Retention of Native American Students in Higher Education: An Annotated Bibliography
I. General

Alexie, Sherman. Reservation Blues. 1966. Grove Press, New York NY 221-244

A work of fiction describing the lives of several Indians in Washington State.  “Meanwhile, the reservation remained behind.  It never exactly longed for any Indian who left, for all those whose bodies were dragged quickly and quietly into the twentieth century while their souls were left somewhere behind in the nineteenth.  But the reservation was there, had always been there, and would still be there, waiting…”



Alexie, Sherman. The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian. Sept. 2007.  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data, Little, Brown and Company, New York-Boston. 

A work of fiction which personalizes some of the issues dealt with in the academic literature.  Racism, the conflict of leaving the reg to attend school, alcoholism, low expectations: Arnold Spirit talks about them with adolescent frankness.  “I used to think the world was broken down by tribes.  By black and white.  By Indian and white.  But I know that isn’t true.  The world is only broken into two tribes: the people who are assholes and the people who are not.”

… “They expected me to be good.  And so I became good.  I wanted to live up to expectations.  I guess (that’s what it comes down to.  The power of expectations.  And as they expected more of me, I expected more of myself, and it just grew and grew…”



Jackson, Aaron P., Smith, Steven A., & Hill, Curtis L. “Academic Persistence Among Native American College Students.” Journal of College Student Development  Vol 44 No. 4, . 2003: 548-565. Project Muse. University of Maine at Presque Isle Library, Presque Isle, ME.  3 Dec. 2007 http://muse.jhu.edu

The authors, educators and counselors, conducted qualitative interviews with 15 Native American Students successful in higher education in an attempt to better understand the barriers to postsecondary success. Prior investigations into the “puzzle of nonpersistence” is summarized as follows: sociocultural (including college failure to accommodate Native American culture, a clearer sense of ethnic identity, family influences, more positive interactions with faculty members, mentors and support groups); academic factors (better high school preparation, planning for postsecondary education and careers, study skills); and personal factors (confidence in ability to succeed, achievement motivation, lower levels of financial support, higher rates of delayed enrollment, part-time attendance, financial independence, working full-time, being a single parent, being a GED recipient). 

Analysis indicated surface themes: family support, structured social support, exposure to career role models, faculty/staff warmth, student-faculty relationships, and exposure to college experiences, developed independence and assertiveness, reliance on spiritual resources that contributed to persistence.

The results also led to “deep themes” which were more personal, complex, contradictory or multifaceted: dealing with racism (passive, active); nonlinear paths; paradoxical cultural pressure (college success v. community ties)

The author recommendations include support from tribal leaders, traditional spiritual practices, advisement dialogue including loneliness, negative peer pressure, risks of acculturation, racism, proactive mandatory Native American student support programs, cross cultural competence among students, faculty and administrators, structured peer mentoring, and personal relationships with faculty or staff member.



McClellan, George S., Tippeconnic Fox Mary Jo (Comanche), & Lowe, Shelly C. (Navajo). “Where We Have Been: A History of Native American Higher Education,” New Directions for Student Services, no. 109, Spring 2005: 7-15. 

The authors, senior student development administrators and Indian studies faculty as well as Native Americans, describe three eras in Native American higher education: the colonial (first contact through the American Revolution); it is reported that in the colonial era tribal leaders declined offers to send members to higher education because of the perception that the experience resulted in a lessening of important traditional skills without gain in new skills of value in tribal life;  the federal era (1778-1871): the development of treaty relations, notable for its lack of activity in the area of Native American higher education and the predominant focus on postsecondary vocational education; the self-determination era: the most significant development has been the tribal college movement.  Currently there are 34 tribally controlled colleges; the faculty is often primarily non-Native although tribal elders frequently serve as instructors and advisors.  Students exhibit a tremendous level of engagement and satisfaction; tensions do exist between preserving tribal culture and promoting tribal economic development.

Nearly 130 Native American studies programs exist contributing to a growing body of scholarship on tribal sovereignty. Cultural integrity, relationship with the land, and importance of Native languages for American Indian communities 

The authors find that there is little research about Native American undergraduate experiences in higher education partly because Native Americans are one of the smallest ethnic minorities in the US and among the most underrepresented groups in academic.



Mcgrath, Anna Fields. The County: Land of Promise, A pictorial History of Aroostook County, Maine. The Donning Company/Publishers 19-38. The Spirit in the Land – The Native People of Aroostook. Andrea Bear Nicholas with contributions on the MicMacs by Harold Prins

The author, who is currently the *** Chair of  *** at St. Thomas University in New Brunswick, Canada, describes the history of Native Americans in the Aroostook County region from pre-contact to the present.  It documents a long series of dishonesty and broken promises on the part of Great Britain, France and the United States with regard to the land.  “Crucial to the cultural survival of Native People was their spiritual attachment to their lands…”

According to the author, the Houlton Band of Maliseets is hoping for “credit for their role in the history of the region, understanding for the oppression they have suffered, and respect for the unique culture and values that they continue to contribute to the Aroostook of today.”

Regarding the Aroostook Band of Micmacs, it is the only of 28 distinct Micmac Bands (“the Micmacs are by far the most populous” of the Wabanaki groups) situated in Maine.  “Several thousand “Micmacs live in the Boston area.  “No tracts of land have been reserved for Micmac use in Maine;” “collectively, an estimated 1.7% of the total population in Aroostook County is Native, numbering between 1200 and 1500, about half of whom are Micmac.” The Maine Indian Land Claims Act of 1980 provided monies for land purchases by the Maliseets.  The Micmacs “received nothing from the settlement.”



Momaday, N. Scott, House Made of Dawn.1968:  Harper & Row, 
Momaday, part Cherokee and part Kiowa, won the Pulitzer Prize for this novel (the first ever awarded to a Native American)about a young Indian returning to the reservation from military service.  Seeking to bridge two cultures, the novel has been described as “unbearably authentic” by one reviewer.  Momaday said about his own life in “two worlds and straddling both those worlds even now.  It has made for confusion and a richness in my life.” 



Pavel, Michael D. American Indians and Alaska Natives in Higher Education:  Promoting Access and Achievement. 1999: 239-256. Information Analyses

The author, a faculty member in the College of Education at Washington State University and a Native American, states that the higher education community must continue to “address a legacy of American Indian underrepresentation in higher education as our society strives more closer to developing democratic and integrated multi-cultural colleges and universities.”

Data from the National Educational Longitudinal Study indicated that most American Indian college-bound high school graduates do not meet any of the 5 specific criteria identified as important to college admissions officers: GPA of 3.5, combined SAT of 1,100, positive teacher responses, 2 or more extracurricular activities, college prep curriculum.

Poverty and the associated lack of social services in rural areas probably contributed to additional problems identified as serious such as parental alcohol and drug abuse, lack of parental involvement, student absenteeism and student apathy.

Data from a 1996 NCAA study is included:
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The author describes a wide variety of interrelated efforts higher education institutions can make to improve American Indian post secondary achievement.  “Weak postsecondary intentions and the lack of ability to integrate social and academic systems both formally and informally, into the college campus, adversely influence post-secondary outcomes.”

Based on testimony before
The Indian Nations at Risk Task Force and the National Advisory Council on Indian Education, the author states that “Culturally specific academic and student support services are needed once the student gets into college.” Furthermore, “it is important to insure that American Indians use and are satisfied with these services… reducing their anxiety levels enough to find comfortable niches on campus.”

Also recommended: mentoring programs, sufficient financial aid, blending linear and holistic thinking within the classroom, specifically stating the need for multi-cultural and relevant education that spawns reciprocity in faculty-student interactions, cultivating enduring academic advisor-advisee and intellectual mentor-mentee relationships, faculty-student relationships that show caring attitudes conveyed through good communication skills, likable personalities, a willingness to learn cultural norms, respectful interactions, appreciation for different ways of knowing, and high expectations.

 The author also describes the importance of the faculty and staff caring about, encouraging and attending to the developmental needs of students and their families “in such a way that it becomes institutionalized and personalized” and of alumni.

Beneficial activities also described are: academic programs and student support services that provide employment opportunities, culturally sensitive counseling, cultural support networks, scholarship opportunities, and the chance to interact with faculty about substantive issues regarding American Indians.

Also recommended are collaborations such as: partnerships that link schools to businesses so students can explore and get training in various career opportunities; higher education collaborating with American Indian communities to address barriers to postsecondary recruitment and retention.


Rolde Neil, Unsettled Past, Unsettled Future: the story of Maine Indians Tilbury House Publishers, Gardiner, ME, (2004).  440 pp. + notes, bibliography, and index.

Rolde is a former legislator and staff-person to former Maine Governor, Ken Curtis.  He is also an historian, having published numerous books on Maine history.  In a quite readable account he takes one through a summary of the 1980 Maine Land Claims Settlement and then relates the long, long history leading up to that event.  Bits of antiquity and American history are given which have and now impact Native Americans and Colonists in Maine and its vicinity.  He spends some time on events in other parts of the continent and gives fascinating synopses of his visits and interviews with several of the key Native Americans individuals who played a role in the settlement. His penultimate chapter is devoted to the rejection of the November 2003 referendum on a Indian casino in Maine.  Finally, takes a broader look at some of the positive things taking place among several indigenous peoples around the globe.


Tuhiwai Smith, Linda. Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. Third Impression, 2001. St Martin’s Press, New York, NY 

An exploration by the author a Maori and an Associate Professor in Education and Director of the International Research Institute for Maori and Indigenous Education at the University of Auckland, of issues around research and indigenous peoples.  Topics include imperialism, colonization, and articulating an indigenous research agenda.  She concludes with:  “… I have met indigenous people who have experienced similar histories as researchers.  Their tertiary education was alienating and disconnecting from the needs of their own communities.  The more educated they became the more it was assumed that they would not want to return to their communities.  …There are many others, however, who choose to remain, to wear their identities with pride and work with and for their own communities and nations.”



II. Teaching/Learning
Eichstaedt, Peter. “A Matter of Survival.” Diverse: Issues in Higher Education 2 Nov. 2006: 28.

Describes the personal experiences of Felicia Antelope, an Arapaho who is studying her native language at the University of Wyoming.

A national movement to revitalize the hundreds of native languages that once flourished; because the majority of native language speakers are passing away, almost all these languages could be gone by 2050.

The role of universities in collaborating with tribes to preserve native languages (and in doing so, cultures as well) is discussed.



Rolo, Mark Anthony, “The Learning Path of Patty Loew” Diverse: Issues in Higher Education 2 Nov. 2006: 22.

After a successful career in journalism, Ms. Loew moved into academia.  Now an associate professor in the Department of Life Sciences Communication of the University of Wisconsin – Madison, she uses a curriculum of written and oral testimonies from tribal leaders to demonstrate how science and myth are congruous to American Indians. A member of the Band River Board of the Lake Superior Ojibeve she grew up in Milwaukee.  She believes that “Bringing a non traditional perspective to the academy is what diversity is truly about…” “What most administrators want are just different colors.  That’s not diversity.  We can’t fully be there as a society until we get true diversity of the thought.”



Strategies for Teaching Native American Students. 12 Apr. 2005. 3 Dec. 2007 < http://www.as.wvu.edu/~equity/native.html> 

A summary of strategies responding to the focus on “What teaching accommodations have proven most effective in helping Native students succeed?”   Examples of general strategies include:  intervene immediately should a fellow student disparage native student’s culture or language;  find and use a successful native role model.  Examples of avoiding bias include taking an introspective look at one’s own cultural background, understanding the effects of one’s own bias, do not criticize American-Indian students who choose to wear traditional clothing or braids; avoid segregating students by cultural groups and do not allow the students to segregate.  Examples of discussion interaction include become part of the local native community, make learning more of an interpersonal activity, bring the native student’s cultural heritage and values into discussions whenever possible, use the oral and story telling traditions.

Ethnoscience, the methods, thought processes, mindsets, values, concepts and experiences by which Native American groups understand, reflect, and obtain empirical knowledge about the natural world, is explored using specific curricula suggestions for various fields of science.



Watson, Jamal. “Columbia University Announces Creation of American Indian Studies Program.” Diverse: Issues in Higher Education 2 Nov. 2006: 17. 

Columbia University is joining its sister Ivy League institutions Dartmouth and Cornell, plans to create an American Indian studies program.  Eventually officials hope for a major in the interdisciplinary subject.  Part of the planning process includes a speaker series inviting American Indian scholars from around the Nation to speak. The biggest challenge is funding for full-time faculty.  It’s expected that faculty will be hired through departments and also be affiliated with the American Indian program.

Commenting on the initiative, Carrise Gullo, director of communications and information at the American Indian Community House in NYC, and an Eastern Cherokee, stated: “I hope that they find someone who is Native to teach in their program.”



III. Support Services

Parker, Carl E., “Cultivate Academic Persistence—Now!” Black Issues in Higher Education; Vol. 14 Issue 26, 104. Academic Search Primer, University of Maine at Presque Isle Library, Presque Isle, ME.  3 Dec. 2007 <http://web.ebscohost.com.prxy7.ursus.maine.edu>

The author, a community college counselor, summarizes a New York State Education Department study of minority students retention in 2-year college professional technical programs.  It describes 7 primary barriers:

Job and family responsibilities, location of colleges outside minority concentrations, lack of minority faculty and staff, lack of college funds for intervention programs, inability to afford college, lack of appropriate social and cultural activities and unsupportive surroundings communities.

8 retention efforts: support groups and clubs for minority students; special advertising to minority community; intrusive or directive academic advising; special orientation to help minority students with registration; cultural workshops, awareness efforts, scholarships ethic studies courses, tailored financial aid programs and policies; an office or coordinator for minority affairs.

10 factors most often cited as affecting retention positive faculty-student relations; positive relationship between the college and community organizations; continuous dialogue between influential community leaders and college staff; leadership within the college; retention services organized as a unit to give more visibility, accessibility and importance; special courses and support services for new and returning students; orientations for minority students; early identification of “at-risk” students; campus atmosphere that supports a more hospitable learning environment for all cultures and ethnic diversities; overcoming institutional racism.


“Post Secondary Education Assistance Program Policy Template” June 2003. 1-11. http://kinu.ns.ca/policy.doc 

This template details policies and procedures for a MiKmaq Band Post Secondary Education program. Included are program objectives, student responsibilities and scholarship and graduation incentives.


IV. Organizational Culture

V. Data

Rolo, Mark Anthony, “A Snapshot: American Indian/Alaska Native Students In Higher Education” Diverse: Issues in Higher Education 2 Nov. 2006: 26.

Snapshot: Contains various graphs and charts form the US Department of Education, NCES about Native American students in higher education.
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