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ABSTRACT 

RODERICA D. WILLIAMS 
THE ROLE OF LEADERSHIP IN NATIVE AMERICAN STUDENT PERSISTENCE 
AND GRADUATION: A CASE STUDY OF ONE TRIBAL COLLEGE 
Under the direction of DR. OLIVIA BOGGS 

Literature verifies that Native American students are not graduating at a 

comparable rate as students from other ethnic groups. Furthermore, studies that focus 

solely on the persistence and completion rates for Native American students are fewer 

than for students who identify with other racial/ethnic groups. This research explored the 

inner workings of a single tribal college that has experienced successful retention and 

graduation rates to determine how various levels of leadership interact with students to 

encourage academic pursuits and degree completion at that institution. The framework 

for this study was based on two theories: Tribal Critical Race Theory and Family 

Education Model. 

Using a case study approach, the research was conducted at an institution in a 

southwestern state. Data collection consisted of interviews with executive, 

administrative, and student leaders as well as matriculating students; document analysis; 

and observations. The three research questions were addressed by the following themes: 

institutional support, involvement with others, and institutional dynamics. 

xii 
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The findings highlighted the need for such support networks as remediation for 

students who are academically underprepared, counseling services, and funding support. 

Additionally, family support was found to be of great importance in student persistence. 

The findings also validated the positive impact of relationships students form with faculty 

and institutional leaders. 

For future study, research could be conducted at an institution where there is a 

low graduation rate for Native American students. Those data could be analyzed to 

discover what policies or practices could be modified to better assist those students in 

their persistence efforts. Also, research could be conducted on Native American students 

who stop out and return to the institution and compare those data with students who 

matriculate with no breaks to discover what support networks aid them in their 

persistence efforts. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

There is historical and ongoing concern with the underrepresentation of Native 

Americans among college graduates in the United States (Tierney, Sallee, & Venegas, 

2007; U.S. Department of Education, 2009b). Studies that focus solely on the persistence 

and completion rates for this population are fewer than for students who identify with 

other racial/ethnic groups. The proposed research will explore the inner workings of a 

single tribal college that has experienced successful retention and graduation rates to 

determine how various levels of leadership interact with students to encourage academic 

pursuits and degree completion for Native American students at that institution. 

Chapter one will describe the historical and current implications of European 

settlement in the United States for contemporary Native American higher education 

policies and practices. The chapter will begin with a discussion of the historical events 

that underpinned the beginning of Native American self-determination and the 

perpetuation of Native American culture through the advent of modern tribal colleges and 

universities. Following the introduction will be an explanation of the nature of the study 

and an outline of the methodology to be used for data collection and analysis. A 

discussion of the research problem and research questions will be presented at length. 

Additionally, a presentation of the theoretical framework used to guide the study will be 

discussed. This discussion will be followed by the purpose of the study, the significance 

1 
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of the study, and the procedures. The chapter will conclude with a section on the 

limitation and delimitation of the study, a list of terms used in the study, and a summary 

of the chapter. 

While terms used throughout this study to identify the target population are 

Native Americans, Natives, and indigenous peoples, the term most used to identify the 

target population is Native American. Horse (2005) explained that, while the terms 

American Indian and Native American are used interchangeably, people who were born 

in the latter part of the twentieth century identify themselves as Native Americans. 

Furthermore, Horse pointed out that the term Native American includes individuals who 

are of Alaskan, Hawaiian, and American Samoan descent. According to data from the 

U.S. Census Bureau (2009b), the population of individuals who identify as Native 

Americans is approximately 4.1 million. Of the entire United States population, Native 

Americans comprise about 1.5%. The U.S. Census Bureau (2009a) also documented an 

increase in the population of Native Americans of 26% from 1990 to 2000; this increase 

is twice that of the total U.S. population froml990 to 2000. Despite the growing number 

of the Native Americans in the U.S., there is historical and current underrepresentation of 

Native American students who graduate from institutions of higher education in the 

United States (U.S. Department of Education, 2009; Tierney, Sallee, & Venegas, 2007). 

In 2001, 52% of Native American students graduated from high school compared 

to the national average of 68% (Tierney, Sallee, & Venegas, 2007). Tierney et al. also 

found that of that 52%, approximately 17% of those high school graduates who were 

Native American enrolled in an institution of higher education. By 2008, the percentage 
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of Native American students between the ages of 18 to 24 who were enrolled in 

institutions of higher education rose to 21.9% (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010). 

However, this figure sharply contrasted with students of other ethnicities. Asian/Pacific 

Island students of the same age group represented 57.6%, White students represented 

44.2%, Black students represented 32.1%, and Hispanic students represented 25.8% (Aud 

et al., 2010). Furthermore, over 3 million undergraduate and graduate degrees were 

conferred in 2008, but only 0.8% of those degrees were earned by Native American 

students (Aud et al., 2010). 

Historical Overview 

The contemporary state of Native American higher education claims a rich and 

complex history that began before the arrival of the colonists. Central to Native 

American education was the notion that the educational experience in sum joins humanity 

and cultural continuance with individual identity (Calsoyas, 2005). Calsoyas further 

elucidated that many indigenous societies viewed education as a source of human 

consciousness. Children were respected as gifts from their deities, already imbued with 

knowledge and the wisdom to guide those who had lost their connection to their spiritual 

source. Warren (2007) offered a different perspective of the same tenet. The idea of 

education, Warren posited, was necessary for cultural preservation and transformation. 

As part of the educational process, many tribal societies maintained and passed down 

military, religious, land use and political practices (McClellan, Tippeconnic Fox, & 

Lowe, 2005; Noley, 2008; Ogata, Sheehey, & Noonan, 2006; Woodcock & Alawiye, 

2001). Pre-colonial indigenous societies did not educate their youth solely as preparation 



4 

for adulthood, but also to learn how to employ military tactics to defend against invaders. 

Youth as well as adults were instructed in ways to avow their central beliefs and honor 

their religious credence. Indigenous peoples of Mesoamerica invented and cultivated 

maize, which became central to the diet of many civilizations. Members of the 

Haudenosaunee nation were lauded for their skill in the art of negotiation and peace 

keeping (Warren, 2007). With these and many other advances already in place, the arrival 

of the European settlers presented an interruption to an already civilized society of 

nations (Warren, 2007). 

Early colonists of what is now the United States were tasked by the developing 

national government to assimilate the natives to European ways, and it was one of the 

most important goals of the colonists (Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). Early attempts to 

educate and acculturate native people resulted in a rejection of European ways of life 

since tribal systems of living were practiced by the indigenous peoples (Calsoyas, 2005). 

Yet the mission of the colonialists was to assimilate the native people, whether covertly 

or forcefully, into a European lifestyle that negated the indigenous cultures of the tribes 

(McClellan, Tippeconic Fox, & Lowe, 2005; Noley, 2008; Trachtenberg, 2002; Wilson, 

2002; Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). New settlers viewed the natives as savage, 

primitive, and pagan; these were qualities that contrasted with European Christian 

sensibilities. But Warren (2007) pointed out that it was the Europeans who had been 

accustomed to severe social class divisions, violence, and unyielding sectarianism. 

Natives were expected to adopt European ways such as dress, speech, land management, 

and civil government (Brayboy, 2005; Meyers, 2000; Minges, 2001; Trachtenberg, 



5 

2002). To the settlers who banded together under one new flag and under one new 

national identity, the native way of life represented moral inferiority and the 

mismanagement of profitable land that could be used to generate private wealth 

(Brayboy, 2005; Trachtenberg, 2002). Since the goal was to eliminate the native culture 

that did not align with European perspectives, early settlers attempted to acculturate the 

native people under the guise of education, religion, and land usage regulations (Meyers, 

2000; Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). 

In contrast with the idea of private property ownership, native ideals generally 

followed a more communal approach to living (Bobroff, 2001; Trachtenberg, 2002). 

Trachtenberg further explained that this way of occupying property led settlers to 

marginalize the natives as westward expansion and land acquisition began. As stewards 

of prime real estate, Native American land holders were viewed as ignorant to the 

potential returns land ownership could yield (Bernholz, 2002; Cave, 2003; & Martin, 

2006). The first attempt at peaceable land negotiations with native people was through 

legislation that required all acquisition of Native American land to be made through 

treaties between tribal leaders and the central government. The Trade and Intercourse 

Act of 1802 assured that legitimate business transactions would occur between federal 

and indigenous governments. The agreement further guaranteed economic assistance, 

education, and protection for the American Indians (Meyers, 2000). In essence, the act 

called for federal action to protect Native American landholders against intrusion (Cave, 

2003). Succeeding presidents generally maintained the agreement, even if the promises 

of education, assistance, and protection sometimes went unfulfilled (Meyers, 2000). 
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However, the goodwill of those operating under the act would eventually be replaced 

with a more aggressive policy toward land acquisition. 

The first attempt at Native American removal occurred in 1803. The United 

States government considered a policy to remove natives from their land following the 

Louisiana Purchase (Meyers, 2000). Thomas Jefferson authorized several representatives 

of the federal government, including his comrade Benjamin Hawkins who was assigned 

to the Creek (Muscogee) and Cherokee nations, to encourage natives to move to areas 

beyond the Mississippi (Bragaw, 2006; Cobb, 2007; Meyers, 2000). Jefferson indeed 

supported tribal nation sovereignty, but that perspective was secondary to the protection 

and preservation of the larger nation and to the advancement of his political ideologies 

(Bragaw, 2006). The impetus behind Jefferson's support of native citizenship in the 

growing nation mirrored other colonists' perspectives. He believed Native Americans 

should be integrated into the main populace and be transformed into an imitation of the 

English; thus, the natives would become suitable members of mainstream society 

(Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). Jefferson's administration imposed assimilation by 

means of land acquisition, trade, force, and removal by coercion (Bragaw, 2006). 

Thomas Jefferson's views on native removal ushered legislation that would 

change the tone of negotiations with Native American nations. The tenets for colonial 

expansion utilized by Jefferson's administration were rooted in the policies of the British 

Empire, the Confederation, and the federalist administration which governed settlement 

and westward expansion (Bragaw, 2006). However, it was Andrew Jackson's push to 

pass the Indian Removal Act of 1830 that impeded what the Trade and Intercourse Act 
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was created to achieve with the indigenous peoples. Native Americans in the 

southeastern United States - the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek (Muscogee), and 

Seminole nations - were most impacted by this legislation (Cobb, 2007; Martin, 2006; 

Meyers, 2000; Minges, 2001; Thornton, 1984). This act authorized the president to 

divide land west of the Mississippi River into parcels that could be exchanged for land 

east of the river (Cave, 2003; Martin, 2006; Meyers, 2000). Jackson, the architect of this 

legislation, buffered the impact of the loss of native land by promising that the federal 

government would appropriate $500,000 to pay for any improvements that were made to 

the land (i.e. building of homes and livestock barns, cultivation and planting, etc.) and to 

pay for the westward move of many Native Americans (Cave, 2003). Jackson and the 

supporters of the removal act assured the opposition that no force would be used to move 

the natives westward (Cave, 2003; Meyers, 2000). Yet, Jackson was not trusted by his 

opponents to deal honestly with the native peoples, and documentation supporting his use 

of intimidation and bribery validated those sentiments (Cave, 2003). 

Andrew Jackson successfully lobbied for the Indian Removal Act to be passed for 

the benefit of the state of Georgia (Cave, 2003). The Georgia Compact of 1802 was a 

forerunner of the removal act, and the compact was brokered between the central 

government and the state of Georgia. The language of the agreement stated that Georgia 

would give up its western land in exchange for governmental removal of Cherokee 

people - which had to be accomplished through peaceful negotiations - from land that 

Cherokees had held but the state claimed after establishing its borders (Hershberger, 

1999; Meyers, 2000). Between 1802 and 1819, the Cherokee nation ceded approximately 
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20 million acres of their land to the colonists and retained 5 million acres for their own 

subsistence (Hershberger, 1999). When they refused to cede any additional land, Georgia 

officials called for the removal of the Cherokees by force if necessary (Hershberger, 

1999; Meyers, 2000). 

The year 1827 propelled the state of Georgia to act more aggressively toward the 

Cherokees. Since living within the borders of the state, the Cherokees were the only 

tribal nation to willingly absorb colonial culture (Meyers, 2000; Minges; 2001). The 

Cherokees began to adopt some of the American customs in agriculture, education, and 

politics to closely align with the main society. This was done despite the fact that they 

had already chartered their own governing constitution (Meyers, 2000; Minges, 2001). 

The tribal constitution declared the Cherokees to be a sovereign nation within the state, 

and this resolve empowered the tribe's desire to maintain its landholdings with renewed 

vigor. But Andrew Jackson could not uphold the sovereignty of a nation within a nation 

since state law regulated affairs within its borders (Cave, 2003; Meyers, 2000). Jackson, 

who covertly favored forceful removal, informed the Cherokees that he could not usurp 

the powers of the state to exercise control within its boundaries, and the impetus for a 

large-scale removal bill became apparent (Meyers, 2000). 

The first settlers believed it was their right and privilege to explore and settle new 

frontiers, and that notion became the guiding principle for future pursuits (Bernholz, 

2002). Andrew Jackson fully understood the ramifications for Native Americans who did 

not surrender their landholdings to colonial expansion, but he made no attempts to protect 

their rights as inhabitants of their own land (Hershberger, 1999; Martin, 2006). Jackson 



9 

suggested two rationales for Native American removal: (a) to eliminate the problem of 

tribal sovereignty within state borders, and (b) to minimize the possibility of harm to 

Native Americans who refused to emigrate westward (Hershberger, 1999). Those 

individuals who remained in Georgia took a sound position: Cherokee leadership would 

accept a removal treaty that included a provision for land allocations similar to what was 

offered to the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek (Muscogee) nations. Still, Jackson 

informed them that they would not be eligible to receive land allotments in Georgia nor 

would Georgia extend protection from further intrusion (Cave, 2003; Hershberger, 1999; 

Thornton, 1984). That point was reinforced as remaining natives experienced harassment 

from state officials, encroachment, fraud, coercion, and other such venality while the 

federal government offered no relief (Cave, 2003). 

Indigenous people who did emigrate west in the mass movement settled in largely 

undeveloped territory west of the Mississippi River (Martin, 2006; Thornton, 1984). 

However, legislation sponsored by Senator Henry A. Dawes would redirect land 

apportionments in the western settlements (Bobroff, 2001). The Dawes Severalty 

(General Allotment) Act of 1887 divided portions of land that were allocated to native 

individuals or to families based on their age and family status (Dawes Act, 1887; 

EUinghaus, 2008; Martin, 2006; Senier, 2000). Prior to the passage of this legislation, the 

indigenous people operated under a set tribal system of land management that allowed for 

territorial governance and policy-making to be conducted as tribal needs dictated 

(Bobroff, 2001). However, the Dawes Act called for the distribution of land parcels that 

promoted the idea of private land ownership, a practice that was not widely used by 



indigenous people (Bobroff, 2001). As the natives were still viewed as primitive due to 

their beliefs in common ownership rights and their differing systems of land law, settlers 

continued their mission of indoctrinating the natives by "instilling individualism in the 

wild Indian...[w]ith private property would come salvation and civilization" (Bobroff, 

2001, p. 1571; Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). 

The Dawes Act provided 160 acres of land to be given to each head of a family, 

and 80 acres would be given to each person over 18 years of age and 80 to each orphan 

under the age of 18. Additionally, 40 acres would be given to each single person under 

18 years of age and to children (Dawes Act, 1887; Bobroff, 2001). After each person had 

been assigned acreage of land, the undistributed parcels were seized by the government 

and sold to settlers who wanted to expand and settle westward into native territory 

(Bobroff, 2001; Cave, 2003). This practice essentially stripped the natives of their land 

and broke up the tribal system of land management to give states more property control 

(Bobroff, 2001; Pavel, Inglebret, & Banks, 2001). By the end of the Dawes Act, tribal 

groups had lost approximately two-thirds of their original landholdings (Bobroff, 2001; 

Ellinghaus; 2008; Trachtenberg, 2002; Pavel et al., 2001; Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). 

The underlying purpose of the Dawes Act was to continue the practice of 

transforming the natives into compliant members of society (Dawes Act, 1887; Levy, 

2008). When governmental efforts failed to wholly accomplish this goal, the Roosevelt 

administration discontinued the policy and eventually created the Indian Reorganization 

Act of 1934 (Levy, 2008; Wilkins & Lightfoot, 2008). This legislation put an end to land 

allotments and placed sovereignty back into tribal hands (Wilson, 2002; Woodcock & 
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Alawiye, 2001). This act allowed tribal control over the political, economic, educational, 

and societal components of tribal life. This legislation marked significant progress in the 

self-determination era, especially in education (McClellan , Tippeconnic Fox, & Lowe, 

2005; Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). Tribal leaders recognized the need to refocus efforts 

on higher education for Native Americans (American Indian Higher Education 

Consortium [AIHEC], 2007). Traditionally, higher education for Native Americans 

revolved around vocational training or attending Indian boarding schools where they 

would be stripped of their native identity and learn European ways (McClellan et al., 

2005; Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). Tribal colleges emerged to fill the gap in 

contemporary Native American education, infusing tribal culture and ways of learning 

into the curriculum (Larson, 2009). 

Contemporary tribal colleges were established to provide higher education 

opportunities for Native American students who may not otherwise have access to 

postsecondary education after high school (AIHEC, 2007). Most tribal colleges are 

located on reservations, and these reservations are typically located in rural, isolated areas 

(AIHEC, 2007). According to National Center for Education Statistics [NCES] (2009), 

tribal colleges enroll over 17,000 students. Since the establishment of the first institution 

in 1968, tribal colleges continue the mission of graduating Native American students and 

"building a sense of hope and opportunity within reservation communities" (Boyer, 2005, 

p. 4). 
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Statement of the Problem 

Data support the fact that Native American students are not persisting in and 

graduating from institutions of higher education at the rate of students from other 

racial/ethnic groups (Cunningham & Parker, 1998; Johnson, 2008; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2009). Fifty-four percent of Native American college students fail to return to 

college after their freshman year, as compared to 32% of all college students (Jackson, 

Smith, & Hill, 2003). As a result, there continues to be an overall deficiency in the 

number of Native American students with postsecondary degrees (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2009; Tierney, Sallee, & Venegas, 2007). In 2008, Native American students 

comprised 1% of the total enrollment in postsecondary institutions (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2010); however, they are disproportionately underrepresented 

among those who obtained college degrees. Figure 1 compares Native American 

students to students of other racial/ethnic groups in percentage of degrees conferred in 

1998 and 2008. 
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Figure 1. Percentage of All Degrees Conferred in 1998 and 2008 (By Race). 

The shortage of formally educated Native American people presents a problem 

because reservation communities depend on well-educated graduates to help alleviate 

chronic issues that persist within (Collard, 2006; Deschenie, 2006; Lomay & Hinkebein, 

2006; Austin, 2005; Yurkovich, 2001). Formal education is highly valued by tribal 

communities (Calsoyas, 2005; Larson, 2009; Yurkovich, 2001) and is needed to help 

overcome public health problems that disproportionately affect Native American 

communities such as alcoholism, diabetes, colon cancer (Native American men), and 

cervical cancer (Native American women) (Barone, 2010; Austin, 2005). Furthermore, 

the community needs well-educated leaders to negotiate critical societal, educational, 

legal, and political issues. Without leadership that is culturally aware, racially 

concordant, and innately sensitive, reservation communities may continue to fall behind 



14 

in quality of life services such as adequate healthcare, greater employment opportunities, 

and improved social standing (Barksdale, 2009; Gone, 2009; Perna, 2007; Portman & 

Garrett, 2005). 

Tribes have expectations of all native students who attend college. According to 

Austin (2005), tribal expectations for students who attend mainstream colleges dictate 

that students absorb mainstream knowledge, translate that knowledge into cultural norms 

and practices of the tribe, and return to Indian country to help improve the community. 

In sum, tribes need graduates to teach Native children, provide healthcare for tribal 

members, build economic power within the community, govern Indian country as official 

leaders, and prepare the next generation of leaders (Austin, 2005; Filemyr, 2009; Phillips, 

2005). 

Tribal colleges also contribute to the elevation of the tribal reservations and 

communities in which they are located. Because many of the reservations are 

economically disadvantaged, many tribal college leaders seek to create economic growth 

opportunities. Many colleges also serve as community-based business hubs by providing 

guidance and leadership to encourage business development on the reservations. Other 

colleges provide counseling services such as substance abuse and nutritional counseling 

to members of the reservations (AIHEC, 2007). 

Research Questions 

A case study design will be used to conduct the research and to examine the 

support structures that aid in Native American student matriculation in and graduation 

from one successful tribal college. A case study emphasizes the subject being studied 
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and facilitates an understanding of the case itself rather than generalizing to other 

subjects (Stake, 1994). This case study will allow the researcher to examine all the 

components associated with the tribal college such as leadership, faculty, and students to 

synthesize and produce an in-depth perspective on assistance to the Native American 

student body. Additionally, the researcher will take a comprehensive look into how the 

institution functions as a whole system to assist in the matriculation and graduation of its 

students. 

HeavyRunner and DeCelles (2002) researched strategies used by students and 

higher education leaders to increase persistence rates among the Native American student 

population at selected tribal colleges and selected mainstream institutions. The 

researchers discovered that integrating family members into the college experience of the 

students and creating an extended family culture within the college environment leads to 

higher retention rates. Tribal college leaders are instrumental in fostering a collegial 

atmosphere at their institutions, and carry much of the burden of such social problems as 

high morbidity, mental and psychological disabilities, and high poverty rates 

(HeavyRunner & DeCelles, 2002). At the same time, tribal college leaders work with 

outside organizations and agencies to help alleviate the chronic problems that abound 

within the community (Bowman, 2009; Braun, 2008; Fogarty, 2007). Because tribal 

college leadership works closely with individual students, leaders have the ability to 

influence student persistence at the institution. This study seeks to discover the ways that 

leadership at one tribal college motivates students to graduate at relatively high rates. 
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The following research questions are qualitative in nature and are designed to 

provide a rich discussion from the perspectives of the research participants. 

1. How does executive, administrative, and student leadership work with and 

support Native American students to persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

2. How does leadership influence students to graduate from this institution? 

3. What are the dynamics that help students persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

Theoretical Framework 

The framework for this study is rooted in two theories that were specifically 

created to illuminate the social, political, cultural, and educational experiences of Native 

American people. The first theory used to fortify this research is the philosophy of Tribal 

Critical Race Theory (Brayboy, 2005). Brayboy examined Critical Race Theory, which 

aligned very closely with Critical Legal Studies (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 

1995). To better illustrate how racial dominance affects indigenous peoples, Brayboy 

(2005) modified Critical Race Theory to define and describe the cultural and political 

attempts to destroy indigenous ways of existing. 

Tribal Critical Race Theory 

Tribal Critical Race Theory (TCRT) is based on nine principles that support tribal 

ways of knowing and being. The first principle is that racism and colonization are at the 

core of society. TCRT provides a way of analyzing the historically precarious 

relationship between indigenous peoples and European colonists. The second principle 
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of TCRT emphasizes that policies and practices of the United States government are 

grounded in imperialism and domination of others. Tribal Critical Race Theory 

substantiates the relationship that indigenous people maintained with their ancestral 

homeland - a relationship that early settlers did not understand nor respect. This lack of 

cultural understanding led to the mass removal of many native peoples from their 

ancestral homeland (Cave, 2003; Meyers, 2000). 

The third tenant of Tribal Critical Race Theory is based on the notion that the 

identity of indigenous people is more than a racial status. Identity defines the context in 

which the legal and political status for indigenous people resides. Federal policies that 

recognize Native American sovereignty is limited to certain tribal nations. However, 

Brayboy (2005) argued that tribes who are not federally recognized are indeed nations as 

well. The fourth tenet of Tribal Critical Race Theory expands the third tenet. As 

sovereign entities, TCRT highlights the need for self-determination within the nations. 

Self-determination is the ability to govern the social and political affairs of the nation in 

all aspects without federal intervention. Nations with self-determination can better 

examine and resolve issues that are pivotal within their communities. 

Tenet five addresses the three different kinds of knowledge that produce change 

within indigenous communities. First, cultural knowledge refers to the understanding of 

traditions and conventions of a particular group. Second, knowledge of survival is the 

flexibility and adaptability of an individual to accommodate change. Third, academic 

knowledge is what is learned in instructional institutions. The notion is that these three 
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types of knowledge operate synergistically to empower indigenous peoples to adapt in an 

ever-changing environment. 

The sixth principle of Tribal Critical Race Theory acknowledges that 

governmental policies toward Native Americans have centered on the goal of 

assimilation. Early colonists attempted to acculturate the indigenous peoples through 

religion and education (McClellan, Tippeconnic Fox, & Lowe, 2005; Noley, 2008; 

Trachtenberg, 2002; Wilson, 2002; Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001), but TCRT rejects 

coercion through the educational process and promotes integration of indigenous ways of 

knowing with Western education. 

Principle seven emphasizes the importance of tribal culture. This includes 

stressing customs and traditions while respecting the differences that exist among the 

various nations. Tribal philosophies, knowledge, power, thoughts, and beliefs all provide 

a framework to examine the lived experiences of native peoples. Furthermore, the eighth 

principle recognizes the oral tradition as a valid basis for explaining the indigenous 

experience. Stories are honored and treated as important means of transmitting tribal 

knowledge and cultural heritage. 

The final tenet of Tribal Critical Race Theory combines concepts with action to 

create needed change. The specific needs of a community must be resolved within that 

community. By actively participating in improving tribal conditions based on theory and 

practice, real solutions can be achieved. 

Tribal Critical Race Theory examines the factors that surround the historical and 

present experiences of indigenous peoples. The architect of TCRT emphasized education 
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of native students as it relates to the historical relationship between tribal nations and the 

United States government. Ultimately, the aim of Tribal Critical Race Theory is to "lead 

both to a better understanding of the needs of Indigenous communities and to changes in 

the educational system at large that benefit Indigenous communities" (Brayboy, 2005, p. 

441). 

Family Education Model 

Additionally, this research is grounded in the Family Education Model (FEM) 

developed by HeavyRunner and DeCelles (2002). HeavyRunner and DeCelles 

highlighted the need for tribal colleges to position themselves to better understand the 

factors that aid in student departure and, conversely, students persistence and graduation. 

HeavyRunner and DeCelles examined student persistence trends at four tribal colleges 

and one mainstream university to determine ways to increase educational accessibility for 

Native American students as well as to identify factors that predict persistence and 

graduation for those students. HeavyRunner and DeCelles based their findings on three 

assumptions for persistence: (a) tribal colleges should act as liaison between families and 

social and health organizations to provide assistance to families in times of need, (b) 

tribal colleges must empower family members to undergird student efforts, and (c) tribal 

colleges must incorporate family members into the college environment by creating 

partnerships with them and engaging family members in social and cultural activities 

within the college community. These assumptions are used in this study to support the 

need for additional research on tribal colleges and student persistence efforts. 



Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this research is to examine the ways leadership works with and 

influences retention and graduation of Native American students at one tribal college. 

Further, the research seeks to examine strategies used by students to motivate themselves 

in the persistence of their educational goals. By studying a tribal college with a high 

graduation rate, the researcher will study these phenomena as they exist in a successful 

tribal college. By collecting and analyzing narratives of college leadership and students, 

a better understanding of the role that tribal colleges serve in Native American student 

persistence can be reached. 

Significance of the Study 

Because relatively few studies have been conducted to determine the elements 

that play a vital role in Native American student persistence in higher education, 

Larimore and McClellan (2005) expressed the need for additional research that considers 

students' cultural and tribal backgrounds as factors that aid in persistence. HeavyRunner 

and DeCelles (2002) stated that student attrition will continue if institutions do not begin 

to connect institutional expectations with the students' need for family and cultural 

structures and values. Similarly, Martin (2005) suggested that culturally pertinent 

curricula may increase academic success. Findings of this case study have the potential 

to be important in several ways. The expected narratives of tribal college students can 

inform institutional leadership of the practices that could be maintained, added, or 

discontinued that serve the unique needs of their students. The structure of the tribal 

institution and the students who share the same or similar cultural background can 
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provide a network of support and strength to the students who matriculate through the 

institution. For that reason, it is also possible that this study can be modified to apply to 

students of other racial/ethnic groups who experience low retention and graduation rates. 

In conjunction with students' perspectives, the narratives of tribal college leaders 

can inform the leadership of mainstream higher education institutions who assist Native 

American students in attaining their educational goals. Most importantly, the results of 

this research have the potential to direct leadership in ways to incorporate student values 

into curricula that can alleviate the problem of poor retention and graduation rates for 

Native American students. 

Procedures 

To establish the target tribal institution, the researcher decided to study the 

college with one of the highest 6-year cohort graduation rate of all tribal colleges. The 

researcher reviewed data in Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) to 

determine the 6-year cohort graduation rates of the top ten tribal institutions. Next, the 

researcher selected the target institution and submitted electronic correspondence to the 

college president to introduce the research proposal and to obtain permission to conduct 

the study at the institution. After obtaining permission from the institution to proceed 

with the application process, the researcher submitted an Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) proposal and application to the researcher's home university to obtain permission 

to conduct the study. The researcher also submitted a proposal and application to the IRB 

for the target institution. 
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The researcher employed purposeful sampling and snowball sampling to select 

participants. The following criteria were used to select student participants: 

1. Participants will be at least 18 years of age and currently enrolled as either 

part-time or full-time students at this tribal college. 

2. Students will be in their senior year of matriculation at the institution. 

3. Participants will be members of a federally recognized tribal group. 

Participants who serve in a leadership role will be selected using the following criteria: 

1. Participants will work in a leadership capacity at the college. 

2. Participants must have direct contact with students. 

Limitation and Delimitation 

Although the researcher conducted the study with a great deal of sensitivity 

toward the cultural practices of the tribal college, a limitation of the study was that 

participants could have been reticent to answer in the same manner as if the researcher 

were also Native American. The researcher made every assurance to the participants that 

the information provided will be used for the purpose stated to them. To further provide 

assurances, member checking and triangulation were used to ensure that the researcher 

used the information in a satisfactory manner. A delimitation of the study was that the 

researcher chose to use students who were in their last year of matriculation. 

Definitions of Terms 

Institutional dynamics - For this study, institutional dynamics are components that 

characterize the culture, values, beliefs, or systematic behaviors on an individual or an 

institution (Hardegree, 2007). 
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Leadership influence - As it pertains to leadership, influence is the capacity of a leader or 

group of leaders to alter or transform the actions of others (Lynch, 2009). 

Mainstream college and universities - Mainstream colleges and universities are two-year 

or four-year institutions that are either publicly or privately controlled and are usually 

accredited by an official accrediting agency (Cole, 2006). 

Native American/Native/Indigenous - Individuals whose parentage, clan relationship, 

kinship pattern, individual tribal affiliation, or blood quantum meets the eligibility 

requirements set forth by tribal government can claim this identity (Horse, 2005). The 

term indigenous describes the people who first inhabited the land in which they live 

(Alfred & Corntassel, 2005). The terms Native American, native, and indigenous are 

interchangeably used throughout this study. 

Persistence - Tinto defined persistence in two distinct ways. First, persistence involves 

achieving academic standards as set forth by the institution. In this sense, persistence 

demands minimum levels of scholastic performance within the educational system. 

Second, Tinto defined persistence as the ability to adapt to the collegiate environment and 

to adjust to life within the educational setting. Tinto highlighted the significance of the 

relationship between persistence and the quality of interactions experienced between the 

students and other members of the institution. Quality interactions can produce greater 

student persistence (Tinto, 1987). 

Student success - In defining this term, it is important to clarify the meaning as it applies 

to tribal college students. As with any other students in higher education, success means 

graduation from the institution. In addition to the broader concept, the indigenous-based 
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approach to success includes students' ability to achieve academic success while 

maintaining a strong sense of their tribal and cultural identity (Boyer, 2005; Larimore & 

McClellan, 2005). 

Tribal colleges - Tribal colleges are institutions of higher education that are chartered, 

governed, and managed by tribal groups for the matriculation of Native American 

students and the preservation and revitalization of indigenous cultures and languages 

(Austin, 2005). 

Summary 

Literature exists that illustrates the low retention and graduation rates among 

Native American students in higher education. Previous research results describe the 

need for institutions of higher education to become more sensitive to the need for family 

and cultural networks that could encourage student persistence. Tribal colleges were 

created not only to educate and prepare students academically, but also to infuse a sense 

of cultural pride and familiarity into the learning environment that can foster a sense of 

connectedness. This may help students persist and graduate from institutions of higher 

education at greater rates than those that have been documented. 

Chapter two reviews the literature on issues related to the Native American 

community. Chapter three gives a presentation of the methodology used to conduct the 

study. Chapter four outlines the results of the study, and chapter five includes the 

recommendations for further research. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Relatively few studies have focused on the role that tribal colleges play in 

educational attainment for Native American students (Bedell-Bailey, 2007; Campbell, 

2010; Conley, 1997; Dillman, 2002; Gillis, 2001; HeavyRunner, 2009; Hill, 1992; 

Hooker, 2009; Janecek Hartman, 2007; Machamer, 2000; Martin, 1993; Montes, 2006; 

Nelson & Williams, 2007; Ness, 2001; Patterson Cross, 2002; Red Leaf, 1999; St. Pierre, 

1996; Thornton, 2006; Vermillion, 2005; White, 2007; Woodke, 2006; Zanowski, 2008). 

According to data from National Center for Education Statistics [NCES] (2010), Native 

American students accounted for 1% of the total enrollment at mainstream institutions of 

higher education. However, tribal colleges have experienced steady enrollment growth 

(NCES, 2009). As of 2002, 37 tribal colleges have been established, and NCES (2009) 

reported tribal college enrollment figures that exceeded 17,000. Even so, the overall 

percentage of Native American students enrolled in institutions of higher education still 

remains low. 

To help validate the need for more Native American graduates from institutions of 

higher education, this chapter will review the literature on several issues that are critical 

for the Native American community. The literature review will also address issues 

germane to educational attainment and graduation trends among Native American 
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students. Finally, this chapter will highlight the significance of tribal colleges to Native 

American higher education and to the communities they serve. 

Issues Affecting Indian Country 

To construct a comprehensive outlook on the importance of Native American 

graduates, a broad scope of the problems that persist within the Native American 

community must be developed. The literature substantiates grave health issues inherent 

among indigenous groups (Goins & Spencer, 2005; Sawchuck, Bogart, Charles, 

Goldberg, Forquera, Roy-Burne, & Buchwald, 2006; Szlemko, Wood, & Thurman, 2006; 

Villenueva, Tonigan, & Miller, 2007; Walters & Simoni, 2009). Native American and 

non-Native American health practitioners are working to impede the effects of poor 

health and a lack of adequate healthcare (Broome & Broome, 2007; Selden, 2004; 

Sequist, 2007; Staten, Staten, Hollis, & Whittaker, 2009). 

To further clarify, Native American communities depend on graduates to earn 

degrees in critical fields such as anthropology, law, medicine, education, and business 

(Lee, 2008; Two Bears, 2006). Boyer (2004) expounded the need for more 

knowledgeable individuals to continue to construct policies that will preserve tribal 

sovereignty and culture while promoting tribal social and economic well-being. Sequist 

(2007) found that more Native American patients report their healthcare experience to be 

of a lower quality than non-Native American patients report. To combat this experience, 

Sequist (2007) and Broome and Broome (2007) suggested that non-Native healthcare 

providers develop the cultural acumen to interact with Native patients, and more Native 

American healthcare providers are needed to address issues in medical research and 
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health policy. Austin (2005) revealed the need for Native American teachers to serve in 

elementary and secondary schools, and Larson (2009) and Talahongva (2008) discussed 

the need for more Native American faculty in institutions of higher education that serve 

Native American students. Boyer (2004) highlighted the argument for tribal political 

leaders to reform current policy in favor of stronger governance that would create better 

economic opportunities for tribal communities. When critical shortage areas such as 

these as filled by Native American people, indigenous communities can then reclaim true 

self-determination (Lee, 2008). 

Health Concerns 

Diabetes, high unemployment, and domestic violence are but a few of the health 

and social problems that still challenge health advocates and activists who seek change 

within these communities (Fogarty, 2007; Goins & Spencer, 2005; Sawchuck, Bogart, 

Charles, Goldberg, Forquera, Roy-Burne, & Buchwald, 2006; Two Bears, 2006). 

Furthermore, problems such as poverty, heart disease, alcoholism, and mental and 

emotional illness disproportionately affect more Native Americans than individuals from 

other groups (Broome & Broome, 2007; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

[CDC], 2008; Collard, 2006; Goins & Spencer, 2005; Lee, 2008; Staten, Staten, Hollis, & 

Whittaker, 2009, U.S. Census Bureau, 2009b). According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 

(2009a), 27.3% of Native Americans in the United States live below poverty level as 

compared to 11.7% of Caucasian Americans, 25.8% of African Americans, and 23.5% of 

Hispanic Americans. Lack of substantive employment opportunities, economic 
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incongruence, and low educational attainment all contribute to this growing poverty 

imbalance (Castor et al., 2006; Fogarty, 2007). 

Additional Health Disparities 

Studies have also shown that heart disease is the leading cause of mortality among 

Native Americans as well as among the general population (CDC, 2006). Additionally, 

those same CDC data highlighted greater rates of diabetes for Native American men than 

any other group. Broome and Broome (2007) found that Native American adults are 

more likely to suffer from high blood pressure and obesity than Caucasian Americans. 

To compound the maladies, Native American babies are more likely to die from SIDS 

than Caucasian babies (Broome & Broome, 2007). Castor et al. (2006) reported lower 

birth rates for Native American women in urban Native communities. 

Effects of Alcohol Consumption 

Studies have also indicated higher mortality rates from liver disease and cirrhosis 

for Native Americans due to alcohol abuse (Castor et al., 2006; O'Connell et al., 2006; 

Villanueva, Tonigan, & Miller, 2007). Heavy alcohol consumption, which has historical 

roots in the Native American community, is the product of the interaction between the 

European settlers and the indigenous people who had little to no prior exposure to alcohol 

(Frank, Moore, & Ames, 2000). Frank et al. expounded the point that natives had no 

standard by which to measure their new drinking behavior, thereby resulting in the 

development of dangerous patterns of alcohol consumption. 

European explorers who encountered indigenous peoples came into contact with a 

culture that was devoid of the practice of recreational alcohol consumption (Beauvais, 
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1998; Frank, Moore, & Ames, 2000). Historical evidence of frontiersmen's drinking 

habits documented innocuous usage for reasons such as fighting fatigue, combating 

indigestion, and relieving fever and pains (Frank et al., 2000). However, alcohol was 

also used as a tool for negotiations and trade with the native peoples (Beauvais, 1998; 

Frank et al., 2000). Moreover, fur traders from Canada, frontier cowboys, military 

soldiers, and miners, all of whom had significant contact with indigenous peoples, 

provided models of harmful drinking patterns that continue to pervade indigenous 

communities (Beauvais, 1998; Frank et al., 2000). 

Empirical evidence has linked alcohol abuse with mental health illness such as 

depression and anxiety disorders among Native American males (O'Connell et al., 2006). 

But researchers have concatenated mental health illness with a phenomenon known as 

historical trauma (Deschenie, 2006; Duran & Duran, 1995; Gone, 2009; Szlemko, Wood, 

& Thurman, 2006). In Deschenie (2006), Yellow Horse Brave Heart described historical 

trauma as "cumulative psychological and emotional wounding across generations 

including one's own life span, and comes from massive group traumatic events and 

experiences" (p. 1). Forced movement from ancestral homeland, separation of families, 

imposed boarding school for native youth, and physical and sexual abuse have all 

contributed to historical trauma of indigenous peoples (Deschenie, 2006; Szlemko et al., 

2006). Researchers have contextuahzed historical trauma as a "soul wound", or unsettled 

grief that resulted from colonization experienced at the hands of European settlers (Duran 

& Duran, 1995; Gone, 2009; Grandbois, 2005). 
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The Need for Native American Healthcare Providers 

As many incarnations of physical, mental, and emotional health disparities affect 

native communities, Sequist (2007) championed the need for more Native American 

healthcare professionals to help resolve the many health crises that continue to challenge 

tribal communities. The addition of more Native health professionals is advantageous to 

the indigenous communities for numerous reasons. As professionals, they could help 

improve the healthcare experience of patients by demonstrating cultural competence 

through cultural kinship (Broome & Broome, 2007). Native professional can also 

navigate the cultural climate of the communities, perhaps with greater ease than a non-

Native professional. Native individuals are typically more familiar with the specific 

needs of the community, usually have greater access to the community members and 

various stakeholders, and usually exhibit a deeper level of commitment to the people they 

serve (Walters & Simoni, 2009). Ultimately, Native healthcare professionals have the 

potential to direct healthcare policy and practices that can significantly change the level 

of healthcare provisions that indigenous communities receive (Sequist, 2007). 

Political Governance and Tribal Autonomy 

In 1928, Meriam and associates conducted a thorough investigation of the social 

conditions of Native Americans during the 1920s. The investigation occurred on and off 

reservations, and the results of that investigation provided an analysis of federal policies 

that governed Native American communities (Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001; Crum, 2006). 

Within the report, known as the Meriam Report of 1928, investigators called for 

specialists and administrators in education to govern Native American education 
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practices. The findings also suggested that educational content with cultural relevance 

should become part of the curriculum at institutions serving Native American students 

(Crum, 2006). Subsequently, the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 was passed to 

address the need for restructuring the political, social, and economic components of 

Native American life (Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). As self-governance and education 

were seen as the solution to problems inherent within the community (Boyer, 2004; Lee, 

2008; Two Bears, 2006), tribal leaders reasserted their positions as policy setters and 

decision makers. Toward the education of Native American people specifically, the 

1960s saw the establishment of the first tribally-chartered and controlled institution of 

higher education (Johnson, 2008; Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). 

Tribal leaders not only reasserted autonomy in the educational systems that 

governed native people, but they also continue to maintain leadership in their political 

affairs. Federally-recognized tribal groups are nations with "a unique 'government-to-

government' relationship with the federal government" (Boyer, 2004, p. 1). As political 

and social forces, sovereign tribes work to protect their freedoms and support their 

communities (Boyer, 2004). Yet tribal sovereignty has been challenged through a history 

of assimilation policies, dissolution of tribal groups, and negated treaties (Boyer, 2004; 

Meyers, 2000; Minges, 2001). Some tribal governments have adopted a westernized 

method of governing, and other tribal groups have demanded government that is 

grounded in cultural practices and traditions (Lee, 2008). Lee posited that the basic 

system of tribal beliefs and wisdom passed generationally is necessary to achieve self-



32 

reliance. This cultural perspective underscores the importance of self-determination and 

helps to clarify the need for culturally-sensitive leadership (Lee, 2008). 

Economic Growth 

Contemporary tribal leaders are using the notion of sovereignty as more than a 

political ideology; sovereignty is also a means of achieving economic growth within 

tribal communities (Boyer, 2004). The following sections focus on literature on the 

economic condition of indigenous people. 

Gaming Industry 

The Native American community has taken a sizeable economic step forward by 

capitalizing on the gaming trend. Since the 1970s, tribal groups have established upscale 

casinos and other sophisticated gaming venues to attract revenue for the reservations 

(Piner & Paradis, 2004; Schaap, 2010). The 1987 landmark case of California v. 

Cabazon Band of Mission Indians set the tone for gaming ventures for Native American 

tribes. During the 1980s, the sovereign nation of Mission Indians operated a small bingo 

establishment on its territory near Palm Springs. California officials threatened to 

terminate the operation. The tribe sued, and the case was ultimately heard in the U.S. 

Supreme Court. The Supreme Court upheld the right of the tribe to exercise its 

sovereignty over its reservation free of state statutes (Schaap, 2010). This ruling opened 

the door for tribal nations to establish and operate gaming sites on their territories without 

local jurisdiction (Momper, 2010; Schaap, 2010). 

In 1988, Congress passed the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA) to institute a 

way to ensure that revenue from tribal gaming ventures provides economic sustainability 
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for the tribal communities; the act also protects tribes' right to operate legalized gaming 

sites (Chhabra, 2007; Schaap, 2010). The IGRA categorized gaming into three 

classifications. Class I gaming consists of contests that offer minor monetary winnings. 

Contests of skill (i.e. tribal games played in a cultural-social context) are included in this 

category. Class II gaming includes all bingo and bingo-related contests as well as games 

that use technology and computers to aid in playing. Class I and Class II gaming are 

controlled solely by tribes. Class III gaming consists of all other incarnations of gaming 

including slot machines, electronic games of chance, and games that require wagering. 

Class III gaming requires an agreement between the tribe and the state in which the 

reservation is located (Chhabra, 2007; Momper, 2010; Schaap, 2010). 

In relative terms, gaming has been profitable to many tribal reservations. 

According to Piner and Paradis (2004), players in the U.S. spent more than $63 billion in 

various forms of gaming and gambling in 2001. Of that figure, more than $12 billion was 

spent at reservation gaming sites as compared to $7 billion spent in 1997 on reservation 

sites. By 2006, revenue from reservation gaming sites amounted to $25.7 billion 

(Momper, 2010). Piner and Paradis further reported that residents on reservation lands 

see gaming and tourism as a viable form of building economic prosperity in their 

communities. However, there are some within the Native American community who do 

not view gaming in such a positive light. Janes and Collison (2004) pointed out that 

citizens of one reservation admitted an economic benefit to their community through 

gaming, but feared that living near a casino would mean living in a less appealing area. 

Spears and Boger (2002) highlighted the results of a study on Native American gaming 
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(NAG), and reported that 64.7% of the respondents did not feel that they had reaped the 

financial benefit of gaming development. Moreover, Spears and Boger found that 

respondents who live in close proximity to the gaming venues cited an increase in 

overcrowding as compared to those who lived more than 16 miles from the venue. 

In contrast to the literature that supports gaming as a way to generate revenue for 

tribal groups, there is a body of literature that focuses on the negative effects that gaming 

can have on the gambling behavior of many Native Americans. Janes and Collison 

(2004) highlighted a survey of 1,000 residents of a Midwestern state. The results 

indicated that 3.8% of those with gambling addiction blamed their problem on the 17 

Native American casinos within the state. Momper (2010) further illustrated the 

connection between the presence of casinos on reservations and pathological gambling. 

Momper described pathological gambling as a progressive and prolonged disorder that 

renders an individual incapable of resisting the impulse to gamble. Momper further 

stated that Native Americans are up to six times more likely to develop pathological 

gambling habits than non-Native Americans given the ubiquity of gaming venues in 

many Native American communities. 

The implications for working with Native Americans who have or are at risk for 

developing compulsive gambling habits are profound. Momper (2010) suggested that 

social workers should understand that gambling, when viewed through a Native 

American lens, is not necessarily as problematic as when viewed from a conventional 

perspective. Practitioners should differentiate pathological gambling from cultural 
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gambling and should approach treatment from a culturally competent perspective 

(Momper, 2010). 

Other Economic Sources 

Although casinos and other gaming have brought much revenue to reservations, 

tribal colleges that are located on reservation lands can also provide a source of economic 

growth for the surrounding community (Fogarty, 2007). Tribal colleges can hire local 

citizens as faculty and staff, attract outside businesses to the reservation, and develop 

entrepreneurial and small business ventures (AIHEC, 2007). 

Potential Economic Benefits for Graduates 

Other economic opportunities can be created with higher rates of degree 

attainment. The American Indian Higher Education Consortium [AIHEC] (2007) 

stressed the potential benefits to individuals on reservations with higher degree 

attainment. These benefits include better agricultural development, greater workforce 

development, and more employment opportunities for graduates through the creation of 

small businesses. Graduates have also found employment within their communities as 

archeologists and other cultural resource management positions because of the cultural 

relationship to the community (Two Bears, 2006). Such positions are important for 

Native Americans since they understand the ancestral significance of archeological sites 

and how to protect and care for them. 

Higher degree attainment can lead to better employment opportunities and higher 

salaries. These results could plausibly yield a higher percentage of home ownership on 

reservations. According to Cyree, Harvey, and Melton (2004), Native Americans living 
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on reservations rank lowest in home ownership of all racial/ethnic groups. More home 

ownership could provide more tax revenue for the reservation, which could contribute to 

the overall economic growth of the community (AIHEC, 2007). 

Educational Attainment 

Perna (2007) explained the benefits to those who obtain at least a bachelor's 

degree compared to individuals who earn only a high school diploma. A bachelor's 

degree can mean a higher income, greater occupational status, and better quality of life. 

But not all students are reaching this level. According to the U.S. Department of 

Education (2009), the graduation rate for Native American students seeking a bachelor's 

degree has remained unchanged since 1998. 

With such disparities in graduation rates for Native American students, many 

advocates for Native American education propound the need for a curriculum that is 

culturally sensitive to the various tribal traditions and ways of acquiring knowledge 

(Calsoyas, 2005; Larson, 2009; Lomay & Hinkelbein, 2006; Two Bears, 2006). Larson 

(2009) discussed the need for a formally recognized curriculum for Native American 

students in which students are taught within the structure of tribal traditions. In a tribal 

college, learning within this framework includes providing open-book testing, providing 

instruction in the tribal language, placing less emphasis on grades, loosening the 

formality between instructor and student, and creating opportunities for families to be a 

part of the learning environment. 

Conversely, Boyer (2005) acknowledged that some tribal college leaders struggle 

with how to "indigenize" the curriculum and such universal subjects as math and science 
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while simultaneously maintaining their standing as legitimate institutions of higher 

education. As a way to infuse the curriculum with tribal culture, students can benefit 

from instruction delivered through oral tradition (Thompson, 2007). Alexie (as cited in 

Thompson, 2007) stated that the oral tradition is applicable even when teaching classical 

literature. This approach, Alexie continued, could be beneficial for many Native 

American students whose culture teaches them to honor the oral tradition. The elements 

of the oral tradition include "the telling of stories, the recitation of epic poems, the 

singing of songs, the making of prayers, the chanting of magic and mystery, the exertion 

of the human voice upon the unknown - in short, the spoken word" (Thompson, p. 12). 

Moreover, researchers conducted a study at five institutions with Native American 

students that used cases studies to deliver culturally relevant content to students while 

encouraging active participation. This type of academic analysis incorporates such tribal 

values as team collaboration, oral presentation, and encourages active engagement. The 

educational benefits included sharpened critical thinking skills, increased ability to 

analyze content from multiple perspectives, deeper understanding of content material, 

and enhanced communication skills (Smith, 2008). The underlying theme of all the cases 

was tribal sovereignty and how it applies to the issues that are pertinent to the Native 

American community. This theme provided the cultural relevancy to the activity and 

utilized cultural traditions that the students could identify. 

Austin (2005) provided additional argument for curricular change when he stated 

that institutions of higher education can improve the graduation rates for Native 

American students by consulting with Native Americans. Austin encouraged mainstream 
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colleges and universities to solicit perspectives and expectations of the educational 

process from tribal leaders and families in the planning and implementation of 

educational programs for Native American students. Likewise, HeavyRunner and 

DeCelles (2002) promoted the need for families to be an integral part of the educational 

experience to encourage retention in higher education. 

In one of his landmark publications on student departure, Tinto (1987) theorized 

that students who depart from college during their first year fail to adjust to the separation 

of familiar family life and meet the social and academic demands of college life away 

from home. Tinto further explained the unspoken rules by which many college students 

abide - the behaviors of dominant subcultures and subordinate subcultures. The degree 

to which the subculture differs from the institution in general plays a significant role in 

that culture's commitment to the institution. In many cases, Native American students 

are an "invisible minority" on college campuses, experiencing marginalization and 

isolation (Austin, 2005; Walters & Simoni, 2009). Yurkovich (2001) suggested that 

Native American students counter these experiences by establishing a support community 

among themselves, becoming advocates of their own learning process, and conducting 

self-assessments to address problems relative to their individual educational experience. 

This level of self-involvement could yield higher retention rates for Native American 

students (Martin, 2005). 

Karlberg (2008) suggested institutional assessment as another way to improve 

student learning and retention. In a tribal college environment, institutional assessments 

- which are not always available for a lack of funding, technology, and expertise in the 
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area - can be beneficial because it could provide data on achievement of the overall 

student population for all stakeholders to view. Through the systematic approach of 

institutional assessment, student outcomes can be analyzed, students' perceptions of their 

learning can be collected, and institutions can improve the curriculum and services 

offered to students (Karlberg, 2008). 

Tribal Colleges 

From their initial development, tribal colleges have been pertinent to the 

educational and cultural advancement of Native American students. One of the roles of a 

tribal college is to cultivate students' cultural identity (Braun, 2008; Cole, 2006). 

Presently, there are 37 tribal colleges and universities (AIHEC, 2007; Braun, 2008; Ruiz, 

2008), and Braun elucidated the importance of the names and culture of tribal colleges: 

Names in Indian country are powerful. Some names are spoken aloud, others 
whispered. The name of the college drives the identity of the school and fuels the 
people's desire to preserve their unique tribal identities as opposed to just using, 
for example, Northern Montana. Of the 37 tribal colleges and universities in the 
American Indian Higher Education Consortium, most are named after their tribe 
or tribal community. A few of them are named after a tribal hero. The name 
communicates to students, staff, and visitors a strong sense of tribal 
distinctiveness (p. 14). 

Tribal Colleges as Resource Centers 

Tribal colleges often function as community resource centers. Some tribal 

colleges sponsor art and cultural programs and serve as community forums for addressing 

issues relevant to the local community (Cunningham & Parker, 1998). The institutions 

also offer literacy classes, childcare services, General Education Diploma (GED) 

training, and other such services that can significantly aid community members in their 

daily lives (Cunningham & Parker, 1998). Tribal college leaders have committed 
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many of the health issues that persist within tribal communities (Selden, 2004). 

Tribal colleges seek to build leadership within and around the communities they 

serve. Efforts to empower tribal members to determine their own direction as a tribe 

builds a strong community and can attract more students to tribal colleges (Pavel, 

Inglebret, & Banks, 2001). Moreover, tribal college leaders seek to develop strong 

leaders who will create new ways to partner with Native and non-Native entities to 

increase economic and educational opportunities for the community in sum (Bowman, 

2009). 

Tribal Colleges as Cultural Centers 

Tribal colleges have a significance within academia, but they help unify 

communities as well (Boyer, 2005). Not only have they educated students for future 

success, but they have also succeeded in sustaining a sense of cultural pride for students 

(Boyer, 2005; Talahongva, 2008). When looking to establish Blackfeet Community 

College in 1974, leaders wanted to preserve and promote the Blackfeet language and 

values system (Braun, 2008). Chief Dull Knife College was chartered in 1975 in homage 

to the namesake leader who believed that his people should have access to educational 

opportunities (Braun 2008). The mission of Tohono O'odham has always been to inject 

Himdag, the cultural way of knowing, into the curricula of the institution (Boyer, 2008). 

Since its inception, Dine College - the inaugural tribal college - has committed its 

curricula to the preservation of the native language, philosophy, and culture of the Navajo 

people (Johnson, 2008). 
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Educational Preparation at Tribal Colleges 

Students attend tribal colleges for different reasons. Talahongva (2008) found 

that many students who live on or near reservations choose to attend tribal colleges for 

the geographic convenience of the institutions. Institution officials also recognize the 

importance of maintaining familial and tribal ties. To that end, tribal colleges operate 

under policies that grant students flexibility in those areas of their lives (Martin, 2005). 

Students also select tribal colleges for the culturally-rich curricula and services that assist 

them in their matriculation (Boyer, 2008). Culture sensitivity notwithstanding, tribal 

curricula still include standard functions such as student recruitment and retention 

practices, academic advising, and developing and mentoring faculty (Pavel, Inglebret, & 

Banks, 2001). 

Martin (2005) expounded on the significance of culturally relevant curricula and 

support networks to improve the chance for success for all students enrolled in tribal 

colleges. Boyer (2005) also outlined what support strategies and networks might look 

like. For example, faculty who are in tune with tribal ways of knowing may recognize 

that cooperation is valued above competition. In that respect, more cooperative 

assignments could be given. Moreover, giving students the opportunity to raise test 

grades by retaking them acknowledges the indigenous principle of forgiveness (Boyer, 

2005). 

Leaders at tribal colleges, like leaders at any other institution of higher education, 

focus on the academic success of their students. To a great degree, tribal colleges have 

succeeded in preparing students academically and culturally (Ruiz, 2008). For example, 
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some tribal colleges have conducted summer math and science enrichment camps to 

prepare those students for such subjects once they enroll in college. Tribal colleges have 

also implemented new student orientation programs to ease the shift from high school to 

college (Martin, 2005). According to Tierney, Sallee, and Venegas (2007), Native 

American high school graduates are less likely to attain a postsecondary degree if there is 

a lapse in time between graduating from high school and entering college. Therefore, 

programs that assist students with their transition to college are critical. Once enrolled in 

the tribal institution, students are likely to find individualized attention from faculty and 

staff, academic programs that reflect cultural traditions and practices, and the integration 

of family and community within the framework of the curricula (Martin, 2005). 

Additionally, tribal college graduates can also receive assistance with transferring to 

mainstream colleges and universities to continue their educational journey. 

Tribal College Leadership 

Tribal college leaders are integral to the reservation community the colleges serve 

(Bowman, 2009; Braun, 2008; Fogarty, 2007; Phillips, 2005). Tribal college presidents 

must maintain the correct balance between mainstream expectations of an institution of 

higher learning and the personal needs of the students and the local community 

(Karlberg, 2008; Larson, 2009). Often, tribal college presidents work with federal 

agencies to ensure accreditation standards are met, collaborate with faculty and staff 

regarding organizational matters, and secure funding for the institution (Bowman, 2009). 

Additionally, tribal colleges must maintain a board of directors. Some boards of directors 
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are comprised of tribal members entirely; other boards contain a majority of tribal 

members (Martin, 2005). 

Community Involvement 

Tribal college presidents work with members of the local community to meet the 

needs of the students and their families (Bowman, 2009; HeavyRunner & DeCelles, 

2002). Tribal elders are part of the information resource structure that some tribal college 

leadership committees utilize (Austin, 2005; Braun, 2008). Tribal elders are important to 

the institution since they are essentially the leaders of the community. Tribal college 

presidents also nurture partnerships for the benefit of the community in numerous ways. 

To accomplish this task, the presidents work with elders to develop new initiatives that 

will assist the members of the community, they form and maintain alliances with Native 

and non-Native agencies, and they partner with commercial entities to create economic 

opportunities within the community (Bowman, 2009; Fogarty, 2007). 

Furthermore, tribal college presidents are in a unique position to provide timely 

counsel to other institutions who serve Native American students (Martin, 2005; Pavel, 

Inglebret, & Banks, 2001). Since some of the goals of the tribal college are to empower 

the community, preserve the indigenous traditions, facilitate economic growth within the 

community, and provide curricula that will respond to the needs of the community, tribal 

college presidents have the insight to offer guidance in curriculum planning and 

implementation for programs that serve Native American students (Pavel et al., 2001). 
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Leadership for the Future 

Tribal college leaders prepare the next generation of Native American leaders. 

Many leaders look to develop new talent that can serve both tribal and non-tribal 

constituencies with an innovative approach (Bowman, 2009). Filemyr (2009) discussed 

the direction that a particular tribal college forged to create new leadership opportunities 

for students. Institute of American Indian Arts (LAIA) hired some of its students to serve 

as Educational Assistants and Teaching Assistants; other students were afforded the 

opportunity to serve as members of institutional committees. To assist in such ways 

provided students with a practical and structured study on leadership. The internships 

also functioned to show the students how to work in such capacities while demonstrating 

high levels of professionalism and confidentiality. 

Tribal colleges also offer leadership programs to develop faculty. Phillips (2005) 

highlighted a leadership program called Leadership Development for the 21st Century: 

Linking Research, Academics, and Extension (LEAD ). This program was sponsored by 

a consortium of colleges and universities that operate within federal mandates to create 

educational opportunities in the areas of agricultural science, biology, and social science. 

The leadership program itself was developed to strengthen leadership skills and values 

for tribal colleges operating through land grants. Through this initiative, tribal college 

leaders are able to increase their knowledge of effective governance practices, improve 

their interpersonal communication skills, and develop effective strategies for problem-

solving and collaboration (Phillips, 2005). 
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Women in Leadership 

Portman and Garrett (2005) discussed the historical and current contexts of 

women in leadership roles. Historically, tribes deferred to the female leaders to provide 

wisdom and direction for the tribe. Select women were called Beloved Woman because 

of their ability to actively engage themselves in the struggle of their people. Women 

could attain this respect after they had demonstrated their leadership skills. Modern 

Native American women in leadership use their education and employment positions to 

influence decisions that affect their communities. Women also use their experiences to 

mentor a new generation of female leaders who exemplify the characteristics of the 

Beloved Woman. 

Summary 

There are several issues that affect Native American communities. Myriad health 

problems such as diabetes, heart disease, and cancer continue to persist within Native 

American communities. Alcoholism is another public health concern that has been 

linked to a phenomenon known as historical trauma. Historical trauma is thought to be 

caused by the forceful uprooting and relocation of indigenous peoples from their 

ancestral homeland, and this grief has been passed from generation to generation. 

Economic advancement is also critical for Native American communities. 

Gaming is one economic venture that has benefited the reservation communities. Tribal 

colleges also create opportunities for revenue. Higher educational attainment could lead 

to better opportunities for individual economic growth. 
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Tribal colleges help prepare Native American students to address the problems 

that persist within their communities. Tribal colleges also uphold the cultural and 

traditional values of the community that surrounds the college. Tribal leaders work with 

community members and students to address the needs of the reservation, and they help 

prepare the next generation of Native American leaders. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Tribal Nation College is located on a reservation that serves not only its students, 

but it also serves the tribal community in various ways. This tribal nation has a rich 

cultural heritage of balancing nature and the universe in a philosophy known the 

traditional living system (Johnson, 2008; Lee, 2008). This philosophy describes the 

ability of the people to circumvent influences that may impede one's well-being and 

individual growth. This perspective becomes evident when considering the numerous 

conditions faced by many within this community. Myriad concerns such as diabetes, 

alcoholism, depression, domestic violence, and high unemployment still persist within 

(Lee, 2008). Yet this nation continues to uphold their ancestral legacy despite the 

challenges that are still being addressed. 

Not only do tribal communities face dire health concerns and environmental 

challenges, but the number of Native American students who graduate from institutions 

of higher education is disproportionately lower than graduation rates for all other ethnic 

groups (U. S. Department of Education, 2009). Tribal colleges have experienced 

increased enrollment, and they continue the mission of educating Native American 

students academically and culturally (AIHEC, 2007). 

The purpose of this research was to examine the ways leadership works with and 

influences retention and graduation of Native American students at one tribal college. 
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This study focused on three levels of leadership — executive, administrative, and student -

that serve students at the institution. Participants in this study were asked to describe 

strategies and support systems that help Native American students navigate through their 

programs. These data were carefully analyzed to extract key points. Participants' 

responses were essential for building a complete understanding of how Native American 

students persist and graduate from this tribal institution. 

Research Design 

To conduct this study, the researcher employed a qualitative research 

methodology. Qualitative research is a process by which interviews, narratives, 

environmental observations, researcher field notes, photographs, and other data are 

synthesized to answer a question or to explain a particular phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). 

A qualitative approach does not reduce the individuals to statistics; rather, it draws upon 

the words, actions, and lived experienced of others to tell the story of their personal 

journey through their lives (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). In other words, using a qualitative 

methodology will allow the views of the individuals involved in this study to be fully 

explained, thereby making it the best research process for this study (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007). In addition to the interviews that were conducted, the researcher utilized 

document review to examine how the written values and missions of the institution align 

with the data collected from the participants. The researcher also examined the website 

for the institution along with documents such as, institutional data related to graduation 

rates and documents explaining the traditional philosophy of education. 
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A case study was used in this research, although Stake (1994) pointed out that 

case study is not a methodology in itself. Rather, the case - a bounded system of parts 

such as several individuals, a process, and events - is something to be studied (Creswell, 

2007). Stake (2003) further explained that an instrumental case study can be utilized 

because of its ability to bring focus to something else. The case is investigated in detail, 

but the results can provide clarity to a much larger issue. 

The following research questions are qualitative in nature and were designed to 

elicit a rich discussion from the perspectives of the research participants. 

1. How does executive, administrative, and student leadership work with and 

support Native American students to persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

2. How does leadership influence students to graduate from this institution? 

3. What are the dynamics that help students persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

Prior to conducting the research, the researcher spoke with the president of the 

tribal college by telephone to introduce the study and to answer any questions about the 

study. After obtaining a verbal affirmative from the president to conduct the study at the 

selected institution, the researcher applied to the IRB committee at the researcher's home 

university. After receiving approval from IRB, the researcher then applied to the tribal 

college IRB for final approval. 
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Sample 

The tribal institution selected for the study is located in a rural part of a state in 

the southwestern portion of the United States. The institution also established a second 

site in a neighboring state and offers several courses of study. The college offers 

certificate programs, associate degree programs, and bachelor degree programs. The 

institution was chartered by a Native American nation. Additionally, the institution is 

fully accredited and partially subsidized by federal funds. The college is situated on a 

reservation and serves many of the residents within the community (AIHEC, 2007). 

The researcher used purposeful sampling (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) to solicit 

participants. This method of selecting participants allowed the researcher to choose those 

individuals whose input can significantly illuminate the topic. Furthermore, the 

researcher utilized snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is a process by which 

participants refer potential participants to the study who can provide additional insight 

into the subject matter (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). For the individuals involved in this 

study, the data collection occurred in the participants' natural setting (e.g. work offices, 

student lounge, classrooms). The participants met certain criteria to be included in the 

study. The following are the criteria for students to be included in this study: 

1. Students will be at least 18 years of age and currently enrolled as either part-

time or full-time students at this tribal college. 

2. Students will be in their senior year of matriculation at the institution. 

3. Students will be members of a federally recognized tribal group. 

4. Participants will be graduating students in the nursing degree program. 
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Participants who serve in an institutional leadership role will be selected using the 

following criteria: 

1. Participants will work in a leadership capacity at the college. 

2. Participants who have direct contact with students will be included. 

Additionally, this study will include participants who have limited contact 

with students, but who help facilitate student engagement at the institution. 

The primary means of collecting data for this study was through interviewing. 

The interviews were conducted with key members of the tribal college leadership team. 

This group was comprised of the President, the Dean of Instruction, the Director of 

Nursing, the Coordinator of Tutorial Services, the Recruiter, and the Registrar. These 

individuals were chosen because of their roles on the campus and because of their close 

working proximity to the students. Student leaders were also part of the research because 

they serve in a leadership capacity. Additional student participants were selected using 

the snowball technique. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym to protect his or her 

identity, and that pseudonym is used throughout the study. 

Role of Researcher 

The role of participant observer is a process of developing awareness of the 

surroundings and even experiencing great immersion within the research environment. It 

is a way to become involved with the day-to-day activities of the subjects being studied 

(Glesne, 2006). In this study, the researcher was the instrument and took an observer as 

participant position. The researcher was a passive observer when members of leadership 
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and students interacted with one another. On the other hand, occasions arose when the 

researcher interacted with the participants. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The researcher used several means of data collection. One source of data was 

document review. The researcher looked on the website for the institution to view the 

student handbook. This document provided a full explanation of the mission, vision, and 

values statements for the institution. This handbook also outlined the expectations of 

student performance and institutional responsibilities to the students. The researcher 

viewed this document at length as well as institutional documents that were made 

available to the researcher. These documents were reviewed to find out how leadership 

executes ideas and decisions that positively impact student persistence and achievement. 

The researcher also conducted observations. The protocol for conducting the 

observations was to obtain verbal permission to sit in certain areas to collect data. The 

library was one setting that did not require permission to observe. The researcher entered 

the building and sat at a table to observe the happenings. The next setting was a 

laboratory classroom. The head of the department invited the researcher to sit in his 

office, and the researcher was able to observe several students actively engaged in the 

learning that was taking place at that time. The last setting was in another classroom 

environment. Although class was not in session, there were students in the room who 

were engaged in an activity. After briefly speaking with the instructor, the researcher 

was able to observe the happenings in that environment. 
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Interviews were also conducted. The interviews were semi-structured in nature 

with open-ended questions designed to give the respondents the opportunity to fully 

engage the researcher in candid and enlightening conversation about the strategies and 

support networks that aid students in pursuing their educational goals. However, the 

researcher used an interview guide to ensure that critical questions were asked that would 

enable the researcher to probe deeply into the topic and gather very detailed data. The 

actual interviews were recorded using a digital recording device. By utilizing an audio 

recorder, the researcher was untethered from the process of trying to write down each 

response from the participants. The audio recorder diligently captured the conversations, 

and the researcher was able to freely interact with the participant. The researcher 

manually transcribed all interviews verbatim with no truncation. 

After the transcriptions were completed, the researcher first used open coding to 

begin the analysis of the data. The researcher sorted the printed transcriptions into coded 

categories to derive a general sense of the meaning of the data and to look for common 

themes throughout each participant's interview. This coding process guided the 

researcher in gleaning important support strategies and networks that aid Native 

American student persistence at this institution. Additionally, the researcher was also 

able to notice and develop ways to describe relationships between responses, observed 

interactions, and events using this procedure (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). Through the 

use of axial coding, the researcher analyzed one category at a time to examine how the 

categories related to one another. This became the basis for developing core categories. 
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The last step in coding was selective coding. During this process, the researcher 

developed a systematic way to organize the core codes and all associated sub codes. 

After the data were coded and themes were identified, the researcher constructed 

naturalistic generalizations (Creswell, 2007). In this analysis, Creswell defines 

naturalistic generalization as an interpretation of the data that makes the case more 

plausible. Readers of the case derive their comprehension of the case from the 

naturalistic generalizations. The researcher concluded the analysis with assertions about 

the case. In this analysis, the researcher interpreted the data in terms of the theoretical 

framework which ground the study. In this way, the analysis provided a complete 

overview of the topic through the participants' perspectives. 

Reporting Results 

In providing assertions about the case, the researcher provided results using 

narrative text and charts. The researcher summarized what was learned through the data 

collection and analysis process and presented the conclusions as they related to the 

experiences of the participants and the researcher in conducting the study (Creswell, 

2007). 

Trustworthiness of Data 

In Native American society, there is a high value placed on cultural truth 

(Trachtenberg, 2002). To maintain the delicate balance of cultural sensitivity and 

researcher perspective, the researcher sent a copy of the transcriptions to the participants 

for review. Member checking is an important component because it allows the researcher 

to utilize the source as a means to validate the data. 
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Triangulation was another process that was used wherein more than one data 

source was used to correspond with data from another source. By utilizing triangulation, 

the researcher was able to ensure that just one perspective did not stand alone; rather, 

numerous data collection techniques were used to validate each other (Glesne, 2006). 

Triangulation in this study consisted of interviews, document review, and observations. 

The researcher presented the study using rich, thick description of data. This approach 

allows the reader to experience the study in a more tangible way. This type of 

description also allows the reader to contextualize the study in a relevant way. 

Subjectivity 

In conducting this research, it was important that all bias toward the topic be 

discussed. The researcher is a non-Native American, but holds a sincere desire to help 

illuminate the disparities that still pervade Indian country. Armed with a greater 

understanding of the plight of Native Americans throughout history, the researcher was 

able to embark upon the study in a more logical and concise manner that did not reflect 

an emotional association with the topic. Although the historical treatment of Native 

Americans resonates with the researcher, an increased level of academic rigor was 

attached to this study. As is appropriate for undertaking a study of this nature, the 

researcher completed this study without impartiality or objurgation. 

Summary 

The target institution, Tribal Nation College, is located in a state in the 

southwestern portion of the United States. The institution also established a second 

location in a neighboring state. The institution currently serves over 1,600 students and 
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employs over 90 faculty and staff. The institution is fully accredited and is partially 

subsidized by federal funds. 

A qualitative design was used to conduct the study. More specifically, the 

researcher used a case study approach. Members of leadership at various levels and 

currently enrolled students were included in the study. The researcher used purposeful 

and snowball techniques to solicit participants who could significantly contribute to the 

study. Participants included the President of the institution, the Dean of Instruction, the 

Director of Nursing, the Coordinator of Tutorial Services, the Campus Recruiter, and the 

Registrar. Additional participants included student leaders and matriculating students. 

Each participant was assigned a pseudonym to protect his or her identity. Additionally, 

participants were used as a validation source for the data to ensure that their responses 

were acceptable for the study. 

The researcher employed open, axial, and selective coding for data analysis. 

After collecting the data, the researcher utilized different coding categories to organize 

the data. After arranging the data, the researcher looked for themes and recurring ideas 

that shed light on the support systems and strategies that Native American students use to 

help them persist and graduate from the tribal institution. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this research was to examine the ways leadership works with and 

influences retention and graduation of Native American students at one tribal college. 

Further, the researcher sought to examine strategies used by students to motivate 

themselves in the persistence of their educational goals. The researcher used a case study 

methodology to conduct the study. The primary data collection source was interviews. 

The researcher also performed a document analysis and observations in conjunction with 

the interviews. The following three research questions guided the study: 

1. How does executive, administrative, and student leadership work with and 

support Native American students to persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

2. How does leadership influence students to graduate from this institution? 

3. What are the dynamics that help students persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

Setting 

This qualitative study took place at a tribal college located in the southwestern 

portion of the United States. Tribal Nation College was chartered by a sovereign Native 

American Nation. The institution currently has an enrollment of over 1,600 students who 

are served by more than 90 faculty and staff members. The institution offers certificate 
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programs, associate degree programs, and bachelor degree programs with plans to expand 

by offering master's degrees. The institution is accredited and is partially subsidized by 

federal funds. The college sits on a reservation and serves many of the residents within 

the community (AIHEC, 2006). 

Participants 

The participants for the study were key members of institutional leadership, 

student leadership, and matriculating students. There were 12 participants - four men 

and eight women - in the research project. Seven of the participants were of the same 

Native American nation; one participant was a member of another Native American 

nation. Four of the participants were White. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym 

to protect his or her identity. Table 1 lists the research participants and their affiliation 

with the institution. 
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Table 1 

Participants and Their Affiliation with Tribal Nation College 

Participant Affiliation with Institution 

Brian Snow 

Jack Nelson 

Faye Brown 

Jennifer Hunt 

Lisa Jones 

Steve Thomas 

John Fallon 

Janet Paul 

Michelle Yardley 

Regina Mays 

Stephanie Crest 

Sarah Moffett 

Campus President 

Dean of Instruction 

Faculty 

Faculty 

Student Leader 

Recruiter 

Coordinator of Tutorial Services 

Registrar 

Matriculating Student 

Matriculating Student 

Faculty 

Director of Nursing 

Note. All names are pseudonyms. 
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In the data collection process, each participant was interviewed in his or her natural 

setting on campus. Each participant provided rich discussions relative to his or her 

experiences as a part of the institutional community. 

Findings 

An analysis of the data revealed three overarching themes of the research. Those 

themes are (a) institutional support, (b) involvement with others, and (c) institutional 

dynamics. These themes were consistent throughout each interview, and the 

subcategories that were identified illuminate the overarching themes. 

The three identified themes are supported by several subcategories. The theme of 

institutional support is supported by 

• encouragement from leaders and faculty; 

• peer relationships; 

• academic support; and 

• social support. 

The next overarching theme is involvement with others. The supporting subcategories 

are 

• faculty involvement; 

• involvement with other leaders; and 

• institution as a community of learners. 

The third theme is institutional support networks. The supporting categories are 

• location of institution; 

• student engagement; 
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• personal development; 

• family involvement and the institution as extended family; and 

• traditional culture. 

To some degree, the findings align with the research (Guillory & Wolverton, 

2008; HeavyRunner & DeCelles, 2002; Yurkovich, 2001). However, other factors 

specific to the tribal college were found to contribute to students' persistence and 

graduation from the institution. Each theme and subcategory is used to address the 

research questions at length. The rationale for addressing the research questions 

separately is to provide a clear discussion for each question outlined. 

Research Question 1 

How does Executive, Administrative, and Student Leadership Work with and Support 

Native American Students to Persist and Graduate from this Institution? 

The first research question delves into the concrete hands-on ways leadership 

supports students in their educational pursuits. Moreover, this question seeks to explore 

the strategies that are implemented by leaders that will directly impact student persistence 

and retention. These strategies can include any direct academic support that will enhance 

student persistence. The respondents highlighted several key practices that help achieve 

this goal. Each strategy is discussed as a separate section. 

Institutional support was one of the identified themes for the study. Institutional 

support takes on different meanings in this discussion. Under this theme, the 

subcategories were (a) encouragement, (b) peer relationships, (c) academic support, and 

(d) social support. For many students, their personal connections with faculty and staff 
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leaders help them persist at the institution. The following section addresses the ways 

institutional support is used to aid students in their persistence efforts. 

Encouragement from Leaders and Faculty 

It is important to distinguish the varying levels of leadership since they perform 

different functions for the students. However, at each level of leadership, the thread that 

wove the responses together was the theme of encouragement. In these examples, 

encouragement took on several meanings. For student leader Lisa Jones, encouragement 

was a way for others to highlight her academic abilities. She spoke of encouragement in 

this way: 

Even the president of the institution is approachable, and if he sees students that 
are, you know, achieving good things, he goes out of his way to make sure he 
personally recognizes them or commends them on their efforts as well as our 
Dean of Instruction. I actually just had a meeting with him this morning [and he 
said] "You're one of the brightest people on this campus, you know. You need to 
harness your ability. And you're going to do great things." I mean, they constantly 
have encouraged me to be better. 

When used by faculty member Faye Brown, encouragement was discussed as a means of 

helping students resist the urge to stop out or quit the institution. She succinctly 

illustrated the encouragement students receive from faculty by stating, "A lot of them 

have been encouraged from here and constant, 'Hang on in there,' and 'My, you did a 

good job,' and 'You did this,' and 'You're ready to go.'" The president of the institution, 

Brian Snow, echoed that sentiment, "And some of them, you know, they come and get in 

trouble, and [we] talk with them and encourage them to hang in there and stay out of 

trouble. And they're really pleased with themselves when they graduate." Registrar Janet 
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Paul also viewed encouragement from leaders as an important way to retain students. She 

stated: 

And then really encouraging them to continue on especially those who started the 
remedial courses. You know, they're kind of left behind and they really don't 
want to say anything because they feel that I'm not smart enough [or] I shouldn't 
ask. But no. We tell them, 'You're in college. You made it here. Keep going. 
See how far you can go'". 

Peer Relationships 

Participants also highlighted peer relationships as a way students encourage each 

other. Director of Nursing, Sarah Moffett, summarized the peer collaboration that occurs 

at the institution. She stated, "The students help each other.. .They learn really well in 

groups. There's social learning here." Likewise, Janet Paul explained how peer 

interaction is utilized at the institution: 

With our first year experience boot camps, we have student mentors who come in, 
and they're available for the students to show them around or to explain what this 
is about or just say this is how it's going to be first semester. 

Sarah further illustrated the point of peer tutoring and support by offering an example 

from her own class: 

I had one that's borderline, what's the word, resource? Or really shouldn't have 
been in one of my CNA classes, and her friends got her through it. Now she didn't 
make an A, but they got her through it. 

Student Michelle Yardley provided a clear example of how students gather together to 

offer support to one another: 

We're all willing to help one another. If we all need to get together, we all get 
together and we have this big luncheon. We all hang out and we all enjoy each 
other's company. We all make sure we're doing good in class. We're all there 
for each other. I think that's what everybody else does around here. We're all 
communicating. 
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Through these examples, it becomes evident that students maintain social and peer 

support systems as a way to encourage and assist one another. 

The concept of peer relationships further extends to the realm of student 

leadership. Students are placed in leadership positions to assist their peers in the 

academic setting. Student leaders often tutor and remediate other students. This type of 

academic support is documented by student leaders at the institution. One student leader 

said, "[W]e work here to help students, and mostly we help them in math. That's what 

they mostly come in here for." Another student leader lauded another peer leader for 

helping grow and develop her leadership opportunities: "I think [a peer leader] is one of 

the people that I can say that actually got me here.. .with leadership and actually made me 

grow." In that way, peer relationships can range from students assisting other students to 

grooming each other for success. 

Academic Support 

Tierney, Salley, and Venegas (2007) reported that Native American students 

scored an average of 25 points lower on the verbal section of the Scholastic Aptitude Test 

(SAT) and an average of 33 points lower on the mathematics section of the SAT than the 

national average. The leaders of Tribal Nation College acknowledged the deficiencies 

with some of the students that enroll. However, students can participate in remedial 

courses that can help them strengthen their academic foundation. Sarah Moffett 

explained some of the support strategies to help students: 

Remember that these students have grown up, the most of them, where they're in 
a hogan, and there's no running water, and there's no electricity, a lot of them. So 
what's a library? So they don't have an interest in reading. And here we have 
to... we have remedial courses, too. So they don't just come in and not make it. In 
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other words, we have remedial reading, remedial math, and remedial writing. So 
we build them up until they're ready for it. They also take a [name of test] 
placement test that tells them where they'll succeed. 

Jack Nelson outlined the institution's plan to continue remediating students who enter the 

institution with academic deficiencies: 

Basically, we're going to implement a new [remediation] program. Eighty 
percent of the students come in with one to three basic skill deficiencies here. 
End up taking calculus, but that's how they come in. And, I mean, they don't 
know how to study. They've never been taught. They have no idea what a 
college is. We have to teach them. 

One academic support structure was on the mind of nearly every participant. 

Each person mentioned the academic lab as one of the major sources of academic help. 

The coordinator staffs the lab with students who are trained to tutor other students in 

numerous academic areas. Faculty member Stephanie Crest mentioned the tutorial lab, 

"They offer tutoring as well here, and they have the [academic] lab which helps them as 

well. There's a lot of tutoring mechanisms that go hand-in-hand with instruction." When 

asked to think about what helps her get through her program of study, student Regina 

Mays credits the academic lab with providing her with tutorial assistance whenever she 

needs it. Student leader Lisa Jones gave a historical perspective of the academic lab and 

the benefit it provides for the students: 

On our campus we have a national science foundation grant which allows us to 
run an [academic] lab which is actually the facility we're in now and the 
department I work in. It's the [academic] lab. Basically we're a study skills center 
so students come in here and get tutoring on any of their coursework. We hire 
around ten student interns a semester from various fields on campus. We have 
from vet to accounting to computers, all the way to nursing. So I think we try to 
cover the entire spectrum as far as the students we employ. But they're well-
versed, and they're able to offer students the additional help and additional 
support. So I think [the institution] has done a good job, and I'm speaking from a 
perspective from 2003 to 2011 because in 2003 we didn't have [the academic] 
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lab. We didn't have a study skills center. So I didn't get this when I first started 
here. So I think [the institution] has done a really good job at finding ways to help 
the students along their way. 

Lisa further lauded the improvement in student retention since opening the academic lab, 

"[I]n 2009 we saw a [significant] increase in our retention rate since the incumbency of 

the [academic] lab." This suggests that the lab is a successful tool in helping students 

persist and graduate. 

The institution also offers various types of counseling services from academic to 

personal counseling. Many of the participants spoke of counseling and the importance of 

having those services available to students. One participant shared: 

A whole lot of [students] are fresh out of high school, and so we provide the 
counseling services to assist them in the transition...to becoming independent 
adults and learning how to balance their personal lives with their academic lives. 

One of the faculty participants also outlined some of the counseling networks that are in 

place: 

You know, we have a drug and alcohol counselor on campus. We have first year 
experience counselors who work with the first year students. We have the other 
counselors and... almost everybody in my department has been a counselor at 
some point or another working with students that we have. So.. .there is a lot of 
support within the faculty and staff and the administration for students. 

Documents posted around the campus show different types of counseling and advisory 

services that are made available to students. Posters on campus indicated such available 

services as financial assistance for students, parental support networks for those in need, 

and economic empowerment. 
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Social Support 

In addition to the academic supports that are offered at the institution, social 

supports are also part of the structure. Sarah Moffett commented, "They have Native 

American church meetings here." President Snow also described how the student activity 

fees are used to enhance social networking and support that students provide to each 

other. 

One of the things we do is we.. .charge a student activity fee. But we give that 
money back to the student senate to use. We let them use it for whatever they 
want to use it. They have different clubs, or they have speakers that they will 
invite. They'll have dances. They have a little get together during super bowl or 
whatever. So they.. .we give that money back to them for their use. 

This practice of social support is documented in a study conducted by Yurkovich (2001). 

The key point is that Native American students depend on social interactions with one 

another as a way to persist. Some of the analyzed documents attested to the social 

support that students use to keep them in touch with one another. Campus documents 

solicited student participation in several arts and cultural events that were to be held on 

campus. Observations also illustrated the communal spirit of the institution. Many 

individuals were observed participating in a cultural cooking activity that was open to 

both campus and local community members. By hosting events like these, the idea of 

social support as another means of retention becomes evident. 

Research Question 2 

How Does Leadership Influence Students to Graduate from this Institution? 

This research question asks how leaders influence students. Lynch (2009) defined 

leader influence as the capacity of a leader or group of leaders to transform the actions of 
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others. Influence, as defined for this research question, refers to the intangible, affective 

ways leaders at this institution motivate students to persist to graduation. 

The overarching theme that addressed the second research question was 

involvement with others. To support this theme, three subcategories were identified: (a) 

involvement with faculty, (b) involvement with other leaders, and (c) viewing the 

institution as a community of learners. The following discussion will illuminate the 

practices that occur at this institution. 

Involvement with Faculty 

Every participant remarked about the importance of faculty in influencing 

persistence at this institution. President Snow remarked about how the faculty exudes 

excitement about their teaching fields. 

They have a real strong passion for the area that they are teaching. That makes a 
real big difference. They like what they do, and it's not where they have to do 
something just to be here or anything. But they really take the instruction to the 
next level or make it exciting. They're just that way. It's just their field, and they 
get all excited about it. 

President Snow also spoke about how faculty push students to be successful. In this way 

they are exuding a sphere of influence over the students because they encourage them 

through different means to persist. Encouragement, discussed earlier in the chapter, also 

factors into how leaders influence students. He shares how faculty members of the 

veterinarian program influence their students. 

So it's a commitment in that way. So that's why they really put time, extra effort 
into making these students to be successful. They push them, and they don't 
really mess around with them. They expect high level, and when they teach them, 
it's not just like, you're here to deal with animals. It's life and death for that 
animal. You know, so, you're putting yourself on the line to save that animal. 
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That kind of thing. And so, they really take time and review the curriculum and 
make sure it's proper. That's what I see when I go around. 

Student leader Lisa Jones shared her story of how the Dean of Instruction influenced and 

encouraged her to persist and experience success at the institution: 

[W]hen [the Dean of Instruction] started at [the institution], he moved in next 
door to me in [my neighborhood]. So he was my next door neighbor. And so, 
finally when we met, we finally got to know each other. And always when we 
were outside - he's gardening and stuff- he'd come over and lecture me, "You 
have so much potential. You need to get.. .back in school and make something of 
yourself." And so I.. .have to give credit to [him] for giving me the motivation to 
come back to school. Like even I took trig last semester, and I always say I'm 
bad at math. I don't think it's that I'm bad; I'm just intimidated by math, and I 
don't remember it. Therefore I think I'm just inherently bad at it. But I took trig 
last semester and a quarter of the way through the semester he had me start 
tutoring the other trig students. And he was.. .really surprised, and he was very 
supportive of my trig abilities. And then he put me in calculus this semester. He 
gave me permission to skip pre-calculus and just go straight to calculus. And so 
I'm also helping the calculus students through it. So I think for me personally, 
and I think this is for a lot of the other students on campus, 'cause I've seen it 
happen, I've been here long enough to know the ins and outs more or less. But 
they give credit where credit is due. And instead of, well we do discipline bad 
behavior, but more so we reward the good behavior. I mean they're not going to 
come down on you for getting a D on your test, but they're certainly going to give 
you a pat on the back for getting an A on your test. So, that's my experience. 

Faculty member Faye Brown also discussed influence in terms of the amount of time and 

dedication spent by faculty. She stated, "[F]or the most part, we have a really strong 

faculty who spend a lot of time both in and out of the classroom trying to work with 

students and help students." In a similar vein, faculty member Jennifer Hunt addressed 

the idea of influencing students as a combination of inspiration and communication. She 

revealed that she also is continuing her education and understands the difficulty of trying 

to balance life events with educational pursuits. She expressed the value of caring for the 

students and their circumstances, but she also places the responsibility of honest and open 
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communication on the students. In this manner, she can encourage, influence, and shape 

students' commitment to persistence. She explained: 

I feel like if I can explain and inspire people to move on, you know, to this higher 
goal such as these MFAs and these PhDs, then I let them know there's these 
hoops. There's always going to be these things, this process that you have to go 
through to obtain the goal and what that's like. I tell them that communication is 
key in my courses. Let me know what's going on. And because if I don't know, I 
have my.. .1 have a big imagination! So you need to let me know. Don't let me 
just assume something about you. Communicate with me and that, when you ask 
them to communicate with you, and...these are all the ways you can communicate 
with me and these are the places you can go to get the help that you need, that 
kind of support shows them that we really care. 

Faculty also make themselves accessible to students to assist in any capacity needed. 

Faye explained how she maintains relationships with her students to build a sense of 

community: 

In my syllabus I've got my work, my office phone, my cell phone, my email 
address. I mean, multiple ways and I've had students, this [has] been a really 
good semester. I've had excellent students who have called me.. .I'm like you can 
call me all the way up until 10:00 at night and had them call at 9:50. You know, 
"I don't understand this." So, there's several faculty that put their personal phone 
numbers, not all of them, but several that will put their cell phone numbers on 
there and say, if you need to talk to me.. .And so that willingness to work with 
them helps with retention a lot. 

Sarah Moffett demonstrates the idea that she cares about the total well-being of her 

students. She directly influences her students in small ways that the students can tangibly 

experience. She explicated: 

I think little things like I make them coffee. Every once in a while, I'll bring 
donuts. That kind of thing. So they know that I keep some stuff in the cabinet in 
case they get hungry. They have my cell phone because, you know, that's just 
me. I feel like they need to have a contact. And I'm available 24/7. 

Sarah further described her influence on her students in another way. She acknowledged 

the apprehension students showed when she first arrived at the institution. She realized 
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that the students were not confident that she would remain with them. With that 

realization, she began her professional relationship with them to allay their concerns and 

show them that she was there to help them. She shared: 

[T]hey see me grow this program, and they've seen me start the program so they 
know I'm not going anywhere. That's a lot of time... [They] waited the first year 
to see if I was [going to] come back. They were very hesitant. You know, it's 
been a repressed society. So I think they see that I'm really vested in them. And 
that the staying, my staying here and my opening up the nursing program, helps 
them stay. 

Involvement with Other Leaders 

Influence from faculty is just one component of the measures used to help 

students persist and graduate. Students also form alliances with other key members of 

leadership. These leaders - from the president down - all offer their support and 

encouragement to every student at the institution. Jack Nelson discussed the kind of 

accessibility students have to institutional leaders, "Open door. President's door is open, 

also. Anybody can come in any time they want." Student leaders Lisa Jones also spoke 

of that openness: 

A lot of our administrators, I think all of our administrators have an open door 
policy. If you have any issues, you know, go to their office. You can leave a 
message with their secretary or if they're in there, a lot of them will say "Well 
come on in," and wave you in. 

Jack also outlined his plan for all leaders to acknowledge all students upon encountering 

them. He explained that this gesture is meant to make students feel more connected with 

leadership on campus. He stated, "I want every student greeted every time everybody 

sees them. Try to make them feel like, you know, 'We're glad you're here. We 

recognize you.'" 
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To further illustrate the importance of involvement with others as a theme, 

students witness leaders becoming involved with each other. President Snow described 

the cross collaboration that occurs within the institution, "So we begin to see a lot of 

collaboration between different programs. Our English faculty [are] working with the 

trades learning the terminology, vocabulary, both reinforced. So you begin to see faculty 

really working together." 

Faye Brown addressed faculty collaboration this way: 

I've called faculty people in the trades or whatever. I've called the carpentry 
instructor before and said, "Does so-and-so still attend class?" "Oh yeah, he's 
here every day." "Well you need to tell him that he's not going to [graduate] if he 
doesn't start coming to English." And so that faculty member will work with the 
students and say, "Oh, you're doing great in carpentry, but...[another instructor] 
says you haven't been going to English." And I think the students know that 
there's that communication across that helps a lot with getting them through to the 
end to the graduation part. 

Jack Nelson also offered his perspective on how this type of collaboration influences the 

students: 

Faculty don't fight here. I can't tell you how important that is.. .1 mean, they 
work cross-disciplinary, which is just tremendous even between the trades and the 
academic areas, the more academic areas. They work together. And students 
work together. 

The interactions that the students experience at this institution appear to be in accordance 

with Tinto's theory of establishing means of student contact with leaders, faculty, and 

staff (Tinto, 1987). Because it is a cultural principle to work cooperatively, the practice 

of involvement with others appears to be a significant factor for student persistence at this 

institution. 
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Institution as Community of Learners 

The final subcategory that addresses this research question is viewing the 

institution as a community of learners. Many respondents mentioned that much learning 

takes place on campus. Learning, however, is not relegated to the students only. Faculty 

members engage in continuing education which encourages the students to persist and 

continue their educational journeys. John Fallon, who coordinates tutorial services, 

stated, "... .1 think what I see, too, is people working together here. And I think when 

you've got a community of learners, and they work together, then you have good success. 

You have good results." In a different sense of the term, Dean of Instruction Jack Nelson 

provided a detailed explanation of the institution as a community of learners. 

[W]e have administrative assistants going to school. We have faculty going to 
school. We have administrators going to school, and I think what I'm trying to 
achieve by that is improve, of course, job performance. But the other thing I think 
it does for the school is it creates a learning environment. I mean, everybody's 
studying, even faculty members. And students know that. They see it because 
faculty stay late and they study. Right? They use the computers and stuff. 
Another big element is that.. .we have extraordinary instrumentation, whether it's 
in computer science or chemistry or.. .biology, whichever. I mean, alternative 
energy, nursing, automotive. We have.. .one of the things we try to do is we try to 
go out to the very edge of technology. Technology with a big sense, rather than a 
little sense. Not computers, but technology in general. And we do that, and I 
think that excites at least a certain percentage of the students. 

Jennifer Hunt offered another example of how leaders help build a community of 

learners: 

Another thing, too, that I've seen in our faculty and our administration is that they 
continue taking classes toward higher degrees, such as the president of the 
college. While he was president he was continuing with his dissertation and then 
he got his PhD.. .So our students see that the leadership and the faculty continue 
to pursue classes whether it's continuing ed classes or workshops... or going to 
conferences. We lead by example. You know, we just don't say, we do. We 
actually do these things.. .A lot of people are taking classes online. Some are 
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even.. .there's some that had taken sabbatical to finish terminal degrees. It's just 
that the message has permeated the whole thing.. .take advantage of the academic 
environment any way you can, wherever you [are]. 

Involvement, in its different incarnations, was cited by many of the participants as a 

source of motivation to persist and graduate from the institution. Participants discussed 

relationships as a means of helping students resist the compulsion to stop their education. 

Institutional leaders, faculty, and student leaders all work together to combat attrition and 

help students reach the goal of graduation from the institution. 

Research Question 3 

What are the Dynamics that Help Students Persist and Graduate from this Institution? 

Hardegree (2007) described dynamics as a system of beliefs, values, or behaviors 

that characterize an individual or institution. For the purpose of answering this question, 

the term dynamics refers to the collective characterization of the institution. The theme 

identified for this question was institutional dynamics. The subcategories were (a) 

location of institution, (b) student engagement, (c) personal development, (d) family 

involvement and the institution as extended family, and (e) traditional culture. To 

distinguish from questions one and two, research question three explored the holistic 

nature of the institution to include those forces outside of the institution that impact 

student persistence. Many participants spoke of several components of the institution 

that help with retention and persistence. Raw data revealed some of those institutional 

dynamics that work together to sustain persistence efforts of the students. 
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Location of Institution 

Although the campus is very contemporary in structure and sophisticated in 

technology, respondents say that the location of the institution can help or hinder students 

in their persistence and graduation efforts. The institution is situated on a remote and 

isolated reservation. Jack Nelson quipped, "Another thing that probably works for the 

students, there is nothing to do in [the reservation city]...So to a degree, that isolation, I 

think, works for us." One of the student participants agreed, "I think it's more time to 

study because there's nothing to do here. Just look at the area. We're far from [nearest 

city]. Students spend more time here. So I think that's what it is. I think they study 

more." However, Stephanie Crest explained that the remote nature of the reservation 

could also cause students to drop out since there are few means of entertainment beyond 

what is provided on campus. Lisa Jones also remarked on the scant numbers of 

attractions on the reservation, "We're in a really rural, desolate area. There's not a lot to 

do out here. So students find ways to occupy themselves, and they might not be the best 

means. So that also takes them away from their studies." Not surprisingly, the location 

of the institution can be viewed as a positive for some students who persist, or it can be 

the reason other students drop out of the institution. 

Student Engagement 

To further enhance the social connections that can be observed at this institution, 

the students are provided with opportunities to develop their social, academic, and 

professional skills at several competitions that are attended by the institution. Jack 

Nelson discussed experiential learning as a form of student engagement. He said: 
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[W]e really build around experiential education... we embed those [learning 
concepts] in projects. [H]uge numbers of students are involved in the 
competitions. It builds a lot of pride but not only in the students that win the 
competition, to win a medal or place, or whatever, but among the whole student 
body. 

Jack offered more examples of student engagement activities that keep the students 

focused on learning: 

We have more internships and more externships than I can keep up with. And 
then students [are] always going some other places. We have one going to the 
[national museum site], the technology department. We have two going out to [an 
event in another state]. We have a whole bunch going.. .to [another event at 
another university]. We've got a team of people who built their own rockets from 
scratch that are now competing in rocket championships. And it's just thing after 
thing after thing after thing that they have to do. All of it academic. 

Even the president gave credence to the importance of the student engagement activities: 

[T]he internships I think are really good experience for them. They're very 
competitive, and we have a student that is going to go to [two other competitions]. 
They go to [another city], so we kind of build our capacity with some of those 
programs. Basically, [a scientific center] every summer, and we're building our 
program now. Our program is equivalent to what they have at [a scientific center] 
in terms of our software. Our computers are compatible. But we still send them 
there... to get that training about job ethics. You know, to be there on time, to be 
professional. And then.. .they can get their data, the data they need, and then 
bring it back. And finish it here. So those internships are really very, very 
important. 

Student engagement is but one of the institutional offerings that participants cited as 

being helpful in retention, persistence, and graduation efforts. 

Personal Development 

Similar to student engagement, students' personal development was cited as a 

source of pride and confidence in academic and social abilities. Several participants 

discussed this sense of personal development in terms of persistence at the institution. 

Lisa commented, "I went from being a student to a state officer for one of the career 
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technical student organizations and even to permanent employment with this institution. 

So I think it's helped me grow a lot." Matriculating student Michelle Yardley extolled 

the organizations that exist on campus for students. She explained how one organization 

in particular helped her grow and develop as a leader on campus: 

[The organization] gives you the opportunity to give you the skills and the 
leadership and professionalism stuff that you actually continue on with school. 
They push you on to competing with other colleges and I think that really... I like 
being in there. So it's pretty awesome. I think that's one of the reasons why I 
stay here [at the institution]. 

Michelle further shared how her experience with the organization has helped to shape her 

personal and professional progression, "Yeah. It's pretty good. It actually gives you the 

confidence. Well, I ran for the state of [state position]. So now I'm a candidate for, 

yeah, for a position." 

Janet Paul illuminated the benefit for personal development the institutional structure 

offers to students: 

They start out here. They get their feet wet, sort of. They get more stable with 
the curriculum, and, it goes from there. They learn the discipline here. They 
learn the skills needed...the discipline of having to go to class on your own, have 
to do your work and be responsible, so forth because they're not at home 
anymore. Nobody there to tell them, "Hey, get to class," do all that stuff. And 
that builds their self-esteem. That makes them more independent and they 
continue on with those skills, if they choose to. 

Campus documents provided a clear purpose for Tribal Nation College: to offer a high 

quality education centered on the principles of the tribal philosophy of education. 

Students are encouraged to utilize this framework to complete each endeavor they 

undertake. The implication is that the education students receive will develop and 

enhance favorable character traits such as respect, loyalty, and self-discipline. Given the 
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opportunities students have to build and enrich their character, personal development was 

concluded to be a source of motivation and encouragement at this institution. 

Family Involvement and the Institution as Extended Family 

Eight of the participants are Native American and spoke about the role of family 

in student persistence efforts. The matriculating students who participated in the study 

cited their families as playing a part in their persistence efforts. Michelle Yardley 

revealed that her parents instilled a love of learning and a desire to attend college, "I 

think the people who encouraged me the most were my mom and my dad. Ever since I 

was small, education is important." But she credits her husband and her children as her 

motivation for continuing her education. She stated, "My boys are the ones who push me 

to be in school. I actually want to do something for my life and for them. And my 

husband, who's actually been supporting me through this." Student Regina Mays also 

credits her family for helping her get through this part of her college journey, "My 

family.. .usually help[s] us out. They bring food because I choose not to have a meal 

plan. And they help me financially. And they [will] help me when I finish this and keep 

going on." 

Participants also discussed the role of the institution as an extension of family. 

Stephanie Crest offered this perspective of the role the institution plays in the lives of 

some students: 

[E]verybody knows everybody for the most part, and I believe that strong support 
system, that strong structure that they have with this college is what helps them 
get through. Just as your family helps you get through when you have college, 
this college can act as a filler for some of those that don't have family, that don't 
have that structure in their life. I think that may be one of the reasons why this 
college is so successful. It's a small, tight-knit community college. 
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Janet Paul described the clan connection she shares with a student who capitalized on that 

connection. She shared her experience: 

I've had students come to my office because they're in the same clan as I am and 
they feel comfortable talking to me because they feel like I'm their mother or their 
auntie or their grandma if they need advice. So, that's that relationship. So they 
feel at ease with that also. They're far away from home, yet by clan, we connect. 

By maintaining the sense of family and community, leaders of the institution help 

students transition from their familiar home structure to the environment of the 

institution. 

Traditional Culture 

As an institution that serves students of one particular Native American nation, 

the cultural practices can be observed in nearly every setting at the institution. "Every 

syllabus has the [tribal] philosophy of education statement," says Jennifer Hunt. The 

general catalog and the student handbook confirmed the institutional commitment to 

educate its student body both academically and culturally. The general catalog contains a 

letter from the president welcoming all to the institution, but candidly declares that all 

students, regardless of ethnicity, will be expected to take courses that will provide a 

foundation in the culture and heritage of the tribal nation. As a result, the traditional 

customs and life lessons are engrained in the academic undertakings of the students. 

Janet Paul explained the concept of the native culture on education: 

[W]e have what we call [tribal] philosophy here. We integrate that into 
everything we do. It's a holistic approach for their well-being because we do not 
only want them to leave here with an education, but we want them to leave with 
the skills to survive.. .after they leave here in a society that they want to be in. 
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Recruiter Steve Thomas also described another rationale for infusing the curriculum with 

the native customs: 

I think the concept of [the tribal] philosophy empowers an individual. I think in 
the simplest term, empowerment, self-empowerment means taking the initiative to 
think, which is part of the [tribal] philosophy. [It] is thinking, the thought 
process. From that, the hope; it gives you hope and the hope translates into 
thought. Thought translates into planning. Planning translates into actually doing 
what you need to.. .get done. You evaluate, and it's a continuous process. And 
that's how it is in our curriculum. That's how it is in our jobs. How can we keep 
improving? 

Students are also encouraged and taught to strive for the goal regardless of what obstacles 

appear. This is persistence that students are taught to value and reach. President Brian 

Snow reaffirms this idea, "There'll be challenges; it's not easy. But you're the one that's 

going to go through that. It's our teaching, our traditional teaching. That's the only way 

you'll succeed." 

Another important point that respondents discussed was the students' need to 

return to their communities to help improve the conditions many indigenous communities 

experience. Several respondents explained that students often feel a need to give back to 

their home communities. Lisa Jones commented, "They want to get their education close 

to home, and then then take it back to their home communities." Lisa described a friend 

who exemplified this cultural ideology: 

I have a friend who was a student here and she also worked [with me]. She 
graduated from our law advocate program here. She's dual majoring in the law 
program and, I think, psychology at [another university], and she's actually 
graduating in May. And she plans to go back to.. .where she's from, and have her 
law practice out there. So, a lot of students want to pay it back to their 
community. 
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Stephanie Crest also thought students desire to return to their communities, "There's a lot 

of ambition to go elsewhere, but essentially they're all going to come back home. [T]hey 

will come back and they'll come back with the experience of wherever they go." When 

asked to render her perspective as to whether her nursing students will stay in their 

communities, Sarah Moffett replied, "I think most of them will stay [on the reservation]. 

I think [an outside agency], which is the hospital, is at different points on the reservation. 

So they could go to any one of those points." 

Summary 

The following three research questions guided this research study: 

1. How does executive, administrative, and student leadership work with and 

support Native American students to persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

2. How does leadership influence students to graduate from this institution? 

3. What are the dynamics that help students persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

There were 12 research participants who provided responses for the study. There were 

three major themes that were identified as fostering high persistence and graduation rates. 

The first theme was institutional support. This theme was supported by four 

subcategories: (a) encouragement from leaders and faculty, (b) peer relationships, and (c) 

academic support, and (d) social support. The second major theme was involvement with 

others. This theme contained three subcategories: (a) involvement with faculty, (b) 

involvement with other leaders, and (c) viewing the institution as a community of 
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learners. The third identified theme was institutional dynamics. The subcategories were 

(a) location of the institution, (b) student engagement, (c) personal development, (d) 

family involvement and institution as extended family, and (e) traditional culture. 

Utilizing these themes, the researcher was able to derive an understanding of what makes 

Tribal Nation College a success. Chapter five will provide a summary of the study, 

conclusions, and implications of the study. Chapter five will conclude with 

recommendations for future research. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS 

This study sought to explore the academic and social structures of one tribal 

college to identify the components that contribute to the success of the institution. 

The following three overarching research questions were used to guide this study: 

1. How does executive, administrative, and student leadership work with and 

support Native American students to persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

2. How does leadership influence students to graduate from this institution? 

3. What are the dynamics that help students persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe and examine the ways 

leadership works with Native American students to encourage and promote retention and 

graduation of students at one tribal college. Furthermore, the research sought to describe 

strategies used by students to motivate themselves in the persistence of their educational 

goals. By studying a tribal college with a high graduation rate, the researcher studied 

these phenomena as they exist in a successful tribal college. 

Chapter one addresses the historical associations with Native American and 

higher education including the introduction of tribal colleges. Also contained herein are 

the problem statement, purpose of the study, and the significance of the study. Chapter 
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two examines the literature regarding Native American communities. The review of 

literature focuses on health issues in Indian Country, political governance, economic 

growth, and educational attainment. Further review examined tribal colleges and their 

impact on indigenous communities. Chapter three outlines the research methodology. 

This study utilized a case study design that uses multiple data sources to develop a 

complete synthesis of strategies used to help students graduate from Tribal Nation 

College. Data were collected and analyzed according to case study design (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2007; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998) then analyzed to identify themes 

relevant to the research questions. Chapter four contains the results germane to the 

research questions. Three salient themes were identified: (a) institutional support, (b) 

involvement with others, and (c) institutional dynamics. 

Summary of Major Findings 

An analysis of the data revealed three major themes that were central to 

answering the research questions. Each of the themes identified through data analysis 

contains several subcategories. Under the theme of institutional support, the researcher 

identified (a) encouragement from leaders and faculty, (b) peer relationships, (c) 

academic support, and (d) social support. Under the theme of involvement with others, 

the researcher identified the following subcategories: (a) involvement with faculty, (b) 

involvement with other leaders, and (c) viewing the institution as a community of 

learners. The third theme of institutional dynamics contains the subcategories (a) 

location of institution, (b) student engagement, (c) personal development, (d) family 

involvement and institution as extended family, and (e) the traditional culture. 
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Discussion of Findings 

This qualitative study utilized the perspectives of matriculating students and 

individuals at various levels of leadership to define the strategies and support networks 

used to help students persist and graduate from the institution. Through data analysis, 

several themes were identified. While the data indicated a link between persistence and 

students whose families are supportive participants in their education, data also revealed 

several other factors that contribute to the high persistence and graduation rate at this 

institution. 

Institutional Support 

Many respondents cited encouragement as one of the most important components 

of the success of the institution. Larson (2009) described some of the practices that tribal 

college leaders infuse into the academic curriculum that validate this idea. Some of those 

practices include building self-esteem and creating a community of individuals who are 

dedicated and committed to the academic and social development of students. Nursing 

faculty Stephanie Crest recounted how she helped some of her students persist in the 

program, "I always reiterate the importance of nursing... [0]nce they're done, they'll be 

happy they did. I just keep putting that in their mind that once you're done, it will pay 

off." She also described encouragement as a way to conquer self-doubt: 

Essentially support and encouragement gets you through. If you don't have that 
and you have self-doubt and you have a lot of things coming at you and you don't 
have anybody to help you through it, then.. .the first thing you want to do is quit. 
And that's what happens. But people.. .being there for you, support and 
encouragement is what gets anybody through any situation. 
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An analysis of the student handbook supports the idea that all students have the innate 

ability to learn and demonstrate academic competence. This principle is displayed 

through the various projects and learning opportunities students have to build their 

confidence and intellectual capabilities. 

Guillory and Wolverton (2008) reported several factors that aid Native American 

students in retention and persistence. One factor was the academic programs that were in 

place to help meet the specific needs of the students. At Tribal Nation College, the 

students can choose from several support strategies to aid them in their persistence 

efforts. Lisa Jones illuminated the cultural undertones of the academic curriculum that 

makes learning more familiar, "[T]he courses that are taught here are rooted in their 

culture. It's all based on what they learn from childhood." President Brian Snow also 

revealed a new program of degree offerings that will retain the cultural aspects of the 

tribal nation. He explained: 

[H]ere at the college, we're trying to integrate [our culture] as much as we can. 
[A new faculty member] is going to work on a bachelor's degree in cultural 
language and [tribal] studies leadership, as well as a master's degree. So we're 
going to offer that course. [We're] trying to maintain that important ingredient to 
success. 

Tutoring and remediation are also offered to students who may have certain 

academic deficiencies. Native American leaders and advocates for indigenous students 

have long championed the need for academic intervention programs for students who 

come to college academically underprepared (Larimore & McClellan, 2005; Martin, 

2005). When asked what academic supports help her, Michelle Yardley responded, "I 
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think it would be advisors and [the academic] lab. Or we can go to the academic 

counselors and they will help you." 

Involvement with Others 

The culture of this Native American nation promotes relationships and 

collaboration (Austin, 2005; Yurkovich, 2001). Involvement with others as a theme is 

used to describe the relationship that exists between students and leaders as well as 

among students and their peer leaders. The findings were consistent with these tribal 

customs. Respondents discussed the importance of faculty involvement in students' 

academic and personal lives. Janet Paul commented on the readiness of leaders to assist 

students however they can and to build that sense of trust and helpfulness, "You're here 

for the students. What can we do? Let's do what we can, and that comes across to 

students. So they see that and they know that people here care about them." Lisa Jones 

attested to the relationships students form with leaders, "I think a lot of students confide 

in their teachers. Like the personal types of relationships, I guess. I've seen a lot of that 

personal connection." 

Janet also spoke of the impact of simply knowing the names of the students. She 

remarked that it can make the students more apt to form those lines of communication 

with those leaders. She shared, "I think what really helps is knowing their names. It 

really matters that you recognize them. They know they can come to you to talk about 

anything and that keeps them on campus." Steve Thomas gave another example of that 

personal contact with students, "We're [the college] still small enough that we still get to 

know them on a first -name basis. They like that individualized attention and 



88 

instruction." These findings are consistent with the literature that explains how tribal 

colleges meet the cultural and customary nuances of student learning and development 

(Calsoyas, 2005; Larimore & McClellan, 2005; Two Bears, 2006). 

Institutional Dynamics 

Lisa Jones expounded on the way the institution embraces family, "The [tribal] 

culture is deeply rooted in family, and I think the college knows that. They know that 

family is a priority.. .1 think they have a lot of emphasis on family." Faculty member 

Faye Brown gave another example of how family is included, "I am an advisor for [an 

academic organization], and when we do inductions they invite families." Faculty 

member Jennifer Hunt clarified the impact that families have on the students' persistence 

efforts: 

I feel like whenever our students come here they do come with that goal in 
mind.. .to get either the certificate or the associate's degree. And they're not only 
doing it for themselves; they're doing it for their families. And so that also 
contributes to [persistence]. They have extended families and a lot of support to 
finish what they start. And I see that all the time in the classroom where people 
don't give up. They keep trying and trying. 

President Snow also remarked about the institution's goal of educating generations of 

family members: 

And there's a family, when we were inducting new members [into a campus 
organization], she had.. .all her kids come to school here. And then the youngest 
one was inducted as well. So.. .we're beginning to build this pride and beginning 
to have families go to school, and then let their young ones go. And, hopefully, 
we'll continue to build on that so that...their grandkids and everybody else will 
come. 

Based on the literature regarding family inclusion into the academic environment, 

it becomes evident that having that family support and involvement are motivating 
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factors for students to persist and graduate from the institution. Considering all the 

factors that contribute to the success students experience at Tribal Nation College, Jack 

Nelson captured it all in one thought, "Well I'm not sure we do all that much other than 

we create an environment that they can thrive in." 

Conclusions 

By virtue of the nature of a tribal college, Tribal Critical Race Theory (TCRT) as 

one foundation for the theoretical framework becomes an authentic lens from which to 

view the education of Native American students. Many Native American nations have 

reclaimed their right to exist as sovereign nations, and this sovereignty includes 

establishing educational institutions that function as centers for both academic and 

cultural learning (Boyer, 2008; Braun, 2008; Talahongva, 2008). Tribal Critical Race 

Theory undergirds the efforts of tribal nations to sustain the cultural and political 

autonomy that has defined indigenous peoples for many centuries (Brayboy, 2005). As it 

relates to indigenous communities, tribal colleges continue to be vital centers for 

community development, cultural and traditional meeting locations, and ground zero for 

cultural and academic education (Martin, 2005). 

The findings in chapter four support the literature on persistence factors for 

Native American students in higher education (Bowman, 2009; Guillory & Wolverton, 

2008; Larimore & McClellan, 2005; Martin, 2005; Montgomery, Miville, Winterowd, 

Jeffries, & Baysden, 2000; Pavel, Inglebret, & Banks, 2001; Talahongva, 2008). 

Respondents were straightforward in their summation of the inner workings of Tribal 

Nation College. When asked to think about the attractions that draw students to the 
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institution, nearly all of the respondents said low tuition costs, availability of student and 

family housing, and closeness of the institution to home were probably the most attractive 

features of the institution. Considering the low unemployment rate on the reservation, 

economic instability, and lack of consistent means of transportation (Boyer, 2004; Castor 

et al., 2006; Fogarty, 2007; Two Bears, 2006; U.S. Census Bureau, 2009b) it is no 

surprise that Tribal Nation College is an attractive alternative for Native American 

students pursuing higher education. 

The institutional and personal support networks are also important for the 

development of students at Tribal Nation College. The institution offers tutoring in all 

academic fields, which students use on a consistent basis. The Family Education Model 

(FEM), one of the models used to construct the theoretical framework, is unmistakably 

verified through the findings of this study. HeavyRunner & DeCelles (2002) used the 

Family Education Model to describe the role that family structure plays in Native 

American student persistence. The FEM asserts that creating an extended family 

structure within the institutional environment plays a significant part in encouraging 

student persistence. The professional and personal bonds that students and leaders share 

help motivate students to continue their educational journeys, and the encouragement 

students receive is valued as one of the primary components necessary for persistence. 

In light of the challenges that face the Native American community in general and 

the reservation that encompasses Tribal Nation College specifically, many students at the 

institution have overcome such barriers as financing their college endeavors (Tierney, 

Sallee, & Venegas, 2007) and academic deficiencies (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008; 



91 

Larimore & McClellan, 2005). With funding assistance available for students and 

remedial programs in place to reinforce students' academic abilities, Tribal Nation 

College is poised to continue its trajectory of graduating students at high rates. 

Implications 

Tribal colleges can be a model for mainstream colleges and universities that serve 

Native American students. The literature and the findings from the study indicated that 

institutional and family support networks are instrumental in promoting retention and 

persistence. Guillory and Wolverton (2008) reported that among the factors that 

precipitate persistence for Native American students, campus-wide support structures are 

important. More specifically, support from faculty and peers was deemed critical for 

student development. These are practices that mainstream colleges and universities could 

implement and monitor on a continual basis. Tribal Nation College has a strong network 

of faculty and student collaboration and peer collaboration. As the study findings 

revealed, students who forge relationships with faculty as well as with leaders tend to use 

this access to their benefit, and these relationships become sources of motivation and 

encouragement to persist and graduate from institutions of higher education. 

To help ensure that strong faculty-student relationships are nurtured, mainstream 

colleges and universities could assign Native American faculty mentors to incoming 

students, or assign mentors who are at least knowledgeable about the culture to make 

those students feel more comfortable in the academic environment. Likewise, Native 

American students could be assigned to one another to provide a companion who is of the 
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same or similar culture. These peer relationships could be instrumental in forming a 

more widespread social support network that will aid in persistence efforts. 

In addition to securing relationships, educational leaders in mainstream 

institutions could make it an institutional goal to incorporate family into the campus 

environment. The literature makes a solid case for family inclusion in the lives of Native 

American students in higher education. Mainstream institutions could collaborate with 

tribal colleges to uncover new strategies and cultural activities that would incorporate 

extended families of students. Similarly, mainstream institutions could consider 

dedicating certain times of the year to showcase cultural activities in which the entire 

campus could participate. These are efforts that may bring the whole campus to a point 

of awareness of the Native American population. Activities that highlight Native 

American customs could help bridge the gap between native and mainstream cultures. 

A noteworthy point to consider is that Native American students cite wanting to 

give back to their communities. This ideology has been documented in the literature 

(Boyer, 2005; Braun, 2008; Selden, 2004; Talahongva, 2008), and it was discussed by the 

study participants. Tribal nations need graduates to improve the health, economic, social, 

and political conditions that are prevalent in those communities (Bowman, 2009, Braun, 

2008, Fogarty, 2007; Two Bears, 2006; Wilkins & Lightfoot, 2008). Working together 

with tribal colleges, leaders of mainstream colleges and universities can better construct 

specific programs that will target the needs of indigenous communities and give Native 

American students the tools needed to advance Native peoples. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

Qualitative researchers need to conduct more studies with Native American 

students in general and students at tribal colleges specifically. Tribal colleges aim to 

educate the individual both culturally and academically. However, the dearth of literature 

on tribal college education indicates the lack of attention to schools such as Tribal Nation 

College that produce favorable graduation rates on a consistent basis. 

1. One recommendation for further research is to study tribal college students 

who have stopped out and returned, and compare them with students who 

have not stopped out. By paralleling their stories, the researcher can reach a 

different understanding of the barriers to education, the persistence efforts, 

and the factors that precipitate persistence for Native American students. The 

results can then help tribal college leaders better structure the support systems 

that are in place. Programs that could be modified, deleted, or added could 

holistically assist students in their educational pursuits. 

2. Another recommendation is to target one of the lowest ranking tribal colleges 

as it relates to graduation rates. The rationale for this suggestion is to uncover 

the practices at the institution that hinder persistence and graduation. 

Although all tribal colleges are not equal, studying the inner workings of that 

institution could reveal areas of concern that could be addressed by leadership. 

The results from this study could be used to guide practices at that institution 

that could produce higher rates of persistence and graduation. 
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3. A third recommendation is to conduct a longitudinal study of Native 

American students a tribal college with a high graduation rate. This type of 

study would allow the researcher to journey with the students from their 

entrance into the college up to their college completion. By conducting a 

study of this nature, the researcher could construct a complete timeline of 

progress students make during their matriculation through the college. This 

particular study was conducted in a very short span of time that did not allow 

for the full experiences of the students to be documented. Longer time in the 

field could yield a richer recording of the services offered and how they are 

actually utilized by the students; additionally the researcher could document 

new support programs that are introduced and implemented at the institution. 

4. Opportunities for research on tribal colleges abound. This study and 

additional studies will add to the body of knowledge about tribal college 

education. However, in researching underserved populations such as Native 

Americans, researchers should approach the task with great care and caution. 

Many indigenous communities have very little trust in those they consider 

"outsiders" (Brayboy, 2000; Sobeck, Chapleski, & Fisher, 2003; Walters & 

Simoni, 2009). Individuals who are not part of the indigenous community 

should take care to utilize the data for the expressed purposes intended. This 

assurance could ensure further access to a population that is worthy of more 

attention from mainstream academia. 
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Summary 

From a historical perspective, Native Americans have been underrepresented 

among graduates of institutions of higher education as compared to other racial/ethnic 

groups (U.S. Department of Education, 2009; Tierney, Sallee, & Venegas, 2007). 

Existing literature on Native Americans in higher education is scant in general, and 

literature that specifically addresses tribal college success is significantly deficient. 

Proponents of tribal college education seek to promote the cultural and academic benefits 

that students receive (Boyer, 2008; Braun, 2008; Fogarty, 2007; Talahongva, 2008). 

Therefore, this study sought to explore the academic and social structures of one tribal 

college to identify the components that contribute to the success of the institution. 

Chapter one addresses the historical associations with Native Americans and higher 

education including the introduction of tribal colleges. Chapter two examines the 

literature regarding Native American communities. The literature focuses on themes 

pertinent to Native American society such as health disparities within indigenous 

communities, opportunities for economic growth, educational attainment for Native 

Americans, and tribal colleges and leadership. Chapter three outlines the research 

methodology. This study utilizes a case study design that uses multiple data sources to 

develop a complete synthesis of strategies used to help students graduate from Tribal 

Nation College. In addition to the interviews that were conducted, the researcher utilized 

document review to examine how the written values and missions of the institution align 

with the data collected from the participants. The researcher examined the website for 

the institution along with documents such as, institutional data related to graduation rates 
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and documents explaining the traditional philosophy of education. Furthermore, 

observations were conducted in three different settings on campus: (a) the library, (b) an 

instructional laboratory setting, and (c) a classroom setting. 

Data were collected from the study participants then transcribed verbatim. The 

data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. This process is in accordance 

to case study design (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2007; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 

The data were then analyzed to identify themes relevant to the research questions. The 

following research questions guided the study: 

1. How does executive, administrative, and student leadership work with and 

support Native American students to persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

2. How does leadership influence students to graduate from this institution? 

3. What are the dynamics that help students persist and graduate from this 

institution? 

The first research question was addressed with the theme of institutional support. 

Participants cited factors such as encouragement, peer relationships, and academic and 

social support networks as important for persistence. The second research question was 

addressed by the theme of involvement with others. Involvement takes on different 

meanings for each individual; however, faculty and leader involvement was central to 

student success at this institution. The third research question was addressed by the 

theme of institutional dynamics. The location of the institution, student engagement 

opportunities, and personal development were all referenced. Furthermore, family 
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support and the institution as an extension of family as well as traditional cultural 

practices formed the institutional dynamics that were captured in the data. 

Chapter four contains the results germane to the research questions. Three salient 

themes were identified: (a) institutional support, (b) involvement with others, and (c) 

institutional dynamics. Although the data indicated a relationship between the aspect of 

family and persistence, data also revealed several other factors that contribute to the high 

persistence and graduation rate at this institution. 

Many respondents cited encouragement as one of the most important components 

of the success of the institution. Larson (2009) described some of the practices that tribal 

college leaders infuse into the academic curriculum that validate this idea. Some of those 

practices include building self-esteem and creating a community of individuals who are 

dedicated and committed to the academic and social development of students. 

The culture of this Native American nation promotes relationships and 

collaboration (Austin, 2005; Yurkovich, 2001). Involvement as a theme is used to 

describe the relationship that exists between students and leaders as well as among 

students themselves. The findings were consistent with these tribal customs. 

Guillory and Wolverton (2008) reported several factors that aid Native American 

students in retention and persistence. One factor was the academic programs that were in 

place to help meet the specific needs of the students. At Tribal Nation College, the 

students are offered several support strategies to aid them in their persistence efforts. 

Tribal colleges can be a model for mainstream colleges and universities that serve 

Native American students. The literature and the findings from the study indicated that 
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institutional and family support networks are instrumental in promoting retention and 

persistence. These are components that mainstream colleges and universities could 

implement and monitor on a continual basis. To help ensure that strong faculty-student 

relationships are nurtured, mainstream colleges and universities could assign Native 

American faculty mentors to incoming students, or assign mentors who are at least 

knowledgeable about the culture to make those students feel more comfortable in the 

academic environment. Likewise, Native American students could be assigned to one 

another to provide a companion who is of the same or similar culture. 

One recommendation for further research is to study tribal college students who 

have stopped out and returned, and compare them with students who have not stopped 

out. By paralleling their stories, the researcher can reach a different understanding of the 

barriers to education, the persistence efforts, and the factors that precipitate persistence 

for Native American students. 

Another recommendation is to target one of the lowest ranking tribal colleges as it 

relates to graduation rates. The rationale for this suggestion is to uncover the practices at 

the institution that hinder persistence and graduation. Although tribal colleges can vary 

greatly, the results from this study could be used to guide practices at that institution that 

could produce higher rates of persistence and graduation. 
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LEADER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What do you think draws students to this institution? 

2. What has helped to make this institution a success in terms of student graduation? 

3. From your perspective, describe the support (i.e. academic, social, cultural) 
students receive to help them through to graduation. 

4. How does leadership communicate to students the support strategies that can help 
them throughout their college experience? 

5. How do students use these support strategies? 

6. What is the top reason students cite for stopping out of this institution? How does 
leadership address this (these) issue(s)? 

7. What do you do to retain students at this institution? 

8. How do leaders infuse native culture into the academic and social environment 
here? 

9. Describe the relationships leaders maintain with students. 

10. How does leadership interact with the local community? 

11. How does the leadership serve the needs of the local community? 

12. What do students typically do upon graduating? Do they return to their respective 
communities to serve in some capacity? How do they serve? 

13. How are students' families included in campus activities? 
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STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. I'm going to ask you to think back to the time before you entered college. What 
was the driving force that helped you decide to attend college? What made you 
want to attend this institution? 

2. Is this your first college experience? If so, tell me about your overall experience at 
this college. If not, compare this college to the other college(s) you've attended. 

3. How would you describe the leadership at this institution? 

4. Who has (have) been the most influential force in your life that has (have) 
encouraged you to graduate from this institution? How has (have) that person 
(persons) influenced you? 

5. How will your education from this college benefit you going forward? 

6. How would you describe your relationship with leadership at this college? 

7. Describe your family's involvement with your education. 

8. What barriers to your education have you experienced? How did you overcome 
those barriers? 

9. What role does your culture serve in your education? 

10. What support structures are in place to help you get through to graduation? 

11. How do you utilize these support structures? 

12. Can you recommend any improvements or additions to these support structures? 

13. Does the institution involve families of students in any activities on campus? 
How are families included? 

14. Has leadership at this college influenced your educational progress? If so, in what 
ways have they influenced you? 
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