree progress 

and completion. Two (2) of the participants (Dana and Edward) had completed doctoral 

programs, two (2) of the participants (Mac and Shannon) were in the process of 

completing doctoral programs and were doctoral candidates, and the remaining 

participant (Curly) had left her doctoral programs and did not anticipate ever completing 

a doctoral degree. 

Chapter 4 Summary  

Chapter 4 described the individuals who participated in this study by using 

multiple categories to help the reader understand the diversity they represented.  

In Chapter 5, I provide an explanation and interpretation of the data, examining 

the qualitative results of the grounded theory methodology. In the analysis of the data 

derived from the grounded theory methodology utilized in this study, I draw on excerpts 

from participant responses to inform and support the findings of the research questions. I 

present the findings both textually and graphically to aid the reader in comprehending the 

data, showing the umbrella categories and sub-categories suggested through the 

qualitative survey, case studies, and the specialized focus group. 

 

 

 



 

 

126 

 

CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS  

"They have assumed the names and gestures of their enemies, but have 

held on to their own, secret souls; and in this there is a resistance and an 

overcoming, a long outwaiting."  

~ N. Scott Momaday ~ 

In analyzing the data, I was struck by the recurring themes echoed throughout the 

study participants’ narratives. Many participants described challenges they faced, day in 

and day out, as they tried to remain focused on attaining an advanced degree. Although 

those that shared their narratives for this study exhibit tremendous resiliency, more than 

half of the study participants referenced “survival” in sharing narratives of their time 

spent in the Academy. Scott Momaday’s (1968) quote speaks to “a resistance and an 

overcoming, a long outwaiting” in the face of adversity (pp. 52-53). I placed it at the 

beginning of this chapter as a tribute to the study participants who have faced and 

survived adversity along the path less traveled and have succeeded in holding on to their 

own, secret souls. 

In this chapter, I provide an explanation and interpretation of the data, examining 

the qualitative results of the grounded theory methodology. In the analysis of the data 

derived from the grounded theory methodology utilized in this study, I include excerpts 

from study participant responses to inform and support the findings of my initial research 



 

 

127 

questions. As I did with information in Chapter 3 and 4, I present my findings both 

textually and graphically to aid the reader in comprehending the data being analyzed with 

regard to the initial questions.  

Introduction 

In 1976, the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) started tracking 

graduate degree confirmation data and began reporting the data in 1980. Figure 5-1 

provides a “snapshot” of degrees conferred for the year beginning each of the past four 

decades. The figure compares the number of doctoral degrees conferred on Indigenous 

people with the number conferred on the rest of the general U.S. population in1980, 

1990, 2000, and 2010. Figure 5-1 affirms over the past forty years, less than one percent 

of conferred doctoral/professional degrees in the United States have been awarded to 

Indigenous candidates. In fact, Indigenous Americans hold only 0.6 percent of all 

conferred doctoral degrees awarded since the 1950s (NCES, 2016).  
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This study was launched in response to the disturbing information revealed by the 

U.S. Census Bureau and further analyzed by the National Center for Educational 

Statistics indicating that doctoral degrees conferred on Indigenous scholars have flat-

lined over the past five decades, while the number of doctoral degrees conferred on non-

Indigenous scholars representing every ethnicity described in U.S. census data has 

steadily climbed. In response to the information reported in Figure 5-1, the study is 

designed to gather qualitative information that can shed light on academic and personal 

circumstances and factors that have supported and/or hindered the individual academic 

trajectories of Indigenous scholars and, ultimately, supported and/or hindered their 

successful completion of doctoral programs. This information might contain clues that 

could help identify why the percentage of doctoral degrees earned by Indigenous scholars 

has remained virtually unchanged for nearly half a century. 

It is hoped that the information generously shared by the study volunteers through 

their much-appreciated participation in this research endeavor will help the reader gain 

insight into the divergent educational experiences each has endured. Additionally, it is 

hoped that by gathering and analyzing the information, this study will help the 

institutions and educators who serve Indigenous students to better understand the unique 

experiences faced by Indigenous scholars and the factors that have positively and 

negatively impacted the retention of the participating Indigenous scholars in their diverse 

doctoral program experiences. Most importantly, it is hoped that the suggestions offered 

by study participants will help support a growing cadre of Indigenous scholars who, 

through their studies, research, practices, and career aspirations, will help to bring about a 
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brighter future for themselves, their families, their communities, and the world that we all 

share.  

Umbrella Categories 

Similar to many of the volunteers participating in this study, I am a non-

traditional student, and the pursuit of a doctoral degree has been more than a little taxing. 

As I write these words, I am in my fifth year of working on this dissertation. As life 

happened and interfered with my original projected timelines for the study, I failed to 

keep up with this arduous task. After a prolonged period of making very little headway in 

the data collection process, I received the gentle prodding I needed to “get back on track” 

from my friend and colleague, Dr. Amanda Holmes, and my ever-supportive dissertation 

chair, Dr. Kathy Short. Due to these circumstances, data from the survey was collected 

over a time period spanning more than three years. 

As new surveys and e-mails from new volunteers for case studies and the sharing 

circle slowly trickled into my inbox in response to my frantic, last-minute pleas for 

participation, I began to dig up and revisit the data I had managed to collect and store 

over the past several years and started the process of analysis using a grounded theory 

approach.  

It wasn’t long before the responses provided by study participants began to 

resonate within me, sounding a bit familiar, even. I was reminded of a way of thinking 

about the world that had been introduced to me by my writing partner, Gilbert Brown, 

when he was working on his dissertation. Thanks to Gilbert, I had become familiar with 

the Diné concepts of Hózhó and Sa’ah Naaghaí Bik’eh Hózhóón (SNBH). These integral 

concepts within the Diné worldview describe something that western-thinking people like 
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me equate to harmony, balance, and a sense of well-being. As I started to recognize 

familiar themes emerging from the incoming data, I realized that all seemed to be related, 

in one way or another, to a person’s sense of well-being.  

I decided to revisit Gilbert’s dissertation (Brown, 2013) to review his explanation 

of the concepts to see if they might be applicable to the data being offered by survey 

participants. Gilbert provided a thorough explanation of both concepts by drawing from a 

number of researchers. Gilbert’s dissertation affirmed that there might be a way of 

thinking about well-being that could capture the essence of the themes that were 

emerging from the data. As a result, I began to review the dissertations and writings of 

other Indigenous scholars, searching for a system of categorizing the data that might free 

me from the biases of my own cultural ways of thinking and organizing information and 

that would be a better fit for the themes emerging from the data. 

My search led to a dissertation written by another Diné scholar, Shawn Secatero 

(2009). Although Secatero’s dissertation did not provide an exact “model” of a system of 

categorization that I could incorporate into my methodology, he did organize his data 

around a conceptualization of well-being that immediately made sense when considered 

in the context of the data that had been shared with me. Secatero identified and utilized 

five categories of well-being in his research examining persistence and success factors 

affecting the completion of graduate programs by Indigenous students; Mental Well-

Being, Physical, Well-Being, Social Well-being, Spiritual Well-Being, and Cultural 

Well-being. The five categories were embedded into his proposed Corn Model of 

American Indian Higher Education (pp. 46-48), which utilizes a metaphor embedded 

within Diné culture.   
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After reviewing Secatero’s (2009, pp. 59-63) dissertation, I realized that the 

emerging themes in the data I had collected, in one way or another, actually focused on 

well-being, a recurring theme throughout Indigenous scholarship and the literature of 

decolonization and resistance. I saw how categories used by Secatero could accommodate 

the information provided by the study participants. However, in my analysis, I decided to 

use only four of his categories, eliminating Secatero’s Cultural Well-being category 

because that category, was culture-specific. The categories I incorporated into this stage 

of the analysis process are those that are listed below. 

Mental Well-Being 

A state of well-being in which the individual realizes his or her own abilities, "can cope 

with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make 

a contribution to her or his community" (World Health Organization, 2007, Online Q&A, 

11).  

Social Well-Being 

A state of well-being that relates “to our ability to interact successfully within a 

community and throughout a variety of cultural contexts while showing respect for 

ourselves and others. It encompasses interpersonal relationships, social support networks, 

and community engagement" (Washington State University Wellbeing Site, 2009, Social 

well-being, par. 1).  

Physical Well-Being 

A state of well-being that “relates to the ability to understand what can make our body 

most efficient and effective, as well as the ability to recognize and respect our own 
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limitations," (Washington State University Well-Being Site, 2009, 1).  

Spiritual Well-Being 

A state of well-being that encompasses "a sense of relatedness or connectedness to 

others, a provision for meaning and purpose in life, the fostering of well-being, and 

having a belief in and a relationship with a power higher than the self (Hawks, Hull, 

Thalman, & Richins, 1995, pg. 373).  

Figure 5-2 is a representation of the umbrella categories, suggested by the data, 

used to organize survey participant responses to each of the research questions posed. 
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Analysis of Research Questions 

The following section provides a detailed analysis of the five study questions that 

guided this inquiry. 

 

Question 1 

What personal and academic factors/experiences supported/hindered the 

successful academic trajectories of the participating Indigenous scholars prior 

to commencing an advanced degree program within the Academy?  

a.  Were there any common factors that influenced their academic 

trajectories? 

 

Mental Well-Being. 

In examining responses from survey and case study participants related to 

Question 1, I determined placement under the umbrella category of Mental Well-Being 

not only by the responses to survey questions directly addressing Question 1, but also by 

responses provided by participants to other questions in which they addressed this topic. 

Childhood factors supporting mental well-being. 
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The childhood experiences described by the survey and case study respondents 

that were captured under the Mental Well-Being category contained a surprisingly high 

level of commonalities shared by participants. Those factors have been presented in two 

separate figures, the first for the survey participants and the second for the case study 

participants. 

Figure 5-3 presents Mental Well-Being themes falling under personal and 

academic categories that the twenty-seven (27) survey participants addressed when 

answering open-ended questions dealing with their childhood experiences, while Figure 

5-4 presents Mental Well-Being themes falling under personal and academic categories 

that the three (3) case study participants addressed when answering similar open-ended 

questions. Only repeated themes were recorded in the figures. Numerical values represent 

the total number of times a theme was encountered in the responses for the data sets. 

Both survey and case study results suggesting supports and challenges are 

recorded in the figures. In addition, the location of K-12 schools the participants attended 

for all or part of their elementary and secondary years are recorded in the figures.  

Supportive Personal Factors. 
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As Figure 5-3 indicates, a variety of personal factors were identified by survey 

participants as supporting a sense of mental well-being during childhood. Twenty (20)  

participants characterized their childhood as having been happy and relatively carefree. 

Additionally, twenty (20) participants related that they felt affirmed and/or positively 

supported by their parents and adult relatives during their childhood years. Seventeen 

(17) participants identified their childhood lifestyle as one that was fairly consistent and 

stable, having grown up in/living primarily in one household and/or in the same 

community.

Sixteen (16) participants noted that they enjoyed positive family and social 

interactions. Additionally, fifteen (15) participants reported that the good self-esteem they

 enjoyed as children contributed to their mental well-being.  
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As Figure 5-4 indicates, the personal experiences identified by case study 

participants suggest that all three participants enjoyed happy childhood experiences, as 

did many of their counterparts in the survey.  

As Nona noted, “My happiest memories as a little girl are the times when we 

were at my mom’s place during the summer. My older brothers would tend to the 

livestock and garden and my sister and I, and sometimes my younger brothers, would 

tend to the sheep. When school ended, it was time to sheer. Sheering was always followed 

by a huge celebration. We would butcher a sheep and my brothers would cook it over the 

fire. Everyone was happy; our hands were sore from those old clipping sheers and we 

were exhausted, but the party would go on into the night. Then, sometime in the following 

weeks, we would take the wool to town and sell it. It was the only time I remember getting 

candy; we could pick out some of the penny candies, and we each got two dimes of our 

own, which bought us a candy bar and a coke. We felt RICH!” 
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Similarly, the case study participants related that they felt affirmed and/or 

positively supported by their parents and elders during their childhood.  
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Herkimer loved doing things with the elders, “There was always something going 

on, some kind of a family celebration or a dance or a ceremony. Us kids had 

responsibilities, too. The adults needed our muscles and our energy to put up the cooking 

tents, chop the wood, lug the food in, set up tables and chairs, and of course, to prepare 

and serve the food. Hundreds of people would show up and it was hard work, but in the 

end, it was always worth it, just to hear our Elders laugh, joke, tell stories, and 

reminisce. After every meal, or in between events that were taking place at the 

gatherings, I learned who we are and who I am. I gained my identity and in doing so 

learned how to love, respect, and enjoy the simple pleasure of the company of others.” 

Finally, as did many of the survey participants, the case study participants noted 

that the positive relationships they developed and maintained across generations 

contributed to their mental well-being during childhood years.  

As Shonah noted, “It’s about the elders. It is all about the elders. Without them, 

we have no history, we have no belonging, we have no knowledge of ourselves, and we 

have no future. They nurture the young ones, they facilitate the continuity, they share a 

sense of identity and a sense of relationship to our home, to our families, and to all other 

beings, and they bring a sense of harmony and balance that help to ground and re-center 

us in this hectic, over-stressed existence that too many of us buy into. I am so glad that I 

have been able to spend time with them, that I have been nurtured and touched by them, 

and that many of them have lived long enough to know my children.” 

Type of elementary/secondary schools attended by participants. 

As Figure 5-3 shows, of the twenty-seven (27) survey participants, sixteen (16) 

were educated on an Indigenous nation or community while seven (7) were educated 
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away from an Indigenous nation or community, and four (4) attended schools both in and 

away from an Indigenous nation or community.  

Eighteen (18) survey participants identified being able to attend school on their 

nation or reservation as a positive factor in supporting their sense of mental well-being. 

Interestingly, the majority of those eighteen (18) participants noted the most positive 

aspect had to do with being close to their homes, families, friends, and/or places they 

loved. Seven (7) survey participants identified being educated off their nation or 

reservation as a factor that challenged their overall sense of well-being due to feelings of 

isolation or as a result of experiencing some type of abuse/bullying and not feeling 

protected family members in close proximity who could look out for them or who would 

be concerned for their well being. 

As Figure 5-4 shows, of the three case study participants, two (2), Nona and 

Herkimer, were educated on an Indigenous nation or community. Nona attended a Bureau 

of Indian Affairs boarding school on her Nation for first through eighth grade and a 

Bureau of Indian Affairs boarding school off her nation for her high school education. 

Herkimer attended K-12 public schools operated in his community on an Indigenous 

Nation. He lived with his family for the entire duration of his K-12 education. Shonah 

was educated in the small community where she grew up, which was located off of tribal 

lands.  

Of the three case study participants, only Nona identified her academic 

experiences, which were in boarding schools, as challenging her sense of mental well-

being. “I remember being terribly homesick, especially in the elementary grades, while I 

was away at school. I didn’t know English, the indoctrination to school rules and school 
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life was traumatic, and our language and culture were absent within the school walls. I 

felt such a disconnect between my home and school. Home meant freedom, laughter, 

warmth, and happiness. School meant regimentation, rules, regulations, and constraint. 

Even the purpose of education was viewed differently between home and school. At home, 

our mom expected us to do great things with our educations. At school, they seemed to be 

focused on trades and making a living as opposed to pursuing a higher education and 

becoming a professional.” 

While Herkimer and Shonah never mentioned feeling like the location of their 

school impacted their academic experiences, Shonah did note that attending school in her 

local community seemed to support the home-school connection, “It was a small place. 

Everyone knew the other families and their kids. Our teachers knew our parents; they 

knew where we lived. It was all interconnected with the kids at the center of those 

connections.”  

Supportive academic factors.    

As Figure 5-3 shows, under the academic experiences identified by participants 

that supported a sense of mental well-being during their childhood, fifteen (15) 

participants identified that they felt good about their abilities as learners in a variety of 

situations, including school. Thirteen (13) of the participants noted that they liked school, 

and felt that liking school helped them to experience a higher level of mental well-being 

as children. Another five (5) participants identified their leadership abilities as a 

supportive factor, while four (4) more participants said that one or more teachers they had 

positively impacted their sense of mental well-being. 
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As Figure 5-4 shows, all three (3) case study participants identified skills and 

personal attributes they possessed as youngsters that led them to experience a good sense 

of mental well-being as children. All three (3) case study participants identified that they 

felt good about their ability to learn. While Nona loved learning and was viewed as a 

good student who liked to read and got good grades, Shonah and Herkimer enjoyed 

activities at school, but did not make school their childhood priority.  

Shonah described herself as a student during this period of her life, “Like I said, I 

loved school because I got to be in sports and be around all the kids I had known my 

whole life. I was an OK student, and although I was smart, I didn’t care too much about 

academics, and they didn’t come easily for me, but I guess my competitive spirit drove me 

to do well. That meant that I had to actually concentrate on schoolwork and really put 

more time and effort into it. I was a bit of a leader. In fact, during pre-school, I organized 

the entire school to play in an on-going game of Batman.” 

Childhood factors challenging mental well-being. 

Challenging personal factors.  

The childhood experiences described by the survey and case study participants as 

challenging demonstrate that they shared a variety of commonalities that might have had 

an impact on their successful trajectories. 

Figure 5-3 presents responses suggesting that survey participants experienced a 

number of challenges to their sense of mental well-being within their personal lives 

during childhood. Thirteen (13) participants identified being so poor that they lacked the 

basic necessities in their childhood household as a factor in their lives. Eight (8) 

participants identified the loss of an important or influential elder as also having 
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challenged their sense of mental well-being. Six (6) participants reported experiencing 

feelings of isolation, and an additional four (4) participants reported experiencing bouts 

of depression, which also challenged their sense of mental well-being. 

As Figure 5-4 suggests, the three (3) survey participants experienced a number of 

challenges to their sense of mental well-being within their personal lives during 

childhood. However, it is surprising to note that the case study participants did not share 

even one personal factor that challenged their individual senses of mental well-being. 

Additionally, very little agreement existed between the responses provided by case study 

participants and the responses provided by survey respondents. Even though all case 

study participants alluded to being poor, unlike those survey respondents who revealed 

they were poor during their childhood, each of the case study participants maintain that 

they always had their basic needs met. 

Nona described the impact that alcohol abuse had on her family, “My father 

wasn’t around for most of my life. He left my mom when I was pretty young. You would 

have thought my older brothers would have learned from being around him that no good 

would ever come from drinking, but a few have really struggled with it throughout their 

lives. It made it especially hard on my mom. She loved us all, and it broke her heart 

whenever one of my brothers was hauled into jail for disorderly conduct, public 

drunkenness, or drink-driving. She bailed them out, got them lawyers, and tried to get 

them back on track. But, in the end, nothin’ really works unless the individual wants to 

recover. She never gave up believing in any of us, though. Through it all, the [family 

name omitted] remained well respected. People saw my mom as a good, Christian 

woman who worked hard to raise her kids.” 
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Shonah described the devastation of the loss of elders impacting her life. “Early 

on, it began to dawn on me that the Elders were very precious. When one would pass, our 

community lost such a tremendous wealth of knowledge and memory. I loved our elders, 

especially the ones that took time to teach me. I was pretty independent, stubborn, and 

always questioning, so I realize that was not easy (laughing), but they taught me so much. 

With each passing, I felt a piece of my heart torn away, knowing I would never again 

share their company, their wisdom, or their kindness again in this life.”  

Herkimer was challenged by the loss of his mother and the impact that had on his 

identity. Although he interacted frequently with his mother’s side of the family, he never 

again saw his mother after his parents’ divorce. “Basically, my mother abandoned my 

sister and me. The rest of her relatives did their best to include my sister and me in all the 

family things, but it wasn’t the same as being raised by our mother. Since we lived with 

my dad, and I lived off and on with my aunt, I came to know the Indian side of our family 

a lot better. The other side of the family spoke a lot of Spanish, so I learned some Spanish 

as a kid, but our Native language use was discouraged. My aunt was always afraid that if 

we leaned our language, we’d be punished at school for talking in it. So, I guess I grew 

up with conflicting identities, wondering where it was that I fit in. I wasn’t white, but 

white people didn’t tend to recognize me as Indian. One thing was for sure, there was a 

lot more prestige in being white than in being anything else.” 

Challenging academic factors.  

Under the academic experiences identified by survey participants as challenging a 

sense of mental well-being during their childhood and reported in Figure 5-3, seven (7) 

participants identified their general dislike of school as having an impact on their well-
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being. In addition, six (6) participants, all of whom struggled as students during their 

childhood, recognized a prolonged impact on their sense of well-being, as did five (5) 

participants who were served through special education services. Four (4) of the survey 

participants reported that feelings of isolation became a challenge to mental well-being 

while in school, while three (3) reported that being a victim of abuse or bullying at school 

was a challenge. 

As Figure 5-4 shows, the case study participants did not share common factors 

that proved challenging to their childhood schooling experiences. Possibly, this could be 

due to their age differences, or the different types of schools they attended. Nona’s 

challenging experiences seem to be exacerbated by being away at boarding school, while 

Shonah’s challenges were attributed to having to work at academics, which did not come 

easily to her, and her own way of being as an independent thinker, which many in the 

school setting did not appreciate. Herkimer’s characterized his difficulties in school with 

being exacerbated by his diagnosed learning disability, which left him distracted, bored, 

and disliking school due to the constant reproaches he experienced for “being different.” 

Herkimer describes the struggles he experienced as a young student, “They really 

didn’t know what to make of me. School was boring and not particularly relevant to me. I 

was easily distracted when the teacher was talking, and often was off on some much more 

interesting adventure in one daydream or another. Inevitably, the teacher would call on 

me and I would have no idea what was going on. It was humiliating, and I became 

rebellious. I was almost as permanent a fixture outside the principal’s office as the half-

dead potted plant down the hall (laughing). Finally, someone suggested that there was 

something wrong with me, and I wound up in Special Ed. They said I had learning 
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disabilities. In a way, that made it worse. It was OK if I was being a little [explicative 

deleted], because that empowered me – it was my choice. But when I was labeled as 

‘disabled,’ it was a whole ‘nother ball game. Then I was disempowered, a victim, 

helpless… and hopeless (laughing). It was a pain in the [explicative deleted] and just 

another reason for kids to pick on you and teachers to figure they might as well steer you 

toward the cash register at McDonalds.” 

Undergraduate and graduate factors supporting mental well-being. 

The undergraduate and graduate experiences described by the survey and case 

study respondents that were captured under the Mental Well-Being category contained a 

surprisingly high level of commonalities shared by those surveyed. Those factors have 

been presented in two separate figures. Both survey and case study results suggesting 

supports and challenges are recorded in the figures. The type of tertiary institutions the 

participants attended in commencing their college educations are also recorded in the 

figures.  

Figure 5-5 presents factors supporting mental well-being in the personal and 

academic realms that survey participants addressed when answering open-ended 

questions dealing with their college experiences, while Figure 5-6 represents those 

addressed by the case study participants. 
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Supportive Personal Factors. 

As Figure 5-5 indicates, a variety of personal factors were identified by survey 

participants as supporting a sense of mental well-being during their graduate and 

undergraduate years. Twenty (20) participants recognized that having a strong 

commitment to using their degrees to support their people, communities, languages, and 

cultures sustained a sense of mental well-being. Nineteen (19) participants noted that 

getting married or having children, although at times challenging, contributed to their 

mental well-being. Fifteen (15) participants described their ability to participate in 

cultural events, especially within their tribal communities, as helping to support their 

sense of mental well-being. Eleven (11) participants identified their personal support 

systems of friends, extended family, sports teams, and social groups as having 
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significantly supported their mental well-being, ten (10) participants noted that 

supportive attitudes within their immediate family contributed to their mental well-being, 

and an additional six (6) participants noted that their level of satisfaction within their 

marriages had supported a sense of mental well-being during undergraduate and/or 

graduate programs. 

As Figure 5-6 shows, the personal experiences identified by case study 

participants indicate that they shared a variety of common factors supporting mental well-

being with their counterparts who participated in the survey. Like many of those 

answering the survey questions, all three case study participants noted that their mental 

well-being was bolstered during their undergraduate and graduate experiences by their 

desire to use their educations to “give back” to their tribes.  

As Nona noted, “We need skilled and educated people to come back to the 

Nation. We need teachers, doctors, lawyers, nurses, entrepreneurs, and leaders in every 

field to reach our greatest potential and sustain our people. My mom always told us we 

were going to be the people that would change things for the better, and that our 

educations would provide us with the skills and tools that we would need to help our 

people. I can’t think of anything that could be as rewarding as going home and doing 

something that is going to make a difference.” 

In addition, as did many of the survey participants, all three case study 

participants reported that they felt affirmed and/or positively supported by family 

members during this period of their lives.  
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Herkimer observed, “If it wasn’t for my wife, I don’t think I could have made it 

through. She was willing to pack up and move to [location omitted] so that I could go to 

school. Some people would have thought I was crazy to go to college at my age, but not 

her. She never complained about not being home, or not knowing anyone. She continued 

to do her thing, and was there for the kids and grandkids, for her mom, and for other 

friends and relatives, even if it meant having to drive for hours, or even days, to get to 

them. She knows that education is important, and if it was important to me to go out there 

and get one, she wasn’t going to try to change my mind.” 
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Like many of the survey participants, Nona and Shonah talked about how 

important the support of friends was to them as they worked on their degrees.  

Nona noted that once she was at school, the relationships she made there 

encouraged and supported her progress and well-being. “You arrive at this huge school 

and you don’t know a soul. Then, one day, you see someone who looks Native. And, you 

wander over and start a conversation, only to discover that the person you are talking to 

knows other Native people, right there, on that campus! Before you know it, you begin 

building a small and precious network of allies and friends; people like you who feel 

different and a long way from home, but just like you, want to do something important 

and worthwhile. After a while, friendships grow, and you feel a connection. People begin 

to feel like your ‘family away from your family,’ and you come to rely on the strength that 

comes from those special people. It’s what happened to me and, I guess, to a lot of us. We 

found the familiarity that we missed and the support that we needed… to survive!” 

Types of Institutions Attended When Commencing a College Education. 

The survey and case study participants experienced a variety of paths that 

eventually led them to the tertiary institutions from which they earned degrees. Some 

went to college right after high school, while others did not. Some attended tribal, 

community, or junior colleges before transferring to four-year institutions, while others 

went straight to four-year universities. Some attended public institutions, while others 

attended private schools.  

As Figure 5-5 indicates, of the twenty-four (24) survey participants who 

disclosed information on the tertiary institutions in which they commenced their college 

educations, nine (9) attended a TCU (tribal college/university). Only one (1) of those nine 
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(9) completed a Bachelor’s degree at the TCU. The remaining eight (8) TCU students 

transferred to a mainstream institution to complete Baccalaureate degrees. Nine (9) 

participants attended a mainstream community or junior college, and eight (8) 

participants, all of whom had a tuition waver or some type of scholarship support from a 

non-tribal funding source, went straight to four-year institutions after high school.  

Figure 5-6 notes where the case study participants launched their college careers. 

Both Nona and Shonah went directly from high school into a four-year university from 

high school, and both ended up dropping out their freshman year. While Nona went to a 

community college after “stepping out” for a number of years, Shonah went back to a 

four-year university on her second attempt at higher education. Herkimer served a stint in 

the armed forces, and eventually made his way to Fort Lewis College because Indigenous 

students can go tuition free. He completed his undergraduate degree a number of years 

later after “stepping out” to “find himself” by traveling the western United States and 

working in a variety of jobs. 

Supportive Academic Factors. 

As Figure 5-5 indicates, survey participants identified a number of academic 

factors that supported a sense of mental well-being during their undergraduate and 

graduate programs. Fifteen (15) participants viewed their strong intellectual abilities as a 

positive factor, while seven (7) participants credited having good knowledge and/or 

critical thinking skills as having supported their mental well-being during this phase of 

their lives. Six (6) participants thought that having good organizational skills and being 

able to remain on top of all the responsibilities they had to balance was a factor. 

Similarly, two (2) participants credited having good time management skills as a positive 
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factor. Two (2) participants noted that working with encouraging faculty members had 

positively impacted their sense of mental well-being as undergraduate and graduate 

students. 

Figure 5-6 shows that when discussing academic factors supporting their mental 

well-being during this period of time, both Nona and Shonah credit their intellectual 

abilities, while Herkimer credits his love of learning.  

As Nona recalls, “It took me a long time to realize it, but I am an intelligent 

person. I think I might never have made it through my undergraduate program if I hadn’t 

been, though. I had always been a good student, but my skills were not college level when 

I went to college. If I had to rely on what I was learning in my classes, it would have 

never been enough to get through. I had to learn what they thought I already knew. I was 

finally able to figure out what the professors wanted – and that took a while. Then, I 

worked and worked until I could produce it. It was long, hard, and frustrating, but I was 

eventually able to do it.”  

In addition, both Shonah and Herkimer enthusiastically recalled that being part of 

on-campus Indigenous communities was specifically helpful in maintaining their sense of 

mental well-being.  

As Shonah observed, “We were lucky. There was a group of Native people in the 

department that sort of banded together. When I started at the university, they were 

already organized into this kind of support group. They were so lost and felt so 

unsupported, so it was like part of their survival instinct. They were all grad and doctoral 

students who somehow realized that they needed allies, which they didn’t feel they had at 

the university. When I was accepted into the grad program, they kind of brought me in, 
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[shaking her head] and thank God they did. Only then did I begin to understand how 

important the group was. I don’t know what I would have done without them. They were 

the only people who got it, who really understood how strange and foreign the university, 

the department, and the people around us seemed. When we were in that group, we were 

safe. We were among friends. People cared. Outside of that group, you were on your 

own, drowning in a sea of different… and indifference. I would have snapped if it hadn’t 

been for them, and I never would have made it. 

Undergraduate and graduate factors challenging mental well-being. 

Challenging Personal Factors. 

The college experiences described by the survey and case study participants as 

challenging demonstrate that they shared a variety of commonalities that might have had 

an impact on their successful trajectories. 

As Figure 5-5 indicates, twenty (20) case study participants identified worries 

they had about their adult responsibilities as problematic and affecting their sense of 

mental well-being. Among the worries described were the following concerns; various 

types of concerns with their own children, the health and welfare of parents and or 

extended family members (especially elders), welfare of their livestock (especially those 

who lived away from their primary residence during their programs), and being a 

breadwinner for a family unit with insufficient time to dedicate to working and earning 

enough money to keep up with financial responsibilities such as childcare, rent, and food. 

In addition, fifteen (15) participants identified finances as having negatively affected their 

mental well-being for prolonged periods of time during this phase of their lives. Six (6) 

participants identified issues having to do with being a single parent as being 
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problematic, and four (4) participants noted that spousal relationship issues they 

experienced negatively impacted their mental well-being. 

As Figure 5-6 shows, all three case study participants noted that they felt isolated 

in their personal lives during their undergraduate and graduate years. Specifically, 

Shonah and Herkimer identify racism and discrimination experienced in their universities 

and college communities as the root of their feelings of isolation, while Nona did not 

attribute her feelings to these factors. Nona related her isolation to missing people and her 

connections from home. Similarly, Herkimer noted feeling homesick, as well as missing 

his “place in the world” as challenging a sense of mental well-being.   

Herkimer discussed his feelings of isolation, “I’d been a lot of places and far 

from home. I always missed my home, especially when I was in the military and couldn’t 

go back whenever I wanted or needed to. But every time I went back, I remember that I 

felt full and whole again… But home never felt so good as when I was in grad school. It 

wasn’t like when I was at Fort Lewis College [as an undergrad], because there were a lot 

of [people from my culture] there. But when I went to [a tier one research institution] for 

grad school, it was a different story – it felt hostile and unwelcoming – not just at school, 

but also in the surrounding community. There was a lot of discrimination and 

stereotyping. Some of it was the subtle stuff, but there was the overt stuff going on, too. 

You wouldn’t believe how I was treated. Once, I was sitting under a tree in a little park 

near campus, just killing time between classes when these three young guys began 

harassing me and accused me of stealing something from their house. They made some 

wisecracks about me being ‘lost,’ and telling me I needed ‘to go back where I came 

from.’ They even threatened to call the police to report ‘an old drunk Indian bum’ was 
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wandering the area. It was stuff like this that made me want to pack it all in and head 

straight for home.” 

In addition, Nona and Shonah both discussed a sense of urgency “back home;” as 

they were away studying, relatives and elders were passing, and they were losing 

important and irreplaceable opportunities to spend time with the elders and to learn from 

them.  

Nona lamented, “Every time I’d go home, someone else had passed. Sometimes 

they were friends or people from [our community], other times they were people who had 

so much knowledge about our language or our culture. I kept thinking, ‘The university 

will be there forever, but our Elders, our teachers, the keepers of our culture, will not be. 

Every passing represents the loss cultural knowledge and lived experiences that we will 

never have back. I tried to go home often, but it was never often enough. Time away was 

time away, time that was lost.” 

Additionally, both Nona and Shonah noted that as breadwinners for their families, 

they were unable to support their loved ones very well during this extended time period.  

As Shonah noted, “While I was away at school, my number one priority wasn’t 

school; it was my kids. I was raising my kids on my own. Back home, there had always 

been a wonderful supportive community to pitch in and help. You were never alone; there 

was always someone to turn to. Out here [academic institution location], you don’t have 

anyone. There is no one that you can seek out for advice on how to raise your kids 

[specific culture name]. No one is there to watch your children and keep them safe while 

you are in class or studying. So, you have to pay for day care, or night care, on a 

student’s budget. It was hard enough working to make ends meet before college; add 
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tuition, books, and time away from work to that and you just don’t have enough to make 

it. So, you work more and study less, or you drop down to part-time status. Or, you start 

accruing student loans and guarantee yourself a lifetime of debt.” 

Challenging Academic Factors.   

Under the academic experiences identified by survey participants as challenging a 

sense of mental well-being during their undergraduate and graduate programs and 

reported in Figure 5-5, sixteen (16) reported feelings of isolation/being an outsider or 

some sort of lack of connection while attending mainstream institutions during this period 

of their lives. A number of survey participants expressed a concern over their requisite 

skills, including sixteen (16) participants who identified a lack of academic skills, nine 

(9) participants who identified a lack of academic communication skills, three (3) 

participants who identified a lack of organizational skills, and two participants who 

identified a lack of time management skills. In addition, eleven (11) participants 

described a range of experiences involving a lack of direction within their academic 

programs, poor advisement, a lack of support, and inadequate feedback to support the 

proper negotiation of and advancement through their programs as negatively impacting 

their sense of mental well-being during this time. Also,  

As Figure 5-6 shows, the case study participants experienced similar challenges 

to their mental well-being during undergraduate and graduate programs. 

Like many of her counterparts in the survey, Nona found herself feeling like an 

outsider during this period of her academic life. “I checked into my dorm room a few 

days before my assigned roommate arrived. I made up my bed and put a few things from 

home on the chest of drawers, including a doll that my mom had made for me many years 
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before. When the roommate arrived, she kept staring at me. She was [Native word for a 

white person], and was very invasive. She kept asking me questions about my things and 

me. I felt SO uncomfortable, like I was some kind of oddity or a freak. Looking back, I am 

sure she was just curious and had probably never been around people who were Native, 

but I ended up moving out of the dorm during the second or third week of class because it 

was so uncomfortable. 

Not only did Nona feel out of place in the social realm of college, she further 

noted that she felt out of place within the academic realm, as well. “It wasn’t long before 

I realized that even though I had done fine in the BIA schools, my academic skills were 

not as strong as my classmates… and I don’t think I received very good advising. My 

skills sure didn’t match the classes I was enrolled in, and I remember thinking how lost I 

felt. I didn’t understand the idea of the classes being set in front of you as a pathway to 

what YOU want to learn; I just felt like the advisors said, ‘Take this and this and this,” 

and that’s what you did. I didn’t understand that I needed to discuss my class choices 

with them and work WITH them to build a schedule. Boy, was I lost.” 

Shonah identified similar challenges to Nona’s. Like Nona, she recognized a lack 

of direction and advisement in the programs. Shonah also experienced social and 

academic discomfort, but hers stemmed from witnessing overt and subliminal racism and 

aggression on campus. “What was so disheartening is that often, the microaggressions 

didn’t seem to be intentional. I was consistently struck by the ignorance of people I 

should have been able to look to for support and compassion.” 

Herkimer ended up questioning his personal intellectual abilities, partly because 

no accommodations were made for his previously diagnosed learning disability. “I 
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struggled to keep up with the written assignments, and I’d get papers back that were 

covered with red ink… so much red ink that it looked like the paper was bleeding. The 

professors told me that my writing didn’t make sense and that I needed to work with 

writing tutors and I needed to take more writing classes. It was awful. I used to think that 

I was dumb, maybe too dumb to be in college. I just didn’t understand why I was doing so 

terribly. I understood what we discussed in class and I followed the readings OK, but 

when it came to writing what I was thinking, it was a disaster.” 

Summary – factors supporting/challenging mental well-being 

Responses from the survey and case study particpants concerning academic and 

personal factors supporting and challenging their sense of mental well-being prior to 

commencing doctoral programs demonstrate many common factors.  The most notable 

supportive factors are listed below. 

Supportive Personal Factors. 

• Happy/relatively carefree childhood 

• Feelings of familial support and affirmation 

• Consistency/stability in lifestyle 

• Positive relationships family/friends/colleagues 

• Strong support systems 

• Commitment to using education to support to family, community, 

tribe/nation, language, culture 

• Feelings of connection to traditional places/spaces 

• Being able to participate in Indigenous activities 



 

 

158 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

supporting their sense of mental well-being in their academic lives: 

Supportive academic factors. 

• Enjoying learning and/or liking school 

• Intelligence/being a good student 

• Academic skills 

• Leadership skills 

• Consistent school experiences 

• Enjoying familiar/culturally relevent school experiences 

• Connecting to Native mentors or Native communities on campus 

As I have done above with factors supporting a sense of mental well-being prior 

to commencing a doctoral program, I have listed below the most notable factors 

participants described as challenging their sense of mental well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

• Being poor 

• Losing important/influential elders 

• Feelings of isolation or depression 

• Being homesick 

• Immediate family issues/ family responsibilities  

• Financial concerns (including subsistence, school-related expenses, 

household finances) 
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• Missing out on important events/responsibilities back home when away at 

boarding school/college 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

challenging their sense of mental well-being in their academic lives: 

Challenging academic factors. 

• Disliking school 

• Dissonance between home/school culture and/or values 

• Struggling academically 

• Having special education needs 

• Homesickness (especially in boarding school and as undergraduates) 

• Feelings of isolation/disconnectedness at school (cultural differences, 

discrimination, racism) 

• Lack of advisement/direction/mentoring 

Although survey and case study participants identified many more factors that 

impacted their own sense of mental well-being, and potentially their own individual 

academic trajectories, those mentioned above were the most commonly occuring for 

members of both groups. 

 

Social Well-Being 

Childhood factors supporting social well-being. 
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The childhood experiences described by the survey and case study respondents 

that were captured under the Social Well-Being category contained a number of common 

factors shared by the participants.  

Figure 5-7 presents Social Well-Being themes falling under personal and 

academic categories that the twenty-seven (27) survey participants addressed when 

answering open-ended questions dealing with their childhood experiences, while Figure 

5-8 presents Social Well-Being themes falling under personal and academic categories 

that the three (3) case study participants addressed when answering similar open-ended 

questions. Both survey and case study results suggesting supports and challenges are 

recorded in the two figures. 

Supportive personal factors. 

As Figure 5-7 indicates, a variety of personal factors were identified by survey 

participants as supporting a sense of social well-being during childhood. Eighteen (18) 

participants characterized their childhood as being rich in happy interpersonal 

interactions. Additionally, sixteen (16) participants related that they experienced social 

consistency within their childhood, with several participants elaborating, saying that they 

enjoyed living among friends and family, came from intact nuclear families, and lived in 

a single community during their childhood years. Twelve (12) participants reported   

One survey participant summed up common themes in her response, “I got no 

complaints - I was a pretty happy kid. I think I was pretty lucky; I lived in the same house 

my whole life. My mom and dad stayed together – they’re still together. So many of my 

cousins and friends didn’t have a dad around. I got to be around my [extended] family, 

my grandmas, friends, our animals, and the beautiful places I loved – I still love.”   
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In examining case study responses related to Question 1, I determined placement 

under the umbrella category of Social Well-Being not only from the responses directly 

addressing Question 1, but also from other responses and comments provided by case 

study participants to other questions in which they addressed this topic. 

 

As Figure 5-8 indicates, the personal experiences identified by case study 

participants suggest that all three participants enjoyed happy, fairly carefree childhood 

years. These participants also related that they felt affirmed and/or positively supported 

by their parents during their childhood. Also, all three (3) case study participants noted 

that the positive relationships they developed and maintained across generations 

contributed to their social well-being during childhood years. 
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Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer described their childhood lifestyle as consistent and 

stable, as did nearly half of the survey respondents.  

Shonah described a childhood steeped in familiarity, “Everyone seemed to know 

us. We ran around freely, playing and just being kids. We didn’t get into trouble; we were 

too busy having fun. At school, the teachers all knew who we were. Everyone new our 

families, and we felt like it had always been that way. We belonged there [in the 

community] no matter where we were and what we were doing, there was a reassuring 

and comforting sense of belonging that made me appreciate how special my home was.” 

As Shonah alluded to in her previous statement, “home” and a strong sense of 

belonging to a place are important to all three survey participants.   

Nona proudly reported, “This land has been my family’s for a long, long time. 

Long before the Reorganization Act, the [family surname omitted] have been born, lived, 

and died here. They are buried on this land. My mom is buried on this land, and so is her 

mom. I will be buried on this land, too, but I hope not too soon! This land is cradled by 

our sacred mountains. Every morning, the sun rises and I greet it, thinking of how it is 

silhouetting Sisnaajiní. Through the day, I watch as it moves across the sky, warming 

Tsoodził and Dibé Nitsaa and bringing life to everything in between. As the sun sets 

beyond the railroad tracks, I stop to watch it slowly melt behind Dook’o’oosłííd. For me, 

the day is is like a prayer... a prayer of gratitude. I am so grateful for this land, for the 

sun, the sky, and for our beautiful mountains. This is home, this land. This is where I am 

happiest, where I belong, and where I will always be. My brothers all have places around 

here, now. The Nation has granted their allotments, and the [family surname omitted] 
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will be here for a long, long time - long after my brothers and I are gone and our 

children’s children call it home.” 

 

The case study participants further noted that the positive relationships they 

developed and maintained across generations contributed to their sense of social well-
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being during childhood years. Nona emphasized that her church and faith were important 

and provided a good sense of social support for her. Shonah noted that she had consistent 

friendships throughout her childhood, while Herkimer reported that he enjoyed spending 

time with elders, and loved hearing their memories and narratives. 

Supportive academic factors.    

As Figure 5-7 shows, under the academic experiences identified by survey 

participants that supported a sense of social well-being during their childhood, thirteen 

(13) participants identified being able to attend school in their community as a positive 

experience, with many noting the most positive aspect had to do with being close to their 

families and friends. Nine (9) participants noted that they had good teachers who liked 

them, which supported their enjoyment of school and helped them to experience a higher 

level of social well-being within the school environment.  

Five (5) participants reported that learning their home language in schools 

supported their sense of social well-being both in and out of school, with several 

commenting on how having a simple vocabulary allowed them to interact better with 

their grandparents and other elders in the community. Five (5) participants noted that 

their teachers’ high expectations for all students tended to positively impact their sense of 

social well-being, crediting those expectations with having a “community-building” 

effect on the classroom or school. Four participants described having Indigenous teachers 

during their childhood years as having an impact on their social well-being, with some 

noting that Indigenous teachers accepted their ways of being and interacting, affirming 

that they were accepted and affirmed “just the way they were.”  
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As one survey participant recalled, “Miss Frederickson was my favorite teacher. 

She lived in our community her whole life, and she was such an upbeat and dynamic 

person. She loved all of us, just the way we were, and didn’t try to make us conform to 

thinking and acting in a certain way. We loved her because she was our role model, 

living proof that people just like us could go to school and come back to the reservation 

to make a difference. I wanted to be just like her! 

As Figure 5-8 shows, Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer all found aspects of school 

that they enjoyed, most notably, their interactions with other children and in the physical 

play of recess, PE, and sports. All three participants enjoyed athletics and the nature of 

cooperation surrounding being a part of a team. 

Nona especially related to being a good student, even if she didn’t like living at 

the boarding school. She enjoyed being around people from the community who worked 

in the schools because it brought a sense of consistency and connection to her home and 

her mother. 

Shonah liked interacting with others, and characterizes herself as a born leader. 

She relished the consistency of being in a school within her community and developing 

social relationships through school teams and activities with the children from her 

neighborhood. 

Herkimer very much related to the few cultural activities the school incorporated, 

noting that they made him feel a bit more connected to his home and his culture, allowing 

him to value it even more. “Sometimes, they would do things at the school that made it 

feel like our culture was important. I liked it when they would have a ‘Bingo-Cake Walk’ 

in the evenings. I realize it wasn’t the teachers who sponsored it; it was the parents, but it 



 

 

166 

was a fund-raiser, and it brought all kinds of people out from the community. After the 

bingo was over and all the stuff had been given away in the cakewalk, some of the 

drummers would bring out their drums and EVERYONE would go out on the gym floor 

and dance. It was always a round dance, and everyone from little kids to our really old 

people would be out there. Some of the old women would wear their fancy dresses, and a 

lot of the men wore their cowboy hats. I always felt like people had danced that dance 

forever. I can still feel the drums and see the faces of the people bouncing by in that great 

big circle. It was OUR circle of life!”  

Childhood factors challenging social well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

As Figure 5-7 shows, survey participants readily identified factors challenging 

their social well-being when describing their personal experiences during childhood. Ten 

(10) participants faced prejudice and stereotypes during their childhood, which left them 

feeling victimized and marginalized by people outside of their cultures. Some even 

remember feeling embarrassed of their cultures and cultural identity. A number of 

participants identified strife in their homes as threatening to their sense of social well-

being. Seven (7) participants identified living in a single parent household and six (6) 

identified substance abuse, physical abuse, and other forms of dysfunction as impacting 

their sense of social well-being. In addition, several participants identified that frequent 

family moves challenged their sense of social well-being.  

Five (5) participants identified living in foster care and four (4) participants 

identified moving from place to place or being left in the care of relatives due to financial 

challenges and family instability or dysfunction placed undue stress on their sense of 
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social well-being. Some of the participants identified their tribal/cultural affiliation (or 

lack of tribal/cultural affiliation) during their childhoods impacted their sense of social 

well-being. Four (4) participants revealed that not knowing their Indigenous culture or 

language impacted them socially, while two (2) additional participants mentioned that 

although they were raised within the Indigenous culture of one or both parents, they did 

not have tribal member status due to their culture’s interpretation of the colonial notion of 

“blood quantum.” 

Figure 5-8 presents the personal experiences identified by case study participants 

as challenging a sense of social well-being during their childhood. Interestingly, Nona, 

Shonah, and Herkimer did not describe any common personal factors impacting their 

sense of social well-being during childhood. This might be a result of their divergent 

ages. It could also be the result of very different childhood circumstances, especially for 

Nona, who spent the majority of her childhood away from home, living in BIA school 

dorms for all but the summer and winter vacations. Nona actually made many references 

to missing important developmental aspects of growing up “at home” in the responses 

she provided. As Nona reported, “Yeah, school was alright; I didn’t really know anything 

other than a boarding school experience, so I never thought much about how different 

our experiences were compared with kids other places. Even so, I knew one thing for 

sure, and that was I missed being home. I missed my mom, and our place, and the sheep 

and the dogs. I really missed the horses. I never got to ride except during school-out, and 

I loved, LOVED, LOVED to ride. I still do. I think living away from home really impacted 

my knowledge of things like the plants and animals. I knew what plants my mom used to 

die the wool with, and I knew many of the animals that were native to the area, but it’s 
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the little things, like never learning the stories that my mom would tell about the living 

things. It isn’t enough to hear them once or once in a while; these are narratives that 

carried all kinds of information and insights. If I’d lived at home, I would’ve been able to 

learn them, memorize them, and I’d be able to tell them, just like she used to. In a way, 

the boarding school robbed us of those kinds of experiences that you only have time to 

have when you are a child.” 

Shonah struggled to identify personal challenges, but Herkimer noted that he felt 

that not having a mother in the home was a challenge, as was his early observations that 

non-Indigenous people made stereotypical assumptions about Indigenous people. 

Herkimer explained, “We always had to be on our best behavior whenever we went into 

town or a bigger city. My dad would give me and my sister a look, which meant ‘Close 

your mouth, put your hands behind your back, don’t look directly at anyone’s face, and 

keep your ears open.’ Back then, [cultural term for white people] were always watching 

for a reason to kick you outta places. They followed you around stores to make sure you 

weren’t stealin’ anything. If you’d go to the movies, they’d send the ushers to keep 

checking on you. My dad didn’t want to give them any excuse to kick us out, and we knew 

if they did, he’d never take us to town again.” 

Challenging academic factors. 

As Figure 5-7 shows, survey participants readily identified factors challenging 

their social well-being when describing their academic experiences during childhood. 

Eleven (11) participants identified issues with their teachers or with some aspect of the 

school culture as having an impact on their well-being. Among those citing issues with 

school, ten (10) participants attributed a disconnection between home and school and ten 
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(10) participants attributed low academic expectations for students as a challenge to their 

social well-being. Four (4) participants recalled being bullied, and three (3) participants 

reported feeling fearful in school. In addition, two (2) participants noted they had 

difficulty communicating cross-culturally in school, and two (2) more participants noted 

that their parents had not been involved with the schools they attended due to a mistrust 

of the school officials and not feeling welcomed in the school. 

One survey participant summed up his challenging school experiences, “My 

entire K-12 school experience consisted of one teacher after another taking one look at 

the class every September and deciding right then and there that none of us had any 

abilities or ambition. How can a kid ever learn to strive for excellence when the adults 

around him don’t even take the time to explain what that would look like?” 

Figure 5-8 shows that again, Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer failed to describe any 

common academic factors impacting their sense of social well-being during childhood.  

Nona’s responses described the cultural disconnect between home and school but 

also explain that the boarding school experience was all she knew, and that she really 

wasn’t aware that going away to school was not the norm across the U.S. “I don’t think 

the BIA schools did a very good job of trying to affirm our language, culture, lifestyle, or 

ways of thinking. Every aspect of the curriculum seemed to be a lockstep march toward 

speaking, acting, being, and thinking like white people. THAT was the apparent end goal 

for us, not to go to college or have successful, happy lives doing what we dreamed of 

doing.” 

Shonah did not remember facing any specific social challenges affecting her 

academic experiences as a child, and describes being relatively carefree in elementary 
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school. “I actually liked school, even though I had to work at it. Our teachers pretty 

much let us be, and we liked that. It allowed our natural skills and abilities to develop, 

well, naturally! I loved convincing the other kids to do stuff; I developed and honed great 

leadership skills!” 

Herkimer struggled with being labeled as “different” by being placed in special 

education for services related to a specific learning disability. He believes that teachers 

viewed him as rebellious in his willingness to question authority and insist that there were 

other (and perhaps better) ways of doing things at school. He eventually became 

disenchanted with the academic aspects of school, even though he continued to enjoy 

learning new things and loved playing sports. “Yeah, I just figured, ‘shine on,’ when it 

came to the teachers. I learned in spite of them, not because of them. I kept my mouth 

shut and learned what I needed (or wanted) to learn. They assumed I was dumb, and that 

was fine with me.” 

Undergraduate and graduate factors supporting social well-being. 

The undergraduate and graduate experiences described by the survey and case 

study respondents that were captured under the Social Well-Being category contained a 

surprisingly high level of commonalities shared by those surveyed. Those factors have 

been presented in two separate figures. Both survey and case study results suggesting 

supports and challenges are recorded in the figures.  

Figure 5-9 presents factors supporting mental well-being in the personal and 

academic realms that survey participants addressed when answering open-ended 

questions dealing with their college experiences, while Figure 5-10 represents those 

addressed by the case study participants. 
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Supportive personal factors.  

 

As Figure 5-9 indicates, a variety of personal factors were identified by survey 

participants as supporting a sense of social well-being during their undergraduate and 

graduate years. Fourteen (14) participants expressly credited strong family ties with 

planting the seed for a lifetime of social well-being. Twelve (12) participants felt that 

being part of their “home” communities, including remaining in close contact with 

members of their communities and having a respected position within their communities, 

kept them grounded, giving them a sense of identity that bolstered their social well-being. 

Eight (8) participants felt that being able to return home frequently nurtured their sense of 

social well-being. Five (5) participants credited their positive interactions with non-
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Indigenous neighbors and friends in helping them to maintain a sense of social well-

being. Two (2) participants noted that having been employees of tribal nations had helped 

to prepare them for the social situations they encountered away from their home 

communities, which contributed to their overall sense of social well-being. 

One survey participant commented, “It wasn’t until I got into college and left 

home that I began to appreciate all my family had done in preparing me to face the 

world. In our family, we were taught the proper way to interact socially. Respect was 

essential to all social interactions, and that requires knowing who you are and your 

relationship with others. I grew up being taught about relationships and responsibilities. 

I never abandoned my relationship with my family, my friends, my village, or my people 

when I left home. Respect and a sense of responsibility kept me connected. But, they also 

allowed me to forge new relationships that helped to support me while I had to be away 

from home. My aunt used to tell us, our home is like the roots of a plant, it is what 

sustains and nurtures us as we emerge to the world. We are only as strong as our roots.” 

Figure 5-10 presents factors identified by case study participants as supporting 

their sense of social well-being while in college. As the figure shows, Nona, Shonah, and 

Herkimer all agreed that their ties to home and the community were important personal 

factors in supporting their sense of social well being during undergraduate and graduate 

years. In addition, all three case study participants continue to cite their families as 

important sources of support. Shonah and Herkimer note that they were able to return 

home periodically, especially as undergraduates, because during that period of time, they 

attended universities in closer proximity to their homes.  
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Herkimer noted, “Fort Lewis wasn’t too far from home, so I got to go home for a 

lot of important things, and sometimes, just to see the family. Later on, though, when I 

went back to graduate school, I was a lot farther from home, and that was really hard – 

not only on me, but on my family. You couldn’t really fly home, because there aren’t any 

airports in the area. It was several days’ drive just to go back. Then, if you missed 

classes, you were in trouble. Lots of my graduate classes allowed only one absence 

before they started lowering your final grade. It made it almost impossible to go home for 
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feasts or ceremonies. Unfortunately, our ceremonies and feasts aren’t on the university 

calendar.” 

Supportive academic factors. 

Under the academic experiences identified by survey participants as supporting a 

sense of social well-being during their undergraduate and graduate programs represented 

in Figure 5-9, nineteen (19) participants credited having access to an “Indigenous space” 

on campus (a building, wing, floor, or even a house where they could relax, be 

themselves, be comfortable, and feel as if they belonged) as being critical to their social 

well-being during this phase of their lives. An additional eighteen (18) participants 

credited being welcomed into an Indigenous community within the greater university as 

being an integral part of their sense of social well-being.  

Seventeen (17) participants said that finding an employee at the university 

(faculty member, department or graduate coordinator, department or program 

administrative assistant, graduate college administrator, etc.) who looked out for them, 

answered their questions, facilitated their negotiation of academic culture and 

bureaucracy, and supported their progress was extremely important to their sense of 

social well-being. Similarly, seven (7) participants mentioned, by name, a faculty 

member, or peer(s), from their academic departments or program, with whom they 

formed a close bond, as having been important to bolstering their sense of social well-

being.  

Other factors reportedly impacting social well-being included six (6) participants 

who had employment and/or leadership roles at the university and two (2) participants 

who had participated in bridge programs for Indigenous students. 
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One survey participant described an Indigenous space on her undergraduate 

campus, “Our university had NAC [Native American Center] and I hung out there a lot. 

There were some Native people at the university, but not all that many, so when I found 

out there was a place I could go for support, fellowship, and a friendly face, I made it my 

home away from home. It was a refuge from the stress I felt; it was one place I felt ‘ok’ 

in.” 

Figure 5-10 presents the academic factors identified by case study participants as 

supporting a sense of social well-being during their undergraduate and graduate 

programs. It is interesting to note that the case study participants all noted that their social 

well-being was positively impacted by their interactions with other Indigenous students 

in the university community. Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer each mentioned having an 

Indigenous space on campus in which they felt comfortable. Further, all three identified 

their belonging to an indigenous club or community was a positive factor impacting their 

sense of social well-being. In addition, both Nona and Herkimer noted that the supportive 

relationship they forged with a university employee was a key factor in helping to bolster 

their well-being during their college experiences.  

Herkimer discussed the importance of feeling connected on the university 

campus, “It was especially important to my success that I developed a sense of 

community while in college. As an undergrad, I was fortunate to attend a school with a 

large Indian population. I wasn’t so lucky in graduate school, though. But, right from the 

beginning, one of the administrative assistance in our department to me, and a few other 

‘oddballs’ under her wing. I think she saw that we were more than a bit clueless about 

the whole system. Literally, she held my hand all the way, encouraging me, making sure 
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that I got paperwork in, and that I kept on track to graduate. She was more of an advisor 

to me than anyone else in the department, and yet, she was probably the lowest paid 

employee. Believe me, she was priceless, and to me, she really was worth her weight in 

gold.” 

Undergraduate and graduate factors challenging social well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

Figure 5-9 presents personal factors identified by survey participants as 

challenging to their sense of social well-being during their undergraduate and graduate 

programs. Eighteen (18) participants identified being homesick as an ongoing challenge, 

with the participants being evenly split in comments about missing specific 

people/groups of people and missing the land “back home” (geographical features, 

climate, flora, and fauna). In addition, fourteen (14) participants described “not fitting in” 

off campus (in their neighborhoods and apartment complexes, at their children’s schools 

or in their workplaces, and even at social venues) during this phase of their lives as 

challenging their sense of social well-being. Thirteen (13) participants reported 

implications of not having enough money to socialize as being problematic, and ten (10) 

more participants reported not having enough money to pay rising rent costs near the 

university and, as a result, having to move frequently, had negatively impacted their 

social well-being. Finally, eight (8) participants reported that due to factors already 

mentioned under this sub-category, they became withdrawn or reclusive and avoided 

trying to connect with others off campus, which negatively impacted their sense of social 

well-being. 
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Figure 5-10 displays personal factors identified by case study participants as 

challenging a sense of social well-being during their undergraduate and graduate 

programs. As the figure reveals, Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer all agreed that their ties to 

home and the community were important factors in supporting their sense of social well 

being during undergraduate and graduate years. In addition, all three case study 

participants continue to cite their families as important sources of support. Shonah and 

Herkimer note that they were able to return home periodically, especially as 

undergraduates, because during that period of time, they attended universities in closer 

proximity to their homes.  

Challenging academic factors.  

Figure 5-9 displays academic factors identified by survey participants as 

challenging a sense of social well-being during their undergraduate and graduate 

programs. Seventeen (17) reported that lacking the expected academic register and 

communication skills of the Academy left them feeling isolated or like an outsider within 

their department, program, or academic college community. An additional seventeen (17) 

participants reported that “not fitting in” due to feeling like an outsider, being “invisible,” 

being stereotyped, and experiencing other forms of prejudice or racism led to feeling 

isolated and unwelcome within the university community. Fifteen (15) participants 

reported that being viewed as deficient or “less than” because of the differences in 

academic experiences they brought to their programs detrimentally impacted their sense 

of social well-being. Fourteen (14) participants noted that being singled out for missing 

classes due to home community obligations and ceremonies negatively impacted their 

social well-being during undergraduate and graduate programs. In addition, eleven (11) 
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participants described living off campus and being “out of touch” with campus life as a 

challenge to social well-being, as did nine (9) additional participants, who noted that 

being ‘non-traditional’ students, their age, having teen and adult children and/or 

dependent parents, and other aspects of their particular stages in life resulted in them 

having no university “peers.” 

Figure 5-10 shows academic factors identified by case study participants as 

challenging a sense of social well-being during their undergraduate and graduate 

programs. 

All three case study participants described feeling a lot more challenges to their 

social well-being in graduate school as opposed to their undergraduate years. All three 

felt pressure to conform to expectations and preconceived notions concerning graduate 

students by the institutions and those working for them.  

Nona noted that as a non-traditional student, she felt old and awkward around the 

much younger, usually childless peers in her department. Most of the students were a lot 

younger than me. They were always doing things. They volunteered to help around the 

department, they were available to go to conferences on short notice, they always seemed 

to know what was going on. Without a doubt, they were a LOT more informed and 

connected to the department and the university than me. I love my kids, and I don’t want 

to sound negative, but sometimes, I felt like being a mom and an adult with grown-up 

responsibilities was a real handicap. I felt out of place, out of step; I felt OLD. 

Everything for me was in slow motion. Everything for the young students was fast-paced 

and they kept up, while I just fell behind and struggled to keep up.” 
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Shonah revealed that although there were Indigenous people on campus, there 

was no one from her culture, and it made her feel even father away from home.  

Herkimer reported that although his learning disability was sometimes 

accommodated as an undergrad, in graduate school (and beyond) professors became 

much less aware of or concerned with his need for accommodation, making his 

coursework even more challenging. “It seemed like the professors I worked with thought 

that having a learning disability was something that was no big deal – that it was 

something that you can get over or that can be cured if you take the right kind of 

medicine. It seemed like they believed that I must have “gotten over it” because I had 

gotten so far in my education. They had this attitude that having a learning disability was 

my problem to deal with, not something that they needed to be aware of, responsive to, 

concerned with, or bothered by. The problem is, it’s not that easy. I take longer to read 

and write than other students, and I don’t necessarily process the way that they think I 

do. That, in itself, nearly cost me the opportunity to finish my graduate program.” 

Summary – factors supporting/challenging social well-being. 

In examining undergraduate and graduate factors affecting social well-being in 

their college years, there were a number of common factors identified by both survey 

participants and case study participants. 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

supporting their sense of social well-being in their personal lives. 

Supportive Personal Factors. 

• Strong intergenerational family connections and resulting good self-

esteem 
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• Positive social relationships 

• Maintaining social ties in home community, wanting to give back to home 

community 

• Learning Native language and being able to converse in it with Elders 

• Experiencing consistency in lifestyle 

• Being able to return home when wanting or needing to 

• Developing friendships off campus (neighbors, social groups, sports 

teams) 

• Previous tribal employment, which helped with negotiating college 

systems 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

supporting their sense of social well-being in their academic lives: 

Supportive academic factors. 

• Attending school in home community 

• Consistency in previous school experiences 

• Having good teachers with high expectations 

• Enjoying familiar/culturally relevant school experiences 

• Learning home language in school 

• Role models in school – Indigenous teachers, community members 

working in schools 

• Taking advantage of bridge classes and bridging opportunities 

• Developing academic skills 
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• Being afforded leadership opportunities 

• Having an “Indigenous” space on campus 

• Being part of a Indigenous community while away at school 

• University employment 

• Finding a supportive person (employee) at the university 

As I have done above with factors supporting a sense of social well-being prior to 

commencing a doctoral program, I have listed below the most notable personal factors 

participants described as challenging their sense of social well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

• Struggling with Indigenous identity in the face of prejudice, stereotypes 

• Single parent households 

• Inconsistent housing, home life, moving around a lot, foster care, living 

with relatives 

• Instability within the household  

• Not knowing Indigenous culture/language 

• Tribal recognition being based on blood quantum rather than identity 

• Homesickness   

• Not fitting in off campus  

• Financial constraints (inability to afford to socialize) 

• Becoming reclusive and not wanting to connect with others 

The following academic factors were the most common identified by participants 

as challenging their sense of social well-being in their academic lives: 

Challenging academic factors. 



 

 

182 

• Issues at school or with teachers 

• Disconnection between home and school 

• Low academic expectations 

• Feelings of isolation/disconnectedness (including being bullied or being 

fearful) 

• Communication difficulties 

• Low parent involvement 

• Lack of requisite academic register/communication skills 

• Not fitting in on campus and feeling like an outsider 

• Living off-campus and being “out of touch” with the university 

community 

• Age, experiential background – not having university “peers” 

Although survey and case study participants identified many more factors that 

impacted their own sense of social well-being, and potentially their individual academic 

trajectories, those mentioned above were the most commonly occuring for members of 

both groups. 

 

Physical Well-Being. 

Childhood factors supporting physical well-being. 
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The childhood experiences described by the survey and case study respondents 

that were captured under the Physical Well-Being category contained a number of 

common factors shared by the participants.  

Figure 5-11 presents Physical Well-Being themes falling under personal and 

academic categories that the twenty-seven (27) survey participants addressed when 

answering open-ended questions dealing with their childhood experiences, while Figure 

5-12 presents those that the three (3) case study participants addressed when answering 

similar open-ended questions. Both survey and case study results suggesting supports and 

challenges are recorded in the two figures. 

Supportive personal factors. 

Under the personal experiences identified by survey participants as supporting a 

sense of physical well-being during childhood, which are reported in Figure 5-11, 

eighteen (18) participants described security in their living conditions and other forms of 

consistency in their childhood as having supported their sense of physical well-being. 

Participants responding to this aspect of their childhood noted several aspects of 

consistency. Thirteen (13) participants reported that having enough healthy food and 

never going hungry supported their physical well-being. Thirteen (13) participants 

reported that having consistent medical attention and preventative health care provided a 

sense of physical well-being throughout their childhood. Additionally, eight (8) 

participants reported that having a stable, long-term home in which they lived bolstered 

their physical well-being.  

Seven (7) participants credited their parents’ steady jobs as providing reliable 

income and resulting in a good sense of physical well-being. An additional four (4) 
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participants noted that they enjoyed consistent dental care, as well. Twelve (12) 

participants reported that participating in healthy play activities, such as running, riding, 

and climbing, and other physical activities, such as chores, contributed significantly to 

their physical well-being in childhood. 

 

Figure 5-12 presents factors identified by Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer as both 

supporting and challenging physical well-being in the personal and academic realms 

during childhood. As the figure shows, the case study participants shared several 

common factors that supported their sense of physical well-being in childhood. All three 

(3) identified having a healthy, physically active lifestyle in their youth. Additionally, all 

three (3) noted that although they were from humble homes, they all had consistent 

housing, food, and medical attention growing up.  
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Nona thought that her faith and religious practices sustained her physically as well 

as mentally and spiritually, “My mom was a woman of tremendous faith. She passed that 

faith on to me. There were times when we were cold and there was barely enough food to 

fill our stomachs, but those were temporary concerns, and our faith was strong. We could 

overcome the temporary discomforts; they were of the earth. But our spirits were not 

bound by the earth, and they never felt cold or hungry. They were comforted and 

nourished by a love that transcended our earthly existence. My willingness to make 

sacrifices and work hard stems from my faith.” 

Shonah enjoyed a tremendous amount of freedom to run, roam, and play as a 

child. In addition to contributing to her being outdoor oriented and enjoying physical 

activities, the playtime served to develop her physical stamina, strength, and ultimately, 

her athletic abilities. “I became kind of like a leader, I guess. I organized a lot of games 

we’d play or things that we would do. We staged battles, we explored, we held contests, 

we were always running around doing something.” 

Herkimer noted that his personality, which involved being happy, fun-loving, and 

optimistic, greatly supported a sense of physical well-being during his childhood. “I grew  

up appreciating all that we had, so I never thought about being ‘poor.’ I don’t think that 

knowing others had more than us would have meant much to me. I was pretty much 

happy all the time, and now that I think about it, I guess it has a lot to do with being 

content. To this day, I am satisfied with my life. I have been blessed beyond belief, and I 

couldn’t ask for more. I am grateful for every single blessing and am fully aware that we 

are blessed every day. Some people just don’t stop to recognize those daily gifts.” 
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Supportive academic factors.  

Figure 5-11 reveals that nine (9) survey participants identified liking school, and 

as a result, having no particular aversion to school (such as taking sick days off), as a 

positive factor in facilitating a sense of physical well being during their childhoods. Eight 
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(8) participants reported that they liked school activities such as special events (track 

meets, for example), sports, PE, and recess, which supported their enjoyment of school 

and helped them to experience a higher level of physical well-being within the school 

environment. Seven (7) participants identified that their intellectual capacity led to 

feeling better about their ability to do well in school, and therefore, allowed them to 

avoid depression, drinking, or developing physical issues, such as ulcers. Interestingly, 

two (2) participants noted that having medical attention (school nurses) available at 

school tended to positively impact their physical well-being during childhood.  

As Figure 5-12 indicates, all three (3) case study participants identified that they 

benefited greatly from the exercise they had through physical activity (sports, games, 

P.E., and recess) while in school. Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer again emphasized how 

much they loved sports, and how much time they engaged in physical activity as children. 

Additionally, both Nona and Herkimer commented on the medical attention available 

through the school. 

Herkimer recounted how a school nurse impacted his sense of physical well-being 

in elementary school, “I think it was in the third grade. I had always sat toward the front 

of the classroom in first and second [grade], but the teacher in third grade had all the 

boys sitting in the back of the room. I was in the back row and was always in trouble 

because she said I wasn’t paying attention, even though I thought I was paying attention. 

Probably the third or fourth week of school, the school nurse comes into the classroom 

and has us all take turns reading a poster she brought in. At the end of the day, me and 

this other kid got called to the office. The nurse was there and she tells us we gotta bring 

this note home to our parents and have them sign it. She said that if they signed it, we 
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were gonna get glasses to help us see better. Sure enough, a few days later, the doctor 

came to school, tested our eyes, and gave us some glasses to wear. It sure was a lot 

easier to pay attention when I could see what was going on way up there at the front of 

the class!” 

Childhood factors challenging physical well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

Figure 5-11 presents survey responses identifying factors challenging a sense of 

physical well-being during childhood. Ten (10) survey participants noted that being poor 

impacted their access to basic needs. Among those expressing this sentiment, nine (9) 

participants identified food insecurity, four (4) participants identified housing insecurity, 

and two (2) participants identified poor access to health care as being a threat to their 

sense of physical well-being during this part of their lives. Nine (9) participants reported 

that feelings of anxiety, isolation, and depression impacted their physical well-being as 

children. Six (6) participants identified family instability or dysfunction in their homes, 

including abuse, alcohol, and drugs, placed undue stress on their sense of physical well-

being. Four (4) participants revealed that chronic illness impacted them physically, while 

four (4) additional participants noted that bullying, social cruelty, prejudice, and 

stereotypes they endured all negatively impacted their physical well-being. 

One survey participant recounts his memories of food and housing insecurity 

during childhood, “My mom got pregnant with me when she was still a teenager. She 

ended up marrying my father, but he was a kid, too, and not a very mature one. They 

moved off the rez to a bigger city figuring they would have a better chance of getting jobs 

and keeping a roof over our heads. Before long, my dad was drinking more and working 
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less, and was pretty abusive to my mom, who had to work more and more to pick up the 

slack. He was always bent out of shape over the wash not being done or the dinner being 

cold or whatever, and finally, he just left. My mom was in over her head, couldn’t afford 

the rent, and we ended up ‘jumping’ leases. She’d sign a lease and pay the rent for a 

month, then the owner couldn’t kick us out right away, and we had a place to stay for a 

while before they evicted us. That went on for a long time, and when I started school, it 

didn’t help that we also ‘jumped’ schools when we were evicted. Up until I started first 

grade, it seemed like I was hungry a lot, especially on the days we were home with my 

mom and she wasn’t working. But, they fed us at school, and I learned to sneak food into 

my backpack and take it home for our dinner and the weekends. I took food from my 

plate, and got the food other kids didn’t want, too. If it wasn’t for that food, we’d have 

gone hungry.” 

Figure 5-12 presents the personal experiences identified by case study 

participants as challenging a sense of physical well-being during their childhoods. The 

figure shows that Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer identified very different personal factors. 

Nona recalls that from her first day at boarding school, she felt that along with her 

clothing and hair, she felt her personal autonomy being stripped away from her. She felt 

both physically constrained and physically controlled within the walls of the school. She 

also said that she might never recover from the lack of personal autonomy she feels due 

to the invasive experiences of boarding school. 

Shonah, on the other hand, was again challenged with identifying personal factors 

that challenged her sense of personal well-being as a child. She believes this is because as 
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a girl, she led a healthy, active, and consistent lifestyle. However, she did feel a sense of 

physical insecurity having to do with safety issues during her senior year of high school. 

Herkimer noted two specific factors challenging his sense of physical well-being 

in his youth. Although he and his family went through some very difficult times, they 

always had food, even if it was a box of commodities with food he did not like. He also 

noted that his stature was relatively small, and as a result, he had to be “twice as tough” 

as the other kids just to take care of himself. 

Challenging academic factors.  

Under the academic experiences identified by survey participants as challenging a 

sense of physical well-being during their childhood and reported in Figure 5-11, seven 

(7) participants identified issues with their teachers, classmates, or with some aspect of 

the school culture as having an impact on their well-being. Among those citing issues 

with school, seven (7) participants recalled being bullied, and seven (7) participants 

reported feeling fearful and/or isolated in school. Four (4) participants revealed that they 

had been the victims of a verbal or physical assault, two (2) participants revealed that 

they faced challenges with alcohol abuse, two (2) participants revealed that they had been 

impacted in some way by drug abuse, and two (2) participants indicated that they had 

participated in self-harming activities or had threatened/attempted suicide due to school-

related experiences. 

As Figure 5-12 shows, the case study participants experienced similar challenges 

to their physical well-being during childhood. Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer identified 

several academic factors that challenged their sense of well-being while in academic 

settings as children.  
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Nona noted that she was physically intimidated with the threat of having her 

“mouth washed out with soap” if she spoke her heritage language at school. Additionally, 

her shy and quiet demeanor was also a factor that affected her sense of physical well-

being. If she did not speak up when told to answer, she might be threatened with a ruler 

hovering over her hand to “make” her talk. Nona also noted that she felt the emphasis on 

competition was too great because there could only be one “best student,“ or one “head 

girl,” and that things like spelling bees and receiving grades always gave her a stomach 

ache, even though she usually did quite well. Nona revealed that it also always made her 

feel sick knowing that “being [cultural affiliation deleted] wasn’t a good thing.” 

Shonah discussed feeling a sense of helplessness at the end of high school when 

she was brutalized at school, which radically changed her sense of physical well-being 

and safety in the academic setting. 

Herkimer noted that sadly, especially as he moved through adolescence, he was 

no longer big or strong enough to make the school teams. Not only were his spirits 

dampened, but he also felt that his greatest motivation to be at school had been cruelly 

denied due to his physical stature. He added that his ability to access and benefit from 

athletic involvement was taken away because of the emphasis at school was on 

competition and winning rather than participation and enjoyment of the physical activity 

– something that mainstream education systematically emphasizes that results in the 

marginalization of most school-aged children.  

Herkimer recalled, “I lived for sports… in fact, I still do. But when I was a kid, it 

was all there was to do. We didn’t have television, or radios, or any other way to 

entertain ourselves, so sports became ‘our thing.’ Running is a big deal in our culture, so 
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a lot of us grew up running, and we were really good at it. I was always athletic; I rode 

well and I ran fast. I had good coordination and was good at sports from the time I was 

little, so I always played on the teams. Then, about the time I hit the sixth grade, all the 

other boys hit their growth spurts. I kept waiting, but as you can see, mine never really 

kicked in. So, these towering muscle-boys were the ones that made the football and 

basketball teams. All that was left for me was wrestling and cross-country running – two 

sports that I could care less about. I wanted to play team sports, but the coaches wanted 

to win. I didn’t even make the second or third string. I got cut from the team every time I 

tried out. But, I never did stop trying out. After that, there wasn’t much to like about 

school, and I lost my motivation for being there. It is actually pretty surprising that I even 

finished.” 

Undergraduate and graduate factors supporting physical well-being. 

Figure 5-13 presents factors supporting mental well-being in the personal and 

academic realms that survey participants addressed when answering open-ended 

questions dealing with their college experiences, while Figure 5-14 represents those 

addressed by the case study participants. 

Supportive personal factors. 

As Figure 5-13 shows, under the personal experiences identified by survey 

participants as supporting a sense of physical well-being during their undergraduate and 

graduate programs, sixteen (16) participants expressly credited good family relationships 

with planting the seed for a lifetime of physical well-being. Fifteen (15) participants felt 

that practicing traditional ways and living conscious, examined, and deliberate lives 

bolstered their physical well-being.  
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As Figure 5-13 also shows, eleven (11) participants attributed an active lifestyle, 

including participating in sports and social groups and “hanging with their friends,” to 

nurturing their sense of physical well-being. Eight (8) participants credited their access to 

fitness equipment as helping them to maintain a sense of physical well-being, while six 

(6) participants reported that having loving, supportive spouses contributed to their 

sense of physical well-being. Five (5) participants noted that exercising to relieve stress, 

isolation, and loneliness helped them maintain their physical well-being in college. 

Figure 5-14 presents factors identified by case study participants as supporting 

their sense of physical well-being while in college. Nona, Shona, and Herkimer identified 

one common factor in their personal undergraduate and graduate factors supporting a 
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sense of physical well-being while in college, and that was maintaining physical activity 

in spite of the demands on their time. 

In addition, Nona and Herkimer identified their family relationships as important, 

supportive factors in their physical well-being. Further, Nona and Herkimer both 

mentioned attempting to maintain a balance involving traditional spirituality. Nona and 

Shonah both discussed the importance of eating well-balanced, nutritious meals. 

Supportive academic factors. 

Under the academic experiences identified by survey participants as supporting a 

sense of physical well-being during their undergraduate and graduate programs and 

shown in Figure 5-13, nineteen (19) participants credited learning about proper nutrition 

with supporting their physical well-being during this phase of their lives. An additional 

seventeen (17) participants credited being able to participate in sports activities and 

fitness classes as being an integral part of their sense of physical well-being. Eleven (11) 

participants noted that loving their classes and learning in general were extremely 

important to their sense of physical well-being.  

As Figure 5-13 also shows, ten (10) participants credited being able to participate 

in sports activities on campus as having been important in bolstering their sense of 

physical well-being. In addition, seven (7) participants learned yoga, contemplation, or 

meditation techniques in their classes and two (4) participants learned stress management 

or stress reduction techniques that they used to maintain a sense of physical well-being.  

As Figure 5-14 indicates, when noting academic factors impacting a sense of 

physical well-being, both Nona and Shonah talked about refocusing their negative energy 

on what they are learning rather than the daily challenges of school. Both women indicate 
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that they derive a great deal of joy from learning, and that they appreciate being in an 

environment filled with ideas. 
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Additionally, both Nona and Herkimer identified their love of college sports, and 

explained how being a student allowed them to attend all kinds of intercollegiate sporting 

events. Doing so helped to relieve pent up stress and anxiety. Further, Herkimer 

discussed attending other campus events that were offered to students free of charge, 

including many seminars and lectures by influential individuals. 

Undergraduate and graduate factors challenging physical well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

Under the personal experiences identified by participants as challenging a sense 

of physical well-being during their undergraduate and graduate programs and recorded in 

Figure 5-13, fourteen (14) participants described how time constraints impacted their 

physical well-being. Some noted that they did not have time to make nutritious meals at 

home and resorted to subsisting on fast food. Others reported that the level of stress they 

experienced also negatively impacted their physical well-being. In addition, thirteen (13) 

participants attributed finances to not being able to afford basics (such as nutritious foods, 

wellness, exams, doctor appointments, or dental visits), which negatively impacted their 

sense of physical well-being. Additionally, ten (10) participants reported that their 

extreme homesickness became problematic to the point that it impacted their physical 

well-being. Eight (8) participants mentioned that their use (or abuse) of caffeine, alcohol, 

over-the-counter medicine, and prescription drugs impacted their physical well-being. Six 

(6) participants reported that they experienced serious illness or sustained serious 

physical injury during their time in college, and four (4) participants reported ongoing 

issues with chronic illness. Four (4) participants noted that intimate relationships with a 
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spouse, partner, or significant other negatively impacted their sense of physical well-

being during this period of time. 

As Figure 5-14 indicates, in discussing their personal lives during their 

undergraduate and graduate years, case study participants discussed a variety of factors 

that challenged their sense of physical well-being.  

Nona and Shonah mentioned how tired they became, and how they never could 

catch up on the rest or sleep they needed due to being pulled from so many sides 

including work, childcare responsibilities, maintaining a household, and, of course, 

schoolwork. Time constraints also placed stress on Nona, who said she always felt like 

there wasn’t enough time to do all that she needed to do, and everything she was trying to 

juggle suffered. In addition, both Nona and Shonah discussed how the financial 

constraints they faced while in school also resulted in a constant source of stress. 

Herkimer, on the other hand, found that his ever-changing school schedule resulted in 

poor eating habits and rarely being able to see his wife when schedule conflicts arose, 

which was all too frequently. Herkimer also discussed the physical challenges of getting 

older, including suffering from arthritis and not getting a good night’s sleep because of 

the pain in his joints. 

Challenging academic factors.  

Under the academic experiences identified by survey participants as challenging a 

sense of physical well-being during their undergraduate and graduate programs and 

reported in Figure 5-13, seventeen (17) reported that they experienced sleep deprivation, 

exhaustion, and disruption of daily routines due to the amount of time spent in class, 

studying, and attending to the other academic demands on their time.  
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Fifteen (15) participants reported experiencing physical symptoms resulting from 

the stress they experienced in college. Of the participants reporting stress, fourteen (14) 

reported that missing classes due to home community obligations and ceremonies 

negatively impacted their physical well-being, and eleven reported that their weak 

academic skills or performance led to challenges with their physical well-being. An 

additional eight (8) participants identified overt marginalization and racism as a cause for 

diminished physical well-being during undergraduate and graduate programs. 

In addition, ten (10) participants noted that the lack of time they experienced due 

to their academic responsibilities while in college resulted in failing to address medical 

issues in a timely manner, which negatively affected their sense of physical well-being. 

As Figure 5-14 indicates, Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer also faced factors 

challenging a sense of physical well-being in the academic realms of their lives. Both 

Nona and Herkimer expressed concerns they had experienced with their poor academic 

performances, especially during grad school. Due to poor advisement, Nona found herself 

taking classes she didn’t need and that did not hold her interest. Herkimer struggled with 

a learning disability that was increasingly ignored or devalued by his instructors. Shonah 

noted that the farther along she got into professional-level classes, the more she was 

expected to bear the burden of paying dues to professional organizations, attending their 

annual meetings and paying for registration, airfare, and lodging. She observed that it is 

unrealistic for a student with little or no income to come up with the money to grow 

professionally, but it becomes an especially difficult burden for someone who is a single 

parent or the sole breadwinner for a family. 

Summary – factors supporting/challenging physical well-being. 
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In examining factors affecting physical well-being in their childhood, 

undergraduate, and graduate experiences, there were a number of common factors 

identified by both survey participants and case study participants. 

Supportive personal factors. 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

supporting their sense of physical well-being in their personal lives: 

− Security and consistency in living conditions and basic needs, including 

having enough food, medical attention, and a stable residence 

− Having a stable income in the household 

− Participating in healthy, active play and recreation activities 

− Supportive family members 

− Practicing traditional or spiritual ways, living consciously 

− Participating in activities with friends, social groups, athletic teams 

− Exercising to relieve stress 

Supportive academic factors. 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

supporting their sense of physical well-being in their academic lives: 

− Enjoying or liking school 

− Enjoying physical activities such as sports, P.E., recess at school 

− Being confident in school, not experiencing stress over being in school 

− Having a nurse and receiving some basic medical care at school (dental 

sealants, fluoride, well-being check-ups, eye exams, immunizations) 

− Learning and practicing proper nutrition 



 

 

200 

− Taking sports/fitness classes 

− Focusing on love of learning rather than the negatives around school 

− Participating in or attending sporting events on campus 

Challenging personal factors. 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

challenging their sense of physical well-being in their personal lives: 

− Being poor and lacking basic necessities (food, housing, health care) 

− Depression, isolation, anxiety 

− Instability within the household (alcohol/drug abuse, dysfunction or 

violence in home) 

− Time constraints impacting eating habits and adding to stress levels 

− Finances affecting nutrition and preventative health care 

− Being tired, not getting enough sleep or being able to rest/relax 

− Extreme homesickness resulting in depression, isolation, physical 

symptoms 

Challenging academic factors. 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

challenging their sense of physical well-being in their academic lives: 

− Issues at school including bullying/abuse or feelings of fear and isolation 

− Becoming a victim of assault 

− Witnessing on-campus drug or alcohol abuse 
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− Stress manifesting in physical symptoms resulting from missing class, 

weak academic skills, marginalization based on ethnicity 

− Sleep deprivation, exhaustion, disruptive patterns due to time demands 

− Lack of time to attend to medical issues 

Although survey and case study participants identified many more factors that 

impacted their own individual academic trajectories, those mentioned above were the 

most commonly occuring for members of both groups. 

 

Spiritual Well-Being. 

Childhood factors supporting spiritual well-being. 

The childhood experiences described by the survey and case study respondents 

that were captured under the Spiritual Well-Being category contained a number of 

common factors shared by the participants.  

Figure 5-15 presents Spiritual Well-Being themes falling under personal and 

academic categories during childhood that the twenty-seven (27) survey participants 

addressed when answering open-ended questions dealing with their childhood 

experiences, while Figure 5-16 represents those that the three (3) case study participants 

addressed when answering similar open-ended questions. Both survey and case study 

results suggesting supports and challenges are recorded in the two figures. 

Supportive personal factors. 
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As Figure 5-15 notes, twenty-two (22) participants characterized learning that 

their family comes first and developing a sense of connection with and loyalty to their 

families as directly contributing to their sense of spiritual well-being. Nineteen (19) 

participants reported that developing a sense of cross-generational connections with 

elders contributed significantly to their spiritual well-being in childhood, while fifteen  
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(15) participants noted that having good examples and role models helped ensure their 

spiritual well-being. 

Thirteen (13) participants thought that developing a personal cultural or tribal 

identity was critical in supporting their spiritual well-being. Participants responding to 

this aspect of their childhood noted several aspects of a cultural or tribal identity that 

bolstered spiritual well-being. Eight (8) participants reported that hearing traditional 

cultural narratives, learning the meaning of cultural symbols, or participating in 

ceremony or ritualized practices supported their spiritual well-being. Seven (7) 

participants reported that developing a belief system and beginning their spiritual journey 

provided a sense of spiritual well-being throughout their childhood.   

Figure 5-16 presents factors identified by Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer as both 

supporting and challenging spiritual well-being in the personal and academic realms 

during childhood. As the figure shows, the case study participants shared several 

common factors that supported their sense of physical well-being in childhood. 

Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer described the personal supports of their spiritual 

well-being in childhood as being directly related to relationships with family, relatives, 

and significant Elders. Nona explained that it is through her positionality within her 

family and clan that she understands and relates to the world.  

Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer repeatedly refer to their relationship with the land 

they know as “home.” 
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As Herkimer explains, in contrast to western understanding, many Indigenous 

people are tied to the land – not through ownership, but through a sense of belonging to 

the land. “This is home. I know this place and this place knows me. Everybody in this 

place knows me. I spent my early days here; it’s a beautiful place, the most beautiful 

place on earth. I thought when I went off to get an education that I’d grow up, get a 

degree, get a good job, and be successful, which meant that I could move on from this 

place. After all that time spent chasing ‘the good life,’ I know that was crazy. It was all 

right here, right where I grew up, right where it always was. They almost fooled me, liked 

they’ve fooled so many other people, into thinking it was out there [gesturing], in the 

mainstream. This is where the ‘good life’ is, and I have no intention of ever leaving it 

again. 

All three (3) case study participants clearly associate their core identities and 

different facets of their identities to the teachings of their Elders. Shonah explains, 

“Identity comes to us through the teachings of the Elders. They do not declare, ‘We are 

[cultural affiliation omitted]!’ Our Elders teach by example. They live our identity and 

pass it on patiently and gently; they nurture the young into being [cultural affiliation 

omitted]. Too many children today have parents that are unable to nurture a [cultural 

affiliation omitted] identity in their children because, for so many reasons, they have not 

developed a [cultural affiliation omitted] identity. Too many don’t speak the language or 

honor the traditions, and it isn’t necessarily because they don’t want to, it just wasn’t the 

way they were raised. This is why our Elders are so very precious. Our time with them is 

so very precious. Their numbers are dwindling, and with the passing of each one of these 
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precious lives, the unique knowledge and lived experiences they have to offer to the 

younger generations passes with them.” 

Supportive academic factors. 

Figure 5-15 shows academic factors identified by survey participants that 

supported a sense of spiritual well-being during their childhood. Twelve (12) participants 

identified having community (tribal) members employed in the schools they attended as a 

positive experience. Nine (9) participants reported that they liked school activities and 

practices that acknowledged, recognized, and valued their home cultures because it 

supported their enjoyment of school and helped them to experience a higher level of 

spiritual well-being within the school environment. Among those expressing this 

sentiment, eight (8) participants described being encouraged to share their cultural 

heritage, seven (7) participants noted that their schools incorporated cultural knowledge 

in lessons and activities, six (6) participants reported that their schools sponsored 

traditional activities, five (5) participants remembered that their tribal languages were 

taught in the schools, three (3) participants said that their schools had built-in school 

holidays for traditional celebrations within the community, and three (3) participants 

noted that their schools made an effort to demonstrate that they valued the community’s 

elders, all of which positively impacted the participants’ sense of spiritual well-being.  

Figure 5-16 highlights academic factors identified by the three (3) case study 

participants that supported a sense of spiritual well-being during their childhood. As the 

figure shows, Nona and Herkimer found that recognizing aspects of their culture in the 

school itself or in the practices of the school helped to bolster their sense of spiritual well-

being. Nona noted that attending a boarding school along with siblings and cousins 
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helped her to feel stronger, and seeing Indigenous adults from the community, who were 

employed at the school, allowed her to see her cultures “way of being” modeled for her 

during her formative years. Nona also noted that in high school, she and the other 

students were encouraged to participate in some traditional practices, which became 

especially important to her as she transitioned into adulthood.  

Like Nona, Herkimer also recognized examples of the schools he attended 

acknowledging cultural aspects of their students. “Our elementary school was in the 

community, and even though they never taught our language or our culture, the school 

entertained cultural events and that helped us kids, just knowing that the school 

recognized where we were coming from.” 

Childhood factors challenging spiritual well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

Figure 5-15 shows survey responses identifying factors challenging a sense of 

spiritual well-being during childhood. Thirteen (13) survey participants noted that their 

parents or other older family members privileged English and white culture over their 

heritage language and culture, and this undermined their own sense of spiritual well-

being. Ten (10) participants reported that their well-being was impacted by elders within 

the family or community projecting their past school and lived experiences on the 

younger generation, and this resulted in participants being dissuaded from learning their 

heritage languages or about their cultures.  

Nine (9) participants reported that traditional cultural values and norms were not 

taught, modeled, or practiced in the home, and this had a negative impact on their 

spiritual well-being. Among those expressing this sentiment, seven (7) participants 



 

 

208 

identified several examples of culture shift including the move toward personal 

ownership, materialism, “one-upmanship,” and an emphasis on the nuclear, rather than 

the extended, family. Six (6) participants identified counter-culture with their 

communities (including hip hop and rap music being privileged over traditional forms of 

musical expression, increasing anti-social or gang activity, and pressure to leave the “old 

ways” behind) as having a profound and negative impact on spiritual well-being. Four (4) 

participants characterized their communities as not being organized or run in a traditional 

manner (government and support “services” were modeled after a white- or western-

styled bureaucracy that was not inviting to or supportive of children), which was 

detrimental to a sense of spiritual well-being. Four (4) participants reported that having 

no place to go to interact with the elders placed undue stress on their sense of spiritual 

well-being. (Some noted that elders from their communities were placed in a distant 

assisted living or nursing care facility and their visits to the communities were 

infrequent.)  

Ten (10) participants revealed that the loss of elders or loved ones in their 

childhood negatively impacted their spiritual well-being during childhood, although some 

noted that as they matured and developed a depth of spiritual understanding, their 

interpretation of the loss eventually changed. 

Figure 5-16 shows personal factors challenging spiritual well-being that Nona, 

Shonah, and Herkimer shared. In discussing childhood challenges to a sense of spiritual 

well-being, the three (3) case study participants noted that living “between cultures” as 

children was an especially challenging personal factor. With Nona being in boarding 
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school, Shonah living in a two-culture household, and Herkimer being raised between 

three cultures, each faced challenges of developing their unique identities.  

Herkimer commented on some of his earliest memories, “We’d go to the store and 

our dad would tell us, ‘If you speak to one another, speak in English. Don’t look at 

anyone, don’t speak to anyone, don’t touch anything. Don’t draw attention to yourself. 

They don’t take kindly to Indians, so just try to be invisible.’ How could you hear 

something like that as a kid and not be affected by it? We lived on the periphery, the 

edge. Silently skirting people, because our mere presence could be upsetting. It scared 

us; we didn’t know what they could do to us. That was a pretty tough lesson.”  

Challenging academic factors. 

Figure 5-15 shows academic experiences identified by survey participants as 

challenging a sense of spiritual well-being during their childhood. Eleven participants 

identified the devaluing of their home culture by school personnel privileging mainstream 

norms, values, ideas, and language above those of the community as having an impact on 

their well-being. Ten (10) participants described receiving mixed messages concerning 

being valued and affirmed for who they were, with school employees placing an 

emphasis on being more “mainstream” in behaviors, interactions, and communicating, 

which undermined a feeling of spiritual well-being. Eight (8) participants reported 

sensing or feeling low academic and personal expectations for their futures. Four (4) 

participants revealed that they had experienced fairly early exposure to drugs and alcohol 

at school. Three (3) participants noted that they never felt that school was a community 

and characterized the school climate as bureaucratic without an emphasis on the well-

being of children. Two (2) participants indicated that they had experienced feelings of 
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isolation, and two (2) participants revealed that they had participated in self-destructive 

behaviors due to school-related experiences, which negatively impacted their sense of 

spiritual well-being. 

As Figure 5-16 shows, the case study participants shared some childhood 

academic challenges to their spiritual well-being that were similar to those shared by the 

survey participants. All three (3) case study participants realized that school and 

schooling was designed to promote mainstream language and culture. In their academic 

experiences, each came to the shared understanding that their languages, cultures, values, 

and perspectives were not valued or affirmed, and they eventually realized that they were 

expected to fully embrace the language and culture of the school while letting go of their 

own. Interestingly, each of the case study participants noted the parallel between these 

childhood experiences in elementary school and their experiences in graduate and 

doctoral programs. 

Nona describes her first encounter with microaggression based on her Indigenous 

identity, “I remember the first day of school, I was about five, I guess. My mom got all 

the kids ready, and then dressed us in our best clothes. The boys wore stiff, white cotton 

shirts that were ironed with a flat iron and starched. I put on the traditional dress that 

she had woven for me that summer; it was beautiful. Those dresses are for the most 

important occasions in your life, so I knew it was important to go to school. Then, she 

loaded all of us in the buckboard wagon and we rode down that long road that kinda’ 

goes way out there and around the other side of the canyon. It took us forever, but we got 

to the boarding school and all the kids from all over were out in the front, kind of spread 

across the front area of the school, with their parents. Some rode horses, or on wagons; 
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just a few had old beat up chitties, and some even walked there. I saw some of our 

cousins, and my brothers saw some of their friends. Then, the school people said some 

stuff to our parents, and I remember thinking, “What did they say?” but I was too afraid 

to speak – even to whisper and ask my brothers. Finally, the parents started to leave, and 

they gathered all of us kids up, the boys on one side, the girls on the other, and they took 

us [girls] to the gym. Then, they lifted up our hair and looked at our clothes, and then we 

had to change our clothes and they took all our clothes outside, even my beautiful dress, 

and they burned everyone’s clothes up, right there while we could only watch and cry. 

Even my brothers cried when their scratchy starched white cotton shirts were thrown on 

that pile. One girl told me they said we had bugs. We didn’t have bugs. Later, I found out 

they said we had lice. They said ALL the kids had lice, so they cut off our hair and burned 

our clothing and made us wear those ugly old dresses and we all felt ugly and sad. They 

gave my brothers buzz cuts and they chopped my hair off like this [showing the length 

with her hands]. I didn’t like that place and I didn’t like those people who said we had 

bugs. We never told our mom; it would have made her so sad, and she worked really 

hard to get us ready for our first day.”   

Undergraduate and graduate factors supporting spiritual well-being. 

Figure 5-17 presents Spiritual Well-Being themes falling under personal and 

academic categories that the twenty-seven (27) survey participants addressed when 

answering open-ended questions dealing with their college experiences prior to 

commencing a doctoral program, while Figure 5-18 represents those addressed by the 

case study participants. 
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Supportive personal factors. 

As Figure 5-17 shows, under the personal experiences identified by survey 

participants as supporting a sense of spiritual well-being during their undergraduate and 

graduate programs, twenty-two (22) participants identified their desire to give back to 

their communities, nations, or tribes in some way as being a huge contributor to their 
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well-being, and nineteen (19) of those participants noted that their language, or some 

other aspect of their unique cultures, such as cultural metaphors, narratives, or values, 

was key to maintaining focus in their programs. 

Twenty-one (21) survey participants expressly credited family support for their 

sense of spiritual well-being. Of those participants that shared this sentiment, nineteen 

(19) felt that their spiritual well-being was improved by the belief that family is the 

primary reason for going to college.  

Nineteen (19) survey participants reported that having a strong cultural, tribal, 

and/or personal identity nurtured their sense of spiritual well-being. Of those participants 

that shared this sentiment, sixteen (16) felt that their spiritual well-being was improved 

by their personal belief systems and a relationships with a higher power, which tied them 

to a particular sense of values and behaviors. Fifteen (15) participants credited their 

extended family, beloved elders, their ethnic roots, their ancestors, and their cross 

generational relationships with helping them to maintain a sense of spiritual well-being, 

while fourteen (14) discussed their sense of relatedness, connectedness, and belonging as 

impacting their sense of spiritual well-being. Fourteen (14) participants reported that 

spiritual practices, rituals, ceremony, prayer, and good thoughts contributed to their 

overall sense of spiritual well-being. Additionally, nine (9) participants noted that 

partaking in the oral traditions of their cultures helped them to maintain their spiritual 

well-being while in college. Seven (7) participants identified traditional images, 

metaphors, and knowledge of traditional roles within their communities that bolstered 

their sense of spiritual well-being. Three (3) participants noted that their achievements in 

life led to a feeling of balance, harmony, and fulfillment that would eventually allow 
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them to achieve some semblance of self-actualization. Through these feelings of forward 

movement, they experienced a sense of spiritual well-being during their undergraduate 

and graduate years. 

Finally, twelve (12) survey participants identified the importance of off-campus 

support networks as being supportive to achieving and sustaining a sense of spiritual 

well-being. 

As Figure 5-18 indicates, case study participants identified a number of personal 

factors that supported their sense of spiritual well-being during their college years. All 

three (3) of the case study participants indicated that their commitment to using their 

educations to support their families and give back to their communities was an important 

factor that sustained their spiritual well-being and kept them going even during the most 

challenging of times. Additionally, all three (3) of the participants discussed their strong 

sense of Indigenous identity as being a factor influencing their inner strength. Nona, 

Shonah, and Herkimer also identified that they also felt a strong sense of responsibility to 

provide for their families as well as to serve as a positive role model for the younger 

members. 

Both Nona and Herkimer discussed their dependence upon spirituality, faith, 

rituals, and ceremony in maintaining a sense of spiritual well being. 
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As Nona explained, “My strength comes from my faith. As a Christian woman, I 

believe in living my life in service to others. As a [cultural affiliation deleted] woman, I 

am sustained in my connections to the earth, to the land, to my clan, to my family, to the 

Creator, and to all living things. Just as I attend church regularly, I follow the traditional 

practices of my people. I greet the sun and live in gratitude for the gifts that are so 

generously bestowed. I live consciously and try to walk in beauty by maintaining balance 

and harmony. When things are difficult and I feel far removed from balance and 

harmony, all I have to do is stop and remember who I am and how far I have come, how 

far WE have come as a people. I remember that I have a purpose, and I am responsible 

for using my gifts and abilities for good and positive work. That reminder allows me to 

draw on my inner strength… to keep going, to do my best, to believe in myself, and to 

love myself.” 

Supportive academic factors. 

Under the academic experiences identified by participants as supporting a sense 

of spiritual well-being during their undergraduate and graduate programs, which are 

shown in Figure 5-17, twenty-two (22) participants credited their own personal 

determination, resiliency, and vision with supporting their spiritual well-being during this 

phase of their lives. An additional nineteen (19) participants credited their being on the 

receiving end of strong recruitment efforts into their college/university as being an 

integral part of their sense of spiritual well-being within the university environment. 

Seventeen (17) participants emphasized the importance of having an Indigenous 

organization (such as the Native American Student Association or similar on-campus 

support organizations) to bolstering their spiritual well-being. Similarly, fifteen (15) 
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participants affirmed that having “a place to be Native” such as a dedicated building, 

wing, or private gathering place was essential to creating and maintaining a sense of 

spiritual well-being on campus. Ten (10) participants credited policies allowing student 

absences from class for ceremonies and religious purposes as having been important in 

bolstering their sense of spiritual well-being. An additional ten (10) participants noted 

that tribal or nation scholarships bolstered their spiritual well-being because they 

affirmed the participants’ tribal heritages while encouraging them and affirming that they 

were important and valued by their communities.  

As Figure 5-18 indicates, when noting academic factors impacting a sense of 

spiritual well-being, Nona and Shonah both reported that it was very uplifting to finally 

gain the respect of non-native classmates, especially in graduate school when both had 

felt both out of place and invisible. In addition, Nona and Herkimer emphasized that it 

was their connections to on-campus networks of Indigenous people that made a 

tremendous difference in their spiritual well-being during their years in college, again, 

most especially during graduate school.  

As Herkimer noted, “The group of students that was so important to me was not 

one that was ‘college sanctioned.’ It was just a small group of us who felt like outsiders 

and recognized that no one [from the university] was going to go out of their way to help 

us get through grad school, so if we wanted to succeed, we were going to have to do it 

ourselves. Not all of us made it; it was a pretty tough couple of years. But, every single 

one of us who did could not take the credit for our success. Our success was the result of 

all of us pulling together and digging our heals in; it was our collective tenacity, 

stubbornness, commitment to one another, and our inner ‘rebels’ that allowed us to 
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support and sustain one another. When I think of those people, they are like my brothers 

and sisters, and I would still do anything to support them.” 

Undergraduate and graduate factors challenging spiritual well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

Under the personal experiences identified by survey participants as challenging a 

sense of spiritual well-being during their undergraduate and graduate programs, which 

are recorded in Figure 5-17, seventeen (17) participants described how time constraints 

impacted their spiritual well-being. Some noted that they did not have time to support 

balance, prayer, ritual, or ceremony during this period of their lives. In addition, fifteen 

(15) participants acknowledged being filled with self-doubt, thinking, “I can’t do this,” 

and “This isn’t where I belong.” Additionally, fourteen (14) participants reported that 

their feelings of being disconnected from their home communities, families, and elders 

impacted their spiritual well-being. Eight (8) participants mentioned that their use (or 

abuse) of caffeine, alcohol, over-the-counter medicine, and prescription drugs impacted 

their spiritual well-being as well as their physical well-being.  

As Figure 5-18 indicates, in discussing their personal lives during their 

undergraduate and graduate years, case study participants discussed a variety of factors 

that challenged their sense of spiritual well-being. Not surprisingly, both Nona and 

Shonah were impacted by the weight they bore caring for family members while trying to 

balance school and personal responsibilities. Both Nona and Shonah lived on limited 

financial resources. Both Nona and Shonah felt constant pressure from their conflicting 

responsibilities, which took a tremendous toll on them both emotionally and physically.  
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Unlike Nona and Shonah, Herkimer was not facing financial hardship while in 

college, nor was he the sole caretaker of any of his family members. Even so, Herkimer 

experienced factors in his personal life that challenged his sense of spiritual well-being.  

As Herkimer recalled, “I gotta be honest, there were times that I felt almost 

crippled by self-doubt. I have always struggled in school because of my learning 

disability, but learning was always easy for me. During my undergrad program, I 

struggled, but I knew I had it in me to finish. But, once I hit grad school, I didn’t think I’d 

make it. I loved learning; that was the wonderful part. But, my writing just plain sucked. I 

kept gettin’ those papers back, and the grades were so low; I just knew I was going to 

flunk out and I didn’t know how I could ever face going back home. Everyone knew I was 

working on a Master’s degree; they would know that I couldn’t hack it. I couldn’t bear to 

think of it. It was so frustrating; I knew just as much as the other students, and I was 

learning just as well as they were, I just couldn’t write it all down the way they could.” 

Challenging academic factors. 

Under the academic experiences identified by survey participants as challenging a 

sense of spiritual well-being during their undergraduate and graduate programs and 

reported in Figure 5-17, seventeen (17) survey participants described how stress 

impacted their spiritual well-being, with some noting that they experienced a lack of 

balance and harmony during this period of their lives. In addition, thirteen (13) 

participants attributed divergent responsibilities (schoolwork, classes, and homework 

competing with spiritual practice, ceremony, and time with their families and elders) to 

negatively impacting their sense of spiritual well-being.  
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Nine (9) participants identified institutionalized racism, including covert and overt 

messages, conveying sentiments such as “This isn’t a place for people like you,” and 

“How on earth did you ever get in here; you aren’t college material,” negatively impacted 

their sense of spiritual well-being. Of those expressing this sentiment, nine (9) 

participants identified marginalization, hostility, intolerance, and rejection as 

undermining their sense of self and impacting their well-being. Additionally, eight (8) 

survey participants reported that weak academic skills or school performance challenged 

their sense of spiritual well-being.  

As Figure 5-18 indicates, Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer also faced factors 

challenging a sense of spiritual well-being in the academic realms of their lives. Like so 

many of their counterparts in the survey group, Nona and Shonah commented on the 

impact of bigotry, discrimination, stereotyping, and intolerance on their own sense of 

spiritual well-being.  

Shonah acknowledged her experiences with this factor, “As we progress through 

our graduate programs, we tend to interact with increasingly tolerant and affirming 

intellectuals, and we are lulled into a false sense of progress and optimism. We begin to 

believe that we inhabit a good and just space. Then, when we least expect it, we are 

blindsided by an unexpected and inappropriate assumption, remark, or action that 

reopens the wounds and infects our spirits with the most noxious of poisons - ignorance.” 

The one challenging academic factor that all three (3) case study participants had 

in common was the disquieting nature of the pervasive emphasis on mainstream 

language, culture, values, ideas, and perspectives in their college programs.  
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Herkimer elaborated on the cultural dissonance her experienced, “I’ve never been 

one to keep my mouth shut, and it kept getting harder for me not to speak out. I found the 

Academy to be one of the most intolerant places I’d ever seen. The farther you progress 

in your studies, the more you are expected to conform. It was ‘whitestreaming’ at its 

worst. They rationalize it by telling you that they are training you to think and interact as 

a scholar. They tell you they are preparing you to question, interrogate, and investigate… 

but you sure as hell better not question them or interrogate their motivations, because all 

they are doing is producing little cookie cutter replicas of themselves. They are NOT 

embracing divergent thinking; they aren’t even acknowledging it. It’s all ‘my way or the 

highway’ in the classroom, and in what is supposed to be open, critical intellectual 

discourse in the hallowed halls of academia, it is ‘tell me what I want to hear, and we’ll 

get along just fine.” 

Findings summary – factors supporting/challenging spiritual well-being. 

In examining factors affecting spiritual well-being in their childhood, 

undergraduate, and graduate experiences, there were a number of common factors 

identified by both survey participants and case study participants. 

Supportive personal factors. 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

supporting their sense of spiritual well-being in their personal lives: 

− Loving supportive parents and good family relationships 

− Positive interpersonal, cross-generational relationships (including with 

Elders) 

− Experiencing a “happy” or carefree childhood 
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− Experiencing consistency in housing, basic needs being met 

− Learning and practicing heritage language, traditional ways 

− Leading balanced lives 

Supportive academic factors. 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

supporting their sense of spiritual well-being in their academic lives: 

− Enjoying or liking learning 

− Liking adults in the school 

− Being smart or having learning come easy 

− Doing well in school 

− Extracurricular activities 

− Stress management 

Challenging personal factors. 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

challenging their sense of spiritual well-being in their personal lives: 

− Being poor and lacking necessities  

− Absent parent or loss of a loved one during childhood 

− Instability within the household 

− Feelings of depression, isolation 

− Time constraints due to conflicting priorities 

− Personal finances 

− Extreme homesickness 
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Challenging academic factors. 

The following factors were the most common identified by participants as 

challenging their sense of spiritual well-being in their academic lives: 

− Disliking school 

− Struggling as a learner 

− Having special education needs 

− Feelings of isolation/disconnectedness 

− Sleep deprivation/stress from academic demands resulting in physical 

symptoms 

− Never having enough time to take care of everything 

Discussion - Question 1 findings. 

Question 1 was designed to gather information that might provide insight into 

common personal and academic factors that the survey and case study participants shared  

during their childhood, undergraduate, and graduate years that could potentially have 

impacted their ultimate academic trajectories. The responses were categorized by four 

realms of well-being. 

The responses to this question were especially interesting, in that I have been 

unable to locate similar data reported in the literature. As far as I have been able to 

discern, the educational trajectories from childhood through high school and into tertiary 

education have not yet been examined and published for this particular population – 

Indigenous doctoral students. In fact, the literature concerning Indigenous college 

students to date has primarily focused on the type of K-12 schools in which Indigenous 
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students are educated (Charleston & King, 1991; Indian Nations at Risk Task Force, 

1991; Butterfield, 1994; Pavel & Curtin, 1997; Swisher & Tippeconnic, 1999), tribal 

college and university attendance (Williams, 2003) academic achievement prior to 

commencement of tertiary experiences (especially at the secondary level), family income/ 

poverty (D’Andrea, 1994; Aponte & Couch, 2000; Bichsel & Mallinckrodt, 2001; 

American Psychological Association, 2002), and educational attainment of parents 

(Wright, 1989; Boyer, 1997; National Science Foundation, 2017). The information 

generated by the survey and case study participants in this study offers but a small 

glimpse at areas of inquiry that might be explored further. 

The findings for Question 1 have introduced previously unreported personal and 

academic factors that might support and challenge the academic trajectories of 

Indigenous scholars through their childhood experiences. These factors are summarized 

in the following sections. 

Supportive factors – childhood.  

Personal.  

The project participants did share some common supportive personal factors that 

they viewed as possibly having impacted their academic trajectories. For example, many 

of the survey participants and all three (3) case study participants characterized their 

childhoods as benefiting from having strong, intergenerational family connections with 

supportive family members and significant elders. In addition, several survey participants 

and all three (3) case study participants characterized their childhood as happy, healthy, 

and physically active.  
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Further, many survey participants and all three (3) case study participants reported 

having fairly consistent and stable home lives. Similarly, a number of survey participants 

and all three (3) case study participants noted a special place-based connection with the 

traditional lands of their people. Several study participants also mentioned the importance 

of elders in their lives and in their development of their personal identities. 

Academic. 

Project participants shared a number of common supportive academic factors that 

they viewed as having impacted their academic trajectories. For example, many of the 

survey participants and all three (3) of the case study participants recognized themselves 

as being intelligent, capable learners. Additionally, several project participants and one 

case study participant, Nona, mentioned that their senses of well-being were positively 

impacted by seeing Indigenous community members working in the schools they 

attended. As children, Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer also shared a few common academic 

factors that they viewed as having affected their academic trajectories in a supportive 

manner. All three case study participants noted that they enjoyed learning. All reported 

getting along with other children, as well. They also said they enjoyed P.E. and 

participated in school-based athletic activities and games. In addition, all three (3) 

mentioned that when the schools they attended affirmed their Indigenous heritage in any 

way, their senses of well-being benefitted. 

Challenging factors – childhood.  

Personal. 
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In addition to sharing a number of common supportive factors during childhood 

and college, the project participants identified a number of challenging factors that were 

shared by a multiple participants. 

One of the common challenging personal factors experienced during their 

childhood by several participants was living in poor households in which necessities 

were, at times, lacking. Additionally, a number of participants discussed having 

experienced the absence of a parent in the household or the loss of a loved one with 

whom they were particularly close. Some of the survey participants identified instability 

within their households as also having negatively impacted their senses of well-being 

during childhood. 

Academic. 

The project participants shared some common academic factors that they viewed 

as possibly having affected their academic trajectories. One factor shared by several 

survey participants was their disliking or disinterest in school. Another shared factor was 

struggling academically as a learner or having special education needs. A few of the 

survey participants also noted that they experienced feelings of 

isolation/disconnectedness or were the victims of bullying or aggression at school during 

this period of their lives. 

Supportive factors – graduate and undergraduate. 

In addition to introducing factors supporting and challenging the academic 

trajectories of Indigenous scholars during their childhoods, the findings for Question 1 

affirm similar findings in previous research projects focused on Indigenous students at 

the undergraduate level.  
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Personal.  

One of the most common shared factors reported by project participants was 

having family members that were supportive of them and their goals as adults. Another 

factor shared by a number of project participants was having a strong connection to 

traditional lands and places and benefitting from returning to interact within those spaces.  

Additionally, a significant number of survey participants and all three (3) case 

study participants identified their sense of responsibility and desire to give back to their 

families, communities, and people as a supportive factor in helping them maintain 

focused on and committed to degree attainment. Another factor that repeated by 

participants was the importance they placed on developing support networks beyond their 

immediate families during this period of their lives. 

Factors emerging from Question 1 responses mirror the findings of Reyhner and 

Dodd (1999), who identify familial connection and supportive attitudes as important 

personal factors supporting college persistence (p. 5), as well as the findings of Brayboy 

et al. (2012), who emphasize that family provides the motivation for degree completion. 

In addition, the findings from Question 1 responses reinforce those reported by Guillory 

and Wolverton (2008) and Waterman (2012), who note that family provides a sense of 

connection to cultural and spiritual support. 

Question 1 findings also echo the findings of Huffman et al. (1986) and Barnhardt 

and Kawagley (1994), who report that maintaining strong connections with their home 

communities and attending tribal events and ceremonies were important personal factors 

supporting the ability and desire of Indigenous students to persist in college programs.  

In addition, Question 1 findings affirmed those reported by Waterman (2012), 
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who notes that “home-going behavior,” which is not only tied to seeking college support 

from family, elders, and friends in home communities but also to attending to cultural 

responsibilities, positively impacts persistence among Indigenous students.  

Brayboy et al. (2012, p. 27) and Brayboy, et al. (2014, pp. 577-578) found student 

motivation (measured by Indigenous desire to give back) to be important to Indigenous 

student persistence, reinforcing findings of Henning (1998, p. 130) and Guillory and 

Wolverton (2008, p.75).  

Academic. 

Within the academic realm, project participants recognized a number of 

supportive factors they experienced in college. Becoming part of an Indigenous 

community associated with the university was important to a number of project 

participants, including all three (3) case study participants. Similarly, project participants 

identified that joining an existing Indigenous student organization helped them to feel 

less isolated or “out of place” on campus. A third supporting factor identified by project 

participants involved having a dedicated space on-campus for fellowship and interaction 

with other Indigenous students.  

Developing a connection with a supportive or particularly helpful faculty 

member, university employee, or student peer was also viewed as a factor supporting 

several of the project participants’ sense of well-being, as was being affirmed and 

included within their program of study. 

Finally, several project participants noted that the scholarships and grants they 

received helped very much in supporting their sense of well-being, as did the strong 

academic skills and knowledge they brought to their programs. 
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The findings from this project affirm the observations of several researchers, who 

suggest that a factor supporting Indigenous student persistence in the academic realm by 

combating cultural discontinuity and feelings of isolation is the ability to connect 

informally or formally with other Indigenous students. An example reported in the 

literature is participation in or creation of an on-campus “surrogate community” of 

Indigenous students (Williamson, 1994; Shotton et al., 2007; Pavel, 2012). Additional, 

studies indicate that students who engage with established Indigenous groups on campus 

derive supportive benefits (Neuerburg, 2000; Pavel, 2012; Shotten et al., 2013). In 

addition to creating a network within which Indigenous students are socially and 

culturally comfortable, Waterman (2007) notes that they also benefit from having a safe 

space in which they may interact with other students who are Indigenous (p. 127).  

Previous inquiries into factors impacting the success of Indigenous students 

indicate that developing connections within the greater university community (Harrington 

& Hunt, 2010, p. 4) and  faculty support (Falk and Aitken, 1984; Waterman, 2007) also 

benefitted Indigenous college students. 

Gaskins (2009) reports that Indigenous students benefitted from consistent 

financial support in terms of scholarships and grants (pp.162-63). In addition, Gaskins 

(2009, p. 159) and Bryson, et.al (2002, p. 76) report that prior academic performance is 

also a factor in student success (p. 159).  

Challenging factors – graduate and undergraduate. 

Personal. 

Among the personal factors that challenged a sense of well-being during their 

college years, project participants identified two major factors. The first was experiencing 
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financial hardship brought on by the burden of financing a college education and the 

additional burden of losing time they had available to generate income. Both Nona and 

Shona spoke to this particular challenge in their responses.  

Project participants also noted that it was especially difficult to balance their 

personal and academic commitments, especially during graduate school. Many 

participants discussed the pressures of familial responsibilities, the need to return home 

more frequently than their academic schedules would accommodate, and the constant 

stress caused by having to choose academics over their personal lives or vice versa.  

The findings from this project affirm the observations of Waterman (2012), who 

suggests that a factor challenging persistence of Indigenous college students might be the 

distance between students’ home communities and the higher education institutions they 

attend (p. 196), which prevent them from returning home and remaining connected with 

their communities. Waterman notes that “home-going behavior,” which is not only tied to 

seeking college support from family, elders, and friends in home communities but also to 

attending to cultural responsibilities, positively impacts persistence among Indigenous 

students. 

Academic. 

Project participants identified a variety of academic factors that challenged a 

sense of well being while pursuing undergraduate and graduate degrees, including the 

dissonance between the perspectives, values, ideas, languages, and world views of the 

academic culture and their own heritage cultures, which was pervasive in the Academy.  

Another factor shared by many of the survey participants and all three (3) of the 

case study participants was witnessing the discrimination and microaggressions toward 
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Indigenous students that led to feelings of isolation that were detrimental to their sense of 

well-being.  

Some participants in this study also reported feeling disconnected from or 

unwelcome in their academic programs or departments during their undergraduate or 

graduate years. 

Finally, several project participants noted that they felt that the tertiary institutions 

they attended while working on their undergraduate and graduate degrees did not do an 

adequate job of advising and mentoring to sufficiently support their academic progress.  

The findings from this project affirm the observations of several other researchers, 

who suggest that a number of institutional factors challenge Indigenous student 

persistence in higher education. One such factor that a number of theoreticians postulate 

influences a lack of persistence by Indigenous students is the cultural dissonance so many 

Indigenous students describe experiencing in academia, specifically that in cultural 

worldviews. Fixico (1995) emphasizes that Indigenous students’ values, perceptions, 

perspectives, and worldviews may very well be quite different than those of the majority 

culture (p. 109), while the concept of cultural dissonance resulting from competing 

worldviews and epistemologies have been attributed to impacting the experiences of 

Indigenous students in institutions of higher education by other researchers (Gilmore, 

Smith, & Kairaiuak, 1997; Carney, 1999; Brown 2000; Lundberg, 2007). 

Other factors identified by project participants that parallel those reported in the 

literature as negatively impacting Indigenous students, specifically at the graduate and 

doctoral levels, include experiencing microaggressions in the form of racism, 

stereotyping, and discrimination. Related to such incidents are examples offered by 
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participants in this study, such as being ignored or silenced in classroom and social 

interactions in their programs, which represented challenges to mental, social, physical, 

and spiritual well-being by resulting in their feelings of isolation and not being welcomed 

or affirmed in their academic programs or departments. These examples mirror findings 

in other studies, as well (Henning, 1999; Lacourt, 2003; Shoton, 2008).   

A number of researchers have found that Indigenous college students feel 

isolated, lonely, and cut off from other students, faculty members or the university 

community (Buckley, 1997; Rodriguez-Rabin, 2003; Herzig, 2004; Lundberg, 2007; 

Shoton, 2008).  

Other examples of institutional factors negatively impacting Indigenous students 

include not having Indigenous faculty with whom to connect or look to for guidance and 

mentoring (Williamson, 1994), a lack of effective advising or connection to someone in 

the institution that can help students negotiate the system (Patterson, Baldwin, & Olsen, 

2009, pp. 315-316), and having faculty or others in positions of power within institutions 

discourage students from pursing advanced degrees.  

Woodford (2005), as cited by Brayboy, et al. (2012, p. 86) notes that Indigenous 

students may be passed by for opportunities to teach or secure assistantships, which 

results in decreased opportunities to develop professional and career-related skills, 

networks, and experiences and disadvantages them when they apply to academic 

positions or fellowships. 
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Question 2 

What were the goals/reasons that originally motivated the participating 

Indigenous scholars to commence a doctoral program?  

a.  Do these goals/reasons remain constant throughout their programs 

of study?  

b.  Why? Why not? 

In organizing the data for this second question, I referred to the initial descriptions 

of the realms of well-being introduced earlier in this chapter and I identified for use as 

umbrella categories previously in this chapter. Based on the descriptors presented earlier 

in Figure 5-2, I identified participant responses falling into one (or more) of the four (4) 

depicted realms of well-being. 

Survey participant responses to Question 2. 

In response to Question 2, survey participants identified their initial motivation 

for applying to a doctoral program. They also commented on whether or not the initial 

motivation changed or evolved over time. 

Figure 5-19 provides an overview of survey participant responses to Question 2. 

All twenty-seven of the survey participants provided an answer to this question. The 

responses are represented by a short phrase quoted directly from each participant’s 

response. The responses are grouped into four sub-groups on the figure; the first sub- 

group represents responses that initially referred to family, community, nation, or tribe as 
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the reason/goal for commencing a doctoral program. The second sub-group represents 

responses that initially referred to university recruitment as a reason/goal for 

commencing a doctoral program. The third sub-group represents responses that initially 

referred to the influence of other individuals as a reason/goal for commencing a doctoral 

program. The fourth sub-group represents responses that initially referred to an internal, 

personal motivation as a reason/goal for commencing a doctoral program. 

As Figure 5-19 reports, fourteen (14) participants attributed their decision to 

commence a doctoral program as being their family, community, nation, and/or tribe. 

Interestingly, two (2) of these participants noted that the reason for staying in and 

completing the program changed to one related to community, nation, and/or tribe after 

commencing the program and learning how their education could “make a difference.” 

Three (3) participants attributed their decision to commence a doctoral program to 

recruitment efforts by the higher education institution they eventually attended. 

Interestingly, all three noted that the reason for staying in and completing the program 

changed to one related to community, nation, and/or tribe after commencing the program. 

Two (2) participants attributed their decision to commence a doctoral program to 

the influence of other people. Interestingly, both noted that the reason for staying in and 

completing the program changed. One participant decided to make a career within the 

Academy, and the other decided to pursue a career in the corporate sector. 

Eight (8) participants attributed their decision to commence a doctoral program to 

an internal, personal motivation. Of the eight (8), four (4) did not identify any specific 

career goals, while the other four (4) participants identified specific career goals. 

Interestingly, none of these indicated that their initial reason/goal for commencing a 
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doctoral program changed during the program.   
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Case study participant responses to Question 2. 

Figure 5-20 summarizes case study participant responses to Question 2. As the 

figure indicates, overwhelmingly, the goals/reasons for commencing a doctoral program 

fall under the Mental, Social, and Spiritual realms of well-being. The case study 

participant responses indicated some type of altruistic reason for commencing a doctoral 

program, which involved community interactions described under these umbrella 

categories. 

When asked about their original motivation to commence a doctoral program, and 

whether or not that motivation changed while in their programs, Nona, Shonah, and 

Herkimer offered three very different narratives. 

Nona. 

Nona identifies her original reason for pursuing a doctoral degree as external, 

resulting from the urging of her graduate degree professors. “But, they had other plans 

for me. They [the professors] convinced me that I had to keep going to get an advanced 

degree – not enough Native people were getting doctorates, and I had to do this, had to 

gain the expertise, become a recognized professional, have a voice to advocate for our 

people, our culture, and our language. It was the only way to change things, it was the 

only way that our people would ever be able to exercise sovereignty – we need experts – 

experts that are recognized by western standards, that is. It is part of what [Bryan] 

Brayboy talks about in Nation Building; our nations need to build the capacity internally 

to become independent and self-sustaining.” 

However, over the years, Nona’s purpose has been redirected from a general 

interest in helping Indigenous people by having a voice and becoming an advocate for 
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language and culture, to specialized applications of her academic skills and knowledge to 

stabilize her heritage language.  
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Actually, it [the reason for commencing a doctoral program] did develop and 

change over time. I persevered and kept coming back because I knew my mom was so 

proud of me. Several of us have gone to college, now, and one of my brothers has now 

started his doctoral program, too. I think there will be plenty of [family surname omitted 

to protect anonymity] that will follow in our footsteps, too. They can look at their auntie 

and uncle and realize that they can accomplish amazing things, too… Oh, yeah! I guess 

my reason now really is to beat the clock; time is running out for our language, and 

documenting it was critical to our stabilization efforts. There is still a lot to do, and I now 

realize that this degree brings a lot of ‘street cred’ [laughing] and the likelihood of being 

able to get things like grants and the backing to do the things we’ve gotta do remains 

wrapped up in your credentials to do the work. As ridiculous as that is, because I’ve been 

doin’ the work for years, it is what it is, and since I’m this far in, I might as well finish it 

up. My mom would be proud. 

Shonah. 

Growing up, I knew lots of educated people. They were in touch with the world, 

people who were wise about the world, who understood the world from long experience 

with it. Even though many didn’t have much formal schooling; they were educated 

because they were connected on many levels – spiritually, physically, mentally, 

emotionally, intellectually, culturally, ceremonially, etc. -- with the surrounding 

world/universe, from within their places. It was inspiring to know them, to watch them 

interact, to be in the presence of such enlightened people. I guess it isn’t much of a 

stretch when you think about it. Why wouldn’t I want to share in that very special 

relationship my Elders had with the world.  
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I always liked school, but I had to work hard at it. Being in touch with and in tune 

with the world was a lot easier because it was seamless, learning was connected to 

everything, but in school, there is a kind of disconnect. In regimentation and in this 

lockstep delivery, some of the joy is lost, especially in the lack of appreciation for 

divergence in thinking, expressing, knowing, and experiencing that schools inherently 

attempt to extinguish. I think that is one reason children struggle. 

But, back to the reason for going to school; like I said, undergrad was linked to 

playing soccer. That made the initial transition pretty natural, school was the vehicle that 

allowed for the passion that carried me into higher ed. But, once I went back, after my 

daughter was older, the learning was enjoyable. And, I guess I was a bit of a school girl! 

I guess that’s why the last minute change of majors was pretty typical… I found 

something that I wanted to know more about, so it made sense. 

But, my real joy always was learning from the Elders. They are my family, and the 

connection I always shared with them was so deep, and meaningful, and filled with a 

depth of love and respect that is difficult to convey in just words. I was nurtured and 

loved, and supported, and would have done anything for them. We cherish our Elders; 

that is what we do. So, when they told me that I needed to go back to school to get the 

degree to continue to fight for and work toward sustaining and nurturing our language 

and our culture, even though it wasn’t my ideal situation, I did as they asked. It is true, 

the stewards of our uniqueness, our identity, our essence are our Elders, and you just 

can’t say, “No,” when you are asked to respect and support their stewardship. It is our 

connection to our past, our today, and out tomorrow. It is what makes us [name of 

culture omitted].  
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So, I was responsible. I am responsible. I recognize that that is a part of who I 

am, who I was born to be. I packed my things and I came all the way over here, so far 

from the beautiful places I love. I traded the waterways that serenely crisscross the land 

for noisy, crowded streets that crisscross the city. I traded towering pines and leafy green 

trees filled with ravens, and hawks, and chattering jays for towering buildings crowded 

with masses of humanity, filling up their spaces with self-importance. And, once I got the 

master’s degree, it was my Elders who told me that I had to go on. It was painful, 

because the separation was unbearable. I was so far from home, in this untenable place, 

and I was trading the little time I had left with them for “the education,” even though the 

education I longed to be immersed in was attainable only through their knowledge. 

I honored their wishes and kept going after the master’s, and it wasn’t easy 

because I just don’t think like the Academy. I believe many of them, they view me as 

contentious, but it is not something that I choose. I see the world so differently, and I 

sense so much resistance and rejection just to who I am. That’s why it was so hard for so 

long. Our Elders weren’t like that. Like there’s this convergent way of thinking, and 

doing, and being that is based in some expectation of conformity and it’s like some of 

these people in the Academy, well, many of them, are threatened – personally threatened 

by any type of divergence. They say you are supposed to question, think critically, delve 

more deeply, but that’s not what they affirm you doing. They are like mama ducks, 

walking the straight path followed by an entourage of little intellectual ducklings that 

waddle in lock step behind. I don’t think our Elders have any idea what we really have to 

go through to actually learn something in the Academy. We have to tune out the white 

noise and focus on the voices of those whose thoughts, and patterns, and values are a 
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closer fit to our own. There are Indigenous scholars who are legendary, and they have 

been able to make their way past all this other stuff and their voices blend and call to us 

and nurture us in a way that has been life-changing. That is the literature that has been 

my lifeline and my way of constructing meaning that has kept me alive, allowed me to 

survive all of this [gesturing]. 

Anyway, that’s how I got here. And, in some ways, maybe my motivation to 

remain has changed a little, but probably because I’ve lost Elders while I’ve been away, 

and soon, I will be one of the elders. But at the heart of me being here, still, and finishing 

up the last things I have to do now that it is time to go home, is that I want to be able to 

go home and work on the language and work with our Elders, the people that are so 

precious. 

Herkimer. 

Gees, I don’t know, I guess it was a strange set of coincidences that got me into 

the program. When I got out [of the service], I really went to school to study art. I like 

photography, and thought I was pretty good at design, so I ended up at the [name of 

southwestern institute of education omitted] studying art for a while. I thought maybe I’d 

like to be an art teacher. But, I kept getting better with technology. I really get it, ya 

know? So eventually, I ended up at Fort Lewis, and when I finished [the undergraduate 

degree], I ended up working with some of the schools on the reservation in IT.  

One time, I ended up going to a language revitalization conference with a bunch 

of people from the schools. There was a professor who really pushed us [conference 

participants] to get our master’s degrees to help document and promote our languages. 

Anyway, like an idiot, I signed on… walked away from a steady job, left home, moved out 
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to [state name omitted], and started taking classes… But, I liked the technology aspect of 

it, working with the Elders, recording their narratives… nah, really, just talking with 

them. They were like my aunt [who raised me], real easy to talk to, really inspiring, just 

good, smart people. It felt like more; well, more than just recording the language, ya 

know? It was something bigger and a lot more important than I thought back then. Those 

Elders, some of them died afterward, but because of the recordings, they shared 

something with a lot of people before they left. They [the Nation] started using those 

recordings right away. I never thought that much about my Indian language, just thought 

about it like something they used to do, some way they used to talk, ya know? Like 

‘talkin’ Indian.’ But I learned about what the language was. It wasn’t just talkin’ Indian, 

it was teachin’ how to be, how to think Indian, how to feel Indian. It was explainin’ about 

everything around us, and tellin’ about the land, and the animals, and the things growin’ 

on the mountain, and how the mountains became mountains, and how us Indians live with 

everything and how we are a part of it. We belong to this place, and this place needs us 

just like it needs all the plants and animals, and every rock and every grain of sand. 

Did ya ever hear about Gregory Cajete? Well, I met him once. He was tellin’ 

everyone about the knowledge, the traditional knowledge and that that’s our scientific 

theory. Cajete was sayin’ the Elders are like our philosophers, and scientists, and like 

social scientists, and the narratives are our people’s theory generated from observation 

and living experiences goin’ back hundreds and thousands of years. But we have an oral 

tradition; instead of writin’ it all down in books, especially not in English, we tell about 

our observations, and thoughts, and theory. We use narratives that have passed across 
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the generations, and while recording the language to document it, we also recorded some 

of those narratives for more Indian people to hear.  

OK, well when I got it, [a master’s degree] I thought, ‘Good! I’m good to go. Now 

I’m gonna save our narratives and save our language and change the world’ (laughing). 

But, no, that [same professor] tells us [small cohort of Indigenous students] we can’t stop 

now. If more Indians had Ph.Ds., we would have some influence, but that Ph.D. is like a 

key to another door that we have to open and have access to. It empowers tribes and 

Indian people, and our tribes are counting on us.  

I couldn’t believe that my people were countin’ on me… they didn’t know what 

they were getting’ into if they were countin’ on me (laughing). Really. I thought about it. I 

didn’t know any [tribal affiliation omitted] with a Ph.D., (laughing) I didn’t even know 

how to spell it! Like an idiot, I did it; I applied to the program and didn’t even know what 

I was getting into. I didn’t know nothing.’ Not how to even fill out the cover letter. But, 

they let me in, anyway. I’d never do it again. Not ever. But, it’s over now.  

When you are writin’ about me, make sure you tell ‘em that non-traditional [non-

traditionally-aged] students can’t get jobs when they get out. They look at you like you 

are crazy, ‘What’s this crazy old guy think – that he can get a job at his age?’ Man, the 

young guys got outta there [the university] and they were flying everywhere for 

interviews, people taking them out to dinner and asking them to come teach for them. Not 

me… I’m just some old guy with gray hair. Yeah, an old guy with gray hair and over a 

hundred and fifty grand in student loans. I was lucky to get my old IT job back at the 

reservation school. They got us [Indigenous cohort] into that doctoral program and none 

of us learned anything except that we didn’t fit in. Never taught a class, never learned 
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how to write a syllabus, even. I saw other students who got T.A.s and graded, taught, 

researched and did the academic stuff for the professors, but the Indians, no. 

Did my motivation change? Hell yeah. It went from opening some magic door and 

bein’ able to change the world to just surviving [through the end of the program]. They 

made life hell, but I damn well wasn’t gonna let them kill me off and shove me out. It took 

a long time and it was pure hell, but I forced my way through; wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an 

answer and finally got their precious little piece of paper. Then, when I got back home, 

they [the tribe] didn’t wanna hire me. Acted like now that I had the paper, they couldn’t 

trust me – like I didn’t belong. So, had to start looking for other jobs. That’s when I found 

out that colleges and universities don’t just look at the paper when they are hirin’ you. 

They expect more; first, that you’re young. And, that you have teaching experience. And 

that you can write and have, like grants and articles. Funded grants and published 

articles, too. Most expensive piece of paper in the world. They teach you everything 

except how get a job.  

Yeah, I’d still like to work with language on my Nation; and I will someday, but 

now I am working on a team at [institutional name omitted] for this grant – nothing at all 

to do with language, though. I had to move to [city name omitted] just to get this job. 

Gotta do something; (laughing) money doesn’t grow on trees! 

Findings summary – motivation for commencing a doctoral program. 

As Figure 5-19 indicates, overwhelmingly, the goals/reasons for commencing a 

doctoral program that survey participants identified fall under the mental, social, and 

spiritual realms of well-being.  

The majority of survey participant responses, including fourteen (14) of the 
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twenty-seven (27), indicated some type of altruistic reason for commencing a doctoral 

program, and accordingly, these responses were recorded under mental, social, and 

spiritual realms of well-being. Twelve (l2) of the fourteen (14) respondents indicated that 

their original goal or reason for commencing their programs had to do with giving back 

to their families, communities, or tribes. The other two (2) respondents indicated that 

although their original goal or reason for commencing their doctoral studies had to do 

with their families, they eventually found that their motivations for completing those 

programs eventually evolved into a focus of “giving back” to their home or tribal 

communities as well. 

Four (4) of the survey participants indicated they only considered a doctoral 

program after they had been actively recruited or encouraged by their graduate programs 

or graduate faculty. Rather than falling under the spiritual realm of well-being, these 

responses were associated with social and mental realms of well-being. In addition, one 

of these four participants noted that his recruitment into the doctoral program was 

accompanied by scholarship funding, so in addition to the social and mental realms of 

well-being, that response was associated with the physical realm of well-being. 

Additionally, one (1) survey participant noted that her original goal or reason for 

commencing her doctoral studies was a reaction to a faculty member suggesting that she 

was not mentally or emotionally equipped to be “doctoral material.” She applied the next 

semester in order to prove the faculty member wrong. All five (5) of these survey 

participants indicated that their motivations for completing doctoral programs eventually 

evolved into a focus of “giving back” to their home or tribal communities. 

Eight (8) of the survey participants entered their doctoral programs with a specific 
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goal in mind that did not specifically reflect a desire to “give back” to their families or 

communities. All of these responses were associated with the mental, social, and spiritual 

realms of well-being. Interestingly, none of these participants experienced a change in 

their reasons or goals for commencing doctoral degrees over time. 

It is interesting to note that only three (3) of the survey participant responses 

appeared to be centered on the realm of physical well-being in that these respondents 

expressed an explicit focus on personal, materialistic motivations rather than communal, 

selfless interests for commencing doctoral programs. 

As Figure 5-20 reports, responses from the case study participants echoed the 

original motivations for commencing a doctoral degree program that were cited by the 

majority of survey participants. Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer identified having an interest 

in Indigenous language persistence and revitalization efforts prior to commencing their 

doctoral degree programs. All three of the case study participants also noted that they 

always had a desire to help their people.  

Both Herkimer and Nona were strongly encouraged by their graduate professors 

to continue on to advanced degree programs; however, it was Shonah’s elders who 

encouraged her to pursue a doctorate. None of the three (3) case study participants 

reported having considered pursuing a doctoral degree until they were encouraged to do 

so. Additionally, both Nona and Herkimer note that their motivations evolved over time 

to become more specifically aligned with their professional areas of research and interest.  

Discussion - Question 2 findings. 

Fourteen (17) of the thirty (30) participants responding to this question, including 

fourteen survey participants and all three (3) case study participants initiated advanced 
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degree programs based on motivational factors that reflect those previously identified and 

discussed in the literature focused on Indigenous college students, with many expressing 

the desire to give back to culture/community through work with language revitalization 

efforts. Guillory and Wolverton (2008) and Guillory (2009) emphasize that “giving back” 

was a prime motivator for Indigenous students in a wide variety of fields. Pavel in 

Shotten et al. (2013) notes that, in order to support or “give back” to their communities, 

Indigenous students “willingly make personal sacrifices on behalf of their families and 

communities” to finish degrees (p. 130). Students in studies conducted by Waterman and 

Lindley (2013) and Makomenaw (2014) reported that they believed that their 

communities would be the beneficiaries of their education.  

Eight (8) of the thirty (30) participants responding to Question 2, all survey 

participants, indicated that they were motivated to commence doctoral degrees by 

personal, rather than altruistic, goals. All but one (1) of these participants indicated that 

their goals motivating the commencement of doctoral degree programs were long-term, 

many of which were identified during their childhood years. The one (1) participant that 

identified her goal as having been set later in life explained that earning an advanced 

degree in educational leadership and becoming a principal were decisions that were 

primarily based in her personal finances as she prepared for retirement (physical well-

being).  

All eight (8) of these participants noted that they did not have to be encouraged to 

continue their academic trajectories, although most mentioned that they were glad to have 

encouragement offered by their friends and family members. Interestingly, Brayboy, et 

al. (2015) note that while Indigenous students whose motivations were more self-serving 
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tend to do better in higher education, Indigenous students who maintain a focus on their 

communities as the prime motivating factor in persevering through their programs are 

more often successful in completing their degrees than those who focus upon themselves.  

Six (6) of the thirty (30) participants responding to this question, including four 

(4) survey participants and both Nona and Herkimer, reported that even though they 

never considered pursuing doctoral degrees while in their undergraduate or graduate 

programs, they were recruited into their doctoral programs from within the Academy by 

their department, by department faculty, or through a department-sponsored institute). 

Additionally, one (1) survey participant reported that she had been advised by a member 

of her department’s faculty that she was not “doctoral material” and instead of allowing 

the comment to dissuade her from pursuing an advanced degree, it became her motivation 

to apply and commence her doctoral program.  

It seems interesting to note that in spite of the extremely low rate of Indigenous 

scholars who go on to pursue doctoral degrees in public institutions in the U.S., only 20% 

of the study participants had received encouragement from within their academic 

institutions to do. Several scholars have postulated that a lack of encouragement (and 

even institutional discouragement) manifest as institutional barriers encountered by 

Indigenous scholars. Mihesuah and Wilson (2004) contend that the Academy invites 

Indigenous scholars, “if only for show.” They claim that by inviting Indigenous 

intellectuals into the Academy, academia is responding to outside pressures demanding 

affirmative action initiatives or, at the very least, calling for the appearance of political 

correctness when it comes the representation of marginalized groups (p. 6). Smith (1999) 

suggests that the Academy serves to perpetuate the status quo of social and economic 
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power relationships by keeping the number of Indigenous scholars low because “in small 

numbers and at the margins, our [Indigenous people’s] threats can be easily and 

effectively dismissed and silenced” (p. 133).  

Even if the relatively small amount of institutional encouragement evidenced in 

participant responses to this study question is the result of innocent oversight rather than 

more conscious, systematic omissions, the ramifications of Indigenous scholars not 

receiving the support or encouragement from within the institution to advance their 

academic trajectories are tangible. 

Prior research has identified related institutional factors that negatively impact the 

academic trajectories of Indigenous graduate and doctoral students. These include the 

absence of Indigenous faculty with whom to connect or look to for guidance and 

mentoring, lacking critical connections with individuals in the institution who are willing 

and able to help students negotiate the system, experiencing ineffective advisement, and 

being discouraged from pursing advanced degrees by faculty or others in positions of 

power within institutions (Williamson, 1994; Patterson, Baldwin, & Olsen, 2009).  

Further, the lack of institutional encouragement is related to other institutional 

factors that negatively impact the academic trajectories of Indigenous students. Brayboy, 

et al. (2012) cite Woodford (2005), who notes that Indigenous students may be passed by 

for opportunities to teach or secure assistantships, which, in addition to impacting student 

finances, result in decreased opportunities to develop professional and career-related 

skills, networks, and experiences that might bolster persistence and completion and 

support their academic trajectories (p. 86). 
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Question 3 

What personal and academic factors/experiences (internal to and external to 

the Academy) supported/hindered the successful academic trajectories of the 

participating Indigenous scholars after commencing an advanced degree 

program within the Academy? Were there any common factors that influenced 

their academic trajectories? 

a. What factors, external to the Academy, did the participating 

Indigenous scholars identify as having supported/failed to 

support their successful completion of doctoral degree programs? 

b. What factors, internal to the Academy, did the participating 

Indigenous scholars identify as having supported/failed to 

support their successful completion of doctoral degree programs? 

In examining responses from survey and case study participants related to 

Question 3, I determined placement under the umbrella category of Mental Well-Being 

by the responses to survey questions directly addressing Question and by responses 

provided by participants to other questions in which they addressed this topic.  

After the data was organized I transferred the responses into figures allowing for 

quick examination and comparison by the reader. 
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Mental Well-Being 

Figure 5-21 presents the top common themes, identified by the twenty-seven (27) 

survey participants when discussing experiences that supported and challenged doctoral 

degree progress and completion, that are applicable to the Mental Well-Being category, 

while Figure 5-22 presents themes, addressed by the three (3) case study participants, 

when discussing their doctoral program experiences.  

Doctoral program factors supporting mental well-being. 

Supportive personal factors. 

As Figure 5-21 indicates, survey participants identified a number of factors that 

supported doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of mental well-

being. The top three personal factors were: 

1. Having a commitment to using their education to “give back” to their people, 

communities, or tribes 

2. Having the physical, emotional, financial, and/or spiritual support of 

immediate family members 

3. Sheer personal determination that bolstered the ability to persevere through 

hardship and setbacks. 
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As Figure 5-22 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

personal factors that supported their doctoral degree progress and completion.  

The top supportive personal factors identified by case study participants include: 

1. The desire to “give back” to their people, home communities, and/or tribes 

(Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 
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2. Feeling very supported by their family and elders (Nona, Shonah, 

Herkimer)  

3. Having a sense of spirituality and groundedness that supported their 

mental well-being (Nona, Herkimer) 

 

Supportive academic factors. 
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As Figure 5-21 indicates, survey participants identified several academic factors 

that supported doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of mental well-

being. The top three academic factors were: 

1. Having a supportive group of Indigenous colleagues on campus 

2. Having a supportive person in the department 

3. Having “a place to be Indigenous” on campus 

As Figure 5-22 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

academic factors that supported their doctoral degree progress and completion. The top 

academic factors identified by case study participants include: 

1. Finding connection within Indigenous networks/groups on campus (Nona, 

Shonah, Herkimer) 

2. Developing connections with supportive university employees/mentors 

(Nona, Shonah, Herkimer)  

Doctoral program factors challenging mental well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

As Figure 5-21 indicates, survey participants identified a number of personal 

factors that challenged doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of 

mental well- being. The top three personal factors were: 

1. Worries about personal responsibilities (including children, grandchildren, 

parents, extended family members, marriage or significant relationships, 

livestock and property “back home”) 

2. Financial concerns (just making ends meet, not having time to work and 

earn enough money to “keep afloat”) 
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3. Feelings of isolation and experiencing marginalization, microaggressions, 

racism 

As Figure 5-22 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

personal factors that challenged their doctoral degree progress and completion.  

The top personal factors identified by case study participants include: 

1. Feeling homesick and needing/wanting to go home (Nona, Shonah, 

Herkimer) 

2. Feeling that they/their skills are urgently needed back home and that they 

are losing precious time being away from home 9Nona, Shonah, 

Herkimer) 

3. Loss of loved ones (Nona, Shonah)  

Challenging academic factors. 

As Figure 5-21 indicates, survey participants identified several academic factors 

that challenged doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of mental well-

being. The top three academic factors were: 

1. Not being afforded equitable treatment/mentoring/opportunities within the 

department 

2. Feeling a lack of adequate academic skills to succeed 

3. Experiencing discrimination, racism, being “iced out” in department or on 

campus 

As Figure 5-22 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

academic factors that challenged their doctoral degree progress and completion. The top 

factors all three case study participants had in common include: 
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1. Experiencing and/or witnessing pervasive racism, discrimination, 

microaggressions and feeling traumatized by these factors   

2. Lack of support within program of study to the point of feeling that their 

preparation as scholars was neglected, while faculty and department 

personnel focused and supported non-Indigenous scholars with 

appointments, travel funds, academic opportunities   

3. Feeling marginalized within their departments   

Experiencing marginalization within their academic departments was a frequently 

occurring theme for many study participants. A survey participant noted that there 

seemed to be “an ‘A’ list” in her program, with students who came to the doctoral 

program with the ability to “schmooze with the faculty” being given all the recognition, 

support and perks, “while the outsiders” were relegated to subordinate status right from 

the beginning of their programs. In addition, several participants reported experiencing 

discrimination, racism, hostility, and “icing-out” by faculty and classmates when they 

spoke their minds and expressed challenging or divergent perspectives. One participant 

noted “feeling like one of Pavlov’s dogs, with the operant conditioning teaching” him 

“not to speak in class.” 

A number of participants noted that they began to experience self-doubt due to 

treatment at the department or program level, including faculty suggestions to drop out of 

the program or convert their credit hours and accept a less prestigious degree and faculty 

insinuations that they “didn’t have what it takes” to succeed in a doctoral level program. 

One participant reported that a faculty member said that the “department had made a 

mistake” in admitting him into the program.  
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Social Well-Being. 

Figure 5-23 presents the top common themes, identified by the twenty-seven (27) 

survey participants when discussing experiences that supported and challenged doctoral 

degree progress and completion, that are applicable to the Social Well-Being category, 

while Figure 5-24 presents themes, addressed by the three (3) case study participants, 

when discussing their doctoral program experiences.  
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Doctoral program factors supporting social well-being. 

Supportive personal factors. 

As Figure 5-23 indicates, survey participants identified a number of personal 

supporting factors falling under the realm of social well-being. The top three factors 

included: 

1. Developing a sense of community with other scholars, especially those 

that are also committed to helping their people communities, or tribes 

2. Having strong ties with and the support of family members 

3. Maintaining contact with and sharing relationships in their home 

communities. 

As one survey participant mentioned, “One of the most meaningful parts of my 

doctoral program was when I was awarded a small grant that allowed me to return home 

for the summer to work on our language revitalization efforts. We organized a camp 

gathering for the children, and many of our Elders participated. I will never forget the 

feeling I had that what we were doing was important work, and I knew how to support 

that work. I was taking everything I had learned and it was part of something bigger and 

more important and longer lasting than I could have imagined. It made me want to learn 

more so that I could share that with our village, too.” 

As Figure 5-24 indicates, case study participants identified personal supporting 

factors falling under the realm of social well-being that they had in common, including 

the following: 

1. Their connections with family and loved ones in their home communities, 

especially when they could return home to reconnect 
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2. Their ability to connect with non-Indigenous people (Nona and Herkimer) 

3. A keen interest in following and attending university sporting events 

(Nona and Herkimer) 
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Both Nona and Herkimer repeatedly commented that a social highlight of their 

years on campus involved attending high-profile, extremely enjoyable basketball, 

football, and softball games and sitting with other students in the student seating sections. 

As Herkimer noted, “I never missed one [and athletic event], not if I could help it. It 

didn’t matter if it was a playoff game with the men’s basketball team or a women’s 

gymnastics; I got to see world-class athletes competing right down the mall from our 

building. For me, it was the best part of college, and all those years in the doctoral 

program got [me] preferred seating in the student section – good deal, man!”  

Supportive academic factors. 

As Figure 5-23 indicates, survey participants identified a number of academic 

supporting factors falling under the realm of social well-being. The top three factors 

included: 

1. Being part of an Indigenous student group  

2. Having an “Indigenous” space 

3. Finding a support person in the major department 

Several survey participants discussed their association with Indigenous student 

groups/departments/offices on campus, with one participant capturing the perspectives of 

many, “I had begun to think I would never feel at home until I saw this guy one day. He 

was clearly an Indian, and we greeted one another and I asked him who he was. I had 

never been happier to meet anyone. We talked for an hour, maybe longer, and then he 

said he had to go, but maybe he’d see me at NASA. I asked him what that was – Native 

American Student Assembly. I never heard of it, but it turned out to be a group of Indian 

students with coordinators working for the U. It became my second home, a place to be 
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with people; it was a place where I belonged. …It was a life saver; in this big sea of 

whiteness, I got pulled up and saved from drowning.” 

As Figure 5-24 indicates, case study participants identified academic supporting 

factors falling under the realm of social well-being, including the following: 

1. Involvement in either a formal or informal Indigenous group on campus 

(Nona, Shonah, and Herkimer) 

2. Being affirmed as a scholar by people in their departments (Nona and 

Shonah) 

3. Belonging to a supportive network of Indigenous colleagues (Shonah and 

Herkimer) 

Doctoral program factors challenging social well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

As Figure 5-23 indicates, survey participants identified a number of personal 

factors that challenged doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of 

social well-being. The top three personal factors were: 

1. Experiencing constant time constraints and having limited to no time for 

socializing 

2. Financial constraints (not having the resources to socialize) 

3. Becoming reclusive, feeling isolated, becoming anti-social due to racism, 

prejudice, marginalization 

As Figure 5-24 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

personal factors that challenged their doctoral degree progress and completion.  

The top personal factors identified by case study participants include: 



 

 

262 

1. Feeling homesick and needing/wanting to go home (Nona, Shonah, 

Herkimer) 

2. General adult responsibilities such as parenting, maintaining a home/car, 

working, caring for others (Nona, Shonah) 

3. Not having enough money to socialize, go out, hang out (Nona, Shonah)  

Challenging academic factors.       

As Figure 5-23 indicates, survey participants identified several academic factors 

that challenged doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of social well-

being. The top three academic factors were: 

1. Feeling marginalized, excluded, or like an outsider in department or on 

campus due to overt, subliminal racism, discrimination, or hostility 

2. Inability to connect with peers because communication styles were 

different 

3. Experiencing high levels of stress and having other priorities than 

socializing  

As Figure 5-24 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

academic factors that challenged their doctoral degree progress and completion. The top 

factors include: 

1. Lack of professional scholarly mentoring by faculty in the department and 

being bypassed for departmental perks/support such as compensated 

graduate/teaching assistantships and opportunities to research, conference 

registration and travel expenses, etc. (Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 

2. Extreme fatigue and overwhelming stress (Nona, Shonah)  
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3. Lack of tolerance for diversity and loss of support for Indigenous 

gathering space (Herkimer)  

A number of participants focused on the impact that a lack of professional 

scholarly mentoring had on their sense of well-being. One participant reported “feeling 

like I didn’t get the memo” when it came to negotiating the system because “other 

students seemed to know exactly what to do, but I was always fumbling around, just 

trying to get a handle on what to do next.” Several other participants noted that they had, 

for most or all of their program, no one “looking out” for them as emergent scholars; and 

felt that “publishing, teaching, conference attendance, and even applying to positions 

after graduation were favors they [the professors] only did for their hand-picked 

protegés, leaving the rest of us in the dust.” 

Herkimer addressed the loss of an Indigenous gathering space on campus, “[One 

of the local tribes] gave us a house right next to the university and we loved it. We could 

cook in the kitchen, eat with people, and we got to know people from all over. It was a 

place to be Native… Then, without even asking us, the university bulldozed our Indian 

house and built a parking garage right there, where it used to be (gesturing). They still 

take what they want and don’t care about the people who were already there.  

 

Physical Well-Being. 

Figure 5-25 presents the top common themes, identified by the twenty-seven (27) 

survey participants when discussing experiences that supported and challenged doctoral 
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degree progress and completion, that are applicable to the Physical Well-Being category, 

while Figure 5-26 presents themes, addressed by the three (3) case study participants, 

when discussing their doctoral program experiences.  

 

Doctoral program factors supporting physical well-being. 

Supportive personal factors. 

As Figure 5-25 indicates, survey participants identified personal supporting 

factors falling under the realm of physical well-being. The top three factors included: 

1. Having good family relationships, which is mentioned as an important 

reason for taking care of themselves  
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2. Practicing traditional ways and living consciously 

3. Receiving financial support or scholarships from community, nation/tribe 
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As Figure 5-26 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

personal factors that supported their doctoral degree progress and completion. The top 

supportive personal factors identified by case study participants include:  

1. Eating nutritiously (Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 

2. Being physically active and getting exercise (Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 

3. Focusing on important relationships with family and friends (Nona, 

Herkimer) 

4. Incorporating traditional/spiritual practices in daily life  (Nona, Herkimer) 

Supportive academic factors. 

As Figure 5-25 indicates, survey participants identified a number of academic 

supporting factors falling under the realm of physical well-being. The top three factors 

included: 

1. Having a “place to be Indigenous” on campus 

2. Taking sports/fitness classes 

3. Feeling respected, supported in department 

Several of the study participants noted that developing a special connection with a 

university employee or faculty member or being treated “like a colleague” by professors 

was a positive factor influencing their academic performance. Additionally, a number of 

participants reported that “gaining the respect of” their non-Indigenous peers very much 

fostered a sense of well-being on campus. 

As Figure 5-26 indicates, case study participants also identified several academic 

supporting factors, including: 

1. Appreciating the beauty of the college campus 
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2. Having quiet spaces to work and reflect while on campus 

3. Watching intercollegiate games 

Nona described her appreciation of the beauty of her college campus, “I love the 

campus; it is so green and there are huge, beautiful trees that seem like they have been 

there forever. Whenever I was lonely or homesick, I could walk across the campus and 

soak it all in, and eventually I would end up somewhere out of the way, in a quiet place 

where I could be alone with my thoughts and feel like sitting under the great big blue sky, 

I was a little bit closer to home.” 

Doctoral program factors challenging physical well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

As Figure 5-25 indicates, survey participants identified a number of personal 

factors that challenged doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of 

physical well- being. The top three personal factors were: 

1. Time constraints resulting in eating fast food, not taking time to make 

nutritious meals at home, and stress 

2. Financial concerns (not being able to afford healthy/nutritious food, and 

routine preventative medical attention) 

3. Stress involving relationship problems with spouse, partner, children 

As Figure 5-26 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

personal factors that challenged their doctoral degree progress and completion. The top 

personal factors identified by case study participants include: 

1. Stress, isolation, and not having time to relax/sleep related to time 

constraints (Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 
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2. Financial concerns causing stress (Nona, Shonah) 

3. Missing hobbies/relaxation, comfort, free time associated with home 

(Shonah, Herkimer)  

Financial challenges abounded in the comments made by study participants. One 

participant reported, “Being in school placed such a [financial] strain on my family, 

especially my children. There were times that if wasn’t for school lunches and breakfasts, 

I wouldn’t have been able to feed them… Finally, I found out that the college had 

established a ‘food pantry.’ I guess I wasn’t the only one on campus who was 

experiencing what they called ‘food insecurity.’ I met a bunch of people there, and was 

surprised to find out how many people felt like me; guilty that instead of working and 

taking care of my kids, I was shelling out money that I didn’t even have to be in school.” 

Another participant offered a response that epitomized the many responses 

reporting time demands, conflicting responsibilities, and long hours, “I got so tired of 

never seeing the light of day, feeling like a mole scurrying to and from its den in the 

darkest hours.” 

Challenging academic factors. 

As Figure 5-25 indicates, survey participants identified several academic factors 

that challenged doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of physical 

well-being. The top three academic factors were: 

1. Overwhelming stress due to discrimination, racism, marginalization as 

well as classes, research and writing, all resulting in physical symptoms 
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2. Exhaustion, having no time to relax and “being on” all the time due to 

competing priorities such as classes, health, spiritual practices, ceremony, 

and family 

3. Hating the entire doctoral process, feeling miserable, feeling like a failure 

or never being good enough, always jumping through hoops and 

undergoing what feels like academic “hazing” 

As Figure 5-26 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

academic factors that challenged their doctoral degree progress and completion. The top 

factors include: 

1. Trying to keep up with overwhelming expectations and demands of the 

Academy (Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 

2. Feeling discriminated against and feeling worn down as a result of 

inequitable privilege and support offered to other, non-native students 

(Lack of support within program of study to the point of feeling that their 

preparation as scholars was neglected, while faculty and department 

personnel focused and supported non-Indigenous scholars with 

appointments, travel funds, academic opportunities (Nona, Shonah)  

3. Not receiving accommodation for documented disability (Herkimer) 

 

Spiritual Well-Being. 
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Figure 5-27 presents the top common themes, identified by the twenty-seven (27) 

survey participants when discussing experiences that supported and challenged doctoral 

degree progress and completion, that are applicable to the Spiritual Well-Being category, 
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while Figure 5-28 presents themes, addressed by the three (3) case study participants, 

when discussing their doctoral program experiences.  

Doctoral program factors supporting spiritual well-being. 

Supportive personal factors. 

As Figure 5-27 indicates, survey participants identified a number of personal 

supporting factors falling under the realm of spiritual well-being. The top three factors 

included: 

1. Having a sense of purpose, giving back to their communities, which 

involved nation building, feeling an obligation to a specific elder or family 

member, and anticipating practicing a specific profession or teaching 

language/culture on the Nation  

2. Family support and a sense of responsibility to their families, with a 

number of participants indicating that hey remain in school due to the 

support and encouragement of their families 

3. Strong cultural, tribal identity and/or sense of tribal connection, which was 

indicated through discussion of belief systems tied to particular 

norms/values and/or spiritual practice, cross generational connections 

within family/tribe, a sense of relatedness and belonging, and noting that 

achievement of their goals leads to balance, harmony, fulfillment, and 

self-actualization 

As Figure 5-28 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

personal factors that supported their doctoral degree progress and completion. The top 

supportive personal factors identified by case study participants include: 
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1. Sense of purpose within home culture (Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 

2. Sense of spirituality through connection to land, family, culture (Nona, 

Shonah, Herkimer) 

3. Strong cultural identity (Nona, Shonah) 
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Supportive academic factors. 

As Figure 5-27 indicates, survey participants identified a number of academic 

supporting factors. The top three factors included: 

1. Responding to institutional barriers within the academy by drawing on 

personal resiliency, vision, and tenacity 

2. Connecting with and drawing moral and/or collegial support from an 

Indigenous cohort, club, or group on campus, feeling a sense of 

community through the connections developing within those entities 

3. Having a “place to be Native,” such as a dedicated office, wing, building 

or similar gathering space on campus for Indigenous students, staff, and 

faculty to meet, socialize, and interact 

One of the survey participants discussed facing barriers within the academy early 

on in her program and how they affected her progress through the program,  

When I started my program, the department assigned mentors to all the 

new, incoming doctoral students. I thought that was a great thing, until I met 

mine. She was an older woman, probably in her sixties. At first, it wasn’t bad; she 

just filled in a program of study for me and pretty much signed off on the classes I 

had decided to take the first semester. There was no sense of connection, and I 

sure didn’t feel like we had a relationship; it was pretty much all business. 

 But, after a while, when I would end up in her office with questions to ask 

or needing something, she went from being a resource to this witchy, bitchy pain 

in the [explicative deleted] who seemed to always be trying to show me how smart 

she was and how dumb I was. It was like some kind of twisted game. First, she 
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would ask me what I was reading, and then she would proceed to interrogate me 

about my understanding (or more often, my lack of understanding) of the required 

readings. I always left her office feeling torn down and after a while, I just 

avoided her and her office.  

By the time my qualifying exam came around, she had already told me I 

should be “reconsidering” my decision to get a doctorate, even though a 

professor in another department had already helped me to get an article 

published! I made up my mind that I wasn’t going to let anyone tell me I wasn’t 

smart enough, or dedicated enough, or… or scholarly enough to do this. I was 

going to prove that woman wrong if it was the last thing I did. The worst part 

was, when I’d ask other students how they got along with her, other students that 

were minorities all would tell me about how abusive and ignorant she was to 

them. It was like she had it out for certain people, and that it was her mission in 

life to make sure they didn’t get through that doctoral program.  

I decided that she was not going to take me down, and if it was the last 

thing I ever did, I would finish that degree. It like, ignited this fury in me. 

As Figure 5-28 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

academic factors that supported their doctoral degree progress and completion. Some of 

the factors identified by case study participants include: 

1. Drawing inner strength to visualize degree completion allowing them to 

face the challenges within the academy (Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 

2. Finally feeling connection with and affirmation by classmates and 

colleagues in the department (Nona, Shonah) 
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3. Connecting with other Indigenous scholars and developing collegial 

relationships with them (Nona, Shonah) 

Doctoral program factors challenging spiritual well-being. 

Challenging personal factors. 

As Figure 5-27 indicates, survey participants identified a number of personal 

factors that challenged doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of 

spiritual well-being. The top three personal factors were: 

1. Worries about responsibilities (in regards to family members, 

relationships, primary households, livestock, pets) 

2. Experiencing self-doubt (having the financial ability or personal 

commitment to finish program) and wondering it was “worth it” 

3. Feelings of disconnection from family, community, elders and feeling that 

their time away from home was too long 

Although not in the most frequently reported factors, several participants revealed 

that they dealt with issues around aging while enrolled in doctoral programs, describing 

“a midlife crisis during which I questioned my purpose in life,” feeling confused, lost, 

distracted, and forgetful, and experiencing aches, pains, and afflictions associated with 

the aging process. One participant noted, “When it came to my comprehensive final, I was 

absolutely terrified that I would either be unable to remember anything I had learned 

over the past five years of coursework, or that I would sneeze and leave a puddle of urine 

forever seared into my committee members’ memories.”  
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As Figure 5-28 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

personal factors that challenged their doctoral degree progress and completion. The top 

personal factors identified by case study participants include: 

1. Pressure from conflicting responsibilities (Nona, Shonah,) 

2. Having limited financial resources (Nona, Shonah) 

3. Having self-doubt concerning academic skills (Herkimer)  

Challenging academic factors. 

As Figure 5-27 indicates, survey participants identified several academic factors 

that challenged doctoral degree progress and completion within the realm of spiritual 

well-being. The top three academic factors were: 

1. Not feeling affirmed, embraced in the department  

2. Feeling of overwhelming stress due to discrimination, racism, 

marginalization and always having to choose between academic 

obligations and personal responsibilities 

3. Feelings of self-doubt due to differential treatment by department faculty 

(suggesting dropping out, accepting a lesser degree, insinuating that the 

participant does not “have what it takes” to be a scholar in the field 

As Figure 5-28 indicates, case study participants also identified a number of 

academic factors that challenged their doctoral degree progress and completion. The top 

factors include: 

1. Not feeling affirmed, feeling undermined/estranged by bigotry, racism, 

and discrimination in department or on campus (Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 

2. Feeling like an outsider, marginalized (Nona, Shonah, Herkimer) 
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3. Having to fight to get the education needed, having no or limited academic 

mentorship (Shonah, Herkimer) 

Discussion - Question 3 findings. 

Question 3 was designed to gather information that might provide insight into 

common personal and academic factors that the survey and case study participants shared  

during their doctoral degree programs that could potentially have impacted their ultimate 

academic trajectories. The responses were categorized by four realms of well-being. 

The findings for Question 3 have overwhelmingly affirmed previously reported 

personal and academic factors that might support and challenge the academic trajectories 

of Indigenous scholars pursuing doctoral degrees. These factors are summarized in the 

following sections. In addition, a few findings for Question 3 have not been previously 

reported in the literature. These factors are designated as such. 

Supportive factors.  

Personal.  

The project participants did share several common supportive personal factors 

that they viewed as possibly having impacted their progress through their doctoral 

programs. These include: 

• Being motivated by the desire to “give back” to their people, communities, 

or tribes 

• Having the physical, emotional, financial, and/or spiritual support of 

immediate family members 

• Maintaining contact with/sharing relationships in home communities 
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• Drawing on a sense of spirituality, connection, identity grounded in 

heritage culture 

• Receiving support/scholarships from home community/nation/tribe 

• Eating nutritious food, staying active, living consciously, embracing 

traditional practices (Not previously reported in the literature) 

Academic   

The project participants also shared a number of common supportive academic 

factors that they viewed as possibly having impacted their progress through their doctoral 

programs. These include: 

• Finding connection within Indigenous networks/groups/organizations on 

campus 

• Having a place to be Indigenous on campus 

• Developing connections/relationships with supportive university 

employees/mentors 

• Developing a sense of community with other scholars, especially 

Indigenous scholars (Not previously reported in the literature) 

• Following and attending university sporting events (Not previously 

reported in the literature) 

Challenging factors. 

Personal. 

The project participants shared some common challenging personal factors that 

they viewed as possibly having impacted their progress through their doctoral programs. 

These include: 
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• Personal, adult responsibilities (children, grandchildren, parents, extended 

family members, marriage/relationships, primary residence, livestock, 

property, pets) 

• Financial concerns compounded by extra expenses related to school, 

multiple households, not being able to work as much to generate needed 

income while in school 

• Time constraints impacting conflicting responsibilities 

• Experiencing stress due to tremendous responsibilities 

• Experiencing bouts of self-doubt, questioning abilities 

• Experiencing feelings of isolation, disconnection from home, 

homesickness related to not being able to return home frequently 

• Feeling like important work on language, culture, and other urgent matters 

is being prevented/disrupted by their school attendance (Not previously 

reported in the literature) 

Academic.  

The project participants also shared some common challenging academic factors 

that they viewed as possibly having impacted their progress through their doctoral 

programs. These include: 

• Experiencing inequitable treatment/mentoring/opportunities or a general 

lack of support/guidance within their academic departments 

• Witnessing or experiencing intolerance, discrimination, racism, 

microaggressions, marginalization and feeling traumatized by these factors 



 

 

280 

• Dealing with high levels of stress and fatigue due to multiple, divergent 

responsibilities/commitments 

• Experiencing cultural dissonance 

• Resentment toward the doctoral process, sense of unending “academic 

hazing” and ongoing demands/expectations (Not previously reported in 

the literature) 

The findings for Question 3 are nearly identical to those reported from the 

undergraduate and graduate experiences described in Question 1. Almost all of the 

bulleted findings from Question 3 affirm the observations of several previous researchers, 

who have identified a number of similar personal and institutional factors that challenge 

Indigenous student persistence in higher education. These findings have been previously 

discussed in this chapter under the Question 1 Findings discussion. 

The Question 3 findings did reveal a few factors that have not been previously 

reported in the literature. These include:  

Supportive factors. 

Personal. 

• Eating nutritious food, staying active, living consciously, embracing 

traditional practices (Not previously reported in the literature) 

A number of participants noted that their sense of well-being was positively 

impacted throughout their doctoral programs by conscious attempts at living a healthier 

lifestyle. Nona noted, “My mom raised us kids to live in balance. Harmony and balance 

are a part of my life, and I made a real effort to greet the sun with a prayer each day, eat 

healthy foods, walk or run, and to feel and express my appreciation and gratitude every 
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day. This helped balance all the negativity and stress and conflict and yuck I was dealing 

with. It’s easier, now, because it’s almost over and every morning when the sun comes 

up, I am one day closer… I feel stronger now.” 

Academic. 

• Developing a sense of community with other scholars, especially 

Indigenous scholars (Not previously reported in the literature) 

• Following and attending university sporting events (Not previously 

reported in the literature) 

Several project participants revealed that their doctoral experiences resulted in an 

unanticipated and extremely valuable benefit; they have been welcomed as members of a 

growing number of Indigenous scholars who are committed to advancing the causes of 

Indigenous people around the globe. As Shonah reports,  

“In some ways, this has been an amazing experience. Yeah, it was hard and long, 

and it has taken an extreme toll on me, and I have lost a lot along the way. But then I 

think about what it has done, what it has given me, and what I have become. A few 

months ago, I was asked to be on a panel with GIANTS in the field. These are my heroes - 

superstars - they’re huge. They’re intellectuals who have made legendary contributions… 

I couldn’t imagine why they would even think of including me on a panel. Each one of 

these scholars welcomed and embraced me as a colleague, an equal. I can remember 

reading their names in citations, my first encounters with articles and books they had 

written. They were just names. I respected their ideas and appreciated their perspectives, 

but they were just names on a page. Now, they are friends, colleagues, and allies, and 

when I read their names, I see their faces and hear their voices.” 
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A few participants noted that their sense of well-being was bolstered during their 

doctoral programs by identifying as students from a particular university (“a Longhorn” 

or “a Sooner”) and becoming fans of their university’s sports teams. Herkimer discussed 

his passion for the teams, “I had tickets for all the home games and even went to some of 

the big away games. Every year, we’d get closer to the ‘sweet sixteen,’ and if we got to 

the ‘final four,’ I was ready to buy tickets to those games wherever they were. There’s 

nothin’ like sitting in the [student section] with everyone; all the kids are crazy, they paint 

their faces, they wear the colors, and it is just a big exciting party. It doesn’t matter if its 

basketball, football, softball, volleyball, women, men… it’s being a part of something 

special and once we’re outta’ there, we’re never able to sit in those special seats again 

or be a part of that supercharged group of students… that’s me, a [sports team nickname] 

for life!” 

Challenging factors. 

Personal. 

• Feeling like important work on language, culture, and other urgent matters 

is being prevented/disrupted by their school attendance (Not previously 

reported in the literature) 

In describing factors that challenged her sense of well-being during her doctoral 

studies, one participant lamented, “I feel like so much of my time has been spent AWAY 

from home, from our elders, from learning our language, and about our history and 

culture. It’s really pretty ironic; we all go away from home to learn what it is to be 

Native. We invest all this time and money to learn, when we could have learned right 

there at home working with the Elders. But, while we were away, we lost Elders, so we 
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lost the only opportunity we had to learn from their experiences and to share the unique 

knowledge that was theirs to share. I have spent so much time feeling guilty that I went to 

school and lost those opportunities that are now gone forever. It makes it that much more 

important that I wrap this [program] up and get back home… I’ve learned that every 

single day is precious, and we can’t squander the few that we have with our Elders. 

There is so much important work to be done; kids are growing up without the language, 

without knowing who we are. We need activists and teachers and agents of change back 

there, not running around university campuses chasing degrees.” 

Academic. 

• Resentment toward the doctoral process, sense of unending “academic 

hazing” and ongoing demands/expectations (Not previously reported in 

the literature) 

One of the survey participants commented, “It [the doctoral program] was nearly 

ten years of jumping through hoops, and I hated it… I resented the people who created 

that hellacious experience. I remember one September afternoon, I was sitting near the 

student union watching an entourage of fraternity pledges being publicly humiliated by 

this group of arrogant [explicative deleted]. The smirking frat boys barked out commands 

and these simpering little wanna-be pledges continued to pander to every ridiculous 

demand, bending over backwards trying to fit in and demonstrate that they belong. Then, 

all of a sudden, I got it. That was our doctoral program – the professors are the 

gatekeepers who only let the ones they want into the ‘fraternity,’ and we’re the groveling 

pledges who are jumping through every hoop - all of us rolling over, playing dead, sitting 

up and begging – doing exactly what they say, hoping that we’ll be good enough, smart 
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enough, whatever to be admitted into the frat house. We are willing participants in 

hazing just like the phi-beta-who-haw pledges… just because we aren’t parading across 

campus wearing ridiculous little outfit doesn’t make it any different… it’s hazing, all the 

same. Academic hazing.” 

  

Question 4 

What suggestions would Indigenous scholars offer to academic institutions to 

bolster support of Indigenous scholars and increase the number of Indigenous 

doctoral students that complete doctoral degrees? 

Unlike the responses to Questions 1-3, each of which were gleaned from multiple 

questions on the survey and in the case study interviews, responses to Question 4 were 

derived from a single survey/interview question posed to all study participants, including 

the survey, case study, and sharing circle participants. 

The responses provided by the participants tended to be straightforward, with 

those answered by participants who self-administered the survey being fairly brief and 

providing relatively small amounts of data, and those answered by participants who were 

surveyed or interviewed in person being substantially more robust.  

The responses to Question 4 were transcribed and grouped into one of nine (9) 

thematic categories emerging from the data. They were then identified by the realms of 

well-being each participant viewed his/her response as representing.  
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Throughout this study, the project participants have trusted me to accurately 

present their responses and perspectives. As a researcher collaborating with Indigenous 

colleagues, I have  honored their contributions to this study by doing so. I recognize that 

their words speak for themselves and that the study participants do not need me to clarify 

or rephrase their comments. Their responses express the perspectives and opinions of 

intellectuals who are recognized scholars and professionals within their fields and who 

are quite capable of sharing their individual perspectives.  

In honoring the contributions of study participants and the spirit of participatory 

research, I have included the responses they provided to Question 4, in their entirety, in 

Appendix F of this study, while utilizing only a few of the participant quotes to highlight 

the findings of Question 4 in this section. Doing so will allow the reader to develop a 

better understanding of the divergent observations, opinions, and suggestions offered to 

the Academy by the study participants. 

Figure 5-29 provides a visual representation of the divergent perspectives offered 

by study participants in response to Question 4. 
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Group A 

Suggestions and observations focused on re-structuring the Academy. 

Restructure the Academy and place the focus on students, realign degree 

requirements to future application/use by graduates, and re-orient faculty to be equitably 

responsive to all students 

Responses placed in Group A included suggestions or observations that were 

critical of existing structures within the Academy. Six (6) survey participants, one (1) 

case study participant, Herkimer, and two (2) sharing circle participants, Mac and 

Edward, provided observations and suggestions that fell under this category.   

Many of the responses in this category were highly critical of the existing 

structures within the Academy that serve as barriers to academic achievement by 

marginalizing and/or excluding students. One survey participant described a fundamental 

flaw he saw in doctoral programs serving Indigenous students,  

“I think far too many programs in the institution make assumptions about how 

doctoral recipients will utilize the skills and knowledge they have gained in doctoral 

programs. For example, the program with which I am familiar assumes that its graduates 

will be engaged in researching and publishing for the duration of their professional lives. 

However, the majority of Indigenous scholars I know do not have the slightest interest in 

padding their CVs, especially through writing. So, this dissonance represents a lack of 

alignment between the assumptions of the programs and the practical applications of the 

degrees their conferees will be pursuing. Know your audience. Address your efforts to 

your audience. The structures must be parallel, or they will not achieve the desired 

balance. Frame your work around what is needed, rather than what is expected.”  
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The response echoes the literature, especially around the discourse of factors 

motivating Indigenous students to pursue advanced degrees. Reyhner and Eder (2004) 

attribute persistence in degree completion to putting community before the individual (p. 

74). Pavel, in Shotton et al. (2013), emphasizes that family and giving back to the home 

community are the most important motivating factors in the completion of their degree 

programs by Indigenous students (p.130). In fact, a number of studies have concluded 

that “giving back” to Indigenous communities is an important factor in student 

persistence (Garrod & Larimore, 1997; Garvey, 1999; Brayboy, 1999; Garcia, 2000; 

Guillory, 2002, 2008; Waterman, 2004).   

Herkimer described on of the saddest experiences he endured during his doctoral 

program, 

“The university got rid of the one place [Indigenous] students loved. [One of the 

local tribes] gave us a house right next to the university and we loved it. We could cook in 

the kitchen, eat with people, and we got to know people from all over. It was a place to be 

Native. No one cared that we didn’t talk right, or hold our fork right, or dress right, or 

think right, because they didn’t either (chuckles). We laughed, talked, we learned, and we 

became friends – allies really, some even became family. We needed each other ‘cuz we 

had no one else (chuckles). Then, without even asking us, the university bulldozed our 

Indian house and built a parking garage right there, where it used to be (gesturing). They 

still take what they want and don’t care about the people who were already there. It was 

hard after that, and it was never the same. The university bulldozed the heart of a 

welcoming, vibrant community and scattered us to the wind.”  
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For decades, researchers have encouraged the Academy to be much more 

responsive to Indigenous students by combating feelings of isolation. One is by creating a 

“surrogate community” on campus (Williamson, 1994; Shotton et al., 2007; Pavel, 2012). 

Studies suggest that students who engage in both established and spontaneous Indigenous 

groups on campus are more likely to persist in their studies (Neuerburg, 2000; Pavel, 

2012; Shotten et al., 2013). In addition to creating a network within which Indigenous 

students are socially and culturally comfortable, Waterman (2007) notes that they also 

benefit from having a safe space in which they may interact with other students who are 

Indigenous (p. 127). Sadly, for this participant, the safe place for Indigenous socializing 

and network was not safe from reprioritization by the institution. 

Group B 

Suggestions and observations focused on equity issues. 

Restructure attitudes and place the focus on ensuring equitable and fair student 

treatment through faculty accountability 

Responses placed in Group B included suggestions or observations that were 

critical of equity issues within the Academy. Five (5) survey participants and two (2) 

sharing circle participants, Dana and Shannon, provided suggestions that fell under this 

category.  

As with Group A responses, many of the responses in this category were highly 

critical of the existing practices within the Academy that emerge as barriers to academic 

achievement by creating inequities in the support students receive.   

Echoing Woodford’s (2005) finding that a barrier to Indigenous student success 

within the Academy occurs with inequitable treatment or opportunity, some of this 
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study’s participants report ongoing inequity in the support they received from faculty 

within their department. The need to hold faculty accountable for equitable treatment was 

a theme emerging from this group of responses, although one recent graduate had this to 

say, “Hire more Native faculty. I’m looking for a job!” 

Shannon, a sharing circle participant, was particularly clear on the issue of 

accountability, 

“They should get rid of faculty who think that students are there to serve them 

and replace them with faculty who realize that they are there to serve the students. They 

need to hold individual faculty members accountable. Each faculty member should be 

responsible for making sure their assigned mentees graduate. Then it would be apparent 

which faculty are effectively supporting individual students, and those who aren’t could 

be replaced, then they’d have a reason to be invested in the success of their students.”  

Dana, another sharing circle participant, returned to the topic of equitable 

treatment of students by faculty, 

“The only reason they “retained” me was because I decided that I was not going 

to let them beat me. That’s a pretty lame way to retain a student. I wish they would’ve 

offered me classes to teach so that I didn’t have to keep payin’ tuition, I wish they 

would’ve taught me how to write an application letter so that now that I have graduated, 

I could get a job, I wish they would’ve helped me to get started publishing papers so that 

now that I have all this data, I could share it with the world… you know, I wish they 

would’ve treated me like their golden children, their protégés, the ones who left knowing 

the “secret handshake”[gesturing] that could open doors and land jobs (the handshake 

that they never taught me). Ya know, the ones who now have jobs and no student loans, 
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the ones who now are able to share their data with the world. Maybe this is how they 

silence the ones like me that do make it through.” 

Group C 

Suggestions and observations focused on interventions and support. 

Follow longstanding suggestions identified in the literature that bolster 

Indigenous student retention and success 

Responses placed in Group C included suggestions or observations that focused 

on interventions and support for Indigenous students. Four (4) survey participants and 

one (1) sharing circle participant, Curly, provided suggestions that fell under this 

category.  

Participant responses reflected some amount of familiarity with criticisms of 

academic barriers to Indigenous student degree attainment within the literature. One 

survey participant referred to the recommendations that have accompanied the 

identification of institutional barriers in the existing literature as, “the common sense, 

common knowledge suggestions of how to better support Indigenous student degree 

attainment.” 

Curly, a sharing circle participant said, “The answer is in the literature, and it’s 

been in the literature for decades. Indigenous role models. Indigenous faculty. Recognize 

the importance of family and community in our lives. Affirmation that our ways of being, 

knowing, feeling, interacting, communicating, and thinking are welcomed without 

judgment.”  

Another survey participant cut right to the chase, 
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“More scholarships, more success workshops, more (and better quality) 

advisement. More Native people working at the university, more commitment to Native 

students. Explicit direction, too. I could live without the department parties and socials 

and whatever, but I couldn’t survive without support.”    

Examples of institutional factors negatively impacting graduate and doctoral 

students are well established in the literature. Williamson (1994) notes that these factors 

include not having Indigenous faculty to look to as role models or for guidance (pp. 22-

23). Patterson, Baldwin, and Olsen (2009) report additional factors impacting Indigenous 

student success include insufficient mentoring, a lack of effective advising, lacking a “go-

to” person in the institution who is there to help students negotiate the system, and having 

faculty or others in positions of power within institutions discourage students from 

pursing advanced degrees (pp. 315-316). Woodford (2005) has observed that graduate 

students may be passed by for opportunities to teach or secure assistantships within their 

departments, and this not only impacts their professional development, but also sends a 

message that clearly, this participant has picked up on.  

Group D 

Suggestions and observations focused on institutionalized discrimination. 

Abolish institutionalized intolerance – eliminate stereotypes, prejudice, racism, 

harassment and discrimination through zero tolerance initiatives and intensive education 

for all members of the university community 

Responses placed in Group D included suggestions or observations that focused 

on institutionalized discrimination within the Academy. Three (3) survey participants and 

one (1) case study participant, Shonah, provided suggestions that fell under this category. 
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Participant responses echoed reports of racism, micro-aggressions, stereotyping, 

and cultural insensitivity to Indigenous student success reported in similar inquiries 

reported in the literature (Beu, 1998; Henning, 1998; McCaffery, 2012). 

One survey participant eloquently responded to the question by pointing out that 

Indigenous students did not go to the Academy to experience marginalization, 

“I think the program does okay when it comes to getting Indigenous students [into 

the program], but something happens once they get here. It feels like a middle school 

dance, with all the Indigenous students hugging the wall and never making it to the dance 

floor. We came to the dance, we wanted to dance, but no one asked us to dance. You 

missed seeing that we were different in ways that your eyes couldn’t detect and your 

heart wouldn’t appreciate. You missed seeing that we were being respectful and waiting 

to be invited. Instead, you punished us with your indifference and misguided 

expectations, telling yourself that it was our fault that we were left standing against the 

wall - telling yourself, “They got what they deserved.” We didn’t get what we deserved. 

We paid our tuition, and we deserved to have the same treatment, the same opportunities, 

the same amount of respect, the same benefits of your time and attention as any other 

doctoral students. Instead, we received access to your classes while other students 

received access to your classes, your mentorship, your influence, and your networks.”  

This isn’t the first reference made to preferential treatment and inequitable 

privileging made by participants in this study (or this section of the report, for that 

matter), and it won’t be the last. It was clearly on the minds of the participating scholars. 

Windchief and Joseph (2015) concluded that faculty mentorship, especially by 

Indigenous faculty, make a difference in retaining Indigenous students, but participant 
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comments indicate that there is possibly something much deeper in the mentoring 

process. Years ago, Fixico (1995) discussed the dissonance some Indigenous students 

experience in the Academy. In his discussion, Fixico emphasizes that students may 

embody values, perceptions, perspectives, and worldviews that may not only be shared 

by others in the Academy, but may also result be viewed as foreign (p. 109). Gilmore, 

Smith, and Kairaiuak (1997) note that having divergent worldviews and epistemologies 

appears to impact some students negatively in the Academy. 

Group E 

Suggestions and observations focused on recruitment. 

Universities should focus their efforts on recruiting those Indigenous students 

who will be successful, allowing them to meet quotas and maintain the appearance of 

supporting diversity within the Academy 

Responses placed in Group E included suggestions or observations that focused 

on recruitment and retention of Indigenous students. Three (3) survey participants 

provided suggestions that fell under this category.  

A number of the responses in this category focused on suggestions previously 

identified in the literature (Reyhner & Dodd, 1997; Beu,1998; Goenner & Snaith, 2003)   

One survey participant offered a detailed, thoughtful response to this question, 

“Recruitment – more bridge programs targeting NA students while they are still 

in high school, helping them to become comfortable on campus, giving them a head start 

through dual enrollment. Bridging them from high school or tribal colleges into the 

university step by step. Bridge them from undergraduate to graduate programs. You gotta 

guide them! They probably don’t know anything about graduate school. Then, guide them 
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from their graduate programs into doctoral programs, providing lots of information and 

advisement. When they are in their programs, VALUE them, treat them like your own 

sons and daughters, look out for them, and help them to maintain their identity and 

dignity as they grow into the human beings they are supposed to be. Retention – Help 

them to develop the skills they will need to navigate the system. Use techniques that 

inform and guide new doctoral students. Do NOT take it for granted that they know the 

ins and outs of doctoral degree programs. Pair them with mentor students and tolerant, 

affirming, and supportive mentor faculty. Promote Success – Guide them, be patient with 

them, remain conscious that they are different, and that difference is what will make them 

exceptional scholars, or whatever they are studying to be. Support them, offer them 

opportunities that position them for success AFTER graduation, while keeping in mind 

that THEIR definition of success is what you should be supporting.”   

Reyhner and Dodd (1997) and Beu (1998) discuss the importance of long-term 

commitments by institutions of higher education to the success of students they recruit. 

They assert that systematic and aggressive supports should be in place to ensure that 

students are not slipping through the cracks owing to institutional neglect. It is neither 

fair nor acceptable for institutions to place the burden of success on the shoulders of 

students with disregard for the services they offer. As Goenner and Snaith (2003) point 

out,  “An output of higher education, such as completions, is influenced not only by the 

quality and quantity of inputs (students), but also through the method (institutions) of 

production” (p. 410).  

Group F 

Suggestions and observations focused on targeted goals. 
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Set a goal, commit to attaining and sustaining the goal, and accept accountability 

for achieving the goal 

Responses placed in Group F included suggestions or observations that focused 

on targeted goals. Two (2) survey participants and one (1) case study participant, Nona, 

provided suggestions that fell under this category.  

One survey participant offered a very specific suggestion to the Academy, 

They should do what they did in New Zealand – that tiny little country produced 

500 Maori scholars in five years. How? They JUST DID IT. The U.S. is lucky to get that 

many Native scholars in five years… and America’s population is almost 70 times 

bigger! Instead of playing games with the Maori students, their universities guided and 

supported their growth as researchers and intellectuals. They were respected and 

honored. My advice… take a lesson from New Zealand  

It would be hard to imagine that anyone familiar with the field of Indigenous 

studies or Indigenous education has not considered the same idea as the one embedded in 

this observation shared by a project participant, especially in light of what has emerged in 

the literature and has been underscored by the project participants in this study. As we 

wring our hands and consider what on earth the Academy can possibly do to help recruit 

and retain Indigenous scholars (without, of course, changing anything at all or making 

anyone uncomfortable) the answer is already out there. The goal of supporting the 

development of five hundred (500) Māori PhDs, officially proposed by New Zealand 

scholar Graham Smith in 2002) was grounded in aspiration. Its success is credited with 

the initiative being grounded in “right relationships,” a fundamental cultural 

understanding. According to Villegas (2010). Māori “culture and cosmogony serve as 
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foundation for inquiry and allows for an alternate conception of scholarship that is not 

based in academic disciplines or tertiary education institutions (pp. 4-5). The Māori 

doctoral development initiative was not a fluke or some type of half-baked idea. It was 

generations in the making; conceived of first by Māori people in Māori communities and 

involves a long history of Māori education and community development. The initiative 

has gone on to inspire similar efforts to develop Indigenous doctorates in First Nations 

communities in Canada, Native Hawaiian communities, and Alaska Native communities 

(Villegas, 2010, p 3). 

I have introduced this information because the next two observations offered by 

study participants in the next group, speak to the question; “It can be done, so why aren’t 

U.S. institutions interested in creating curriculum and programs that are grounded in 

Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and axiologies?”  

Group G 

Observations focused on institutions of higher education. 

Institutions of Higher Education have no intention of changing, if they wanted to 

support diverse populations and divergent ideas, they already would 

Responses placed in Group G included observations that focused on institutions 

of higher education being unwilling to change to accommodate Indigenous scholars. Two 

(2) survey participants provided observations that fell under this category, however, 

neither provided suggestions for the Academy. 

“I don’t think that the department, the university, or the Academy wants to 

change. They are doing exactly what they were designed to do. They replicate the status 

quo. Indians are not part of the status quo. In the status quo, Indians are marginalized. 
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The department, the university, and the Academy are already doing a great job with 

that.”  

Interestingly, this is not a lone observation. A second study participant echoed this 

sentiment, 

“Seriously? There is so much ignorance, hegemony, and discrimination in the 

U.S., and it is alive and well in the Academy. From the moment the Constitution was 

framed, “We the People” didn’t mean Diné, Wampanoag, Lakota, or Kanienkehaka. We 

the People” were white men who owned land. Public universities are set up to serve “the 

people,” and regular folks are naïve enough to think that means them. In truth, just like 

every government institution spawned from the Constitution, universities are set up to 

serve the wealthy and entitled, and to replicate society as it is, and as it was when the 

Constitution was framed. How do we stand a chance when the most highly educated 

continue to be the perpetrators of injustice and exclusion?”  

Both participants have eloquently stated the painful conclusions they have drawn, 

not only from the literature, but also from their own lived experiences. 

Group H 

Suggestions and observations focused on rethinking “success.” 

It might be time to explore what constitutes “success” for doctoral students 

Only one response fell under the topic of Group H, which was a suggestion that 

focused on examining the purposes of obtaining a doctoral degree and determining if the 

requirements currently followed fit the intended applications of the degree by recipients. 

The suggestion hints at the concept of reciprocity between the Academy and tribal 
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communities and nations central to the theme of Nation building, as described by 

Brayboy, Castagno, and Solymon (pp. 576-578, 2014). 

“I think that many students are supported to achieve their goals. The thing is, 

their goals don’t always involve having the piece of paper to hang on a wall or earning 

the letters to place behind their names. Sometimes, people get the skills they need (or that 

their tribes need) and that is all that matters. Degrees are western constructs that have 

value in western societies. The value ascribed in and by the Academy may not have value 

in a Native culture, even if the skills associated with a degree do have value within that 

culture.”  

As Brayboy, Castagno, and Solymon (2014) assert, the shift resulting from 

reenvisioning the relationship between the Academy and tribal communities and nations 

would result in institutions of higher education benefitting every student and community 

because university programs, their students, and their faculty, which “embody respect, 

engage relationally, and practice reciprocity, would necessarily produce a very different 

kind of knowledge, research, and product” (p. 578). In essence, the institutions would be 

“building the capacity” of their Indigenous graduates to “build the capacity” of their 

respective nations to strengthen the Nations and their people to attain and maintain 

sustainability (Blain 2010; Native Nations Institute 2012). 

Group I 

Observations focused on satisfaction with the Academy’s efforts. 

Universities are perceived as doing well, so there are no suggestions for improvement 

Only one response fell under the topic of Group I, which was an observation that 

focused on satisfaction with the Academy’s current efforts.  
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“I guess I just don’t understand why they don’t have more NA people graduating. 

I heard that they don’t have many, less than a dozen or so graduating from my university 

each year. I was one. It was hard and I worked long hours, but it was doable. I got help 

when I asked for it, and everyone treated me respectfully. I don’t feel like they had any 

lower expectations or higher expectations of me than they did everyone else, even though 

I was the only NA person in my program. I was happy with my program, and I am 

satisfied with my education. It has allowed me to achieve my goals.  

Although the focus of many studies, including this, has been on the number of 

Indigenous people who are not completing doctoral degrees, there are those that do, and it 

is important to honor this participant’s experiences by noting that a number of researchers 

have found important factors that are shared by a number of those Indigenous scholars 

graduating from doctoral programs. 

Brayboy et al. (2012, p. 27) and Brayboy, et al. (2014, pp. 577-578) assert that 

student motivation (measured by Indigenous desire to give back) is important to 

Indigenous student persistence, reinforcing findings of Henning (1998, p. 130) and 

Guillory and Wolverton (2008, p.75). In addition, Brayboy, et al. (2012a) attribute 

individual resiliency and determination, supportive relationships, and cultural strengths as 

being “sources of support that contribute to doctoral completion” (p. 78). Additionally, 

other culture-related factors, including having a strong sense of Indigenous identity, 

cultural knowledge, and/or sustaining belief systems are identified as important by those 

examining factors influencing persistence and completion rates by Indigenous students in 

higher education degree programs (Hurtado et al., 2015; Huffman, 2001).  
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Discussion - Question 4 findings. 

Responses to this question (which may be accessed, in their entirety, in Appendix 

F) tend to echo findings of previously published studies.  

Survey and case study responses. 

Many of the responses provided by the survey and case study participants were 

highly critical of the existing structures within the Academy that serve as barriers to 

academic achievement by marginalizing and/or excluding students, as well of the 

ongoing failure by academic institutions to address and eliminate the barriers.  

Participant observations suggest that the Academy has failed to increase its 

inclusivity for Indigenous students in spite of decades of research findings that have 

encouraged the Academy to be much more responsive to Indigenous students by 

combating feelings of isolation, ensuring that that academic and student services are 

providing maximum supports, eliminating institutionalized intolerance, promoting 

success through strong recruitment and retention efforts, identifying and realizing 

completion rate goals, and reenvisioning the concept of student success to affirm those 

held by Indigenous students and communities. 

Sharing circle discussion. 

Although most themes identified in the responses to Question 4 were mentioned 

within the sharing circle, the sharing circle discussion focused on the following three (3) 

themes reported in Figure 5-29; Targeting Goals, Restructuring Attitudes: Equitable, fair 

treatment through faculty accountability, and Abolish Institutionalized Discrimination. 
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Question 5 

What advice would Indigenous scholars offer other Indigenous intellectuals 

who are thinking about applying to doctoral programs that might help these 

newcomers succeed in and complete their programs?  

Similar to those of Question 4, the responses for Question 5 were derived from a 

single survey/interview question posed to all study participants, including the survey, 

case study, and sharing circle participants. 

The responses provided by the participants tended to be straightforward, with 

those answered by participants who self-administered the survey being fairly brief and 

providing relatively small amounts of data, and those answered by participants who were 

surveyed in person being substantially more robust.  

As with Question 4, I transcribed each participant’s complete response. Due to the 

honest insights and heartfelt advice offered by the survey participants to those Indigenous 

scholars who may follow in their footsteps at some time in the future, I believed it was 

especially important to share the entire response of each participant. Therefore, I have 

included the responses they provided, in their entirety, in this chapter. 

Figure 5-30 provides a visual representation of the divergent perspectives offered 

by study participants in response to Question 5. 
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Group A 

Overt encouragement – Go for it! Pursue a doctoral degree. 

Responses placed in Group A included suggestions or observations that overtly 

encouraged those considering the pursuit of a doctoral degree to do so.  

Two (2) survey participants provided suggestions or observations that fell under 

this category. Both participants viewed their responses as supporting both mental and 

spiritual well-being. 

Participant 17: 

I have always wanted to teach at a university. This was my ticket to the 

future, and I am glad I earned it. If you are thinking about getting a doctorate, 

then I will say that this can be the most exciting opportunity of your life. You 

learn so much about the world, about people, and about yourself. You are 

surrounded by really smart people who are interesting and engaging. You can 

have the greatest intellectual experience of your life in a doctoral program. There 

is no reason to be afraid; trust yourself and follow your dreams to where you 

need to be. 

Mac, Sharing Group Member: 

My philosophy is, what have you got to lose? If you want to get a 

doctorate, if people, like your professors, think you have the skills and the smarts 

to get a doctorate, why not? I was in my graduate program and doing pretty well. 

My advisor told me that I had real promise and asked if I’d ever thought about 

applying to the doctoral program. He helped me to publish my first article on a 

research project I did for a linguistics class. It was pretty amazing. So, I started to 
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think that maybe I did have what it takes. If you are thinking that you have what it 

takes and like that kind of work; conducting research, discussing it with other 

researchers, presenting your findings at conferences, writing about your 

research, well then, why not go for it? You might find that it is a good life for you. 

Group B 

Exercise Caution – Make sure that a doctorate is right for you. 

Responses placed in Group B included suggestions or observations that 

encouraged those considering the pursuit of a doctoral degree to examine and clarify their 

motivations and/or to make sure that pursuing a doctoral degree is a necessary or 

appropriate choice that will be beneficial in their futures.  

Nine (9) survey participants and one case study participant, Nona, provided 

suggestions or observations that fell under this category.  

Participant 1: 

Don’t assume that this will be easy or that you will be welcome or 

supported. This is something that you must want more than anything, otherwise, 

you will just be wasting your time because it takes everything you can do just to 

finish. 

Participant 8: 

Do your homework. Ask people from your tribe that are educated, who 

you know, where they went to school. Then, ask people whom you don’t know. 

Find people that have studied what you are thinking about studying. Ask for 

advice, ask for guidance. Discuss this decision with your people. Your family is 
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your most important resource because they know you. They know how you are. 

They can give you insight into yourself and help you with this decision. It is not a 

personal decision because it affects too many people you love. You are 

committing yourself to being away, busy, distracted, and out of touch for a very 

long time. If I could change one thing about my program, it would be my major. I 

didn’t think carefully about what I wanted to use my degree for. I didn’t know 

much about the degree. It turned out that even though it was a program in the 

field of education, it was not what I thought it would be. That was a real setback. 

There are setbacks and that can be demoralizing, especially because this is a 

lonely experience. You will miss your home, and family, and friends. Sometimes, 

you will think that no one is supporting you and you will feel sad or helpless. You 

need to have faith and you need to know how to reach deep inside yourself to find 

your strength. 

Participant 9: 

Ask yourself why you want to get this degree. Has someone asked you to 

do this, your family, an elder, your community? Are you doing it for you? Why? 

What will it get you that you don’t already have? Are you ready to invest ten 

years or more chasing after this goal? Are you ready to make sacrifices to reach 

this goal? Have you asked around to see if this is a good program? How does it 

treat Indians? Will you be supported or will you become the focus of 

discriminatory practices? Once you have this degree, what will you do? Will you 

be welcomed and supported? Will you face opposition? If, after you have 

answered these questions, you still want this, ask yourself what you are willing to 
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give up over the next 10 years to make it happen? I wish I would have known 

someone who had told me to think carefully and weigh the benefits as well as the 

drawbacks, because I don’t think I would have gone through with it. Make sure 

this is what you really want to do. 

Participant 11: 

Before you sign on to anything, be sure you understand your own goals for 

the future. Can you achieve those goals without a doctorate? If you can, then walk 

away. Don’t let anyone convince you that you need something that you don’t. 

There are reasons that Indians don’t have as many doctoral degrees as other 

people. My suggestion is you think long and hard about why that is. You have to 

know yourself, too. A lot of people are motivated by proving themselves. Some 

don’t have a good opinion of themselves. They use diplomas to demonstrate to the 

world that they are somebody. You are somebody already. You have value, and 

you don’t have to prove anything to anyone. If your reasons for getting a 

doctorate are really important to you, then I say go for it. But never, ever, let the 

people in the university treat you poorly. They are public employees and they 

work for you. If they are not advocating for you and are not showing you respect, 

they are not good people to be around and this is not a good place for you to be. 

There are a lot of places you can study. Find one that is a good place with good 

people. Find one with Indians and ask them first if they are happy and if they are 

treated with dignity. Then, if you find a good place, you will be better off. If you 

finish, we will be proud of you. If you do not, we will still be proud of you. 

Participant 14: 



 

 

308 

I want to give good advice, because I didn’t have good advice 

fifteen years ago when I was thinking about going to get a doctorate. 

Someone told me that we need Native scholars. They encouraged me to get 

a PhD because I was smart. I thought it sounded cool, so that’s how I 

came to be a doctoral student. Once I got in, I was too embarrassed to 

quit, even though I wanted to. Everyone knew I was in college again, and 

that I was going to be a doctor. If I went back home, everyone would know 

that I had failed. I wanted to be successful, and I wanted to be respected, 

so I kept going. I was really sad and lonely and wanted to die. It was hard 

and I hated my life. I was homesick and I just wanted to go home, but most 

of the time I couldn’t even afford a bus ticket to get me there. I spent 

almost ten years doing something I did not like to get a degree that took 

me farther from the home I loved and the people I loved. If you make this 

decision, be sure it is something you want to make a long-term 

commitment to. Make sure it makes sense and will be useful to you in 

doing what you want or what you need to do. Make a good decision. 

Participant 18: 

Weigh the importance of earning a degree against what you will miss out 

on for the next decade of your life. I missed out on a lot. I missed out on saying 

goodbye to people who died, people I loved, people I won’t see again, at least not 

in this life. I missed out on my children’s childhood. I missed out on being there 

for them when they needed me. Sure, they were sharing the same house with me, 

but I wasn’t really there 100% for them. I wasn’t there 100% for my wife, either, 
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which is why she is now my ex-wife and why I am missing out on my children’s 

teenage years. What will you lose or gain. Is it worth it? 

Participant 19: 

The work is hard, the pressure and stress are never-ending and your time 

is never your own. You ALWAYS have something hanging over your head, and 

you can never relax. You feel guilty if you aren’t doing something related to your 

program, whether it is reading, writing, or just looking for new avenues to 

maximize your experiences to prepare for the day you graduate. You have to learn 

to think in new ways, but they aren’t always good ways. You’ve gotta have 

network of support – your family, friends, your Native classmates. Otherwise, you 

will go crazy and give up. They [group of Indigenous classmates) were my 

strength, kept me going, even when I didn’t want to keep going. I owe them a lot. 

Participant 23: 

I can just give you one piece of advice, and I don’t know how to emphasize 

it enough. Don’t let your motivation to start your program or to finish your 

program be based on money. I thought I’d make so much more money if I got this 

degree. Then, after about 3 or 4 years in [the program], I began to realize how 

much money it was costing – not just tuition, but the cost of living away from 

home, the costs associated with trying to keep up with the related expenses, things 

you don’t even know about before starting, like technology and conferences, and 

hidden costs. It really added up. Fast. I had been taking out student loans, and I 

sat down and figured out that with the money I’d already had to borrow, it would 

take me at least 20 years of the “extra pay” I was going to receive after 
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graduation just to pay off the principle… that wasn’t even with the interest. Then, 

I thought about how much money I wasn’t making because I had stopped working 

full-time just to be in the doctoral program. With the loans, the costs of being in 

school, AND the money I was losing, I saw that this had not been a good financial 

decision. So, I began thinking I should just drop out of the program and start 

paying off what I had borrowed and avoid going into more debt. But, I looked at 

how much I had already spent between my savings, the money I was earning in 

part-time jobs, and the loans. I was trapped!! I had already spent more than 

$80,000, and if I just walked away, that would be throwing all that money away. I 

could have bought land or a house, or a trip (or two or three or ten) around the 

world with all that money. I couldn’t just walk away with nothing to show for all 

my time, my work, and ALL THAT MONEY. So, be careful. Don’t do this for 

money, don’t take out any student loans, and don’t get trapped in a bad situation. 

Nona: 

Be certain that you need and want a doctorate. Doctoral degrees have 

very specific professional applications, and most people don’t know that; most 

grad students don’t know that. So, when someone suggests to you, like they did to 

me, that you should get your doctorate, don’t automatically think that you should. 

What I didn’t know when I started is that the kind of doctorate I’m getting 

is a research degree. It is preparing me to be a researcher… like a researcher in 

a four-year university that spends most of her time conducting research and then 

writing about it. That is not something I ever want to do. I never wanted to do 

research and publish, I only wanted to do something that mattered. I AM glad 
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that I have learned how to document my language, and how to think about things 

that affect my people. I am glad that I have become aware of issues and initiatives 

involving Indigenous people all around the world, and I am grateful for the 

amazing people I have met through my doctoral program. 

Something else that I have considered lately; this degree has taken me just 

about the same amount of time to earn as it takes someone to earn a medical 

degree. I never thought about it, but it actually required the same amount of 

commitment to earn. Everyone thinks it is so difficult to become a [medical] 

doctor, but the truth is, it is equally difficult to earn ANY doctoral degree. So, 

think about the level of commitment getting a doctoral degree requires, the 

amount of work required, the amount of sacrifices it requires, the time and money 

it requires. Then, think about what YOU really want to spend the rest of your life 

doing. Consider these things very carefully before making a decision to start a 

doctoral degree. 

Most people can do what they want to do for the rest of their lives with a 

Bachelor’s or Master’s degree. Ask yourself if you can, to, or if you REALLY need 

and want a doctorate. 

Curly, Sharing Circle Participant: 

 Anyone thinking about a doctoral program needs to be sure they have the skills 

they need. They have to be able to read really hard stuff, and they have to be able to write 

at a level that is way above a Bachelor’s degree. They have to know how to speak up in 

class and how to make their point. If they can’t do these BEFORE they get in the 
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program, they can’t count on learning them while they’re in there. If you even THINK 

you don’t have the abilities to get a PhD, then you probably don’t. 

I gotta be straight with you; I just didn’t have the skills necessary to complete a 

doctoral program. I got recruited into the graduate program through a language and 

culture program at [name of specific university omitted]. I’d been out of school for a 

while, and the tribe sent me with a bunch of other people who were fluent. We had a good 

time and learned a lot. At the end of the program, they met with our classes and kept 

telling us how we had to work fast if we were gonna save our languages and cultures 

because they were slipping away and they probably wouldn’t be there for the next 

generation. They said that we should apply for a graduate program, so I got all fired up 

and did. It was hard; I struggled to write all the papers and really didn’t do many of the 

readings; I got by, but that was it. I think even I was surprised that I made it. 

Then, as I was graduating, they talked me into applying to the doctoral program. 

I guess I got a big head, thinking I was something pretty special if they wanted me that 

bad. I got in, but that program hit me like a ton of bricks. I was buried under the books 

we had to buy for the classes. I just couldn’t keep up with reading all those books and 

those articles they handed out every single class. I kept getting really low grades, and 

they sent me to tutoring, but that didn’t help. Then they sent me to summer writing 

institutes for Native students, and that didn’t help, either.  

That went on semester after semester, and I kept getting’ deeper and deeper. I 

was so embarrassed. I didn’t want my family to know I was a failure, and the tribe had 

already promised me a job when I finished, so I couldn’t just drop out. I was desperate 

and there was no one to turn to. The department wasn’t any help. The professors were 
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‘all supportive’ when we were doing stuff that made them look good, but they had no time 

for you when nobody was looking. If we were wearing traditional clothing or offering a 

blessing for something, yeah, they’d pat you on the back and wanted selfies with you. 

Otherwise, it was ‘work harder, improve your writing, see the tutors, get an editor’ to 

take care of your problems.  

When they kicked me out [of the program], they said I wasn’t ‘doctoral material.’ 

Why would they encouraged you to go to the program, to keep working, to go to those 

summer writing institutes, all of it, when the same professors knew my work and my skills 

back in graduate school? 

Group C 

Be prepared for the program before entering it and approach it systematically. 

Responses placed in Group C included suggestions or observations that 

encouraged those considering the pursuit of a doctoral degree to be well-prepared for the 

program before it commences, and to systematically approach each step of the program 

strategically.  

Four (4) survey participants and two (2) sharing circle participants, Edward and 

Shannon, provided suggestions or observations that fell under this category.  

Participant 6: 

 Unless you need this degree for something specific, forget about it. If you 

need this degree to practice a profession, then approach it with an understanding 

that YOU are the one who will have to look out for yourself, because no one else 

will. Plan your program at LEAST two semesters ahead. Know what will be 
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expected of you every step of the way and don’t put anything off to the last minute. 

You will have to remain one step ahead, otherwise, your progress will be 

impacted, and you will lose precious time and money. Don’t settle for being 

“invisible.” Get in their faces, ask them for what you need. Keep asking if you 

don’t get it. Don’t let them change you. Don’t forget who you are or where you 

are from. 

Participant 7: 

Be prepared. If you don’t have the skills you need, go back and develop 

them before you ever start the application [to the program] process. Otherwise, 

you will be washed out. Be ready to work harder than you ever have and 

recognize that as hard as you are working, you will be working even harder once 

you have graduated and are starting out in your profession. Do a good job. Your 

education is only as good as the effort you put into it. Follow the advice of your 

professors. They are the experts in a field you are entering. Surround yourself 

with like-minded, goal oriented people. Be ready to read more than you ever 

thought you could. 

Participant 10: 

Hit the ground running. Before you take your first class, have your path 

mapped out. If you are pursuing a research oriented degree, identify your own 

research interests and develop a research agenda. Make sure every paper you 

write for your classes focuses on the topics you have listed on your research 

agenda. Ask your professors to show you how to use the research you are doing 

for your classes to present at conferences or submit articles for publication. Set a 
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goal for yourself to present at least once a semester at a professional conference 

and set another goal for yourself to submit articles for review and publication at 

least once every year. Get feedback from your professors on your presentations or 

articles. Ask them if you can work on studies they are developing or coordinating 

so you can begin to learn the ins and outs of research, publication, and grant 

writing. EVERY article or paper you write should be related to the topic of your 

comps and dissertation. Two years before you finish your coursework, make sure 

you have identified the study you will develop for your dissertation. Don’t wait. 

Read at least one person’s dissertation a month for every month you are in the 

program. They are excellent sources of ideas and information. They will also help 

you to become familiar with the literature.  

TEACH classes. Even if you have to develop a class so that you can teach 

it, you need this experience. Observe other grad students teaching their classes. 

Network. Meet classmates in related fields, meet professors in other programs, 

and network when you are at conferences. Get business cards printed and begin 

to hand them out. Create a professional website that showcases you, your 

teaching, your research, and your publications. Start looking for a job before you 

begin writing your dissertation.  

If you have taught and published, you will be well-position to land a good 

position. Practice mock interviews to prepare for the interviews you will face. Get 

people from the department to provide you with practice questions. Rehearse your 

answers. Don’t waste a minute of your time while in school. Use it to prepare for 

your career ahead. 
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Participant 22: 

You are going to need several very important things in your life if you 

want to succeed. You need to believe in yourself and you have to be determined 

and motivated. You can’t be afraid to fail. This is a hard path you are choosing to 

follow, and you will experience disappointment and failure. So, you have to be 

resilient as well. Every time you fail, you have to pick yourself up and go on. That 

is not easy. So, you have to have support. I don’t care if the support is from your 

family, your friends, your church, your Maker, you just gotta have it. You have to 

have something that motivates you. It isn’t enough to think it would be nice to 

have this degree, it will look good on my resume. You have to NEED this degree. 

You have to have a purpose in pursuing this path. You have to be brave and you 

have to be strong. Not just physically strong, but mentally strong and strong in 

who you are. You might be the only Native person in your class. Or in your 

department. So, you have to have pride and maybe thick skin, too. You need to 

know where to find your inner strength and you need to be able to draw on that 

inner strength. A lot. Make sure this is what you have to be successful. 

Edward, Sharing Circle Participant: 

I always tell people thinking about grad school or doctoral programs to 

take it seriously; these aren’t capricious decisions. They are decisions that will 

change your life. The people that don’t make it [in advanced degree programs] are 

the ones that haven’t done their homework, the ones that don’t research the 

institutions and programs they apply to, who don’t find out exactly what is 

required of students at each stage of the programs, who don’t contact current and 
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past doctoral students from the programs and ask them about their experiences, 

the ones who go into programs cold. You’ve gotta do your research. Don’t wait 

for a program to choose you; choose the program that is best for you and make 

sure you get into that program. 

And don’t think you can just relax once you’re in; you’ve gotta lay out 

your program to make sure you aren’t wasting a minute of your time and effort. 

Take classes that continue to build your understanding of your research interests. 

Figure out how to write papers for each of your classes that dovetail with each 

other and also build on your research interests.  

VERY early on, decide what you want to do your dissertation on. Ask your 

professors to help you with this; ask other students who are farther along in the 

program what they’re going to do or are already doing. Once you have an idea 

about what you’d like to do for your project, begin dovetailing your papers and 

getting involved with projects that are similar or from which you can learn 

something that will help you conduct your projects. 

Then, present your stuff! Apply to conferences in your field, do poster 

sessions, try to organize panels, present your research. Once again, ask others 

who know more what you need to do. Then, just do it.  

… Don’t think of your program as “school,” consider your program your 

full-time job, because it is. You won’t have time for vacations or for goofing 

around, that’s what undergrads do. Your spring break won’t be spent on 

vacation, you’ll be working.  

Shannon, Sharing Circle Participant: 



 

 

318 

I tend to agree with those who have already pointed out that people really 

need to think the decision [to pursue an advanced degree] through very carefully. 

When Mac asked, ‘What do you have to lose?’ all I could think about is this long 

list of things that someone making this decision should be prepared to lose. You 

lose time, you lose money, you lose your freedom, you lose a lot… especially if 

you end up dropping out or just never finish. This is a huge decision because it is 

a huge commitment. Ed gets this, it is a full-time job that they are committing to 

for nearly a decade. You can’t do this on a whim or because someone tells you 

that you should. I think more than half the people accepted into the program I’m 

in were gone after the third or fourth year. All of them lost what they had 

invested. My advice is to take time to think very carefully about this decision. 

Then, just like Ed said, approach your program strategically and try not to waste 

any time or effort.  

One thing I can add to what has already been said, and that is you need to 

connect with other graduate and professional students that are Indians. No one 

thinks like us… ok, let me rephrase that… very few people think like us in colleges 

and universities. I learned that early on when I first transferred to a university. 

You have to develop a network. I made life-long friends through the American 

Indian center. They were the ones that encouraged me when I didn’t think I could 

go on. They were in the same boat.  

So, they should find that group of people that are coming from where they 

are coming from. Don’t be afraid if they aren’t from your tribe; you will find you 

have a lot more in common with Indian students than many others. The 
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friendships are lasting, something I have discovered isn’t necessarily true with the 

non-Indian students you meet along the way. Don’t take me the wrong way; I 

don’t mean to offend anyone, it’s just that I think across cultures, people have 

very different conceptualizations of relationships and what it means to be a 

‘friend.’ When you connect with Indians from wherever, you start to see patterns 

and you begin to realize it’s not just conceptualizations about relationships or 

definitions of words, we tend to see the world differently and think about ideas, 

people, connections, and the world in different ways.  

It is good to have people in your lives that will support you, and if some of 

those people are going to school and going through the same things that you are, 

it really helps. 

Group D 

Develop or join a supportive Indigenous community.  

Responses placed in Group D included suggestions or observations that overtly 

encouraged those considering the pursuit of a doctoral degree to either join or form a 

group of Indigenous scholars that would function as a support network and community 

through the duration of the doctoral program.  

Six (6) survey participants and one (1) case study participant, Shonah, provided 

suggestions or observations that fell under this category.  

Participant 2: 

Make sure you understand what you are getting into. Understand what a 

doctoral degree is and determine if it is what you need or want. Come in with 
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specific career goals in place; don’t wait to “find yourself” while you finish the 

degree. Get a good mentor. Network with other native people – create a viable 

system of support with them. Don’t sacrifice your values and goals. Embrace who 

you are and what you are and remain true to yourself. Make sure your family or 

spouse supports you. Be ready to be stressed, poor, lonely, and frustrated. 

Participant 3: 

Find or make a community. You can’t do this alone. It is too lonely. Be 

careful what you say. Watch out, people aren’t like you expect them to be. There 

are powerful people that you do not want to get on the bad side of. 

Participant 4: 

Force yourself to find a professor in your program that will mentor you. 

Make sure it is a good person who is patient and who wants to help you. Make a 

point to see this person at least once a week. Send this person updates on your 

classes and progress. ASK this person for help BEFORE small things turn into 

giant problems. Ask for opportunities to learn about the system from your mentor. 

Early in your program, tell your mentor what, specifically, you want to do with 

your degree and ask your mentor to help you meet the goal of being prepared for 

whatever it is you want to do after graduation. Ask for teaching assignments, and 

ask to be a TA or GA.  

Participant 13: 

My honest advice is, don’t even start a program, if you are a person who 

does not like to work or if you are a person who doesn’t know what you want to 

do with your life. This is not a place for someone with anything but excellent 
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reading, writing and speaking skills. If you don’t have those, you are going to be 

miserable. 

Participant 20: 

Grab every opportunity that comes your way because the older you get, 

the less likely you are to have these opportunities again. Learn all you can, and 

be the very best you can be. You have things to accomplish, and this is just 

another chapter in the book that is your life. 

Participant 27: 

The best thing that ever happened to me was this group I got into. They 

called themselves “The Indigenous Thinkers,” and they got together because they 

had to. They had nobody else and they needed colleagues to survive. It was about 

survival, in a lot of ways. Alone, we were lost, but together, we stood a chance. 

We were from all different places and tribes. We had people of different ages, too. 

We even had a few non-Natives, but they thought Indigenously (if that’s even a 

word). Mostly, it was people that got recruited by the department, that were 

abandoned once we got in. We had a website and we shared research and articles 

and usually met once a week, I think, and even sold frybread to make money to 

help us get to conferences, because the department didn’t seem too interested in 

helping us out, so we had to help ourselves out. We helped each other, kept 

encouraging each other, and did all we could to not let anyone give up. They were 

there for me, and I’ve been there for them. You gotta have that, if there isn’t 

something like that where you go, then make one. All these years later, we are still 
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there for each other, even thought most of us are graduated… well, except for the 

two or three last slow pokes! 

Shonah, Case Study Participant: 

It is all about relationships; relationships are critical to succeeding. 

Relationships bring people to programs, and relationships can keep them there. I 

would have been lost if it hadn’t been for the relationships that developed during 

my program. I’m not going to lie; this was the most difficult undertaking of my 

life. It was painful, and I would have never made it if I didn’t have support. I had 

the support of my family, especially the elders, and that was critical, but they 

were back home. What made the difference for me was the support I had at the 

university. At the beginning of the program, I was new here. I didn’t know a soul. 

I didn’t live on campus, or near it, for that matter. I was isolated and alone. Then, 

as time went on, I began to connect with other people from other tribes, and I 

started to feel like I might be able to make it. But, the difference for me was 

gaining the support of an Indigenous cohort. In this case, it was a group of 

students that had begun to meet informally after they started taking classes 

together in the College of [specific college within a university omitted]. It wasn’t 

like a “cool kids” group, nothing like that [shaking her head]. It was more like a 

desperate group of people that were so different from everyone else, who finally 

made a connection with people that thought and acted like they did; people that 

valued the same things they did. They were drawn together by a need for 

community and some form of solidarity and support from which they could try to 

figure out the Academy - so they could work their way through the alienating and 
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perplexing hurdles that they encountered there. Their commonality was a feeling 

of being strangers in a very strange place, a place where people think so 

differently, whose very sense of reality is so alien, that they just couldn’t relate… 

and that sense of being so different not only made them feel out of place, it 

actually threatened their ability to survive there. 

When I started to connect with that group, my life as a student changed 

dramatically. I began to realize just how alone I had been. I had been facing this 

uphill battle of trying to ‘fit in’ in a place that didn’t make sense, and I had come 

to think that there might be something ‘wrong’ with me and the way I was – the 

way I thought and viewed the world. It wasn’t until I connected with others in the 

same situation that I realized; there was nothing ‘wrong’ with me, but the 

Academy was sure [explicative deleted] up. 

We drew strength from one another; initially it was moral support, but it 

didn’t take long before we were providing a strong collegial support to each. 

other. We were, after all, scholars, and we had already independently tapped into 

the intellectual support of Indigenous scholars through the literature. But, once 

we came together, we had a safe place to meet and process the thoughts of 

Indigenous scholars WITH Indigenous scholars. So, from that experience, I would 

recommend that students going into doctoral programs find relationship with 

other Indigenous students. 

I also recommend that they find relationship with faculty who can support 

them. It is nice if the faculty are Indigenous, but it is still OK if they aren’t, just as 

long as they are allies and have the ability to encourage them to think for 



 

 

324 

themselves and to draw from the strength of their own self-knowledge to guide 

them on their personal journeys. The faculty need to understand that Indigenous 

people don’t need the Academy’s ‘compass’ to guide them; we have our own, one 

that has been instilled within our own cultures. What we do need is the Academy 

to acknowledge and affirm that our ‘compass’ works, too. I was so lucky to finally 

connect with faculty who did that for me. I think that students going into doctoral 

programs would benefit from developing similar relationships – and the sooner, 

the better. 

Group E 

Tend to and draw from your inner spirit. 

Responses placed in Group E included suggestions or observations that 

encouraged those considering the pursuit of a doctoral degree to take care of and draw 

support from their inner spirit.  

Participant 12: 

Find people like yourself and build your own network. Hold fast to your 

Native identity. Work as hard at maintaining balance and harmony in your life as 

you do at progressing through your classes and program. Believe in yourself, you 

don’t have to prove anything to anyone. Make sure you have a supportive family, 

and if you are partnered, make sure your partner supports your goals and 

understands that there will be tremendous stress and long hours that you will be 

bringing into the relationship. Never forget where your roots are. Go home and 

recharge. Kiss your mother, hug your father, love on your elders. You never know 
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if they will be there when you return the next time. Give yourself down time. 

Exercise. Eat well. Be positive. Pray, greet the sun each morning, be grateful. 

Love yourself, and don’t let the negativity interfere with the tranquility and 

harmony you can achieve. 

Participant 26: 

I am glad you are thinking about traveling this path that is seldom 

traveled by Native people. As you make this journey, you might even be the first 

person in your family or even your tribe to ever do so. With that knowledge comes 

a lot of responsibility. You will be representing more than yourself, you are 

representing your family, your people, and at times, even all Native people. You 

must find and maintain your balance – be proud but remain humble, as well. Be 

cautious, but be willing to take risks, too. Be grateful, but also be willing to give. 

Be brave, but choose your battles. The Academy is a scary place. It can be new, 

exciting, and exhilarating, but it can be cold, unwelcoming, rigid, and unforgiving 

just as easily. Be careful, and be happy. 

Dana, Sharing Circle Participant: 

A lot of this discussion has focused on examining one’s self in terms of the 

Academy. But, that privileges the Academy and overlooks who the student is and 

what he or she brings. We all bring something unique and valuable to this 

experience. Our advice to potential doctoral students shouldn’t be framed in just 

what works in the Academy, but what works to help us succeed in every aspect of 

our lives.  
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All of us carry ourselves with confidence. Speaking for myself, my 

confidence comes from believing in myself… not just as a person, but as a [name 

of cultural heritage omitted] person. When I face challenges, I can choose to face 

them alone, or I can choose to face them as a [name of cultural heritage omitted] 

person. Alone, I am vulnerable and ‘on my own.’ But, as a [name of cultural 

heritage omitted] person, I am never alone; I am supported by my people, our 

culture, and a thousand generations of those who have come before me. When I 

feel overwhelmed or scared, I can reach beyond myself and draw on a strength 

and resiliency that has carried others through much more challenging 

experiences. My guess is that all of you do this, at some level, too. 

So, maybe our advice could include a suggestion that potential students 

assess their own strengths to determine if they have the inner strength and belief 

in themselves to succeed. 

Group F 

Do not pursue a doctoral degree! 

Responses placed in Group B included suggestions or observations that overtly 

discouraged those considering the pursuit of a doctoral degree from doing so.  

Seven (7) survey participants and one (1) case study participant, Herkimer, 

provided suggestions or observations that fell under this category.  

Participant 5: 

Don’t do it. They will try to change you, they will steal your soul. It isn’t 

worth it. I can honestly say that if I had to do it all over, I would have never 
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followed this path. I will never pay back the student loans I have accrued because 

I will never have a job that will allow me to. I wish I had known what I was 

getting into. 

Participant 15: 

I am going to tell you what I told my kid. Don’t do it. It was worse than 

anything I could have imagined. I had to leave the program. It nearly killed me. 

The worst part of it is, that nobody cared. Nobody cared if I was there or not, and 

nobody cared when I left. It was almost like I had never been. 

Participant 16: 

I wouldn’t recommend going for a doctorate. It isn’t because I had 

particularly negative experiences or anything like that, but I do sometimes feel 

like I ‘sold out.’  

In America, there is a perception that bigger is better, more is better. This 

message is carried and reinforced in almost every single aspect of the culture. It 

isn’t enough to have a car or a car that runs. It has to be a car that’s bigger or 

better than the next guy’s. It isn’t enough to have a job or a job that pays the bills. 

It has to be a job that pays more than the next guy’s. It isn’t enough to have an 

education, you have to have an advanced degree that is more competitive or that 

can earn you more money than the next guy’s. I bought into the idea that it wasn’t 

enough to have an education, I had to have a degree that would make me more 

important than the next guy… one that would bring me a greater level of prestige 

and respect. In buying into that perspective, I sold out to the values that my 
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relatives had tried to instill in me… I sold out by not being true to the values of 

my people. 

I realize, now, how foolish I was to have bought into that line of thinking. 

The people I was doing this for didn’t see me as more important because of the 

level of my education. When I got home, I realized that I had earned no additional 

prestige or respect by earning that degree. In fact, there probably was less. 

Instead of being impressed, people were intimidated… maybe even a little fearful, 

or at least distrusting. I felt like people who were friends and family viewed me as 

pretentious and obtrusive… and, it was. Back home, no one is into the ‘fancy 

pants’ mentality. There are no titles, just your name. Your merit as a person is 

based on the kind of person you are, NOT on some piece of paper or fancy title. 

It wasn’t worth abandoning my cultural values to buy into the 

materialistic and egocentric values of American society. I don’t think I would 

recommend this to anyone because I don’t think it is worth leaving your own 

cultural values behind. 

Participant 21: 

Run. Run in another direction. Don’t turn back, and never think that you 

made a mistake. This is a trial that nobody should ever have to endure. Be happy 

with who you are and do good things with the gifts you have. You don’t need to 

spend years of your life jumping through hoops and trying to remain in good 

grace with people who you are afraid of or threatened by. This is a demeaning 

and humiliating process with pitfalls everywhere you turn. There are so many 

positive experiences that you can choose that will allow you to grow and learn 
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and be a good person. You don’t have to do this one. Choose something that will 

not drain you for years on end. 

Participant 24: 

Honestly, I think I would warn anyone considering a doctoral program not 

to go down this road. The literature even indicates that this is not a wise decision 

employment-wise. It is only a good decision for select groups of people; 

professionals who can’t practice without an advanced degree and people who 

want to teach at universities or do a specific type of research. Other than that, 

most of what people do for a living doesn’t require an advanced degree. If you 

are thinking about a doctoral program, chances are you have a Master’s degree 

and it will be enough to support your future goals 

Participant 25: 

Sometimes, people will not respect you as much as you think they will if 

you finish this degree. When I went home, people didn’t look at me the same or 

treat me the same. They acted like I was different, and it seemed like they no 

longer were comfortable being around me. I thought they would be proud of me 

and glad to have me home working for our Nation, but it was weird, and 

sometimes I wish that I had known that things would change. 

Herkimer, Case Study Participant: 

I guess, by now, you pretty much could guess the answer to this. My 

experiences have colored the way I think about doctoral programs. If I had to do 

it all over, I would NEVER have applied to a doctoral program. I wouldn’t 
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recommend it to anyone. So, if a future doctoral student is thinking about it and 

wants advice; that is the advice I would offer.   

Discussion - Question 5 findings. 

Responses to Question 5, which solicited recommendations for future Indigenous 

scholars who are considering the pursuit of doctoral degrees, tend to be of an extremely 

pragmatic nature.  

Survey and case study responses. 

Many of the responses provided by the survey and case study participants dealt 

with practical advice, including the following: 

• Educate yourself as to what a doctoral degree is, what it requires, and what 

it can be used for in professional applications 

• Make sure the degree fits with your personal and professional goals; make 

sure that it is actually needed  

o If it is something you both need and want, go for it  

o If it is not what you need and want, identify what it is that you do 

need and want and pursue that avenue instead 

• Be thoroughly prepared academically and personally prior to commencing 

the doctoral program  

• Be systematic, efficient, and proactive in your approach to degree 

completion 

• Draw on (or develop) networks of support  

o Family 
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o An Indigenous network – a key factor for many of the project 

participants was the social, academic, and spiritual support they 

received through such a network 

o Professional mentors in the Academy 

o Indigenous mentors outside of the Academy 

• Tend to and draw from a sense of spiritual well-being 

Of the suggestions mentioned above, the final two are identified in the existing 

literature. Several researchers suggest that a factor supporting Indigenous student 

persistence is the creation of an on-campus “surrogate community” of Indigenous 

students (Williamson, 1994; Shotton et al., 2007; Pavel, 2012) which counteracts feelings 

of cultural discontinuity and isolation. Similar studies indicate that students who engage 

with established Indigenous groups on campus derive similar benefits (Neuerburg, 2000; 

Pavel, 2012; Shotten et al., 2013). In addition to joining or creating a network within 

which Indigenous students are socially and culturally comfortable, Waterman (2007) 

notes that Indigenous scholars also benefit from having a safe space in which they may 

interact with other students who are Indigenous (p. 127).  

In addition to family and Indigenous student networks, which are more commonly 

discussed in the literature, others factors that have been attributed to impacting retention 

and completion rates of Indigenous students include benefitting from faculty mentorship 

by Indigenous faculty (Windchief & Joseph, 2015). 

Several studies suggest that having a strong sense of Indigenous identity and 

cultural knowledge, and/or belief systems from which to draw positively influence 

persistence and completion rates by Indigenous students in degree programs (Hurtado et 
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al., 2015; Huffman, 2001).  

Sharing circle discussion. 

Although many of the suggestions identified in the responses to Question 5 were 

touched on within the sharing circle, the sharing circle discussion focused on the 

following four (4) themes reported in Figure 5-30; Exercising Caution, Being Prepared 

for the Program and Following a Systematic Approach to the Program, Develop or Join a 

Supportive Indigenous Community, and Tend to and Draw from Your Inner Spirit. 

Unlike the survey and case study participants, the sharing circle participants did 

not advocate overt discouragement of pursing a doctoral degree. 

Chapter 5 Summary 

In Chapter 5, I have provided an analysis of the data derived through the 

grounded theory methodology utilized in this study, presenting the data both textually 

and graphically to aid the reader in comprehending the analysis. I have also provided an 

explanation and interpretation of the data, drawing on excerpts from participant responses 

and the findings of previous research projects to inform and support the findings of the 

research questions guiding this study.  

In Chapter 6, I provide a brief summary of this study, I situate the findings within 

the literature, I compare this study with the Henning (1998) study, a similar study 

completed more than two decades prior to the commencement of this study, and I provide 

suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

"We need to do more than just what is right. We need to join together and right what is 

wrong." 

~ Leonard Peltier ~ 

Leonard Peltier’s quote (as cited in TWANAS, 2017, p.15) summarizes what is, 

for me, the gist of this study. Doing what is right is not the same as righting what is 

wrong. As findings from this study and many that have preceded it suggest, something 

has been wrong for a very long time and it continues to be wrong. Long-standing data 

clearly demonstrates that the Academy is failing to award doctoral degrees to Indigenous 

students at rates similar to those of any other ethnic group in America. 

Those of us in the Academy can rationalize our current practices and justify the 

results of those practices by claiming to be doing “what is right.” We can continue to 

assert that the Academy, as an unquestionable bastion of social justice, is doing 

everything possible to serve all who enter equitably and to the very best of its ability. We 

can continue to imply that somehow, or for whatever reasons, Indigenous students share 

sole responsibility of their comparatively low graduation rates from doctoral programs, 

and as such, are responsible for addressing the problems that are unique to them. Or, we 

can commit to righting the wrong by recognizing that the Academy is failing to address 

and effectively remove internal barriers to the success of its Indigenous students, whom it 
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is expected to serve with the same high levels of success experienced by its non-

Indigenous students. 

This final chapter provides a brief synopsis of the study, a discussion of how the 

findings relate to the literature of the field, a comparison of this study with the Henning 

(1998) study, a similar study completed more than two decades prior to the 

commencement of this study, and suggestions for future research. 

Synopsis of the Study 

This study utilized qualitative research methodologies and a collaborative model 

of tribal participatory research to document accounts of the personal and educational 

experiences of thirty-five (35) Indigenous scholars from childhood through their doctoral 

programs in an effort to gain insight into the factors that might have supported or 

challenged their successful completion of doctoral or professional degrees in public 

universities in the United States. 

The study was initiated in response to U.S. Census and U.S. Department of 

Education statistics reflecting that U.S. colleges and universities had been unsuccessful in 

addressing and supporting the rates of completion of doctoral programs by Indigenous 

students in this country. The statistics generated through the Census and Department of 

Education indicated that completion rates of doctoral programs by Indigenous scholars 

had remained virtually unchanged for decades, while the completion rates of scholars 

representing other ethnic groups continued to grow, and while completion rates of 

Indigenous scholars continued to climb in other countries such as Canada, Australia, and 

New Zealand (Statistics Canada, 2016; Gore, et.al., 2017; Reremoana, et.al., 2018). At 
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the time the study was initiated, relatively few inquiries addressing the disparity in 

completion rates had been reported in the literature. 

In addressing the completion rate disparity between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous scholars, the study employed an Indigenous Nation Building frame. 

Purpose of the Study 

When I began this study, I sought the answers to five (5) main research questions, 

which were prompted by long-standing data clearly demonstrating that U.S. institutions 

of higher education are failing to award doctoral degrees to Indigenous students at rates 

similar to those of any other ethnic group identified by the U.S. Census Bureau. The five, 

multi-faceted questions that guided this study were: 

1. What personal and academic factors/experiences supported/hindered the 

successful academic trajectories of the participating Indigenous scholars 

prior to commencing an advanced degree program within the Academy? 

Were there any common factors that influenced their academic 

trajectories? 

2. What were the goals/reasons that originally motivated the participating 

Indigenous scholars to commence a doctoral program? Did these 

goals/reasons remain constant throughout their programs of study? Why? 

Why not? 

3. What personal and academic factors/experiences (internal to and external 

to the Academy) supported/hindered the successful academic trajectories 

of the participating Indigenous scholars after commencing an advanced 
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degree program within the Academy? Were there any common factors that 

influenced their academic trajectories? 

4. What suggestions would Indigenous scholars offer to academic institutions 

to bolster support of Indigenous scholars and increase the number of 

doctoral degrees awarded to Indigenous scholars? 

5. What advice would Indigenous scholars offer other Indigenous 

intellectuals who are thinking about applying to doctoral programs that 

might help these newcomers succeed in and complete their programs? 

By posing the five questions that guided this study to Indigenous scholars, I 

endeavored to collect and report information that future Indigenous doctoral students 

could draw upon to inform their decisions and actions in preparation for success in their 

own doctoral programs. In addition, I endeavored to collect and report information that 

those who have a vested interest in supporting the quest of future Indigenous doctoral 

students to earn doctoral degrees could draw upon to better understand and effectively 

address the unique needs of Indigenous scholars. 

Study Participants 

The study called on the collaboration of self-identified Indigenous scholars who 

had been enrolled in, were currently enrolled in, or who had graduated from doctoral 

programs in the U.S. to share narratives that might offer insights into factors that 

supported and challenged their ability to complete their doctoral programs, including 

those they perceived as institutional barriers. 

The study asked Indigenous scholars to describe their personal and academic 

trajectories from childhood through their doctoral programs and sought to identify 
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common factors and experiences shared by the study participants. The study further 

solicited recommendations that could help academic institutions, Indigenous Nations, and 

those with a vested interest in improving the retention and completion rates of Indigenous 

doctoral students to better support Indigenous scholars in their quest for doctoral degrees. 

Finally, the study asked Indigenous scholars for suggestions they would offer to other 

Indigenous students considering enrolling in doctoral programs in order to ease their 

journeys, help them avoid and overcome institutional barriers, and bolster their success. 

This study involved the collaboration of thirty-five (35) Indigenous participants. 

These Indigenous individuals identified as being American Indian, Alaska Native, 

American Native, Indian, Indigenous, or Native American (through a specific tribal, 

cultural, or ethnic identity or affiliation) scholars who had recently completed (within ten 

years) or were soon to complete (within three years) doctoral degrees. 

Methodology 

The study utilized methodological triangulation, which Denzin (1978) describes 

as the employment of multiple methods of inquiry to examine a specific social 

phenomenon, in this case the comparatively low percentage of Indigenous people 

completing doctoral degrees in the United States over the past several decades. Three 

collection tools were utilized to gather data for the study: a qualitative survey, three case 

studies, and an Indigenous sharing circle. 

The study began with a qualitative survey. Twenty-seven Indigenous scholars 

participated in the study by replying to the open-ended questions of the survey that asked 

participants to describe their academic trajectories from childhood through their doctoral 

programs. The survey provided an opportunity for participants to offer comments, 
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suggestions, tips, and insight that could help Indigenous scholars, the institutions they 

attend, and those that help them along their journeys to ensure that Indigenous scholars 

are maximally and equitably supported in their quest for advanced degrees. 

The study also employed in-depth ethnographic case studies to generate a 

description of the personal and educational experiences that impacted the academic 

trajectories and success of three study participants. 

Finally, this study utilized a specialized focus group, a sharing circle, to help 

identify the impressions of the Academy, as well as institutional supports and barriers, 

held by Indigenous scholars as a result of their experiences as doctoral students and 

candidates. Participants were asked to offer insight into factors that had impacted their 

own success in doctoral programs as well as recommendations that would result in 

improving the support offered by tertiary institutions to Indigenous scholars seeking 

advanced degrees within the Academy. Participants were also asked to offer suggestions 

that might help incoming Indigenous students successfully negotiate institutional barriers 

and other challenges encountered during their doctoral programs in order to achieve their 

own personal and academic goals. 

Data Analysis 

To analyze the data offered by study participants, I utilized a Grounded Theory 

approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Using the constant comparative method, I identified 

categories of factors described by study participants as having impacted their academic 

trajectories and successful completion of doctoral programs across diverse academic 

fields. The categorical groupings of the data collected for this study closely aligned with 

four of the realms of well-being identified by Secatero (2009) in describing experiences 
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of successful Indigenous graduate and professional students, so the four realms (mental, 

social, physical, and spiritual well-being) were applied to each of the categorical 

groupings emerging from the data. 

Recapitulation of Findings 

As I prepared to begin the data collection for this study, I wondered what this 

inquiry might reveal about the people who were volunteering to be the study participants. 

I recognized that behind the statistics cited in Chapters 1 and 2, there were real people 

with real life stories, stories that are not revealed through the reporting of statistics. I had 

hoped that this project might offer an opportunity for the study participants to elaborate 

on the types of experiences they have had, experiences that will ultimately form the 

foundation of the future nameless, faceless statistics used to report on their progress 

through institutions of higher education. 

I had attended classes at the university with Indigenous classmates since 

beginning my graduate studies. Through these experiences, I had developed the 

perception that Indigenous students were not treated the same as non-Indigenous 

students. Within the department in which we studied, I had witnessed what I considered 

to be subtle (and even not so subtle) acts of omission, marginalization, and 

microaggression, all of which I internally construed to be racially-driven discrimination, 

and all of which appeared to be based in the ignorance of and stereotypes held by the 

perpetrators. It is disappointing to note that the perpetrators of those discriminatory 

practices existed across the divergent constituencies of the university, and some (too 

many, in fact) were even well respected employees of the university. I had heard 

Indigenous classmates discuss some of these obstacles to their feeling welcomed and 
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affirmed within the university community, so I felt confident that I had not imagined, nor 

had I misinterpreted, what I had seen and heard. 

I found the incidents of discrimination disturbing, and I wondered if the 

discriminatory acts I had observed in one department at one university were isolated 

incidents or if Indigenous students studying in other departments or at other institutions 

were faced with similar experiences. If they were, then how were Indigenous students 

coping; how were they able to persist in spaces in which they were at times subtly, and at 

other times overtly, dissuaded from being? Then, as a one-time elementary teacher and 

current community college instructor, I began to wonder about the experiences of 

Indigenous students at other levels of education. I wondered if Indigenous students 

experience incidents of microaggression and discrimination (similar to those I had 

witnessed in my department and that I had begun to find in the literature) at other points 

along their educational trajectories. After considering challenges of discrimination and 

microaggression that are faced by Indigenous students, I wondered what other factors 

might challenge their academic progress. I also wondered what factors might combat the 

challenges they face. My questions prompted the development of the first three questions 

that guided this study. 

The purpose of Question 1 was to identify factors that supported and/or 

challenged the individual academic trajectories of Indigenous scholars from childhood 

through graduate school. 

The purpose of Question 2 was to identify motivating factors that prompted 

Indigenous scholars to pursue doctoral degrees. 
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The purpose of Question 3 was to identify factors that supported and/or 

challenged the individual academic trajectories of Indigenous scholars once they had 

commenced their doctoral programs. 

As the findings reported in Chapter 5 revealed, the Indigenous scholars in this 

study that responded to Questions 1 and 3 reported a variety of factors that challenged 

their academic trajectories from childhood through their doctoral programs, including 

(but certainly not limited to) incidents of discrimination, racism, stereotyping, and 

microaggression. They also reported many factors that served to counter the challenges 

they faced and support their academic progress. 

The findings also revealed that the Indigenous scholars in this study that 

responded to Question 2 identified a variety of factors that motivated them to pursue 

doctoral degrees. Additionally, study participants reported that many of these factors 

provided ongoing incentive to persist in their degree programs. 

The purpose of Question 4 was to revisit the role the Academy plays in supporting 

and challenging doctoral degree attainment by Indigenous scholars. Previous literature 

had cited barriers to degree attainment within the Academy reported by Indigenous 

students over the previous quarter century, and I was curious to see if any of those 

barriers would be addressed by the study participants. 

As the findings reported in Chapter 5 revealed, the Indigenous scholars in this 

study that responded to Question 4 reported experiencing many of the same challenges 

within the Academy, that have been reported in the literature over the past two decades. 

They also reported a variety of factors, both in the Academy as well as in their personal 
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lives, that served to counter the challenges they faced and support their academic 

progress. 

The purpose of Question 5 was to generate suggestions that might support future 

Indigenous scholars considering the pursuit of a doctoral degree. The combined 

experiences of the thirty-five participants in this study held the promise of offering 

tremendously valuable advice and insight to those that will follow in their footsteps. 

As the findings reported in Chapter 5 revealed, the Indigenous scholars in this 

study that responded to Question 5 not only offered advice, but also valuable insight 

concerning their experiences within the Academy. 

Situating the Findings within the Literature 

While there were only a handful of studies addressing Indigenous 

graduate/doctoral students at the initiation of this study four years ago, it is gratifying to 

note that there have been a number of recent studies and reports addressing the topic 

making their way into the literature. In addition, as more and more unpublished doctoral 

dissertations are being scanned and made available by institutions of higher education, 

information from these inquiries is being accessed and is making its way into the 

literature, becoming a part of the discussion focused on Indigenous people in higher 

education. In spite of these gains, we have only begun to develop an initial body of 

information that provides insight into this unique, and internally diverse, population 

within the Academy.  

With so few Indigenous scholars going on to pursue, and even fewer completing, 

doctoral degrees, relatively little information regarding this particular subset of 

Indigenous students is available. However, the dissemination of data from the U.S. 
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Census, the U.S. Department of Education, and STEM initiative programs, which have 

highlighted and underscored the discrepancies in doctoral attainment between Indigenous 

scholars and scholars from other ethnic groups, has introduced this issue to an 

increasingly broader audience. This study is the result of the dissemination of such data. 

Hopefully, more inquiries focused on supporting doctoral attainment by Indigenous 

scholars will be forthcoming as a result of data dissemination.  

After being initiated in response to data disseminated by the U.S. Census Bureau 

and the U.S. Department of Education, this study built on existing literature identifying 

factors that appear to impact the recruitment, retention, persistence, and degree 

completion of Indigenous students in tertiary degree programs.  

Findings from this Study that Support the Existing Literature 

Upon review and analysis of the data shared by Indigenous scholars for this study, 

it is striking to note that the findings from the five research questions guiding this study, 

as a whole, overwhelmingly echoed and affirmed the information reported in the existing 

literature concerning Indigenous students pursuing academic degrees in American 

institutions of higher education. Below are the areas within the existing literature the 

findings of this study, as presented and discussed in Chapter 5, echoed and substantiated. 

Non-academic factors supporting persistence and completion. 

Family.  

A number of researchers identify the critical role that supportive familial 

connections and the ability to nurture and sustain close family ties play in student 

success. These researchers assert that family provides a sense of connection to cultural 
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and spiritual support while providing a strong motivation for degree completion (Beu, 

1998; Henning, 1998; Reyhner & Dodd, 1999; Guillory &Wolverton, 2008; Brayboy et 

al., 2012; Waterman, 2012). Responses generated by participants in this study 

overwhelming credit close family ties and the relationships shared with family as 

supporting their sense of well-being and their degree completion. 

Individual resiliency and determination.  

Previous studies conclude that an important factor supporting academic success 

and degree completion is a sense of individual resilience and determination bolstered by 

Indigenous identity, an innate spiritual drive, cultural knowledge, and/or cultural belief 

systems (Beu,1998; Huffman, 2001; Brayboy, et al., 2012a; McCaffery, 2012; Hurtado et 

al., 2015). Responses generated by participants in this study report that having a strong 

sense of self (often including a strong Indigenous identity, a depth of cultural knowledge, 

and/or a cultural belief system) as a factor supporting their sense of well-being and 

degree completion. 

Maintaining connection to an Indigenous community.    

Researchers note that an important factor supporting academic success and degree 

completion is the ability to visit and interact within home communities and traditional 

spaces in order to maintain strong connections with home communities and participate in 

tribal events and ceremonies (Huffman et al., 1986; Barnhardt & Kawagley, 1994; 

Waterman, 2012). Responses generated by participants in this study affirmed the 

importance of maintaining connections to “home” and/or a specific Indigenous 

community as a factor in supporting a sense of well-being and degree persistence. 

Giving back to communities and tribes. 
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Previous studies identify the ability to remain focused on intrinsic motivations 

involving “giving back” to communities and tribes as a strong persistence factor for 

Indigenous students (Beu, 1998; Henning, 1998; Guillory & Wolverton, 2008; Brayboy 

et al., 2012; Brayboy, et al., 2014). Responses generated by participants in this study 

overwhelmingly affirm the importance of “giving back” a significant factor in initiating 

doctoral programs and supporting their degree completion. 

Replicating an Indigenous community on campus. 

A number of researchers emphasize the importance of Indigenous students’ ability 

to replicate a close-knit Indigenous community on campus in supporting their persistence 

and completion of degrees (Williamson, 1994; Shotton et al., 2007; Pavel, 2012). Similar 

benefits are experienced by students who engage with established Indigenous groups on 

campus (Neuerburg, 2000; Pavel, 2012; Shotten et al., 2013).  

A related factor contributing to Indigenous student persistence and sense of well-

being is derived from having a safe space in which Indigenous students may interact with 

other students who are Indigenous (Waterman, 2007; Brayboy et al., 2012). 

Responses generated by participants in this study affirmed the importance of 

being a part of a close-knit Indigenous community on campus and a “place to be 

Indigenous” as factors supporting their persistence and completion of doctoral programs. 

Academic factors supporting persistence and completion. 

Prior academic performance.  

Within the literature, one factor identified as supporting student persistence and 

completion is prior academic performance in secondary school (Bryson, et.al, 2002, p. 

76; Gaskins 2009, p. 159).  
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Although K-12 academic performance was mentioned by a few participants in 

this study as a contributing factor to their persistence in doctoral programs, participants 

tended to attribute greater importance to “liking school” and “liking learning” as children 

and teens than they did to “doing well” in school as factors supporting their abilities to 

eventually persist and succeed in tertiary programs. 

Interestingly, rather than emphasizing prior academic performance, study 

participants emphasized the importance of entering their doctoral programs with the 

requisite academic skills needed to support advanced level degree completion. Even in 

their suggestions to future Indigenous scholars, a number of study participants cautioned 

those that consider doctoral programs to make sure they have the requisite skills to 

succeed.  

Financial support.  

Previous researchers report that having secure sources of financial funding for 

their educations positively impact Indigenous students persistence and completion within 

degree programs  (Beu, 1998; Henning, 1998; Gaskins, 2009). Responses generated by 

participants in this study affirmed the financial support in terms of scholarships, tribal 

scholarships, graduate assistantships, teaching assistantships, and travel/conference 

funding were factors supporting their persistence and completion of doctoral programs. 

Faculty support. 

A number of studies emphasize the importance of Indigenous students developing 

a connection with a supportive faculty member who helps to guide their academic 

development (Falk and Aitken, 1984; Henning, 1998; Neuerburg, 1998; Waterman, 

2007), while two additional studies underscore the benefits of faculty mentorship by 
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Indigenous faculty (Henning, 1998; Windchief & Joseph, 2015).  

Connections within the university community.  

In addition to developing a supportive connection with faculty, some researchers 

report that developing supportive connections within the university community can help 

to support student retention and degree attainment. These connections may be with 

employees within the institution or with colleagues and classmates (Henning, 1998; 

Harrington & Hunt, 2010).  

Responses generated by participants in this study affirmed the importance of both 

having a faculty mentor and having a relationship with a supportive member of the 

institution as factors supporting their persistence and completion of doctoral programs. 

Participation in extra-curricular activities.  

Two of the studies focusing on the experiences of Indigenous students that 

completed their degree programs note that engaging in some form of extra-curricular 

activity was a positive factor (Beu, 1998; Neuerburg, 1998). In addition, Beu (1998) 

noted that students particularly benefited from participation in Indigenous-themed 

activities (such as pow-wows and sweats). Responses generated by participants in this 

study affirmed the importance of this factor in supporting their persistence and 

completion of doctoral programs. 

Non-academic factors challenging persistence and completion. 

Competing responsibilities.  

One study focusing on the experiences of Indigenous students in tertiary degree 

program notes that student participants reported experiencing challenges to degree 

persistence and completion due to competing responsibilities in their academic and 
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personal lives. Participants in the previous study expressed difficulty in prioritizing 

school with personal responsibilities such as attending to and raising children, being 

needed in their home communities, and needing to work due to financial struggles (Beu, 

1998). Responses generated by participants in this study affirmed that the constant 

pressure to balance competing academic and personal responsibilities, especially for 

those that were single parents or taking care of other family members, was a factor 

challenging their persistence and completion of doctoral programs. 

Academic factors challenging persistence and completion. 

Lack of K-12 academic achievement. 

Prior studies report that there is a correlation between academic achievement at 

the elementary and secondary school level and degree attainment at the tertiary level 

(Shield, 2004; Benally, 2004). Although, as mentioned above, K-12 academic 

performance was discussed by some participants as a factor impacting their success in 

doctoral programs, participants were much more likely to discuss the importance of 

bringing strong academic skills to degree programs. This was evidenced not only in their 

comments and narratives concerning their own academic trajectories, but also in their 

suggestions to future Indigenous scholars. 

Ongoing colonization and oppression. 

A number of researchers argue that some of the greatest academic barriers to 

degree completion by Indigenous students result from attitudes and actions stemming 

from ongoing colonization and oppression (Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004; Delgado,1989; 

Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Smith, 1999).  

A result of ongoing colonization and oppression is manifested through cultural 
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dissonance, with many examples being reported in the literature including divergent 

values, perceptions, perspectives and worldviews, Indigenous students experiencing 

feelings of isolation and loneliness resulting from a sense of being disconnected from 

other students, faculty members, or the greater university community (Fixico,1995; 

Buckley, 1997; Gilmore, Smith, & Kairaiuak, 1997; Henning, 1998; Carney, 1999; 

Brown, 2000; Agbo, 2001; Rodriguez-Rabin, 2003; Deloria, 2004; Herzig, 2004; 

Lundberg, 2007; Shoton, 2008).  

Additionally, colonization and oppression may result in culturally divergent views 

of that which constitutes retention, persistence, completion, and “success” (Trosper, 

2015). Some researchers suggest that the Academy and other institutions that track and 

report Indigenous student degree completion rates, in following a unilateral and 

somewhat narrow conceptualization of retention, persistence, completion, and success, 

may actually be inaccurately monitoring degree progress and completion by Indigenous 

students (McAfee, 2000;  Brayboy, Fann, Castagno, & Solyom, 2015). For example, 

incidents of “stepping out,” leaving college for divergent reasons and for differing 

periods of time but returning later to continue working on (and completing) college 

degrees, could be misreported if the monitoring and reporting bodies are tracking 

continuous enrollment or completion within a certain timeframe (McAfee, 2000). 

Many of the participants in this study strongly affirm that they have witnessed or 

experienced manifestations of ongoing colonization and oppression along their academic 

trajectories right through to their doctoral programs. A number of participant narratives 

shared in Chapter 5 are openly critical of the Academy’s lack of support for divergent 

perspectives and ways of being, with the majority of participants identifying the existence 
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of inequitable privilege and favor challenging their personal sense of well-being and 

ability to persist in degree programs. 

Lack of Indigenous faculty within the academy. 

Another factor emerging from the literature is the impact of not having 

Indigenous faculty within academic institutions who serve as role models or with whom 

Indigenous students may develop supportive relationships and look to for guidance and 

mentoring (Williamson, 1994). Responses generated by participants in this study 

affirmed that the lack of Indigenous faculty whom they could turn to for support and 

mentoring was a factor challenging their persistence and completion of doctoral 

programs. 

Lack of supportive connection and academic advisement within the institution. 

One study notes that when Indigenous students do not make a significant 

connection to someone in the institution that can help them negotiate the system, or when 

they do not receive appropriate advisement, they are at greater risk of non-completion 

(Patterson, Baldwin, & Olsen, 2009). Responses generated by several participants in this 

study indicate that they agree that a lack of on-campus support was a factor challenging 

their persistence and completion of doctoral programs. However, a much more common 

observation was that a lack of academic advisement and/or a lack of academic 

mentorship or collegial support by a faculty member (regardless of whether the faculty 

member was Indigenous or non-Indigenous) also challenged their sense of belonging and 

well-being, and further challenged their desire and/or ability to persist in their doctoral 

programs. 

Omission from academic experiences. 
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Researchers indicate that Indigenous students report being passed by for 

opportunities to teach or secure assistantships, which results in decreased opportunities to 

develop professional and career-related skills, networks, and experiences. Studies suggest 

that such omission from academic experiences disadvantages them when they apply to 

academic positions or fellowships (Woodford, 2005; Brayboy, et al., 2012). Responses 

generated by participants in this study report that a number of participants had been 

omitted from academic opportunities afforded to their non-Indigenous classmates, and 

that being passed by for opportunities to develop professional skills or partake in 

enriching academic experiences was a factor challenging their sense of well being as well 

as their persistence and completion of doctoral programs. 

Microaggressions reflecting racism, stereotyping, and discrimination.  

Multiple studies spanning several decades report incidents of Indigenous students 

experiencing microaggressions, which they characterize as resulting from racism, 

stereotyping, and discrimination (Beu, 1998; Henning, 1998; Lacourt, 2003; Shoton, 

2008; McCaffery, 2012).  

Many of the participants in this study strongly affirm that they have witnessed or 

experienced examples of microaggressions along their academic trajectories right through 

to their doctoral programs. As excerpts from multiple participants’ comments and 

narratives included in Chapter 5 affirm, ongoing microaggressions within the Academy 

challenged their sense of well-being and their motivation to persist in degree programs. 

Academic acculturation.  

Prior research notes that Indigenous doctoral students struggled with academic 

acculturation as they attempted to internalize the norms, priorities, and communication 
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styles of academia. Participants in previous studies reported that their acculturation 

resulted in being viewed differently or being distanced by their families and/or 

communities (Henning, 1998).  

Several of the participants in this study discussed the struggles they faced with 

“fitting in” within the academic cultures of their departments and programs and identified 

these struggles as challenging their degree persistence and completion. Only one 

participant in this study characterized enculturation into the academy as causing a sense 

of distancing from her home/family culture. However, a few participants in this study did 

express a sense of resentment and dissonance in being expected to embrace and 

internalize the culture of the academy. These participants identified these expectations as 

challenging their well-being and their desire to persist in their programs. 

Academic self-doubt.  

One study explicitly focusing on the experiences of Indigenous students that 

completed their doctoral degree programs notes that participants experienced self-doubt 

while working toward degree completion, noting that they were not sure they “had what 

it takes” to complete their degrees (Henning, 1998). Responses generated by several 

participants in this study affirmed that they had at some time in their doctoral programs 

experienced doubt that they had the ability to complete their programs, and this was a 

factor challenging persistence and completion of their doctoral degrees. 

Operational barriers within the institution.  

The literature notes that operational barriers exist within Academia that challenge 

the retention and persistence of Indigenous students. Examples of such barriers include 

admissions standards and classes that affect continuance in a certain program (Beu, 
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1998). Responses generated by only a few participants in this study affirmed that they 

had faced some type of operational barrier within institutions of higher education that 

served to challenge their persistence and completion degree programs; however, most 

reported that this happened in associate, bachelor, or graduate degree programs with only 

two participants reporting that they had experienced such challenges to their doctoral 

degree programs. The two that noted the operational barriers discussed “stepping out” 

behaviors that affected their schools’ residency or “maximum time to degree completion” 

policies. 

Finances.  

Two of the studies focusing on the experiences of Indigenous students that 

completed their degree programs note that mounting financial burdens associated with 

balancing the financing of education with personal financial obligations challenged 

student persistence and completion (Beu, 1998; Henning, 1998). Along with noting that 

financial support in the form of scholarships, tribal scholarships, graduate assistantships, 

teaching assistantships, and travel/conference funding were factors supporting their 

persistence and completion of doctoral programs, participants in this study clearly noted 

that the lack of these supports proved to be tremendous challenges to their persistence 

and completion of degree programs. 

Participant recommendations - improving Indigenous student 

retention and completion. 

The existing literature tends to focus on researcher recommendations for 

improving Indigenous student retention and completion in tertiary degree programs based 

on findings in their research; however, two of the studies focusing on the experiences of 
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Indigenous students that completed their degree programs include recommendations 

generated by Indigenous students participating in the studies. 

Beu (1998) reports that Indigenous students had the following recommendations 

for the institution to support Indigenous student retention and graduation: 

• Hire more faculty and support staff that may serve as Indigenous role 

models  

• Improve cultural sensitivity (including cultural sensitivity training) 

• Continue to offer smaller, less intimidating classes  

• Sponsor Indigenous-themed activities, including pow-wows and activities 

that would help students feel more at home on campus (pp. 150-153) 

Henning (1998) reports that Indigenous students had the following 

recommendation for the institution to support Indigenous student retention and 

graduation:  

• Hire more faculty and support staff that may serve as Indigenous role 

models  

• Improve cultural sensitivity (including cultural sensitivity training) 

• Institute peer mentoring programs featuring Indigenous student mentors 

(p.162) 

Recommendations to the Academy generated by participants in this study echoed 

six of the seven recommendations provided through the previous two studies. (The 

recommendation that smaller, less intimidating classes be offered was the only suggestion 

not echoed.) However, as reported in Chapter 5, many more recommendations were 

offered by participants in this study that the previous studies. 
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Whereas the recommendations from Indigenous students in both the previous 

studies called for hiring more Indigenous faculty and staff and improving cultural 

sensitivity, the current study participants tended to examine academic barriers more 

holistically, and resulting recommendations called for sweeping, structural reforms 

within the Academy, which incorporated these two recommendations, but expanded 

greatly on them.   

In the two decades that have passed since the prior studies were reported, a great 

deal has changed that might explain the more sweeping recommendations focused on 

systemic change.  

Electronic access to information has resulted in a heightened awareness of issues 

occurring at a global level that impact current thought and may have influenced 

participant recommendations in this study. An example is the response by several 

participants discussing sweeping reforms that have occurred in New Zealand, with the 

expectation that similar reforms could be implemented in the United States if the goals 

were authentically desired, affirmed, and targeted.  

The cultural shift demanding accountability in educational institutions across the 

U.S. may have influenced participants in this study to recommend that faculty be held 

accountable for completion rates of doctoral students. Similarly, the cultural shift 

demanding educational reform may have influenced participants in this study to call for 

the restructuring of the Academy to align more closely to the needs of students and future 

degree applications. 

The current political climate, which is charged with a resurgence of intolerance at 

levels not overtly expressed in the U.S. in many decades, may have influenced 
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recommendations based on abolishing institutionalized microaggressions stemming from 

racism, stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination. 

In addition to the current study being conducted in different social, political, and 

academic contexts than the previous studies, the study has drawn from a larger and more 

diverse group of participants that the previous studies, which also might have influenced 

the diversity of suggestions offered to the Academy. 

Findings from this Study that Add to the Existing Literature 

Although the vast majority of findings in this study serve to reinforce that which 

has been reported in the existing literature, this study added to the existing literature in 

the following ways 

• This study built on a previous study by Henning (1998) that asked ten (10) 

Indigenous scholars, all of whom had completed doctoral degree programs in the 

1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, or 1990s and were working in the Academy (in one 

of two public institutions) at the time of the study, to identify their original 

motivations for pursuing a doctoral degree (p. 128). This study expanded on 

Henning’s initial inquiry, and focused on the personal and academic experiences 

of thirty-five (35) Indigenous scholars of diverse ages who represented a variety 

of academic majors pursued at multiple public institutions of higher education 

throughout the U.S during the 2010s. 

• This study identified both personal and academic factors that supported and 

challenged the academic trajectories of study participants from childhood through 

their doctoral programs. Prior to this study, a gap in the literature involved a lack 
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of inquiries into childhood and elementary school experiences of Indigenous 

students pursuing tertiary degrees. 

• The study offered more thorough insight into doctoral program experiences than 

previous studies, which focused on experiences of significantly fewer, less diverse 

groups of study participants 

• Drawing from the work of Secatero (2009), this study expands on a previous 

inquiry into factors affecting the well-being and success of graduate and doctoral 

students during their advanced degree programs. This study identified factors 

affecting the sense of well-being (within four realms of well-being) experienced 

by study participants throughout their academic trajectories, which spanned from 

childhood through their doctoral programs. 

• Unlike previous inquiries, some of which have identified academic achievement 

in secondary school as a factor impacting tertiary academic achievement and 

degree completion, this study generated information that specifically speaks to the 

childhood experiences, internal and external to elementary and secondary schools, 

of the study participants 

• This study identified the initial motivating factors that resulted in the 

commencement of a doctoral degree by the study participants. Additionally, and 

in departure from previous studies, this study offered participants the opportunity 

to identify any changes diverging from their initial motivation, which may have 

occurred during the completion of their doctoral programs. 

• The study identified recommendations (including sincere cautionary suggestions 

and practical advice) by study participants directed to future Indigenous scholars 
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who are considering pursuing doctoral degrees. Prior to this study, a gap in the 

literature involved a lack of inquiries into such recommendation provided by 

Indigenous scholars who had pursued doctoral degrees. 

• Drawing on member checks within the participatory research model utilized, this 

study resulted in the development of a modified lens of well-being that could be 

utilized in inquiries considering the sense of well-being experienced by study 

participants (Figure 6-1) 
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Comparison with the Henning (1998) Study 

This study provided a glimpse of the academic and personal experiences of 

Indigenous scholars who pursued doctoral degrees during the second decade of the 21st 

Century. The study sought to identify factors impacting the academic trajectories of study 

participants from childhood through their doctoral degree programs. 

This study built on a similar research project completed more than two decades 

ago (Henning, 1998). The principal investigator of the previous study described her study 

as an inquiry that sought “to understand factors related to American Indian educational 

success” (p. 5). Although the Henning study was completed in the late 1990s, several of 

the ten (10) participants in her study had gone through doctoral programs in the 1950s, 

1960s, and 1970s, decades before their participation in the study, which contrasts with the 

participants in this current study, who had all been in doctoral programs in the 2010s.  

I had hoped that the findings of this present study could be compared with those 

of the previous study to determine if Indigenous scholars of this current generation face 

similar or different factors influencing their persistence and completion than those 

experienced by past Indigenous scholars. Although this study substantially expanded on 

the scope of the Henning study, the findings, when compared to those reported by 

Henning over two decades ago, are much the same. 

In the twenty years since Henning’s dissertation was completed, supportive 

factors impacting Indigenous doctoral students and their academic persistence reflect a 

number of similarities.  
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Participants in both studies discussed the importance of their family in their lives 

and in their academic pursuits, with many participants in each study discussing the high 

levels of support they received from family members. 

Participants in both studies discussed, at length their desire to “give back” to 

Indigenous people in some type of altruistic way. However, a distinct difference in this 

particular theme is that a large portion of the participants in this current study identified 

“giving back” as a primary motivation for pursuing a degree, whereas the participants in 

the earlier study tended to be motivated by finances and a sense of security or the desire 

to have a particular career in the pursuit of their degrees. 

Reports of the importance of mentoring and/or the development of a supportive 

relationship with a university employee or faculty member emerging from the current 

study were echoed in the experiences of past generations of Indigenous doctoral students 

participating in the Henning study. Both groups noted that the people in these 

relationships did not have to be Indigenous or faculty members, just as long as they cared 

and tried to be helpful. 

Participants in both studies spoke to the importance of developing a connection 

with other Indigenous students on campus and described the warm and supportive 

relationships that developed through these Indigenous networks. 

Similarly, both groups of study participants mentioned belonging to, participating 

in, or benefitting from their association with an established Indigenous group, club, 

organization, center, or office on campus, identifying the associations as important in 

supporting persistence in their programs. 
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The consistency of the supporting factors identified by both study groups speaks 

to the importance placed on them by the study participants. Enduring factors such as the 

centrality of family connections and their impact on degree persistence and completion 

suggest that family-involved interventions and supports, such as the Family Education 

Model (HeavyRunner & DeCellis, 2002), hold promise for bolstering completion rates. 

Further, the long-standing commitment by Indigenous scholars to “giving back” to their 

communities, cultures, and tribes speaks in support of the development of initiatives 

within higher education institutions that ground college curriculum and degree programs 

in the epistemology, axiology, and ontology of tribal cultures in order to prepare 

graduates with the skills necessary to support Tribal Nation Building (Brayboy, et al., 

2014). 

In the twenty years since Henning’s dissertation was completed, challenges facing 

Indigenous doctoral students are strikingly similar. It appears that little has substantively 

changed in the years that have elapsed between the two studies. 

In spite of consistent recommendations for improvement that have been offered 

by researchers and the study participants with whom they work to institutions of higher 

education over the last several decades, the completion rates of Indigenous doctoral 

students have not increased, and the participants in this current study are still 

experiencing similar challenges in the form of institutional barriers that were identified 

by their counterparts years ago. 

Reports of racism, discrimination, microaggression, stereotyping and 

marginalization of minority students emerging from this study’s data and echoing 

experiences of past generations of Indigenous graduate and doctoral students suggest that 
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the Academy still fails to adequately affirm and support intellectuals representing non-

majority perspectives, values, ways of being, and ways of knowing. 

Observations of the cultural dissonance experienced by participants in the 

Henning study are also echoed in the current study. Participants in both studies discuss 

the divergent nature of their cultural value system with that of the Academy. Findings 

from both studies demonstrate, for example, that participants noted that the emphasis on 

competition in their doctoral programs and within the Academy was in direct contrast 

with their cultural valuing of cooperation and collaboration. Participants in both studies 

also discussed facing the pervasive expectation within the Academy that they should 

partake in “cultural adjustment” so that they would “fit in” with others.  

Another aspect of cultural dissonance shared by the participants of each study 

involved cross-cultural communication and the overwhelming feeling that their 

communication styles led non-Indigenous people to form inaccurate and/or stereotypical 

opinions of them. 

Participants in both studies note that they wished that there had been more 

Indigenous faculty in their programs and on campus. Those participants in the two studies 

who did have the opportunity to work with an Indigenous faculty member characterized 

the experience as extremely “supportive” and “unique,” and counted themselves “lucky 

to have been so fortunate.” 

As did participants in the current study, participants in the Henning study 

discussed the lack of academic mentoring they received in their doctoral programs, with 

several of the participants in both studies noting that they didn’t receive the support they 

needed in learning how to publish or to make their way into faculty positions. 
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A common theme challenging persistence and completion identified by 

participants in both studies was the feeling of isolation and loneliness experienced by so 

many. Reasons for feelings of isolation were attributed by both groups as stemming from 

a lack of connection with other people, a lack of Indigenous students in the academic 

setting, not being able to return to home communities regularly, and not being around 

other people who understood or could relate to them. 

Although participants in both studies identified financial concerns stemming from 

the cost of their doctoral studies, most of the participants in the Henning study identified 

piecing together support from the GI Bill, the National Defense Education Act, specific 

fellowships, parental contributions, work-study, graduate or teaching assistantships, 

scholarships, and their part-time jobs, with several noting that student loans were not 

available while they were in school. This contrasts with the participants in this study, who 

appeared to be similarly concerned with their inconsistent funding, but more focused on 

the student loan debt they amassed due to an inability to piece together sufficient support 

from the funding sources they mentioned (part-time work, tribal grants and scholarships, 

parental contributions, VA benefits, graduate or teaching assistantships). 

As I have mentioned, many of the findings from this study bear a striking 

similarity to those of Henning’s (1998) dissertation. As I summarize the comparison of 

the findings of these two studies, I am reminded of an observation by a survey participant 

in the current study, who eloquently speaks to why the two studies, conducted more than 

two decades apart, would share so many common findings. The observation further offers 

a possible explanation as to why, after two full decades, the Academy has failed to 

increase the rate of doctoral degrees awarded to Indigenous scholars in the U.S., 
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“I don’t think that the department, the university, or the Academy wants to 

change. They are doing exactly what they were designed to do. They replicate the status 

quo. Indians are not part of the status quo. In the status quo, Indians are marginalized. 

The department, university, and Academy are already doing a great job with that.” 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Due to the relatively few inquiries examining Indigenous doctoral students and 

Indigenous scholars holding doctoral or professional degrees, much work needs to be 

done to develop a better understanding of what can or should be done to support the 

attainment of advanced degrees by this unique and very diverse population. The 

narratives shared by the Indigenous scholars in this study suggest that a variety of factors 

impacted their negotiation of their doctoral degree programs; some challenged, while 

others bolstered, their successful progression. 

Based on the results of the data generated by this study, I offer the following 

recommendation. 

1. Recommendation One 

Conduct studies that focus exclusively on institutional barriers to doctoral 

degree completion by Indigenous scholars through a multiplicity of perspectives 

Participants in this study consistently reported a number of factors representing 

institutional challenges and barriers to doctoral degree completion. These findings were 

consistent with the literature extending back several decades. With numbers of new 

Indigenous doctoral recipients across the nation currently averaging just one hundred 

twenty-five (125) per year, we cannot afford to overlook important data that might help 
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to target and eradicate the long-established barriers to degree attainment that exist within 

the Academy. 

 For this reason, I recommend that inquiries focused exclusively on barriers to 

doctoral degree completion be initiated. However, in these inquiries, I suggest a holistic 

approach be utilized to gather data internal to the Academy (from faculty, staff, and non-

Indigenous students as well as from Indigenous students) and external to the academy 

(for instance, from sovereign Indigenous Nations, from Indigenous communities, and 

from other pertinent constituencies and sources) that probe not only the barriers to degree 

completion experienced by Indigenous scholars, but also the factors underlying and 

sustaining these barriers. 

2. Recommendation Two 

Examine institutional barriers to degree completion experienced by Indigenous 

scholars who have left their doctoral programs 

In this study, I was not successful in recruiting a robust number of Indigenous 

scholars who had left doctoral programs with no intention of completing them. Only two 

people representing this category volunteered for the study. Although both volunteers 

generously contributed details of the factors that led to their departure from doctoral 

programs, it did not allow for a thorough examination of the perspectives of people who 

might potentially offer more insight into institutional barriers to degree attainment by 

Indigenous scholars that exist within the Academy. 

I recommend that both quantitative and qualitative research be employed to 

identify, explore, compare, and contrast Institutional barriers that result in Indigenous 

scholars leaving their doctoral programs prior to completion. 
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3. Recommendation Three 

Initiation of culture-specific inquiry by Indigenous Nations or Tribes into factors 

that support or challenge the successful program completion of their members  

In conducting this study, I made a conscious decision not to identify or consider 

the participants’ tribal affiliation or cultural identity. However, in consulting with study 

participants, several noted that it is possible that culture-specific factors might also 

impact the academic trajectory of Indigenous scholars. As Curly, a sharing circle 

participant commented, “Every tribe has had distinctly different histories and divergent 

experiences with colonization. I think my culture might view mainstream education 

differently from our neighbors to the south, for example. They weren’t forced to go to 

boarding schools like our ancestors, and they were never forced from their traditional 

lands, as my people were. I have noticed that my classmates who are [tribal affiliation 

omitted] view colleges and universities differently than my classmates who are [from my 

culture]. It seems that there are different expectations within their communities 

concerning a college education, and that they are treated differently than we are when 

we go home.” 

If Indigenous Nations are to build capacity supporting tribal well-being, self-

determination, and sovereignty, they will rely heavily on the abilities of their members to 

drive the initiatives required to do so. Therefore, I would further recommend that 

Indigenous Nations or Tribes that are investing in educating their members initiate 

culture-specific inquiries into the factors that support or challenge the successful program 

completion of their members, not only at the doctoral level, but also at the graduate, 

undergraduate, and TCU/community college level, as well.  
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The information derived from such studies could serve Nations as they 

strategically support their members’ pursuit of tertiary degrees. 

4. Recommendation Four 

Initiate comprehensive, systematic, nation-wide studies that more thoroughly 

investigate other personal and academic factors impacting the awarding of 

doctoral degrees to Indigenous scholars.  

In this study, participants represented tremendous diversity. The individuals who 

participated were so much more diverse than the reported demographics indicate. For 

example, some participants were single parents, others had specific cultural roles and 

positions within their home communities, and still others were veterans with prior 

military service. Although I did record certain demographic characteristics (gender, age, 

location of K-12 schooling, academic field of study, and degree progression), I did not 

organize the data in a manner that reflected these aspects of diversity, nor did I analyze 

the data to extract information specific to these demographics. Although the data 

generated supports the findings of other studies reported in the literature and contributes a 

current “snapshot” of factors impacting the successful completion of doctoral programs 

by Indigenous scholars at the end of the second decade of the 21st Century, it definitely 

does not examine responses based on gender, lived experiences, academic field of study, 

or other demographic factors that could be at play and potentially impacting degree 

program persistence and completion.  

Currently, the literature contains relatively few statistics gathered on Indigenous 

students at the graduate and doctoral level, and they tend to be reported as aggregates. 

As I discovered when reviewing the data generated in this study, there is actually very 
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little information in the literature concerning a number of factors that were touched 

on by participants in this study:  

§ Urban versus rural students 

§ Pre-school attendance (Head Start, public/private) and early learning 

experiences 

§ Where students attended K-12 schools (on reservation/off reservation) 

§ The type of K-12 schools students attended (public, pubic charter, private, 

parochial, BIA/BIE, tribal, day/boarding, home schools) 

§ Whether students attended a TCU, community, or junior college before 

transferring to a university or if they exclusively attended 4-year tertiary 

institutions 

§ The number of years between high school graduation (or high school 

equivalency completion) and first tertiary enrollment 

§ Military service or other experiences after high school/GED attainment and 

prior to commencing or while completing graduate, doctoral, or other 

professional programs 

§ Personal lived experiences (such as parenting, being a single parent, being a 

caregiver of a dependent adult, travel, non-degreed post-secondary 

education or training, participation in bridge programs or university 

institutes prior to commencing undergraduate or graduate programs) 

§ Professional lived experiences (such as employment, careers, vocational 

skills) 
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Future inquiries could certainly explore the impact of these and other 

demographic factors on the academic trajectories of Indigenous scholars.  

Parting Reflection 

As I bring this report to a close, I close a chapter of my own life. As I do so, I am 

filled with gratitude. As with the previous chapters of my life, I have learned so very 

much along the way and have encountered so many dear and amazing people who have 

helped me to write those chapters.  

I would like to emphasize that I owe a debt of gratitude to the participants in this 

study. They did not need me to conduct this research, but I could not have completed my 

doctoral degree if it had not been for them. My words could never convey the gratitude 

and appreciation I feel for their generous contributions. I pray that each and every one of 

these promising scholars will be abundantly blessed as they continue on their individual 

life paths. 

It is my most sincere hope that if, in twenty years’ time, some other doctoral 

student decides to follow up on this inquiry, or any other study focused on inequitable 

tertiary degree distribution in the U.S., the decision will be prompted by the student’s 

desire to investigate the dramatic increase in the rate of doctoral degrees awarded to 

Indigenous scholars by the Academy. Such a scenario is, after all, possible. As case study 

participant, Nona, observes,  

They can’t ignore us, not if we speak up, not if we power through, not if we 

continue to question the status quo. With each of us who defies the odds and gets through, 

we gain ground, we set examples, and we become experts in this process who can help 
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other Native people power through, too. We can change what is; all we have to do is 

imagine what can be and dedicate ourselves to achieving that vision. 

We cannot, as a society, afford to lose a potential scholar in any academic field. 

To quote from my favorite ad campaign of all time, “A mind is a terrible thing to waste.” 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A – Participant Recruitment Letter  

Greetings, 

My name is Duff (Duffy) Galda and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Arizona 

focusing on Indigenous Education. As I prepare to begin the data collection phase for my doctoral 

dissertation, I am asking for your help!  

I seek to identify and explore factors impacting the retention in and completion of doctoral degree 

programs by Indigenous scholars. (For the purposes of this study, the term Indigenous scholars is used to 

describe doctoral students who identify themselves as being Indigenous.)   

I am looking for volunteers, current and former doctoral students who self-identify as being 

Indigenous that have completed their doctoral degrees within the last ten years or will complete their 

doctoral degrees within the next three years in public institutions of higher education in the United States 

that might wish to participate in the research project.  

My goal is to explore factors that lead Indigenous scholars to enter Ph.D. programs, factors 

affecting their progress through Ph.D. programs, and factors affecting their completion of doctoral 

programs. In addition, I hope to help identify ways in which institutions of higher education might better 

support the success of professional students who are Indigenous. An Institutional Review Board 

responsible for human subjects research at The University of Arizona reviewed this research project and 

found it to be acceptable, according to applicable state and federal regulations and University policies 

designed to protect the rights and welfare of participants in research. 

In my research, I will ask participants about the life experiences that brought them to the 

Academy. I will also ask about the goals they had that originally prompted them to begin doctoral 

programs. In addition, I will ask questions about the factors that impacted their academic trajectories. 

Finally, I will ask about personal and professional relationships that supported the completion of their 

doctoral programs. 

I will work with participants to put their ideas, perceptions, perspectives, opinions, and 

experiences concerning their success and the success of other Indigenous scholars into written form. From 

these ideas, perceptions, perspectives, opinions, and experiences, I will attempt to identify factors affecting 

the successful completion of doctoral programs by Indigenous scholars.  

An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University of 

Arizona has reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable state and 
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federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and welfare of participants in 

research. 

I hope that you will consider collaborating with me as I examine factors impacting the success of 

Indigenous scholars pursuing professional degrees. I am looking for people who would be willing to 

participate in any of the activities described below: 

Activity 1: Complete a 1-3 hour survey  

• The survey will ask about:  
o your educational goals 
o your educational experiences 
o your experiences at the university 
o factors that might have supported or hindered your progress through 

your doctoral program  
o personal and professional relationships that supported your progress 

through the doctoral program 
o your professional goals 

Activity 2: Participate in a 2 – 4 hour interview  

• The interview will feature questions that will explore: 
o your life experiences in relation to your education 
o your elementary and secondary educational experiences 
o your educational goals  
o your tertiary educational experiences 
o factors that might have supported or hindered your progress through the 

doctoral program 
o personal and professional relationships that supported your progress 

through the doctoral program 
o your professional goals  

Activity 3: Participate in a 2 hour Sharing Circle 

A sharing circle is a modified form of the focus group that is meant to provide space, time, and an 

environment for participants to share their opinions and experiences in a manner that they can 

direct. 

• Volunteers will meet with me and five or six other study participants synchronously (in 
person or via skype, phone) once for one to two hours to participate in a discussion  

o exploring aspects affecting student success in doctoral programs  
o offering suggestions to  

§ other Indigenous scholars interested in pursuing an advanced degree 
§ to communities wishing to support Indigenous scholars in their studies 

within the Academy  
§ to members of the Academy who wish to better serve Indigenous 

scholars seeking doctoral degrees 

Thank you so much for considering this invitation to participate in a research project! If you are 

not interested in participating in this project, I thank you for taking the time to read my letter.  If you might 

be interested in working with me, would you please respond to this e-mail with the following information: 
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Duff (Duffy) Galda 

Doctoral Candidate 

Teaching, Learning, and Socio-cultural Studies 

The University of Arizona 

(520) 609-1877 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Name: 

Cell Number (including area code): 

E-mail address 

Home address: 

How do you prefer to be contacted by Duffy: 

When do you prefer to be contacted by Duffy: 
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Appendix B – Informed Consent Form 

Informed Consent Form 

 
Project Title: Footprints on a Path Less Traveled: Perspectives of Indigenous Scholars on 

their Successful Negotiation of Doctoral Programs  
 
You are being asked to read the following material to ensure that you are informed of the nature 
of this research study and of how you will participate in it, if you consent to do so. Signing this 
form will indicate that you have been so informed and that you give your consent. Federal 
regulations require written informed consent prior to participation in this research study so that 
you can know the nature and risks of your participation and can decide to participate or not 
participate in a free and informed manner.  
 
PURPOSE 

You are being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. The 
of this project is to provide information on and insights pertaining to the 
successful completion of Indigenous students in doctoral programs. 

 
SELECTION CRITERIA  

The Principal Investigator, Duff Galda, will discuss the requirements for participation in this 
study with you. To be eligible to participate, you must identify as an Indigenous doctoral 
students within three years of your doctoral degree completion date. A total of up to 20 
individuals may be enrolled in this study. Of the 20, three will participate in case studies data 
collection. The survey and specialized focus group will require participation from as many of 
the study collaborators as possible. 

 
PROCEDURE  

The following information describes your participation in this study, which will last up to one 
year: 
• The survey of collaborating participants will involve approximately one (3) hours of each 

participant’s time 
• The case study interviews will involve a maximum of four (4) hours of each participant’s 

time. There will be four (4) interviews, each lasting approximately one hour. 
• The specialized focus group, a sharing circle, will involve approximately three (3) hours 

of each participant’s time 
• Participants will be encouraged to examine and approve of the content each has 

contributed to the final project. Follow-up will involve no more than two (2), 1-hour 
conversations.  

 
Transcripts from these data collection methods described above will be examined to 
determine factors that may positively or negatively impact completion of doctoral programs 
by Native American students. 

 
RISKS  

None Anticipated  
 
BENEFITS  
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There is no direct benefit to you from your participation. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 

Your participation and data collected concerning you will be kept in the strictest of 
confidentiality. No data or information concerning you will be included in the final report 
unless you approve first. Your name will not be identified in the final report unless you 
approve first. 

 
PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION  

There is no cost to you for participating except your time.   
 
CONTACTS 

You can obtain further information from the principal investigator, Duff Galda, at (520) 609-
1877. If you have questions concerning your rights as a research subject, you may call the 
University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program office at (520) 626-6721.  (If out 
of state use the toll-free number 1- (866) 278-1455.) 
 

LIABILITY 
Side effects or harm are possible in any research program despite the use of high standards of 
care and could occur through no fault of yours or the investigator involved. Known side 
effects have been described in this consent form. However, unforeseeable harm also may 
occur and require care. You do not give up any of your legal rights by signing this form. In 
the event that you require or are billed for medical care that you feel has been caused by the 
research, you should contact the principal investigator Duff Galda at (520) 609-1877. 

 
AUTHORIZATION 

Before giving my consent by signing this form, the methods, inconveniences, risks, and 
benefits have been explained to me and my questions have been answered. I may ask 
questions at any time and I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without causing 
bad feelings or affecting my medical care. My participation in this project may be ended by 
the investigator or by the sponsor for reasons that would be explained. New information 
developed during the course of this study which may affect my willingness to continue in this 
research project will be given to me as it becomes available. This consent form will be filed 
in an area designated by the Human Subjects Committee with access restricted by the 
principal investigator, Duff Galda or authorized representative of the Language, Reading, and 
Culture Department. I do not give up any of my legal rights by signing this form. A copy of 
this signed consent form will be given to me.  

 
___________________________________  _____________________________________  
Subject's Signature                                                           Date 
                                 
___________________________________  ____________________________________ 
Parent/Legal Guardian (if necessary)                                      Date 
    
__________________________________  _____________________________________ 
Witness (if necessary)     Date 
 
 
INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT: 
Either I have or my agent has carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I 
hereby certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who signed this consent form was 
informed of the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her participation. 
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___________________________________  ____________________________________ 
Signature of Presenter     Date 
 
___________________________________  _____________________________________  
Signature of Investigator                  Date 
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Appendix C – Qualitative Survey 

Survey Directions: 

As you respond to this survey, PLEASE answer each question as completely and 
thoroughly as possible by providing as many details as you can. Your details will 
provide valuable insight and information that will enable this study to contribute to 
our existing knowledge base on factors that support the successful completion of 
doctoral programs by Indigenous students. 

I am so very grateful to you for your help with answering these questions. The 
people who can best help future Indigenous scholars successfully complete their 
doctoral programs are those that have already faced the challenges inherent to the 
process and can offer advice and insight to those who will follow. Thank you for 
giving so generously of your time and perspectives. I will be forever grateful to you 
for your help. 

Please save this document frequently so that none of your efforts are lost. When you 
are finished, please return it to me as soon as possible. THANK YOU! 

Where were you born?  
Response: 
In which year were you born? 
Response: Year  ______ 

Where were you raised?  
Response:  
Do you identify as an Indigenous (Indigenous, Native, Native American, 
American Indian, First Nations, Tribally Affiliated, etc.) person? 
Response:  _ Yes       _ No 

If you answered yes, how do you choose to identify yourself ethnically? 

Response: 
How do you choose to identify yourself professionally? (For example: do you 
refer to yourself as a doctor, a professor, an Indigenous scholar, a scholar, a 
researcher, a Native researcher, or any other way you might introduce yourself 
professionally)  
Response: 
How would you characterize your childhood? What do you remember about 
it? 
Response: 
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What do you most remember about growing up in your family? 

Response: 
Do you consider yourself to have been raised within an Indigenous culture or 
Indigenous cultures? (Select One) 
Response:  _ Yes       _ No 
If yes, what are the memories you have of being raised within the culture?  

Response: 
What do you remember about your school experiences (K-12)? 

Response: 

What were some of the challenges you faced as a K-12 student? 

Response: 

What  (or who) do you think supported your success as a K-12 student? 

Response: 

What do you remember about your undergraduate college experiences?  

Response: 
What were some of the challenges you faced as an undergraduate student? 
Response: 
What (or who) do you think supported your attainment of your undergraduate 
degree(s)?  
Response: 
Was there someone or a group of people that were especially supportive of 
you while you were studying for your undergraduate degree(s)? 
Response: 
Are you currently a doctoral student within 3 years of completing your degree 
program? 
Response:  _ Yes       _ No 
a. If yes, from which university will you receive your doctoral degree? 
Response: 
b. If yes, what is your major? 
Response: 
Have you graduated from a doctoral program from a university in the United 
States within the last 10 years? 
Response:  _ Yes       _ No 
If yes, from which university did you receive your doctoral degree? 
Response: 
If yes, what was your major? 
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Response: 
Why did you decide to pursue a doctoral degree?  
Response: 
How old were you when you were accepted into your doctoral program? 
Response: 
How did you choose the university you attended for your doctoral program? 
Response: 
In which university(ies) are you pursuing/did you pursue your doctoral 
degree? 
Response: 
In which college of the university and which department of the college is/was 
your doctoral program housed? 
Response: 
College: ______________________________   
Department:___________________________ 
Did you transfer any graduate hours into your doctoral program from previous 
graduate programs? (Select One) 
Response: _ Yes        _ No 
If yes, were the transferred hours from the same university? 
Response: _ Yes        _ No 
If yes, were the transferred hours from the same college or department? 
Response: _ Yes        _ No 
If you answered “yes,” to Question 13, how many graduate hours transferred? 
Response:        
If you transferred hours, how many semesters of coursework do you think the 
transferred hours saved you? 
Response: 
What is/was the general focus of your doctoral program? 
Response: 
What is/was/will be the topic of your doctoral dissertation? 
Response: 
Have you completed your doctoral program? (Select One) 
Response: _ Yes         _ No 
If yes, how old were you when you defended your doctoral dissertation? 
Response: 
If yes, how long after your defense did you submit your final dissertation 
revisions and final paperwork?  

Response: 
If no, how old do you think you will be when you complete your degree and 
defend your dissertation? 
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Response: 
How many years did/will it take you to complete your doctoral degree? 

Response: 
How do you characterize your experiences in your doctoral program? (Select 
One) 
Response: 
_ Excellent 
_ Very positive 
_ Positive 
_ Neither positive nor negative 
_ Negative 
_ Very Negative 
_ Terrible 
What was it about your experiences in your doctoral program that led you to 
respond the way you did to this question? 
Response:  
While in your doctoral program, what/who was it that kept you moving 
forward and making progress toward completion of your degree? 

Response: 
What was it about this thing or person that helped you to keep moving toward 
your degree completion? 
Response: 
Please list the top four or five factors you believe most helped you to make 
progress in or to complete your doctoral program: 
Top 4-5 factors positively affecting my success in the doctoral program: 
 
1. (Most helpful): ________________________ 
2. (Second most helpful): ___________________________ 
3. (Third most helpful): ___________________________ 
4. (Fourth most helpful): ___________________________ 
5. (Fifth most helpful): __________________________ 
 
While in your doctoral program, what/who was it that interfered with your 
progress toward completion of your degree? 
Response: 
What was it about this/these thing(s) or person/people that interfered with 
your progress toward your degree completion? 
Response: 
Please list the five factors you believe most negatively affected your doctoral 
program. 
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Top 4-5 factors negatively affecting my success in the doctoral program: 
 
1. (Most negative): ________________________ 
2. (Second most negative): ___________________________ 
3. (Third most negative): ___________________________ 
4. (Fourth most negative): ___________________________ 
5. (Fifth most negative): ___________________________ 
Was there a special person or group of people with whom you shared a 
collegial relationship that was particularly helpful or supportive to you during 
your doctoral program? 
Response:  _Yes        _ No 
a.  If yes, who was this person/were these people? 
Response: 
If yes, would you please describe how this person/this group helped or 
supported your progress though the doctoral program? 
Response: 
Was there a special person or group of people with whom you shared a 
personal relationship that was particularly helpful or supportive to you during 
your doctoral program? 
Response:  _Yes         _ No 
a.  If yes, who was this person/were these people? 
Response: 
If yes, would you please describe how this person/this group helped or 
supported your progress though the doctoral program? 

Response: 
Is there someone or something that you specifically credit for helping you to 
successfully complete your doctoral program? 
Response: _ Yes         _ No 
a.  If yes, who was this person and what was his/her relationship to you? 
Response: 
If yes, would you please describe specifically what it is/was that he/she/it did 
that helped you to successfully complete your doctoral program? 

Response: 
While in your doctoral program, was there something/someone that/who 
interfered with or impeded your progress toward completion of your degree? 
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Response: _ Yes         _ No 
If you answered “yes,” and it was something that interfered with or impeded 
your progress, what was it? 
Response: 
If you answered “yes,” and it was a person that interfered with or impeded 
your progress, who was this person and what was his/her relationship to you? 
Response: 
If yes, what was it about this/these thing(s) or person/people that interfered 
with or impeded your progress toward your degree completion? 
Response: 
If you have completed your dissertation, to whom did you dedicate it and 
why? (Please feel free to add more names if necessary!) 
Response: 

Person and relationship to you Why you dedicated your dissertation to him/her... 
1. 1. 
2. 2. 
3. 3. 
4. 4. 

 

If you have completed your dissertation, who were the people you 
acknowledged in your acknowledgements section and why did you 
acknowledge each? (Please feel free to add more names if necessary!) 

 
Response: 

Person and relationship to you Why you acknowledged him/her... 
1. 1. 
2. 2. 
3. 3. 
4. 4. 
5. 5. 
6. 6. 
7. 7. 
8. 8. 
9. 9. 
10. 10. 
11. 11. 
12. 12. 

 

If you have NOT completed your dissertation, to whom will you dedicate it 
and why? (Please feel free to add more names if necessary!) 
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Response: 
Person and relationship to you Why you will dedicate your dissertation to 

him/her... 
1. 1. 
2. 2. 

 

If you have NOT completed your dissertation, who are the people you will 
acknowledge in your acknowledgements section and why will you 
acknowledge each? (Please feel free to add more names if necessary!) 
Response:  

Person and relationship to you Why you will acknowledge him/her... 
1. 1. 
2. 2. 
3. 3. 
4. 4. 
5. 5. 
6. 6. 
7. 7. 
8. 8. 
9. 9. 
10. 10. 
11. 11. 
12. 12. 

 

If you could turn back time and do one thing differently during your 
experiences as a doctoral student that would have helped you through your 
doctoral program, what would it be? 
Response: 
How do you intend to utilize (or how have you utilized) your doctoral degree?   
Response:  
 What advice would you offer new Indigenous doctoral students as they begin 
their doctoral programs that might help them to successfully complete their 
doctoral degrees? (Please feel free to offer multiple suggestions!) 
Response:  
What would you caution or warn new doctoral students about before they 
begin their doctoral programs so that they might avoid challenges to the 
completion of their doctoral degrees? (Please feel free to offer multiple 
suggestions!) 
Response:  
What could your department/program, college, or university do to help recruit, 
retain, support, and promote the success of Indigenous doctoral students? 
(Please feel free to offer multiple suggestions!) 
Response: 
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If you would like to add further comments, observations, or information about 
your experiences as a doctoral student, or your life, please do so below. 

Response: 
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Appendix D – Case Study Interview Questions 

Participant Consent: 
 

I am aware that I am being asked to participate in a research study.  I have the opportunity to ask questions 
and have them answered to my satisfaction. I also understand that I may ask questions at any time during 
the project. 

 

I understand that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without causing bad feelings. I 
understand that I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  

 

An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University of Arizona has 
reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable state and federal 
regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and welfare of participants in research. 

I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  

 
  

Printed name of participant  Electronic Signature of Participant 

 

  Date and time  signed AM/PM  

Investigator/Research Staff 

I have explained the research to the participant or the participant’s representative before requesting the 
signature(s) above.  There are no blanks in this document.  A copy of this form has been given to the 
participant or to the participant’s representative. 

Duff C. Galda 
  

Printed name of person obtaining consent  Signature of person obtaining consent 

  Date and time    AM/PM  

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. Your time is valuable, and I consider 
your willingness to participate a generous gift. As a doctoral candidate and researcher, I 
am so very grateful for your assistance in my dissertation project. 

Duffy 
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Appendix E – Draft Sharing Circle Prompts 

Welcome to Sharing Circle 

Introductions and Warm-Up 

1. Would you please introduce yourselves and tell us a little bit about you, your 

background, and your areas of expertise? 

2. Generally, how would each of you characterize your overall experiences in your 

doctoral programs? 

Within the Academy 

3. How supportive do you believe the Academy has been in your recruitment into, 

retention in, and successful completion of your doctorate? The University? Your 

department? 

4. How could your university have been more supportive in your recruitment into, 

retention in, and successful completion of your doctoral degree?  

5. How could your department/program have been more supportive in your 

recruitment into, retention in, and successful completion of your doctoral degree?  

6. How could your professors have been more supportive in your retention in and 

successful completion of your doctoral degree?  

7. How could the departmental/program staff members have been more supportive 

in your retention in and successful completion of your doctoral degree?  

8. How could your dissertation committee members have been more supportive in 

your retention in and successful completion of your doctoral degree?  

9. How can the Academy help to improve the experiences and success of Indigenous 

scholars pursuing advanced degrees?  

Outside of the Academy 

10. How supportive do you believe your family has been in the successful completion 

of your doctorate?  
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11. How do you think a family could better support the success of Indigenous 

scholars pursuing advanced degrees?  

12. How supportive do you believe your friends have been in the successful 

completion of your doctorate? 

13. How do you think friends could better support the success of Indigenous scholars 

pursuing advanced degrees?  

14. How supportive do you believe your colleagues (fellow doctoral students) have 

been in the successful completion of your doctorate? 

15. How do you think colleagues (fellow doctoral students) could better support the 

success of Indigenous scholars pursuing advanced degrees?  

16. How supportive do you believe your tribe has been in the successful completion 

of your doctorate? 

17. How do you think tribal/cultural agencies could better support the success of 

Indigenous scholars pursuing advanced degrees?  

18. What suggestions would you offer other Indigenous students who might be 

interested in pursuing advanced degrees and/or careers within academia?  

a. Why? 

19. What would you warn other Indigenous students about who might be interested in 

pursuing advanced degrees and/or careers within academia about?  

a. Why? 

13. Was there a special person or group of people with whom you shared a collegial 

or personal relationship that was particularly helpful or supportive to you during 

your doctoral program? 

a. If so, would you please describe how this person/this group helped or 

supported your progress though the doctoral program? 

14. Is there someone or something that you especially credit for helping you to 

successfully complete your doctoral program? 

a. If so, would you please describe specifically what it is/was that he/she/it 

did that helped you to successfully complete your doctoral program? 

15. If you have completed your dissertation, to whom did you dedicate it and why? 
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a. If you have NOT completed your dissertation, to whom will you dedicate 

it and why? 

16. If you have completed your dissertation, who did you acknowledge in your 

acknowledgements section and why? 

a. If you have NOT completed your dissertation, who will you acknowledge 

in your acknowledgements section and why? 

17. How did your university support you in transitioning from your doctoral degree 

program into your chosen professional career pathway? What proved to be helpful 

to you and why? What (if anything) did you find to be a hindrance to this 

transition? 

18. For those of you who have completed your programs, are you now working in or 

anticipating employment in your chosen field in the near future? If so, what was 

your university’s role (or the role of your professors or other university 

employees) in helping you to “put your degree to work?” 

19. What else would you like others to know about your experiences as Indigenous 

scholars in the Academy? 

20. If you could have changed one thing about your experiences either in or out of the 

University while in your doctoral program, what would that be and why? 

21. Do you have any regrets associated with your doctoral program or the time you 

invested in attaining your doctoral degree? If so, would you please tell us about 

them? 

22. In retrospect, if you had to do it all over, would you have pursued a doctoral 

degree? Why/Why not?  
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Appendix F – Responses to Study Question 4 

Suggestions for Academic Institutions to Bolster Support of 
Indigenous Scholars and Increase Doctoral Degree 

Completion by Indigenous Students 
 

Question 4 

What suggestions would Indigenous scholars offer to academic institutions to 

bolster support of Indigenous scholars and increase the number of doctoral 

degrees awarded to Indigenous scholars? 

Question 4 was posed to all study participants. The survey and case study 

participants were asked the open-ended question and their responses were transcribed. 

The sharing circle participants were asked the same open-ended question as a group and 

responded to the prompt in a conversation. Their discussion was recorded and individual 

responses were then transcribed from the recorded conversation. 

In response to my promise to the study participants to conscientiously report their 

responses and perspectives, I organized the unaltered transcriptions of Question 4 

responses, which were provided by survey, case study, and sharing circle participants, 

into nine (9) thematic categories that emerged from the data and recorded the responses 

in this Appendix. Each response has been attributed to one (or more) realm(s) of well-

being it represents. Below are the transcripts of all responses received from study 

participants. 

Responses placed in Group A included suggestions or observations that called for 

restructuring the Academy. Six (6) participants provided suggestions that fell under this 

category.  
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Group A 

Suggestions and Observations focused on Restructuring the Academy 

Restructure the system in the Academy and place the focus on students, realign degree 

requirements to future application/use by graduates, and re-orient faculty to be 

responsive to all students 

Participant 24:  (Mental Well-Being) 

I would have to know more to answer this question. You are asking 

how they can promote the success, but not how they can improve the 

success of doctoral students. One is measurable: the other is not. What 

you are asking is not measurable, suggesting that the goal is not to truly 

increase the number of Indigenous doctoral degree conferees, but is, 

instead, to make it look like the institution is working toward 

accomplishing that goal. Since it is not measurable, there is no 

accountability on the part of the institution. If that is the case, then the 

answer to this question is that institutions are already meeting the goal of 

“promoting success of their Indigenous doctoral students.” However, if 

the goal is to improve the success of Indigenous doctoral students BY 

ensuring that they complete the graduate programs they start, then I 

would have to say that the institution would probably have to revamp the 

methods it uses to demonstrate that a student has merited the conferring of 

such a prestigious degree. I think far too many programs in the institution 

make assumptions about how doctoral recipients will utilize the skills and 

knowledge they have gained in doctoral programs. For example, the 
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program with which I am familiar assumes that its graduates will be 

engaged in researching and publishing for the duration of their 

professional lives. However, the majority of Indigenous scholars I know 

do not have the slightest interest in padding their CVs, especially through 

writing. So, this dissonance represents a lack of alignment between the 

assumptions of the programs and the practical applications of the degrees 

their conferees will be pursuing. Know your audience. Address your 

efforts to your audience. The structures must be parallel, or they will not 

achieve the desired balance. Frame your work around what is needed, 

rather than what is expected. 

Participant 14:  (Mental Well-Being) 

Change. Change it all. Quit looking at students as if they are 

deficient. They are not deficient, just different. That’s because America is 

different. It is not the same America it was 100, 50, or 20 years ago. 

Everything is changing, so why isn’t the department, the college, the 

university changing? Your old paradigms of who should be a college 

student, who should be a college graduate, who should be a college 

teacher, who should make educational decisions - they all need to be 

changed. Accept the students that are coming to you and work with them, 

not against them. Allow them to be who they are, not who you want them 

to be. 

Participant 16:  (Spiritual Well-Being) 
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I came to this program expecting that the teachers would teach 

and I would learn. The irony is, they taught and I learned, only they taught 

that this wasn’t a place for people like me and I learned that this was a 

place for people like them. 

Participant 23: 

The students don’t need to change, and we don’t need to fix them… 

this isn’t their problem. The literature pretty clear on this whole issue; 

Indigenous students are different from other populations of students, and 

by-and-large, they have different reasons for attending universities. This is 

an institutional problem, and it’s the institutions that need to change. They 

need to be fixed because they aren’t working. The Academy hasn’t kept up 

with the times. It continues to function in much the same way it has for 

over a century for pretty much the same people it has served for over a 

century. 

Participant 18: (Social Well-Being) 

The institutional barriers to educational attainment by 

Indigenous scholars must be dismantled. There needs to be more 

accountability within the Academy for nurturing the 

development of ALL marginalized populations, including 

Indigenous people. The Academy was designed for the upper 

and middle classes, and as long as it is run for and by these two 

social classes, it will continue in its attempt to replicate itself. 
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Change has to start with a concerted effort to infuse diversity 

into its faculty and staff. 

Participant 25:  (Mental /Social/Physical/Spiritual Well-Being) 

To improve the number of Native students that succeed, the 

university and the departments in it need to guide their students. They 

need to nurture their students to make sure that their basic needs are met 

so that they can thrive and are able to meet their full intellectual 

capacities. The university needs to recognize that the basic needs of Native 

students can be different because, as a group, we are not ‘typical’ 

students. We are older, there are more women than men, many of us have 

children or grandchildren that we are raising, and many of us have 

important responsibilities that we can’t place to the side for several years 

while we earn a degree. We have social needs. We have spiritual needs. 

We have intellectual needs, and we have basic needs. We also have social 

responsibilities, spiritual responsibilities, intellectual responsibilities, and 

basic responsibilities. My experiences suggest that these institutions 

[universities] do not know or understand us, our needs, our 

responsibilities, just as they do not know or understand our dreams and 

aspirations. If they endeavor to improve, they need to make the effort to 

know us so that they can nurture our success. 

Herkimer:  (Social Well-Being/Spiritual Well-Being)  

My recommendation to the Academy is to recognize that Native 

students need a place that is welcoming, comfortable, and safe. I don’t 
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care if it’s a room, or a dorm, or a building, but it is important to be able 

to be with people who are like us… there just aren’t very many on most 

college campuses. We draw strength from our connections and our 

relationships, and it is important that Native people can gather together. 

The university got rid of the one place NA students loved. The Tohono 

O’odham people gave us a house right next to the university and we loved 

it. We could cook in the kitchen, eat with people, and we got to know 

people from all over. It was a place to be Native. No one cared that we 

didn’t talk right, or hold our fork right, or dress right, or think right, 

because they didn’t either (chuckles). We laughed, we talked, we learned, 

and we became friends – allies really, some even became family. We 

needed each other ‘cuz we had no one else. Then, without even asking us, 

the university bulldozed our little house and built a parking garage right 

there, where it used to be. They still take what they want and don’t care 

about the people who were already there. It was hard after that, and it was 

never the same. The university bulldozed the heart of a wonderful 

community. 

Mac: (Social Well-Being) 

The system is flawed. It needs to be restructured to fit the changing 

demographics of our country and the social and economic shifts in our 

society. When an institution sets up barricades to achievement and 

systematically subverts participation by marginalizing those it is supposed 

to be serving, it is slowly killing itself. The Academy can only thrive if it 
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welcomes and affirms divergent participation. It needs to get rid of the 

group-think, linear mentality that promotes convergent thought and 

action. It struggles to do that because it has filled itself with little clones of 

itself and continues to polish and support those that will be the next 

clones. If the Academy would commit to focusing on preparing today’s 

youth for tomorrow’s future, great things could happen. The doors would 

open for ALL who are interested in an education, degrees would reflect 

future applications and be sufficiently robust to provide a broad range of 

applications by degree holders, and faculty would actually become public 

servants rather than the arrogant gatekeepers they have become. This 

isn’t an ‘Indian problem,’ it is a serious societal flaw. Indians aren’t the 

only ones being squeezed out of these ivory towers… minds are wasted 

because intolerance is allowed to run rampant, even here.” 

Edward:  (Spiritual Well-Being) 

I know your paper is about Native people and how Native people 

aren’t getting advanced degrees at the same rate as non-Native people. 

But I think this isn’t a Native problem as much as it is a societal problem. 

In my experience, watching from inside the Academy, I have come to think 

of the people that are promoted from within the Academy as well as those 

that are not as indicators of a system that is broken. It isn’t just Native 

people who aren’t making it through the system. Lots of people are 

systematically pushed out, but they are the hidden statistics – hidden 

because the sheer quantity of people from the demographic category into 
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which they have been placed allows them to be invisible. Sure, there are 

statistics that hint at a systematic imbalance, data on 1st vs. 2nd generation 

degree seekers, on indicators of academic success, on socio-economic 

factors. Your data will show what we already know. Your ethnography 

might suggest realities behind the statistics, but we know that the Academy 

favors those for whom it was designed. Of course, some of those for whom 

it was not designed do make it through, but plenty do not. The Academy, if 

it is to produce diverse, divergent thinkers that are equipped to address 

the challenges humanity faces, must be restructured. It must shed its 

cocoon of servitude to the wealthy and influential and emerge as a place 

of questioning, debate, and divergence that is available to and affirming of 

all kinds of people, with the singular mission of serving humankind. That 

is how our universities can recruit, retain, and support the success of 

native scholars 

Group B 

Suggestions and Observations focused on Equity Issues 

Restructure attitudes and place the focus on ensuring equitable and fair student treatment 

through faculty accountability 

Responses placed in Group B included suggestions or observations that were 

critical of equity issues within the Academy. Five (5) participants provided suggestions 

that fell under this category.  

Participant 6: 
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It is hard to do, but the Academy has to figure out how to change 

pervasive attitudes. Hate is a value that emerges across modern society, 

and there seems to be less of an effort to squelch it than in recent history. 

Hate and ignorance go hand-in-hand. These two aspects of human 

behavior manifest in racism, intimidation, discrimination, and aggression. 

That’s where the Academy can make the change. It is supposed to combat 

ignorance, not affirm it. There is no place for ignorance and hate in an 

enlightened space – so, Academy, enlighten this space. 

Participant 20:  (Social Well-Being) 

I guess they could be more open to treating all their students the 

same, like we matter, like we might be famous (or rich) one day, too. It 

might take some Native graduate donating a building for them to notice 

Indian students. But, if they treat us like we could donate a building, 

maybe someday we will. 

Participant 8:  (Spiritual Well-Being) 

Hire more Native faculty. I’m looking for a job! 

Participant 19:  (Physical Well-Being) 

There were good, supportive people at my university, but I still saw 

students from different groups being marginalized. I think even more 

noticeable than ‘icing out’ Indians was the way they treated LGBT 

students. That’s not to say that Indians weren’t shortchanged. I got lucky 

because I had a wonderful mentor who asked me if he could mentor me, so 

from the time I started graduate school he was there for me, but I knew 



 

 

399 

plenty of Indians who came to the university and never had mentors or 

advisors to look out for them. One student I knew personally was from my 

tribe. He was a good guy and so promising as a scholar. But, when he was 

accepted here and began the PhD program, he was lost. He ended up 

taking classes he didn’t need; he was never taught how to develop a 

research agenda and to use that to guide his way through, so he just 

floundered and wasted a lot of time and effort. No one told him how to 

prepare for comps, and so he went two semesters beyond what he needed 

before someone asked him when he was going to do them. It wasn’t that 

big of a department; they had to have known he was floundering, but no 

one bothered stepping up. The institutions can’t be reactive to this kind of 

stuff, they’ve gotta proactively address the reality and institute sweeping 

reforms. What’s wrong with teaching faculty how to be good, supportive 

mentors and then pairing mentors with mentees based on the students’ 

long-term goals. I’m not even studying education and I think I could 

develop more effective approaches to supporting Indian students. 

Participant 27:  (Physical Well-Being) 

I knew a few Native students across the university. NONE of them 

had ‘full-ride’ scholarships. It might sound strange, but there were a lot of 

wealthy non-native students in my program, and none of them had ‘full-

ride’ scholarships, either, but they might as well have. Some of those 

people had really nice apartments, drove nice vehicles, and always had 

money to eat and hang out at the places near campus. They weren’t 
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dragging their laundry to Laundromats, they weren’t keeping their eyes 

peeled for quarters near the coke machines, and they weren’t wondering if 

their car would make it another 500 miles. Somebody was funding them, 

because they weren’t working, either, at least not working to pay the rent 

or to buy food for their kids. They were working to build their careers and 

CVs. Of course, they had time to do that. Someone changed their tires and 

oil, someone cooked their meals, too. Maybe the school should think about 

helping the Native students start at the same place that the others start so 

they can make it to the same level that the others make it to. Maybe that 

should include getting them funding and letting them try going through the 

program like the ones who have a ‘full ride’ given to them. Maybe that 

would help retain Native students. 

Dana:  (Spiritual Well-Being) 

The only reason they retained me was because I decided that I was 

not going to let them beat me. That’s a pretty lame way to retain a student. 

I wish they would have offered me classes to teach so that I didn’t have to 

keep paying tuition, I wish they would have taught me how to write an 

application letter so that now that I have graduated, I could get a job, I 

wish they would have helped me to get started publishing papers so that 

now that I have all this data, I could share it with the world… you know, I 

wish they would have treated my like their golden children, their protégés, 

the ones who left knowing the “secret handshake” that could open doors 

and land jobs – the handshake that they never taught me – the ones who 
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now have jobs and no student loans, the ones who now are able to share 

their data with the world. Maybe this is how they silence the ones like me 

that do make it through. 

Shannon:  (Social Well-Being) 

They should get rid of faculty who think that students are there to 

serve them and replace them with faculty who realize that they are there to 

serve the students. They need to hold individual faculty members 

accountable. Each faculty member should be responsible for making sure 

their assigned mentees graduate. Then it would be apparent which faculty 

are effectively supporting individual students, and those who are not could 

be replaced, then they would have a reason to be invested in the success of 

their students.  

I had a friend who went through a different program at a different 

university in a different state and she had a vastly different experience. 

The professors in her department were predominantly Native. They were 

respectful to their students and vested in their students’ success. My friend 

was happy, she learned so much, and she sure as heck didn’t have the 

roadblocks that our faculty threw at us. She had colleagues – we had 

prima donnas. 

Group C 

Suggestions and Observations focused on Interventions and Support 

Follow longstanding suggestions identified in the literature that bolster Indigenous 

student retention and success 



 

 

402 

Responses placed in Group C included suggestions or observations that focused 

on putting into place suggestions identified in the literature. Four (4) participants 

provided suggestions that fell under this category.  

Participant 4:  (Mental /Social/Physical/Spiritual Well-Being) 

It’s funny, but just because we attend a state institution we seem to 

have lower expectations of the institution’s obligations to us than the 

expectations held by students in private universities. I have two friends 

who attend Stanford. Talk about a world-class welcome for students. They 

say how an institution welcomes its newest members says everything about 

the institution… well Stanford is screaming, ‘We are SO glad you are 

here; let us know if there is ANYTHING we can do to make this the best 

possible experience for you!’ My friends have the best… the best 

advisement, the best coaching, the best mentoring, the best support. 

Ironically, our welcome to [university name omitted] consisted of ‘Glad to 

see you, now, what can you do for us?’ 

The take-away is, if you want students to excel, provide the best for 

them. It is a mindset of service rather than one of entitlement. It all comes 

back to who are you here for? 

Participant 5:  (Mental /Social/Physical/Spiritual Well-Being) 

The answer is in the literature, and it has been in the literature for 

decades. Indigenous role models. Indigenous faculty. Recognition of the 

importance of family and community in the lives of the students. 
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Affirmation that their ways of being, knowing, feeling, interacting, 

communicating, and thinking are welcomed without judgment. 

Participant 11:  (Social/Physical/Spiritual Well-Being) 

Give Native students jobs that support other Native students’ 

success – PAID jobs, that is. Invest in keeping the ones you have here and 

in making sure that the new ones are supported.   

Participant 17:  (Spiritual Well-Being) 

More scholarships, more success workshops, more (and better 

quality) advisement. More NA people working at the university, more 

commitment to NA students. Explicit direction, too. I could live without the 

department parties and socials and whatever, but I couldn’t survive 

without support. 

Curly:   

Meet students at the door and begin by explicitly detailing 

everything they need to do to effectively and efficiently complete their 

programs of study. Too many Native students are lost when it comes to 

navigating the programs because so much is assumed. Administration 

assumes that all students are the same and that they come to the program 

knowing things, like procedures, steps, protocols, and even vocabulary 

utilized in the Academy. Usually, these students are NOT first, second, or 

even third-generation doctoral students. Many of these students aren’t 

even sure how they got through their bachelor degree programs. Have 

supports built into place. TELL them (again, be explicit) how to apply for 
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positions within the department, TELL them how to save money on tuition, 

COACH them through the processes they need to follow until they are 

comfortable and can negotiate them independently. Identify the most 

helpful, patient person in your department, and make that person the “go 

to” person that Native students approach when they need help, advice, 

guidance, or answers. Assign a mentor to the student, but not just any 

mentor; assign a mentor that will TRULY mentor your newest recruit. 

Find a mentor that enjoys working with students and derives joy from their 

successes. This might not be easy, and you might have to recruit someone 

from another department, but, it will be worth it. Then, require the student 

to “check in” with the mentor weekly during the first few semesters. Help 

connect the new recruit with other Native students or Native student 

organizations. Treat the student with dignity, and remember that he or she 

is someone’s child and is deserving of the respect and support that we give 

to our own children. Continually ask yourself, what does this student need 

to make the journey less problematic and more nurturing. Then, make it 

so. 

Group D 

Suggestions and Observations focused on Institutionalized Discrimination 

Abolish institutionalized intolerance – eliminate stereotypes, prejudice, racism, 

harassment and discrimination through zero tolerance initiatives and intensive education 
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Responses placed in Group D included suggestions or observations that focused 

on abolishing institutionalized intolerance. Three (3) participants provided suggestions 

that fell under this category.  

Participant 10:  (Social Well-Being) 

My program was fantastic. Most of the faculty was supportive, and 

so was the staff. The university [as a whole] could use a little help, 

though, with reducing and eliminating prejudice, racism, and intolerance. 

It is still obnoxiously overt. Interestingly, it wasn’t just white students that 

were racist and intolerant, in my program, the Latino students were pretty 

nasty to NAs, too. 

Participant 15:  (Social Well-Being) 

I think the program does okay when it comes to getting Indigenous 

students [into the program], but something happens once they get here. It 

feels like a middle school dance, with all the Indigenous students hugging 

the wall and never making it to the dance floor. We came to the dance, we 

wanted to dance, but no one asked us to dance. You missed seeing that we 

were different in ways that your eyes couldn’t detect and your heart 

wouldn’t appreciate. You missed seeing that we were being respectful and 

waiting to be invited. Instead, you punished us with your indifference and 

misguided expectations, telling yourself that it was our fault that we were 

left standing against the wall - telling yourself, “They got what they 

deserved.” We didn’t get what we deserved. We paid our tuition, and we 

deserved to have the same treatment, the same opportunities, the same 
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amount of respect, the same benefits of your time and attention as any 

other doctoral students. Instead, we received access to your classes while 

other students received access to your classes, your mentorship, your 

influence, and your networks. 

Participant 12:  (Spiritual Well-Being) 

I don’t know. That’s a tough question. I can only tell you what 

would have helped me. Just one person giving a damn about me. Just one 

person recognizing that I was trying my best. Just one person making the 

effort to either help me develop the skills I needed or to help me get the 

hell out of the program right away - before I wasted all that time and 

money  - because I didn’t have the skills to be successful. Instead, they 

recruited me and kept me until, I don’t know? Until, maybe, they could 

count me as ‘one more Indian,’ check off that box, and send the form back 

to the government… maybe [they] get some money for meeting the quota? 

(Shrugs). 

Shonah: (Social Well-Being) 

I want to start by saying that I have had a lot of different 

experiences throughout my time [in the program] at the university. I don’t 

want to hurt the people who have been my mentors, allies, supporters, and 

friends. I wouldn’t want them to take what I have to say the wrong way. 

When I first came to the program, I felt isolated and unwelcome, even 

though there were other Indigenous students in the department. They 

weren’t the unwelcoming ones. I felt like there was this undercurrent of 
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resentment that the Indigenous students were there, even though the 

department had a long-standing Native American institute. You know, like 

Tierney said, ‘official encouragement, institutional discouragement.’ 

When I first got there, there weren’t any Indigenous faculty. The 

department even had opportunities to hire well-known Indigenous 

professors, but never did. It seemed like they just weren’t interested in 

promoting ethnic diversity in the faculty. (It took years, but finally they 

hired an Indigenous scholar.)  

Anyway, I remember my first few semesters offended by the sheer 

ignorance of words and actions of the department faculty in their 

observations about Indigenous cultures and their interactions with 

Indigenous students. The department chair was actually one of the worst. 

She would go off on these ‘noble savages’ tangents and everyone would 

stare in disbelief. That wasn’t the worst of it, though. The faculty would try 

to engage the Indigenous students, but the attempts would fail miserably 

because  they really had no concept of inclusiveness; for example, they 

would offer classes they thought would be meaningful to students, but then 

you’d get into the class and discover that although the topics introduced 

were Indigenous issues, they were delivered in completely non-Indigenous 

formats with non-Indigenous perspectives and with no room to engage or 

incorporate non-western perspectives. So, to get to the point, they thought 

they were being inclusive, but the inclusion was surface level only – like 

an ornamental façade hiding the same old building. There was no 
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substance to the inclusivity. So, instead of feeling affirmed, the Indigenous 

students felt, or at least I felt, this huge dissonance.  

I felt like there was no tolerance, let alone support, for the 

divergent opinions or observations I made, and I just couldn’t bring 

myself to nod my head and agree with the things these people said. So, 

there was like this layering of marginalization… beginning with naïve 

concepts about Indigenous peoples or cultures, worsened by intolerance of 

divergent ways of being, thinking, and understanding, amplified by 

resentment of the differences I represented or expressed. It resulted in me 

feeling farther and farther removed from a sense of belonging within the 

department.  

Feeling marginalized in the department actually impacted my 

feelings about the entire university. I was more aware of intolerance, 

microaggressions, and discrimination around me, so this stacked on more 

layers of marginalization. If I hadn’t felt obligated to my Elders to stay 

and finish up my degree, I would’ve left [the program] after the first two 

years. 

I think if the Academy really does want to change the status quo, it 

must first identify why Indigenous people are not enrolling in or 

successfully completing degree programs. I think the answer lies in a 

pervasive and systemic problem. My experiences suggest that racism and 

discrimination are institutionalized barriers to both enrollment and 

completion. I think everyone would benefit from the adoption of zero 
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tolerance policies and the implementation of intense education to combat 

institutionalized racism. Such an effort must be sustainable because in 

order for it to work, it must be ongoing. Unfortunately, policies and 

practices can only serve as deterrents to discrimination. The true change 

in people’s beliefs, thoughts, words, and actions will not occur overnight, 

and must be nurtured and developed over time, sometimes over 

generations. But, it’ll never happen unless we are willing to plant the 

seeds and tend to them now. 

Group E 

Suggestions and Observations focused on Recruitment 

Universities should focus their efforts on recruiting those Indigenous students who will be 

successful, allowing them to meet quotas and maintain the appearance of supporting 

diversity within the Academy 

Responses placed in Group E included suggestions or observations that focused 

on recruitment and retention of Indigenous students. Three (3) survey participants 

provided suggestions that fell under this category.  

Participant 7:  (Social Well-Being) 

I went through the College of Medicine, and I found a lot of 

supports already in place for student success. For example, I benefitted 

from using the tutoring services, and actually learned a lot as I progressed 

through. I don’t think that the College does a good job of recruiting, 

though. When they do outreach to Native students, they tend to target only 

the most promising or highest achieving students, inviting them to 
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participate in summer institutes in the hope that they will cultivate an 

interest in medicine. As I think about the most successful med students in 

my class, it wasn’t the brightest or most promising that always came out 

on top. It was actually the ones who had to work a little harder or the ones 

who wanted it more. They were the ones who had perfected perseverance 

and diligence at a much younger age, and those are the skills that 

sustained them throughout the course of their programs. If we consider the 

qualities that people who succeed in medical programs exhibit, such as 

tenacity and curiosity, and identify people with those qualities at a very 

young age, even before high school, and begin to recruit them through 

suggesting that medicine might be a good fit for them, we might get some 

great candidates. Then, every summer, the university could support their 

completion of summer skill development and enrichment seminars that 

would continue to develop their interest in medicine while making their 

path to the degree much easier. It seems logical that a long-term 

investment like this could pay off by helping more Indigenous people to 

become physicians, especially in the specializations that are in increasing 

demand. 

Participant 13:  (Social Well-Being) 

If they want more Indigenous doctoral students, maybe they should 

forget about recruiting on the reservation and start recruiting more urban 

Indians. They’re the ones who sailed right on through. They already know 

how to talk and act and be. That’s something they [the department] didn’t 
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have time to teach the rest of us. They are already enculturated, and so the 

professors aren’t intimidated or bewildered by them. Since they [the 

university and departments] don’t seem too interested in changing the way 

they operate and the way they treat students, then maybe they should 

change who they recruit into the programs. That way, they can feel good 

about maintaining the appearance of ethnic or cultural diversity, and still 

not have to go out of their way to support diverse ideas or the students 

that express them. 

Participant 22:  (Social Well-Being) 

Recruitment – more bridge programs targeting NA students while 

they are still in high school, helping them to become comfortable on 

campus, giving them a head start through dual enrollment. Bridging them 

from high school or tribal colleges into the university step by step. Bridge 

them from undergraduate to graduate programs. You gotta guide them! 

They probably don’t know anything about graduate school. Then, guide 

them from their graduate programs into doctoral programs, providing lots 

of information and advisement.  

When the are in their programs, VALUE them, treat them like your 

own sons and daughters, look out for them, and help them to maintain 

their identity and dignity as they grow into the human beings they are 

supposed to be. Retention – Help them to develop the skills they will need 

to navigate the system. Use techniques that inform and guide new doctoral 

students. Do NOT take it for granted that they know the ins and outs of 



 

 

412 

doctoral degree programs. Pair them with mentor students and tolerant, 

affirming, and supportive mentor faculty. Promote Success – Guide them, 

be patient with them, remain conscious that they are different, and that 

difference is what will make them exceptional scholars, or whatever they 

are studying to be. Support them, offer them opportunities that position 

them for success AFTER graduation, while keeping in mind that THEIR 

definition of success is what you should be supporting. 

Group F 

Suggestions and Observations focused on Targeted Goals 

Set a goal, commit to attaining and sustaining the goal, and accept accountability for 

achieving the goal 

Responses placed in Group F included suggestions or observations that focused 

on targeted goals. Two (2) survey participants provided suggestions that fell under this 

category.  

Participant 2:  (Mental Well-Being) 

They should do what they did in New Zealand – that tiny little 

country produced 500 Maori scholars in five years. How? They JUST DID 

IT. The U.S. is lucky to get that many Native scholars in five years… and 

America’s population is almost 70 times bigger! Instead of playing games 

with the Maori students, their universities guided and supported their 

growth as researchers and intellectuals. They were respected and 

honored. My advice… take a lesson from New Zealand. 

Participant 26:  (Physical Well-Being) 
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I think the university needs to set a goal and then be accountable 

for meeting the goal. They do it all the time when they write grants. The 

goal needs to be to have at least one Indigenous doctoral graduate every 

year for each tribe that resides in the state. Then, after this goal is met, the 

goal should be to double the number of doctoral graduates every 2 years 

for the following 10 years. That should give us plenty of degree recipients 

to make a foothold in every public university in the state. That would be a 

good start. 

Nona: (Social Well-Being) 

One of the most life-altering aspects of this doctoral program is 

that it introduced me to a body of literature that I had not been aware of. 

When I began to follow Linda and Graham Smith and learned of the 

powerful processes at work around the world, I began to fully appreciate 

the power of education and educational research. One of the most exciting 

and, at the same time, most devastating initiatives I became aware of was 

the Maori scholar program. It was empowering to know that, somewhere 

on this earth, Native people were making such inspiring progress. It was 

equally devastating to realize that it wasn’t here… It doesn’t take long to 

realize that the U.S. and Canada could accomplish equally important 

goals if they wanted to – Canada is already a step closer in that up there, 

they have acknowledged the systematic atrocities imposed on the people of 

the First Nations. It is only when you acknowledge that problems exist that 

you can begin to work toward rectifying the situation.  
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It wouldn’t take much to begin a similar initiative in the U.S. All it 

would take is for one big university to step up and say, ‘We do not support 

and graduate enough Native students, but we are committing to changing 

this. In ten years, we will graduate one hundred world-class Indigenous 

scholars.’ The emphasis would not be on recruitment; it would be on 

retention, completion, and career placement. It would not be an initiative 

designed by non-Natives that is imposed on Native people; it would be one 

developed with Native people so that the goals are attained. Strategic 

planning has done everything from creating airplanes to getting an 

astronaut to the moon and back… it could also produce thousands of 

Native scholars in the U.S. So, that is my recommendation to the Academy. 

Stop spending your time maintaining the illusion that you support Native 

people. Step up and just do it. 

Group G 

Observations focused on Institutions of Higher Education 

Institutions of Higher Education have no intention of changing, if they wanted to support 

diverse populations and divergent ideas, they already would 

Responses placed in Group G included observations (no suggestions were 

offered) that focused on institutions of higher education being unwilling to change to 

accommodate Indigenous scholars. Two (2) participants provided observations that fell 

under this category.  

Participant 1:  (No Realm of Well-Being) 



 

 

415 

I don’t think that the department, the university, or the Academy 

wants to change. They are doing exactly what they were designed to do. 

They replicate the status quo. Indians are not part of the status quo. In the 

status quo, Indians are marginalized. The department, the university, and 

the Academy are already doing a great job with that.  

Participant 9: (No Realm of Well-Being) 

Seriously? There is so much ignorance, hegemony, and 

discrimination in the U.S., and it is alive and well in the Academy. From 

the moment the Constitution was framed, “We the People” didn’t mean 

Diné, Wampanoag, Lakota, or Kanienkehaka.“We the People” were white 

men who owned land. Public universities are set up to serve “the people,” 

and regular folks are naïve enough to think that means them. In truth, just 

like every government institution spawned from the Constitution, 

universities are set up to serve the wealthy and entitled, and to replicate 

society as it is, and as it was when the Constitution was framed. How do 

we stand a chance when the most highly educated continue to be the 

perpetrators of injustice and exclusion?  

Group H 

Suggestions and Observations focused on Rethinking “Success” 

It might be time to explore what constitutes “success” for doctoral students 

Only one (1) response fell under the topic of Group H, which was a suggestion 

that focused on examining the purposes of obtaining a doctoral degree and determining if 
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the requirements currently followed fit the intended applications of the degree by 

recipients 

Participant 3:  (Spiritual Well-Being) 

I think that many students are supported to achieve their goals. 

The thing is, their goals don’t always involve having the piece of paper to 

hang on a wall or earning the letters to place behind their names. 

Sometimes, people get the skills they need (or that their tribes need) and 

that is all that matters. Degrees are western constructs that have value in 

western societies. The value ascribed in and by the Academy may not 

have value in a Native culture, even if the skills associated with a degree 

do have value within that culture.  

Group I 

Observations focused on Satisfaction with the Academy’s Efforts 

Universities are perceived as doing well, so there are no suggestions for improvement 

Only one (1) response fell under the topic of Group I, which was an observation 

that focused on satisfaction with the Academy’s current efforts.  

Participant 21:  (Mental Well-Being) 

I guess I just don’t understand why they don’t have more NA 

people graduating. I heard that they don’t have many, less than a dozen or 

so graduating from my university each year. I was one. It was hard and I 

worked long hours, but it was doable. I got help when I asked for it, and 

everyone treated me respectfully. I don’t feel like they had any lower 
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expectations or higher expectations of me than they did everyone else, 

even though I was the only NA person in my program. I was happy with 

my program, and I am satisfied with my education. It has allowed me to 

achieve my goals.  
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