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ABSTRACT 

This research looks at the experiences of tribal advisors at historically White institutions. 

I explore patterns and relationships of their role in relation to the institution they work in and the 

Indigenous communities they work with. The study’s purposes are threefold. First, I aim to 

explore, from the perspective of the tribal advisors, how their institutions and senior leaders 

socially construct Indigenous communities, as evidenced in the charges they receive from the 

administration. Second, I aim to explore patterns in the tribal advisors’ responsibilities, in 

addition to the limitations, institutional barriers, and tensions they experience in their jobs 

negotiating the multi-faceted relationships between the institution and the Indigenous 

communities. Tribal advisors tend to navigate between the dominant, White settler world and 

those of their own Indigenous cultures and sovereign nations with which they liaise as institution 

representatives. Third, through interviews, document analyses, and observations, I aim to 

consider patterns in the titles, organizational positions, and resources of the tribal advisor role 

and their offices, and what these suggest by way of institutional prioritization of and 

commitment to institutionalizing them. 
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PRELUDE 

 
Shí éí Karen Francis-Begay, yinishe. Tábąąhá nishłF́, Kiyaa’ áanii báshíshchíín, Naakai 

dine’é dashicheii, Honáagháahnii dashinálí. Fort Defiance dę́ę́’ naashá. Shimá Charlotte 

Francis, wólyé. Shizhé’é, Emmett Francis, wólyé. Bił yinishnáanii éí Bernard Begay wólyé. 

Sha’áłchíní éí táá’ shee hólǫ́, éí Christopher dóó Keith dóó Bryan dáolyé. Shiyáázh Keith 

be’asdzáá éí Jessica wólyé. Bíyáázh, shinálí éí Emmett wólyé. Áyóo aníshní, ánálí nishł9. 

Biłháájéé’ éí t’ááła’í shee hólǫ́. Éí sitsilí Todd wólyé dóó áyóo aníshní. The English translation: I 

am Karen Francis-Begay. I am born of the Edge of Water (mother’s clan) to the Towering House 

People (father’s clan). My maternal grandfather’s clan is Mexican People or Nomads, and my 

paternal grandfather’s clan is One That Walks Around. I am from Fort Defiance. My mother is 

Charlotte Francis and my father is Emmett Francis. My husband is Bernard Begay. I have three 

children, Christopher, Keith, and Bryan. I have a daughter-in-law, Jessica, and a wonderful 

grandson, Emmett. I also have a loving brother, Todd. 

It is customary to introduce myself in my Navajo language before engaging with a public 

audience because it positions me as a Navajo. I am not a fluent speaker of the Navajo language, 

but I am proud and grateful to have learned how to speak and write my introduction in Navajo 

after taking Navajo language courses at Diné College. This introduction affirms our potential for 

growth and successes in life, and that to know ourselves by our clan is to know where we come 

from, where we are going, and how to get there (Aronilth, 1994). 

The undertaking of this research into the experiences of tribal advisors in historically 

White institutions has been profoundly challenging. I am living my dissertation. As a Navajo 

woman working in a historically White institution, I often struggle with who I am in this space. I 

undertook this study to find a deeper purpose and meaning of my work and have come to realize 
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this research is woven into my family background and my community. I consider myself a 

vulnerable researcher. I never felt I could compete in the dominant world of researchers and 

scholars. What I experienced in the process of conducting this study, was to give myself 

permission to weave my own real-life experiences throughout this dissertation because I have a 

gift of storytelling. Thanks to Dr. Bryan Brayboy, a colleague and friend, whose mother told him 

that our (Indigenous people’s) stories are theories. Knowing this, I’ve been able to proceed with 

less apprehension and conflict on this dissertation journey. 

The foundation and framing of this research brought forth my own family’s history that 

acknowledges how far we have come to be where we are today, strong Navajos who are 

preserving our identity, culture, traditions, and language. In the scholarly works of Dr. Amanda 

Tachine, an admired sister-friend and a Navajo professor at Arizona State University, there are 

negative forces she calls “monsters” that impact Indigenous people in their quest for self-

determination. I reference these monster forces in my study, and I am grateful for Dr. Tachine’s 

work that has given me agency to do this. 

I equate my dissertation research experience to being “in ceremony.” In my adult life, I 

have had the responsibility of participating in the Kinaaldá ceremony (young girl coming of age) 

as the role of the “ideal woman.” The ideal woman is a mentor to the young girl and is to be at 

her side to support her through the four-day ceremony. It is considered an honor to be asked to 

serve in this role because the young girl’s family chooses you to be the woman they want their 

daughter to emulate. Ceremony not only reinforces the teachings you have grown up with, but it 

also strengthens your spirit and serves as a reminder of your cultural duties and obligations. Its 

significance and responsibilities never leave you. 
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Growing up on the “rez,” or reservation, I learned how to harvest corn from my late-

grandmother Ida’s corn field. I took for granted, as a youngster, the many visits to grandma’s 

house to help maintain the field with extended family members. The corn is a food source, and 

we use the grounded kernels, husks, and pollen in our ceremonies. I make it a point to visit home 

as often as I can and stay in the hogan (traditional Navajo home) on my late grandfather’s 

homesite. Being in the hogan helps me to restore my emotional, spiritual, and mental strength. 

Noted scholar, Dr. Bryan Brayboy (2006), states that Indigenous people embrace their cultural 

integrity and knowledge as a means of adapting to change and for survival, a tenet of Tribal 

Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit). Indigenous people in higher education demonstrate resilience 

by pursuing a college education, engaging in research that benefits Indigenous communities, and 

aspiring to leadership positions so we have a place at the table when it comes to making 

decisions that impact our communities. 

I dedicate my research to the many thousands of Indigenous children, globally, who were 

part of an assimilation “experiment” of cultural genocide in the 1800’s and early 1900’s. In the 

United States (U.S.) alone, many Indigenous children endured hardship and torture at the hands 

of the federal government. The goal was to assimilate Indigenous children into mainstream 

society by removing them from their families and wiping out their Indigenous identity and 

culture. 

I visited the former Carlisle Indian Industrial School campus, located in Carlisle, 

Pennsylvania, in June 2005. This place has been referred to as the iconic, educational epitome, 

and embodiment of an “assimilation” experiment on hundreds of Indigenous children. I made a 

visit to Carlisle while I was participating in the Visiting Scholar Program hosted by Educational 

Testing Services (ETS) in Princeton, New Jersey. ETS created the program in 2000 to further its 
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commitment to creating a corporate environment that reflects the diversity of its test takers 

(Educational Testing Services, 2011). About two weeks into my four-weeks working at ETS, a 

lead staffer, Sydell Carlton, recommended I visit Carlisle. On a June Saturday, I and several of 

my scholar friends, piled into my SUV rental and I drove us three hours to Carlisle. Upon our 

arrival, we met up with Barb Landis, who was associated with the Cumberland County Historical 

Society and agreed to give us a tour of the Carlisle Indian Industrial School campus. Barb has 

written about the school in a recent publication, “Carlisle Indian Industrial School: Indigenous 

Histories, Memories, & Reclamations” (Fear-Segal & Rose, 2016). Before the tour, Barb gave 

me a printed list of the names of Navajo students who attended Carlisle. I ended up giving the 

list away since it is Navajo taboo to have anything in your possession that has to do with death or 

the deceased. 

When our group arrived at the entry way of the campus, we were required to go through a 

security check point because the campus is an active military school. The military guard 

approached the vehicle asking what our business was at the site. Barb stated that we were there 

to visit what was once the Carlisle Indian Industrial School. The guard’s comment was, “There is 

nothing to see.” Ironically, about 100 yards away, there was a graveyard with white stone grave 

markers of the Indigenous children who passed on. I shuddered with disbelief at his remark. My 

heart became heavy with sadness, knowing that many children never went home. 

 

    Figure 1: Signage at Carlisle Indian Industrial School, Carlisle, PA 
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As I reflect on this visit, I feel the federal government should apologize for the role it has played 

in the brutal treatment and ignorant erasure of Indigenous people. Upon my return to Arizona 

from ETS, I shared my visit in a presentation to my colleagues and students and titled it, 

“There’s nothing to see, but there is a lot to tell.” Let’s not forget this important part of our 

history, America’s history, and how the federal government has played a role in the forced 

assimilation of Indigenous peoples and removal of their identity and culture. 

Education has had a profound impact on me and my family. The fall of 1997 was a 

turning point in my life and has since become a foundation of my advocacy work and research. I 

took two graduate courses in American Indian Studies (AIS), one being Federal Indian Law and 

Policy taught by Dr. David Wilkins (Lumbee), and the other being History of American Indian 

Education taught by Dr. Mary Jo Tippeconnic Fox (Comanche/Cherokee). It was at this time, at 

the age of 33, that I learned about the federal government’s role in the colonization of Indigenous 

people, and the inhumane efforts the government undertook to terminate, relocate, and assimilate 

Indigenous people. None of this was taught in high school or in my undergraduate history 

courses. While taking the two courses from Drs. Wilkins and Tippeconnic Fox, I became 

familiar with terms like colonization, dispossession, White supremacy, settler colonialism, 

manifest destiny, savage, and the like. I also had a rude awakening, learning that the colonizers 

and White settlers were greedy for land, and Indigenous people, my people, stood in their way in 

their conquest for land. I learned in Federal Indian Law & Policy that Manifest Destiny is an 

“idea” that gave the colonizers the privileges of territorial expansion and was used to forcibly 

remove the Indigenous people from these lands that were theirs to begin with. 

The two AIS courses, coupled together, gave me the harsh reality of the true history of 

America. It took me time to process and come to another realization: federal Indian policies and 
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boarding schools have had devastating impacts on my own family. It explains why I never heard 

stories from my parents of their schooling. They both attended assimilative boarding school all 

their childhood and far from home. It explains why so many Navajos of my generation don’t 

speak the Navajo language fluently, with English being their first language. It explains why our 

names have been Americanized and instead of carrying on my paternal great-grandfather’s 

Navajo name “ts’ósí-beyi’” meaning “slender son,” it was replaced with “Francis” by 

Presbyterian missionaries who tried to convert my ancestors to Western religion. It explains 

tragic and painful generational family losses from suicide, homicide, alcohol and drug addiction, 

and most recently, a pandemic. It explains why we have inadequate health care, education, law 

enforcement, and extreme poverty on Indigenous lands. It explains why few Indigenous students 

pursue college, and even fewer graduate. It explains why Indigenous students are at an extreme 

disadvantage when navigating historically White institutions that are not made for us. It explains 

the challenges Indigenous leaders encounter in colonialized spaces, sometimes being silenced, 

marginalized, or made to feel less than or nonexistent. Despite the considerable obstacles that 

have challenged our existence as Indigenous people, our courage and resilience help us to forge 

ahead. 

I’m fortunate to have support to navigate spaces within a historically White institution as 

a student and employee. In the summer of 1998, I completed my master’s degree in AIS. I 

participated in commencement May of 1998. At the time, I was married, raising two young boys, 

and working full-time. I was working as a Program Coordinator with the American Indian 

Language Development Institute (AILDI) and the president of the University of Arizona (UA) 

was Dr. Peter Likins. I had the privilege of taking President Likins on an outreach visit to the 

Navajo Nation during the annual tribal fair. He participated in the parade, riding in a red 
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convertible and waving to the bystanders. He wore a men’s blue velveteen traditional Navajo 

shirt, custom made for him, adorned with turquoise jewelry and a silver concho belt. I remember 

that day with fondness because he embraced the Navajo dress attire with such pride and honor. 

President Likins was the real deal. I admire him and respect him as a leader, colleague, and ally 

of the Navajo people. When I completed my master’s degree, I invited him to my graduation 

reception. I never expected him to attend, but to my surprise, he showed up to the celebration. He 

immediately blended in like he was from the rez, while my family was scurrying around because 

to them, President Likins was like a celebrity. He partook of our traditional foods, mutton stew, 

mutton ribs, and frybread, that my family prepared, and he made time to visit with almost all my 

relatives. This memory lives on with my family and even with President Likins because he 

mentions it almost every time we see each other. 

Since 2007, I have worked with five different university presidents and administrations. 

Like President Likins, institution presidents can be the real deal and be effective at creating 

meaningful and lasting relationships with Indigenous people and communities. They need to 

walk into vulnerability and be in spaces unknown and unfamiliar to them. Tribal advisors walk 

into vulnerability all the time because they do what is necessary to protect Indigenous people and 

communities. 

 In the mid-2000s, I was invited to contribute a publication, Beyond the Asterisk: 

Understanding Native Students in Higher Education, in a volume edited by three of my peers, 

Dr. Heather Shotton, Dr. Stephanie Waterman, and Shelly Lowe. The chapter I authored focuses 

on the role of the “Special Advisor to the President on Native American Affairs,” a job I was 

doing at that time. This content was, and still is, of great value because there isn’t any literature 

on the experiences of Indigenous administrators working in historically White institutions. I am 
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honored to contribute to the literature and realize my work isn’t finished and is also partially 

what led to do this study. My hope is that this research contributes to bringing more awareness 

and understanding to the significance of the role of tribal advisors in historically White 

institutions. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Purpose 

 This research looks at the experiences of tribal advisors at historically White institutions. 

I explore patterns and relationships of their role in relation to the institution they work in and the 

Indigenous communities they work with. The study’s purposes are threefold. First, I aim to 

explore, from the perspective of the tribal advisors, how their institutions and senior leaders 

socially construct Indigenous communities, as evidenced in the charges they receive from the 

administration. Second, I aim to explore patterns in the tribal advisors’ responsibilities, in 

addition to the limitations, institutional barriers, and tensions they experience in their jobs 

negotiating the multi-faceted relationships between the institution and the Indigenous 

communities. Tribal advisors tend to navigate between the dominant, White settler world and 

those of their own Indigenous cultures and sovereign nations with which they liaise as institution 

representatives. Third, through interviews, document analyses, and observations, I aim to 

consider patterns in the titles, organizational positions, and resources of the tribal advisor role 

and their offices, and what these suggest by way of institutional prioritization of and 

commitment to institutionalizing them.  

Research Questions 

Four research questions guide this study. A dual-level analysis explores historically 

White institution contexts, expectations, and processes and the experiences of tribal liaisons in 

these contexts and their intersection with Indigenous communities. Drawing on elements of 

Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) and the organizational concepts of virtual adoption and 

cosmetic diversity to frame this study, my research questions are: 



 

 
 

19 

1. How do institutions and their senior leaders socially construct and characterize 

Indigenous communities, and in what ways, if at all, do they express an understanding of 

these communities being sovereign nations?  

2. How and in what ways is the social construction and organizational position of tribal 

advisors suggestive of their offices being cases of virtual adoption and cosmetic 

diversity? 

3. What is the range of roles and responsibilities that tribal advisors enact and perform? 

How does the tribal advisor experience these as expressions of their Indigenous culture 

relative to the dominant White culture? 

4. What strategies do tribal advisors use for negotiating tensions experienced within the 

institution? 

Methodology 

 The research is an exploratory qualitative study focused on probing for meaning in the 

experiences and contexts of tribal advisors at historically White institutions. Given the study’s 

interest in understanding questions about the meaning making of these tribal advisors, the choice 

of qualitative methods is appropriate (Creswell, 2009). But I augment this conception of research 

in the Western tradition with understandings and aspects of Indigenous ways of knowing and 

being. Thus, in Western terms, the research design entailed data gathering that included 

interviews, campus visits, observations, and document and website analysis. From an Indigenous 

perspective, the interviews with the tribal advisors and stepping foot on their campus was part of 

being in ceremony because knowledge, experience, feelings, and emotions at deep levels were 

shared. The interview process involved emerging questions and procedures and data building 
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from particulars to general themes (Creswell, 2009). After interpretation of the data, I provide 

actionable recommendations from the findings of this study.  

The strategy of inquiry is a multiple-case study and cross-sectional design focusing on 

tribal advisors in historically White institutions at essentially one point in time (Creswell, 2009). 

Case study research means “conducting an empirical investigation of a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context using multiple sources of evidence” (Yin, 1994). In 

short, I am conducting long-standing, validated research. Yet, from an Indigenous perspective, I 

incorporate a temporal perspective that looks back to the sweep of Indigenous peoples’ 

experiences in settler colonial institutions, as I have done in the Introductory chapter in relating 

to a visit to Carlisle Indian Industrial School. 

Significance of the Study 

Tribal advisors are uniquely positioned to negotiate and navigate between their virtual 

roles on campus and the sovereign worlds of Indigenous communities. To understand how tribal 

advisors effectively (or ineffectively) navigate and/or negotiate, one must understand the 

organizational contexts they work in and the strategies they employ in their work, which is what 

this study is about. 

 From an organizational perspective this study looks at how the institution views 

Indigenous communities and vice versa, how the Indigenous communities view the institution. A 

key research question is how are Indigenous communities socially constructed and characterized 

by the institution? For instance, what stereotypical notions might exist about Indigenous 

communities? What is the institution’s level of understanding about local sovereign nations that 

govern themselves? In what ways are offices of the tribal advisor forms of external legitimacy? 

In what ways do internal technical activities reflect “virtual adoption?” What is the socially 
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constructed view of the tribal advisor’s role in relation to the Indigenous communities; for 

instance, does their work contribute to Native nation building? Or from a critical perspective, the 

institution might view the Indigenous communities as interest groups simply to be appeased and 

not view them as providing resources to help their students and communities.  

Explanation of Terms 

Several key terms are used interchangeably throughout this study. It was difficult to 

select one term to use consistently because there is variation in the use and meaning of these 

terms from the sources I have cited and the tribal advisors themselves. It is important to note that 

Indigenous people and communities use different terms to describe themselves and their 

communities. It is not my intention to minimize or omit any of the terms, especially if they hold 

significant meaning to my Indigenous colleagues, and I humbly apologize if my word usage may 

offend, be insufficient, or even inappropriate. 

Tribal advisor 

 “Tribal advisor” is the title used for the participants in my study for purposes of 

consistency and anonymity. Several tribal advisors have dual titles and roles and I opted to only 

focus on their tribal advisor title and role. The tribal advisor title doesn’t reflect the full 

embodiment of their work, and my intention is not to minimize the full scope and depth of their 

work. 

Indigenous people(s) 

 I use the term Indigenous people(s) to represent all references to Native American, 

American Indian, Alaska Native, Indian, and Native people in the United States. The only time I 

do not use Indigenous people(s) as a term is in citations and quotes. 

Indigenous community(ies) 
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 The term Indigenous community(ies) is used in place of tribal nations, Native 

communities, Native nations, tribal communities, and reservations. The only time I do not use 

the term Indigenous community(ies) is in citations and quotes. 

Historically White institution or institution 

 For this study, I use the term historically White institutions and institutions to describe 

colleges, universities, mainstream institutions, and predominantly White institutions (PWIs). I 

avoid use of PWIs because it centers Whiteness. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

In my quest to find literature about Indigenous students, faculty, and administrators, I 

often have had to resort to articles and books about other ethnic minority groups because there is 

little to no literature on Indigenous people, and even less by Indigenous people. If the literature is 

about Indigenous people, a good amount of it portrays them in the past, and not the present. In 

particular, the literature on tribal advisors, or administrators, is almost non-existent. Indeed, to 

begin to address this gap, I authored a chapter in the book, Beyond the Asterisk: Understanding 

Native Students in Higher Education, titled “The Role of the Special Advisor to the President on 

Native American Affairs,” which has been an impetus to this research (Francis-Begay, 2013). 

To provide context to the role tribal advisors play in the academy, I begin my literature 

review with an overview of Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit), a central framework or 

theoretical lens of my study. Native nation building and tribal sovereignty are at the core of 

TribalCrit when it comes to education. I expand on these concepts embedded in TribalCrit’s nine 

tenets. To understand how TribalCrit evolved, it is important to understand the history of 

Indigenous people in higher education. Indigenous people have had to overcome tremendous 

obstacles to assert their place and voice within historically White education systems. American 

Indians are victims of a legacy which includes economic exploitation, military conquest, political 

manipulation, and social disregard, and indeed of cultural and physical genocide (Cabrera, 1999). 

Following a historical education overview, I share promising practices to support recent social 

movements in higher education that have contributed to the creation of academic programs and 

policies focused on Native nation building and that support the broader diversity agenda in 

higher education. Finally, I bring forth three institutional concepts, isomorphism, virtual 

adoption, and cosmetic diversity, to lay the foundation of how historically White institutions 
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create external legitimacy of the tribal advisor role and their offices, with relatively little to no 

commitment to fundamental change. 

Theoretical Framework: Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) 

It is encouraging that more Indigenous people are earning terminal degrees and are 

contributing valuable research and scholarship in higher education. Yet, we need more. I am 

fortunate to draw on the works of Dr. Bryan Brayboy, a scholar and educator of Lumbee 

heritage, who developed TribalCrit. His work has opened a pathway for scholars like me to write 

about experiences of Indigenous people. A key element of TribalCrit that has helped me in my 

research is to realize that story is research (Brayboy, 2006). 

TribalCrit identifies and yet moves us away from colonization and assimilation, turning 

us instead towards self-determination and sovereignty (Brayboy, 2006). Tribal advisors working 

in historically White institutions are in the middle of the tension between these two ongoing 

realities of colonization/assimilation and self-determination/sovereignty. In part, and to varying 

degrees, these tribal advisors are taking part in such a movement advocating for and advancing 

self-determination and sovereignty of Indigenous nations with their employing institution. At the 

same time, in addition to working to make their institution more receptive to and understanding 

of Native students, and vice versa, tribal advisors are also translating for the institutions’ senior 

leaders, with varying degrees of interest, receptivity, and success, the culture and needs of 

Indigenous students and the communities and nations they come from (Brayboy, 2006). 

Brayboy (2006) states, “colonization is endemic to society” in enduring ways that render 

the colonized invisible or understood in ways delimited by a European-American lens. This is a 

basic tenet of TribalCrit. He also states, “By colonization, I mean that European American 

thought, knowledge, and power structures dominate present-day society in the United States” to 
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the exclusion of other knowledge and peoples (p. 430). Colonization frames prevailing 

understandings of the colonized peoples. That is evident in an educational system and narrative 

of “American history” in which the Indigenous truths and lived experiences of Native peoples 

have been omitted entirely, are treated superficially, or are presented in biased ways grounded in 

a European-American perspective (Ashley & Jarratt-Ziemski, 1999). You recall in my 

introduction that I never learned the truths of American history until the age of 33, while a 

graduate student majoring in American Indian Studies. I even scoffed at the notion of majoring 

in American Indian Studies because I thought to myself, and even told the program director, Dr. 

Jay Stauss, at that time, “What is there to learn about being American Indian if you are one?” 

What I didn’t understand is that there was a whole body of knowledge that was absent in my 

history, literature, and social studies classes that either didn’t mention American Indians or 

mentioned them only as inhumane and savage-like. At the core of Brayboy’s (2006) work and 

that of other TribalCrit scholars is the understanding that colonization tactics have and continue 

to involve assimilation of Indigenous people into dominant, White, Western constructs. The nine 

tenets of TribalCrit are: 

1. Colonization is endemic to society. 

2. U. S. policies toward Indigenous peoples are rooted in imperialism, White 

supremacy, and a desire for material gain. 

3. Indigenous peoples occupy a liminal space that accounts for both the political and 

racialized natures of our identities. 

4. Indigenous peoples have a desire to obtain and forge tribal sovereignty, trial 

autonomy, self-determination, and self-identification. 
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5. The concepts of culture, knowledge, and power take on new meaning when examined 

through an Indigenous lens. 

6. Governmental policies and educational policies towards Indigenous peoples are 

intimately linked around the problematic goals of assimilation. 

7. Tribal philosophies, beliefs, customs, traditions, and visions for the future are central 

to understanding the lived realities of Indigenous peoples, but they also illustrate the 

differences and adaptability among individuals and groups. 

8. Stories are not separate from theory; they make up theory and are, therefore, real and 

legitimate stories of data and ways of being. 

9. Theory and practice are connected in deep and explicit ways such that scholars must 

work towards social change. (p. 429-430) 

TribalCrit is a theoretical lens through which to describe the experiences of Indigenous 

peoples. It has roots in Critical Race Theory (CRT), and although CRT also values narrative 

accounts and testimonies, it does not address the specific needs of tribal peoples because it does 

not address American Indian liminality as both legal/political and racialized beings or the 

experience of colonization (Brayboy, 2006). Addressing issues and experiences of Indigenous 

peoples through a TribalCrit lens leads to a better understanding of the needs of Indigenous 

communities and to changes in the educational system and society at large that can benefit 

Indigenous communities (p. 430). 

Native Nation Building 

According to the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI), there are 574 federally 

recognized sovereign nations (variously called tribes, nations, bands, pueblos, communities, and 

Native villages) in the United States (National Congress of American Indians, 2020). 
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Approximately 229 of these ethnically, culturally, and linguistically diverse nations are in 

Alaska; the other federally recognized tribes are in 35 other states, and there are 65 state 

recognized tribes throughout the United States recognized by their respective state governments 

(NCAI, 2020). TribalCrit’s third tenet is that Indigenous peoples occupy a liminal space that 

accounts for both the legal/political and racialized natures of our identities (Brayboy, 2006). It is 

rare to refer to Indigenous peoples in the U.S. as being a federally recognized or a state 

recognized Native nation, or even to use their tribal name, for example, Navajo, Hopi, or Tohono 

O’odham. Typically, we are referred to as a racial group and categorized as Native Americans or 

American Indian/Alaska Native. According to Brayboy (2006), this status ignores the 

legal/political designation and is directly tied to notions of colonialization because the larger 

society is unaware of the multiple groups of Indigenous peoples and of the sovereignty status of 

the multiple Indigenous nations. 

Kalt and Singer (2004), scholars who write about Native nation building, present a vivid 

scenario of Indigenous nations and their re-entry into the consciousness of the American people: 

Indian nations have re-entered the consciousness of the general public and the media, and 

many are left wondering why tribes have “suddenly” become regional political forces 

and, increasingly, economic engines. To many non-Indians, Indians are seen as legitimate 

only to the extent that they fill those non-Indians’ stereotypes: If Indians are poor or 

“authentic”, they may deserve federal handouts, perhaps as compensation for conquest, 

but if they are wealthy and modern, why do they continue to enjoy “special” rights? 

Similarly, tribes as collectives are seen by many non-Indians as legitimate if they act like 

private clubs, but not if they act like sovereigns. Non-Indians are often confused when 

tribes claim to be “nations.” Don’t they know that they have been absorbed by the United 
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States? Weren’t the tribes conquered long ago? The fact that non-Indians can ask these 

questions reflects a failure of understanding of U.S. history and law. Tribes are 

sovereigns; if they are private clubs, they are private clubs with their own jails. (p. 3)  

It can be said that non-Indigenous people have and will socially construct Indigenous people as 

being conquered and construct the idea that they no longer exist or that they are private clubs 

with no sovereign authority. It is this construct that tribal advisors deal with in their work within 

historically White institutions. 

Sovereignty and Indigenizing the Academy 

In the last 20 years, there has been more integration of Indigenous epistemologies and 

scholarship within historically White institutions. I often hear the reference in higher education 

and amongst my Indigenous colleagues, “Let’s Indigenize the academy,” but what does that 

mean? I reference the works of Lomawaima & McCarty (2006), noted scholars in Indigenous 

education and studies, who ask, can social justice and democracy coexist? 

The current political resurgence of tribes clearly threatens many U. S. citizens, who are 

struggling to understand or fighting vigorously to deny tribal sovereign rights to hunt, 

fish, tax businesses, or operate casinos. No wonder, then, that focusing on American 

Indian (indigenous) education—the enterprise charged with remaking and standardizing 

Indigenous people as “Americans”---forces us all to confront the fault lines in the 

topography of American democracy. (p. 169) 

The interpretation of this political resurgence of Indigenous peoples is complicated. Still, it gets 

to the core of the institutions that want to promote social justice and democracy. The bigger 

question is, do they operationalize it? This is where critical conversations can take place on why 

and how we Indigenize the academy. Indigenizing the academy means we work for change so 
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that they (institutions) become places where the values, principles, and modes of organization 

and behavior of Native people are respected, and hopefully even integrated into the larger system 

of structures and processes that make up the university itself (Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004). 

Western or mainstream education does not embrace the notion of “Indigenizing” the academy, 

and so Indigenous peoples immediately come into a confrontation with the fact that universities 

are intolerant of and resistant to any meaningful “Indigenizing” (Alfred, 2009). Is such a 

transformation threatening to the academy because it challenges the existing power structures of 

the institution? 

The literature on Indigenous people transforming the academy mainly focuses on the 

faculty and academic scholarship. There is a notion that universities are not “safe ground” by 

Indigenous scholars because they are viewed as places where colonialism still exists (Alfred, 

2009). Indigenous communities have also lost trust in institutions because of research protocol 

and ethics violations whereby the communities were taken advantage of. Indigenous 

communities are asserting more of their sovereign political power by developing their own 

research protocols and federal and state agencies are creating policies on tribal consultation. For 

example, tribal advisors in Arizona collaborated and developed a tribal consultation policy for 

their respective state institutions. I was involved in this effort, and it took eight years to complete 

and get the policy approved. The tribal consultation charge came from past Governor Janet 

Napolitano, who foresaw the need to have such a policy so that tribes are consulted on matters of 

mutual importance. Unfortunately, right at the time of the policy development, there was a 

research violation with the Havasupai Tribe which elevated the importance of consultation when 

it comes to research. It took time to develop the policy for three reasons. One, having not done 

this before, all three state institutions created their own tribal consultation policy and yet, were 
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advised by the Indigenous leaders that we must work together to create one policy. Two, it was 

important to involve all 22 federally recognized tribes in Arizona in the development of the 

policy which involved the creation of work teams and a series of meetings between various 

constituents. The policy development process had to be transparent and collaborative. Third, the 

Havasupai Tribe filed a lawsuit against the Arizona Board of Regents. The violation involved 

misuse of blood samples for other purposes than what the initial consent was given for. The 

Indigenous leaders of Arizona put the policy development process on hold until the lawsuit was 

settled. A key element of the tribal consultation policy is in the guiding principles, “The Board 

and the universities value and desire to develop their relationships with sovereign tribes. This 

policy reflects the board’s commitment to these important government-to-government 

relationships by recognizing and affirming fundamental principles of consultation and respect” 

(Arizona Board of Regents, 2016). This statement shows the state’s recognition of sovereignty to 

honor the government-to-government relationship with all sovereign tribes, which has been a 

significant accomplishment for Indigenous communities in Arizona. Tribes have their own 

government, laws, customs, traditions, and beliefs. The policy commits the universities to respect 

and comply with tribal laws, codes, and regulations (Arizona Board of Regents, Tribal 

Consultation 1-118, 2016). From a more practical perspective, institutions now must consult with 

Indigenous communities on any matter, like research, that has implications for the Indigenous 

community. Researchers must now seek approval for studies on Indigenous members and on 

Indigenous lands even before applying for research funding. This practice has enabled 

Indigenous communities to be key partners in research. No more research on tribes, but with 

tribes. Tribal advisors try to ensure there is accountability for researchers to comply with the 

policy to protect Indigenous communities. 
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Historical Evolution of Indigenous Higher Education 

 The Indigenous higher education landscape goes back to the 17th century, when the first 

historically White institutions emerged. Four eras highlight the evolution of higher education for 

Indigenous people: colonial, federal, assimilation, and self-determination. 

Colonial Era 

The colonial era began with the first contact between Europeans and American Indians, 

extending to the Revolutionary War (Carney, 1999). Europeans settled in the “New World”, 

establishing the first colonial colleges: Harvard, Dartmouth, and William and Mary. The original 

charters of two colleges, Harvard and Dartmouth, stated in their mission that they were to 

educate Indian youth. Still, over time, they fell short of that commitment, graduating only four 

students (Carney, 1999). An excerpt from Harvard’s Charter of 1650 reads: 

Whereas through the good hand of God many well devoted persons have been and daily 

are moved and stirred up to give and bestow sundry gifts legacies lands and revenues for 

the advancement of all good literature arts and sciences in Harvard College in Cambridge 

in the County of Middlesex and to the maintenance of the President and Fellows and for 

all accommodations of buildings and all other necessary provisions that may conduce to 

the education of the English and Indian youth of this country in knowledge and godliness. 

(Harvard Library Archives Research Guides, 2020) 

Higher education was an elitist system in the 17th and 18th centuries, and Indigenous people 

resisted White forms of education, which is still evident today. In addition, many of the colonists 

had desires to convert Indians to Christianity and had minimal focus, if any, on preparing them 

for a viable career or vocation (Carney, 1999). Professor and Indigenous scholar, Lomawaima 



 

 
 

32 

(1999), describes the goal of colonial colleges as a means of transforming the Indian people and 

societies and eradicating Indian self-government (p. 5). 

Federal Era 

 In the federal era, many treaties were negotiated between tribes and European settlers in 

exchange for land. The federal government acknowledged the tribes as sovereign political 

entities, which opened the treaty period of U.S and Indian relations (Carney, 1999). Ninety-seven 

treaties addressing education for American Indians were signed between 1778 and 1871 

(Belgarde, 1996). The United States government created a trustee responsibility for American 

Indian education as a matter of these treaty obligations and subsequent legislation (Fox, Lowe, & 

McClellan, 2005). 

 The federal era was a time of treaty negotiations between tribes and the federal 

government. It was also a time of uncertainty with an increase and intensity of a westward 

expansion of White settlers that often resulted in wars between the military and the tribes who 

fought to retain their homelands. According to Boyer’s (1997) special report on Native American 

colleges, 

As more treaties were signed during the post-Civil War period, the goal was to give more 

land to White settlers to control. In these treaties there were provisions to subdue the 

Indians and transform their cultures. Often grants were provided through these documents 

for the promotion of education and for the introduction of White civilization through such 

artifacts as mills and blacksmith shops. (p. 10)  

The federal government didn’t live up to its promise to provide education to the Indigenous 

people. Eventually, there was a shift with the Civilization Act of 1816 for religious groups to 

educate Indigenous people and promote Christianity. It is important to note that during this time 
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there was an evolution of land grant universities. The discourse of land grants is that they 

evolved off lands that were taken from Indigenous people and today, some land grant institutions 

still benefit from endowments. Margaret Nash (2019) explains, 

Land-grant colleges were created in the mid-nineteenth century when the federal 

government sold off public lands and allowed states to use that money to create colleges. 

The land that was sold to support colleges was available because of a deliberate project to 

dispossess American Indians of land they inhabited. By encouraging westward migration, 

touring the “civilizing” influence of education, emphasizing agricultural and scientific 

education to establish international strength, and erasing Native rights and history, the 

land-grant colleges can be seen as an element of settler colonialism. Native American 

dispossession was not merely an unfortunate by-product of the establishment of land-

grant colleges; rather, the colleges exist only because of a state-sponsored system of 

Native dispossession. (p. 1) 

Assimilation Era 

During the later years of the 19th century, assimilation policies began to evolve as the 

federal government’s primary policy. Prior to assimilation, removal policies were the focus, but 

the federal government was running out of places to remove the Indians to. The primary goal of 

assimilation was two-pronged: land and education (Carney, 1999). 

The assimilation era was the beginning of the federal government funding boarding 

schools like Carlisle Indian Academy in Pennsylvania (Carney, 1999). Carlisle was part of the 

forced removal of Indian children from their families and communities to be educated in places 

far from home and completely unknown to them. Richard Henry Pratt, an Army captain, led the 

Carlisle Indian Industrial School, which was founded in 1879. He gathered two hundred Indian 
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children and young adults from Western tribes for academic and vocational learning, and 

socialization (Boyer, 1997). The embedded philosophy of these institutions during this time was 

to “kill the Indian, save the man” a motto that echoes throughout the documented history of the 

early education of Indigenous people. 

Federal boarding schools, like Carlisle, were failures. The federal government allocated 

more funds for such schools; however, over a period, federal funding fell short of educating 

students, and the focus was more on manual labor (Boyer, 1997). One can read the literature on 

the unbearable harsh conditions of the federal boarding schools. It was the worst assimilation 

experiment in the history of America and has negatively impacted generations of Indigenous 

people. 

Self-Determination Era 

 The self-determination era was a period of self-control of education by Indigenous 

people. Several educational policies, such as the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act, the 1972 

Indian Education Act, the 1975 Indian Self-Determination Act, and the 1978 Tribally Controlled 

Community Colleges Act, advanced local and tribal control by Indigenous people. 

 The 1934 Indian Reorganization Act began the era of self-determination because its 

principal feature was renewed recognition of tribal governments and sovereignty, a big shift from 

past federal policies (Carney, 1999). This was a significant period in history because tribes were 

recognized as sovereign nations who have the authority to self-govern. Another principal feature 

was the allocation of federal funding for higher education in the form of loans and scholarships. 

The National Congress of American Indians (NCAI) was founded in 1944 to deal with the U.S. 

government’s assimilation policies, and a more culturally sensitive climate started to emerge 

(Reyhner & Martin, 2021). 
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The self-determination era was a time of Indigenous control of education for Indigenous 

people and on Indigenous lands. Prior efforts to educate Indigenous students in urban areas and 

away from their home community, were not working. So, tribes decided to act and establish their 

own tribal colleges, with the first one being on the Navajo Nation. In 1968, Navajo Community 

College was founded along with the Navajo Community College Act of 1971, and both led to the 

1972 Indian Education Act and the 1978 Tribal Controlled Community College Act (Carney, 

1999).  

Currently, there are 37 Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCU) in the U.S. that promote a 

culturally based curriculum and educational excellence for American Indian students (Fox et al., 

2005). TCUs “promote culture of the tribe they serve, work to strengthen the economies of their 

Indian communities, and strengthen the social fabric of the tribal community both internally and 

in conjunction with outside communities through empowering individual Indian people” 

(Belgarde, 1996). TCUs are important when it comes to college access, economic development, 

and Native nation building for Indigenous communities. These colleges are located on 

Indigenous lands and in the Indigenous communities they serve. They provide employment 

opportunities for many Indigenous members, contributing to workforce development. However, 

the colleges also have their own challenges such as low faculty recruitment and retention, lack of 

adequate funding, and facilities deterioration, to name a few. Nevertheless, tribal colleges, like 

American Indian students, continue to persist in their mission and are resilient because for the 

community, they are “islands of hope” (DeJong, 1993). 

Self-determination in higher education takes many forms. Tribal advisors are working to 

make the institutions responsible and responsive to Indigenous self-determination and well-
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being. As Justice (2004) profoundly states in his chapter, “Seeing (and Reading) Red: Indian 

Outlaws in the Ivory Tower”, 

Sovereignty and self-determination require more than just a redefinition of political and 

legal relationships between Indigenous nations and the nation-states of the Invaders; they 

also require a reimagining of ourselves beyond the antiquated artifacts that the Invaders 

insist we become. Our traditions, families, and nations all contribute to that reimagining, 

and so too do the literatures we craft in response to this challenge. With each poem or 

story or novel or song or other text that emerges from Indian Country, we assert the 

enduring Indigenous presence in this hemisphere. (p. 115) 

Indigenous faculty, students, and staff strive for and assert this reimagining within the confines 

of colonized institutions through campus activism, changing the discourse on Indigenous peoples 

and communities, and creating programs and courses that are responsive to the needs of 

Indigenous communities. 

Social Movements and the Curricular and Organizational Structure of Higher Education 

The rise of social movements in higher education has progressed rapidly since the 

beginning of the Civil Rights era of the 1960’s. Ethnic and women’s studies programs have 

flourished on college campuses influenced by the feminist movement and increased 

representation of students of color in academia. Although this movement contributes to the rise 

and growth of American Indian Studies programs, there continue to be many challenges faced by 

these academic enclaves. 

Another social movement is diversity and higher education. To take full advantage of 

potential benefits of diversity, colleges and universities are putting into place structures that 

embed diversity both symbolically and procedurally in the organization through executive-level 
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Chief Diversity Officer (CDO) positions and units (Nixon, 2017). The literature on the role of 

CDOs might offer a primer on the role, responsibilities, and challenges of the tribal advisor, but 

there are limitations because the tribal advisor role is essential to addressing the complicated 

relationships between Indigenous communities and the United States government. TribalCrit 

reminds us that one must understand American Indians in liminality as both racial and 

legal/political groups (Brayboy, 2005), and avoid being lumped in with diversity and/or 

multicultural groupings and agendas. 

American Indian Studies 

  The development and growth of American Indian Studies (AIS) programs at mainstream 

higher education institutions has a brief history, barely spanning four decades (Champagne & 

Stauss, 2002). Nevertheless, by 2005, there were nearly 130 Native American studies programs 

at colleges and universities in Canada and the United States (Fox et al, 2005). According to a 

website source, DataUSA, 526 students received a Native American studies degree, most from 

public 4-year institutions (Deloitte & Datawheel, 2021). The rise of American Indian Studies 

programs has been in response to the needs in Indian Country, and to student protests of the 

1960’s and 70’s (Wright, 1990). Indigenous students demanded that institutions provide relevant 

curriculum, and not traditional ethnocentric curriculum that ignored, distorted, and denigrated 

Indigenous peoples and their experiences (p. 17). TribalCrit affirms the importance of tribal 

philosophies, beliefs, customs, traditions, and visions for the future (Brayboy, 2006). AIS builds 

on this notion and has been instrumental in advancing opportunities for Indigenous students to be 

self-determined. Indigenous ways of knowing is a core value of AIS courses and programs and 

has led to coursework in Indigenous languages, teacher education, environment, health care, and 
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so on. Advocacy and support must continue for AIS to be legitimate agencies that are part of the 

core structure, or mission, of the institution. 

AIS programs have, and continue to, struggle with permanence, funding and resources, 

and control over tenure and promotion. Most programs are interdisciplinary, and do not have 

departmental status, which makes them vulnerable. Not having department status means limited 

authority, funding, and support. This is like the tribal liaison role and their offices. Although AIS 

contributes to college curricula on themes like tribal sovereignty, cultural integrity, relationship 

with the land, and importance of Native languages for American Indian communities, there 

remains a misunderstanding of American Indians (Fox et al, 2005). Also, American theories of 

ethnicity do not account for the American Indian experience. Therefore, American Indian history 

and political status are marginal within that discourse (Champagne & Stauss, 2002). The 

literature on the role of Indigenous people striving to transform different aspects of the academy 

primarily focuses on the faculty and academic scholarship. There is also a notion that universities 

are not “safe ground” by Indigenous scholars because they are viewed as places where 

colonialism still exists (Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004).  

Chief Diversity Officers 

 Many historically White institutions have a Chief Diversity Officer (CDO) to guide their 

diversity, equity, and inclusion agendas. As of 2016, more than two-thirds of major U.S. 

universities had appointed a chief diversity officer or executive-level equivalent, and in the last 

five years, fewer than 30 institutions created these roles (Russell Reynolds Associates, 2019). 

These positions have historical precedence as they could have evolved from roles like Vice 

President for Minority Affairs or Director of Multicultural Affairs. Most institutions created 

these positions to appease the diverse ethnic communities that demanded improvements in 
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recruitment and retention of minority students. Senior leadership criticize these roles as 

“ghettoizing diversity” by putting the full burden of diversity work on the shoulders of one 

person and creating a campus (diversity) police officer that would “tell people what to do” 

(Williams & Wade-Golden, 2007). However, CDOs are becoming increasingly important as 

institutions work to advance diversity, equity, and inclusion. I will caution however, that the 

CDO role has its limitations, just the same as AIS programs, because CDOs also lack sufficient 

budgets and authority to make core changes in the institution. In Nixon’s (2016) research on 

women of color who are CDOs, she points to several challenges they have: 

For one, their work can be isolating, even while they are visible and high-ranking. 

Second, CDOs generally lack formal authority to reward or penalize individuals who do 

not make progress advancing diversity. Finally, CDOs lack sources of power that are 

valued in institutions of higher education, such as reporting lines, budgetary resources, 

and hiring and sanctioning authority. (p. 302) 

The CDO experience may be comparable to the work of the tribal advisor except that the tribal 

advisor role has the responsibility of advancing Indigenous issues, working directly with 

Indigenous nations that are sovereign entities and addressing the liminality of Indigenous people 

as being both racial and legal/political groups. 

Theoretical Concepts: External Legitimacy 

 I introduce neo-institutional theories and concepts to understand how historically White 

institutions operate within the larger environment and in response to social movements calling 

for greater inclusion. This is important context for understanding the tribal advisor position and 

their offices, in ways that influence and delimit how they operate within the organization. 

Institutions have created structures to show the external world that they are legitimately 
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providing support and resources to improve the situation for Indigenous students, faculty, and 

staff, yet they fall short. Their efforts don’t translate into a substantial commitment of authority, 

positions, and resources. I will explain three neo-institutional concepts that connect to the notion 

of external legitimacy: isomorphism, virtual adoption, and cosmetic diversity. These concepts are 

interrelated. Isomorphism and virtual adoption are neo-institutional theories that have nothing to 

do with race, and they are not critical theories. 

Isomorphism  

Isomorphism increases resemblance between organizations. Two types of institutional 

isomorphism are competitive and institutional. Competitive isomorphism is where organizations 

compete for resources, customers, political power, and institutional legitimacy. Institutional 

isomorphism has three mechanisms of change: 1) mimic, 2) normative, and 3) coercive 

pressures. Mimic pressure is to model other organizations in order to respond to uncertainty. In 

the case of tribal advisors, institutions mimic, or model, one another by creating similar roles. 

Normative pressure is a collective struggle of members of an occupation seeking to define their 

work. This could be the case for tribal advisors who get appointed to their position without any 

written job description. Coercive pressure is when you have formal and informal forces, often 

political decision makers, who want change yet are not affected by the consequences of their 

actions. In this case, Indigenous leaders are an external force that pressures the institution to 

create a tribal advisor position to address the concerns of the Indigenous communities, yet the 

changes do not directly impact them or their Indigenous community. I assert that most of the 

tribal advisor positions probably evolved by coercive pressure of Indigenous leaders and 

communities. 
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Tribal advisor offices are not completely institutionalized. There are very few in the U.S. 

and even within institutions that do have them, their responsibilities change and so do reporting 

lines. There have been instances where tribal advisors can be tasked to make the institution look 

good and are tasked to put out fires, and not so much to be aligned with the core of the 

institution’s priorities or activities. 

Virtual Adoption 

For the purposes of this dissertation, the concept of virtual adoption can help us see how 

historically White institutions publicly “adopt” tribal advisors and their offices, largely only on 

the surface. These positions have limited budgets and no authority or power. Moreover, the 

offices may shift in their lines of reporting or where they are positioned in the organizational 

hierarchy. In this sense, the tribal advisor role and the office is like a “managerial fad” 

(Birnbaum, 2000).  An example is when institutions host a tribal leader summit. 

Recommendations come forth from the Indigenous leaders and yet, is there a solid commitment 

to prioritize and fulfill some of those recommendations or is the summit simply window 

dressing? Thus, as cases of virtual adoption, tribal advisor officers may be unlikely to 

substantially impact the institutional core. Indeed, the theory holds that such impact is not their 

function. Rather, institutions are more focused on their external legitimacy. Consequently, the 

role of tribal advisor may be de-coupled from the internal realities of the workload, budget, and 

investment needed to make both the position and office thrive. Again, from the standpoint of 

neo-institutional theory, that is not their function, no matter their desires and aims. There is a 

disjuncture between the formal structure (which serves external legitimacy) and the technical 

activity (the internal institutional core). In a very real sense, the tribal advisor role is successful 

when it does not change the internal core of the institution. Yet, they may experience private 
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isolation and a set of obstacles to achieving the goals to which they are committed. The irony is 

that the tribal advisor, according to the concept of virtual adoption, also serves to protect the 

institution from the disruptive effects of implementing (core) consequential change (Birnbaum, 

2000). Tribal advisors may not have the power, authority, funding, or staffing to improve the 

campus climate for Indigenous peoples. This could be perceived as avoidance by the institution 

to create a disruptive effect or consequential change for such improvements. 

Cosmetic Diversity  

 The concept of cosmetic diversity is a more recent and racialized adaptation of 

Birnbaum’s concept of virtual adoption. Cosmetic diversity is the practice of enhancing the 

appearance of diversity on campus on the surface in ways that diversity statistics are presented 

(Ford & Patterson, 2019). This concept of cosmetic diversity can be applied to the tribal advisor 

role and their offices because their work is on the surface, to be pointed to as an indication of the 

institution’s commitment to diversity, but it is cosmetic, and hasn’t led to significant changes on 

their campus. The point is that institutions try to profile themselves as being racially diverse and 

inclusive based on the enrollment of students from diverse backgrounds. International students 

are even counted in the diversity categories alongside domestic students to exaggerate the 

campus’ diversity, which Ford and Patterson (2019) refer to as aggregation. The question is why 

exaggerate? Apparently, Ford and Patterson (2019) assert that having an ethno-racially diverse 

student body is an element of status and prestige for colleges and universities--they are also 

under pressure to have, or at least appear to have, a diverse student population (p. 99). Rather 

than take affirmative measures to address inequities and underrepresentation in higher education, 

institutions make cosmetic diversity changes by reframing their representation of race categories 

of students (p. 100). 
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Similarly, the tribal advisor role and their office continues to be on the margins of the 

institution’s core values. It gives the institution the appearance to care for Indigenous students 

but doesn’t give tribal advisors support to make positive changes for Indigenous students and 

communities.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Research Questions 

Four research questions guide this study. A dual-level analysis explores historically 

White institution contexts, expectations, and processes and the experiences of tribal liaisons in 

these contexts and their intersection with Indigenous communities. Drawing on the tenets of 

Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) and the organizational concepts of virtual adoption and 

cosmetic diversity to frame this study, my research questions are: 

1. How do institutions and their senior leaders socially construct and characterize 

Indigenous communities, and in what ways if at all, do they express an understanding of 

these communities being sovereign nations?  

2. How and in what ways is the social construction and organizational position of tribal 

advisors suggestive of their offices being cases of virtual adoption and cosmetic 

diversity? 

3. What are the range of roles and responsibilities that tribal advisors enact and perform? 

How does the tribal advisor experience these as expressions of their Indigenous culture 

relative to the dominant White culture? 

4. What strategies do tribal advisors use for negotiating tensions experienced within the 

institution? 

It helped me to write out my research questions on a large butcher paper and post it where I 

could always read them as I wrote, analyzed, wrote, analyzed, and wrote. In addition to the 

questions, I also sketched images that provided me a visual of what my research was about. 

Drawing and using color is a way for me to easily recall and process the research questions. 



   
 

 

45 

Figure 2 shows the “IHE” (acronym for Institutions of Higher Education) person wearing 

a hard hat and socially constructing around the clock, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, the tribal 

advisor role and the Indigenous communities. 

 

Figure 2: Drawing of the Social Construction on part of IHE (Indigenous Higher 
Education) and Indigenous Communities. 

 

In the process of construction, there are existing tensions. For the advisor, represented in the 

drawing by a Navajo woman carrying a Gucci bag, there are questions that loom such as, how do 

institutions enable success for the role? What institutional barriers do advisors face? What 

challenges do they encounter in their work? How do they negotiate the tensions? For the 

Indigenous communities, they see themselves as being sovereign nations. There are 574 federally 

recognized tribes in the U.S., one more than when the drawing was done. The year 1492 was 

when Christopher Columbus “discovered” the “new world,” which wasn’t new at all. There are 

treaties that were signed between Indigenous communities and the federal government promising 

the communities basic services such as health care and education, in exchange for land. Many of 

these treaties were never honored. But despite the failed policies and broken treaties, we are still 

here. 
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Indigenous Theoretical Framework 

 My research methodology is a focal point of my dissertation experience. I start chapter 

three by introducing an Indigenous framework and methodology because I want to represent the 

process through a TribalCrit lens, that moves us away from a colonizing and assimilative process 

and towards one that is more about affirming our self-determination and sovereignty, and, 

especially when conducting research, one that contributes to Native nation building (Brayboy, 

2006). The process, experience, time, effort, and energy all felt like I was preparing for a 

traditional ceremony. Ceremony takes a lot of careful thought and planning. In this chapter, I 

share what I am seeking and learning, who is participating in the ceremony, who I am as the 

researcher, steps to carefully gather stories from the participants, the process of analyzing what is 

shared with me, and the limitations of the process. 

Indigenous Methodology 

 The research is a qualitative study. I engaged in fieldwork that involved some in-person 

interviews and campus visits. As I explained to my dissertation chair in discussing the methods, 

the process of interviewing tribal advisors was more than what it might have seemed to a non-

Indigenous person, conducting traditional, semi-structured interviews. Because of the 

participants who shared their experiences with me, the process of gathering and analyzing the 

data was, figuratively and literally, being in ceremony.  

Growing up on the Navajo reservation most of my childhood, I didn’t appreciate my 

surroundings and my culture as much as I do now. My youth was focused on my education, 

sports, and always helping relatives. I didn’t understand until my adult years that the time we’d 

spend at my grandma’s home, which we always referred to as “the farm”, I was undergoing 

preparations for what I would live and experience outside the boundaries of the reservation. Life 
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at the farm was filled with family gatherings of cousins running into the corn fields playing hide 

and seek, while the adults sat under the chaha’oh (shade house) sipping their coffee, conversing 

in Navajo, laughter filling the air. My grandma and aunties would be making fresh tortillas over 

the open fire pit. It was at grandma’s house, or the farm, where I was disciplined and taught our 

traditional ways by my elders, mostly women, since we are a matrilineal society. 

Ceremonies are an important part of our traditions and our teachings. I’m grateful I was 

exposed to ceremonies in my youth, being an observer and a helper. Ceremony involved a 

significant amount of planning and preparation while all the time being respectful and sacred. 

The process of preparing to gather my data for this study took careful thought and prayer. For 

me, it was a process of preparing for and being in ceremony. 

Positionality 

Shí éí Karen Francis-Begay, yinishe. Tábąąhá nishłF́, Kiyaa’ áanii báshíshchíín, Naakai 

dine’é dashicheii, Honáagháahnii dashinálí. Fort Defiance dę́ę́’ naashá. Shimá Charlotte 

Francis, wólyé. Shizhé’é, Emmett Francis, wólyé. Bił yinishnáanii éí Bernard Begay wólyé. 

Sha’áłchíní éí táá’ shee hólǫ́, éí Christopher dóó Keith dóó Bryan dáolyé. Shiyáázh Keith 

be’asdzáá éí Jessica wólyé. Bíyáázh, shinálí éí Emmett wólyé. Áyóo aníshní, ánálí nishł9. 

Biłháájéé’ éí t’ááła’í shee hólǫ́. Éí sitsilí Todd wólyé dóó áyóo aníshní. The English translation: I 

am Karen Francis-Begay. I am born of the Edge of Water (mother’s clan) to the Towering House 

People (father’s clan). My maternal grandfather’s clan is Mexican People or Nomads, and my 

paternal grandfather’s clan is One That Walks Around. I am from Fort Defiance. My mother is 

Charlotte Francis and my father is Emmett Francis. My husband is Bernard Begay. I have three 

children, Christopher, Keith, and Bryan. I have a daughter-in-law, Jessica, and a wonderful 

grandson, Emmett. I also have a loving brother, Todd. 
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I was born and raised on the Navajo reservation for most of my life. My primary and 

secondary education was in the public school system. My parents, especially my mom, wanted 

my younger brother and I to excel in school. I enjoyed my schooling and can still remember the 

names of my first to sixth grade teachers, none of whom were Indigenous. My parents always 

had a job and they both worked hard. My younger brother and I never had to do without our 

basic needs being met. 

My parents, both Navajo, had different upbringings that I didn’t learn about until I was 

older. My dad, Emmett, was born March 1943 in a hogan on the Navajo reservation when 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was the U.S. president. My mom, Charlotte, her maiden name being 

Yazza, was born in July 1945, the year World War II ended. My dad came from a large family 

with eight siblings, four sisters and four brothers, and he was the fifth in line. He lost three 

brothers before he met and married my mother. My mom had five siblings, three sisters and two 

brothers, and she was the third in line. My dad lost his father, Edward, to a stroke when he was 

22 years old, a year after my birth. My mom says Grandpa Edward never got to see me because 

he was quite ill before he passed. My grandmother, Ida, raised her children on her own and never 

remarried. 

All the Francis children, except the youngest, attended Fort Wingate Boarding School in 

New Mexico from the age of five until they graduated high school. My dad didn’t share many 

stories of his childhood or his boarding school experiences other than telling me that the school 

never fed them enough and he was always hungry. He knew to not ever steal food from the 

kitchen, like some of the other kids did, because the punishment was harsh if you got caught. The 

school rules then were that you could not speak Navajo, and if you did and got caught, you were 
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punished. As curious as I was to know about my dad’s youth, I didn’t ask too many questions 

because I sensed it was a troubling time he didn’t want to recall or speak about. 

My mom’s education experience was similar, except that she, and her siblings, went to 

the Seventh Day Adventist Indian School, a Christian boarding school in Holbrook, Arizona. My 

grandpa, Vincent Yazza, my mom’s dad, was in the Marine Corps when my mom was born. He 

enlisted to serve during WWII when the U.S. was at war with Japan. He became a Navajo Code 

Talker while a Marine, teaching the younger soldiers the Navajo code while at Camp Pendleton 

before the soldiers left for battle overseas. As the years went by and the Yazza children got older, 

both parents worked so they could afford school tuition for all the children. At the time, tuition 

was $20 per year per child. My mom showed me ledgers her mom had kept where she reported 

their income and savings for all the children’s school tuition. My mom’s family was never whole 

after her mom, Emma, tragically died when my mom was only 14 years old. The family was 

broken, and my mom and her siblings found themselves being shuffled around from family to 

family, with no one really wanting to take on the responsibility of raising six children.  

My parents survived the boarding school experience. My dad graduated at the top of his 

class his senior year and was valedictorian, earning a full scholarship to the University of 

Arizona. My mom finished high school up to the 11th grade at the Christian boarding school, 

having knowledge and practical skills in home economics, which was the standard curriculum 

for girls, and for the boys, it was woodshop and trades. The Seventh Day Adventist Indian 

School didn’t have a 12th grade level, so they sent their seniors to an academy in Scottsdale, 

Arizona. My mom’s great-uncle and guardian disapproved of my mom going far away for her 

senior year, so she went to Ganado Mission, another Presbyterian school but this time it was on 

the Navajo reservation and closer to her great-uncle’s homestead. For much of my own 
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professional career, I have been working and schooling in a historically White institution that is, 

in some important ways, like a boarding school. And the role that I have long played 

professionally is to be a sort of translator between White leaders of the institution on the one 

hand, and Indigenous peoples and communities, within and outside the institution, on the other. 

I’ll share more about the translator role later. 

My parents met when my mom was a student at Northern Arizona University. She was a 

residential student living in the women’s dorm on campus when she met my dad. They 

eventually married, and soon after, my dad finished his undergraduate degree at the University of 

Arizona, in 1972. My dad did not earn his bachelor’s degree in the traditional four years because 

at the time he had a young family to provide for and stopped-out whenever money was 

insufficient. He would return home to the Navajo reservation to work and save money so he 

could return to the institution and finish his degree. My dad went on to graduate school after he 

received his undergraduate degree in Public Administration. He later earned a master’s degree in 

urban planning in 1974. At the time he was also working with Pima County as a city planner and 

was the only Indigenous person employed with the county at that time. I recall him saying that it 

wasn’t right that the county didn’t hire more Indigenous people. In 1975, my parents left Tucson 

and moved back to the Navajo reservation for good. 

I was fortunate to be raised by my paternal grandmother, Ida, from age six to eight, or 

what I remember as grades first to third. Living in the city wasn’t to my liking and so, at age six, 

I asked my parents if I could go back to the Navajo reservation and live with my Grandma. At 

the time my dad was in his final year of his undergraduate studies at the University of Arizona, 

and my mom was a part-time student working full-time at the Mountain Bell telephone company. 

My mom’s dream was to become an English teacher, but she never completed her college degree 



   
 

 

51 

due to taking care of two children and providing a stable income while my dad was in school. I 

never felt like I fit in while being in Tucson. I was always the only Indigenous student in my 

class. I knew I was different. My skin color was dark. My hair was long and black. My demeanor 

was shy and reserved. The only thing that kept me motivated was I loved learning, and I really 

enjoyed reading and math. Living with Grandma was an adjustment. She was very strict and 

wouldn’t allow me to wear jeans to school, and I could never wear my hair down. She braided 

my hair every morning before I went to school, and the braids were so tight that it hurt my head. 

I had chores to do every single day, doing my part to keep the house tidy. We would go to the 

farm every weekend to tend to the corn field and any livestock we had at the time. Other family 

members would visit, and occasionally, we’d butcher a sheep and enjoy a feast of mutton, corn 

stew, and fresh tortillas. I didn’t realize it at the time, but while I was living with my Grandma, 

she was actually grooming me for womanhood and teaching me how to properly conduct myself 

as a Navajo. Grandma was a rug weaver, and I’d observe her going through the process of 

preparing to weave and then weaving, starting with shearing the wool from the sheep, carding 

the wool, spinning it into yard, dying the yarn, and setting up her loom. She wove beautiful rugs 

and gifted her grandchildren with one of her rugs when they married. She also wove traditional 

sash belts that the women wear during ceremonial events. I never learned to weave rugs, but I 

did learn to weave sash belts. Grandma worked for the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) for 30 

years before she retired. She worked as a dormitory aide at Chinle Boarding School, which was 

just down the street from the government housing where she lived. Ironically, at the time I lived 

with her, I didn’t know the history of the boarding schools and even envied students who 

attended because of the closeness the students seemed to have living and going to school 

together. The boarding schools were a lot different during this time, compared to the assimilation 
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era. They were more inclusive and accepting of Indigenous culture, language, and traditions. I 

remember going to the school with Grandma and seeing the students perform traditional dances 

during special occasions. Eventually, after Grandma retired, one of her daughters, my aunt 

Dottie, who also graduated from the University of Arizona, became the superintendent of the 

school district. Very few boarding schools on the Navajo reservation are still in operation today. 

 One final story I want to share about my childhood that I often reflect on are the times I 

participated in parades and school events as an “Indian.” This happened when my family lived in 

Tucson, and I was in the third and fourth grade. The fourth Friday in September is national 

Native American Day. It isn’t celebrated widely today and has been somewhat overshadowed by 

Indigenous Peoples Day and Native American Heritage Month. On that day, when I was in third 

grade, my mom dressed me up in my Navajo regalia, which I rarely wore. She dressed up too, 

and we went to a local elementary school so she could talk to the kids about what it was like 

being Navajo. She also did a frybread demonstration, making frybread for the kids to sample. I 

remember sitting in a chair and being shy and not wanting to make any eye contact with the 

students. I could feel curious kids staring at me. Later when my mom told the kids to come 

forward and try a piece of frybread, they would come up to me and touch my hair and my 

jewelry, or they would just stand there staring at me. I really did not want to be there. I felt like 

my personal space was being invaded by kids who never saw a “real Indian” or for that matter, 

touched one. Maybe I didn’t fit the stereotype that they saw in cartoons or movies. I didn’t 

understand why my mom did what she did until I got older, and I did the same thing as a mom 

except that I didn’t make my kids dress up “Indian,” nor did I, and be a showcase. I realize my 

mom did the presentations because she was proud of who we are as Navajos and wanted to teach 

the kids about our culture, as did I when I became an adult. 
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When my parents were students at the university, they were active with the AmerInd 

Club, the campus American Indian club. One year during the annual Fiesta de los Vaqueros, or 

Tucson Rodeo parade, the club had a float entry with an Indigenous theme. My mom says the 

parade entry was to showcase Indigenous people in all walks of life – military, scholars, and 

maintaining culture. Again, my mom dressed me up in my Navajo outfit and I was to sit on the 

flat bed at a rug loom and pretend I was weaving a rug. That wasn’t so bad other than it was a 

hot day, and like any 8-year-old, I didn’t want to be stared at and pretend to be a rug weaver. My 

dad dressed up too, wearing a black, long hair wig and a red head band. I kept staring at him 

because he looked like those “stereotype” Indians you see in the John Wayne movies. Honestly, 

he looked just like Geronimo! I was puzzled, wondering why he dressed up Indian. This all goes 

to say that, as a child, I struggled with my own identity, trying to figure out what world I fit in, 

the Indigenous or the contemporary world. 

 

Figure 3: University of Arizona AmerInd Club’s float entry, Tucson parade (1971). 

 

These early childhood experiences have shaped my life and my work in higher education. 

Education has, and continues to be, important to my family. My Grandma Ida always encouraged 

us to pursue college because she completed her education up to the eighth grade, and always 
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regretted that she didn’t go further. I remember her telling me one time that she saw education as 

a means to overcome being poor, something she experienced in her own childhood and raising a 

family. 

I was fortunate to have role models in my life at an early age with both my parents and 

my aunties and uncles having gone to college and most earning college degrees. I knew it was 

never a question of whether I would go to college. I have devoted my career to helping 

Indigenous students pursue college and helping historically White institutions to be a home place 

for Indigenous students. I made the decision to remain in Tucson and devote my career to 

addressing the inequities in education. I was the in the twenty-five percent, one out of four, of 

Indigenous students who persisted through college and graduated. It was perplexing to me why 

my peers left college and why I seemed like the only one who persisted. In my earlier career, I 

worked with high school Indigenous students from the local area and began to understand the 

challenges Indigenous students face in pursuing college. It wasn’t that they weren’t smart or 

didn’t have the heart or commitment. There was a deeper-rooted cause, systemic barriers, that 

needed to be addressed. I felt it was my responsibility to give back and do what was necessary to 

remove these barriers and provide a sense of support and community on campus for Indigenous 

students. 

Tribal advisors bridge the relationships and communication between institutions and 

Indigenous communities, affirming, on behalf of the institution, a commitment to providing 

Indigenous students with best education possible. My experiences are like those of the tribal 

advisors in this study, and of Indigenous students, faculty, and staff, who are up against 

structural barriers or “monsters,” such as settler colonialism and racism, in historically White 

institutions.  
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The Participants 

 Purposeful sampling was used to identify and invite 19 tribal advisors, nine female and 

ten male, to participate in this study. Recruitment was done by an email invite. The advisors 

represent different tribes spanning across the western U.S. Of the 19, 13 were able to participate. 

Of the 13, four individuals no longer serve in a tribal advisor role but are currently still working 

in higher education. I didn’t exclude these four individuals since the study is about the evolution 

of their positions and their experiences over time. Due to time constraints, 6 of the 19 invited 

tribal advisors did not participate in this study.  

The primary data for this study was interviews and being on the campus or in the offices 

of the participants, which I considered sacred space. It reminded me of a time when preparing for 

a ceremony, you had to identify specific people to participate in the ceremony, with each person 

having a role and responsibility or being special guests. The tribal advisors I interviewed 

represent a community of esteemed higher education leaders who have a significant 

responsibility to their family and Indigenous communities. 

Importantly, there is a variation of job titles across the different tribal advisors. The role 

is not “institutionalized” among the field of historically White institutions that have such 

positions. Some advisors have dual roles and additional responsibilities that include teaching, 

overseeing grant projects, and directing student service units. The advisors know they assume a 

role that is unique and one that also is in flux, often within the same institution over time.  

I am fortunate to have known 10 of the 13 tribal liaisons I interviewed prior to my study. 

I felt that the interviews naturally emerged because over time, I earned their trust and respect. 

Overall, I know our relationship will be cemented for a lifetime because in the process of the 

interviews, we learned more about each other and felt strengthened by our common experiences. 
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In Navajo, I refer to this relationship as K’é (Navajo term meaning kinship and having a 

relationship and responsibility to each other). The beauty of this research is that it has affirmed 

not only our experiences, but our commitments and loyalties. This relational fabric of the study 

is a central core of ceremony. I have a deeper respect for my fellow tribal advisors who entrusted 

me with their time and gifted me with their stories for my research. In his book Research is 

Ceremony, Shawn Wilson (2008) states, “the research process strengthens a sense of community 

and maintaining accountability to those relationships that have been built, there is an increased 

sense of sharing common interests, challenges, and recommendations.” (p. 86)  

The “Institutions” 

 All the ten historically White institutions in this study have varied enrollments of 

Indigenous students, and all the institutions are located within the U.S. (Appendix A). To protect 

anonymity of the tribal advisors and their institutions, I did not include the percentage or actual 

numbers of Indigenous students enrolled, although enrollment varied from 2% to 5%. The 

institutions where all 13 advisors work(ed) are not only historically White institutions, but state 

public institutions. Four of the ten are land grant institutions, or what can be more accurately 

described in decolonial terms as “land-grab” institutions, because the lands they are situated on 

were appropriated from tribal Nations (Nash, 2019). There are federally recognized tribes and 

tribal lands and territories near or in the region where these institutions are located. Again, for 

anonymity, I did not list these by region but have provided a total count of the Indigenous 

nations these institutions have the potential to serve, which is 97, out of a total of 574 across the 

U.S. This is important when you consider the high-level work tribal advisors engage in with each 

Indigenous community within their state and region and the tensions and complexities that come 

with that work. 
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Interview Protocol 

My research was approved by our campus’ Institutional Review Board (IRB) whose job 

is to protect human subject participants, or the tribal advisors I interviewed. All the tribal 

advisors were provided a consent form to participate in the study. I was not required to get 

further approval to come on to the different campuses for the in-person interviews or for 

observation purposes. For the in-person interviews, I left the decision to the tribal advisor on 

their preference of where they wanted to conduct the interview. Many of them opted for their 

office on campus. I did not have to acquire IRB approval from the tribes since the data gathering 

did not take place on tribal lands. After the interviews were transcribed, the transcription was 

shared with the tribal advisors for corrections and omissions. I assured the advisors complete 

anonymity, masking the identities of individuals and their institutions by using fictitious names 

and not mentioning specific tribes but using the general term “Indigenous” community(ies).  

When I started the data collection process, my initial criteria were that the tribal advisors 

work(ed) in a historically White institution in the U.S. and were in a senior leadership role as a 

lead advisor to a president or provost. One tribal advisor worked indirectly with the president but 

reported to an academic department lead. A few of the advisors had “retired” their tribal advisor 

role but were still invited to participate because they were the first to hold the position at their 

institution. Fortunately, upon their retirement or after they exited the tribal liaison role, their 

vacant position was immediately filled. 

Once the tribal advisors consented to participating in my study, I asked them to complete 

a pre-interview questionnaire, so I could gain a familiarity of their personal and professional 

background (Appendix B). Answering the questionnaire was voluntary and did not limit the 

outcome or findings of the study. 
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I developed an interview protocol that included thirteen interview questions (Appendix 

C). The interview protocol document included: instructions for the interview so standard 

procedures are followed from one interview to another, the 13 interview questions, prompts for 

the questions so I could be prepared to ask follow-up questions or seek clarification on their 

responses, and a thank you to close the interview session. All the interviews were audiotaped, 

and I also took handwritten notes during the interview process. I transcribed half of the 

interviews using a free application called ExpressScribe, and the other half was sent to a fee-for-

service transcription company, Rev.com. I didn’t have the monetary resources to send all the 

transcripts to Rev.com so I transcribed half of them myself. I also was encouraged by my advisor 

to do the transcribing so I could capture the full effect of the unspoken responses and emotions 

like pauses, sighs, laughter, and even sadness or frustration. 

Pilot Study 

 The pilot case study helps researchers to refine their data collection plans with respect to 

both the content of the data and the procedures to be followed, as well as to determine whether 

the interview site is congenial and accessible (Yin, 1994). I conducted a pilot study with one 

tribal advisor. My goal was to test and refine the interview questions and determine if the 

sequencing made sense and if the length and meaning of the questions were sufficient and 

understood. I asked questions that elicited the anticipated responses aligned with the study’s 

research questions. I also made sure that the language I used was understood by the interviewee. 

The initial length of the interview was two hours and forty-five minutes, a time length that was 

too long for a single interview, so I reduced the number of questions for the actual interviews 

that came later. I also changed the interview protocol and rather than ask background questions 

during the interview, I asked respondents to complete a pre-interview questionnaire to save time 
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but still get the information I was seeking. The site of the pilot interview was not in a natural 

setting of the interviewee but at a national conference we were both attending on the east coast. 

 Conducting a pilot study helped me better understand my interview protocol and the 

process. Upon completion of the pilot interview, the questions were reduced from 33 to 13 

questions and 5 of the 33 questions were revised and became part of the final 13 questions 

(Appendix E). A lesson learned is that I needed to ask the questions in a way that provides the 

respondent an opportunity to share specific stories or experiences. So, for two of the revised 

questions, I ask the respondent to give one or two examples. 

 Overall, the pilot interview not only helped me to clarify and reduce the number of 

questions, but also showed me that some of my interview questions didn’t align with the research 

questions. I ended up omitting some of the questions because they weren’t relevant to the 

research. I revised three questions because my research focus was identifying barriers and 

tensions the tribal advisors experienced in their work. So instead of asking, “What has been your 

greatest challenge working with the administration, faculty, or Indigenous communities?” or 

“How do you deal with politics in your job?” I revised the questions to, “Do you face any 

institutional barriers in your work? If yes, please give one or two examples” and “What strategies 

do you use when dealing with tensions that may exist between the institution and Indigenous 

communities?” (Appendix E). The revised questions were more open-ended, and they allowed 

the interviewees to provide specific examples. 

Interviews 

The study gathered data from open-ended interviews from thirteen individuals who are or 

have been tribal advisors at one of ten historically White institutions. Eight interviews were 

conducted in-person, one by Skype, and four by telephone. In addition, I was able to visit seven 
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out of ten campuses to conduct the in-person interviews. Two of the three remaining campus 

sites I previously visited on other business and got to see the central services like the student 

union and library, but not the tribal liaison office. Due to budget and time constraints, I was 

unable to conduct on-site interviews with every tribal advisor. I recorded the interviews with 

both an iPhone using a recorder application, and a manual mini recorder as a back-up, always 

keeping extra batteries on hand. 

Analytical Process 

The analytical process involved emerging questions and procedures for acquiring data, or 

the interview responses, that were built from particulars to general themes, and I, as the 

researcher, interpreted these responses (Creswell, 2009). I also did website and document 

analysis. I studied all ten institutions’ websites, searching for information about the tribal advisor 

role and/or office. I scanned mission statements, strategic plans, state of the university speeches 

by the president, and campus newspapers to determine if these sources mentioned anything about 

tribes or the institution’s commitment and/or partnership with Indigenous communities. I also 

requested of the tribal advisor office reports of any type, their job descriptions or position 

announcements, office budgets, and any news releases or other publications that highlighted their 

work or the advancement of Indigenous initiatives on behalf of the institution. Job descriptions 

were not available specifically for the tribal advisor role, except for one advisor. They also didn’t 

volunteer budget reports or other related documents, and I didn’t press them to provide it. A 

limitation of the website searches and the document analysis is that in most cases, there was little 

to no information available about the tribal advisor role, other than a mention of them in a 

directory. Finding little to no information on the tribal advisor role and their work when 

searching the institution websites was telling of the significance of the role to the institution. 
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The “Medicine Bundle” 

The process of analyzing the data was emotional and overwhelming. I felt a huge 

responsibility of caring for what I refer to as a medicine bundle, the interview data, because they 

are meaningful experiences and stories shared with me by the tribal advisors. The medicine 

bundle is the most sacred item an Indigenous person can possess because it contains everything 

important to you and to the people you care about. The time, space, words, and emotions, shared 

by each of the participants, is wrapped within the medicine bundle. So, the interviews were not 

just interviews, but a symbol of sacredness. The participants’ words will live on in this body of 

research, and this work will leave a legacy of service to Indigenous people. 

Coding “In the Hogan” 

Data analysis of transcribed interviews, websites, and documents was inductive. I coded 

the interview transcriptions manually, without use of a coding software. I initially considered 

using In Vivo software to code, but since my sample size was not very large and my advisor was 

encouraging, I decided to code manually. Coding manually gave me an opportunity to feel 

intimately connected to the words and emotions the tribal advisors conveyed. The coding process 

was tedious but mostly rewarding because I witnessed how codes and categories naturally 

emerged from my own data analysis. I took pages and pages of notes from the written transcripts 

and listened to the interview recordings repeatedly, especially at times when I would go out for a 

long run or when I’d be driving long distances in my car. I always kept a small notebook with me 

to write down my thoughts that came to me when listening to the interviews. 

Analyzing and coding most of the data happened while I was home on the Navajo 

reservation. I spent two weeks in our family hogan in Fort Defiance, Arizona. We have had 

many family gatherings and ceremonies in the hogan that was built by my late maternal 
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grandfather. The hogan is an octagon shape with the doorway always facing to the east direction 

(Figure 4). The east, the direction of the rising sun, represents new beginnings. It is also said by 

Navajo medicine people that the east represents who you are and where you come from. A wood 

stove sits in the center of the hogan with a smoke pipe that takes the smoke outside (Figure 5). 

Knowing how to start and keep a fire going is a test of being a Navajo, for it is your only source 

of heat for warmth and to cook your meals. The floor is covered with natural dirt. It is said that 

the floor of the hogan is our connection to mother earth and all her teachings and blessings. 

There is no running water in the hogan. We keep a pan of water on top of a table to wash our 

face each morning and to wash our hands when it’s mealtime. Most times, there is no electricity 

in the hogan. I ran a 75-foot electrical cord from the main house to the hogan and through a peep 

hole, so I had power for the lights and for my laptop. I was fortunate to have the luxury of 

internet services that came from a router situated inside the main house. This allowed me to do 

website searches, have social media access, and check work emails. So, I wasn’t completely off 

the technology grid. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Photo of family hogan in Fort Defiance, Arizona. 
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Figure 5: Photo from east entry door of family hogan. 

 

As I began to think about how to organize the data, I taped white butcher paper to three 

sides of the hogan walls so I could start mapping out my thoughts. Being a visual learner, putting 

my words up on a wall and using colored markers and post-it notes to designate groupings of 

ideas or concepts helped me to organize my thoughts (Figure 6).  

 

    Figure 6: Concept map drawing placed on wall of hogan. 

 

At night, when I would go to bed and the lights were out, it was beautiful to see the fire flames 

creep through the crevice of the stove, giving off just enough light to see the papers on the wall 
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with all the words, lines, and colors. I would see a word or phrase catch the soft firelight as I put 

my head down to rest and would reflect on it and pray, as I listened to the cackling of the fire and 

eventually dozed off to sleep. I did this every day in the peace and quiet of the hogan and my 

surroundings. 

I have been drawing and writing concepts on paper since I started the doctoral program. I 

didn’t know that it is a form of concept mapping and didn’t know what concept mapping was 

until I saw a demonstration of it at a workshop. It’s difficult for me to fully understand 

complicated concepts and absorb a lot of information if I don’t sketch out my thoughts. In 

understanding concept mapping in qualitative research, it is noted that,  

Concept maps are an important strategy because they help the researcher focus on 

meaning. The maps allow the researcher to see participants’ meaning, as well as, the 

connections that participants discuss across concepts or bodies of knowledge. 

Additionally, the maps support researchers in their attempts to make sure that qualitative 

data is embedded in a particular context. (Daley, 2004) 

For me it was important that I pay attention to how I was taking all the transcribed text and 

managing it without losing its meaning. It was also important for me to show how I was coding 

and categorizing with the use of my drawings and colored pens because that is how my mind 

processes large volumes of information, in this case, the many pages of transcribed interviews 

and notes.  

The hogan was both my workspace and my home for two weeks. I appreciated the 

isolation and quietness. Views of the landscapes (Figure 7 & 8) reminded me of the times I had 

been in the hogan for family gatherings and ceremonies. I miss these moments because you feel 

a great sense of comfort, protection, and sacredness. I am told the hogan is not a place where you 



   
 

 

65 

bring bad thoughts or feelings. It is a place that strengthens and heals you, and it was where I 

needed to be at that point in time. 

 

 

 

 

              

 

 

 

Figure 7: Running trail going east from family hogan. 

 

 

Figure 8: Sunrise at dawn outside hogan. 

 

A Navajo colleague and friend, Dr. Charlotte Davidson, writes about the symbolism and 

meaning of the hogan in her own research, referring to it as the mother’s womb. I needed to 
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return home to my mother’s womb, a safe and protected space to regain my fortitude and who I 

am as a Navajo woman and be in harmony with my research. 

Validity 

 The study incorporated procedures for validating the findings of the study. Qualitative 

validity checks for accuracy of the findings while qualitative reliability means that the researcher 

has taken steps to be stable and consistent (Creswell, 2010). I documented the procedures of each 

interview. I inventoried any handouts I was provided by the tribal advisors. I documented the 

process I went through analyzing websites. I also used other approaches to check reliability: I 

double-checked the interview transcripts and made sure mistakes were not made on each 

transcription and made necessary corrections. I also kept notes of my codes so that there was no 

change in their meaning throughout the coding process. 

 As for checking the validity of the study, I used two different strategies to check the 

accuracy of the findings. First, I used rich and detailed descriptions in the findings so readers 

would get a feel for the settings and relate to the experience of the tribal advisors (Creswell, 

2010). Second, I clarified my bias since I too have been a tribal advisor. Self-reflection leads to 

ensuring the accuracy of the findings. My interpretation of the findings has been shaped by my 

own background as an Indigenous woman, a second-generation college graduate, being middle-

income, and even being privileged because my high-level position has afforded me many 

opportunities. 

Limitations 

A limitation to the interviews is that the tribal advisor may filter their responses, and as a 

result, I might not capture the full meaning and their experiences. Not all tribal advisors will 

respond to the questions to the same degree or manner because of their own comfort level and 
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concerns about how much information they are comfortable sharing. Another limitation is that I 

know many of the tribal advisors personally and professionally, and some for a long period of 

time. Those who I have known longer, tend to share more openly and willingly. Those who I just 

met or didn’t know well, may have limited sharing pieces of information. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Overview 

 As a prelude to this chapter, I revisit the research questions and then introduce the 

thirteen tribal advisors who participated in the study, followed by sharing the tribal advisor role 

expectations by tribal leaders and the institutions. I then expand on my research findings of the 

tribal advisors’ experiences at their respective institutions. 

Four research questions guide this study. A dual-level analysis explores historically 

White institution contexts, expectations, and processes and the experiences of tribal advisors in 

these contexts and their intersection with Indigenous communities. Drawing on elements of 

Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) and the organizational concepts of virtual adoption and 

cosmetic diversity to frame this study, my research questions are: 

1. How do institutions and their senior leaders socially construct and characterize 

Indigenous communities, and in what ways if at all, do they express an understanding of 

these communities being sovereign nations?  

2. How and in what ways is the social construction and organizational position of tribal 

advisors suggestive of their offices being cases of virtual adoption and cosmetic 

diversity? 

3. What are the range of roles and responsibilities that tribal advisors enact and perform? 

How does the tribal advisor experience these as expressions of their Indigenous culture 

relative to the dominant White culture? 

4. What strategies do tribal advisors use for negotiating tensions experienced within the 

institution? 
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The Participants 

The tribal advisors were gracious with their time in sharing their experiences, and, in 

some cases, I was able to tour their office and the building where their office is situated. They 

were forthcoming with their experiences of being a tribal advisor and the steps they have taken to 

improve the campus climate for Indigenous students and strengthen relationships with 

Indigenous communities. There was a range of emotions and gestures shared during the 

interview: laughter, jokes, frustration, tears, heavy sighs, and, most important, humility. I 

treasure the moments shared with the participants because they wholeheartedly supported my 

study and, most important, trusted me. Sharing their stories was a gift, a contribution to 

strengthening the medicine bundle, and we were in ceremony as we sat together for the 

interview. 

Each participant in the study is introduced based on the information they provided in the 

pre-interview questionnaire and the interview. I have interacted with many tribal advisors in my 

own line of work and knew most of them prior to the interview. Although there is variation in the 

titles among the 13 participants, I refer to them as tribal advisors because that is a primary aspect 

of their job: they advise institution leaders and its members. Some of the participants provided 

their own pseudonym while I assigned pseudonyms to all the others, a means to protect their 

identities. All participants identify as Native American or Indigenous. I do not disclose their 

tribal affiliation(s). The participants represent ten different historically White institutions. I 

assigned all the institutions a pseudonym to also protect their identities.  

Connie 

Connie served as a tribal advisor at the University of Ganado (UG) while also being a 

faculty member. She is not originally from the region and affiliates with a tribe(s) in another 
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area. Connie has a terminal degree and was appointed to the tribal advisor position by a president 

who saw the need to have an advisor on Indigenous affairs to improve coordination of 

Indigenous programs across campus. She has two job titles. The primary title is her faculty 

designation, followed by the tribal advisor title. It was rare that she was referred to as the tribal 

advisor by her colleagues, other than by the Indigenous faculty, staff, students, and tribal leaders. 

Her office was located within her academic department. 

 Connie reported to the department head, and not to the president. She did not have 

support staff for her advisor work. Professional staff in the department provided her support for 

both positions. Her communication with the president was on an as-needed basis. Connie did not 

serve on any governance committees. She was a co-founder of the Indigenous advisory council, 

an organization that meets twice a semester with the president to make recommendations on how 

the institution can improve support for Indigenous students and improve relationships with 

Indigenous communities. 

Holly 

 Holly previously attended and works as a tribal advisor at the University of Hozho (UH). 

She has lived in the region her whole life, having generational family ties to the institution. Holly 

has a terminal degree and assumes the role of tribal advisor with support and mentorship from 

Indigenous faculty and the local Indigenous community. She also devotes time to teaching, 

professional development, and grants administration. Holly’s support staff are mostly responsible 

for helping with her grant projects. I conducted the interview in Holly’s office, which is situated 

in her academic department. 

 Holly's tribal advisor role evolved out of the academic department that advocated for 

Indigenous leadership representation at a senior leadership level. Although she is a tribal advisor 
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for the UH, her job title doesn't necessarily reflect the advisor work nor does it stand out as being 

high-ranking or with authority. The creation of the tribal advisor role took time, mostly due to 

identifying funding for the position. Holly worked on several projects with the president and says 

he must have seen her "usefulness" and, therefore, funded the position for a second year. Holly 

initially reported to a dean and later, to the president, revealing the fluidity and lack of 

institutionalization of her role. 

Ivy 

 Ivy served as a tribal advisor and diversity administrator at Juniper State University 

(JSU). She is not from the region and has always considered herself a guest on the ancestral 

lands of JSU. Ivy has a terminal degree and has been a devoted educator, researcher, and 

administrator, with much of her work focused on Indigenous college students. Ivy’s job title lists 

her diversity position first, followed by the tribal advisor role. She has a half-time graduate 

assistant. Her office is in the Indigenous student services center on campus, which she oversees 

in addition to her diversity administrator role. 

Ivy reports directly to the president of JSU and communicates with him monthly. She 

serves on several committees focused on diversity, Title IX, and inclusive excellence, but not on 

any governance committees. Ivy eventually left her position. It took two years to find a 

replacement after a reorganization. After her departure, the diversity administrator role was 

separated from the tribal advisor role, no longer existing as a dual role. The tribal advisor no 

longer reports to the president and the revised job title is a director and reports to the provost. 

Once again, this fluidity and demotion reveals a lack of prioritization and institutionalization of 

the tribal advisor role. 
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Kasey 

Kasey has served as a tribal advisor at the University of White Shell (UWS) for longer 

than most advisors. She comes to the position with a student affairs background and has two 

roles on campus: a tribal advisor and overseeing the Indigenous student center. She grew up in 

the region and has generational family ties to the institution. Her primary title is the student 

services role, followed by the tribal advisor role. Kasey has support staff in the student services 

unit, but not specifically for the tribal advisor work, though the staff supports her in both roles. 

Kasey's office is in the Indigenous student center, and in a separate building from the president's 

office. 

 Kasey reports to a vice president, with no formal or direct reporting to the president. On 

the president's website for UWS, there is no mention of Kasey as part of the president's staff, 

which is the case for most tribal advisors, even when they have “president” in their (secondary) 

title. However, she is on the student affairs organizational chart. Nevertheless, Kasey says she 

communicates with the president monthly and as needed. She does not serve on any campus 

governance committees. UWS does not have an Indigenous advisory council but does have a 

diversity council that comes under the equity and inclusion office. The council hasn't been too 

active or effective in making changes, except for organizing public forums, often on 

controversial issues.  

Neena 

 Neena devoted much of her career in higher education to the University of Wintergreen 

(UW). She has a terminal degree from the UW and is originally from the area. Her career has 

been committed to advocating and advancing opportunities for underrepresented students in 

higher education. Neena has a dual role at the UW, serving as a tribal advisor and as a diversity 
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administrator. Her job title lists her diversity position first, followed by the tribal advisor title. 

Neena has support staff in the diversity unit she oversees and in the Indigenous and multicultural 

student centers. Her office is in the administration building with other senior leaders, including 

the provost and president. 

  Neena reports to the president at UW and has some interaction with the provost. The 

president is most involved in her tribal advisor work. The diversity administrator job positioned 

Neena to report directly to the president. In previewing the university president's webpage, I was 

pleased to see Neena's office as a direct report to the president. She serves on the president's 

cabinet and the provost's council and meets with Deans regularly. She is also involved with the 

diversity council and the Indigenous American advisory council. During my visit to the UW 

campus to conduct the interview, Neena introduced me to the provost, and I also had a 30-minute 

visit with the president. He stated how grateful he was to have Neena on his team and 

appreciated her expertise and guidance on furthering UW's relations with the regional tribes. 

Wilma 

 Wilma devoted years of service to the University of Blue Canyon (UBC). She started her 

career in student affairs working with Indigenous student services and multicultural affairs. 

Eventually, Wilma was appointed to serve as a tribal advisor. Over time, she assumed 

responsibility for the Indigenous student center, and during a time of a reorganization, she fought 

for the center to not be placed under multicultural affairs. Although Wilma was not from the 

region, she was committed to supporting Indigenous students and programs and advancing 

relationships with the region's tribes. She has two job titles—one specified her oversight of the 

Indigenous student center and the second, a tribal advisor. Wilma's office is in the administration 

building, along with the provost and president offices. 
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Wilma reports to the provost, and occasionally, she'll interact with the president, 

especially in his dealings with the tribes. Her staff provide support within the Indigenous student 

center, focusing on retention and student services. Wilma's budget is for the center's operations, 

not the tribal advisor work. Additional staff assist with research and communications. Wilma 

didn't indicate being a member of any governance committees. On the institution's website, you 

find Wilma listed as a staff member of the provost office. 

Chris 

Chris served as a tribal advisor at the University of Pine Hill (UPH) and came to the 

position from a student affairs background. He earned his degrees at UPH and is not from the 

region. Chris has two roles on campus: being the tribal advisor and overseeing the Indigenous 

student center. He has dual job titles, with the primary title being the tribal advisor role, followed 

by the center director. Chris has a large support staff, and all are situated in the center. The staff 

support him in both positions. Chris' office is in the student center, separate from the senior 

administration. 

 Chris reports to a diversity administrator, with no formal reporting to the president. On 

the president's website, there is no mention of Chris' affiliation with the president's leadership 

team, which is the case for most tribal advisors. He does communicate with the president and 

provost on an as-needed basis. I am not aware of any campus governance committees Chris 

serves on. He does lead the Indigenous advisory committee that advises the diversity 

administrator. Other committees Chris is involved with are the minority alumni board and the 

minority advisory committee. 
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Conner 

 Conner is the second tribal advisor at the University of Cedar Bark (UCB). He comes 

from an academic background and has a terminal degree. Conner is originally from the region, 

and before assuming the tribal advisor role, he worked in another state. He indicated that it was 

wonderful to return home to his Indigenous community. When Conner first took on the tribal 

advisor role, he didn't have dual responsibilities, but over time, that changed. He took on the 

management of the Indigenous student center on the condition that he got adequate resources to 

manage the center. The UCB administration obliged. 

Conner communicates with the chief of staff more than the president but states that the 

president is his supervisor. The president's homepage does list him as a member of the leadership 

team. This organizational placement brings importance and visibility to the role. Conner did not 

mention participating in any governance committees. He does work closely with the Indigenous 

advisory council, whose members are tribal leaders. The council positively supports and impacts 

his work. UCB also has a president's diversity council, but it isn't effective and is undergoing a 

reorganization. I didn't get a perspective on Conner's support staff situation other than I assume 

that he has staff he oversees in the Indigenous student center. 

Ken 

 Ken served as a tribal advisor for a short time with the University of Cedar Bark (UCB). 

He has a terminal degree from UCB and is from an academic affairs background. Ken is 

originally from the UCB region and has strong relationships with the regional Indigenous 

communities because of his involvement in tribal politics in a previous job. Soon after Ken 

became the tribal advisor, there was a reorganization, and the administration eliminated his 
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position, along with equivalent roles that support the Hispanic and African American 

communities. 

Under the reorganization, Ken assumed a new role and reported to the leadership for 

equity and inclusion, which wasn't a good structure given the significance of the Indigenous 

communities and being subordinate in another unit. Before the reorganization, Ken would 

communicate regularly with the provost. He didn't elaborate on his affiliation with governance 

committees or community advisory councils in his past or current role. Eventually, Ken departed 

the institution. A search for a "new" tribal advisor was soon underway, stating that this person 

will report to the president. In review of the job announcement, it states, "the [title of position] 

will serve as a senior advisor to the president on the institution’s government-to-government 

relationships with the [stated state and number of tribes]." 

Luis 

 Luis is the tribal advisor at Sage State University (SSU). He comes from an academic 

affairs background and has a terminal degree. Luis, not from the region, was recruited as a 

faculty member to SSU before being appointed, by the president, to the tribal advisor role. In 

addition to his tribal advisor role, Luis oversees a research center and teaches. Luis is a point of 

contact on Indigenous issues and is one of two Indigenous senior administrators on campus. 

Luis reports to the provost and to the president. Although he has access to the president, 

he communicates mostly with the chief of staff. Luis has support staff in the research center. He 

is also part of a five-member leadership team that leads Indigenous initiatives at SSU. Luis' 

office is in the research center, and he has a second office in the administration building with 

other senior leaders, including the provost and president. 
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Nathan 

Nathan is the tribal advisor at Pinon State University (PSU). Prior to his appointment, 

PSU had an Indigenous institute led by a full-time director that interfaced with tribal leaders and 

communities. The institute eventually morphed into an Indigenous center that expanded its 

programs and services to encompass Indigenous students, faculty, staff, and the Indigenous 

communities. Nathan was a member of the faculty at PSU before being appointed to the tribal 

advisor role. He maintained his faculty position while also taking on the tribal advisor 

responsibilities. Nathan is a graduate of PSU with a terminal degree and has an affiliation with a 

tribe in the region. 

 Nathan worked to keep a fair balance between his faculty responsibilities and those of the 

tribal advisor role. Nathan’s position title was solely a tribal advisor even though he made efforts 

to maintain 40% of his time to his faculty position. Nathan met regularly with the Indigenous 

advisory group that reports to the diversity administrator. He also served on the president’s 

cabinet and other high level administrative committees related to budgets and legal affairs. 

Nathan had two staff positions and a budget to support his tribal advisor role. As the tribal 

advisor, he wasn’t tasked with oversight of the Indigenous center, and his office was in the same 

building as the president’s office. 

Spilye 

 Spilye is the tribal advisor at Pinon State University (PSU). He was appointed after a new 

president onboarded. It is quite common for new presidents to make staffing and organizational 

changes. Spilye is not from the area where PSU is located and was a member of the faculty 

before becoming the tribal advisor. At the time of his appointment, he still had faculty 
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responsibilities in addition to the tribal advisor role. He has a terminal degree and has taught at 

two other institutions, before coming to the region. 

Soon after Spilye’s appointment, he advocated for the position to be a full-time tribal 

advisor role and he was successful. It is rare for an institution to take such action. His 

predecessor struggled to split time between his faculty and tribal advisor roles. Spilye’s 

responsibilities expanded to include oversight of the Indigenous student center and expanded to 

campus-wide Indigenous initiatives. His office is in the center, and he has full-time support staff. 

Spilye serves on the president’s executive team and on the budget and strategic planning 

committee. He is also involved with the Indigenous advisory group, which has helped with 

Indigenous student recruitment. 

Terrence 

 Terrence is the tribal advisor for Sage State University (SSU). He earned his degrees 

from SSU and has a business background. Terrence is a member of tribes in the region. The 

tribal advisor role is his primary job. He has no dual role, unlike most other tribal advisors, and 

focuses specifically on enhancing relationships with Indigenous communities on behalf of SSU. 

Terrence reports to the chief of staff for SSU, who works closely with the president. Terrence is 

part of a five-member leadership team that leads Indigenous initiatives across campus. He also 

oversees the Indigenous student center. Terrence’s office is in a building that houses other 

Indigenous programs but separate from administration and senior leadership. 

The Collective 

In summary, the tribal advisor's role lacks institutionalization and support within the 

institution’s structure in which tribal advisors find themselves situated. This was the case for 

most participants in this study. The pattern of the position being a dual role with the tribal 
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advisor title being seconded to a primary, or more distinct, role tells of the institution's lack of 

recognizing the significance of the role and regard for Indigenous communities. It is assumed 

that having the two job titles does create challenges where one role can suffer at the expense of 

the other. The role that suffers seems to be the one less valued by or less important to the 

institution. The tribal advisor title and responsibilities is an add-on to what most advisors already 

do (original job scope) with little to no consideration by the administration of the significance 

and depth of the work the advisor must undertake. Reporting structures are different with nine of 

the thirteen advisors reporting to the president or provost and four reporting to vice presidents or 

deans and department heads. This creates inconsistencies in communication to the president. 

Almost all the advisors have limited or no staffing and no budgets solely for the tribal advisor 

work. These conditions invoke virtual adoption. The tribal advisor positions are merely 

symbolic, with little effort to institutionalize them as full-time, high-level positions and to 

provide resources like staff and funding. Although not as important as resource support, the 

location of the advisor’s office is important too. Going back to the notion of the role and 

responsibilities being an add-on, the role never gets the visibility or distinction of being high-

level. There rarely is a mention of the role being associated with senior administration, or the 

president’s office, on institution websites. The office locations are rarely near or in the same 

building as the president’s office. Few advisors serve on governance committees like the 

president’s cabinet, provost council, and budget and finance. Serving on these committees can 

change the narrative about Indigenous peoples and support visibility of the role and 

representation. 
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Expectations of the Role 

Tribal Advisors 

The tribal advisors expressed different expectations of the role. Most of the tribal 

advisors took on these positions as appointments. Only two of the tribal advisors assumed the 

role through a national search. Some tribal advisors were apprehensive about accepting the job 

because of expectations about having a terminal degree or being from a tribe in the region. I had 

a conversation with a president of an institution when he was considering creating a tribal 

advisor position. He said, "This person has to have a Ph.D. so they can work with the academic 

deans and colleges.” Holly said she pursued her Ph.D. to be able to sit at certain tables and 

commented, “I was trying to understand what more tools I can get to better fix this campus.” 

A couple of tribal advisors encountered concerns about not being from the region and thus not 

being able to relate to or be accepted by the regional tribes. However, they managed to work 

through these tensions so that it didn’t affect their ability to do their job, and the tribes in the 

region were accepting of them. 

Indigenous Communities 

 Tribal advisors shared expectations that tribal leaders and the Indigenous communities 

had about the tribal advisor role since they do work with the Indigenous communities. 

Indigenous leaders and community members hold tribal advisors to high standards. Tribal 

advisors have a unique and difficult job of liaising between the sovereign nations and the 

institution. It is like being a global ambassador or international diplomat between two different 

countries, each with different laws and governments. 

 One expectation of the tribal advisor by Indigenous leaders and communities is to ensure 

that the institution is providing the essential support and resources to their students and that their 
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students matter. There is an expectation that the tribal advisor helps their students navigate the 

college experience. For many students, it's their first time away from home and they experience 

homesickness, financial hardships, and a disconnect from their culture.1  Indigenous communities 

want their students to be supported by the institution, to graduate, and to return home so they can 

contribute to the workforce of their Indigenous community. Terrence shares what he’s 

experienced with Indigenous community members, "I don't think higher education institutions 

really understand, and it's that hand off (puts his hand out), 'Here's my child, I'm entrusting them 

(child) to you to take care of', especially when they are from your community, it's personal." 

Indigenous communities place importance on relationships, on preserving kinships, a cultural 

trait that is embedded within Indigenous people. You are also told by elders that you have 

relatives wherever you go and that you always greet them, show respect, and care for them. This 

is what Terrence is referring to as personal. Institutions are not seen as safe havens for 

Indigenous students, given the history of colonization. Families entrust their child to you because 

of values of cultural kinships, and the notion that we are all related. It is not in your job 

description, but it is an expectation by Indigenous communities and families. It is assumed that 

the tribal advisor works with the institution's leadership to create a campus that values and 

supports all Indigenous students.  

 A second expectation is that the tribal advisor is the sole point of contact that the 

Indigenous communities can go to and work with. It can be daunting and frustrating to find the 

right person(s) to address concerns that leaders have. Out of frustration and getting the run 

around, some leaders and parents will go directly to the president. The tribal advisor is a familiar 

name and face and is a valued resource to the Indigenous families and leaders. Indigenous people 

express a comfort talking to the tribal advisor because the tribal advisor can relate to them and is 
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considered patient and considerate, like a relative. Ken mentions this when talking about his 

work with the tribes and his role as perceived by Indigenous people, "For tribal people, knowing 

somebody that is on campus that knows them, is respectful, respectful of them, and makes them 

feel at home when they come to campus, makes them feel welcomed. Somebody that knows 

them and their families.” The tribal advisors enhance the relationships between Indigenous 

communities and the institution, which is evident by Ken's comment.  

 A third expectation of the tribal advisors is that they must frequently engage with and be 

visible in the Indigenous communities. The Indigenous community members express frustration 

that institution leaders do not get out to their communities enough, and that there’s an 

expectation for the Indigenous communities come to them. The tribal advisors are expected to 

make frequent visits to the Indigenous communities, whether for business or even for social, 

cultural, or celebratory events. Being in and engaging with the Indigenous community is an 

expression of respect, whether you’re from the community or not. One does not need an 

invitation to visit. It is meaningful when the president and his senior leadership team also make it 

a point to visit. Tribes want the institution’s leaders to know they are still here and that they are 

important to the institution. 

 Lastly,  there is an expectation that the tribal advisor has immediate and direct access to 

the president. This is important to the Indigenous communities because they expect the 

institution to deal with them as sovereign nations and honor a government-to-government 

relationship. It would be the same as if the president of the U.S. came knocking on the 

institution’s door. As one tribal advisor points out, tribal leaders are heads of state, and they 

should be treated accordingly. For instance, tribal leaders should receive the same, or an elevated 

level, of VIP treatment by the institution as the leader of China. 
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 The Historically White Institutions 

 The tribal advisors shared what they felt the expectations were by their institutional 

colleagues and the institutions where they work. A central expectation is that the tribal advisor is 

the expert on all Indigenous issues. There is also an expectation the tribal advisor handle and 

manage everything with and about Indigenous communities. For example, Holly says,  

…you become kind of become one of the people who get called for all the Indigenous 

needed things…like a (song), or like a perspective. I reviewed all the new outreach 

material that admissions is doing for their books to make sure it's appropriately 

representing this place. You know, all those teeny tiny things that you fill in different 

ways.  

In a sense, the tribal advisor advises the entire institution. This can be taxing mentally and 

emotionally. There is an expectation that tribal advisors know everything about all Indigenous 

peoples in the U.S. There are 574 federally recognized tribes and 63 state recognized tribes, each 

with their own distinct government, language, culture, and traditions. That expectation reveals a 

fundamental failure to appreciate or even understand at a basic level the complexity of and 

variations among Indigenous peoples and their sovereign nations. There is no understanding that 

every single Indigenous community is unique. Many non-Indigenous people see us as all being 

one and the same. 

I took part in an interview forum where non-Indigenous campus leaders had an 

opportunity to ask questions of a candidate vying for a tribal advisor position. The questions they 

asked is telling of the many expectations placed on this one role. The questions were: 

1. Have you done fundraising for student scholarships? How do all your experiences 

help to support Indigenous students? 
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2. This is a new position. How will this position create opportunities for the institution? 

3. A core responsibility of this position is advising the president and leadership team. 

What is your experience in approaching difficult conversations and advocacy? 

4. A vast majority (of the campus) doesn't know about sovereignty. How can we create a 

different perspective amongst the research community? 

5. How can we move forward when we've hurt the community (in reference to a recent 

microaggression)? 

 A common theme that surfaced in my interview of the tribal advisors is the that the 

institution itself didn’t know the role even existed or didn’t know what the person in the role did. 

In some cases, this leads to the position having no leverage and insufficient resources. Some 

tribal advisors felt that they had to justify the value and importance of their role to secure the 

resources they needed. Terrence shared that he felt there was support for his role from the 

president but not at a broader institutional level. He says, “There was a time when we got great 

cooperation and support, and there’s others that aren’t necessarily resistant, but really, they just 

don’t understand why it’s (the role and work) important.” Luis expresses a similar concern, “Part 

of my job is to help the senior leaders understand why it’s important, which is why I spend so 

much time meeting with them, is to help them understand what I do.” 

There are expectations and assumptions about the tribal advisor role solving complex 

issues and fixing problems or “saving” the institution. It would be a lot of work for one person to 

fundraise; help Indigenous students navigate college; help the institution gain access to 

Indigenous communities to advance research; educate the campus on sovereignty; and help the 

Indigenous community heal from microaggressions and racism. The questions alone reveal a lot 
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about the institution's expectations. They are suggestive of institutional leaders leaving problems 

to be solved by the tribal advisor, thus absolving institutional leaders from any responsibility. 

Social Constructs of Indigenous People and Communities 

Indigenous people and communities are often misunderstood and misrepresented, 

including in their local context and even at the most basic level. The institution and its non-

Indigenous members generally evidence little to no understanding about Indigenous people or 

the communities they come from. In this section, I respond to my first research question, how do 

institutions and their members socially construct and characterize Indigenous communities and 

their being sovereign nations? I share three themes on social construction and its characteristics: 

(1) lack of a basic understanding of tribal sovereignty; (2) mis-categorizing Indigenous people as 

a (ethnic) minority group; and (3) misconceptions that Indigenous people and communities are 

“cash cows” because of casino gaming. 

Social construction is a part of my analysis when determining how institutions and its 

members perceive, view, and/or construct Indigenous peoples and their communities. 

Sociologists Berger and Luckmann (1966) state that social construction is how our society and 

our interpretation of it are created through human interaction. Any action that is repeated 

frequently becomes a pattern which gets reinforced until it becomes a taken-for-granted set of 

collective assumptions and common understandings. Society has viewed, and still does view, 

Indigenous people in stereotypic ways. These stereotype patterns show up in media and sporting 

events. The Walt Disney version of Pocahontas depicts the “Indian Princess” who befriends a 

White European explorer. Sports teams still have Native mascots, like the Atlanta Braves 

baseball team, and fans who will dress “Indian” and perform the tomahawk chop during the 



 

 

86 

games. There is even an assumption that present day Indigenous people live in teepees and hunt 

for their food. 

Tribal Sovereignty 

 Indigenous communities in the U.S. are sovereign entities and have a unique political 

relationship with the federal government, referred to as tribal sovereignty. Many Indigenous 

communities today self-govern, meaning that they have the right to operate government services 

on their Indigenous lands such as health care, education, law enforcement, and environmental 

protection, to name a few.  

Tribal nations have remained as political powers from the colonial period until today—

engaging in commerce, trade, cultural exchange, and inspiring the principles of freedom 

and democracy enshrined in the U.S. Constitution. As the United States formed a union, 

the founders acknowledged the sovereignty of (Tribal) nations, alongside states, foreign 

nations, and the federal government in the U.S. Constitution. Tribal nations are part of the 

unique American family of governments, nations within a nation, as well as sovereign 

(Tribal) nations in the global community of nations (NCAI, 2020). 

Tribal sovereignty and tribal governments are not concepts taught in schools, nor are they 

mentioned in American history textbooks. It is no wonder that the institution and its members 

know little about Indigenous people and communities. 

The lack of knowledge about sovereignty and Indigenous communities is concerning. In 

the early 1980’s, there was an emergence of American Indian Studies (AIS) programs at 

institutions that offer courses like Federal Indian Law & Policy, American Indian Education, 

Native Economic Development, and Traditional Ecological Knowledge, to name a few. The 

institutions represented in my study either offer AIS courses or have an AIS degree program. 
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Unfortunately, and despite the evolution and growth of AIS programs, there is still a 

considerable lack of awareness and understanding about Indigenous communities by non-

Indigenous people. 

Of the tribal advisors I interviewed, 12 of the 13 specifically mentioned the importance of 

institutions understanding tribal sovereignty and Indigenous communities in the United States. 

Connie, who worked at an institution in the southwest, said, "One has to also be mindful of the 

institution's status as a land grant, what does that mean with respects to serving the Indigenous 

people. There is also a significant amount of land in [state] that are trust land, or Indigenous 

lands…so you can't talk about water, climate, economic development, etc., without considering 

the tribes." And yet this lack of consideration is precisely what is done by institutions and the 

people in them. Kasey, another tribal advisor, critiqued the administration and leadership as "not 

being able to speak to the virtues and value of sovereignty and why it's critical." She went on to 

say, "It is rare to have a president who comes into an institution and has knowledge of tribes and 

tribal communities…so that leader needs to have someone who can guide them and educate them 

about tribal matters.” Ken was asked by non-Indigenous colleagues about the "special" status of 

tribes. He says, "They (administration) have an idea of what an Indian should be, but they sure 

don't like (Indigenous) people advocating for tribes or for tribal people, and for students." He 

went on to say that he’d get comments from colleagues like, "You're special? Why do you think 

you're special?" He then responds, “We’re not special but we do have certain rights and if you 

want to work with us, you need to understand what those are. What our rights in education are 

and where they come from." Ken said that his colleagues unfavorably received his responses. 

Nathan expressed frustration at having to constantly re-educate new senior leaders and staff and 

the time it takes away from doing your job. 
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Any issue that deals with Indian people, is multifaceted. It’s complex. In trying to talk 

with people about developing strategic partnerships with all of the different tribes, they 

don’t quite understand how things work on the reservation. I felt like I was always trying 

to re-educate people. Whoever is in that higher position, they take away from the 

important work. Because of where the institution is situated, we have an obligation to 

help tribes with their issues. 

Institutions need to be mindful of whose lands they occupy and see it as their obligation to serve 

the tribes. There will always be a need for the senior leadership and the campus as a whole to be 

educated. 

Mis-Categorizing Indigenous People 

 Indigenous people get referred to as a minority and get grouped alongside other ethnic 

minorities. This diminishes Indigenous self-identities and their membership with sovereign 

nations. Indigenous communities determine who their members are, not the federal government. 

As stated before, tribes are sovereign entities that self-govern, are self-determined, and have 

statutory rights embedded in treaties that the U.S. government is legally bound to and must honor 

and uphold. Duane Champagne, law professor, states, 

I would not say that Indigenous identity is shaped by ethnicity, rather Indigenous identity 

was and continues to be shaped by specific tribal cultures and traditions. American 

Indians do not form an ethnic group, they are composed of thousands of independent 

nations, communities, and cultures that have very different and specific identities. Indian 

country is more like the multitude of nations that form the United Nations than a shared 

ethnicity. The concept of ethnicity oversimplifies American Indian identities and 
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homogenizes the cultural, political, [sic] and diversity of American Indian identities. 

(2014) 

 Within institutions, “ethnic minorities” or “minorities” is used when referring to 

populations, or students, from certain racial or ethnic backgrounds. My study participants convey 

that this can be problematic and reflects a lack of understanding of the importance of tribal 

sovereignty. The primary tenet of TribalCrit is the notion that colonization is endemic to society, 

and Brayboy points out that Indigenous identities have become regulated by governments to 

meet their interests rather than those of the people who take up these identities (Brayboy, 2006). 

Brayboy goes on to cite Linda T. Smith, noted Maori scholar, who writes “legislated identities 

which regulated who was an Indian and who was not…who had the correct fraction of blood 

quantum, and who lived in the regulated spaces of reserves and communities, were all worked 

out arbitrarily (but systematically), to serve the interests of the colonizing society (Smith, 1999). 

Colonization continues to be at play within historically White institutions and tribal advisors are 

constantly challenging these social constructs that diminish who we are as Indigenous people. 

Tribal advisors advocate for Indigenous peoples’ separateness from multicultural groupings and 

departments because it reinforces homogenization of Indigenous identities. They spoke about 

institution leaders’ lack of awareness of the diversity of Indigenous peoples and about the 

diversity of lived experiences within each Tribal nation. 

Wilma expressed concern about how Indigenous student support services tend to get 

grouped under the multicultural umbrella. She advocated for the Indigenous student center to 

come under the Indigenous programs office, separate from the Multicultural Student Services 

(MSS) department. This was important to Wilma, and she states, “the MSS staff didn’t have a 

practical understanding of sovereignty nor that the (Indigenous) students are members of 
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sovereign nations”. Her goal was to build a robust Indigenous program, so she can tell tribes to 

send their children to the institution where they would get good support. Ivy had a similar 

experience as an administrator with multiple roles and responsibilities as the tribal advisor and as 

the diversity leader on campus. 

Historically, the Indigenous population was placed directly underneath the diversity 

umbrella, and so therefore it seemed like there really was no attempts by administration 

to make that distinction of who American Indian people are, who Indigenous people are. 

And so, one of the first things I did to make that distinction clear…my office was the 

office of diversity, equity, and inclusion, so right there in front and center, I had an 

acknowledgement of ancestral territory, you know, before this placed was called JSU, it 

was home to the [Tribe]. 

Ken expressed concern with how he was supposed to do his job as a tribal advisor after being 

placed under a new department of equity and inclusion. He saw his responsibilities shift to the 

detriment of Indigenous students and communities, “I spent half time, or less, working on 

Indigenous programs. My job was to work with tribes developing tribal programs at the 

University of Cedar Bark and working with Indigenous students and on recruitment and 

retention.” Unfortunately for Ken, he didn’t foresee a reorganization coming. It was 

disheartening for him to see less of his work focused on advancing Indigenous initiatives and 

more on a broader goal of equity and inclusion. 

Kasey expressed concern that the institution leadership did not seem to value the 

Indigenous communities, nor did they understand the political status of these communities as 

sovereigns. As an administrator who had a dual role of being a tribal advisor and leading 

Indigenous student support services, she expressed frustration at the institution for lumping 
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Indigenous students into a “pile” with other ethnic minority students. She went on to say that 

knowledge about Indigenous communities rarely exists in equity & inclusion units, even while 

they claim to serve Indigenous students. Thus, Indigenous students continue to be 

misunderstood, marginalized, and underserved, even by the offices explicitly tasked with 

supporting and promoting inclusion. In frustration, Kasey shares, 

When institutions pat themselves on the back for doing diversity, it’s different for 

Indigenous people. Often times, Indigenous people get lumped into the communities of 

color pile without consideration for their political status and sovereignty. It continues to 

be a problem after all these years even when you consider that geography of the state and 

where there are (number) Indigenous nations. 

Another argument is that this type of “aggregation” (Ford & Patterson, 2019) only serves the 

interests of the institution to appear more “diverse” than it is, but fundamentally, it fails to do 

justice to the lives and realities of the different marginalized communities, particularly to 

Indigenous peoples. 

Neena, who also had a dual role on campus of being a tribal advisor and a diversity 

administrator, referred to Brayboy’s TribalCrit theory and how she uses the tenet on “liminal 

space” to educate the non-Indigenous campus community about Indigenous people. 

The first thing I tell them is the liminal space, that Brayboy points out, that you've got 

Indigenous students who are being categorized as your ethnic protected class. But then, 

there's that other space that they have as representatives from your sovereign nations. 

You’ve got to pay attention to that because whatever you do with those students is going 

to impact that relationship with those Indigenous communities, and vice versa. If you're 
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doing good by those nations, then you're going to see good things happen for your 

Indigenous students. 

Indigenous students are not just another ethnic minority group. They are members of sovereign 

nations, and the institution’s treatment of them rebounds to the treatment of the Indigenous 

communities themselves. 

It is important for institutions to understand the diversity among Indigenous people. 

Terrence speaks to this, “Engaging with one tribe isn’t the same as engaging with another tribe, 

and we sometimes have this tendency to be perceived as, you know, monolithic, where we are all 

the same.” He emphasized that institutions need to have sensitivity and respect for each tribe 

because they have separate tribal councils and constitutions that designate them as their own 

governments and as separate Indigenous communities. 

Conner had a different but important perspective about his diversity and equity office. He 

says, “The biggest institutional barrier we have right now is that diversity and equity does not 

necessarily include Indigenous people anymore.” He attributes this to the challenges the diversity 

and equity leader has had since taking on the position. He goes on to say, “I think their 

impression is that now that Conner is in his position, they don’t have to worry about Indigenous 

people anymore, yet at the same time, they’re saying diversity is my area, my field, stay out of it. 

They’ve told me they don’t need my help.” Conner’s experience is cosmetic diversity applied by 

a diversity and equity unit. The institution likes to publicize diversity representation but in 

Conner’s case, has excluded any intentional collaboration with or services to Indigenous people 

on campus. 

 A consistent challenge at historically White institutions is not having reports that 

disaggregate data to show how many Indigenous students are enrolled, persisting, and 
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graduating. The same can be said for Indigenous faculty. The institution will acknowledge that 

its diversity representation has increased and/or the diversity graduation rate is at an all-time high 

but when you disaggregate the numbers, the numbers for Indigenous students and faculty rarely 

reflect an increase. There is also the problem of how institutions report their data. For example, 

at the University of Arizona, we refer to three different race/ethnicity reporting categories: 

• Inclusive Race/Ethnicity (New category): Students will be counted in every race/ethnicity 

group in which they have self-identified in the internal data system. 

• IPEDS1 Race/Ethnicity: Based on current federal reporting guidelines, students end up 

grouped into a single category, which prioritizes ‘Hispanic and Latinx’ over all other 

race/ethnicity categories. 

• Legacy IPEDS Race/Ethnicity: Based on legacy (pre-2010) federal reporting standards 

that have persisted for internal reporting needs, students end up grouped into a single 

category, which prioritizes ‘American Indian or Alaska Native’ over all other 

race/ethnicity categories. (R. Chadha, personal communication, August 10, 2020) 

TABLE 1 
 
UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
AMERICAN INDIAN/ALASKA NATIVE ENROLLMENT – SPRING 2020 
 American Indian/Alaska Native - Spring 2020 
 IPEDS Inclusive Legacy 
UNDERGRADUATES 384 1046 990 
GRADUATES 195 403 331 
TOTAL 579 1449 1321 
SOURCE: UNIVERSITY ANALYTICS AND INSTITUTIONAL RESOURCE (UAIR), 
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA; HTTPS://UAIR.ARIZONA.EDU/  

 

 
1 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) is a system of interrelated surveys conducted annually 
by the National Center of Education Statistics, a part of the Institute for Education Sciences within the U.S. 
Department of Education 
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For each category, the total numbers differ. The IPEDS count is mandatory reporting because the 

institution receives federal funding and must report this number to the federal government. 

However, it undercounts Indigenous students because the number reflects "American Indian 

only". Multiracial students automatically default to either the Hispanic or the “Two or More 

Races” categories. It is frustrating there is not consistent and reliable data to inform policy and 

practices at institutions. According to Ford & Patterson (2019), this form of undercounting is a 

form of cosmetic diversity, a practice of revising and reframing representation of race categories. 

Also, the practice of aggregation is at play and has been well-documented in the way that 

institutions report American Indian students, essentially erasing them by subsuming them into 

larger categories, or reporting them only as an asterisk and a footnote (Shotton et al., 2013). 

According to TribalCrit, self-identification gives Indigenous people the ability and legitimacy to 

define themselves and what it means to be Indian (Brayboy, 2003). Furthermore, Brayboy (2003) 

says that colleges and institutions need to keep better records of who identifies as American 

Indian, rather than placing the figures under the dreaded catchall “Other” category. 

 Chris mentions the coding of multiethnic students is a barrier in his work. Indigenous 

students self-identify their ethnicity and provide tribal enrollment verification to verify their 

legal/official membership with a tribe. There also are Indigenous students who are more than one 

race/ethnicity. This second group of students will be counted in the Hispanic or the two or more 

races with IPEDS reporting, even if they have tribal enrollment verification. In frustration, Chris 

talks about the institution's misrepresentation of Indigenous students, “…the Vice President for 

Enrollment is not listening to me…people have no idea how tribal verification works, that tribes 

even exist, and that we also have extra governmental rights…I’m sick and tired of this 

misrepresentation of us…” I argue that the IPEDS federal reporting system negates tribal 
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sovereignty, and it’s another form of erasure of Indigenous people. Students who are enrolled 

members of their Indigenous communities, regardless of their affiliation in other racial groups, 

should be counted as Indigenous, Native American, or American Indian/Alaska Native. Chris 

said the institution is aware of this undercount as being problematic and yet, is not doing 

anything to fix it. Again, the Indigenous communities determine who their members are, not 

institutions or the federal government. 

“Cash Cows” 

A broad assumption about Indigenous peoples and communities is that they are wealthy 

from casino operations that are situated on their tribal lands. Indian casino gaming can be a top 

economic driver for a state. Casino gaming tribes contribute revenue funds back to the state, a 

requirement in the gaming compacts. For instance, in Arizona, Proposition 202 states that 12% 

of casino revenue goes back to the state every year, referred to as the Gaming Revenue Funds 

Sharing Program. The tribes can determine where these funds get distributed, like for education, 

health, emergency services, and so on. A report by the Arizona Indian Gaming Association 

(AIGA) states that 56% of gaming revenue goes to the Instructional Improvement Fund 

administered by the Department of Education, and every school district is the recipient of these 

funds (Taylor, 2015). According to the Arizona Indian Gaming Association,  

Arizona tribes have contributed $486.8 million since FY2004, giving $43.1 million in 

FY2014 to the Instructional Improvement Fund. The fund helps reduce class sizes, 

improve teacher compensation, and support early reader and dropout prevention 

programs. The funds are distributed to all state, public, and charter schools and can be a 

substantial and continuing source of funds for schools (p. 8). 
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Through a competitive process, historically White institutions can apply for the 12% Prop 202 

funding to support higher education initiatives. So can other public service entities, like fire 

stations, trauma health care programs, and tourism, to name a few. Casino revenues are funds 

that not only benefit Indigenous communities but also all citizens within the casino operations' 

home state.  

 Several tribal advisors commented that their institution seemed only to take an interest in 

tribes when raising money. Chris has been approached by campus colleagues who had interest in 

asking Indigenous communities for funding. In his region, tribal gaming is in the top five as a 

successful business and employer. He states, "So now they (tribes) have purchasing power, they 

have staying power. Once there's money, everybody wants to be your friend. I've been pushing 

back, we're not ATMs." Another advisor, Ken, also states,  

The institution wanted to work with tribes in order to get at their money, casino money. 

‘Can the casino provide us money for this?’ and not what can we do to work with the 

tribes or what can we do to help the tribes or how can we work with them. It was always 

about the money. The alumni association was like that. They wanted money. I ask, ‘What 

have you ever done for the tribes?’"  

Neena also shared an experience she had in a meeting between the Indigenous communities and 

the president. A new certificate program was introduced that would benefit the tribe. In the 

meeting, there was a comment by a tribal leader, "Well, this is where the rubber meets the road. I 

suppose you guys are going to ask us for money now in order the get the certificate." Neena was 

very disturbed by this and respectfully asked to respond to the tribal leader on behalf of the 

president. She was always adamant that she would not ever ask tribes for money:  
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I will never ask you for money. I will never ask anybody at this table for money because 

that's not my role. I've told the president that the institution needs to put up or shut up. So, 

don't be thinking that I'm asking you for money for any of this. This is about good 

relations. 

 Neena, Chris, and Ken had become weary and frustrated by the fact that too often the 

institutions expect the Indigenous communities to contribute funding because they're assumed to 

be "cash cows". Some casino tribes have gifted institutions with funds over $1 million for 

construction of a new Indigenous student center, for recruitment and retention programs, for 

emergency funding for students, and towards scholarship endowments. The question is, what is 

the return on that investment? Are the institutions committed to maintaining "good relations" 

with the Indigenous communities, only for the sole purpose of receiving casino funding in the 

future? Wilma also expressed,  

…you know, since casinos got in place…people are coming around wanting to go to the 

casinos for money and... (with hesitation), I wasn't real cooperative (nervous laugh)…I 

was like, “You know what? Just 'cause they're making some money now; this is not time 

to rush out and get interested (in tribes).” 

Tribal advisors should coordinate outreach to the Indigenous communities on behalf of 

senior leadership, especially when it comes to the institution asking the tribes for (gaming) funds. 

The Indigenous communities generally prefer that the institution centralize all requests to avoid 

duplication of requests and unnecessary competition. Connie shares her experience,  

…tribes didn't like the fact that all the different components of the institution were going 

to them, especially for money at that time with the casinos. They wanted some 
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coordination, somebody they could call and help them make connections within the 

institution. 

Cases of Virtual Adoption and Cosmetic Diversity of the Tribal Advisor Role 

 This section addresses research question two: how and in what ways the social 

construction and organizational position of tribal advisors is suggestive of their offices being 

virtual adoption and cosmetic diversity cases. Virtual adoption means that offices and structures 

are adopted to superficially signal to the public that the institution, and its senior leaders, align 

with external norms of inclusion and diversity. Cosmetic diversity is the practice of enhancing 

the appearance of diversity on campus on the surface in ways that diversity statistics are 

presented (Ford & Patterson, 2019). That concept of cosmetic diversity can be applied to the 

tribal advisor role and their offices because their work is on the surface, to be pointed to as an 

indication of the institution’s commitment to diversity, but it is cosmetic, and hasn’t led to 

significant changes on their campus. Three themes evolved from the interviews, campus visits, 

and review of websites and documents that are cases of virtual adoption and cosmetic diversity: 

(1) lack of authority, (2) lack of resources, and (3) deficient learning curve (on the part of the 

institution). 

Lack of Authority 

The first theme that evolved from the interviews was that tribal advisors felt they lacked 

authority to make key decisions or make significant changes on their campuses. The tribal 

advisor role, by their mere title (primary or secondary) or direct (indirect) association with the 

president or provost, is presumed to be important and to possess a considerable degree of power 

and authority within the institution. However, most of the tribal advisors I interviewed spoke 

about not even having the authority to make decisions or to get information, like student data, 
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upon request. Some expressed having to demonstrate a level of neutrality on controversial 

Indigenous issues. In some instances, there is also a question of how transparent you can be with 

community stakeholders, especially when it involves Indigenous communities or interests.  

When I asked Wilma how critical the tribal advisor position is, she commented that it's 

their job to carry things forward when the president or provost meets with the tribal leaders. 

However, she says, "I couldn't carry things forward without the backing of the provost and the 

president…" when the provost asked her to do follow-up. Wilma said she needed the provost to 

communicate to institution leaders the importance of the work, "…there are times when the 

provost, you know, definitely needs to step in and meet with deans or you know, help see that 

you have to have someone pick it up and move it." Wilma wanted support from her provost to do 

the follow-up on the tribal requests but more importantly, she wanted the provost to give her 

entry to the deans to help her do the follow-up. 

Ivy expressed that part of what made her job difficult was not getting data on Indigenous 

students. One would assume that, as a senior leader, Ivy would have the rights and privileges to 

information about Indigenous students without question, and what the tribal advisor does with 

that information is no one else’s business. She says, 

There was a lot of, I think, gatekeeping with respect to not allowing me access to that 

(student) information. I thought having this title, doors would just kind of fly open 

(chuckles with disbelief), and I’d be granted, you know, access. There was a lot of ‘Why 

do you want this information?’ and ‘Who are you again?’ and ‘Oh, so you work for the 

president, okay. What are you gonna do with this information?’ If I couldn’t have a 

leadership-to-leadership relationship with a particular office on our campus, then I’d have 

to find a back door. 
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Terrance shared experiences he’s had with navigating the politics and tensions on campus 

when working with institution leaders. He said,  

So the institution has to sometimes stay neutral on controversial issues, yet cultivate 

discourse, but also kind of help understand that when these tensions arise, that you know, 

it's important to understand that, you know, there's only so many things that you can do in 

these roles.  

I asked Terrance if he could share an example of when this happened. He spoke to a time when 

an Indigenous professor wanted to take a stand on eliminating Indian mascots and present a 

resolution to a statewide Indigenous advocacy organization that does policy work on behalf of 

tribes. Apparently, the institutional leadership didn’t want to jeopardize their relationship with 

the organization by having one of their Indigenous faculty take a position on an issue that had 

national visibility. The resolution got pulled back by the tribal advisor on behalf of the institution 

because the institution wanted to maintain neutrality on the issue. This example points to the 

advisor's lack of authority to support one of their own Indigenous scholars and calls into question 

academic freedom. It also demonstrates how institutional "neutrality" on a controversial issue 

puts the advisor in a compromising position, or in-betweenness of the institution and the 

Indigenous peoples and communities with which they work. I assume tribal advisors must bite 

their tongue and be outwardly neutral, which means standing by the institution, versus 

advocating for the Indigenous community. 

 Often tribal advisors must navigate unknown terrain when it comes to who you can talk 

to or what you can talk about. It’s like there are rules of engagement that the institution never 

tells you about. Ken had an unfortunate experience at a fundraising event that he was invited to 

by his president. He says,  
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I struck up a conversation with one of the donors. She was ready to fund our [project 

name], and boy, they (Foundation staff) jumped right in, and they really got angry with 

me and said, 'You can't talk to them.’ They just want to tell me what to do and how to do 

it. I don't think it's too much different in a lot of different places (laughing).  

Ken was cut off from doing what he thought was right and speaking for Indigenous peoples’ 

interests and their needs, which was contradictory to the institution's fundraising protocols. This 

is another example of the tribal advisor role and office being about external legitimacy rather 

than effecting internal change, such as securing funding for an Indigenous program.  

Luis also spoke to a concern about institution leaders’ lack of awareness about his work 

and his own lack of influence. He says, “I think sometimes people don’t understand what I do. I 

think there are some barriers around how much power I actually have to influence things.” 

Again, his role can be perceived as not effecting change in service to Indigenous people but only 

existing to legitimize and service the institution. 

Other factors come into play when not knowing if the tribal advisor has the support of 

senior leadership (president and/or provost). These factors include: (1) blurred reporting lines, 

(2) communication with senior leadership (president and/or provost), and (3) office location, in 

proximity to the president and/or provost. A question to ponder, is the tribal advisor a role that 

tends to be more ceremonial to legitimize the existing order?  

Blurred Reporting Lines 

Organizational placement of the tribal advisor role and who they report to can signal the 

institution’s commitment to and value for the role. What I learned about the different reporting 

lines of the tribal advisors is that it is blurred, and the public tends to have a false notion that the 

tribal advisor reports directly to the president or provost and has ongoing, direct, and frequent 
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communication with them. This is problematic, especially if tribal leaders want immediate 

attention and action on matters of importance, yet the tribal advisor doesn’t have access to the 

president and/or provost. Table 2 shows who the thirteen tribal advisors report to. Although 

many have indicated they have access to or a direct communication line to either the president or 

provost, who is in a position of authority to oversee their role, the access and communication can 

be more superficial. 

Table 2: Who does the tribal advisor report to? 

President Provost Other* 

X X X X  

X X X X  

X X X X X 

* Vice president; dean/department chair; diversity/multicultural director 

 

Luis, who has a reporting line to the president at his institution, says, “I meet with the 

President once a month, and I meet with the President’s Chief of Staff every week, who is really 

kind of the person who does his (president) stuff.” 

Access to the president can be varied due to changes in administration or a re-

organization. For instance, Ken experienced a significant organizational change while he was the 

tribal advisor. He was hired to do tribal relations work, but soon after his hire, he was reassigned 

to the Office of Equity & Inclusion, where he reported to the vice president for Equity & 

Inclusion, and no longer reported to the provost. Ken assumed a ceremonial role that legitimized 

the institution externally but made him feel invisible. The tribal advisor can get aggregated into a 

virtual role that is portrayed differently on the outside than it is treated on the inside. 

The Indigenous community and leaders stand firm on the importance of the tribal advisor 

reporting directly to the president or provost. Tribes have advocated for these positions to be at 
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the highest echelons of the institution. Such placement symbolizes the institution’s recognition 

and respect for sovereignty (government-to-government), and keeps Indigenous concerns front 

and center. Chris, whose role started in the Minority Affairs office, then moved to 

Intergovernmental Affairs, and eventually, to the president’s office, talked about this. This 

transition occurred over 18 years. Chris said one of his most significant accomplishments was 

the creation and existence of the tribal advisor role and the position being in the president’s 

office. He acknowledged that all the people who came before him advocated for the role to be 

elevated and visible. Wilma shared that her new provost said in their first meeting, “There’s so 

many people reporting to me. I’m going to change things and you’re going to report to a vice 

provost.” Wilma responded, “It sounds like a bold move but that’s what I am here for…I need to 

be here (in the president’s office) to represent Indigenous people. This position is created out of 

that Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), and if you change where I report, you will not be 

honoring that MOU with the tribes.” Wilma said that the new provost decided not to make the 

reporting change. She went on the say, “Sometimes I surprise myself, but I wouldn’t be doing 

my job if I didn’t (say something).” It can be difficult to speak up and to remind the leadership of 

their obligation to Indigenous communities, and it is helpful when you have a binding agreement 

to back you up. 

Communication with Senior Leaders 

Frequent communication between the tribal advisor and president is important. I asked 

the tribal advisors how frequently they met with the person they report to and what was the most 

effective mode of communication. The frequency of communication varied and was generally 

limited. In some cases, the advisors interacted mostly with the chief of staff.  
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Out of the 13 tribal advisors I interviewed, the frequency of communication with the 

president or provost ranged from less than desired to average to optimal. The communication 

was generally in the form of one-on-one meetings, phone calls, or text messages. 

 

 

Figure 9: Frequency of communication between tribal advisor and president or provost. 

 

Most of the tribal advisors were satisfied with the frequency of engagement and communication 

with the president or provost. Many of the interactions were scheduled, whether they happened 

once a week or once a month. A majority felt they were able to gain access to the president if 

there was any important business to bring to their attention. 

Several advisors had indirect communication with senior leaders by serving on different 

committees such as the president's cabinet, provost council, budget & finance committee, 

diversity council, and the Indigenous advisory council. They appreciated the opportunity to be an 

Indigenous representative to bring forth concerns and recommendations and provide any 

additional advice to senior leaders. Another opportunity for interaction between the tribal 

advisors and the president or provost was when the tribal advisor took the president out to the 

Indigenous communities to meet with Indigenous leaders. 

Wilma shared that an impediment to her job was not having regular meetings with the 

interim president. She had met with the previous president every four to six weeks. The interim 

president met with her only two times a year and told her, “I want you to just meet with the 

provost.” Wilma commented that she should be given more access to the president. She also said, 

“…it becomes a barrier if access (to the interim president) decreases…I hope it goes back to 

Less than desired
(2 tribal advisors)

Average; but not as often as 
desired

(3 tribal advisors)

Optimal; satisfied
(8 tribal advisors)
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what it was before.” She also shared, “Either I’m not seen as…I’m not in that priority list of…or 

I could look at it as he trusts me to take care of things.” It was apparent that Wilma would have 

liked to have more interactions with the president since it is her job to serve as the tribal advisor, 

and she has the responsibility to ensure the institution lives up to the MOU with the Indigenous 

communities.  

Nathan had a similar experience as Wilma when a new president onboarded. The 

previous president met with Nathan twice a week, and he also served on the president’s cabinet. 

Nathan would provide periodic written reports to the president on his projects. He also had seats 

on other important high-level committees dealing with budgets and advising legal counsel. The 

new president made changes and took Nathan off all the committees but kept him on the cabinet. 

He said, “We only met, I think, at the most, once a month or twice a month. I felt that I didn’t 

have a lot of time to communicate with [the president] on some of the key issues that I felt like I 

needed to talk with [the president] about.” He commented that the reporting line changed, and he 

was starting to report to the president’s executive officer rather than to the president. He also 

mentioned that [the president] told him that his written reports were “no longer necessary.” 

Communication was inconsistent for most of the tribal advisors, and this inconsistency impacts 

the advisor’s ability to do their job and support the institution. 

Office Location 

Of the ten institutions that the tribal advisors work(ed) at, I was able to visit nine, either 

to conduct the interview or having been there previously on other business. I completed seven of 

the interviews in the tribal advisor’s office. Being physically present at the institution where the 

tribal advisors worked did help me see their spatial distance from administration, or the offices of 

the president or provost. 



 

 

106 

Of the seven advisors I interviewed in person, five had their office in a separate building 

from the senior administration. The separate office location was due primarily to the additional 

roles and responsibilities of the tribal advisor and the importance of having access to students, 

like overseeing the Indigenous student center. The other two advisors had their offices in the 

same building as the provost or president's office. One of the two advisors, Neena, expressed 

some tension about plans to potentially relocate her office. It was recommended by the provost 

that Neena move to another floor, a farther distance from the president’s office, because the plan 

was to bring all the VPs together in one area, an area she already occupied. She says, "Of course, 

who's the office that they look at first?" She opposed the relocation plans to her colleague, "Well, 

don't you think that tribal relations needs that visibility with the president as well?" Neena told 

her colleague that the Indigenous advisory council advocated for the tribal relations role and for 

the person to be centrally located in the administration building. Neena’s office location does 

make a statement but also gives the office the necessary visibility and the stature it deserves. 

Eventually, the president did chime in supporting Neena. She eventually moved to another area 

in the administration building, but not at the cost of the council’s efforts. She honestly expressed, 

"I'm very sensitive to those things about where they want to put us,” and rightfully so.  

Ken had an unfortunate experience following a reorganization that was riddled with 

controversy and resulted in his office being relocated. He felt the reassignment of his job duties 

under the Office of Inclusion and Equity gave him less visibility, and he felt marginalized. Being 

under the Office of Inclusion and Equity, he had a new job title, which he opposed, wanting to 

keep his original tribal advisor title. He says, "They stuck me in an office off-campus, no phone, 

no computer, and just isolated me. Nobody knew where I was. Students didn't know where I was. 

They couldn't get over there." During this time, he felt the administration was a "roadblock". He 
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also shared that he was "blunt" when expressing his concerns and said, "Probably wasn't the best 

strategy (when dealing with tensions) because they have all the power. But I'm blunt." Ken felt 

that his office relocation was how the administration dealt with his speaking out. 

Most of the tribal advisors had their offices in separate buildings from senior 

administration, mostly due to having dual roles. They opted to be close to their constituents they 

served or worked with. Those who had an office in the administration building or near the 

president wanted to remain in their location where they were visible, and the location also 

symbolized a well-deserved stature of tribal relations, as Neena had previously stated. 

Lack of Resources 

 The second theme that evolved from the interviews was that tribal advisors felt they 

lacked resources to do their job. As shared earlier, there are many responsibilities and 

expectations of the tribal advisor and yet they may not have adequate support staff or funding to 

carry out the tasks that are necessary or required of them. 

Staffing and Budget 

Almost all the tribal advisors expressed that their responsibilities take more than one 

person to do the job. Also, most had limited financial resources to do their work. Tribal advisors 

who have dual roles found it difficult to do their job with so many competing priorities, thus 

leaving little time for the actual advisor work. It was rare that any tribal advisor had a team 

devoted only to tribal relations. 

I did not ask a specific question about budgets or financials. If the tribal advisors 

volunteered any information about financial resources, they mentioned it when they talked about 

the barriers they faced in their job. In the pre-questionnaire, I did ask them to list the number of 

full-time equivalent (FTE) staff members, but I only received half of the pre-questionnaires back. 



 

 

108 

Overall, it was evident that the tribal advisors felt that one individual couldn’t do the expected 

work without a team and financial resources. I mentioned this in an earlier section about the 

multiple roles that the tribal advisors have: they tend to feel overextended and under-resourced. 

 Holly spoke of the staff and budget constraints. She felt the pressure of doing multiple 

jobs. Her position is funded partially by grants and by administration. She was grateful for any 

salary savings from her grants and used those funds for different campus events since she had no 

budget. She said she’s good at keeping her costs to a minimum, and partners with other campus 

units to offset expenses. Further, she was quick to say that she has no staff, other than a couple of 

graduate assistants hired by her grant. She comments, “I always think this job should be a team. 

One person cannot do all this work by themselves.” 

Luis also mentioned that he didn’t have a budget, but he says, “If I need stuff, I can get it. 

If I need to travel, it’s paid for. If I want to host an event, it’s taken care of.” Then he expressed 

how not having a budget can also be a barrier, “It’s a barrier not having a budget and not having 

a clear sense of whether or not I can influence things.” He went on to say, “We don’t have 

enough resources to do what we’ve been charged with doing. There’s a clear need. The 

challenges are in front of us. The solutions are kind of there, but we’re being asked to do more 

with less.”   

Nathan shared how important it is to get financial and staffing commitments upfront. 

After the transition to a new president, his staff and budget support became non-existent. He 

said,  

I think it’s important to get those commitments upfront. Will this office have a separate 

budget? Will it have separate personnel? Will I be given the latitude to have oversight 

and a lot of say on how some of these priorities and some of these activities are 
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determined, as opposed to being swept into the typical activities of the president’s office? 

There is always a chance it can get lost in the shuffle because you have to compete with 

everybody else. That’s what happened, I think, when the new president came on. I lost a 

lot of that latitude and influence. 

The tribal advisor role and their offices lack adequate staff and budgets. Without 

sufficient resources, the tribal advisor cannot really be that effective in their job. Virtual adoption 

is at play when institutions create these positions, superficially, yet they don’t support them. 

 Deficit Learning Curve 

 The third theme that evolved from the interviews was that tribal advisors felt that their 

institutions and their senior leaders lack knowledge or have a deficit learning curve on how to 

engage respectfully and conduct business with tribes. Some mention the senior leaders don't take 

the necessary time to learn, nor do they have the patience. Building relationships with any 

community takes time. Unfortunately, there has been a history of distrust by Indigenous 

communities towards historically White institutions. There is no quick step-by-step, or 

"algorithm," on how to do this work. 

Institutions and their senior leaders will also make "cosmetic diversity" changes, which is 

to revise and reframe the tribal advisor role at their institution, rather than to address inequities 

(Ford & Patterson, 2019). This puts the tribal advisor in the position of contributing to "window 

dressing" by the institution. An example of this is when representatives from Indigenous 

backgrounds are not included in conversations that impact their communities (e.g., water rights 

and mining on tribal lands). Tribal advisors spoke about some of these experiences, sharing 

feelings of stress and frustration. 
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Cultural Respect 

Tribal advisors help senior leaders to be aware of cultural protocols and etiquette when 

they engage with tribal leaders and Indigenous communities. Kasey shared an exchange with her 

president when he hosted a tribal leaders’ summit on campus. The president didn’t have an 

assigned task and knew beforehand that his vice presidents would be presenting an overview on 

their individual units. Not used to having no specific assignment, he asked Kasey what he should 

be prepared for. Kasey said, “All you do is listen.” The president responded, “That’s it?” During 

the summit, a tribal leader brought up a concern he had about a degree program. The president 

took a defensive stance towards the tribal leader’s comment. Kasey, who was sitting next to the 

president, discretely placed a post-it in front of him that read, “Be quiet.” She expands, 

The president was becoming really kind of derogatory in his tone and talking down to a 

tribal leader and I’m thinking, “You know, this is not how you would be behaving with 

the President of France or, you know, the President of China. This is the same 

environment. You are talking to heads of state here. I need you to behave accordingly.” 

After reading the post-it, the president did change his tone and behavior. Kasey took a tense 

situation into her own hands and discreetly got her president to be quiet. Fortunately, Kasey was 

able to keep the president at bay and out of trouble. 

 Holly takes pride in her culture and engages in ceremonial practices regularly. She often 

gets asked to sing a traditional song to open an event by her non-Indigenous colleagues. These 

songs have deep spiritual meaning. Holly feels her non-Indigenous colleagues don’t always 

appreciate the significance and meaning of the songs. 

You become kind of the, not the only, but one of the people that get called for all the 

[Tribe] things…like a [song], or a perspective. I don’t always say ‘yes’, and I try to be 
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gracious about it but I’m gonna ask, “Why do you need this [song]? What is it all about? 

How are you going to use the meaning that comes with that for the rest of your 

conference? Is it just (window) dressing? If it is, just leave it out. Because it’s artificial.” 

Holly said tribal advisors must question these requests and should also see them as teaching 

moments. Traditional songs, sung in the Indigenous language, carry a significant meaning and it 

is considered an honor to receive these songs. Holly shares another experience of a time when a 

non-Indigenous faculty group came to her to ask if she could assist them because they needed to 

improve their professional development plan to make their department more [name of 

Indigenous group]. The faculty said inclusion of the [name of Indigenous group] culture was 

required by the professional organization they were members of. The request felt insincere. She 

says, 

They basically wanted a checklist. “Can you give us a checklist of 10 things that we need 

to know about [tribe] so that we can pass this?” And I was like, “No, there is not a 

checklist.” Right? “If you want to engage in some deep dialogue and conversation, we 

can do that.” So, you know, I deal with that all the time. It’s more of a tension on my part 

because they don’t see it as creating tension. They are probably doing the best intention 

thing they know how to do but it gets tiring.  

Conner had to help his president understand cultural etiquette when receiving a gift from 

a local Indigenous group. He shared, “…you have to anticipate situations for the president and 

make sure he is prepared for them. One time he was scheduled to get a blanket by the [tribe]. I 

had to teach him how they were going to give him the blanket.” 

Ivy shared an experience she had when trying to explain the importance for the institution 

to reconcile with the Indigenous communities by starting with the land. 
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What I would share with the president is, you know, we have a lot of reconciliation that 

needs to occur with our Indigenous communities in [state]. And where we need to start is 

with the land. Because again, even that acknowledgment of who we are and where we 

stand, you know, and whose land we stand, having that acknowledgment, sharing that 

openly, at your meetings, whether it’s on-campus or with the Board of Regents, going 

into Indigenous communities, that recognition goes a long way. It may not seem like it’ll 

have a tremendous impact, but it does. You must verbalize the connection that our 

institution has with these Indigenous communities with respect to their land because 

reconciliation with them (tribes) is not gonna happen until we reconcile with the land.  

Ivy said that the president’s land acknowledgments would take people aback, especially non-

Indigenous people, because they’re not used to hearing that kind of recognition or 

acknowledgment that has been absent in the history of the institution. 

Tribal advisors do their best to support the institution and their colleagues. They deal 

with tensions on many levels, yet they maintain grace and humility. They do see it as their job to 

help their institution leaders be respectful in their engagement with Indigenous people and 

communities but also to be respectful in honoring and appreciating the cultures and traditions. 

A Seat at the Table 

A common pitfall by institutions is non-inclusion of Indigenous people when it comes to 

addressing issues that impact them and their communities. Indigenous people always want a seat 

at the table, and sometimes they must invite themselves. I attended an annual mining summit 

hosted by the Institute for Mineral Resources. The summit title was, “Securing Arizona’s Future 

as the Silicon Valley of Mining.” I was one of two Indigenous people in attendance of about 500. 

I was invited because I’m a member of the institution’s senior leadership team, not because I was 
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an expert in mining. The other Indigenous attendee was a graduate student who is pursuing a 

Ph.D. with a focus on the devastating impacts of mining on Indigenous lands. She was part of the 

graduate student poster session. What was problematic about this summit was (1) no Indigenous 

leaders were at the table, (2) the title was offensive, (3) nothing was on the agenda about the ill 

effects of mining to people and the environment, and (4) for Indigenous people, mining is 

considered a desecration of Mother Earth. At the final Q & A of the summit, I shared it was 

problematic that there is no Indigenous representation on an issue that impacts tribes. How can 

they talk about Arizona being the “Silicon Valley” without considering that the state is 28% 

Indigenous lands and Indigenous people will have a say about securing their own future and 

protecting their lands? TribalCrit states that tribes have autonomy to control and protect their 

lands and natural resources (Brayboy, 2006). They are sovereign nations that should absolutely 

have a seat at the table. The response to my comment was that they are aware of the importance 

to collaborate with Indigenous people and communities, and they plan to bring them to the table 

in the future. Luis shared similar concerns with the lack of representation of Indigenous people 

for a forum on water.  

There are moments when Indigenous people should absolutely be at the table where 

they’re not. There was this water initiative, and it was a conversation with stakeholders in 

the [place] about water, a water and energy nexus. Not a single Indigenous person was at 

the table, no tribal leaders, nothing. 

He went on to say that there are all kinds of conversations happening on his campus where there 

should be Indigenous voices and a presence, and there is not. 

Tribal advisors constantly advocate for Indigenous representation and inclusion, or a seat 

at the table. The overall lack of voice and representation of Indigenous perspectives and people is 
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unacceptable and calls into question institutional values of inclusion. Tribal advisors are working 

in a colonized system that continues to negate Indigenous people. This non-inclusion by 

dominant members of society is what Indigenous people face every day, and instead of being 

invited to the table, they are seen as existing in the past, as relics, and as if they aren’t civilized 

enough to even be at the table (Brayboy, 2006). 

Roles and Responsibilities of the Tribal Advisor 

 Tribal advisors enact and perform a range of roles and responsibilities. What is specified 

in a job description may not accurately represent the full and in-depth responsibilities tribal 

advisors take on. In this section, I address the roles and responsibilities tribal advisors enact and 

perform and how some of them are expressions of their own Indigenous culture. For example, 

being caretakers of Indigenous students and protectors of Indigenous communities is a cultural 

norm and expectation for an Indigenous person. 

Educate and Advise 

A fundamental expectation of the tribal advisor is that they educate the institutional 

leadership and its members about tribes, and that they can help to mitigate and minimize harm to 

Indigenous communities. The pervasive lack of ongoing, regular meetings with the president (or 

provost) suggests that educating was not an essential opportunity in which either the president or 

provost would invest. Tribal advisors continuously educate senior leaders about tribal 

sovereignty, negating monolithic notions about tribes as “all the same,” and debunking 

stereotypes about Indigenous people. With considerable turnover in senior leadership, advisors 

found themselves educating new leaders all the time. Unfortunately, possessing cultural 

competencies about Indigenous people and communities is not a qualification for senior 
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leadership positions at historically White institutions, even in regions with a significant presence 

of Indigenous people and communities.  

Kasey commented, after advising several different presidents,  

First and foremost, my primary responsibility was to help educate the president about 

tribes in the state because most of them have no idea what sovereignty means and also to 

help them understand the programming that exist throughout the campus, specific to 

Indigenous student support, research, scholarship, and teaching.  

She went on to say,  

The role is to help educate your leadership rather than sit on the sidelines and criticize the 

leader for not knowing this or not knowing that or not having impact. I don’t think they 

can be effective if they don’t at least have that foundational knowledge.  

Connie also spoke about how her job involved educating the campus: “(you) kind of have to 

educate the people within the institution about tribal needs and what tribes are wanting (from the 

institution)…so many people don’t have that knowledge or know who to go to or how to 

approach tribes”. 

Chris commented that tribal advisors are “subject matter experts”. He said when he 

explains to non-Indigenous people why his position is so essential, he says,  

We are subject matter experts, it doesn’t exist anywhere else, except within tribes, like, 

you know, you, me, [other named advisors], we have to be experts in everything. Right? 

Transportation, health care, Indian child welfare, gaming, and NAGPRA, and FERPA 

and all those other acts of Congress.  

He went on to say, “And so that’s one of the things I’m able to tell our executive leadership, like 

my expertise is not just higher education. My subject matter expertise is far more vast than they 
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actually give credit for.” He brings up an essential point in that there is so much information that 

tribal advisors are expected to know. 

A few advisors provide professional development opportunities to their campus 

colleagues, whether it is training or resource materials. Holly’s work focuses on providing 

professional development to institution faculty and staff. With non-Indigenous faculty, she did a 

seminar on the history of the area where the institution is based. She said, “I try to be deep but 

it’s like scratching the surface of helping them understand some first steps of what happened 

since they’ve lived in this place.” I sensed concern and frustration by Holly. She feels the non-

Indigenous faculty may not be understanding and/or appreciating what she is teaching them. 

Holly’s strategy is to use storytelling about her people and the land. She co-created a model 

where she uses stories about land to get others to think about how their institution can be more of 

an Indigenous place of learning or an Indigenous-serving institution. With enthusiasm in her 

tone, I listened as she spoke about land, waters, and sky, and other natural elements that surround 

her and the work setting. She also talks about food sources that have been part of their culture 

since time immemorial. She emphasizes that the incorporation of traditional knowledge “helps 

people think about what their responsibility can be to community.” She mentions that non-

Indigenous people will pose the question to her, “What is my role? I’m not Indigenous.” Her 

response is, “Whether or not you are Indigenous, you come here to [place] and [place] nourishes 

you every single day. How do you then reciprocate?” This is what Holly wants her non-

Indigenous students and colleagues to understand: the importance of reciprocity to the land. She 

teaches monthly seminars to Indigenous faculty, so they feel more connected to one another and 

to their culture. Holly is also on a local community access channel monthly to talk about what is 

happening on campus. An interesting comment Holly makes is,  
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Indigenous programs can still be very threatening to the larger institution, and so how do 

you talk about what’s happening and frame it in a positive way that invites folks to 

partner but also helps them understand that we should be happy about this and not feeling 

threatened, you know.  

Holly refers to the threat as intergenerational trauma that everybody is healing from: the 

oppressed and the oppressors. She talks about how there is a lot of fear and shame amongst the 

Indigenous and the non-Indigenous but that she wants to find ways to help the non-Indigenous 

feel safe, so they want to learn.  

 A couple of institutions, with the help of the tribal advisor, compiled and published a 

resource guide about Indigenous communities in their region. These guides explain tribal 

governance, state law, and federal law and feature each Indigenous community. They also 

provide contact information of the tribe, including a map to show where the tribal community 

lands are located. Conner, who led one of the guide projects, comments, 

The reference guide is an important part of the liaising to the faculty and staff that are on 

campus, so they’re better educated about who the tribes are, where they are, all the basic 

information. Ultimately, it’s an education piece for the [institution], not necessarily an 

advisor piece for me to the tribes. It’s very effective because it puts something on 

somebody’s desk. So, it’s not just the tribal advisor of [institution] to the tribes, it’s the 

[institution] and the tribes sitting at the table as one and trying to educate those who need 

to be educated, and in this case, the [institution] itself. 

With the tribal advisors' constant efforts to educate senior leaders about Indigenous issues 

and people, can they even be educated? Are the presidents and provosts engaged and committed 

when there are opportunities to learn about Indigenous communities? I assume that most senior 
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leaders are willing to learn and embrace these opportunities. There is important information to 

absorb when you prepare to meet with tribal leaders, or when you go to visit Indigenous 

communities, or when you deal with issues on your campus that involve the Indigenous 

community. Senior leaders can avoid mistakes if they take the time to listen and learn to tribal 

leaders and community members. It is important for the senior leaders to have frequent meetings 

with the tribal advisor to stay apprised of important issues in Indian Country. 

Good Relations and Loyalty 

Perhaps the most practical and seemingly obvious expectation revealed by tribal advisors 

was that their job was to maintain good relations between the institutions and Indigenous 

communities. All the tribal advisors said this is an important responsibility. Francis-Begay 

(2013) states, 

It takes considerable patience and consistent outreach to create successful partnerships 

between the institution and tribes, and follow-up is critical. Nobody wants short-lived or 

unfulfilled commitments. Long-term relationships are valued as is the ability to provide 

sustainable services and programs. The special advisor plays a key role in maintaining 

successful relationships with tribes while being an ambassador for the institution (p. 91). 

Some institutions created formal agreements, like MOUs, that specify the relationship and 

expectations between member tribes and the institution. Most times, the tribal advisor must 

monitor the MOU and make sure the institution is honoring what has been agreed to. Neena said 

her primary responsibility was to ensure that the institution was maintaining good 

communication with several Indigenous communities that they had signed a MOU with. She 

stated,  
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That word, ‘good communication,’ has really got a lot to it. The president’s advisory 

council meetings with the tribal chairs…we don’t meet to just meet. I’m very strategic. I 

want to make something come out of our meetings that are action oriented, that we’re 

making some progress forward.  

Neena wanted to make sure that the institution was always honoring the terms in the MOU. 

Meeting with the Indigenous communities was critical in keeping communication consistent and 

open between the president and the MOU tribes. 

A “hidden” expectation of the tribal advisor is to keep the institution out of trouble with 

the tribes. I recall my own experience supporting a new president. In our very first meeting, I 

was told, “I look to you to help me stay out of trouble with the tribes.” The comment took me by 

surprise, but as tribal advisors, it goes without saying. We have interests to protect the institution, 

but we can only do so much to keep institutional leaders out of trouble.  

Tensions and issues have existed for a long time between institutions and the Indigenous 

communities. The advisor’s work can be complicated and challenging because they are always in 

that in-betweenness place. For some tribal advisors, like Kasey, you can feel a divided loyalty to 

the institution and to the Indigenous communities, especially if you have a long history at the 

institution. 

I can remember a time where it was very contentious and very negative, and the tribes 

had nothing good to say about the institution and the institution really didn’t care about 

the tribe’s opinion. It was very early in my career and it was unfortunate because when 

you have love and affinity for an institution, it’s hard to see those things happen but as a 

tribal person, you also have to stick up for your people. 



 

 

120 

Kasey often feels conflicted negotiating in those in-between spaces, but her loyalty continues to 

always be with the Indigenous communities. 

Conner states that his primary responsibility “is to maintain good government relations 

with all of the tribes in the state.” Just before Conner took the position, he stepped into some 

tension between the tribes and the institution that involved the institution letting go of personnel, 

one being an Indigenous person. There was backlash and Indigenous communities, staff, and 

students expressed their concerns, questioned the leadership’s commitment to Indigenous people, 

and said the institution wasn’t honoring the MOU. Conner was aware he would have to manage 

expectations and mend relationships. As an advocate for Indigenous students, he went on to say,  

As an advisor, it’s not only about riding the ship and maintaining its course on campus, 

it’s also about maintaining the numbers of Indigenous students you have on campus and 

making sure they’re successful. It can’t just all be about having good relationships (with 

the Indigenous communities). If you don’t have any (Indigenous) students, tribes aren’t 

going to see you as an ally. 

Caretakers of Our Children 

Luis said that his primary responsibility in his job is “to make sure that we’re keeping 

other people’s children safe and by that, I don’t just mean, like, free from crime, I mean we’re 

creating an environment where they can be well and healthy.” Luis mentioned a time when he 

interacted with the financial aid office to advocate for a student. He makes sure that the students 

have the resources and the financial acuity to be able to manage their financial affairs and for 

personnel to understand what their challenges are. He goes on to say, 

It’s not just a human right to have this (education), but frankly, the U.S. government has 

this trust relationship and responsibility with Indigenous nations, and we’re helping the 
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U.S. government fulfill its responsibilities this way. Every child should have the 

opportunity to go to college, and to have a good, free, full, fair, and productive education. 

Period. Two billion acres of land were ceded for these rights. They’re (rights) not free, 

they (U.S. government) got paid up front. And by the way, a bunch of people died in the 

process. 

Luis said it is his job to help “create pathways for people and communities to be able to define 

futures of their own making.” He is trying to empower future leaders, college students, to get 

their education and be who they want to be. He goes on to say, “The importance of the (tribal 

advisor) role is creating deliberate intentional spaces and opportunities for Indigenous students to 

be, one, successful as a college student, and then, successful as someone in their life.” 

Wilma expressed similar concerns about her role being a caretaker of the Indigenous 

student community. A recent reorganization happened, and Indigenous student services relocated 

from the multicultural student services to her unit. She said,  

Well, if I’m going to go out there and talk to tribes, we need to deliver something. I need 

to be able to say with full confidence, “Send your students here because we have a strong 

program and they are going to be taken care of, well taken care of.” To make that a 

reality, we have to have something here that’s really going to help us meet those needs, 

deliver on those things.  

Wilma is one of the advisors that had a dual responsibility coordinating efforts to support 

Indigenous students and faculty internally while also being a liaison externally to the Indigenous 

communities in her region. She admitted that she hadn’t done much of the tribal advisor work, 

but she’d like to get out to the Indigenous communities once things are more settled. She said,  
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…the advisor piece is the piece that needs to be shored up, but it’s kind of like you’ve got 

to have people back in the institution that you can go to that are going to follow through, 

that are going to deliver on what the tribal needs are.  

Wilma valued accountability and her priority was always the Indigenous students. Terrence 

spoke about his efforts to ask his colleagues for help when Indigenous students were having 

difficulty transitioning to the institution. He also talked about accountability, 

We have our own people within the institution that really are not held accountable. For 

someone new to come into the institution and who we are really concerned about, how do 

we take care of them? You know, folks that don't have that same level of commitment. I 

don't know if…just call it, you know, bureaucrats, for lack of a better word. 

He went on to share his concern for new students who come with their parents, and the parents 

entrust us (tribal advisors) to take care of their child. As he spoke about this, I observed that he 

was bothered by it, saying, "I sometimes wonder what our role is, to be that person that can make 

those folks (institution personnel) accountable?" He said he often thinks of approaching the 

situation "head on", telling people, "If you don't feel that you have that commitment, then maybe 

you should go do something else and let's get somebody in here that's really committed to doing 

this job." He emphasizes that Indigenous students need support.  

Without that hand holding, or whatever we wanna call it, their likelihood of success goes 

down, so they (Indigenous students) need that special attention, and if they're unwilling to 

make that commitment, then they shouldn't expect that their students are gonna graduate 

from their programs.  

Tribal advisors want the institution to be more accountable for providing critical services and 

support to students. 
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 Indigenous student services and centers have taken on a significant role in higher 

education because they play a vital role in helping students navigate a large and unfamiliar 

college campus. The centers are often referred to by Indigenous students as a "home away from 

home.” They can go to the center to find staff and other students who look like them or even 

come from their home community, and it’s possible the staff or other students might even know 

their family or be related. The centers provide social, cultural, and academic support for students. 

The staff, who are mostly Indigenous, also serve as liaisons for the students to their Indigenous 

community and to the faculty and services on campus. 

University of Pine Hill has a new Indigenous student center on campus. As director, 

Chris took pride in the center because the students have their own separate space and, 

architecturally, it is culturally unique and beautiful. “Now they can come home, and they make 

their food, they study together. We’re able to offer additional services like grant writing, dance, 

and drumming classes.” 

 Overseeing an Indigenous student services center, in addition to being a tribal advisor, is 

challenging. Both roles have many demands and often, one suffers at the expense of the other. 

Wilma comments, “…I really want to do the advisor piece, as it has suffered. There are some 

tribes I haven’t visited for two years.” Her strategy was to improve on the institution services 

before going out to meet with tribes so that there was something in place to deliver. She said, 

“Focusing first in shoring up where our student services were at…I guess made that a priority. 

Now I want to go out and really feel for the first time that we can start delivering much more.” 

Kasey, who was a full-time student affairs administrator before she took on the tribal advisor role 

said, “My other role is in student affairs and is to ensure that our students are successful.” She 

mentioned that she has a dynamic team to support the work she does and also utilizes campus 
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partners. She balances her two roles by having the partnership support but does admit that 

balancing the two jobs can be “very much off” and other times, it is okay.  

Protectors of Our People and Communities 

Tribal advisors have the difficult job of being a resource and a collaborator on projects 

related to research between the institution and tribes. They often are a gatekeeper protecting 

Indigenous interests and their communities. Non-Indigenous researchers come and go from 

Indigenous communities and after their research is done, they leave without having helped the 

community. Ivy shared a comment from an Indigenous community member who said, “You 

know we have these faculty members who come to our communities, and they take our 

medicine, and they leave, and we never hear from them again." Tribes tend to not trust 

researchers because there are no consequences for the researcher who violates research 

protocols. A well-known research study that had negative consequences for the Havasupai Tribe 

involved use of their tribal members’ blood samples for different research studies without 

consent of the tribal members. 

In a recent and notorious case, researchers collected blood samples over many years from 

members of the Havasupai tribe in Arizona, ostensibly to investigate the genetics of 

diabetes, as specified by signed informed consents. These blood samples were allegedly 

then used for other purposes, including an investigation of the genetics of schizophrenia, 

during the course of which the blood samples were distributed nationally. (Mello & Wolf, 

2010) 

These violations force Indigenous communities to be extremely cautious when it comes to any 

form of research involving their people or research that takes place on their lands. Many 

Indigenous communities are still healing from the after-effects of egregious research misconduct, 
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a total lack of respect for the Indigenous people and communities. Indigenous communities are 

taking a more authoritative position on research, which has hampered some research activity. 

Just as the exploitation of American Indian land and resources is of value to corporate 

America, research and publishing is valuable to non-Indian scholars. As a result of 

racism, greed, and distorted perceptions of Indigenous realities, Indian culture as an 

economic commodity has been exploited by the dominant society with considerable 

damage to Indian people. Tribal people need to safeguard the borders of their cultural 

domains against research and publishing incursions. (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000) 

Researchers continue to encroach on tribal lands recruiting Indigenous people (human subjects) 

to participate in their research projects. More and more Indigenous people have come to question 

their motives. However, TribalCrit puts Indigenous communities in the position of directing 

research aimed at improving conditions for Indigenous people and specifies that the research 

must be relevant and address the problems of the community. Such practices move us away from 

colonization and assimilation and towards more real self-determination and sovereignty 

(Brayboy, 2006). Engaging Indigenous people and communities in research has always been a 

top-down approach rather than treating communities as collaborative or equal partners. 

Indigenous communities know what is best for their community. 

Tribal advisors often find themselves advising faculty and Institution Review Board 

(IRB) staff and offices on tribal engagement practices when conducting research with tribes. IRB 

offices don’t have the expertise or tribal connections to deal with complex research matters 

involving Indigenous communities. Knowing the tribal protocol(s) and how best to work with 

Indigenous communities when it comes to research is still a new practice even though these 

research partnerships have existed for a long time. Neena says,  
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Before I came into this position, research was happening with all of our tribes and it 

wasn’t being monitored as far as people making sure that they were knowledgeable about 

what tribal research protocols were, making sure the University of Wintergreen isn’t 

looking bad when they send researchers in [name of community] saying we’re going to 

come and save you; we’ve got this great idea.  

One of the first things Neena did when she assumed the tribal advisor role was to get the 

leadership to put out a mandate to the institution that any research proposal with Indigenous 

communities must come through her office for her review. The research office sends her research 

projects to review that have “checked the box” indicating that they plan to work with an 

Indigenous community. She said,  

I review that to make sure that they’ve made a connection, they’ve loaded a support letter 

from the tribe that says they’re full collaborators on the project and making sure that the 

researcher is respecting the research protocol that that tribe has set.  

She goes on, “I’m going in wanting to make sure that we’re doing it at the forefront so that I’m 

not doing any damage control.” She shared that research project review, education, and guidance 

is a big part of her job, and she’s even been approached by Indigenous communities to help them 

set up their own research agreements and protocols. This is important work with the tribes, but it 

is often under-resourced and under-valued by the administration. 

Indigenous communities reach out directly to the tribal advisor when research requests 

come to them from an unknown researcher at the institution. They do this because of the 

relationship and trust they have in the tribal advisor. The community will ask if the advisor 

knows the researcher who wants to do research with the tribe. Chris experienced this when a 

non-Indigenous researcher approached an Indigenous community about their research project, 
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not aware that the community had their own IRB policy and procedures. The community reached 

out to Chris and asked if he knew the researcher. Unfortunately, Chris had to go to the dean of 

the college to inform him that a researcher in his college could be violating federal and tribal 

mandates if he didn’t abide by the tribe’s IRB. What is also at stake is the relationship between 

the institution and the tribe. One violation can make it bad for any further institution-tribal 

collaborations, also outside of research. 

Connie shared her concerns about research, given that her institution was part of a 

research collaborative that uses telescopes to advance science research. These telescopes are 

situated on a sacred mountain of a local tribe. Connie says, 

The one thing that was difficult was the [name of research project] issue. The institution 

had such a commitment to it (can you believe it chuckle), yet the tribes had their issues 

too. It was a touchy situation, and it really never resolved itself during my time, but you 

know, how do you convey to scientists, who have all this money and you know, and the 

institution that’s noted for this area (of research), that you know, there’s these 

sensitivities of the tribes. There was way too much power and money involved from the 

institution side. 

Connie felt that there was no halting the research because the institutions were too powerful, a 

perpetuation of colonization. This is telling of the tribal advisor being in that in-betweenness 

space of the institution's power and influence and that of the tribe wanting to protect its people 

and sacred lands. According to TribalCrit, “most research benefits the colonizer and reinforces 

notions of White supremacy, of taking land that was never yours, and doing whatever you want 

with it, regardless of its sacred meaning to the Tribal nation and people” (Brayboy, 2006).  
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Indigenous communities have laws, codes, policies, or ordinances that guide research. 

Some even have their own Institutional Review Board (IRB). Tribes are starting to take a more 

active role in setting their research protocols and priorities. In Arizona, the Board of Regents 

adopted a Tribal Consultation Policy. The policy recognizes tribal sovereignty and stipulates that 

university faculty, staff, and students consult with the tribe's government officials whenever you 

conduct business or research in their communities or with their citizens. 

Strategies for Negotiating Tensions within the Institution 

 Tribal advisors have helped develop policies and practices that enhance relationships 

between their respective institutions and Indigenous communities. They have also been 

instrumental in fostering a sense of community on their campus for Indigenous students, faculty, 

and staff. However, their work has its share of challenges and tensions. Several tribal advisors 

mentioned there was no job description or road map to guide them in their work. Neena shared 

that it took her awhile to figure out how to even engage in president cabinet meetings. 

For a long time, I just sat there and if it (the topic) wasn’t tribal relations, I didn’t chime 

in. They were discussing infrastructure, state board, budget, and all that kind of stuff. I’m 

like, “How am I contributing here?” There were micro things they were looking at as a 

cabinet. Nobody explains to you, “Well, this is your role on cabinet, and these are things 

you’re going to advise the president on.” I just had to kind of sit there and get the rules 

down. 

As time went on, Neena got comfortable with the meetings and started to chime in on the micro 

things and give her opinion. She didn’t want them to box her in and think she’s only tribal 

relations or diversity. 
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In the following section and in response to research question four, what strategies do 

tribal advisors use for negotiating tensions experienced within the institution?, I share the 

following strategies tribal advisors undertook to negotiate tensions within the institution while 

drawing on Brayboy's TribalCrit theory: respecting self-identification, land acknowledgements, 

changing the narrative, honoring commitments, sharing our histories, our stories, and weapons 

and resilience. 

Respecting Self-Identification 

Institutions rely heavily on data to make important decisions about institutional priorities 

and allocating resources. With already small enrollments of Indigenous students and even lower 

numbers of Indigenous faculty, institutions are challenged to represent these groups as more than 

“other” or as “insignificant,” which has been the national trend. For instance, CNN news recently 

showed a chart of the break-down of people of color who voted for a democratic candidate. 

Natives were placed in a “something else” category, while the other groups were identified by 

White, Latino, Black, and Asian (Figure 10). 

 

    Figure 10: Televised CNN News Exit Poll (2020) 

 

According to Tuck and Yang (2012), 

Education and health statistics are unavailable from Indigenous communities for a variety 

of reasons and, when they are made available, the size of the n, or the sample size, can 
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appear to be negligible when compared to the sample size of other/race-based categories. 

Though Indigenous scholars recognize that Indigenous peoples are distinct from each 

other but also from other racialized groups surveyed, they argue that difficulty collecting 

basic education and health information about this small and heterogenous category must 

be overcome I order to counter the disappearance of Indigenous particularities in public 

policy (p. 22). 

Tribal advisors are tasked with advocating within their institutions for Indigenous 

representation in data reports. More importantly, how do they not let the categorization of 

Indigenous students and faculty be acts of cosmetic diversity where data is more of a “show and 

tell” that creates a “cosmetic” or enhanced picture of the diversity on campus? Yet, behind the 

cosmetics, the institution isn’t effectively or committedly addressing inequities and inclusion. 

The advocacy work for Indigenous representation is critical because the institutions should know 

who their Indigenous students are. After all, recruiters and marketing ads go to great lengths to 

get Indigenous students to come. The question is, can we go further and demonstrate a 

commitment to helping Indigenous students persist and graduate? 

Two of the tribal advisors spoke explicitly about how important it is to know who their 

Indigenous students are so that the institution can track them and provide programs and services 

essential for their success. Some institutions ask for tribal affiliation(s) when a student self-

identifies as Indigenous. University of Cedar Bark, where Conner works, asks students if they 

are enrolled members of their Tribal nation and, if yes, to provide their tribal enrollment number. 

Conner says, “It helps people like me and people on campus to know where these enrolled tribal 

members are coming from because usually, they’re the ones that the resources are meant for.” 

Not every Indigenous student has a tribal enrollment number which is issued by the tribe the 
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student is affiliated with. In most cases, tribal enrollment verification is required for students to 

receive services and benefits, like scholarships or health care. American Indians/Alaska Natives 

(AI/AN) are the only group in the U.S. who must show tribal enrollment verification 

documentation to federal, state, and tribal entities to receive certain benefits. TribalCrit is rooted 

in a belief in and a desire to obtain and forge self-identification and argues that Indigenous 

students, and faculty, should have the ability and legitimacy to define themselves and to create 

what it means to be Indian, not the institutions or the federal government (Brayboy, 2006). 

At the University of Arizona, the enrollment management team has taken on the task of 

“cleaning up” the tribal names in their database to match the names of Indigenous communities 

in the U.S. that is referenced on the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI) Tribal 

Directory website. This was necessary to have an accurate reference of the federal and state 

recognized tribes that students can choose to affiliate with. The previous database was created 

based on Indigenous students opting to write-in their affiliated tribe(s). This created generic, 

inaccurate, and duplicate names. One example is a student who writes in “Eskimo.” This is not 

an acceptable term to use according to many Alaska Native people and is a colonial label that 

was imposed on them (Kaplan, 2021). There are 229 Alaska Native tribes and the term “Eskimo” 

is not in any of these 229 tribal names. This goes to prove that the tribal affiliation database 

needed an overhaul. The new version is an on-line drop-down search by state that gives 

Indigenous students the option to choose one of the 574 U.S. federally recognized tribes or one 

of the 64 state recognized tribes. This is a start to recognizing and respecting self-identification 

of Indigenous peoples, a tenet of TribalCrit, thereby giving students the agency and legitimacy to 

identify themselves (Brayboy, 2006). 
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It is common practice for historically white institutions to not disaggregate data by 

different ethnic groups, unless requested to do so, and yet there continues to be an increase of 

students from the different ethnic groups attending college. It is also common practice for 

Indigenous people to not be represented in data reports and we should question “why?”. If the 

response is, “the sample size is too small or insignificant”, that should no longer be acceptable 

because it perpetuates a notion of Indigenous people no longer being in existence, a relic of the 

past. According to Shotton et al. (2013), by aggregating students of color into a single large 

category, the institution implies that smaller ethnic minority groups can be subsumed or omitted 

without consequence. These practices inform understandings about which racial groups are 

expendable and need not be included in larger conversations about race (Ford & Patterson, 

2019). We can do better not to perpetuate the invisibility and insignificance of Indigenous 

people. Tribal advisors have an important job of making the invisible visible, and of making the 

insignificant significant. Tribal advisors serve on internal committees. Their representation and 

voice provide awareness about Indigenous students, faculty, and communities. They advocate to 

change the narrative about Indigenous people. 

Land Acknowledgements 

Land acknowledgments have become a phenomenon, having started in Australia, Canada, 

and New Zealand. Once these acknowledgements arrived on the scene in the U.S., higher 

education institutions were one of the first to add it to their speeches and marketing materials. 

Like many American organizations, colleges and institutions in the U.S. occupy land that 

was once home to Native American communities. While modern Americans typically 

take for granted the fact that they reside on territory stolen from indigenous people, there 

is a growing trend in higher education to remember and honor the tribes and people to 
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whom this land originally belonged through official land acknowledgement statements. 

(Stewart, 2019) 

Institutions offer a land acknowledgment usually at the opening of a public event or keynote 

address. These statements can also be engraved on a plaque and placed in public spaces or be 

visible on institution websites (Figure 11).  

      

Figure 11: University of Arizona Health Sciences Land Acknowledgement plaque. 

 

A colleague, Jasmine Gurneau, manager of Northwestern University’s Native American & 

Indigenous Initiatives and a citizen of the Oneida/Menominee nation states, “Land 

acknowledgements serve to disrupt invisibility and ongoing erasure of Native Americans. So, if 

there are other gestures institutions can do to discontinue that erasure, then there are other ways 

to show [acknowledgement]” (Stewart, 2019). 

Institutions have opportunities to improve conditions for Indigenous students and communities. 

Land acknowledgements should not be superficial and should materialize into deeper and 

embedded commitments of support for the Indigenous communities. 
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Ivy put a land acknowledgment statement on her unit’s website. She also makes a land 

acknowledgment in her talks to faculty, staff, and students and emphasizes the political 

relationships that Indigenous communities have with the U.S. government. She shared that the 

campus community’s reaction was not always positive when she talks about the land belonging 

to the local tribes and that the institution was built on land that had been colonized. Ivy shares, 

These students (non-Indigenous) attend an institution that was built on land that has been 

colonized, quite honestly. We're living, learning, and working on territory that has its 

own history, pedagogy and culture and no other group has that sort of relationship to the 

land upon which this institution sits upon. 

Ivy said when she started having conversations with the campus community about 

acknowledging place, "they bristled against it.” She goes on to say, 

You know, our institution and the administration, the knowledge base was at ground zero 

(can you believe it laugh). It really was just at ground zero in understanding the concept 

of diversity, the concept of inclusion and that the bristling would reveal itself in ways 

where, you know, students or faculty and staff would kind of push back and say things 

like, um, you know, they would kind of start sharing myths that they would hear about 

Indigenous people, and so it would just really go in a weird (laughs) direction once I 

would give spiels like that, or provide comments like that about the distinctions between 

Indigenous people and other diverse populations. 

Ivy felt that the administration and campus community didn't embrace land acknowledgments or 

their meaning. It is also interesting that the land acknowledgment's meaning also brought up 

mythical images of Indigenous people by non-Indigenous. TribalCrit’s tenet of “colonization is 

endemic to society” is at play here. As Brayboy (2006) states, 
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The everyday experiences of American Indians, the Indigenous inhabitants of the 

Americas, have essentially been removed from the awareness of dominant members of 

U.S. society. These viable images have instead been replaced with fixed images from the 

past of what American Indians once were (p. 431). 

The mythical images and stereotypes of Indigenous people is common. With no education, 

awareness, and teachings about Indigenous people, sovereignty, colonization, and Native nation 

building, there will always be misunderstandings and misconceptions. Therefore, programs like 

American Indian Studies are important as well as efforts made to increase the number of 

Indigenous faculty. Otherwise, society continues to see Indigenous people through a stereotyped 

lens with images portrayed by sports teams or in old western movies. When I was an 

undergraduate and lived in a dorm with other non-Indigenous female residents, I was asked if I 

lived in a teepee. Indigenous people deal with such microaggressions and even racism. TribalCrit 

says colonization is endemic to society, a society that removes Indigenous people from 

contemporary, everyday experiences and replaces them with fixed images of the past (Brayboy, 

2006). I do not live in a teepee, but I have a respect for Indigenous people that do. My traditional 

home is a hogan, a place for ceremony, but I also live in a modern home. This distinction 

between the teepee and hogan speaks to the diversity of Indigenous people. We are not all the 

same. 

 The institutions involved in my study perform land acknowledgments. While land 

acknowledgments are one step forward to reconciliation, they should not be empty statements 

that absolve the institution of their responsibility of improving Indigenous student and faculty 

success. This is another form of cosmetic diversity. Rather than taking affirmative measures to 

address inequities and underrepresentation in higher education, institutions make superficial 
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changes, like making land acknowledgments to promote a more positive public image (Ford & 

Patterson, 2019). Land acknowledgments can materialize if institutions commit their full support 

to advancing Indigenous initiatives. It would be a mistake for an institution to make a land 

acknowledgment but to not go further to commit resources to improve educational outcomes for 

Indigenous students. 

University of Cedar Bark has taken steps to recognize its sovereign nations with a flag 

display in the center of campus. A flag decommissioning and raising ceremony takes place on 

campus at the beginning of the academic year. Tribal leaders are invited to campus to raise their 

flag. This project demonstrates respect for and solidarity of the tribes and Indigenous students. 

The University of Arizona displays the tribal flags of Arizona’s 22 tribes at events like Native 

American convocation, Native American College Day, and even during a women's home 

basketball game to honor Native American Heritage Month. A permanent tribal flag display was 

recently installed in the campus bookstore (Figure 12). 

 

 
 

Figure 12: University of Arizona BookStore - Arizona Tribal Flag Display. 
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One tribal leader commented, “Let’s not stop with these flags. Let’s start with talking to each 

other and let’s start with putting this into action,” pointing to the flags hanging above. Another 

tribal leader commented, “These institutions have made us a little bit more at the table, slowly 

but surely.” These symbolic acts are positive but there is more work to be done to improve 

institutional commitment to serving the needs of Indigenous communities. How do institutions 

move from a case of virtual adoption to real adoption? The display is a form of showcasing and 

institutions need to move beyond being superficial. Institution leaders need to commit to 

embedding advancement of Indigenous initiatives into their institutional core and investing 

resources that support the work. 

Changing the Narrative 

A strategy for negotiating tensions is to change the narrative about Indigenous people and 

enhance awareness of contemporary issues faced by Indigenous communities. The awareness can 

be fundamental. For instance, who are the tribes in the surrounding region? What is self-

governance, and how does that influence how we work with Indigenous communities? Who are 

our Indigenous students, and where do they come from? How do Indigenous communities 

influence federal and state policy? Why is it important to disaggregate data on race or ethnicity? 

Enhancing awareness creates opportunities to strengthen collaborations and partnerships with 

Indigenous people and communities. Luis expressed, 

Part of what I’ve been trying to do the last year is write a new narrative about Indigenous 

people. And the narrative is really that we are present, viable, everyday people. We are 

not something of the past, which is what a lot of our students and faculty sort of feel like, 

that there aren’t any of us Indigenous people around. 
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He goes on to talk about their public relations efforts to highlight more of their Indigenous 

students, faculty, and alumni, and how that is intentional to advance the new narrative. Luis’ 

approach supports the notion of TribalCrit in that the new narrative moves us away from 

colonization and assimilation mindsets and towards a more real self-determination and 

sovereignty (Brayboy, 2006).  

Terrence shared some practical ways that he wants his institution to change the narrative 

with regards to recruitment and retention of Indigenous students, something we need to pay close 

attention to. He sees it as his job to approach every academic college and ask what they are doing 

to improve persistence and graduation rates of their Indigenous students. He says,  

We look at persistence and graduation rates overall. We look at the various metrics which 

we measure student success as a whole, but we could do a better job of identifying who 

our students are college by college and intentionally supporting their success.  

He also mentions how campus tours should be customized for Indigenous students because they 

need to know where their support exists. He says, “there needs to be an institutional 

understanding of how campus tours can be effective for our population. The tour guides need to 

know where our (Indigenous) programs are.” Terrence shared that prospective Indigenous 

students have asked tour guides to show them the Indigenous student center and the response by 

the guide was, “I don’t know where that is.” 

Chris’ campus leadership has mandated sovereignty training for senior administrators. He 

said this gave him the credibility he needed as a tribal advisor and people had a better idea of 

what his role and responsibilities were. Conner helped with the publishing of a reference guide 

about the different Indigenous communities in his region. The guide explains tribal governance, 

state law, and federal law, and has a community profile of each tribe, including contact 
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information of the different tribal chairs. Conner said this booklet is an integral part of liaising to 

the faculty and staff on campus, “so they’re better educated about who the tribes are, where they 

are, and all the basic information.” Conner makes an important point that he doesn’t want the 

campus to look up information on the web because they’ll get Wikipedia, which is not a 

recommended source. 

Many of the tribal advisors have done tribal outreach visits with the president and campus 

leaders. These visits have helped enhance relationships with the tribes. The follow-up from these 

visits needs to be a priority. Whatever commitments the president makes to the community must 

be acted upon immediately. With the aid of the tribal advisor, institution presidents have hosted 

tribal leaders on campus. Several institutions host a tribal leader summit once a year. These 

summits bring the campus community together with the tribal leadership. Campus leaders have 

an opportunity to collaborate with the tribes on many issues like health, education, economic 

development, water infrastructure, and broadband technology, to name a few. Neena shared that 

her president proposed that they host a natural resources education summit for the tribes, which 

allowed for dialogue between the faculty and the regional tribes. A positive outcome was a 

faculty member came up with a proposal and got funding for a natural resources certificate 

program for tribal members. On a more social level, tribal leaders get invited to campus sporting 

events like tailgates and football games. These are opportunities for a less formal engagement 

when important business and conversation can happen. 

Honoring Commitments 

Agreements 

 Institutions have opportunities to forge meaningful and sustainable relationships with 

tribes through formal agreements and policy. The agreements can be in the form of 
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Memorandums of Agreement (MOA), MOU, or Intergovernmental Agreements (IGA). A 

MOA/MOU/IGA is a formal document used to outline an agreement between two separate 

entities, groups, or individuals. It supports efforts to mutually work together on an agreed-upon 

purpose and outline a new relationship (US Legal, 2019). Several tribal advisors spoke about 

how these agreements have helped them in their work. Wilma states, "In my experience, they 

(institution) have approached it as a moral obligation." She goes on to talk about the signing of 

the agreement between the tribes and the institution president, "There was a big spread in the 

local newspaper, and one of the tribal representatives called it a big horse and pony show." 

Wilma was bothered by this and learned later that no follow-up meetings occurred with the tribes 

after the signing, which made the agreement seem superficial. Now she is careful not to make 

anything public if they haven't honored previous commitments made to the Indigenous 

communities. The lack of acting on the commitments is a form of being non-performative; 

basically, the institution did not do what they said they'd do. This is a form of historical trauma 

whereby the federal government has not honored past treaties between the U.S. government and 

Native nations that would provide essential services such as education and health care to 

Indigenous communities in exchange for land. I could hear concern in Wilma's voice as she 

talked about this experience. MOUs can be useful if both parties equally honor the terms of the 

agreement, and it does seem to hold the institution more accountable. The institutions Neena and 

Conner work at also have MOUs with regional Indigenous communities. Neena sees her job as 

engaging with all the MOU Indigenous communities equally and making regular community 

visits. She does express that it is hard to maintain the relationships and she needs support. The 

MOU has given her leeway to make sure her office is situated in a place that is visible amongst 

other senior leaders. It also has afforded her the opportunity to create academic program 
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partnerships with different Indigenous communities. When Conner came into his role, he had to 

repair relationships with the Indigenous communities. He immediately went back to the MOU 

that was signed two years prior to his arrival and re-affirmed the institutions commitment to 

provide what was stated in the agreement. The MOU provided a foundation for him to get new 

initiatives off the ground. 

Tribal Consultation 

Tribal consultation has become a common practice of negotiations between Indigenous 

nations and non-Indigenous entities, mostly non-Indigenous government agencies. A Presidential 

Executive Order, 13175, initiated in 2009, ordered that federal agencies create a tribal 

consultation policy and plan for implementation. A few goals of consultation, as stipulated by the 

U.S. Department of Interior (2020), should encompass the following: 

• honor the government-to-government relationship. 

• detail early tribal involvement in the design of a process implicating tribal 

interests; and 

• capture a wide range of policy and decision making processes under the 

consultation umbrella. 

Many federal agencies have complied with the Executive Order and now have a Tribal 

Consultation Policy. This directive has also been implemented amongst state government 

agencies. In 2006, Arizona Governor Janet Napolitano issued a similar executive order for all 

state executive branch agencies, including the Arizona Board of Regents (ABOR), to create a 

Tribal Consultation Policy (Executive Order, 2006-14). This was the beginning of an eight-year 

process of creating what is now ABOR 1-118 Tribal Consultation Policy, adopted February 

2014. 
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 The ABOR Tribal Consultation Policy’s preamble is recognition of tribal sovereignty. 

The policy specifies, 

Implementation of consultation and communication principles governing interactions of 

Arizona's public (higher education) institutions with Arizona's Indigenous communities 

on issues such as land use, education policy and research. The groundbreaking policy 

reflects the commitment of the board and institutions to communicate in good faith with 

Indigenous communities on proposed initiatives, agreements and policies that may have 

implications for Arizona's tribes. (Arizona Board of Regents, 2016) 

The ABOR 1-118 policy is significant in supporting the work between public higher education 

and Indigenous communities because it acknowledges tribes as sovereigns. The institutions can 

no longer, in good faith, advance their own agendas, like research, without informing and getting 

the necessary input from the tribes. To do this, one must develop a relationship with the 

Indigenous communities they want to work with. To my knowledge, no other state in the U.S. 

has such a policy. A common frustration of senior administrators and faculty about the policy is 

that it takes time to develop relationships with the Indigenous communities. Often project and 

federal grant deadlines don’t account for the time needed to consult with tribes. I had a senior 

executive in health sciences say to me, "Isn't there an algorithm on how to work with tribes?" 

This individual had never worked with tribes and did not understand that building relationships 

with communities takes time and a lot of patience. 

Spilye appreciates that a tribal consultation policy exists because it supports his efforts of 

monitoring the engagement faculty have with Indigenous communities. 

We have this tribal consultation policy and really my strategy is keeping an eye on what 

faculty are doing and what different programs are doing and are proposing to do in 



 

 

143 

Indigenous communities. In more than one case, I’ve had to step in and let people know 

that I don’t think the way they’re approaching this is the right way, and we need to 

rethink it out of respect for our tribal partners and bringing kind of the cultural 

considerations into play, and then educating our community. I’m not shy about inserting 

myself in situations where I feel like folks could do damage to the communities 

themselves. The history is there in terms of researchers doing unethical things in the 

communities and so keeping an eye on those things. I guess being a gatekeeper in that 

way. 

Spilye also expresses that his job is to look after not only institutional interests, but also the 

interests of the Indigenous communities. 

Virtual adoption is at play here because although the institution's governing board 

adopted the policy, there are no compliance or enforcement mechanisms. Thus, it leaves little for 

the Indigenous communities to fall back on. 

Strategic Plans 

Almost all the tribal advisors said that being part of their institution's strategic planning 

process was important. In my review of strategic plans for six of the different universities, three 

actually mention being committed to Indigenous programs as a strategic priority or mention 

advancing Indigenous initiatives. University of Hozho states that it is their goal of making their 

institution an "Indigenous place of learning." The Indigenous community fought for years for 

inclusion and representation. Pinon State University included in their plan " to become one of the 

nation's leading institutions serving Indigenous people" as a strategic goal. Spilye, who is PSU’s 

tribal advisor says, 
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[The president] wants to make significant progress in that area. It’s not just about the 

number of Indigenous students. It’s important, but I really think it’s about what I like to 

call providing an unparallel level of support. What you might refer to as a culture of 

support for our Indigenous students and our Indigenous communities. A lot of this is 

really qualitative. We talk about being a leading institution, some of these things are a 

little more difficult to track and quantify than others, right? 

Spilye’s experience is that of cosmetic diversity. PSU can state their goal of being a leading 

institution to serve Indigenous communities and have a decent number of Indigenous students, 

but is it really addressing the student success? 

I find it encouraging that more institutions have started to be more intentional to include 

Indigenous initiatives and goals in their strategic plans, separate from the diversity, inclusion, 

and equity umbrellas where Indigenous goals can get minimized or lost in translation. I didn't 

explore further to see if there was funding allocated to support these initiatives. Obviously, it is 

critical for funds to be allocated to accomplish the goals and objectives. Strategic plans that 

incorporate goals to advance Indigenous initiatives can be a form of virtual adoption if there is 

not an upfront commitment of funding. These plans should affect the core of the institution’s 

priorities and resource allocation, otherwise, the effort is symbolic, or a case of virtual adoption.  

Our History, Our Stories 

 A theme that resonated throughout some of the interviews was making changes to the 

academic curriculum to include Indigenous people and perspectives, our own history, our own 

stories. A few tribal advisors had teaching responsibilities in addition to their tribal advisor work. 

The courses they taught embedded Indigenous traditions and stories into class lectures and 

discussions. TribalCrit states that policies in the U.S. toward American Indians are rooted in 
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White supremacy, an idea that the western way of doing things has both moral and intellectual 

superiority over those things non-western (Brayboy, 2006). To ignore or exclude our history and 

our stories in the curriculum is an act of White supremacy and settler colonization. Tribal 

advisors mention the importance of the inclusion of Indigenous history and culture in course 

curriculums, especially when it comes to knowing about the Indigenous peoples and 

communities of the region. Institutions should have an awareness of the ancestral lands they 

occupy and who the first peoples of the region are.  

Neena appointed an Indigenous person to lead the Indigenous studies unit at her 

institution. She said that the unit had been led by a non-Indigenous faculty who had given their 

life’s work to Indigenous studies and was considered the “Indian expert.” 

We come in now with Indigenous leadership at a senior position and there’s now going to 

be a paradigm shift in how we view content and how we present content. For our non-

Indigenous faculty, it has been a very pan-Indian look at culture and really homing in on 

other tribes that are not from our region. My view has always been we’re place based. We 

should be looking specifically at our tribes from our region and informing and teaching 

about them as opposed to this pan-Indian type of experience. 

Neena is leading from a TribalCrit perspective asserting that the Indigenous studies courses be 

about Indigenous people and places of the region, not pan-Indian. Most importantly, it is 

important that the unit be led by an Indigenous person. Such change will not only lead to a 

paradigm shift but also a change in the narrative about Indigenous people. 

Holly teaches a once-a-semester elective seminar for mostly non-Indigenous faculty, 

staff, and administrators. She commented, “I try to be deep but it’s like scratching the surface of 

helping them understand some first steps of what happened since they’ve lived in this place.” 
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She also works with Indigenous faculty to help them feel more connected to each other and their 

culture. Holly is committed to this work “because they won’t get Indigenous content in their 

academic discipline if they’re outside Indigenous studies or Indigenous language.” Her seminar 

courses have grown in popularity amongst the non-Indigenous faculty. She also shared that she is 

writing a curriculum to incorporate traditional stories. 

Helping students understand that there are going to be times when you are going to feel 

very alone in this institution and that’s going to happen throughout your life but how you 

look to the natural elements of your ancestors around you. The sun, the sky, the rain, the 

mountain, the trees, the water, and know that you are never alone because they are always 

with you. Dig deeper into the ancestral knowledge that’s always around us, within us. 

Ivy expressed similar views on educating from a cultural paradigm embedded in ancestral 

teachings. She shares, “The approach I have with respect to my work is to create a womb-based 

space for our campus. My politics are driven by that. Tribal members tell me that it made them 

feel good to hear that that kind of approach was being used.” The Indigenous student center on 

her campus serves as this womb-based space. Ivy spoke about how this womb-based concept 

comes from being a mom. 

I really sincerely mean what I say (elicits emotion) when I use those kinds of terms. And 

when I express myself in that way, I know that these students, in particular these White 

students who often bristle, especially (those) from rural parts of the state, will flat out tell 

you that learning about diversity is not gonna matter to them. They’re not gonna use any 

of that knowledge because they’re gonna be farmers or whatever. But I see the impact 

that talking in that way has on these students. They come up and ask me questions, and 

they want to know more. 
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Ivy emphasized that as campus leaders and educators, we need to use our paradigms, models, 

and life experiences. These ancestral and cultural teachings have also served as a source of 

strength for the tribal advisors. 

Indigenous communities want their students to get a college degree. They look to the 

institutions to provide degree and certificate programs that will educate students who will 

eventually return home to strengthen the Indigenous community workforce. As I mentioned 

earlier, the University of Wintergreen (UW) successfully offered a certificate program in natural 

resources for regional tribes. The institution got input from all the Indigenous communities on 

the program to ensure that the content was what they needed before they launched. UW now 

hosts a natural resources summit with the Indigenous communities every two years, an example 

of a partnership that sustains a strong working relationship between UW and the communities. 

Due to this success, there is interest in having a business summit that will help launch an 

entrepreneurship certificate. 

With tribal input, the University of Pine Hill (UPH) is working to create a Tribal Gaming 

and Hospitality certificate. Similar tribal gaming certificate and degree programs have also 

evolved at another institution in the southwest. Their law school will be the first in the country to 

offer programs focused on Indian Gaming and Tribal Self-Governance as part of its Indian Legal 

Program. In a press release, the law dean commented,  

History has also shown that tribes can better meet the needs of their citizens when the 

federal trustee works to promote tribal sovereignty and self-determination. We believe 

that both our programs will provide critical education for those working for the tribes or 

in Indian gaming. (Anderson, 2019)  
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Other efforts to address the needs of Indigenous communities are in teacher education. Pinon 

State University has created a teacher's institute for one of their regional communities, modeling 

it after an eastern institution. The program supports a partnership between professors in the 

College of Education and K-12 teachers in the Indigenous schools and communities to develop 

curricula and strengthen their community's education system. Spilye, the tribal advisor, 

comments, "It's a very even-handed partnership, not a top-down approach." The tribal advisors 

are vital to bridging Indigenous communities' needs with the expertise and resources at the 

institution they work at. 

Weapons and Resilience 

The work demands a lot of the tribal advisors, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. 

Many tribal advisors draw on their own weapons such as family, community, and spirituality, for 

support and strength. Some advisors engaged in regular cultural practices for their well-being. 

For instance, some participated in traditional dances, healing ceremonies, or talked with their 

elders. Most times, it was “going home to the rez,” that made them feel grounded and re-

centered. Chris shares, “because we have so much stress, time constraints, lack of support, 

tensions, I just have to shut it all down and go home.” When he talks about home, he is referring 

to his Indigenous community. He goes on to say, “When things get real bad, I call my grandma, 

and I’ll say, ‘Grandma, talk to me in [Tribe].’ I just need to hear it (the language) to bring me all 

the way home.” Chris makes it a point to go home for an entire month to see his horses and 

spend time in his ceremonial home while also doing some hard work. He says, “I have these 

academic hands. I get home, I have these callouses. The city is toxic, and I have to go home.” 

Chris’ resiliency is a part of TribalCrit’s notion of understanding and valuing his culture through 

his own [Tribe] lens. He is reminded of who he is and understands what it is to be [Tribe]. He 
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takes responsibility for his personal well-being by taking time away from work and going home 

to the “rez” to get re-centered. 

A couple of female tribal advisors mention that the work can be lonely and isolating. 

They rely a lot on their staff and colleagues for support. Neena said she sometimes needs to share 

her frustrations and is grateful to have a close colleague she can trust and talk to. She said that 

ever since she took on the dual leadership roles, it can be lonely. 

There are times I don’t come out of my office. I will just eat lunch at my desk. On those 

days I’m thinking, “Okay, what is going on? Why didn’t nobody see me today? Why 

haven’t I talked to anybody today?” I’ve got to watch that I don’t isolate myself because 

it is very lonely. 

Kasey shared a similar experience. She’s grateful for her staff and for the connections she has 

with many colleagues across campus. However, she says, “I’ve recognized the higher you 

advance professionally within administration, the lonelier it gets.” She talks about working in a 

political environment and having to be careful about who you confide in. Her family and 

Indigenous community support her, and she says that her traditional upbringing is a source of 

strength. 

Neena shared an experience of feeling out of place at senior leader social gatherings 

where she and her spouse were the only persons of color:  

We go to the president’s receptions and here comes the little Indian girl, you know. I 

have to put on the ritz in order to go in. I do feel uncomfortable. It’s trying to find your 

space in those spaces.  

She goes on to talk about being at work and she senses people are uncomfortable coming up to 

her for conversation: 
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There is still a reluctance for people to even approach me. I have my own little bubble 

that I kind of stick in. It’s tough but I’m not going to let it get to me. I’ve got to keep 

plugging away doing what I can do. 

 Holly shared an experience of being treated as if she didn’t belong in different circles 

within the institution. Soon after she completed her Ph.D., no one at the faculty and executive 

level knew who she was, even though she got her degree from the same institution. She recalls a 

time when she was introducing herself into those circles. 

I had White male administrators ask me to get them a cup of coffee or tell me how to fold 

the papers the right way. I remember going home feeling super dirty. I didn’t belong 

there. I said to my husband that I would never wear a dress again because I just felt so 

degraded in so many ways. 

It was unfortunate Holly had this experience. What changed is when her mentor would introduce 

her as “Dr. [name]” in the same circles and the reception was, “Okay, you can sit down.” She’s 

become more confident but is still cautious going into these different situations because in her 

words, “I’m female and I’m dark, right?” Occasionally she still feels the need to dress up to fit 

in, but she’s also established her own comfort after having been exposed to different situations. 

Holly’s resilience is mentors, family, and her traditional dancing. She has a love for her natural 

surroundings and says that she feels her ancestors are always with her in the form of nature’s 

beauty. 

Unfortunately, tribal advisors experienced exclusion-type treatment from their 

colleagues. Ivy shared a story about her colleagues and not allying with her, almost seeing her as 

a threat or competition. Ivy said her colleagues were not used to having an educated Indigenous 

woman in a leadership role. 
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The leading voice of the Indigenous community has now been supplanted with mine. 

Where I was coming from was a place of, “I’m sharing this stage with you, I’m sharing 

this space with you. I’m not in competition with you.” But to me, it seemed that allies on 

campus were kind of doing this thing, like elbowing me out of the way. So, in a way, I 

felt like, I’m not here for window dressing purposes. I mean I showed up to work, and 

when I show up to work, I think that was seen as challenging the work of those people 

who had been at that institution for a very long time. That was something I hadn’t 

encountered before. You know, being invited to a table to offer guidance on say, research 

processes and approaches and then to be kind of shut out of that process because they 

didn’t agree with the manner in which maybe certain scholars talk about Indigenous 

research methodologies. It was just a very odd (can you believe it laugh) experience for 

me. 

It was difficult to listen to Ivy’s experience. I could sense it was very hard to recall an experience 

of being excluded. 

Tribal advisors shared that it was difficult to work in toxic environments within their 

institution. They also expressed feelings of loneliness because they were the only person of color 

at a senior leadership level. They also had uncertainties about who they could trust to talk about 

their experiences and get support and advice when they needed it. This was particularly the 

experience of the female advisors with three specifically mentioning the loneliness of their 

experiences. Without making any conclusions about how gender factors into the tribal advisor’s 

role and responsibilities, some key factors warrant further research. 
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Conclusion 

The roles and responsibilities of the tribal advisor are multidimensional and complex. 

Nine of the thirteen tribal advisors had dual job titles, and a couple even have multiple job titles. 

Several have direct oversight of a department on campus, usually an Indigenous student and/or 

research center or a diversity unit. Tribal advisors, who came from an academic affairs 

background, had other responsibilities like teaching, publishing, and managing grant projects. 

Tribal advisors have the difficult job of being the one Indigenous person who everyone 

goes to for all things Indigenous. Most of them assume the role with no job description and 

usually end up being the one to create one. The tribal advisor work is rewarding in many aspects 

when engaging with the different Indigenous communities. Having Indigenous community 

support and trust is what keeps them doing this work, as difficult and complex as it may be.
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Chapter 5: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND SUMMARY 

 The dissertation research journey has been ceremony for me. Ceremony is a ritual for 

many Indigenous people to honor who we are, our values, our beliefs, and our customs. The final 

chapter represents my research ceremony coming to closure. The final day of the Navajo 

Kinaaldá ceremony (young girl coming into womanhood) is a time of renewal and celebration. 

Over the past four days, the young girl has been given all the teachings and blessings of 

womanhood. She shares pieces of her Navajo cake with all those who have guided her while she 

prepared the cake and was in ceremony. The cake baked in the ground all night while the 

medicine man and his helpers chanted and prayed, asking Creator to bless her with mental, 

emotional, physical, and spiritual strength. Receiving the cake is an honor, and for those who 

partake, it restores one’s sense of balance and harmony. As Navajos we refer to this as walking 

in beauty, and all those who are present are blessed with joy, confidence, happiness, and peace. 

I bring closure to this research journey sharing what we have come to learn about the role 

and responsibilities of the tribal advisor. I restate the research questions and summarize the 

findings. I then discuss the theoretical framework and concepts, TribalCrit, isomorphism, virtual 

adoption, and cosmetic diversity, and their relation to the findings. Finally, I bring forth 

implications for practice and recommendations for future research. 

Restatement of Research Questions 

 Although there have been efforts to expand research literature on the experiences of 

Indigenous students and faculty in historically White institutions, there is little to no research on 

the experiences of Indigenous administrators, particularly tribal advisors, other than the chapter I 

co-authored, “The Role of the Special Advisor to the President on Native American Affairs” that 

provided a historical overview, a description of responsibilities, challenges and opportunities, 
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and recommendations of the position. I am pleased to say that there continues to be an increase 

in the number of tribal advisors at different institutions across the U.S. ever since this study was 

initiated. To foster a respectful community on campus for Indigenous students and strengthen 

relationships with Indigenous communities, we must learn more about the importance of the 

tribal advisor role in historically White institutions and how to support the role. 

This study looks at the experiences of tribal advisors at historically White institutions 

through a TribalCrit lens and is guided by the following research questions:  

1. How do institutions and their senior leaders socially construct and characterize 

Indigenous communities, and in what ways if at all, do they express an understanding of 

these communities being sovereign nations?  

2. How and in what ways is the social construction and organizational position of tribal 

advisors suggestive of their offices being cases of virtual adoption and cosmetic 

diversity? 

3. What are the range of roles and responsibilities that tribal advisors enact and perform? 

How does the tribal advisor experience these as expressions of their Indigenous culture 

relative to the dominant White culture? 

4. What strategies do tribal advisors use for negotiating tensions experienced within the 

institution? 

Summary of Findings 

 The tribal advisors in this study come from different backgrounds and had different 

pathways that brought them to the advisor role. There are commonalities across their experiences 

about why they do this work, the type of work they engage in, and the challenges they’ve 
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encountered along the way. The summary of findings will briefly elaborate on what I learned 

from their collective stories I refer to as the medicine bundle. 

Expectations of the Tribal Advisor 

 Given that the tribal advisor role is unique and there are only a few tribal advisors across 

the country, it can be said that there are many hats they wear and many expectations of their role. 

Most tribal advisor roles are not institutionalized, like the more formal and familiar roles such as 

vice presidents, associate vice presidents, or assistant vice presidents, and therefore, don’t get the 

visibility and support they need. Most of the tribal advisors were appointed and didn’t have to 

compete for their position. Although not specifically mentioned, there may be an increasing 

expectation that tribal advisors have a terminal degree. I don’t think this is necessarily a concern 

for the Indigenous communities. What they might be more concerned with is that the candidate 

be from a local Indigenous community, although some tribal advisors have managed to gain the 

trust and respect of the local communities even while they are not from the region. Most of the 

tribal advisors also lack job descriptions which can be problematic because they end up being the 

sole person who deals with all things Indigenous, even when there are other Indigenous staff and 

faculty. There is not an awareness or appreciation that there are 574 federally recognized tribes 

in the United States, and each has its own form of government, language, and customs. When 

you have Indigenous students representing 50-100 Indigenous communities, it’s unrealistic that 

one person or office would be able to manage communication and relationships with all the 

communities that Indigenous students represent. Indigenous leaders assume the tribal advisor has 

the authority and resources to do their job, but in most cases, they do not. There is also an 

expectation by Indigenous communities that the tribal advisor care for their students who attend 

the institution, always looking out for their well-being.  
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Social Constructs of Indigenous People and Communities 

 The social constructs of Indigenous people and communities focused on the institutions’ 

lack of awareness of Indigenous communities being sovereign nations; grouping Indigenous 

people into the catch-all category of being “minorities” and seeing and treating Indigenous 

people as all the same; and, assuming every tribal community has  casinos that make their 

Indigenous people rich. Tribal advisors expressed concerns of being lumped into the ethnic 

minority or “minority” groups, an act that reinforces homogenization of Indigenous identities. 

Almost all the tribal advisors expressed the importance of the institution being aware and 

understanding tribal sovereignty, especially if they are land grant institutions. Land grant 

institutions are facing questions about how they benefitted from the Morrill Act’s wealth transfer 

efforts. The Morrill Act of 1862 turned land expropriated from tribal nations into seed money for 

higher education (Lee & Ahtone, 2020). Land grant universities were launched from lands titled 

to tribal nations that were extinguished and tribes and these lands were sold to endow land-grant 

universities (p. 1). Unfortunately, Indigenous students, faculty, and staff are underrepresented at 

these land-grant institutions. The new term for these institutions is “land-grab universities”. 

Organizationally, the grouping of Indigenous students as a “minority” or multicultural 

group, creates tension when institutions then try to place an Indigenous student center, services, 

and/or students under a Multicultural Student Services unit or diversity department. Indigenous 

people occupy a liminal space that accounts for both the legal/political and racialized natures of 

their identities (Brayboy, 2006). These actions of grouping Indigenous students with the other 

ethnic minorities, deters the institution’s commitment and focus on the needs and concerns of 

Indigenous students. Similarly, when the institution proclaims diversity is a value, they don’t 

include or even try to foster partnerships with Indigenous communities. Disaggregating data and 
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knowing who your Indigenous students are is important, yet few institutions try. This is 

problematic, especially when Indigenous students fall into “two or more races” categories 

without any recognition that they are members of sovereign nations. Finally, institutions have a 

false notion that Indigenous people and their communities are monetarily rich because of casino 

gaming that contributes to addressing the economic needs of their communities. Unfortunately, 

this notion leads to an expectation that the Indigenous communities will willingly give funding to 

the institutions, but the institutions haven’t yet lived up to honoring their own commitments to 

the communities. 

Cases of Virtual Adoption and Cosmetic Diversity of the Tribal Advisor Role 

 All the tribal advisors have experienced a level of virtual adoption and/or cosmetic 

diversity. What is significant is that they don’t have the power or authority to make changes 

within their campus to the degree that is expected of them from the external stakeholders, or 

Indigenous communities. Their positions are not necessarily institutionalized within the ranks of 

the administration, reporting lines are a blur, and they don’t have the necessary and consistent 

support from senior leaders to implement recommendations that come forth from Indigenous 

leaders. Communication can also be inconsistent and almost non-existent between the tribal 

advisors and senior leaders, which calls into question the commitment and priorities of the 

leadership. Office location of the tribal advisor was also a concern given that proximity to the 

president and/or provost sends a message, both to the Indigenous communities and to the 

institution, about the minimal importance of the office and the advisor. Cultural respect and 

having a seat at the table is important to the tribal leaders. They expressed that the institution 

lacked consideration and respect for Indigenous cultural knowledge and didn’t appreciate the 

meaning of a traditional song or a land acknowledgement. Tribal advisors also advocate for 
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Indigenous people to have a seat at the table when issues and conversations arise that have 

impact on Indigenous people and communities. There are Indigenous scholars who can offer 

important perspectives on many issues. Not being invited to the table perpetuates an erasure of 

Indigenous people and communities. 

Role and Responsibilities of the Tribal Advisor 

 The role and responsibilities of tribal advisors are vast, but there were emerging themes 

common for many of them, such as being educators and advisors to senior leaders and the 

institution, leading efforts to strengthen relationships with Indigenous communities, being 

caretakers of Indigenous students, and protecting Indigenous people and communities. All the 

advisors took these responsibilities seriously and were committed. Most of their time and efforts 

were spent on educating the institution and advising senior leaders on Indigenous issues. A big 

challenge is these efforts seemed endless, and tribal advisors didn’t have the time, resources, or 

energy to do this day in and day out. Tribal advisors also found themselves helping the 

institution maintain good relations with the Indigenous communities to the extent that they could. 

This caused some internal conflict for some advisors because they are always having to 

anticipate the problems or issues that could arise and be prepared to deal with them. It helps to 

have agreements, like MOUs, in place to remind the institution of their obligations and 

commitments to Indigenous communities. This takes some of the tension out of the work when 

you can fall back on the institution’s own words of commitment. Tribal advisors were also asked 

to be overseers and/or caretakers of Indigenous students by family members. Historically White 

institutions are still perceived as foreign territory. Past failed attempts to fully assimilate 

Indigenous students to Western forms of education leave a residue of fears and anxieties. 

Families need to be reassured that their child will be looked after, which is a big expectation of a 
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tribal advisor. Tribal advisors have also had to protect Indigenous people and communities from 

researchers who unknowingly and disrespectfully push their own research agendas without any 

regard for the tribal protocols to protect Indigenous people and communities. Fortunately, 

institutions are starting to understand that Indigenous communities have laws, codes, and 

protocols to protect their people and communities from harmful and disingenuous research. 

Strategies for Negotiating Tensions within the Institution 

 The tribal advisors have led many initiatives and efforts on their campus to negotiate 

tensions when faced with ignorance, disrespect, and erasure within their institutions. I would 

label these acts and behaviors as the monsters and the strategies as weapons. It goes back to a 

sense of in-betweenness that I mentioned when sharing their experiences of being between 

virtual roles and sovereign worlds. The following weapons have all been initiated and/or led by 

tribal advisors to combat the monsters: respecting self-identification, land acknowledgements 

and tribal flags of honor, changing the narrative, honoring commitments, telling our own history 

and stories, and resilience. 

 The first weapon, respecting self-identification, is an issue that TribalCrit explains as the 

ability and legitimacy of Indigenous people defining themselves and what it means to be 

Indigenous. In my study there were issues with not disaggregating data sets to know who the 

Indigenous students are and posing the question, how do institutions identify Indigenous 

students? There is the concern with the “two or more races” and “other” categories that 

Indigenous people fall into, negating their representation and membership of sovereign nations. 

A second weapon is adoption of land acknowledgements and display of tribal flags to 

honor the Indigenous peoples and the communities they come from. As noted by Gurneau of 

Northwestern University, land acknowledgements serve to disrupt invisibility and erasure of 
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Indigenous peoples (Stewart, 2019). Tribal flag displays are becoming more common on college 

campuses. Institutional leaders express that this is a way to honor the Indigenous peoples and 

communities. However, there is concern by Indigenous peoples that both the land 

acknowledgements and tribal flag displays also involve engaging more with Indigenous 

communities and the institution being intentional in providing resources and services to help 

their Indigenous students to be successful.  

A third weapon is tribal leaders leading and supporting efforts to change the narrative. 

Indigenous people not only want to be represented and seen, but for society at large to know we 

exist in the present, and we are not relics of the past. Many non-Indigenous college students have 

not met an Indigenous person, and when they do, they are surprised we still exist. Institutions 

that have Indigenous student centers need to have their campus tours include them, so 

Indigenous students know where to find support. It is also helpful if institutions can create more 

published resources that inform the campus about the Indigenous communities in their state or 

region and for campus leaders to visit the Indigenous communities to enhance their awareness 

about and relationship with these communities. 

A fourth weapon is honoring commitments made between the institution and Indigenous 

communities. These commitments are often stated in written and signed agreements, in a tribal 

consultation policy, and/or in strategic plans. Too often these commitments are forgotten, and 

tribal advisors are usually the ones who bring them forward when institutional leaders need to be 

reminded of their obligations to Indigenous people and communities. These documents clarify 

expectations of all parties involved but also have fallen short on follow-through when it comes to 

dedicating resources to those commitments. 
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A fifth weapon is for Indigenous people to change academic curriculum to include 

Indigenous histories and stories. This is where we have a great need for more Indigenous faculty 

to reach across the curriculum and to have Indigenous faculty representation in every academic 

college, and not just in Indigenous studies. There is a need to create more programs that meet the 

needs of Indigenous communities. This relates to TribalCrit addressing policies and practices 

that are rooted in imperialism and White supremacy. All students should learn about Indigenous 

history and culture, and not only about subjects like classics, philosophy, and the like, from a 

European construct. 

A fifth and final weapon is the resiliency of tribal advisors. Tribal advisors have difficult, 

demanding, and often unforgiving jobs. They are in that in-between space where they are 

balancing the needs and desires of the institutions they work in and those of the Indigenous 

communities they are part of. Many of the tribal advisors look to family as their base of support, 

as well as their own cultural teachings and practices. Some return home to be with family, to do 

ceremony, so they can return to their institutions with the strength and the courage they need. 

There is still a tendency for tribal advisors to feel isolated and lonely in what one described as a 

toxic environment: the institution. 

Discussion 

 This section will discuss findings in relation to the current literature base pertaining to 

TribalCrit, colonialism, sovereignty, nation building, virtual adoption, and cosmetic diversity. 

During the dissertation, I have applied these concepts, and it is clear they help us make meaning 

of the experiences of tribal advisors. At the same time, I have also extended them. The 

discussion will also include findings about in-betweenness, cluelessness, mitigating and 

minimizing harm, loneliness and isolation, and toxicity. While many of the findings in this study 
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were consistent with or expanded on the current research and theory, some findings were 

unexpected and significant. 

Virtual Adoption and Cosmetic Diversity 

 In my higher education coursework, I was always trying to understand terms that were 

foreign to me, like neo-institutional theory, isomorphism, virtual adoption, and cosmetic 

diversity. I struggled with bridging these unfamiliar theories and concepts to what I knew as a 

Diné woman, leader, and scholar, and while navigating my own position as a tribal advisor. I 

have pages and pages of notes, mostly concept mapping, to help me understand how these 

theories and concepts have played a role in the shaping of U.S. higher education. I want to 

elaborate on a few of these concepts and how I’ve woven them into the tribal advisor stories or 

medicine bundle, without conflict with or disruption of harmony. Through the process of my 

research, I’ve learned how to apply and appreciate the theories and concepts. They have help me 

to be a better administrator and scholar. 

 Virtual adoption and cosmetic diversity are concepts that have evolved from neo-

institutional theory (G. Rhoades, personal communication, October 15, 2019). Neo-institutional 

theory is not critical theory.  It is race-neutral and is what Birnbaum refers to as virtual adoption. 

On the other hand, TribalCrit is the opposite: it is critical and encompasses race, which I will 

elaborate on in the next section. 

Virtual adoption, an old concept, speaks to the institutions creating structures to show 

that they are legitimate by creating roles, like the tribal advisor. However, these roles do not 

translate into the institutions doing anything concrete to institutionalize and support the role. The 

role and office exist, but they don’t have the authority or power from institutional leaders to 

make fundamental changes like embedding Indigenous perspectives in the curriculum, for 
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instance. As the findings show, the offices of the tribal advisor are also under-resourced with no 

allocated or committed budgets and no dedicated staff. Tribal advisors are not the same across 

institutions and are varied in title, scope of work, reporting line, office location, and so on. I 

would describe them as being unsettled within the institution, meaning the role is not 

institutionalized and is not reaching a level of full isomorphism. Institutions should be consistent 

in how they value, support, and position the tribal advisor role. 

At the time of my research, very few institutions had a tribal advisor, however, there has 

been an increase in the number of historically White institutions appointing tribal advisors, yet 

there are still concerns with the unsettling affect. Some senior leaders expect tribal advisors to 

protect them from their mistakes with the Indigenous communities, yet the senior leaders 

themselves haven’t made the investment to expand their awareness about Indigenous people and 

tribal sovereignty, so that mistakes can be avoided. Behind closed doors, tribal advisors are 

expected to mitigate tension and controversial issues with the Indigenous communities and put 

the institution back in a positive light. Again, there is no commitment to institutionalize or 

elevate the tribal advisor role because such a commitment can be a disruption to its core. It can 

be said that institutions want to be protected from such a disruption because now there has to be 

more of a commitment and investment in serving Indigenous students and communities. 

 Cosmetic diversity is a practice that institutions undertake to enhance the appearance of 

diversity on their campuses (Ford & Patterson, 2019). Even more, rather than elaborate on 

affirmative measures to address inequities and underrepresentation of diversity in higher 

education, they are more concerned with show and tell of their diversity representation. The 

virtual adoption has become cosmetic diversity. Institutions project an outward persona that we 

are reaching record numbers of enrollment of diverse students, but inwardly, how we support 
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students from diverse backgrounds is hidden in the background. I call it the “Wizard of Oz” 

effect. Dorothy and Toto get to the Wizard’s kingdom and approach a facade wall of what the 

village considers to be the real Wizard of Oz and all things magical where wishes are granted. 

Dorothy and Toto want to get home to Kansas but come to learn that Oz is not a real wizard, and 

he can’t grant wishes. It is the same concept with cosmetic diversity: you have a surface 

appearance that doesn’t translate to what is happening on the inside or doesn’t transform into 

concrete activity. With the work tribal advisors do, they are trying to provide institutional leaders 

information about tribal sovereignty and Native nation building, and it’s almost as if the 

institution doesn’t want to learn. 

TribalCrit 

In presenting the findings, TribalCrit applies to and helps us understand meaning and 

experiences of tribal advisors. At the same time, emerging from the data is an understanding to 

build on this framework and to extend it. Framing this study within TribalCrit has been affirming 

and important to understanding the role and experiences of the tribal advisor. It took me longer 

than I expected to fully grasp the meaning of TribalCrit and how it applies to my research. It was 

a process of minimizing the Western constructs of research and shifting to what Brayboy (2006) 

describes as storytelling and honoring stories and oral knowledge as real and legitimate forms of 

data and ways of being. I appreciate that he has emphasized that stories are not separate from 

theory and that they make up theory (p. 439). On May 25, 2020, I had a major paradigm shift and 

gave myself permission to construct my study with an Indigenous mindset, to not hold back what 

I was feeling and thinking as an Indigenous scholar and not wrangle and conform with Western 

notions of research. I recall this very moment sitting in an Airbnb in Camp Verde. I was at the 

near end of a two-week solo writing retreat when I woke one morning, got my cup of coffee, and 
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sat at my laptop. I started to type on the keyboard and couldn’t stop for almost two hours. I don’t 

think I even got up to refill my coffee cup. What poured out on seven pages was a breakthrough 

moment, and it went something like this:  

At 8:00 am today, I had a major breakthrough with my research. I was wrangling with 

finding clarity and focus and trying to search for the meaning of who am I in this space 

and what this study that I have conducted is about, seeking a deeper meaning. I came to 

realize today that this dissertation research is everything about me, my own lived 

experiences, my family, my job and education, and my Indigenous community. 

I share this because TribalCrit was a big factor in this shift. I had the nine tenets taped to the 

walls of the Airbnb, studying them day in and day out. I allowed myself to completely absorb 

TribalCrit into my existence and saw my experience and those of the tribal advisors woven 

throughout the nine tenets. I began to understand that TribalCrit was about our values and belief 

systems, who we are as Indigenous administrators, how family and community play a vital role 

in our work, and how we have been powerful change agents regardless of the challenges we’ve 

faced. It has helped me to re-envision my day-to-day work at my institution from a place of pride 

and confidence, a realization of my individual self-determination and sovereignty. 

I took on colonist ideals after living and working in colonized spaces for all my adult life. 

Brayboy (2006) explains that  

“The colonization has been so complete that even many American Indians fail to 

recognize that we are taking up colonist ideals when we fail to express ourselves in ways 

that challenge dominant society’s ideas about how and what we are supposed to be, how 

we are supposed to behave, and what we are supposed to be within the larger 

population.” (p. 431)  
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I feel I still do this in my work because I am immersed in a colonized world. 

 In this study all the tribal advisors experienced effects of colonization in their role. 

Colonization and its debilitating influences are at the heart of TribalCrit (Brayboy, 2006). The 

tribal advisors felt pressures to conform or perform based on the Western norms of the 

institution, with many examples of not fitting in. One tribal advisor was treated like an 

administrative assistant during a meeting and felt it was because of her age and skin color. There 

were also many unknowns about how to fit in to the organizational culture. The tribal advisors 

had to figure out themselves how to constructively participate in high-level meetings and who 

you can and cannot talk to at fundraising events. These struggles happened often and left the 

tribal advisors feeling alienated and discouraged. 

 The second tenet of TribalCrit refers to policies towards American Indians being rooted 

in imperialism and White supremacy and desire for material gain (Brayboy, 2006). In this study, 

the notion of material gain was stated in Indigenous communities being seen as “cash cows” with 

the institutions looking to the Indigenous communities to provide funds from their casino 

revenues. White supremacy and settler colonialism also manifested in institutions having 

Eurocentric based courses and curriculum that didn’t incorporate Indigenous knowledge or 

experiences. Or even when Indigenous studies programs exist, there is no support to grow them 

or to recruit more Indigenous faculty who can teach across disciplines. 

 Tenet three of TribalCrit was an overarching theme, which states that Indigenous people 

occupy a liminal space that accounts for both the political and racialized natures of our existence 

(Brayboy, 2006). Indigenous students, programs, and communities are constantly framed as a 

racialized group, and their legal and political identities are ignored. This tenet played out in data 

reporting and the lumping of Indigenous students under a multicultural umbrella. There is little 
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to no disaggregation of data as an essential practice, and institutions still lump Indigenous 

students and services with other race groups and treat them as all the same. 

 Tenet six of TribalCrit explains that educational policies and practices toward Indigenous 

people have historically been oriented toward a problematic goal of assimilation (Brayboy, 

2006). Tribal advisors must maintain a great deal of cultural pride and identity in their work. 

They also must assert that Indigenous people have a seat at the table when there are concerns and 

issues being discussed that have an impact on them and/or communities. Indigenous 

communities are becoming more vocal about their voice and representation and rejecting any 

rhetoric that forces integration or assimilation. This is particularly the case with Indigenous 

student services and putting them under a diversity unit or having them be identified in data 

reports as “two or more races.” Indigenous leaders, faculty, and students are thriving and 

unfortunately, are considered a threat by the institution, especially as they take on leadership 

roles. 

 Tenet nine of TribalCrit explains that theory and practice are connected in deep and 

explicit ways such that scholars must work towards social change (Brayboy, 2006). Tribal 

advisors are taking on the responsibility of educating institutional leaders, helping the institution 

to maintain good relations with Indigenous communities, be caretakers of our Indigenous 

children, and protect Indigenous people and communities. All these responsibilities expose 

structural inequities such as researchers preying on vulnerable Indigenous populations to further 

their research agenda. Tenet nine emphasizes that research be conducted with community and 

not on community. It also changes the narrative about Indigenous research priorities and puts the 

Indigenous communities in a position to determine their own research needs. 
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A Dance of “In-Betweenness” 

The notion of “in-betweenness” is about not aligning yourself too closely with either the 

Indigenous communities or the institution. If you get too close to the Indigenous communities, 

you can be perceived as being “too Native” and haven’t assimilated into the institutional culture. 

If you get too close to the institution, you can be perceived as a “sell-out” and have abandoned 

protecting Indigenous peoples and communities. Many of the tribal advisors expressed being in 

this “in-betweenness” position and had to strategize on how best to deal with these tensions. 

As I was analyzing my data, I couldn’t help but think of “Indian scouts” who long ago 

would be in these “in-between” roles. Indian scouts in the 1800’s performed tasks like guiding 

troops and civilians, interpreting, translating, “peace talking,” and being escorts for scientific 

expeditions and for visitors to Indian country (Taylor, 2019). The Indian scouts originated when 

many Indigenous communities were being forced off their homelands by White settlers in a 

westward conquest to acquire land. In John Lewis Taylor’s (2019) book, “Navajo Scouts During 

the Apache Wars,” he states, 

Since the very beginning of European colonization, the colonial powers used Native 

peoples, either as individuals or as nations, as allies against other colonial settlers or 

Native peoples. European powers soon learned that Native American scouts and soldiers 

were essential to maintaining their hold on colonial interests in North America. (p. 28) 

There is some similarity to Indian scouts being in that in-between position because on one hand, 

they were allied with the military and White settlers and yet, were also allied with their tribal 

group who was being conquered. Taylor (2019) also states that back in those days, a key trait of 

an ideal Indian scout was loyalty. Indian scouts were also viewed as betrayers and even 
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peacemakers (p. 79). Although there is no such reference to the tribal advisors, it can be said that 

they often felt like their loyalties were questioned.  

Tribal advisors have many roles and responsibilities. They can be translators, negotiators, 

mediators, and ambassadors. Tribal advisors are put in compromising positions of mitigating and 

minimizing harm to both the institution and to the Indigenous communities. When I speak of the 

tribal advisors being caretakers of our children or protectors of Indigenous people and 

communities, there is a deeper commitment and loyalty to these responsibilities. Several tribal 

advisors commented on supporting the institution, even being loyal to the institution, but not at 

the detriment of their people or communities. All the tribal advisors expressed respect, 

appreciation, and honor for the Indigenous communities they work on behalf of and with. As I 

mentioned earlier, the jobs are relational -- it’s all about who you know and how you earn respect 

and keep it. The job and working in the organization hierarchy originates from White settler 

notions. Tribal advisors must make sure they have a seat at the table and continue to advocate for 

positive change and look out for the best interests of Indigenous people and communities. 

Cluelessness: Educating, Advising, and Guiding Institutions 

Land acknowledgements have become a trend in historically White institutions. It is 

important that such practices exist, but it should not exist as a check-the-box statement or words 

on paper or placed on a website. More intention must be taken to put the words into action. I 

appreciate a statement by Dr. Dan Wildcat, faculty at Haskell Indian Nations University, who 

was a featured speaker for the NASPA Power and Place Symposium held on March 18, 2021, 

with reference to making a land acknowledgement: 

If you are going to acknowledge a place and the first earth keepers of that place, then that 

means you’re going to accept responsibilities you have for those in your relationships to 
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those first peoples and to that place, to the land, to the water, to the air of that place. 

Institutions, with the help of the first peoples of those places where they sit, making an 

effort to have a conversation with them about what a land acknowledgement means and 

as an institution you have a responsibility to all life. Or will institutions just do business 

as usual with very little attention to all of those important relationships that should be 

shaping the personality of the institution. We have an obligation to make sure our 

institutions and ourselves can be the embodiment of the power of the places where we 

live and work. That is what land acknowledgements are ultimately about. If you’re going 

to do that, your institutions better be prepared to honor responsibilities that go with that 

acknowledgement. (Wildcat, 2021) 

As I reflect on Dr. Wildcat’s words, I am moved and want nothing more than for the institutions 

to understand the true power of what his words mean. The obligations he refers to are very true 

and can be in the form of increasing financial support for Indigenous students, supporting 

Indigenous student centers on campus, funding early outreach programs that prepare Indigenous 

youth for college, and recruiting more Indigenous faculty. He goes on to suggest that institutions 

who have land acknowledgement statements should look at their vision and mission statements, 

and if it doesn’t have a reference to protecting, caretaking, and honoring that unique space (land), 

then you have some things to address. 

Tribal advisors must constantly educate presidents and other institutional leaders about 

Indigenous communities. The last thing you want is for the president to say or do anything that is 

offensive or inappropriate or to be clueless about tribes. During a faculty meeting, the president 

of the University of Colorado, Boulder, President Mark Kennedy, was called out by faculty and 

the school’s native studies center for saying online classes needed to increase so that the 
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university could avoid “a trail of tears”. He made this statement in response to the on-campus 

class enrollment declining and the on-line class enrollment increasing, stating that the institution 

needed to get it right to avoid a “trail of tears”. The Trail of Tears took place in the 1830s. 

Thousands of Cherokee, Creek, Chickasaw, Choctaw, and Seminole were forcibly removed by 

the federal government from their homelands in the southeast United States to “Indian Territory” 

in eastern Oklahoma. Many people died from starvation and illnesses and were shot by the 

militia in command. This was a horrific period in American history that is referred to as Trail of 

Tears. University of Colorado Boulder’s Center for Native American and Indigenous Studies in a 

released statement said Kennedy’s comment displayed “ignorance of these atrocities at best, and 

willful verbal harm at worst” (Native News Online, 2020). Institutions’ leaders tend to put their 

foot in their mouth, for lack of a better expression, and have been ignorant in their awareness of 

Indigenous people and communities. Microaggressions can be avoided if institution leaders have 

the interest and commitment to learn and simply be in community with Indigenous people. 

Significant Findings 

“It’s Lonely.”  

I wasn’t surprised to learn from a few of the tribal advisors that it was lonely, or that they 

felt isolated, in their position. Their comments naturally evolved when sharing their experiences 

with regards to tensions they experience. Some did not come out and say the word, “lonely”, but 

the way they described situations where they were the only brown person or didn’t feel they fit in 

at social events seemed to imply that the experience felt uncomfortable and isolating. Few 

Indigenous people get to this level in the hierarchy with access to the president of the institution. 

Tribal advisors see this role as a position of honor that comes with a great deal of responsibility. 

As one tribal advisor stated, it gets lonely the higher up in the organization you go. There was a 
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level of reluctance by the advisors to share their own challenges in their work and confide in 

campus colleagues without knowing if they could trust them. 

Toxicity. 

 Institutions are colonized spaces and tribal advisors commit to making them more 

welcoming for Indigenous students. However, it also comes at a price of mental, emotional, 

physical, and spiritual exhaustion. These institutional spaces have been referred to as being toxic, 

and one of the tribal advisors described being physically ill after trying to fit in to the 

institutional environment as an undergraduate. I took notice that some tribal advisors keep their 

medicinal herbs, like sage or sweet grass, in their offices. I have known Indigenous staff to bless 

and purify their office environments just like the Indigenous students practice when they move 

into a residence hall. These practices are to rid the space of bad things and bring renewal and 

protection to those who physically come into the space. 

Support Systems.  

A primary base of support for the tribal advisors as they do their work is family. Many of 

them spoke to a spouse, children, parents, and/or elders who provided them with love and 

encouragement. Some spoke of support staff who were committed and never wavered in getting 

the job done, and Indigenous faculty and students were also a support system. Additional support 

was provided by colleagues at Tribal Colleges and Universities, especially if they were located 

near the institution, and by tribal leaders. Some of the practices that the tribal advisors engaged 

in for their well-being were spiritual gatherings back home, participating in singing and dancing 

rituals on campus, playing basketball or going to the gym, and even seeking out counseling. 

Tribal advisors knew their jobs were demanding, and all of them had solid support systems to 

help them manage. 
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Gender Roles.  

As I began to compile the pre-interview questionnaires prior to the interviews, I noticed 

some gender differences. Seven men and six women participated in the study. Five of the seven 

men had terminal degrees compared to four of the six women. All the women and two of the 

men had dual roles. Besides the tribal advisor role, the other role was either an Indigenous 

student services and center director, diversity administrator, or faculty (teaching, research, or 

grants administrator). I also found it interesting that five of the six women came from a student 

affairs background, compared to only one of the seven men. The remaining six men participants 

came from an academic affairs background. The combined number of years the women had been 

in their tribal advisor role, at the time of their interview, was 52 years, with 20 years being the 

highest for a single tribal advisor, and 2 years being the lowest. The men's combined number was 

44 years, with 13 years being the highest for a single tribal advisor, and 4 years being the lowest. 

The table below summarizes the number of men and women who had a terminal degree, who 

have dual roles, and what their professional background was when they assumed the role of tribal 

advisor. I don’t have any assumptions about the large representation of women with dual jobs 

and those who come from a student affairs background or why there are more men who come 

into the role from an academic affairs background and don’t assume a dual role. This warrants 

further investigation and research. 

Table 3: Gender comparisons of the 13 research participants 

 Men (7) Women (6) 

Terminal degree 5 of 7  4 of 6 

Dual roles 2 of 7 6 of 6 

Student Affairs background 1 of 7 5 of 6 

Academic Affairs background 6 of 7 1 of 6 
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Implications for Practice 

Conversation between Indigenous communities and institutions about how institutions 

and tribes can work together to provide support for Indigenous students, faculty, and programs is 

necessary and should happen frequently. Quite honestly, institutions should provide monetary 

resources to expand opportunities for Indigenous students, faculty, and staff. Institutions gain 

monetarily from research that targets Indigenous communities, in addition to receiving 

scholarship funding from Indigenous funding sources for students. Indigenous students and 

programs should receive a share of these funds, especially if the institution is a land-grant (now 

being termed “land-grab” university) due to the wealth transfer of Morill’s Act that contributed 

to the existence of these land-grant institutions. It’s been acknowledged that land-grant 

institutions aren’t going to give the land back to the Indigenous nations, but they can put more 

funding into supporting Indigenous initiatives. 

Creating awareness and education about Indigenous people and communities was a 

significant role and responsibility for the tribal advisors in this study. Tribal advisors need to get 

the president to mandate sovereignty and cultural training for all administrators, faculty, and 

staff. Just like institutions require other types of trainings, like conflict of interest, the same 

should be for staff to know the basics about sovereignty and Native nation building and how this 

can positively impact the institution’s core values. 

Tribal advisors need to request and get a firm commitment of staff support and funding 

for their work. They should relocate their offices and be near the president and/or provost so they 

are visible and are made to feel part of the senior leadership team. The tribal advisor should insist 

that there be regular and consistent meetings with the president and/or provost so they can keep 

lines of communication open. There also needs to be a reconsideration of a dual role. It is evident 
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that being an advisor is a full-time job. I would go as far as recommending that the title of the 

tribal advisor be in sync with other high-level positions like a senior vice president or vice 

president. This may open opportunities to institutionalize the position, including assuming the 

position will report to the president or provost. This gives the role more power and authority and 

the advisor always has a seat at the table at high-level meetings. 

To combat the loneliness and isolation tribal leaders face, I recommend that they be 

matched with a mentor who is a senior administrator. It would also be helpful if the advisors 

were supported to attend professional development programs that teach them about how to 

navigate and negotiate within the different high-level circles. I did not hear from any of the tribal 

advisors that they had much support for advancement opportunities. There should be some type 

of orientation of new tribal advisors, instead of assuming they know the culture of the 

administration. With several tribal advisors now working in historically White institutions, I 

recommend that there be an annual gathering of tribal advisors hosted by different institutions 

that have an advisor. These convenings can be a way to share challenges and develop strategies 

that lend to their abilities to be stronger leaders. What is valuable is they then can build their own 

professional network of tribal advisors and can always share best practices amongst themselves. 

Future Research 

 I want to contribute to the research by not only applying TribalCrit to the meaning and 

application of the tribal advisor experience, but to expand on the nine original tenets. Tenets ten 

and eleven are the “KFB tenets”. Tenet ten takes gender of the tribal advisor into consideration 

and tenet eleven is understanding how the institutions tend to tokenize the tribal advisors, a case 

of virtual adoption and cosmetic diversity. In my research, gender patterns evolved amongst the 

tribal advisors that warrant further exploration. For instance, there was a significant difference 
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amongst the men, versus the women, in the pathway to the tribal advisor role. Most of the men 

came from an academic affairs background, whereas most of the women came from a student 

affairs background. Another difference is that most of the women had dual titles and therefore, 

added responsibilities that came with their dual roles, versus the men who mostly had a single 

title and probably less responsibilities. Finally, there was mention by a few tribal advisors about 

cultural protocols when it came to working with Indigenous colleagues who were of a particular 

gender due to their own cultural norms of coming from a matrilineal or patrilineal background. 

One tribal advisor mentioned demonstrating respect for Native women elders, regardless of the 

norms of Western or mainstream leadership where titles, education, and hierarchy are valued. I 

would like to state that gender plays a key role in how tribal advisors perform in their duties in 

both non-Indigenous settings and with their Indigenous colleagues and communities. 

 Tenet eleven, another KFB tenet, is about looking deeper into the organizational structure 

of historically White institutions and how they tokenize or marginalize the tribal advisor role, 

supporting the concepts of virtual adoption and cosmetic diversity. I’d like to take a deeper look 

into the organizational structures of institutions, something TribalCrit doesn’t present as a tenet. 

TribalCrit, virtual adoption, and cosmetic diversity help us understand the relationship between 

White supremacy and settler colonialism on one hand and sovereignty and Indigenous 

communities on the other. Yet, what happens within the institutions is what can reveal 

tokenization and manipulation. For instance, the tribal advisors don’t have authority or power. 

They can often be used as a shield to protect the institution against Indigenous communities. 

There are situations where leaders of the institution will falsely claim that they have a solid 

relationship with the tribal advisor to the Indigenous communities, a form of virtual 
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manipulation. Then there are situations where the institution is putting on “makeup” to cover up 

the reality that there is less than, or even no such relationship. 

I recommend that there be additional research to understand how senior leaders, 

specifically the president and provost, understand these roles. This can serve a benefit of gaining 

more institutional support for the role and moving away from virtual adoption to a concrete 

commitment of the role and office being part of the institution’s core operation. 

Finally, the study focused on tribal advisors at a high level, yet there are many 

Indigenous staff and faculty who do very similar work. We could learn from one another on how 

we engage with Indigenous communities, and what works and what doesn’t. This type of 

research can lay the foundation for training and preparing future Indigenous administrators who 

will continue to fill these important in-between roles.  

Summary 
 

Higher education is a fascinating yet daunting organizational culture with an array of 

high-level titles and positions of influence, one being the role of the tribal advisor. The titles and 

responsibilities of the tribal advisors vary, yet they seem to all focus on educating and advising 

the institution’s leadership on issues important to the Indigenous communities and being an 

advocate for Indigenous students. The work of the tribal advisors will continue to be of great 

importance, and we need to better understand the challenges of their work and find ways to 

support how institutions can support them with the goal of sustaining respectful and trusting 

relationships with Indigenous communities. 

Taiaike Alfred (2004) sums up what we, as Indigenous leaders and scholars, are up 

against in our work within historically White institutions: 
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The university is contentious ground, and that should make Native scholars seriously 

consider their view on the role they are playing and on the battles they are fighting. If 

these visions are realized, they are the consequences of a conscious desire we have as 

Indigenous people to transform the world around us because we are dissatisfied with the 

status quo, because we are tired of the tremendous injustices occurring around us, and 

because we are hungry for a change that will bring respect to our rights as Indigenous 

peoples. However, these visions also depend on our success, both individually and 

collectively, at establishing a continuous, visible, and active presence at academic 

institutions, a task that seems sufficiently achievable but proves to be much more difficult 

in reality. (p. 5) 

This statement is followed up by explaining that the reason the work is difficult is because of the 

academy’s role in the ongoing colonization of Indigenous peoples. 

The academy has much invested in maintaining control over who defines knowledge, 

who has access to knowledge, and who produces knowledge. As Indigenous intellectuals 

committed to our Indigenous nations, we threaten the power and authority claimed by 

institutions, disciplines, and peoples created, in part, from the oppression of our people. 

(Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004) 

I resonate with these statements, for I have been an Indigenous woman in the academy for most 

of my life and will continue to be a “warrior” to ensure that there will always be limitless 

educational opportunities for our Indigenous people. We must continue to fight the inequities, 

racism, settler colonialism, and Whiteness that exist within historically White institutions. 
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APPENDIX A: PROFILE OF TRIBAL ADVISORS 

  

*Land Grant 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Number of 
Federally 

Recognized 
Tribes 

(Pseudonym) 
Public Institutions (10) 

Single or Dual Role 
(13 Tribal Liaisons) 

Tribal liaison 
Reports to Current Status:    

97 

University of Ganado* 

8: Dual Roles 
 

5: Single Role 

2: Dean or 
Department Chair 
 
2: Chief of Staff 
 
5: President 
 
3: Vice President 
 
1: Provost 
 

7: Active 
 

6: Inactive 

Sage State University 

Pinon State University 

University of White Shell 

University of Cedar Bark 

University of Wintergreen* 
University of Blue Canyon* 

University of Pine Hill 
University of Hozho* 

Juniper Ash State University* 
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APPENDIX B: PRE-INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
1. Name 

 
2. Tribal affiliation 
 
3. Community you grew up in or where you consider home 

a. Language fluency 
b. Matrilineal/patrilineal 
c. Parents/family educational background 

 
4. Job title & how long you have been in the position?  What institution you work at? 
 
5. What was your previous position (where and how long)? 
 
6. Who do you report to? 
 
7. Do you have support staff?  How many and what are their job titles and FTE? 
 
8. What is the demographics of your university?  (students, faculty, administration, etc.) 
 
9. What governance and/or campus and/or community committees do you serve on?  Do you 

lead any of these committees? 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
CODE IDENTIFIER: #      
 

Study Title:  “Between Virtual Roles and Sovereign Worlds: Tribal Advisors 
in Historically White Institutions” 
 

Principal Investigator: Karen Francis-Begay 
 
Date: 
 
Location/Site:       
 
Time Start:      Time End: 
     
 
QUESTIONS: 
 
Warm-up question:  Tell me a little bit about how you came to be a TRIBAL ADVISOR (or 
specific title)? 
 
1.  What do you see as your primary responsibility in your current position?  (If you have 

dual roles, how do you balance them?) 
 
2.  In the last year, what do you consider as one of your most successful achievements in 

your work? 
 
3.  How do you communicate with your campus President and Provost (leadership) and how 

often? 
 
4.  Do you face any institutional barriers in your work?  If yes, please give one or two 

examples. 
 
5.  Are there tensions in your work that make your work challenging?  If yes, please give 

one or two examples. 
 
6.  What strategies do you use when dealing with tensions that may exist between the 

university and tribal (Native) communities? 
 
7.  Do you feel your work is making an impact for the tribal (Native) communities you work 

with?  For the campus community as a whole?  If yes, how?  If no, why? 
 
 
8.  Have you experienced feelings of being marginalized in the academy? 
 
9.  Do you feel a strong sense of commitment by the institution for the work you do? 
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10.  What key points would you emphasize in expressing how critical these “liaison” 
 positions are? 
 
11.  Do you have a support network? 
 
12. Universities have created diversity “advisory” councils.  Does your university have one?  

(Name) Who do they “advise?”  How do you interface with the council? 
 
13. Is there anything else you would like to add about your role and responsibilities? 
 
Wrap up question:  
 
If I have any additional questions, can I follow up with you again? 
 
Please feel free to contact me if you have anything else to add to your story. 
 
I appreciate your time and cooperation. 
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