A Historical Examination of Native American Student Success in Higher Education

Macey Aoki-Chance, Montana State University 
Emily Sewell, Montana State University 
Dustin Perry, Montana State University 

Introduction
 
Native American student success in higher education has been shaped by the historical contexts of the Federal, Colonial, and Self-Determination eras, each influencing contemporary perceptions of Native students in postsecondary education (Sun, 2022). This progression began before 1960, when few Native students pursued or achieved higher education (Sun, 2022). Across these eras, Native Americans have remained one of the smallest represented ethnic minority groups in higher education, making up just over one percent of the national student population (Keith et al., 2016; McClellan et al., 2005; Philpot, 2024). Of that one percent, only 39.4% earn a diploma, with graduation rates averaging between 12% and 23% (Keith et al., 2016). Additionally, only half of Native students complete their first year; the remainder drop out entirely (Adelman et al., 2013). Examining the historical eras that have shaped Native higher education allows for a deeper understanding of both the factors contributing to success and the barriers students may face. 

Our historical examination was grounded in Carney’s era framework (1999), which was developed within the context of Native American higher education. This framework is divided into three distinct eras: Colonial (from 1492 to the 1780s), Federal (from the 1780s to the 1960s), and Self-Determination (from the 1960s to 1999) (Sun, 2022). Based on Carney’s framework, the Colonial and Federal eras are described as preparational and transitional stages that eventually lead to the improvement and success within Native American education found during the Self-Determination era (Sun, 2022). Carney’s framework helps showcase the life and death of Native American higher education, categorizing sovereignty and self-dependence as key to its success (Sun, 2022). 
 
Within the context of STEM and agricultural education research, as acknowledged in this historical document, there is a notable lack of research and recognition regarding the Native American population, which is often highly underrepresented (Nelson et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2018). Previous research in STEM fields highlights a limited understanding of Native American historical educational experiences, underscoring the need for further investigation into the representation and experiences of Native American populations within STEM and agricultural education (Nelson et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2018). Therefore, this historical review provides a foundation for future research on the success of Native American students in higher education. As such, these historical eras have informed the identification of supportive factors and persistent barriers shaping Native student success in higher education and align with the stated research values of the American Association for Agricultural Education (AAAE), which emphasizes advancing diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging by expanding access through targeted education and evaluation efforts (AAAE, 2023). 
 
Review of Literature/Theoretical Framework
The origins of Native American educational progression date back to the 1400s and are frequently characterized by efforts to erase Native American culture (Sun, 2022). From the mid-1400s to the late 1800s, particularly throughout the Colonial and Federal eras, Native American communities experienced significant cultural suppression and the systematic erasure of their traditions (McClellan et al., 2005; Sun, 2022). During the Colonial era, European settlers sought to assert control over the Native American population through education systems designed to assimilate (Sun, 2022). Similarly, the Federal era was characterized by extensive bureaucratic control, in which Native American higher education remained largely neglected (Sun, 2022). Although efforts were made to establish a foundation for the success of Native American higher education, it still reflected the Colonial era, lacking sufficient support to change the experiences and enrollment of the Native American population (McClellan et al., 2005). 
 
It was not until the turn of the twentieth century, during the Self-Determination era, that the Native American population gained sovereignty and was allowed to participate in higher education without hindrance, erasure, or deprivation of their traditions and morals (Sun, 2022). This period marked a time of significant effort and determination, emphasizing the importance of Native American sovereignty in higher education as tribes began to regain control from the government (McClellan et al., 2005). Since the latter half of the 1960s, the inclusion of Native American students in college and university settings has significantly improved, as 85 universities have a Native American enrollment population of over five percent (McClellan et al., 2005). 

Grounded in the context of these three historical eras, understanding the progression of Native American higher education efforts is essential to recognizing the development of factors that influence Native student success (Sun, 2022). It is vital to understand these factors of success and potential barriers through the direct perspective of Native American individuals, rather than assuming that the Western definition of success fits this population (Wenzlaff, 1996). It is a misguided assumption to approach Native American educational efforts with the foundational approach of a “one-size-fits-all” outlook (Keith et al., 2016; Klasky, 2013, p. 100). Often, this leads to little support, dedication, and commitment to recognizing the traditions and past educational experiences (Keith et al., 2016; Klasky, 2013, p. 100). Despite increased efforts in the Self-Determination era and modest improvements in enrollment, Native American students continue to experience disproportionately low retention and graduation rates in higher education (Keith et al., 2016; McClellan et al., 2005; Philpot, 2024). Previous research highlights the need for a deeper, culturally grounded understanding of the factors that influence their success and the barriers they face (Collins, 2013; Fong et al., 2023; Jenkins, 1999; Klasky, 2013; Wenzlaff, 1996). 
 
Three theoretical frameworks surrounding the shared experiences of Native American students within higher education framed this study: attachment theory (Simi et al., 2015), the double-erasure phenomenon (Collins et al., 2013), and Tribal Critical Race Theory (Fong et al., 2023). Simi et al. (2015) defined attachment theory as a means to identify social bonds that influence an individual’s personality and actions, and as a contributing factor in helping Native American students overcome academic challenges (Simi et al., 2015). Additionally, the double-erasure phenomenon describes Native American students’ feelings of invisibility within their higher education endeavors (Collins et al., 2013). Lastly, Tribal Critical Race Theory is an in-depth examination of racism, identifying the specific perspectives and experiences of racism and degradation from Native American students, and highlighting the vitality of preserving their Native culture and traditions (Fong et al., 2013).  

Purpose and Research Questions
 
Building on the emphasis of AAAE’s Research Values (AAAE, 2023), this study aimed to deepen the understanding of the historical contexts that have shaped the experiences of Native American students in higher education. More specifically, it examined how key historical eras have shaped persistent barriers and the factors that support student success, informing more inclusive and responsive educational practices. Two research questions were developed to examine the impact of these historical eras. Q1 - How has Native American inclusion within higher education shifted between the Colonial, Federal, and Self-Determination eras? Q2 - What factors of success and potential barriers have Native American students identified in higher education following the Self-Determination era, as informed by the preceding historical eras? 
 
Methods/Procedures 
 
Historical research methods guided this study. Historical research is an effective way for educators to gain a deeper understanding of the present state of specific aspects within education by examining the past (Gall et al., 2007). In alignment with the view of British historian, E.H. Carr (1967), Borg and Gall define historical research as a systematic process of identifying and examining sources with information about the past to obtain a more complete understanding of current practices, beliefs, issues, and trends within education (Gall et al., 2007). Within this qualitative historical examination, primary and secondary sources, including quantitative records and research articles, were located through the utilization of keywords, inputted into collegiate library database archives to address the research questions related to the topic of Native American higher education.  
 
Qualitative rigor was also established and validated within this historical examination by utilizing Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria for establishing trustworthiness through triangulation, rich, thick description, peer review and debriefing, and creating an audit trail (Glesne, 2016). Lincoln and Guba (1985) also identified four criteria for establishing trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Data triangulation was used to ensure credibility. Rich, thick descriptions were utilized to establish transferability, audit trails were employed for confirmability, and peer review and debriefing were used to ensure dependability (Glesne, 2016).  
 
Results/Findings 
 
Research question one examined how Native American inclusion within higher education has shifted across the Colonial, Federal, and Self-Determination eras. Throughout these eras, Native American inclusion has positively shifted from an attempt to erase and exploit Native traditions and culture to the establishment of Native centered education efforts, rooted in tribal sovereignty, cultural integrity, and preservation of culture (McClellan et al., 2005). Through these three eras, a more refined educational experience for Native American students pursuing higher education has been developed. The identification of major eras, dates, and events that have contributed to the positive progression of Native American higher education inclusion is detailed in Table 1. By understanding the progressive history and newfound sovereignty of Native American higher education from past to present, we can better comprehend the historical struggles of the Native American population and the positive progression toward current efforts to prioritize education and preserve traditions (Sun, 2022).  

Table 1

Key Eras and Milestones in Advancing Native American Inclusion in Higher Education

	Era
	Dates
	Key Findings

	Colonial
	1492-1780
	Often categorized as an attempt to erase Native American culture (Sun, 2022). 
The goal of European settlers was to gain control of the Native American population through their ill-intended educational methods (Sun, 2022). 
The Native American way of life was being eroded, and traditions were being dismantled (Sun, 2022). 

	Federal
	1780-1960
	Marked with bureaucratic control, as Native American higher education was still highly neglected (McClellan et al., 2005). 
Most of the education was focused on training Native Americans to be more civilized, which eventually resulted in the Indian Removal Act of 1830 (Sun, 2022). 
Tribal support for the growth of Native American higher education increased significantly; however, it was not sufficient to alter college enrollment rates (McClellan et al., 2005). 

	Self-Determination
	1960-1999
	Emphasized the importance of Native American sovereignty in higher education (McClellan et al., 2005). 
Self-government for education expanded, and effective treaties were established to promote higher education among the Native American people (Sun, 2022). 
Various tribal colleges and universities were established, paving the way for Native-established education, rooted in tribal sovereignty, cultural integrity, and preservation of Native culture (McClellan et al., 2005; Sun, 2022).  



Research question two explored the factors of success and potential barriers that Native American students have identified in higher education following the Self-Determination era. The post-Self-Determination era has been a time of triumph and progression in overall Native American student educational efforts, achievements, dedications, and successes (Sun, 2022). Scholars have since identified key factors of success and potential barriers within Native American students’ higher education experiences. Literature highlights six primary components contributing to student success: giving back to tribal communities, family support, sense of belonging, cultural identity, collegiate support systems, and university mentorship programs (Fong et al., 2023; Guillory et al., 2008; Jenkins, 1999; Sinclair, 2020; Wenzlaff, 1996). 
 
Additionally, it has been shown that Native American students have faced a set of key barriers in higher education: lack of familial support, absence of Native tradition and culture, feeling like an outsider, limited institutional support, financial struggles, racism and discrimination, alienation and disconnection, and the perception of a “one-size-fits-all” educational approach (Collins, 2013; Jenkins, 1999; Keith et al., 2016; Klasky, 2013, p. 100; Wenzlaff, 1996). In understanding these success factors and potential barriers, it helps to create an effective foundation for institutions to implement when striving to better support and establish stronger retention and persistence measures for Native American students (Adelman et al., 2013; Chelberg et al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 2019; Wenzlaff, 1996).  
 
Conclusions, Recommendations, and Implications 
 
While striving to understand the progression of Native American educational experiences, it is vital to examine past historical eras to gain a deeper appreciation and understanding of the respective hardships. Furthermore, identifying specific factors of success and potential barriers can help acknowledge and further recognize the important influencing contributors to Native American student experiences within higher education. This historical examination presents implications for universities nationwide as we continue to evaluate how to better support, respect, and incorporate Native American traditions, culture, and morals into university life. Since the shift in the original intent of Native American higher education experience is vastly different from current efforts, this examination leads to additional implications for university faculty and staff to draw conclusions and adapt their teaching styles for their Native American students. 
 
Further agricultural education research is recommended in the area of Native American educational progression to gain a more comprehensive understanding of how these eras have impacted Native students. Specifically, research should explore how these experiences have contributed to other areas of their educational careers, such as their financial standing, their sense of belonging, the role of their family, and more (Collins, 2013; Fong et al., 2023; Guillory et al., 2008; Jenkins, 1999; Keith et al., 2016; Klasky, 2013; Sinclair, 2020; Wenzlaff, 1996). In doing so, further examination may enable us to develop a more in-depth model that illustrates the aspects of Native American life faced during the Colonial, Federal, and Self-Determination eras.  
 
Understanding the historical context of the Native American population within higher education is crucial to acknowledge when striving to learn from the past to improve the future of education. It is through this historical examination and the acknowledgement of the identified factors of success and potential barriers for these individuals that future researchers will be able to further identify, analyze, and recognize the educational landscape of Native American students, and thereby understand how they can be better supported in the future. 
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