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These lessons can be applicable to other student 
populations (i.e., first generations students)
 I Indigenous students want professors to share who 

they are so that they can share who they are. 
Students and families often do not understand what 

higher education is and what it means to be a college 
student.  

Cultural norms and values take precedent over 
school.  Deaths and other ceremonies often interrupt 
school.  Allowances must be made for these cultural 
expectations. 

 Indigenous students did not often have a strong K-12 
education.  Tutors and other resources are helpful to 
help students succeed. 

 Indigenous students want to be held to the same 
standards as other students even though they may 
need additional resources for success. 

Students want to give back to their families and 
communities. 

Elders are often present in TCU classrooms.  They are 
the traditional knowledge keepers. 

Students want their voices to be heard. 
Students recognize the transformative  power of 

education.

Lessons Learned
Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCU) 
• Conceived from the belief that self-determination 

was essential for the survival of American Indian 
nations and peoples

• Provide a link for community members to maintain 
traditional Indigenous knowledge including language  

• The Navajo Community College (Dine College) was 
the first TCU to open (1968).

• The American Indian Higher Education Consortium 
(AIHEC) developed by the first 6 TCU Presidents 
provides advocacy, support, leadership and policy 
development for TCUs.  

• There are 37 TCUs in the U.S.
• Most TCUs are located on reservations 
• TCUs are land grant institutions 
• Most TCUs begin as 2-year institution
• 13 offer bachelor’s degrees 
• 5 offer master’s degrees 
(American Indian Higher Education Consortium, n.d.)

Introduction
To determine the perception of TCU students about 
their educational experiences. To determine how 
students assigned meanings to their TCU education.  

In vivo thematic analysis of interviews:
• I was kind of lost; I wandered 
• The college means the world to me; it has opened so 

many possibilities 
• Poverty, violence, drugs, alcohol swallow my people 

up – I must rise above this for my children 
• Now I expect my children to go to college 
• I feel like I am getting a gift to learn our language 
• We learn the Indian truth – not white man’s truth 
• I will be able to help my people 
• I want my children to know our stories, 

our history 
• In college we hold our heads high 
• The President of the college knows my name 
• I am more proud to be Indian than ever before 

Purpose of Study

Methods/Design
Phenomenological study
Purposive and snowball sampling 
Interviewed 45 TCU students; 38 were Indigenous and 
provide the data for this presentation.  

Thematic Analysis
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The Legacy of TCUs
TCUs provide a pipeline to the past (history, traditional 
knowledge, & elders) to the present (current 
students/families, community, learning traditional 
knowledge & language) and to the future (passing 
traditional knowledge and language to children and 
future generations).
TCUs employ Elders who help bridge the gaps between 
Traditional Knowledge and Western education.
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