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ABSTRACT 

BACKGROUND:  Indigenous youth experience disparities in health and education that lead to 

long-term hardship and poor health. Having a strong sense of cultural identity has been identified 

as a protective factor for Indigenous youth, although there is a need for empirical studies to 

further understand the relationship between cultural identity and health. Culturally-based after-

school programs (ASPs) provide a valuable service that promotes health and wellbeing for 

Indigenous adolescents in an accessible setting. OBJECTIVES: The purpose of this dissertation 

was to investigate the relationship between cultural identity and health among American Indian 

adolescents. This investigation included the development, implementation, and evaluation of a 

culturally-grounded ASP located on an urban-based reservation community in Arizona. 

METHODS:  The first stage consisted of a systematic review that identified culturally-based 

ASPs for Indigenous youth and synthesized evidence on reported health outcomes and outcomes 

related to intrapersonal constructs. The second stage focused on the formation and 

implementation of a culturally-grounded ASP, Native Spirit (NS), in partnership with the Boys 

& Girls Clubs of Greater Scottsdale (BGC) and the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian 

Community (SRPMIC). The third stage used a mixed methods approach to evaluate the impact 

of participation in the NS program on cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience in American 

Indian (AI) adolescents (grades 7-12). RESULTS: The systematic review identified 9 articles 

representing 9 different ASPs that met the inclusion criteria and then were critiqued. Primary 

outcomes included substance abuse, cultural identity, and intrapersonal constructs including self-

efficacy, self-concept, and self-esteem. The NS partnership, described in stage two, resulted in 

the development of a 13-session culturally-grounded ASP that focuses on local cultural values 
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and practices. Each session is facilitated by 1-2 local cultural practitioners and community 

leaders. The stage three evaluation showed increases in mean strength in cultural identity, 

resilience and self-esteem between baseline and posttest evaluation. Themes related to benefits 

of participating in the program included curiosity and commitment to cultural identity, increases 

in confidence and self-esteem, and ability to overcome challenges and build resilience. 

CONCLUSIONS: The current study provided additional evidence of the positive impact that 

strength in cultural identity imparts on the health and wellbeing of AI adolescents. These 

findings also highlighted unique opportunities for health promotion with collaborations with 

BGCs and after-school programs. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Mental Health Disparities in AI/AN Communities and the Public Health Impact 

American Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN) communities have faced health disparities 

that have continued to persist throughout time. One of the most persistent, and perhaps most 

troubling are mental health disparities. Mental health disparities often start at a young age and 

persist throughout the life cycle, if there is no intervention (Hilton et al., 2018; Whitbeck et al., 

2012). Some of the most common mental health disparities that exist in AI/AN populations 

include depression, anxiety, substance use disorders, posttraumatic stress disorder, suicide, and 

attachment disorders (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019; Crosby et al., 2019). 

The death rates for AI/AN adolescent (ages 15-19) suicides were 2.3 times higher than in non-

Hispanic White adolescents (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019). Additionally, 

AI/AN children and adolescents have the highest rates of lifetime major depressive episodes and 

highest self-reported depression rates than any other ethnic/racial group (Whitesell et al., 2012). 

These alarming statistics have impacts on all aspects of life for AI/AN communities.  

Mental illness and disorders take an emotional toll on community members but they also 

have an extensive cost to multiple sectors of the United States (US) economy. It is estimated that 

mental illness costs the US an estimated $89 billion annually, excluding the costs of research 

(Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2016). The costs of mental illness stem from loss of productivity 

as a result of illness and also lost productivity resulting from premature death (Hogan, 2003). 

Additionally, addictions that begin in adolescence have been linked to other costly chronic 

diseases including cancer, heart disease and diabetes (Hilton et al., 2018; Kelley et al., 2018). 

The Indian Health Service has identified cancer, heart, disease, and diabetes as leading causes of 
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death for AI/ANôs. Although the disparities in mental health and chronic disease are causes for 

concern, there is a strong body of research that identifies risk factors and root causes of these 

disparities that can support practical changes. 

Risk and Protective Factors of Mental Health Disparities 

Mental health disparities in AI/AN communities have persisted throughout time. Studies 

have linked these disparities to shared intergenerational historical trauma including forced 

removal from homelands, participation in government-operated boarding schools preceded by 

separation of children from parents, spiritual practices, and culture (Running Bear et al., 2018; 

Running Bear et al., 2017). The loss of cultural aspects like connection to land, language, and 

values has been regarded as a major cause of intergenerational mental health disparities for 

AI/AN communities (Division of Diversity and Health Equity, 2017; Running Bear et al., 2017). 

At a more local level, susceptibility to mental health disorders is increased in areas of lower 

socioeconomic status that experience higher levels of discrimination (Bureau of Economic 

Analysis, 2016; Division of Diversity and Health Equity, 2017). In 2017, AI/AN families were 

more likely to be living in poverty than the general population (Division of Diversity and Health 

Equity, 2017). Additionally, high levels of perceived discrimination in AI/AN communities has 

led to low levels of self-esteem and strength in cultural identity (Brown et al., 2019; Dickerson et 

al., 2016; Indian Health Service, 2019). The historical, economic, and social contexts compound 

within each individual and have been show to lead to mental health disparities that are evident in 

AI/AN communities.  

Fortunately, Indigenous communities and public health research have started to 

emphasize strengths-based approaches for upstream health promotion by leveraging protective 
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factors for Indigenous health (Lauricella et al., 2016; Okamoto et al., 2019; Simpkins et al., 

2016). One protective factor that has anecdotally been known by Indigenous community 

members to promote health for Indigenous adolescents is having a strong sense of cultural 

identity. This protective factor has recently been confirmed through research and suggests 

Indigenous adolescents with a strong sense of cultural identity tend to make healthier decisions, 

avoid risky behaviors, and have a higher sense of self-esteem (Hunter, Nuño, et al., 2020; 

Lauricella et al., 2016). Although the mechanisms through which these relationships exist are 

still being studied, AI/AN cultural values and practices provide a starting point for research. 

Although each AI/AN community has a different history, language, and social context, some 

cultural values and basic practices do overlap and guide AI/AN community members to living 

balanced and healthy lives (Cwik et al., 2019).  

Positive Youth Development in After-School Programs 

This study emphasizes the importance of cultural engagement as a protective factor in 

health promotion for AI/AN adolescents. Specifically, this dissertation makes the argument to 

view cultural engagement as a form of Positive Youth Development (PYD). A PYD framework 

focuses on individual and community strengths rather than individual psychopathologies and 

adheres to six organizing principles (Deutsch et al., 2017). The first organizing principle is all 

youth are capable of positive development. Other organizing principles include settings and 

relationships are key to fostering positive developmental trajectories and being involved in 

multiple promotive settings and relationships enhances positive development. Additionally, PYD 

strategies and tactics for promoting developmental assets can vary considerably as a function of 

social location because community is a key setting for fostering PYD. Finally, a PYD framework 
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emphasizes that youth are agents of their own development and significant resources for creating 

the kinds of relationships, contexts, ecologies, and communities that enable PYD (Dawes et al., 

2017; Deutsch et al., 2017). The underlying assumption is that by building the core of the 

adolescent with local cultural values and practices, the adolescent will be less likely to engage in 

risky behaviors. 

A PYD framework has been implemented using after-school programs (ASP) as a common 

delivery method. ASPs were introduced in the late 19th century and then became more common 

in the late 20th century as maternal employment increased (Deutsch et al., 2017). ASPs provide a 

safe place for children to play and grow when they werenôt attending school. Integrating cultural 

values and practices as a form of PYD in an after-school setting fits well within the social 

ecological model for health promotion. The social ecological model posits there is an undeniable 

relationship between individuals and their physical and social environments (Bronfenbrenner, 

1977). Culturally-based ASPs address individual, interpersonal, organizational, and community-

wide aspects of health promotion when implemented thoughtfully.  

Organization of Dissertation 

The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate the relationship between cultural 

identity and health among AI adolescents. This investigation included the development, 

implementation, and evaluation of a culturally-grounded ASP located on an urban-based 

reservation community in Arizona. The first stage of this investigation consisted of a systematic 

review and narrative synthesis of peer reviewed literature to identify current ASPs with a cultural 

component for Indigenous youth. The systematic review begins in Chapter Two. The review was 

limited to ASPs that had reported evaluation findings. Primary findings suggested that culturally-
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based ASPs can lead to positive outcomes including decreases in substance use and strengthened 

cultural identity, and intrapersonal constructs including self-efficacy, self-concept, and self-

esteem. The results from the systematic review were used to inform the selection of outcome 

measures and reporting methods that were used in the Native Spirit program and research.  

Chapter Three of this dissertation describes the formation and implementation of a 

culturally-grounded after school program, Native Spirit (NS), for American Indian adolescents in 

a Southwest urban-based reservation. Chapter Three details the community and partnership 

contexts, history of the program, and the process of curriculum development. This Chapter also 

describes the process of implementation and proposed evaluation plan. Finally, Chapter Three 

documents the challenges and recommendations to foster success for tribal communities and 

organizations seeking to develop culturally-grounded health promotion programs. 

 Chapter Four of this dissertation describes the mixed methods evaluation of the NS 

program. This investigation used a single group, pretest posttest study design and qualitative 

interviews to evaluate if participation in the NS program increased cultural identity, resilience, 

and self-esteem. Eighteen adolescents from the Salt River Pima Maricopa Indian Community 

participated in this research study. Overall findings included increases in cultural identity, self-

esteem, and resilience.  

Finally, Chapter Five is the conclusion and it provides a summary of findings from 

Chapters Two, Three, and Four. Chapters Two, Three and Four also offer recommendations for 

public health practice and research to further examine the relationship between cultural identity 

and health for Indigenous adolescents.  
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Notes on Dissertation Terminology 

 This dissertation includes discussions regarding peoples who are Indigenous to the lands 

of North America including the contiguous US, Alaska, Hawaii, and Canada. Although these 

Indigenous groups share common historical events that are shaped by settler colonialism, there is 

a vast array of unique physical and social contexts that prevent the generalization of information. 

To prevent further generalization, this dissertation uses terms American Indian (AI) to refer to 

peoples Indigenous to the contiguous US, Alaska Native (AN) when data also includes peoples 

Indigenous to Alaska, or AI/AN when data is combined. This dissertation also includes 

information regarding Native Hawaiians, Indigenous to the Hawaiian islands, and First Nations 

(FN) for Indigenous peoples from Canada. Indigenous communities or peoples will be referred to 

by name if the data is specific to that group. The use of the term Indigenous refers to peoples 

Indigenous to North America.  
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CHAPTER 2: EFFECTIVENESS OF CULTURALLY RELEVANT AFTER-SCHOOL 

PROGRAMS ON HEALTH AND DEVELOPMENTAL STRENGTHS AMONG 

INDIGENOUS YOUTH: A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW 

Introduction 

Indigenous Youth Disparities 

Indigenous populations have experienced hundreds of years of oppression and 

discrimination, and persistently deal with health disparities as a result of this history (Henderson 

et al., 2017; Sarche & Whitesell, 2012). In the United States (US), the Indian Health Service and 

National Death Index mortality data reveal American Indians and Alaska Natives (AI/AN) are 

more likely to die of diabetes, chronic liver disease, unintentional injury, and suicide than non-

Hispanic Whites, regardless of sex (Jacobs-Wingo et al., 2016; Journal of American Medical 

Association, 2017). Although there is inherent diversity in Indigenous communities that reside in 

urban or rural areas, health disparities persist in both types of locations (Hilton et al., 2018). The 

current systematic review includes research completed with AI/AN communities, Native 

Hawaiians, and First Nations of Canada. They are all referred to as ñIndigenousò unless 

explicitly stated in each of the studies included in the review.  

Unfortunately, the vicious cycle of inequity perpetuates through generations, and the 

consequences of experiencing disparities in health and education during the developmental phase 

of life are severe (Barr, 2014). Special attention has been focused on AI/AN youth because of 

documented high rates of overweight, obesity and type 2 diabetes mellitus as caused by several 

factors including genetics, food insecurity, and poverty (Eskicioglu et al., 2014). AI/AN youth 

also experience alarmingly high rates of substance abuse (Goodkind et al., 2012; Kulis et al., 
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2017). A national survey from 2009 indicated that AI/AN youth used cigarettes, marijuana, and 

prescription drugs at a higher rate than the national average (Hilton et al., 2018). Death by 

suicide is also a concerning issue for Indigenous youth (Suicide Prevention Resource Center, 

2017). AI/ANs have experienced elevated and increasing rates of suicide with suicide rates 

peaking during adolescence. Between the ages of 15 and 25, AI/AN adolescents are twice as 

likely to die by suicide than any other racial or ethnic group (Suicide Prevention Resource 

Center, 2017).  

A related concern is low levels of academic achievement among AI/AN  adolescents 

which contribute to lifelong poverty that in turn are linked to poor physical and mental health 

(Faircloth & Thompson, 2012). AI/AN youth often grow up in households that live below the 

federal poverty level, with a poverty rate of 28% in 2010 compared to the US overall 11.7% 

(DeNavas-Walt et al., 2011; Simi & Matusitz, 2015). In 2010, 69% of AI/AN students graduated 

from high school compared to 78% of all students in the US (Stillwell & Sable, 2013). In 2011, 

AI/AN students represented 0.9% of the US population enrolled in undergraduate and graduate 

studies at a Title IV higher education institution while White students represented 53% (Stillwell 

& Sable, 2013). The increase in health and education disparities that AI/AN youth face has led to 

the delivery of much-needed interventions, including after-school programs (ASPs), though there 

is a relative paucity of literature and synthesis of such programs effectiveness.  

After-School Programs 

One major approach to building personal resilience and positive health outcomes is to 

provide children and adolescents with a positive environment for learning and development 

(Little et al., 2007). ASPs provide structured, adult-supervised spaces for youth to participate in 
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activities that encourage growth in their social, academic, and personal lives (Durlak & 

Weissberg, 2007). Characteristics of high-quality ASPs include supervision and structure to 

ensure physical and psychological safety, employment of well-trained staff, intentional 

programming, and strong community partnerships (Little et al., 2007). Participation in high-

quality ASPs has shown to increase personal and social skills and academic behaviors in youth 

(Hishinuma et al., 2009; Little et al., 2007; Pittman, 2017). Additionally, participation in ASPs 

can lead to improvements in academic achievement, attendance, prosocial behavior, and decrease 

drug use (Hishinuma et al., 2009; Tsethlikai & Rogoff, 2013).  

 Current literature suggests that culturally-based ASPs are more effective than non-

culturally-based ASPs for culturally diverse youth, including Latinos, African-Americans, and 

American Indians (Braun et al., 2016; Jackson & Hodge, 2010; Kumpfer et al., 2012; Simpkins 

& Riggs, 2014). Culturally-based, also known as culturally responsive or culturally relevant, 

programs are those which take into account the inherent diversity of cultural practices, beliefs, 

and knowledge, and conveys a flexible, synergistic relationship between program activities and 

adolescent participants (Simpkins et al., 2016). Using culturally-based practices to enhance 

AI/AN identity and cultural engagement has the potential to improve social, health, and 

education outcomes among AI/AN youth (Simpkins et al., 2016). Youth who are culturally 

engaged are less likely to participate in risky behaviors, including substance use, (Kulis et al., 

2017) and exhibit enhanced self-esteem and healthy identity formation (Castagno & Brayboy, 

2008). Further, disregarding the culture of the community in an ASP can have deleterious 

impacts on youth who feel marginalized or targeted for engaging in their cultural interests, 
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leading to lower levels of participation and/or dropping out of programs entirely (Lin et al., 

2016).  

To date, there is a small body of literature on the design, implementation, and evaluation of 

culturally-tailored ASPs for Indigenous youth, and there are no systematic reviews comparing 

existing studies, making it difficult for researchers to identify areas of scientific need in this 

population. These limitations impact the identification of key gaps in the literature to be 

addressed by novel research and the dissemination of effective ASPs to other Indigenous 

communities that could benefit from them. The current systematic review was conducted to 

identify the major health and developmental outcomes measured by culturally-based ASPs for 

AI/AN youth ages 5-18 during the last 10 years. The investigation examined if culturally-based 

ASPs were effective in improving the health and development of Indigenous youth as measured 

by multiple studies.  

Methods 

The primary author executed a search strategy according to the current guidelines of 

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analysis Approach (PRISMA) 

(Moher et al., 2009). A meta-analysis was not applicable due to the heterogeneity in study design 

and difference in outcome measures.  

Eligibility Criteria 

Studies were considered for inclusion if they implemented and evaluated a culturally-

based ASP and targeted Indigenous youth (ages 5-18), particularly AI/AN, First Nations, Maori, 

Native Hawaiian, and Aboriginal youth. Eligible studies used the terms ñculturally basedò or 

ñculturally tailoredò in the title, abstract, or introduction. The search was limited to programs 
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based in schools and outside of regular classroom time. Programs could consist of a single 

session or multiple sessions. Studies that had a comparison group with participants involved in a 

program that was not culturally-based were preferred but comparison groups were not a 

requirement because of the small number of articles. This systematic review gathered 

information on a variety of health outcomes and self-identity including cultural identity and 

intrapersonal constructs as they are all intricately related. The initial plan was to select studies 

that also examined academic outcomes, however, most studies lacked such data and thus, it was 

not an inclusion criteria. The initial search was limited to studies published in the last 10 years 

(2008 to 2018), and then expanded to include studies found in the reference lists. The final range 

of publication years was 2007 to 2017. Finally, the search was limited to studies published in 

English, with the full text available online, and that had been peer-reviewed. 

Information Sources and Search 

Databases were searched in May and June 2018 using the following search parameters: 

PsycInfo search (Indigenous or American Indian or Native American or First Nations) AND 

after school program AND (culturally based or culturally competent); ERIC search (ñAmerican 

Indianò or ñIndigenousò or ñFirst Nationsò or ñAboriginalò ) AND ñafter school programò; and 

University of Arizona Libraries Summon search ("American Indian" OR "Native American" OR 

"Indigenous" OR "First Nations" OR "Native Hawaiian") AND ("after school program") AND 

("culturally based" OR "culturally Competent" OR "culturally specific" OR "culturally 

relevant"); and Google Scholar search "Indigenous" OR "American Indian" OR "Alaska Native" 

OR "Native American" AND "after school program" AND "culturally tailored".  
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The primary author screened 235 titles and abstracts to assess eligibility. Of these, five 

articles met selection criteria. Due to the limited amount of studies found by the original search, 

selected articles were examined for citations of relevant studies from the past 15 years (Figure 1). 

After reviewing titles and abstracts, 26 articles and full-texts remained. Twenty-one articles were 

then excluded because they did not meet the required study characteristics, leaving five relevant 

full -text articles. Four additional relevant articles were identified after reviewing citations of 

previously identified articles, resulting in a total of 9 articles to analyze in this systematic review. 

The selection process for articles is detailed in Figure 1. The articles are presented in Table 1 and 

include author names, publication year, study design, settings, and features, description of 

cultural adaptations, and findings. Relevant findings were collected based on the outcomes 

measured in each of the eligible studies. Several studies recorded many outcome measures, 

however, only the most commonly measured outcomes are reported for the purpose of clarity 

and comparison.  
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FIGURE 1. Flow diagram of literature search. 

 

PsycInfo                                     n=12 

ERIC                                          n=3 

Google Scholar                          n=56 

UA Libraries Summon              n=164 

 

Total                                         n=235 

Excluded after review of abstract: 

Not an intervention or not population of 

interest                                           n=209 

Relevant title/abstract                n=26 

Excluded after review of full-text: 

Not an intervention or not culturally-

tailored                                         n=21 

Relevant full text                         n=5 

Included: 

Review of references                    n=4 

Relevant full text included          n=9 
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TABLE 1. Description of studies included 

Author, 

Publication 

Year, Country, 

Journal 

Study Design 
Setting and 

Participants 

Intervention 

Features 
Cultural A daptation Relevant Findings 

Community-Developed Interventions 

Hishinuma et al., 

2009, United 

States, Journal of 

Community 

Psychology 

Cross-

sequential  

Rural Native 

Hawaiian  

 

5th & 6th grade 

n=110 

 

Name: HUI 

MǕlama O Ke 

Kai (HMK) 

 

2-year 

program 

 

¶ Culturally-based 

¶ Originally set up by volunteers in 

community 

¶ Includes participation in culturally 

relevant activity emphasizing specific 

Native Hawaiian value 

Positive gains in Native 

Hawaiian values, self-esteem, 

antidrug use, and school 

success 

Donovan et al., 

2015, United 

States, American 

Indian and 

Alaska Native 
Mental Health 

Research 

Switching 

replication 

Suquamish 

and Port 

Gamble 

SôKlallam 

Tribes  
 

9th-12th grade 

students 

n= 31  

Healing of the 

Canoe (HOC) 

 

Curriculum for 

Urban youth 
 

11 sessions 

¶ Initiated by tribes 

¶ Community-based and developed 

Intervention blends cognitive-behavioral 

life skills with culturally grounded 

tribal-specific teaching, practices, and 

values that target prevention of 

substance use/abuse and promotion of 

cultural identity and belonging 

Increased 

hope/optimism/self-efficacy, 

cultural identity, and 

knowledge about alcohol and 

drugs.  
 

Reduced substance use.  

Moran & 

Bussey, 2007, 

United States, 

Child and 

Adolescent 

Social Work 

Journal 

Quasi-

experimental 

with non-

equivalent 

control group 

Urban AI 

 

4th-7th grade 

students  

n = 179 

Seventh 

Generation 

Program 

 

3 year 

intervention 

 

13 

week/session 

program 

¶ Blending of prevention lit and core AI 

values: harmony, respect, generosity, 

courage, wisdom, humility, honesty  

¶ Incorporated cultural values as central 

organizing framework rather than 

simply using cultural artifacts 

Improved self-concept, 

significant gain on alcohol 

beliefs scale.  

 

No significant changes in 

Indian identity. 

Richards & 

Mousseau, 2012, 

United States, 

Quasi-

experimental 

with 

Northern 

Plains rural AI 

 

Sacred 

Beginnings 

 

¶ Culturally and community-focused 

CBPR tribal working group composed 

of 12 community members 

Increase in knowledge 

regarding impact of smoking 
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American Indian 

and Alaska 

Native Mental 

Health Research 

comparison 

group 

Middle 

school-aged 

girls  

(11-14 yo) 

n=58 

45-minute 

sessions taught 

2-3/week 

¶ Focus groups developed key messages 

for program  

¶ Included Lakota teachings authored by 

local Lakota elders 

cigarettes on preconception 

health.  

 

No significant changes in 

knowledge regarding impact 

of alcohol use on 

preconception health  

 

 

Culturally -Adapted Interventions 

Kulis, Ayers, & 

Harthun, 2017, 

United States, 

The Journal of 

Primary 

Prevention 

Cluster 

randomized 

trial with 

comparison 

group 

Urban 

American 

Indian  

 

Middle school 

students 

n=107 

 

Name: Living 

in 2 Worlds 

Program 

(L2W) 

 

12 sessions (2 

45-min 

classroom 

periods) 

  

¶ CBPR approach using expert knowledge 

of UAI youth, parents, professionals, 

and prevention curriculum specialists 

¶ Appropriate language, content, images, 

scenarios, and formats 

¶ Integrated 3 types of info (1) prior 

research on substance use 

risk/preventive factors for UAI youth (2) 

culturally specific ways that UAI youth 

encounter/resist substance offers (3) 

representation of AI cultural elements 

Less growth in cigarette use, 

less growth in alcohol and 

marijuana use, less loss of 

connections to AI spirituality 

and cultural traditions 

Baydala et al., 

2016, Canada, 

Journal of 

Community 

Engagement and 

Scholarship 

Sequential 

longitudinal 

cohort 

Maskwacis 

First Nations 

(Alberta, 

Canada) 

 

3rd-8th grade 

students 

n=102 

Botvin Life 

Skills Training 

(LST) 

 

3-year 

program 

 

¶ Culturally-adapted from Botvin to 

reflect language, culture, and visual 

images of community 

¶ CPBR practices 

Increase in self-esteem, sense 

of pride in identity, 

attendance at cultural events 

 

Increases in anti-drinking 

knowledge, anti-drinking and 

anti-smoking attitudes, and 

drug refusal skills 

 

No significant difference for 

students on self-concept scale 

Goodkind et al., 

2012, United 

States, Journal of 

Community 

Psychology 

Within group 

longitudinal 

AI youth 

 

Ages 7-17 

n=18 

Our Life 

 

6 sessions, 

1/month 

¶ Adaptation of existing evidence-based 

group intervention, Cognitive 

Behavioral Intervention for Trauma 

(CBITS) 

Increase in cultural identity, 

self-esteem, and positive 

coping strategies 
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¶ Intervention built upon community 

strengths, resources, and culture 

Based upon what the community 

identified as priorities combined with 

what research suggested might be 

effective 

Sustained increase in self-

esteem and positive coping 

strategies 

Theoretically-Based Interventions 

Eskicioglu et al., 

2014, Canada, 

Pediatrics 

 

Non-

randomized, 

experimental 

trial with a 

parallel 

nonequivalent 

control group 

Remote First 

Nations 

 

4th & 5th grade 

students 

n=151 

 

 

Aboriginal 

Youth 

Mentorship 

Program 

(AYMP) 

 

Once/week for 

5-months 

¶ Community-based participatory action 

¶ Theoretical framework informed by 

Circle of Courage and the Four Rôs 

Model 

¶ Four different areas of wellbeing: social, 

mental, physical, spiritual 

 

Enhanced self-efficacy 

Lowe, Liang, 

Henson, & 

Riggs, 2016, 

United States, 

Journal of 

Community 

Psychology 

 

 

2-condition 

quasi-

experimental 

design with 

comparison 

group 

 

(2 schools 

randomized) 

Keetoowah-

Cherokee 

(Rural) 

 

6th grade 

students 

n=100 

 

 

 

Cherokee 

Talking Circle 

(CTC) 

 

10 weeks 

 

45-minute 

sessions 

 

¶ Theoretical framework for program 

based on Cherokee self-reliance (CSR) 

¶ Describes holistic worldview and 

balance in life 

¶ Following three categories: responsible, 

disciplined, confident 

¶ Following two themes: true to oneself, 

connected 

Reduced interest in substance 

use 

 

Significant decrease in 

substance problem scale 

scores at immediate posttest  

 

Maintained increase in CSR 
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Results 

 Of the nine selected articles, each reported on nine individual, unique programs. Six of 

the studies involved AI/AN participants, two studies involved participants from First Nations in 

Canada, and one of the studies involved Native Hawaiian participants. All programs were multi-

session ASPs with participants ranging in grade level from 4th grade to 12th grade. Additionally, 

six of the studies were conducted in rural areas while three were in urban areas. 

Substance Abuse 

Six studies reported outcomes related to substance abuse. Although measurements varied 

from study to study, their programs were designed to address substance abuse among youth in 

the local communities. Recorded outcomes included alcohol and drug use knowledge, beliefs, 

and behaviors, including quantity and frequency of use. Three studies evidenced changes in 

knowledge and beliefs. Youth participants of the Seventh Generation program showed 

significant gains on the Alcohol Beliefs Scale at the final data collection point one year after the 

conclusion of the intervention, indicating participants believed that alcohol use had negative 

consequences (Moran & Bussey, 2007). In their study, Hishinuma et al. measured antidrug use 

sentiments and found that participants in the HUI MǕlama O Ke Kai (HMK) program made 

positive gains in antidrug use sentiments. In the Sacred Beginnings study, Richards and 

Mousseau (2012) found an increase in knowledge regarding impact of smoking cigarettes on 

preconception health, but recorded no significant changes in knowledge regarding impact of 

alcohol use on preconception health. 

Three studies found changes in substance abuse behaviors. Lowe et al. showed that 

participants in the Cherokee Talking Circle (CTC) program significantly decreased the 
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Substance Problem Score by the end of the intervention. The Substance Problem Scale measures 

alcohol and drug problem severity (Conrad et al., 2009). Donovan et al. measured substance 

abuse knowledge and behavior before and after participation in the Healing of the Canoe (HOC) 

program and found reduced substance abuse when compared to baseline. The HOC program 

measured substance use with the Washington State Healthy Youth Survey that measures 

frequency of alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use including marijuana or hashish, brezidox, pain 

killers, prescription drugs, and inhalants. In the Living in 2 Worlds (L2W) study, Kulis et al. 

measured frequency and amount of recent substance use along with measuring antecedents of 

youth substance use initiation. The L2W study found a decrease in cigarette, alcohol, and 

marijuana use in L2W participants (Kulis et al., 2017). In summary, all six studies that reported 

outcomes related to substance abuse showed some improvements in substance abuse knowledge, 

attitudes, and behaviors. 

Cultural Identity 

Seven studies measured Indigenous cultural identification using a variety of instruments. 

The findings were mixed among the 7 studies. Six studies reported positive increases in cultural 

identity after participation in a culturally-based ASP. CTC measured Cherokee self-reliance 

(a=0.84), a concept that refers to a Keetoowah-Cherokee worldview and way of life (Lowe et al., 

2016). When compared to a control group receiving standard education, youth involved in the 

CTC program showed an increase in Cherokee self-reliance and maintained their Cherokee self-

reliance scores at the 12-month follow-up period. Using a cross-sequential design, the HMK 

program measured Native Hawaiian values and pride (a=0.58) and found participants exhibited 

significant increases in knowledge and practice of Native Hawaiian cultural values (Hishinuma 
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et al., 2009). The HOC program used an adapted measure of cultural identification (a=0.81) 

taken at three data points and found evidence of increased cultural identity and participation in 

cultural activities (Donovan et al., 2015).  

The L2W program used a randomized design and pre- and post-intervention 

questionnaires (a=0.8) to record outcome measures (Kulis et al., 2017). Participants in the L2W 

program reported stronger connections to AI spirituality and cultural traditions when compared 

to participants in the comparison group. The LST program utilized focus groups with participants 

and found an increase in sense of pride in identity and an increase in youth attendance at cultural 

events after participation in the program (Baydala et al., 2016). The Our Life program measured 

outcomes at five data collection points (a=0.59) during the longitudinal within group study. At 

the final data collection point, researchers found that any increase in cultural identity began to 

attenuate by the final data collection point (Goodkind et al., 2012).  

A study of the Seventh Generation program conducted with urban AI youth in the Denver 

metropolitan area reported no changes in cultural identity after participation in a culturally-based 

ASP. This evaluation study measured Indian identity (a=0.79) and found participants in the 

comparison group and in the Seventh Generation program did not significantly change in their 

Indian identity over time (Moran & Bussey, 2007).  

Intrapersonal Factors 

Six studies that measured outcomes related to intrapersonal constructs, including self-efficacy, 

self-concept, and self-esteem, produced mixed findings. Intrapersonal constructs refer to how 

one perceives themselves (concept), how they perceive their abilities (efficacy), and how they 

perceive their worth to others (Catalano et al., 2004; Wang, 2004). Five studies reported positive 
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changes after participation in a culturally-based ASP. Eskicioglu et al. found elevated levels of 

self-efficacy after participation in the Aboriginal Youth Mentorship Program (AYMP) when 

compared to the control group. Additionally, Donovan et al. found that participation in the HOC 

program was associated with increased self-efficacy. After participation in the Seventh 

Generation program, Moran and Bussey (2007) found all participants showed improvements in 

self-concept scores with participants continuing to improve at the final data collection point. 

While the comparison group experienced initial improvements in self-concept scores, they 

ultimately declined to pretest levels at the final data collection point. Self-esteem was the most 

commonly measured intrapersonal construct with three studies showing an increase after 

participants engaged in the intervention (Baydala et al., 2016; Goodkind et al., 2012; Hishinuma 

et al., 2009). One study found self-esteem maintained its high level one-year post-intervention 

(Goodkind et al., 2012). In contrast, Baydala et al. showed no significant differences for 

participants using the self-concept scale after participation in the LST program. 

Discussion 

Summary of Evidence 

This systematic review suggests that culturally-based ASPs have promise for positively 

impacting the health and wellbeing of Indigenous youth. This was evident in a diverse group of 

populations including AI/ANs, Native Hawaiians, and First Nations. The studies documented 

several positive findings related to substance use and abuse: 1) improved beliefs in the negative 

impact of cigarette, alcohol, and other drug use, 2) increased knowledge regarding substance 

abuse and the impacts of cigarette and alcohol use, and 3) decreased quantity and frequency of 

cigarette, alcohol, and marijuana use.  
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The review also suggests that culturally-based ASPs improve developmental strengths 

among Indigenous youth by increasing cultural identity and positive intrapersonal constructs 

including improved self-concept, self-confidence, and self-esteem. However, there were some 

mixed findings. Measures of cultural identity were most common, with six of the studies 

reporting increases in cultural identity amongst participants. Only one study showed little to no 

significant increases in cultural identity. Moran and Bussey (2007) indicate that the participants 

had a relatively high level of participation in cultural events prior to participation in the Seventh 

Generation program, explaining why there were no changes in Indian identity. Youth that are 

already culturally engaged and cognizant of their Indian identity would have less changes to 

make and record. Measures of intrapersonal factors showed improvement in five of the studies 

included in this review while one study showed no significant differences in youth self-concept. 

Baydala et al. explained the lack of significant findings of self-concept because participants 

showed average levels of self-concept before participating in the ASP and it may not be realistic 

to expect mean self-concept scores to increase beyond an average range. Additionally, the scale 

used to measure self-concept was validated using a sample of primarily Caucasian children 

(Baydala et al., 2016), suggesting that youth from differing cultural backgrounds may have 

differing levels of self-concept.  

Limitations 

An important limitation to this review and to the literature more broadly is the lack of 

consistent measurement of health outcomes among multiple programs. The studies on substance 

abuse used a variety of measures related to knowledge, beliefs, and behaviors among Indigenous 

youth, making comparative analysis and synthesis of the evidence difficult. Another limitation 
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was the lack of research on other physical and mental health outcomes of interest to Indigenous 

communities, including overweight/obesity, depression, suicidal behaviors, and stress. Also, few 

studies examined the impact of culturally-based ASPs on academic outcomes, despite concerns 

about academic disparities among Indigenous populations and links to health and well-being 

(Hummer & Hernandez, 2013). However, this was not surprising because obtaining access to 

academic records is challenging and time-consuming (Amerman, 2010).  

Although all nine programs used elements of community-based participatory research 

(CBPR), there were varying levels of Indigenous community involvement in the design and 

implementation of the culturally-based ASPs. While it is exciting to see an increase in programs 

that are relevant and relatable for Indigenous youth, it is important to include greater specificity 

on the cultural adaptations implemented to decrease variability in the methodology of 

empirically studied ASPs.  

Implications for Practice 

Several recommendations for practice were identified based on the current findings. 

Many of the studies in this review were developed in response to the high prevalence of 

substance abuse in the participating community. Culturally-based programs that are attuned to 

the needs of the community, similar to the studies included in this review, can have a greater 

impact as they are more appealing to the local youth and lead to lower rates of program attrition 

(Simpkins & Riggs, 2014). Thus, practitioners implementing ASPs should partner with the local 

community via advisory boards or working groups to review underlying values of the ASP and 

ensure program messaging is congruent with the local culture. All of the studies in this review 

worked with members of the community to design and/or implement their ASPs and research 
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studies. Additionally, culturally-based ASPs should include multiple sessions in order to 

properly implement as many cultural aspects as possible in a meaningful way. All of the 9 ASPs 

included multiple sessions, ranging from 10 sessions lasting 10 weeks total to a 3 year program.  

Future Research Directions 

To build upon the current body of literature on culturally-based ASPs, future studies 

should use control groups consisting of individuals who participate in an ASP that is not 

culturally-based. Future research should also seek to examine changes in participants of these 

programs as observed in data systems such as electronic health records. Use of such systems can 

also balance strong causal inference and generalizabilityðsuch as through the identification of a 

large pool of statistically matched comparators (individuals with similar demographic 

backgrounds that have and have not participated in culturally-based programming), and are cost-

efficient. Research should also administer standardized measures of health outcomes that have 

been validated for Indigenous populations. More investigations on the impact of ASPs on 

academic outcomes are also warranted. Among the 9 studies in the current review, only two 

reported on academic outcomes including school success and respectful attitudes and listening 

skills (Baydala et al., 2016; Hishinuma et al., 2009). Finally, effective culturally-based ASPs 

should be evaluated with urban AI/AN communities. This review found only three studies in 

urban populations (Donovan et al., 2015; Kulis et al., 2017; Moran & Bussey, 2007). In the 

United States there are 573 federally-recognized tribes. However over 71% of the AI/AN 

population resides in urban settings, which are often result in different lived experiences 

compared to those living in rural areas (US Census Bureau, 2010) and they are infrequently 

engaged in research or culturally-relevant programs. 
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Conclusions 

The findings of this review highlight the important role that culturally-based ASPs may 

play in the health promotion and development of positive intrapersonal constructs among 

Indigenous youth living in the United States and Canada. Greater efforts should be dedicated to 

evaluating existing ASPs with rigorous methods and strong community engagement. Such work 

should be followed by the dissemination of effective ASPs with diverse Indigenous communities 

with the ultimate goal of reducing health and education disparities in this population.  
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CHAPTER 3: NATIVE SPIRIT: DEVELOPMENT OF A CULTURALLY-GROUNDED 

AFTER-SCHOOL PROGRAM TO PROMOTE WELLBEING AMONG AMERICAN 

INDIAN ADOLESCENTS 

Introduction 

Culturally-Grounded Health Promotion 

American Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN) adolescents are particularly vulnerable to 

experiencing health disparities that continue into adulthood (Jacobs-Wingo et al., 2016; Journal 

of American Medical Association, 2017; Kelley et al., 2019). AI/ANs die at higher rates and at 

younger ages than other Americans in many cases, including chronic liver disease and cirrhosis, 

diabetes mellitus, unintentional injuries, assault/homicide, intentional self-harm/suicide, and 

chronic lower respiratory diseases (Division of Diversity and Health Equity, 2017; Indian Health 

Service, 2019; Jacobs-Wingo et al., 2016; Journal of American Medical Association, 2017). 

Understanding and applying upstream factors that promote health and wellbeing in AI/AN 

adolescents, including the importance of cultural identity, provide a viable form of intervention. 

Research has shown that AI/AN youth who are culturally-engaged are less likely to participate in 

risky behaviors and often exhibit enhanced self-esteem and healthy identity formation (Castagno 

& Brayboy, 2008; Division of Diversity and Health Equity, 2017; Kulis et al., 2017). The term 

cultural engagement has been used broadly in the literature to refer to participation in local 

cultural ceremonies and practices including speaking the language, cooking traditional foods, 

and attending community events. Addressing cultural engagement in health promotion often is 

paired with community-based participatory research methods and approaches. Research 
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paradigms often preferred by Indigenous communities for health promotion consider culture, 

community, and individual strengths (LaFrance & Nichols, 2010).  

Several studies have documented health promotion and prevention programs with varying 

levels of cultural engagement and adaptation for AI/AN adolescents. Okamoto et al. has gone 

even further to develop a continuum of approaches to developing culturally-engaged 

interventions (Okamoto et al., 2014). The continuum details the differences between 

interventions with surface-structure cultural adaptations (culturally-tailored), deep-structure 

cultural adaptations (culturally-based), and culturally-grounded interventions that are developed 

from the ground up. Culturally-grounded interventions elicit increases in community engagement 

and investment while also addressing core cultural values compared to the other interventions on 

the continuum (Cwik et al., 2019; Okamoto et al., 2014). Additionally, culturally-grounded 

programs are often developed by the local community, for the local community and are rooted in 

specific social contexts (Cwik et al., 2019; Henderson et al., 2017). Culturally-grounded 

interventions for AI/AN adolescents are the least investigated in the literature. 

Culturally-Grounded After School Programs 

Current research has focused on using culturally-engaged after-school programs (ASPs) 

to promote developmental assets in Indigenous adolescents. A recent literature review found nine 

studies published from 2007 to 2017 that documented the evaluation of culturally-engaged ASPs 

for Indigenous youth from the US and Canada (Hunter, Nuño, et al., 2020). Out of the nine 

studies, five were culturally-grounded, using local community values and practices to guide their 

interventions (Donovan et al., 2015; Hishinuma et al., 2009; Lowe et al., 2016; Moran & Bussey, 

2007; Richards & Mousseau, 2012). Indigenous youth who participated in culturally-engaged 
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ASPs displayed improved self-esteem and lower levels of substance use and initiation (Hunter, 

Nuño, et al., 2020). Culturally-engaged ASPs have been shown to provide a safe space for 

AI/AN youth to learn and grow in a positive way (Durlak et al., 2007; Simpkins & Riggs, 2014). 

Further, not adequately considering the culture of the community in an ASP may have 

deleterious impacts on youth, as they may feel marginalized or targeted for engaging in their 

cultural interests and show lower levels of participation and/or drop out of programs entirely (Lin 

et al., 2016). Unfortunately, there is little formal research on the design, implementation, and 

evaluation of culturally-grounded ASPs for AI/AN adolescents.  

Documentation of the development of culturally-grounded ASPs is an important process 

to ensure programs are best responding to local community values. Documenting the formation 

of a culturally-grounded ASP in AI/AN communities is particularly important because of the 

immense variation in historical backgrounds and current cultural settings (Cwik et al., 2019; 

Okamoto et al., 2014; Simpkins et al., 2016). For example, the formation of an ASP in a 

Southwest rural American Indian community would look different than the formation of an ASP 

in a Northeast urban American Indian community because each community speaks a different 

language, has a unique history, and has a different modern social context. In order to avoid 

shallow representations of AI/AN culture and to improve the transparency of the research 

process with AI/AN communities, it is imperative to describe the process of developing 

culturally-grounded interventions. Becoming familiar with a culturally-grounded research 

processes will have the reciprocal benefit of honoring tribal sovereignty in research while 

helping researchers avoid common pitfalls in the tribal research process.  
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The purpose of this chapter is to describe the formation and implementation of a 

culturally-grounded after school program, Native Spirit (NS), for American Indian adolescents in 

a Southwest urban-based reservation. This chapter will detail the community and partnership 

contexts, history of the program, and the process of curriculum development. This chapter will 

also provide a description of the process of implementation and proposed evaluation plan. 

Finally, this chapter will describe challenges and recommendations to foster success for tribal 

communities and organizations seeking to develop culturally-grounded health promotion 

programs.  

Methods 

Community Demographics  

The Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community (SRPMIC) is comprised of two tribes, 

the Akimel OôOdham (River People) and the Xalychidom Piipaash (People who live toward the 

water). SRPMIC was established by Executive Order on June 14, 1879 and is comprised of 

52,600 acres and is located in Maricopa County in Arizona (Community Research Evaluation 

and Development, 2018). SRPMIC is an urban-based reservation and is surrounded by four other 

municipalities. There are approximately 10,800 enrolled members, half reside within the 

boundaries of the reservation, with many enrolled members living in close proximity to the 

boundaries of the community (Community Research Evaluation and Development, 2018). Of the 

over ten thousand members, approximately 5,200 are age 24 or younger (Community Research 

Evaluation and Development, 2018).  

SRPMIC has invested heavily in providing programs for their community members and 

especially the youth. The effort to strengthen cultural practices and the use of both OôOdham and 
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Piipaash languages is also evident with the programs being offered throughout the SRPMIC. The 

four schools that are located in the SRPMIC offer language classes to the youth. The SRPMICôs 

Culture Resource Department offers a variety of language classes and cultural education classes 

on a wide variety of topics in order to strengthen cultural knowledge for their people. In addition 

to the Cultural Resource department, the Youth Services department and Recreation and Social 

Programs department, hold after school programs with the youth of the SRPMIC. These 

programs also include a cultural component that aims to strengthen and reinforce cultural values 

and the use of the OôOdham and Piipaash languages.  

Tribal and University Review  

The SRPMIC Tribal Council first approved the development and the subsequent 

implementation and evaluation of the NS program followed by the University of Arizonaôs 

Human Subjects Protection Program and Institutional Review Board. The development, 

implementation, and evaluation of the NS program was monitored regularly by a subset of two 

Tribal Council members and the studyôs Community Advisory Board (CAB). In keeping with 

tribal sovereignty, all data produced by this study will ultimately be returned to the SRPMIC, 

only to be accessed with permission from the appropriate administrators. 

Native Spirit Study Partnerships  

The development of the NS program and the current community-University partnership 

was initiated by the reservation-based Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Scottsdale (BGC). The 

Boys & Girls Clubs of America is a national organization that hosts after school programs and 

seeks to provide a safe and educational after school experience for children between the ages of 

6-18 years. There are 55 BGC locations in Arizona. Nine of the aforementioned Arizona 
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locations serve AI communities and are directed either 

by the larger, local BGC chapter or have started their 

own free-standing location under the national 

organization (Figure 2). In 2015, BGCs in Arizona 

served 114,250 youth members, 12% were AI youth 

(Boys & Girls Clubs Arizona Alliance, 2014). 

Additionally, 26% of the total members in Arizona 

were between the ages of 12 and 18 years (Boys & 

Girls Clubs Arizona Alliance, 2014). Each BGC 

location has a branch director and at least 2-4 

additional full-time staff.  

The BGC saw the inherent value in increasing 

cultural engagement in the community after 

implementation of NS in their rural Clubhouse and 

wished to expand to two urban-based Clubhouses (Figure 2). The two urban-based BGC sites are 

approximately five miles apart and are both located on the reservation of the Salt River Pima-

Maricopa Indian Community (SRPMIC). Although the BGC sites are located on the reservation, 

for the purposes of this study, it will be described and referred to as an urban-based reservation 

due to its proximity to the Phoenix metropolitan area. Both locations primarily serve youth of the 

Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community but also have members of other tribal 

communities, youth with mixed heritage, and youth that do not identify as AI. The BGCs offer 

regular programming after school on a drop-in basis for members who have filled out a 

FIGURE 2. Boys & Girls Club 

Hierarchy. Superscript 1 indicates 

proposed study site, 2 indicates site 

of preliminary study. 
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registration packet and paid the $5 yearly fee (DiCicco, A., personal communication, 2019). The 

BGC Teen program for grades 7-12 has lower daily attendance than the Youth program for 

grades 6 and under so the Teen programs at the two BGC sites combine at either location for 

programming on Tuesdays and Thursdays (DiCicco, A., personal communication, 2019).  

Formation of the Community Advisory Board 

We assembled a seven-member Community Advisory Board (CAB) to guide the 

revision/modification, implementation, and evaluation of an existing ASP to ensure it is 

culturally-grounded. CAB members were recruited from each of the partnering departments and 

included representatives from the BGC, Cultural Resources Department, Tribal Council, Youth 

Services Department, and the University of Arizona. Formation of the CAB was informed by the 

CABôs purpose which guided the identification of appropriate members and decisions regarding 

recruitment and assessment of fit (Yuan et al., 2019). Five members of the CAB were from the 

SRPMIC and felt comfortable guiding the process of curriculum development. These five CAB 

members held knowledge of local cultural values and practices and also held social capital in the 

community that was necessary to recruit facilitators. Two members of the CAB were 

representatives from each BGC clubhouse and although they were not members of the SRPMIC, 

they have worked in the SRPMIC for at least 10 years each and held detailed knowledge of the 

BGCôs role in the community with the local adolescents.  

In-person CAB meetings were held once a month during the 6-month development phase 

of the NS study and every other month during the 4-month implementation phase. In-person 

meetings were held at the SRPMICôs tribal government complex. The University partner 

organized and facilitated CAB meetings, recorded the development of the NS curriculum and 
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developed NS curriculum into a comprehensive handbook detailing the programôs history, 

curriculum, and logistics. The University partner also coordinated NS session logistics including 

contacting session facilitators, securing location, purchasing supplies and food. As a culturally-

grounded program, the CAB initiated the development, guided the curriculum development, and 

facilitated all of the sessions that focused on cultural values and activities. There were at least 30 

community members who were invited to review and provide feedback on the curriculum, with 

10 community members providing an in-depth review before implementation. The SRPMIC has 

a copy of the curriculum and can make changes as necessary to account for changes in the 

community.  

Evolution of the Native Spirit Program 

The current study is a scale up of the NS Peach Springs (PS) program and was built off of 

preliminary data, existing partnerships, and current literature. The current study adapted NS for 

use in an urban-based reservation community in Arizona, implemented the adapted program, and 

evaluated it. The first version of NS was developed in the rural Peach Springs community, and 

will be referred to as NS-PS. The community developed a 10-session program based on local 

cultural values and activities. The program was a success within the community and the 

participants showed increases in resilience, cultural knowledge and pride, and positive classroom 

behavior. The NS-PS program has expanded for use in the local juvenile detention center and 

continues to run in the rural BGC without additional grant funding or technical support.  

The adapted NS program emphasizes the importance of cultural engagement in health 

promotion and Positive Youth Development (PYD) for Indigenous youth. A PYD framework 

focuses on individual and community strengths rather than individual psychopathologies and 
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adheres to six organizing principles (Deutsch et al., 2017). Table 2 establishes a connection 

between the organizing principles of PYD and the NS program. The combined use of cultural 

engagement and PYD for the specific AI community is unique and will be assigned a name in 

the future based on input from the community partners. 

TABLE 2. Connection between PYD and NS 
 

PYD Principl e Native Spirit Principle  

All youth are capable of positive development 

NS is open and available to all youth in the 

community regardless of behavioral status in 

school or in the community 

Settings and relationships are key to fostering 

positive developmental trajectories 

NS recruits local community members to 

serve as program facilitators, establishing a 

safe environment to interact with a positive 

social influence 

Being involved in multiple promotive settings 

and relationships enhances positive 

development 

NS is housed within the youth-serving ASPs 

that exist in the community, providing more 

promotive interactions in the after school 

setting 

Strategies and tactics for promoting 

developmental assets can vary considerably as 

a function of social location 

NS emphasizes the increase in cultural 

engagement as a necessary tactic for 

promoting developmental assets in the local 

American Indian community 

Community is a key setting for fostering PYD 
NS is community-developed and community-

based 

Youth are agents of their own development 

and significant resources for creating the 

kinds of relationships, contexts, ecologies, 

and communities that enable PYD 

NS places emphasis on community values 

that can seek to guide youth along their paths 

to becoming an individual member of the 

community 

 

The NS CAB started by reviewing the NS-PS curriculum. The CAB decided to keep all 

existing values and added three values and practices that were important to pass on to the 

adolescents of the SRPMIC. Then, the CAB identified local cultural practices that were 

associated with each cultural value. Cultural values included developing community-specific 

knowledge of language, creation stories, history, and traditions. Cultural values also included 
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more general values of responsibility, respect, teamwork, patience, growth, service, and 

recognition. Additional cultural values included pride in cultural identity and community. 

Each cultural practice can be associated with multiple values; however, each program 

session focuses on one cultural value and one associated practice for the sake of organization and 

reproducibility in an after-school format. CAB members then identified local cultural 

practitioners that would be comfortable leading each of the NS sessions. Finally, CAB members 

decided on the appropriate order of each session depending on the time of year and specific 

cultural practice. The development of the NS curriculum was an iterative process that took place 

over a 6-month time period during monthly meetings with detailed feedback from CAB members 

and additional input from session facilitators, community members, and tribal council members. 

Table 3 demonstrates the NS program components.  

TABLE 3. Native Spirit Session Outline  

Cultural 

Value 

Cultural 

Practice 
Description 

Language 
Introduce 

Yourself 

Participants will be able to introduce themselves using their 

Indigenous language and recognize their Indigenous 

ancestry 

Creation 

Stories 
Storytelling 

Participants will be able to describe community creation 

stories, relate lessons from creation stories to having 

strength in cultural identity, and be able to discuss the 

importance of traditional archetypes like the sun, moon, and 

stars 

History 
Visit 

Historical Site 

Participants will be able to recognize the importance of a 

site that is culturally significant to the community and 

describe current history that has shaped the community 

Responsibility Planting Seeds 

Participants will be able to describe the importance of 

personal responsibility and how it relates to being a leader in 

the community. 

Respect 
Harvesting 

and Gathering 

Participants will be able to articulate the importance of 

having respect for environment, community, and self. 

Understand the importance of sustainability in the desert and 
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beyond and be able to classify the various desert plants and 

how they are used (as medicine, for dyes, etc.) 

Community 

Traditional 

Songs and 

Dance 

Participants will be able to describe the importance of 

community and the role it plays in our lives and participate 

in traditional community traditions like traditional songs and 

dance 

Teamwork 

Traditional 

Outdoor 

Games 

Participants will be able to describe the importance of 

working together in a positive way as peers and community 

members and relate traditional games and physical activity 

with the value of teamwork and interrelatedness 

Patience 

Traditional 

and Modern 

Art 

Participants will be able to describe the importance of being 

patient in all aspects of life and participate in traditional 

artistry to demonstrate how being patient can allow us to 

create beautiful and meaningful things 

Traditions 
Cooking a 

Meal 

Participants will be able to relate cultural traditions of 

cooking with contemporary family traditions and participate 

with parents/guardians in cooking/eating of a simple 

traditional meal 

Growth 
Coming of 

Age 

Participants will be able to articulate roles and 

responsibilities of Indigenous adolescents and describe 

traditional coming of age ceremonies in the community 

Service 
Service for 

Community 

Participants will be able to recognize the importance of 

service to the community and recognize the different ways 

to provide service to the community 

Cultural 

Identity 

Life Away 

from Home 

Participants will be able to discuss strategies on maintaining 

cultural identity on and off the reservation 

Recognition 
Ceremony of 

Recognition 

Participants will be able to reflect on the cultural values and 

activities experienced during Native Spirit program 

 

Implementation  

Logistics 

Native Spirit was designed to be used by local youth-serving ASPs with middle school 

and high school aged adolescents. ASPs in the community are typically separated by age groups. 

Middle and high school adolescents are combined and regularly interact in ASPs. Each NS 

session is 1.5 hours in duration and runs each week with the exception of weeks with a 

conflicting holiday or school event (Spring Break, Fall Break). There are 13 sessions in the NS 
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curriculum. Although session order is interchangeable, the CAB felt it was necessary to include 

Language as the first session. Including Language as the first session allows the adolescents to 

learn how to properly introduce themselves in their traditional language, a task that is considered 

respectful in many AI/AN communities.  

Session Facilitators 

Each NS session is meant to be led by 1-2 facilitators that are considered cultural 

practitioners and leaders by the SRPMIC. CAB members identified and helped contact 

community members to serve as facilitators for each program session, and guided the evaluation 

plan for the NS program. Additionally, some CAB members served as facilitators for the NS 

program for at least one session and helped to organize the next iteration of the NS Program 

(Spring 2020). There was one facilitator who was responsible for two sessions (Language and 

History). All other facilitators were only present for one session each. Facilitator training 

consisted of a 30-60 minute individual meeting with the PI of the study to discuss the overall 

program goals, and specific session objectives and details. Each session facilitator was given a 

description of the cultural value and associated practice along with a set of 2-3 objectives for the 

session. Session facilitators had freedom to create the session according to their interpretation of 

the value and practice while staying true to the objectives. This is in line with the idea that some 

level of facilitator flexibility and adaptability is necessary to meet local and individual needs 

(Breitenstein et al., 2010). Session facilitators received dinner at each session and were also 

invited to the recognition ceremony dinner at the conclusion of the program. 
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Evaluation  

The evaluation plan for the NS program is based on principles of Indigenous Evaluation 

and focuses on the community priorities for adolescent health. Indigenous Evaluation is an 

approach that centralizes tribal context and Indigenous knowledge while building capacity in the 

community. Indigenous researchers have long been calling for research and evaluation that is 

grounded in Indigenous values (Grover & RMC Research Corporation, 2010; LaFrance & 

Nichols, 2010). While the implementation of Indigenous Evaluation may look different 

depending on the context, the core values remain constant along with the use of culturally valid 

measures. Culturally-valid measures include oral measures, elder review, and community 

contributions to evaluation (Grover & RMC Research Corporation, 2010). The NS program 

attends to the relationship between the program and community while honoring tribal 

sovereignty by disseminating evaluation results according to the CARE (collective benefit, 

authority for control, responsibility, ethics) principles for Indigenous Data Governance set forth 

by the Global Indigenous Data Alliance (Research Data Alliance International Indigenous Data 

Sovereignty Interest Group, 2019). The evaluation also respects the importance of place for 

AI/AN communities such that this specific iteration of the NS program cannot be directly 

transferred to another place without adaptation. Additionally, the NS study recognizes personal 

sovereignty by using multiple ways to measure accomplishment.  

The evaluation plan to determine the impact of the NS program consisted of several 

different data sources including 1) pre-and posttest surveys, 2) BGC records on academic 

outcomes, and 3) qualitative semi-structured interviews. Adolescents in the program took a 

survey before and after participation. The survey measures constructs of importance for the 
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SRPMIC including cultural identity, self-esteem, resilience. The evaluation also includes semi-

structured interviews to allow participants to express how they have been impacted by the 

program and increased cultural engagement. Data analysis includes direct community 

contributions by including members of the SRPMIC in the analysis design, process, and 

dissemination. Findings from the Fall 2019 iteration of the Native Spirit program are discussed 

in Chapter Four.  

Discussion 

This chapter describes the evolution/expansion and implementation of the NS program 

and the steps to making it culturally-grounded for AI/AN adolescents. One strength of the NS 

program was the use of cultural engagement as a form of PYD. Each NS session focused on a 

local cultural value and practice, allowing adolescents to experience aspects of their culture that 

their parents didnôt get a chance to learn. AI/AN communities share a common experience of 

traumatic loss of cultural practices, language, life, and land (Running Bear et al., 2018; Running 

Bear et al., 2017). Many AI/AN communities continue to feel the negative impacts of cultural 

loss through each passing generation (Soto et al., 2015). The current movement to increase 

cultural engagement for adolescent AI/ANs is one way to promote health and prevent negative 

impacts of intergenerational trauma (Snowshoe et al., 2016). Research has shown that 

adolescents who are culturally engaged experience better health and educational outcomes 

(Smokowski et al., 2014; Tsethlikai & Rogoff, 2013). Additionally, there are many anecdotal 

accounts and traditional stories that attribute positive outcomes when adolescents adhere to 

cultural values and teachings.  
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The academic-community partnership was a vital component to the development of the 

NS program. CAB members indicated the desire for this program had been identified in the past, 

however, there was always a need for extra assistance and resources to create a well-documented 

program. The academic-community partnership produced some of the needed resources, 

including administrative support and experience in the creation of an ASP. Since the program 

was first implemented, SRPMIC has been committed to sustaining the program. SRPMIC has 

coordinated efforts by SRPMIC tribal after-school program for adolescents, social services, and 

the teen girls program to share the responsibility of offering NS. As a result, more adolescents in 

the SRPMIC will have access to the program and resources for several years. 

Finally, the ASP format of NS offers important advantages for dissemination. After-

school programs are an accessible form of PYD that often have pre-existing structure and 

resources for adolescent travel from their schools to the programs and then to their homes. The 

BGC, specifically, has 200 Clubhouses in Indian Country throughout the United States so there 

is tremendous opportunity to provide community-specific cultural programming for AI/AN 

adolescents (Lekuton & Zimmerman, 2003). Additionally, AI/AN communities implement their 

own innovative ASPs that are not described or reported in gray literature or peer-reviewed 

literature. Creating a template for the NS program that can be adapted gives interested 

communities a head start in the program implementation process, and cuts down on the 

administrative experimentation that is necessary when developing a program. The NS after-

school program is responsive to unique community contexts and may be adapted by other tribal 

communities and organizations throughout the US.  
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Challenges and Limitations 

Some of the strengths of NS also resulted in challenges. The main challenge of 

developing and implementing the NS program was ensuring its sustainability and future 

implementation. Although the SRPMIC and the BGC expressed a desire to start a cultural 

engagement program, all community members involved in the adaptation and implementation 

held full-time jobs that were their first priority. Without a dedicated program coordinator and 

funding stream, NS remains in danger of ending. The Spring 2020 NS iteration is being attended 

by youth who are enrolled in other programs. There are three different ASPs in the SRPMIC that 

have a consistent meeting time and place in order to give the members an opportunity to 

participate in NS. Although this approach could help to ensure community involvement and a 

higher number of adolescents served, it could also result in a void of leadership to take direction 

in contacting facilitators and ensuring continuous evaluation.  

Another challenge was constraints created by the ASP format. Several community 

members expressed concerns that we were creating a cultural program but did not spend enough 

time on each of the topics. For example, traditional language is introduced in 1.5 hours each 

semester, barely scratching the surface of learning a language. Although we continued to create 

the program in the ASP format (10 weeks for 1.5 hours each week) we provided the participants 

with information on all of the programs offered by the Cultural Resources department, including 

language classes. Some participants start the program with a greater level of cultural engagement 

and others start the program with no knowledge of the local culture. The NS program serves as 

an introduction to the cultural practices and gives adolescents an opportunity to connect with 

cultural practitioners as a positive influence in the community.  
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Recommendations for Practice  

Recommendations for future adaptation, implementation, and evaluation include ensuring 

that there is adequate community investment and engagement for sustainability. The initial 

success of the NS program was due to the large amount of community investment including 

various tribal departments, youth-serving programs, and individual community members. This 

can be accomplished by disseminating information on the goals and successes of previous NS 

program iterations. Along with community investment, it is advisable for one tribal community 

or organization to house and organize the program with input and support from the greater 

community. Additionally, it is important to emphasize the common goal of increasing cultural 

engagement in AI/AN communities to ensure proliferation of cultural values and practices. 

Shared community investment and sense of responsibility with a common goal will help the NS 

program remain sustainable even through changes in program leadership and funding 

opportunities. 

Another recommendation is to ensure there is a continuous effort to evaluate the NS 

program using Indigenous Evaluation methods. At this point, NS is a fairly small program that 

has been implemented twice in two tribal communities and has reached approximately 30 

adolescents. Community-centered formative and summative data needs to be collected to 

establish effectiveness and to help identify components that impact AI/AN adolescent health and 

wellbeing. Establishing an evaluation plan before implementing the NS program will allow 

communities to be prepared for data collection throughout the program. Additionally, it is 

recommended that evaluation includes measures of health and wellbeing such as self-esteem, 

resilience, cultural identity, stress, and other measures of behavioral and mental health status. 
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The connection between cultural identity for AI/AN adolescents and health has not been well-

established (Kagawa Singer et al., 2016). Collecting health information will help AI/AN 

communities contribute to developing an Indigenous prevention science (Okamoto et al., 2014). 

Conclusions 

A academic-community partnership successfully developed and implemented a 

culturally-grounded ASP, for American Indian adolescents on an urban-based reservation in the 

Southwest. The development and implementation of the NS program is significant because it 

contributes to an Indigenous prevention science that seeks to describe the positive impacts of 

Indigenous culture on community health and wellbeing. Additionally, combining Indigenous 

culture and community-based strengths with the accessible and widely used format of ASPs 

allows the NS program to be distributed throughout BGCs, ASPs in Indian Country, and urban 

Indigenous organizations.  
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CHAPTER 4: MIXED METHODS EVALUATION OF A CULTURALLY-GROUNDED 

AFTER-SCHOOL PROGRAM FOR AMERICAN INDIAN ADOLESCENTS ON AN 

URBAN-BASED SOUTHWEST RESERVATION 

Introduction 

American Indian (AI) adolescents experience high rates of mental health disparities that 

put them at increased risk of morbidity and mortality for many life-threatening illnesses. As 

reported by the CDC, American Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN) communities experienced 

higher suicide rates than the general population in 2017, and suicide rates are highest among 

youth and young adults, ages 15-34 (Crosby et al., 2019). The death rates for AI/AN adolescent 

(ages 15-19) suicides were 2.3 times higher than in non-Hispanic White adolescents (Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 2019). Additionally, AI/AN children and adolescents have the 

highest rates of lifetime major depressive episodes and highest self-reported depression rates 

than any other ethnic/racial group (Whitesell et al., 2012). These alarming numbers are often 

associated with higher rates of substance use and initiation of substance use at an earlier age 

(Kelley et al., 2018; Lowe et al., 2012; Whitesell et al., 2012). Higher rates of mental health 

disparities are often accompanied by additional disparities that compound to impact the life 

course of the individual (Whitbeck et al., 2012; Whitesell et al., 2012). 

Mental health disparities that have perpetuated in AI/AN communities lead to chronic 

illnesses if not addressed early in the life course (Kelley et al., 2018; Whitbeck et al., 2012). 

Studies have linked adolescent substance abuse with chronic illness, including chronic liver 

disease, cancer, and heart disease. (Hilton et al., 2018; Kelley et al., 2018; Liddell & Burnette, 

2017). Specifically, Bahorik et al. (2017) found that alcohol use disorder in adults was 
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commonly associated with cardiovascular diseases, cancers, injuries, stroke, and cirrhosis. These 

data suggest the strong need for early intervention and mental health promotion programs for 

AI/AN adolescents. Some studies have specifically called for the need to intervene in early 

adolescent years before the onset of mental health issues and initiation of risky behaviors (Kelley 

et al., 2019; Kulis et al., 2017; Whitesell et al., 2019). 

Although there have been many attempts at addressing these disparities through 

prevention interventions, the problems persist. AI/AN communities have pointed to the need for 

interventions that reflect the local culture values and involve the community (Whitbeck et al., 

2012). This call has been answered by public health research in the form of culturally-adapted 

programs that are typically based on Western theories of behavior change (Whitbeck et al., 2012; 

Whitesell et al., 2019). Although these culturally-adapted interventions have experienced 

success, there has been a new wave of innovative research approaches that are grounded in local 

AI/AN cultural values (Okamoto et al., 2014; Whitbeck et al., 2012). 

AI/AN  communities have been making strides to address the gaps in mental health status 

by reconnecting with traditional values and practices including language proliferation and 

ceremonial practices that were once suppressed by the government of the United States (US) 

(Boyles, 1990). Culturally-engaged after-school programs (ASPs) have proven to be a valuable 

tool for AI/AN communities to increase adolescent cultural engagement and promote positive 

mental health and wellbeing (Lauricella et al., 2016; Liddell & Burnette, 2017). A recent 

literature review found nine studies published from 2007 to 2017 that documented the evaluation 

of culturally-engaged ASPs for Indigenous youth from the US and Canada (Hunter, Nuño, et al., 

2020). Out of the nine studies, five were culturally-grounded, using local community values and 
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practices to guide their interventions (as opposed to being adapted from Western theory) 

(Donovan et al., 2015; Hishinuma et al., 2009; Lowe et al., 2016; Moran & Bussey, 2007; 

Richards & Mousseau, 2012). Indigenous youth who participated in culturally-grounded ASPs 

displayed improved self-esteem and lower levels of substance use and initiation (Hunter, Nuño, 

et al., 2020). These results suggest that culturally-grounded ASPs can serve as a powerful tool 

for AI/AN communities and public health researchers to collaboratively address mental health 

disparities that persist in this population.  

The current study examines the impact of a culturally-grounded ASP, Native Spirit (NS), 

using mixed methods with a sample of youth from an urban-based reservation community. NS is 

based on a partnership between the Boys & Girls Club of Greater Scottsdale (BGC), the Salt 

River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community (SRPMIC), and the University of Arizona. NS was 

designed to promote mental health and wellbeing among middle and high school aged 

adolescents of the SRPMIC. This investigation used a single group, pretest posttest study design 

and qualitative interviews to determine if participation in the NS program increased cultural 

identity, resilience, and self-esteem at the end of the 10 weeks. 

Methods 

Study Partnerships 

The NS was developed based on an academic-community partnership. A detailed 

description of the partnership is presented in Chapter Three of this dissertation. The Community 

Advisory Board (CAB), consisting of representatives from the University of Arizona, the Salt 

River Pima Maricopa Indian Community (SRPMIC), and the Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater 

Scottsdale (BGC), played an important role and was involved in several activities. The CAB 
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identified local cultural values and activities that are represented in the NS program, identified 

and helped contact community members to serve as facilitators for each program session, and 

guided the evaluation plan for the NS program. Additionally, some CAB members served as 

facilitators for the NS program and helped to organize the next iteration of the NS Program 

(Spring 2020). The University partner organized and facilitated CAB meetings, recorded the 

development of the NS curriculum and developed the NS curriculum into a handbook. The 

University partner also coordinated NS session logistics including contacting session facilitators, 

securing location, purchasing supplies and food.  

Participants 

 Participants for NS were recruited from two BGCs located in the Metropolitan Phoenix 

area. An informative recruitment flyer was distributed to BGC members and placed strategically 

near pick-up and drop-off spots for parents. Additionally, the study PI set up a recruitment table 

at the local high school and passed out recruitment flyers during the lunch hour for two days. 

Eligibility criteria for the NS study included being English-speaking, self-identifying as AI/AN, 

being enrolled in grades 7-12, being a member of the two participating BGC locations, and 

having transportation to the BGC locations.  

Because the BGC programs are open to all youth, program members included non-AI/AN 

youth but they were excluded from the study analyses. Youth in grades 7-12 were the focus of 

this study because it was more feasible to work within this age group for the BGC community 

partners. Parental consent was obtained via a signed consent form or verbally over the phone; 

youth assent was obtained via a signed assent form after verbal confirmation that the youth 

understood the purpose and requirements of the study. Participants received a $50 Visa gift card 
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upon completion of the study as an incentive. All consented participants who completed a pre- 

and posttest received the incentive regardless of the number of sessions they attended.  

Intervention 

This study used a culturally-grounded approach to develop, implement, and evaluate the 

NS program. Culturally-grounded health promotion programs are based on values and practices 

of the local community as opposed to health promotion programs based on Western theory that 

are adapted for use in Indigenous communities (Okamoto et al., 2014; Okamoto et al., 2019). A 

culturally-grounded approach can be more challenging to implement but reaps great rewards in 

Indigenous communities (Cwik et al., 2019; Okamoto et al., 2014). Additionally, culturally-

grounded approaches help to build upon an Indigenous Health Promotion Science (Okamoto et 

al., 2014; Okamoto et al., 2019). This study, in particular, relies on the local cultural values and 

activities and argues for cultural engagement as a form of Positive Youth Development (PYD) 

(Catalano et al., 2004; Kenyon & Hanson, 2012). An in-depth description of the culturally-

grounded development of the NS program can be found elsewhere (Hunter, Carlos, et al., 2020).  

The NS program curriculum consisted of 10-sessions, each lasting 1.5 hours. Each 

session was facilitated by 1-2 members of the SRPMIC who are considered knowledgeable on 

their respective cultural activity. Session facilitators had freedom to lead their session but 

received a set of predetermined learning objectives that were developed by the CAB. The CAB 

consisted of seven total representatives from the BGC, Cultural Resources Department, Tribal 

Council, and Youth Services Department. A basic outline of the NS curriculum is included in 

Table 4. There are 13 possible sessions in the NS curriculum; however, due to the nature of some 

of the topics and timing of community events, this iteration of the NS program consisted of 10 
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out of the possible 13 sessions. Some cultural topics and activities were dependent on specific 

seasons of the year. Additionally, the program was run through the BGC and their program 

cycles are in 10-week increments. 

TABLE 4. Native Spirit Curriculum Outline. Sessions with an asterisk (*) indicate sessions 

that were not implemented during this iteration of the Native Spirit program 

Cultural Value  Activity  

Language Introduce Yourself 

Creation Stories* Storytelling 

History Visit historical site 

Responsibility Planting Seeds 

Respect* Harvesting and Gathering 

Community Traditional songs and dance 

Teamwork Traditional outdoor games 

Patience Traditional and Modern Art 

Traditions Cooking a meal 

Growth* Coming of Age 

Service Service for Community 

Cultural Identity Life away from home 

Recognition Ceremony of Recognition 

 

Procedure 

Participants began the program in September and finished in December 2019. 

Participants traveled by school bus to attended weekly NS sessions. Participants ate dinner and 

then participated in the NS session. Each participant completed pre-and post-surveys. They 

completed printed pre-surveys before the start of Session 1. Participants completed the post-

survey at the end of Session 10. The surveys were administered by the PI and took an average of 

25 minutes to complete.  

Participants were recruited for qualitative individual interviews if they attended at least 

70% of the NS sessions. Eleven participants were invited by oral invitation to participate and all 
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agreed to be interviewed. The PI conducted in-person qualitative interviews at the BGCs in a 

quiet room located in the BGC building. Interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. The 

interviews took about bout 10 minutes (range: 6-19 minutes). Physical qualitative and 

quantitative data that were collected remained in the care of the Principal Investigator and was 

captured using Microsoft Excel, Microsoft Word, and Apple Voice Memos. All information 

received was deidentified by the PI upon conversion to Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Word. 

The PI stored electronic data on a password-secured laptop and then transferred to Box, the 

University of Arizonaôs password-secured cloud storage system. Data will be returned to the 

SRPMIC upon completion of the study. 

Measures 

The primary outcomes were self-reported cultural identity, resilience, and self-esteem. 

These outcomes were measured using quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews. Due to the 

collaborative nature of Indigenous Evaluation, the CAB was involved in decision-making and 

planning to ensure use of culturally-relevant forms of measurement when determining the 

effectiveness of NS. Community partners were interested in quantitative measures but were also 

interested in including qualitative measures that are more relevant to traditional ways of knowing 

and communicating information (e.g. storytelling and oral history). 

Participant Surveys  

Baseline demographics. Baseline demographics included, age, grade, race/ethnicity, 

tribal affiliation (if applicable), and socioeconomic status (SES). SES was assessed by 

calculating ñovercrowding index,ò which is strongly correlated with SES and has been used with 

AI/AN youth (Myers et al., 1996; Schweigman et al., 2011). Questions included ñHow many 
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people live in the home where you spend most of your time (including you)?ò and ñHow many 

rooms does your house or apartment have (excluding kitchen and bathroom)?ò SES was 

calculated by dividing the number of rooms in the house by the number of people living in the 

home; higher scores indicate higher SES (Schweigman et al., 2011). 

Cultural identity. Cultural identity was measured using the revised version of Phinneyôs 

Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM-R) (Phinney, 1992; Phinney & Ong, 2007). The 

MEIM-R is a 6-item questionnaire with four response categories from strongly disagree to 

strongly agree. The MEIM provides a concise measure of the core aspects of group identity 

(commitment and exploration) that determine the strength and security of ethnic identity. The 

MEIM has been used with AI adolescents in studies that focus on developmental processes and 

the movement from unexplored states to commitment to an identity as a member of a particular 

ethnic group (Kulis et al., 2017; Moran & Bussey, 2007).  

Self-esteem. Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

(Rosenberg, 1965). The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is a widely used 10-item self-report tool 

that measures global self-worth by measuring both positive and negative feelings about the self 

(Rosenberg, 1965). The self-esteem measure has four response categories from strongly disagree 

to strongly agree. The scale has also been used in studies involving AI adolescents (Goodkind et 

al., 2012; Whitesell et al., 2009).  

Resilience. Resilience was measured using the 12-item Child and Youth Resilience 

Measure (CYRM-12). The CYRM-12 was selected because of its open access to the public and 

brief format; 12 questions with three response categories (ñyesò, ñsometimesò, or ñnoò). The 

questions on the CYRM-12 are applicable to AI youth because the format allows the project 
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team to work with the community to insert up to five additional community-specific questions. 

The CYRM-12 does not include questions based on spirituality, a component that may play a 

role in AI resilience (Liebenberg et al., 2013). Questions from the unabridged CYRM regarding 

spirituality will be included in the community specific section of the measure. 

BGC Records 

Native Spirit Attendance. Number of NS sessions attended was obtained from 

attendance records. Attendance was recorded by the PI at the beginning of each session. 

Participants were encouraged to attend as many sessions as possible but were not penalized for 

missing sessions.  

Qualitative Interviews 

Individual qualitative interviews were conducted with a subset of 11 participants to 

understand the impacts of participation in the NS program. Participants were asked eight semi-

structured questions that are detailed in Appendix F. Questions focused on participantsô overall 

experience with the program, and their perceived changes in knowledge, attitude, and opinion 

regarding their cultural identity.  

Data Analysis 

Quantitative analysis. Two researchers conducted data analyses. One individual was the 

PI and the other was a member of the SRPMIC who served as a statistical consultant. Data 

analysis was conducted using STATA software (Stata Statistical Software: Release 11.0 

[computer program], 2009). To test for NS effectiveness, this study used a paired t-test to assess 

within group post-intervention differences in means for cultural identity, self-esteem, and 

resilience. Pearsonôs correlation matrix was used to get an identify relationships that exist 
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between cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience before and after participation in NS. 

Cronbachôs alpha was used to analyze survey fit and reliability with this particular population. 

Qualitative analysis. The PI transcribed audio recordings and merged with handwritten 

notes. Qualitative analysis occurred in two phases. In phase one, a codebook was created with 

the major categories cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience. In phase two, a three-person 

team of Indigenous scholars consisting of the PI, an Indigenous peer of the PI, and a member of 

the SRPMIC (who was also in the study CAB) used deductive thematic analysis to identify 

major themes throughout the entirety of the interview. Through a process of consensus, the team 

compared/discussed their individual codes, and identified/agreed on major patterns encountered 

within each question and by overall thematic category. The team then used an Indigenous 

framework for understanding the impact of the NS program on cultural identity, resilience, and 

self-esteem. Several themes were identified inductively but only those that are tied to the 

research questions are presented in this chapter.  

Results 

Demographic Data 

Participantsô mean age was 14.17 years (°1.54) and there were slightly more male 

participants (55.56%) than female participants (44.44%). All  participants (100%) identified 

themselves as AI/AN. Participant demographics are detailed in Table 5. 
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TABLE 5. Demographic Data 

 Quantitative Surveys (n=18) Qualitative Interviews (n=11) 

 Mean or Percent (SD) Mean or Percent (SD) 

Age 14.2 (1.54) 14.6 (1.63) 

Female (%) 44.4 54.6 

AI/AN (%) 100 100 

Grade (%)   

7th 22.2 18.2 

8th 22.2 9.1 

9th 22.2 18.2 

10th 27.8 45.5 

11th 0 0 

12th  5.56 9.1 

 

Quantitative Results 

 Table 6 presents means, standard deviations, and changes in means from pretest to 

posttest for cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience (n = 18). Changes in mean cultural 

identity scores reached statistical significance (p = 0.003). There was a positive direction in 

aggregate changes in cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience but the changes were not 

significant. 

TABLE 6. Pretest to posttest changes in outcomes  

 Pretest Posttest Difference 

 M SD M SD Post-Pre t test 

Cultural identity  2.88 0.35 3.22 0.50 0.34 3.30* 

Self-esteem 2.76 0.64 2.89 0.45 0.12 0.57 

Resilience 2.56 0.24 2.60 0.25 0.04 0.55 

* p ¢ .01       

 

To investigate the relationships between cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience before 

and after participation in the NS program a correlation matrix was developed using Pearsonôs 

correlation coefficient. The results are presented in Table 7. There was a significant positive 
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correlation between pre- and posttest cultural identity scores (p = 0.013). Additionally, there was 

a significant positive correlation between posttest cultural identity scores and self-esteem (p = 

0.035) and resilience posttest scores (p = 0.048). Finally, there was a significant positive 

correlation between self-esteem pretest scores and resilience pretest scores (p = 0.008). 

Reliability (Cronbachôs ) of the scales is also reported in Table 7. Reliability ranged from 0.56-

0.71. Additionally, Cronbachôs  decreased for each of the scales from pretest to posttest. 

TABLE 7. Correlation matrix of pre- and posttest constructs and Cronbachôs alpha 

 CI Pre CI Post SE Pre SE Post R Pre R Post Cronbachôs  

CI Pre 1.00      0.65 

CI Post 0.64* 1.00     0.56 

SE Pre -0.06 -0.02 1.00    0.71 

SE Post 0.13 0.51* -0.06 1.00   0.70 

R Pre 0.39 0.26 0.65** -0.28 1.00  0.63 

R Post 0.23 0.49* 0.21 0.40 0.38 1.00 0.59 

Calculated with Pearsonôs correlation coefficient, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

CI = Cultural Identity, SE = Self-Esteem, R = Resilience 

  

Qualitative Results 

The results of the participant interviews are organized into three categories that addressed the 

research questions related to changes in cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience. Changes in 

cultural identity referred to the thoughts, feelings, and changes regarding adolescentsô self-

identification as American Indian. Changes in self-esteem referred to the adolescentsô examined 

changes in attitudes and opinions of themselves while participating in the NS program. Changes 

in resilience referred to adolescent-identified instances of growth in the face of challenges.  

Cultural identity. The participants described a general feeling of curiosity about cultural 

knowledge and furthering their understanding of AI/AN culture. Although the participants 
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described different levels of cultural engagement before participating in the NS program, all of 

them expressed interest in learning more about their cultural identity. 

ñI just, kind of want to learn more about me and basically, everyoneéBut then they 

ask more questions (Brown et al.) and I, I can't. I don't know much. It's 

embarrassing to say I don't know much about my culture, but it's true. I don't.ò  

There were some differences between the responses from the adolescents who reported more 

cultural engagement prior to participating in the NS program and those who reported less. The 

adolescents who reported more cultural engagement readily described what they know regarding 

cultural activities and values and reported sharing this information with their peers. Additionally, 

they described their desire to continue learning about their history, songs, and language. 

ñI always like learning about my culture because it's who I am and, yeah, it's just 

who I am. So I'm always interested in learning more about my culture and 

expressing it with others, too.ò  

Self-esteem. Participants expressed their feelings of changing self-esteem and 

confidence while participating and upon reflection of the NS program. One teen reported 

changes in his ability to ñfit inò in the community after participation in NS.  

 ñI feel like I can fit in with everyone else now, even though Iôm not the same color, 

color tone, because thatôs mainly the problem. People think I donôt fit in because 

my color. Yeah. Even [other participant] and I are usually criticized by kids by 

that.ò  

Participants also reported feeling more confident in their ability to describe and discuss 

their cultural knowledge. Several participants reported not knowing the history of their 
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community or of their family background before participation in the program. One 

participant stated that she used to be embarrassed because she did not know anything 

about her American Indian culture. Even participants who reported higher levels of 

cultural engagement voiced a deeper understanding of common cultural activities.  

ñI understand more things now and I get why we do stuff.ò  

Resilience. The NS participants also recognized cultural resilience throughout 

AI/AN history, and specifically for the SRPMIC. Several participants expressed interest 

in learning more about the SRPMICôs capacity to adapt to hardships through time.  

ñI'm most curious about after all the stuff that they went through throughout history 

because I learn about American history and usually Natives are there and they're 

always being abused and tortured and treated misfairly [sic]. And I just wonder, 

how did they, how were they able to pull through? How are they able to like stay 

strong when it came to that and fight through and they're here today.ò  

Additionally, participants identified cultural aspects, particularly through songs, that 

allow them to relieve stress and obtain a sense of peace.  

ñI like to listen to traditional songs. They kind of like, soothes me downéI would 

probably just tell them about the songs. You know, like, when they do, like, the 

social dances. It's more like peaceful than being out anywhere else.ò  

The recurring theme of resilience was also prevalent in the adolescentsô desire to keep 

learning their language. Several participants stated they had difficulty during the 

language session because it was hard or because they were shy and it required them to 
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speak out loud. However, during the interviews the same participants expressed interest 

in continuing to learn the language even if it was challenging for them. 

Discussion 

This study used mixed methods to evaluate the impact of the NS program on AI/AN 

adolescentsô cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience. Overall, participants reported increases 

in cultural identity, self-esteem and resilience. There was a significant increase in cultural 

identity score overall from pretest to posttest administered immediately after the last session. 

Similar findings were documented by the qualitative interviews. Adolescents reported interest in 

exploring their cultural identity and commitment to cultural identity. Exploration and 

commitment are important during adolescent years and together they help individuals establish a 

secure sense of cultural identity that is less subject to change with new challenging experiences 

(Phinney & Ong, 2007). Native Spiritôs impact on cultural identity may have a promising 

upstream relationship to mental health and wellbeing in AI/AN adolescents.  

Although not statistically significant, there were increases in self-esteem and resilience at 

the completion of the NS program. The qualitative interviews also revealed some positive short-

term effects on self-esteem and resilience. Some participants described how cultural activities, 

particularly listening to traditional songs, helped relieve stress. Additionally, they were inspired 

upon learning of their ancestorôs resilience and ability to thrive despite challenges over time. 

Participants described instances of increased self-esteem and confidence with their ability to 

identify as a member of the SRPMIC. The NS program helped adolescents feel they could fit in 

with the community, particularly for multiracial participants. Instead of focusing on things that 
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set them apart, like skin color, they focused on similarities like shared cultural history, language, 

and participation in local cultural activities.  

To evaluate the strength of the evaluation of NS, specific analyses were conducted 

including a correlation matrix. A correlation matrix was used to explore relationships between 

cultural identity, self-esteem and resilience before and after participation in this study. There 

were statistically significant correlations between cultural identity scores before and after 

participation in the NS program. There were also statistically significant positive correlations 

between posttest cultural identity scores and self-esteem and resilience posttest scores. This 

positive correlation can indicate a predictive relationship with further analysis. Finally, there was 

a significant positive correlation between self-esteem pretest scores and resilience pretest scores. 

This significant relationship was not present in the posttest scores, although the two constructs 

were still positively correlated after participation in the program. This suggests there was more 

variability in the self-esteem and resilience posttest scores such that there was a decrease in the 

correlation between the two constructs after participation in the NS program. This finding can 

possibly be explained by missing data in the pretest scores. Three participants joined the program 

late and did not take the pretest, this means there were more posttests to analyze, possibly 

leading to greater variability in scores. 

In addition, Cronbachôs alphas were reported for each of the construct scales to assess 

reliability of the evaluation measures. Cronbachôs  decreased for each of the scales from pretest 

to posttest. One possible explanation for this is there was one participant who was lost to follow-

up, creating more variability. Another explanation is that over the course of participation in the 

NS program, some participants did experiences increases in cultural identity, self-esteem, and 
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resilience while others did not. In general, there was an overall change in perceptions regarding 

cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience as evidenced by the changes in Cronbachôs . The 

Cronbachôs  results for scales used in this study were lower than similar studies that used the 

same measures (Kelley et al., 2018; Moran & Bussey, 2007). Comparatively low alphas in this 

study can possibly be explained by the small sample size. Given that this study could be used as 

a pilot study for a larger intervention with more intervention sites and participants, the alpha 

levels for reliability would be expected to increase and more closely resemble those of similar 

studies. 

The current study had many strengths. One strength of this study was the use of 

partnerships and CBPR principles from the beginning to the end of the study. Members of the 

SRPMIC were involved in the development, implementation, and evaluation of the NS study and 

the program continues to run with little assistance from University partners. This study describes 

the second successful evaluated iteration of the NS program. It has now been implemented in 

two tribal communities including a rural reservation and an urban-based reservation. The 

continued excitement and community involvement speak to the value of culturally-grounded 

programs and their potential to be adapted and implemented in tribal communities and urban 

areas across the country.  

Limitations  

This dissertation study had several limitations. First, the current study had a relatively 

small sample size, a methodological challenge that has been documented in previous studies with 

BGCs in Indian Country (Kaufman et al., 2018). This means the study may not have adequate 

power to detect measured differences. However, the emphasis of the study was to establish 
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formative information that can be used to find an appropriate effect size and guide larger studies 

in the future. Additionally, the number of participants in this study was realistic for the 

community partners and represents the number of adolescents who participate in after-school 

programming on a regular basis. Taking this into account, the contents of the evaluated program 

are not generalizable to other AI/AN communities.  

Second, the evaluation included one iteration of the NS program, which was only 10-

sessions long over a period of four months. Constructs including cultural identity, self-esteem, 

and resilience are expected to develop over time and it would be helpful to conduct follow-up 

assessments at 3-month and 6-month timepoints. Third, this study did not collect measures of 

health and health behaviors. Recent literature has connected the development of positive AI/AN 

identity with better mental health, less delinquency, higher spirituality/happiness, and lower 

depressive symptoms (Brown et al., 2019; Smokowski et al., 2014). Given the health disparities 

that exist in AI/AN communities, health measures should be administered to examine the 

relationships between cultural engagement and different health outcomes and behaviors, such as 

stress, anxiety, depression, and substance use.  

Lastly, there were possible biases in the quantitative findings. Participants were all in the 

same room when they completed the pre- and posttest surveys. Although program coordinators 

did their best to promote an ideal environment for completing the survey independently, some 

participants talked with one another, which might have included discussing the survey or sharing 

answers. Additionally, the MEIM scale that measures cultural identity has been used with AI/AN 

adolescents, however, recent research has shown weak evidence of measurement invariance, 

meaning the items of the scale may be measuring something different than intended among this 
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population (Lin et al., 2019). The consequences of this issue are biased estimates and increased 

error in scores which lead to potentially unreliable conclusions. This could also be a possible 

explanation for the low Cronbachôs  recorded for the cultural identity scale used with this 

population. 

Implications for Public Health Practice 

 The development and implementation of culturally-grounded ASPs has shown to be an 

effective upstream approach to improving health and wellbeing in Indigenous communities 

(Hunter, Nuño, et al., 2020; Kaufman et al., 2018; Lauricella et al., 2016; Okamoto et al., 2019). 

One recommendation for public health practice is for tribal communities and organizations to 

implement and evaluate ASPs like Native Spirit within their own communities. A second 

recommendation is for communities that do not have a culturally-grounded ASP to partner with 

existing ASPs like the BGC or through academic-community partnerships. The BGC has over 

200 locations in tribal communities across the US and has an established structure that is 

favorable for the success of ASPs. Each BGC has a club-specific website with employee contact 

information. Additionally, each BGC should have a Branch Supervisor and also a Teen 

Development Specialist that can help guide community members in establishing a culturally-

grounded program. A third recommendation is for tribal communities to communicate success, 

lessons learned, and evaluation considerations in the development of culturally-grounded 

programs. Culturally-grounded programs may already exist but are not recorded in the peer-

reviewed or gray literature. Increasing partnerships for program implementation and 

dissemination provides the benefit of sharing resources, training, and staff to promote culturally-

grounded ASPs.  



 

 

 

 

72 

Directions for Future Research 

 Recommendations for future research of culturally-grounded ASPs include longitudinal 

evaluation studies because the impact of cultural engagement on self-esteem, resilience, and 

cultural identity may take time to manifest for Indigenous adolescents. Mixed-methods studies 

should be used as they give privilege to AI/AN adolescent voices on important subject matters 

including cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience that are not always represented in studies 

using only quantitative measures. Additionally, there have been calls for strengthening the ties 

between culture and health in research and echoing that sentiment through this research (Kagawa 

Singer et al., 2016). Future research should include measures of health including stress, anxiety, 

depression, and substance use. The statistically significant positive correlations between posttest 

cultural identity scores and self-esteem and resilience posttest scores suggest the need for more 

investigation into the relationship between cultural identity, self-esteem, resilience, and how they 

are impacted by participation in the NS program.  

Due to the connection between education and health (Masters et al., 2015), it is also 

recommended that future research on ASPs with AI/AN communities examine the impact on 

academic outcomes, including performance and classroom behavior and engagement. Finally, 

the success of this study was due to the ongoing community involvement in every aspect of 

research. Future research with AI/AN communities should apply community-based participatory 

research principles, and include AI/AN community input on the development, implementation, 

evaluation, and dissemination phases of research. Specifically, this can be achieved by 

collaborating with tribes and utilizing community engagement strategies such as establishing 

CABs. This study particularly benefited from establishing a relationship with the community a 
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year before the start of participant recruitment and from regular visits from the PI to the 

community.  

Conclusions 

The current evaluation of the NS provided preliminary evidence of the impact of 

participation in the NS program on cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience among a sample 

of 18 adolescents. The findings should be replicated with more rigorous studies including 

randomized clinical trials with long-term follow-up of cultural, developmental, health, and 

academic outcomes. Leveraging community partnerships between BGCs and Indigenous 

communities provides the benefit of combined resources, support, and effort while also 

strengthening community connectedness in youth programming.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS 

 The purpose of this dissertation was to add to existing research that explores the 

relationship between cultural identity and health for Indigenous adolescents. Indigenous 

communities across the globe are making strides to Indigenize our modern world in order to 

strengthen cultural values and practices that were in danger of being exterminated. Using an ASP 

format to increase cultural engagement has been one way to Indigenize after-school settings in an 

accessible way. Additionally, describing cultural engagement as a form of Positive Youth 

Development (PYD) helps inform Indigenous prevention science that seeks to describe the 

positive impacts Indigenous culture imparts on community health and wellbeing.  

 This dissertation provides important contributions to the literature. The first step in 

adding to the existing research was to identify current culturally-based ASPs that exist for 

Indigenous adolescents. The nine studies from this review focused on outcomes including 

cultural identity, intrapersonal constructs, and substance abuse. While there were other existing 

culturally-based ASPs, this small pool of studies represented the outcomes that were reported on 

most often throughout the studies. The systematic review revealed limitations, including a small 

body of published literature, diversity of outcomes measured, and diversity in the descriptions of 

cultural engagement in ASPs. The systematic review revealed important gaps in the literature 

that were addressed in the next steps of this dissertation study. 

 The second step in adding to the existing literature was to develop, implement, and 

evaluate a culturally-grounded ASP, the Native Spirit (NS) program. For this dissertation, a 

community-University partnership successfully developed and implemented a culturally-

grounded ASP for American Indian adolescents on an urban-based reservation in the Southwest. 
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The NS program represents the possibility to create a larger impact on AI/AN adolescent health 

and well-being through partnership and community-based methods. The NS cultural engagement 

program for American Indian adolescents provided evidence of the importance of cultural 

identity on self-esteem and resilience. Future implementation and evaluation of Native Spirit 

with Indigenous communities and organizations will help to increase adolescent cultural identity 

with a larger impact of benefits to health and well-being.  
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APPENDIX A: SRPMIC LETTER OF SUPPORT 
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APPENDIX B: BGC LETTER OF SUPPORT 
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APPENDIX C: UAZ HSPP APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX D: NATIVE SPIRIT SRPMIC CURRICULUM 
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