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Abstract 

Seeking to transform the historical and ongoing systems of colonialism that marginalize 

Native American students in higher education, this study develops the Native Student Success 

Praxis Model (NSSPM) as a theoretical and applied framework for Washington State community 

and technical colleges (CTCs). Western educational approaches continue to privilege 

hierarchical knowledge systems that limit Native students’ ability to thrive in academia. In 

response, the NSSPM offers a holistic, culturally grounded model to support Native student 

success. 

Grounded in Indigenous research methodologies, this qualitative study centers relational 

accountability, respect, reciprocity, and responsibility. Community voice is integral to the 

research design, including the intentional creation of the Indigenous Higher Education Advisory 

Board (IHEAB) to guide ethical engagement and ensure alignment with Tribal priorities. This 

approach positions the research within a decolonizing praxis, emphasizing that Indigenous 

perspectives must remain central to institutional transformation. Findings identify four 

interconnected pillars: Spaces of Belonging, Indigenizing Curriculum, Native Faculty and Staff, 

and Government-to-Government Relations. Holistically, these pillars address structural barriers 

and support culturally responsive, community-informed practices. The NSSPM shifts 

institutional culture beyond western hierarchical frameworks toward inclusive environments that 

value Indigenous knowledges and lived realities. 

While designed for Washington State’s CTC system, the NSSPM serves as an adaptable 

blueprint for all colleges and institutions across the country, highlighting the intentionality of 

grounding the adaptation in intentional partnerships with local Tribal governments and 

communities. This study centers the voices and experiences of Tribal communities to inform 



 

 

 

 

culturally responsive institutional change and offers a transformative vision of higher education 

that fosters belonging, equity, and success for Native students while strengthening outcomes for 

all learners. 

 

  

Keywords: Native Student Success Praxis Model, Native Student Success, Indigenizing 
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Definitions 

Axiology: A set of place-based morals, grounded in a community's system of values, culture, 

teachings, responsibilities, and relational accountability. 

Boarding School: Assimilation-led policy that forcibly removed Indian children from their 

families and placed them in institutions, or churches, to sever the understanding and knowledge 

of their culture and language. 

Centennial Accord: An agreement affirming government-to-government relations between 

Tribes in Washington State and Tribes with Traditional territories in Washington State. 

Decolonization: The act of dismantling colonial systems and restoring Indigenous knowledge 

systems and governance. 

Educational Sovereignty: The right of Tribal governments to control education based on their 

priorities, cultures, and languages. 

Epistemology: A theory of knowledge grounded in a community’s ways of knowing, including 

lived experience, oral traditions, relationships, and cultural teachings. 

Federal Indian Policy: A body of laws and policies created by the United States government 

that has shaped its relationship with Indian people. 

Government-to-Government Relations: A formal relationship between Tribes and federal, 

state, or state entities. 

Ontology: A way of being in the world that reflects a community’s relationships to land, 

ancestors, spirits, and all living beings. 

Settler Colonialism: An ongoing system where settlers occupy Indigenous lands and work to 

erase Indigenous presence, history, and authority. 

Traditional Territory: Ancestral lands and waters of Tribal communities. 
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Treaty Rights: Legally binding rights affirmed through treaty signings between Tribal 

Governments and the United States that includes rights to land, hunting and fishing rights, and 

self-determination. 

Tribal Sovereignty: Tribal nations’ inherent authority to govern themselves. 

Trust responsibility: The United States government’s responsibility and obligation to uphold 

treaty rights.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“Our lands are the place of our ancestors and carry the spirits of our ancestors”  

(Warren & Grint, 2015, p.15). 

Indigenous Introduction1 

Hestum (Greetings)! My name is Maya Esquivido-Strom, and I am an enrolled member 

of the Nor Rel Muk Wintu (NRMW) Nation and a descendant of the Hoopa Valley Indian Tribe. 

Both of my Tribal communities come from present-day Northern California. My Tribal lineage 

descends from my mother, Ferol Upton; my grandfather, Hugh ‘Pete’ Upton; great-grandma, 

Amy Upton; and my great-great-grandmother, Nancy Bussell. My family’s base names are 

Bussell and Hailstone. 

Normalizing Indigenous Introductions is a form of decolonial work in my dissertation 

research and future work as an Indigenous scholar. Indigenous Introductions are culturally 

distinctive. As an Indigenous person, it is a cultural obligation to introduce oneself by identifying 

your name, Tribal community, and lineage through your family-based names. By introducing 

yourself in this way, you are sharing your cultural affiliation and Indigeneity. This extends a 

connection to other Tribal communities and members, offering an unspoken acknowledgment of 

a silenced history and communal resiliency. A written Indigenous Introduction, then, can offer a 

similar engagement by providing the reader with information about who you are, your Tribal 

community, and your land relations. Indigenous Introductions are included in many scholarly 

journals and books and are typically placed at the beginning of the paper’s formal introduction 

(Minthorn & Chavez, 2015; Pewewardy et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2019). Younging (2018) shared 

 
1 Here, I am introducing an “Indigenous Introduction” sub header title to normalize Indigenous ways of 

introducing oneself as community building and seeking inclusion in APA format as a way to Indigenize academic 

writing for Indigenous Peoples. 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

2 

 

the need for publishers to learn the ways of writing of Indigenous Peoples as they differ from 

colonial approaches. 

Introduction 

As a first-generation Native student and scholar, my journey in higher education changed 

the trajectory of my life. Despite systemic barriers, lack of Native representation, and culturally 

relevant support during the early years of my education, I persevered, earning many degrees, 

including my doctorate. While I persisted, navigating spaces that undermined my cultural 

identity and dismissed my ancestors’ knowledge systems and beliefs, I understood that the 

journey I was placed on would be the path my ancestors encouraged me to change for future 

generations. Through the applied research presented in this dissertation, I seek to transform 

higher education to better serve the generations of Native students who will come after me; this 

is an act of reciprocity meant to give back to Indigenous students and support their journey in 

academia.  

The problem of practice addressed in this study involves disparities Native peoples have 

historically faced in the context of education. This historical context laid the foundation for what 

education looks like for Native students today (Grande, 2015; Patel, 2016). The historical legacy 

of colonialism and the supremacy of western ideologies continue to echo throughout higher 

education into the present day, hindering the success of Native students in academic institutions 

(Minthorn & Shotton, 2018; Windchief & San Pedro, 2019). With a commitment to serving 

Native communities and students in higher education, my research seeks to create sustainable 

systems change in community and technical colleges in Washington State that uplift Native 

voices, cultivate places of belonging for Native students on campus, and ensure that curricula in 

classrooms are reflective of Tribal histories, cultures, and practices. The applied research 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

3 

 

presented here stems from those who have come before me, including Tribal scholars, 

community members, Tribally-led policy advocates, and allies. The framing of this problem 

highlights the need for systems change and the ways we can implement solutions for future 

generations of Indigenous students. 

      Built on a strength-based and Indigenous lens, the Native Student Success Praxis Model 

(NSSPM) was developed as a theoretical framework for the 34 community and technical 

colleges in Washington State (Washington State Board for Community & Technical Colleges 

(SBCTC), n.d.-c) to implement across institutions in order to create more inclusive environments 

for Native students and to support their academic success. Moreover, increasing college retention 

and completion rates for Native students is a key goal of the NSSPM through systemic change, 

dismantling barriers, and providing a more inclusive college experience.  

The framework I developed as part of this study is specific to Washington State’s 

community and technical colleges (Wilson, 2008). In doing so, it was important to look to 

Washington State’s 29 federally recognized Tribes (Washington Indian Gaming Association, 

n.d.-a) as key partners in making colleges successful supporters of change for Tribal students. 

Tribally-led policies have championed important government-to-government mandates 

(Washington State Legislature, n.d.-b) and highlight the necessity for colleges, as state 

institutions of higher education, to expand their government-to-government relationships with 

Tribal Governments. 

Within Chapter 1, I elaborate on my positionality; offer a statement of purpose 

highlighting personal experiences and barriers I faced in higher education; and connect to the 

creation of the NSSPM theoretical framework, meant to provide a college experience that 

reflects and is inclusive of Tribal identity, culture, history, and sovereignty. The NSSPM 
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theoretical framework encompasses four main components: Indigenizing Curriculum, Native 

Faculty and Staff, Spaces of Belonging, and Government-to-Government Relations.  

Chapter 2 embodies a Braiding of Knowledges, also known as a literature review, and 

highlights the work of Indigenous scholars, historians, and author allies. The Braiding of 

Knowledges offers context and a critical look at historical marginalization, and institutional and 

systemic racism (Patel, 2016) to support the reader's understanding of the eras of Indian 

Education (Grande, 2015) and how the legacy of white supremacy is ingrained within the 

foundation of today's higher education institutions (Deloria & Wildcat, 2021; Patel, 2016).  

The conversation then shifts to the resilience of Tribal communities and discusses the 

importance of Educational Sovereignty, and the work of Indigenizing education (Deloria & 

Wildcat, 2021; Tuck & Yang, 2012). This work incorporates prior research and contributions 

from scholars who have created successful models for Native student success and emphasized 

the importance of building community and support on college campuses (Lowery, 2022; 

Pewewardy et al., 2022; Waipuk, n.d.; Windchief & San Pedro, 2019).  

      Chapter 3 discusses Indigenous methodologies and the use of theoretical frameworks. 

Establishing a decolonial framework ensures a holistic and Indigenized approach to the NSSPM 

theoretical framework, grounded in community through the support and contributions of an 

Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Board (IHEAB). The IHEAB played a central role in this 

research and cultivated a community-centered perspective through intentional relationality and 

reciprocity. Data context and analysis are illustrated here, including this study’s limitations. 

      Chapter 4, Storytelling as Data, offers a decolonial praxis where story becomes data. This 

chapter expands on the four pillars of the NSSPM: Indigenizing Curriculum, Native Faculty and 

Staff, Spaces of Belonging, and Government-to-Government Relations, and elaborates on the 
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purpose and necessity of each pillar. Grounding this research in relational accountability and 

ethical collaboration, the IHEAB participant interviews offered contextual information for the 

NSSPM pillars and the creation of the identified themes.  

      Chapter 5 concludes this research and encompasses a final discussion and conclusion. 

This chapter includes a section on the potential implications and significance of the NSSPM, as 

well as the contributions it makes to the success of Native students in higher education. 

Additionally, future research is identified, highlighting other areas warranting further 

investigation. Helpful resources are provided for each pillar to support implementation and 

sustainability within community and technical colleges. 

      For the purposes of this research, I use the terms Native American, Native, Indigenous, 

Indian, and Tribal interchangeably to acknowledge the uniqueness of Indigeneity and the 

complex political and historical relationship between the U.S. and the sovereign status of Tribal 

nations. Historically, Native communities have been referred to as “Indian” by the U.S. 

government and policed through a grouping of laws known as federal Indian policies 

(Echohawk, 2010). Using the terms above interchangeably does not imply that all Tribal 

communities/nations are monolithic; rather, it highlights the unique experiences these 

communities/nations have endured as inherently sovereign entities. When possible, specific 

Tribal affiliation or Tribal nations will be referenced to honor Tribal sovereignty and self-

determination.  

Positionality Statement 

Wilson (2008) emphasizes the importance of the 3Rs -respect, reciprocity, and 

responsibility - as foundational teachings that ensure relational accountability. The 3Rs guide an 

Indigenous researcher’s approach in terms of research methodology and practice. Grounding my 
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research in the 3Rs makes certain that I employ a methodology rooted in respect, resist extractive 

practices, and seek results that will be beneficial to Native communities, thereby enacting 

reciprocity (Wilson, 2008). My responsibility, as a researcher, extends beyond my family and 

Tribal affiliations, as it encompasses a broader accountability to other Tribal communities and to 

the relationships that sustain this work. 

Grounded in these principles of relational accountability, my positionality encompasses 

core aspects of spatial knowledge, lived experience, Indigeneity, and the people who have taught 

and mentored me. Tuck and McKenzie (2015) describe spatial knowledge as relational and 

continually shifting, reflecting its fluidity and our ongoing learning over time. As I continue to 

receive teachings that expand my knowledge, I understand these teachings as spatial knowledge, 

forever connecting humans to all things. Absolon (2022) reminds us to remain mindful of our 

past as it shapes who we are today and how we move through the present. Coming from two 

Tribal communities, Nor Rel Muk Wintu and Hupa, each has shaped how I live, perceive, and 

navigate the world. My spatial knowledge has only expanded since relocating to Washington 

State and beginning to learn from Tribal Elders and mentors from the Coast Salish and Plateau 

regions. Through these personal relationships, my sense of community, accountability, and 

responsibility has deepened.  

In conversations within my family about education, I have witnessed how western 

educational systems have failed us. My great-grandmother, Amy, was a boarding school 

survivor, and my mother once shared a story about her childhood understanding of that 

experience:  
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When I was little, the adults would talk about when Granny [Amy] went off to school, 

and I thought it meant she went off to college. It wasn’t until I was much older that I 

realized it was boarding school. (F. Upton, personal communication, Feb. 2023) 

Granny would not speak about school; I never heard my grandfather, Granny’s son, speak about 

school either. My mother earned her General Educational Development credential in her early 

twenties. My father left school in seventh grade to support his mother, working in migrant farms, 

which resulted in his illiteracy and made his daily life hard to navigate. I share these stories to 

offer a holistic look into systemic barriers that often go unseen and unspoken. 

Education failed me throughout much of my K-12 experience, including California's 

well-known fourth-grade California Indian Mission project. This project required students 

studying one of the 21 missions in California to construct a model to present in class (Miranda, 

2012). Although I am unable to recall which mission I created, I do have a photograph of me 

holding it and smiling. Unbeknownst to me, I was holding and literally reconstructing the very 

thing that enslaved my people and symbolized a horrific time in history marked by violence, 

dispossession, and genocide. This experience exemplifies how colonial narratives are normalized 

within educational spaces and distort Indigenous history.  

For much of my early education, I never believed that school was a place created for me. 

Encouraged by my mother to attend community college, I enrolled. I gravitated toward 

Anthropology courses focused on Native American topics. These courses introduced possibilities 

of continued learning and sparked a flame within me that craved learning. After several years, I 

transferred to the University of Washington’s American Indian Studies Department. This is 

where I fell in love with learning! Despite the challenges and barriers I faced, I remained 
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dedicated to earning a doctoral degree and creating lasting systems change to better support 

Native students navigating higher education. 

These core facets of my life have shaped my scholarly commitments and have become 

foundational to the research positioned here. My research centers on the creation and 

sustainability of successful pathways for Native students in higher education. Integrating 

wraparound support mechanisms across community and technical colleges is critically needed to 

foster Native students' success and represents a form of institutional accountability that I did not 

experience. My positionality statement highlights how my lived experience has shaped my desire 

to support the success of other Native students embarking on academic journeys.   

Problem of Practice 

      From the beginning of nation-state education in the United States (U.S.), western 

knowledge, pedagogy, and systemic functions created a single model of academic education. 

Highlighting and uplifting white supremacy and ideology in educational institutions was 

replicated throughout each level of education. While this practice supported the attempted, 

forced assimilation of Native American peoples, our ways of knowing and doing have 

persevered, including our advocacy for adapting education today (Grande, 2015; Smith et al., 

2019). Unfortunately, Native students continue to face the ongoing impacts of marginalization, 

met with a lack of resources and institutional support in academic settings. 

       The vast majority of educational institutions, including community and technical 

colleges, function through the upholding of western ideologies, which is detrimental to the well-

being and success of Native students. Native education has existed since time immemorial, with 

powerful place-based knowledges and holistic teachings. The integration of Indigenous 

knowledges into curricula, alongside the intentional inclusion of Native representation in 
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administrative and academic decision-making processes, has been shown to support Native 

students’ success across all levels of higher education (Lowery, 2022; Pewewardy et al., 2022; 

Waterman, 2023). The process of Indigenizing curricula and intentionally embedding inclusive 

support through the integration of Indigenous pedagogies, values, languages, cultures, histories, 

and knowledges will aid in the retention and success of Native students in community and 

technical colleges.  

      Research has identified successful educational approaches for Native American students, 

which are highlighted in the literature. These approaches include the presence and representation 

of Native American faculty, staff, and leadership, cultural spaces and activities on campus, and 

opportunities for family engagement (Guillory & Wolverton, 2016; Jacob & Johnson, 2020; 

Smith et al., 2019; Stein et al., 2003). However, current research overlooks the importance of 

government-to-government relations between colleges and local Tribal communities, which offer 

unique opportunities for partnership, workforce development, specialized certificates, expanded 

Tribally-led support, place-based curricula, resources, and more. 

       Tribal leadership and advocacy across the state of Washington create an unprecedented 

opportunity to expand Tribally-led resource development and to collaborate with Washington’s 

community and technical colleges. In Washington State, there are 34 community and technical 

colleges (Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC), n.d.-c), 

with 29 federally recognized Indian Tribes (Washington Indian Gaming Association, n.d.-b), and 

three additional federally recognized Tribes whose treaty rights recognize traditional territory 

within the state (Governor’s Office of Indian Affairs (GOIA), n.d.). Tribally-led advocacy and 

policymakers in Washington State have championed legislation into law, mandating Tribal 

consultation within state agencies through hiring Tribal Liaisons (see RCW § 43.376.020) 
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(Washington State Legislature, n.d.-b), and Indigenizing curricula in K-12 to reflect Tribal 

histories, cultures, and knowledges (see RCW § 28A.320.170) (Washington State Legislature, 

n.d.-a). 

      Despite the work happening at the state level and within the K-12 sector, community and 

technical colleges have been slow to implement effective mechanisms and culturally responsive 

education for Native American students, largely due to insufficient integration of culturally 

relevant curriculum during their higher education experiences, and a contemporary lack of 

training. Hence, I investigated how Indigenous worldviews, cultures, histories, and pedagogies 

can be meaningfully embedded into community and technical college curricula through ethical 

collaboration with Tribal communities and the development of a Native Student Success Praxis 

Model. This model functions as a theoretical framework to support Native American student 

success and foster structural change in higher education.  

      Indigenous scholars have studied the detrimental impacts for Native students when 

learning from western education models. Data show that Native students perform better when 

their culture is honored and reflected within the classroom (Jacob & Johnson, 2020; Lowery, 

2022). My research builds on previous research (Jacob & Johnson, 2020; Minthorn & Shotton, 

2018; Petrone et al., 2020; Shotton et al., 2013; Windchief & Joseph, 2015) and approaches to 

develop a theoretical framework designed to support faculty in higher education in Indigenizing 

their curricula to be more culturally relevant and to effectively support Native American students 

in their courses. However, research conducted by many Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars 

overlooks the critical structural changes required to implement and uplift a culturally relevant 

education that enables Tribal students to succeed in community and technical colleges.   
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      Henceforth, the following study seeks to address three research questions: 1. What 

components of student support are being overlooked in efforts to support Native American 

students in Washington State community and technical colleges?, 2. How can structural and 

institutional change be implemented in community and technical colleges to better support 

Native American students?, 3. How can an Indigenous, culturally responsive, theoretical 

framework be developed to support Native American students in community and technical 

colleges? These research questions offer a comprehensive look into culturally responsive 

practices and approaches to support Native American students, thus shifting toward praxis on 

structural and institutional change with the creation of the NSSPM as a theoretical framework. 

Indigenous and Western Educational Paradigms 

In this section, I offer a preview of the differences between Indigenous and western 

educational paradigms and the benefits of integrating Indigenous pedagogical approaches into 

western education. It is imperative that we recognize that academic institutions were created for 

the education of white men and to uphold western and white supremacist ideologies (Minthorn & 

Shotton, 2018; Patel, 2016; Windchief & San Pedro, 2019). As history reminds us, education 

was a tactic used on American Indians as a means of assimilation (Grande, 2015). This tension 

within educational systems persists today; however, education remains deeply valued by Native 

peoples and calls for inclusive pedagogy to offer a pathway toward measurable success in higher 

education. 

Indigenous peoples understand that land and water are our first teachers – they ground us 

to a location and contain our creation stories and language that inform our epistemologies (i.e., 

how and what we know) and ontologies (i.e., our way of being in the world) (Simpson, 2017; 

Tuck & Yang, 2018). Decolonizing education decenters western educational structures and 
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supports the implementation of “Storywork” to guide us back to our Traditional ways of 

knowing and doing (Archibald, 2008b). Our epistemologies and ontologies ground us to place 

and encompass our relations to all things, human and non-human. Further, returning to “storying 

through remembered and recognized knowledges are one of the ways that oral traditions may 

serve to disrupt dominant western conceptualizations and re-tellings of the tangled histories of 

colonial relations” (Styres, 2019, p. 28). Seeking the inclusion of Storywork as pedagogy within 

academic curricula offers a more holistic approach to traditional western education.  

Understanding complexities, theories, and methodologies from an Indigenous lens 

requires a deep relation to place, land, and cultural knowledge. As Indigenous peoples, our 

creation comes from the earth, and our creation stories define who we are. Simpson (2017), a 

Nishnaabeg writer and scholar, shares how land grounds us and educates us, from a 

Nishnaabewin context, stating: 

The land itself is a coded representation of Nishnaabewin that is visible to those who live 

within Nishnaabewin but is opaque to those who do not. This is fundamentally why 

engagement with land-based practices generates theory within Indigenous contexts. 

Being on the land is a highly intellectual practice that is a living interaction between 

heart, mind, and movement. (p. 215)       

Teachings of this kind have been obsolete and purposely rejected in western educational 

institutions. Westernized education continuously negates Indigenous knowledge until it is 

“proven” through western practice or western sciences (Deloria & Wildcat, 2001). Deloria & 

Wildcat describe this painful experience for Native students in western educational settings that 

it is expected that educators only dispense “correct” knowledges and that Traditional or Tribal 

knowledges are “wrong” unless studied and validated using western systems.   
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In this context, harm is created as a result of relying on western frameworks to validate 

Indigenous ways of knowing and doing. Indigenous peoples have been navigating and walking in 

two worlds - an Indigenous Traditional world and the western dominant society. Native peoples 

position their worldview as an intricate relationship and responsibility to all things, where 

reciprocal relationships are valued and nurtured. An Indigenous worldview, then, differs from 

that of a colonial, western one. Other key differences of Indigenous worldviews include 

relational versus individualism, holistic versus reductionist, and oral versus written (Barnhardt & 

Kawagley, 2005). 

As we see today, academic institutions, including community and technical colleges 

(CTCs), embody this tension, one where we navigate education through a western paradigm. The 

need to incorporate Indigenous education paradigms benefits all students, not just Native 

students. Chapter 2 examines, more fully, literature and historical scholarship that identify 

changes academic institutions can adapt and shift to create a more culturally responsive 

educational experience for all students. Investing in government-to-government relations will 

also aid in this effort to Indigenize curriculum in CTCs.  

Collaboration and Consultation – Tribal Nations and Washington State 

      This study seeks to integrate government-to-government relations at the college level to 

support and enhance the success of Native students. Washington State has set a gold standard for 

government-to-government relations with Tribal Nations (Washington State Legislature, n.d.-b). 

Tribal Nations also championed legislation that called for the inclusion of Tribal histories and 

cultures in the K-12 curriculum across the state (Washington State Legislature, n.d.-a). 

Washington Tribal leaders and community members have, and continue to, advocate for 

government-to-government relations at the state level (Governor’s Office of Indian Affairs 
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(GOIA), n.d.-a). Over the past few decades, Tribal leaders in the state of Washington, including 

Tribal Nations whose traditional territories reside within the current boundaries of the state and 

are recognized through treaty agreements, have advocated for consultation efforts with the state 

of Washington (GOIA, n.d.-b). In 1989, Tribal leaders and the Governor of Washington, Booth 

Gardner, established a government-to-government framework for annual consultation, 

communication, and collaboration, through the signing of the Centennial Accord (GOIA, n.d.-a). 

      The 1989 Centennial Accord was a formal agreement signed by Tribal governments and 

the Governor of Washington State in response to decades of exclusion. This Accord was 

intended to establish a partnership built on trust and mutual respect. This was a foundational act 

as it acknowledged the sovereign status of Tribes and ensured Tribal representatives had a seat at 

the table regarding policy development, mandatory consultation, and decision-making (GOIA, 

n.d.-a). 

The Centennial Accord formalized a framework for government-to-government relations 

and put into policy, Revised Code of Washington (RCW) § 43.376 (Washington State 

Legislature, n.d.-b), mandating all state agencies to have a Tribal Liaison to facilitate 

consultation with Tribes, early and often (GOIA, n.d.-a). The RCW also requires that state 

agency employees take a cultural competency training through the GOIA and requires these 

agencies to consult early and often with Tribal governments in instances where Tribes could or 

would be potentially affected (GOIA, n.d.-a).  

In 2005, Senator John McCoy (Tulalip) championed RCW § 28A.320.170 (Washington 

State Legislature, n.d.-a), to advance the Centennial Accord’s goals on promoting collaboration 

between Tribes and schools, and to Indigenize curriculum through the inclusion of Tribal history, 

culture, and governance in K-12 schools in the state of Washington. Further, this bill sought to 
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address educational inequities faced by Native students and aimed at closing the achievement 

gap (Washington State Legislature, n.d.-a). 

The curriculum has since been renamed the John McCoy (lulilaš) Since Time Immemorial 

curriculum, in honor of the late Senator. Although this bill was originally passed in 2005, 

requiring the John McCoy (lulilaš) Since Time Immemorial curriculum be taught in all K-12 

schools in the state of Washington, it lacked enforcement mandates. In 2015, the bill was 

amended, requiring its implementation (Washington State Legislature, n.d.-a). The Centennial 

Accord and John McCoy (lulilaš) Since Time Immemorial curriculum recognize the importance 

of incorporating and elevating government-to-government relations with Tribal nations and 

Indigenizing curriculum across the state.  

Purpose of the Study 

      My research sought to promote the development and use of Tribally developed curricula 

and government-to-government consultation across Washington State's 34 Community and 

Technical Colleges (CTCs) to strengthen pathways for Tribal students. CTCs provide affordable 

higher education degree attainment, with local access closer to Tribal reservations. CTCs serve 

all 32 of the Tribal communities in the state of Washington and are acknowledged in the 

Centennial Accord and RCW 28B.15.013, American Indian Students Residency Tuition Rates 

(SBCTC, n.d.-a). Grounding my research and implementation framework calls attention to the 

work being led by Tribal communities and to the meaningful ways CTCs can contribute to 

expanding efforts to better assist Tribal Nations and students.  

Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges  

      In Washington State, the 34 Community and Technical Colleges (CTC) are uniquely 

supported by the Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC). 
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SBCTC serves as a governing, lobbying, and administrative body to provide systemwide 

alignment, legislative priorities and advocacy, and budget allocation guidance (SBCTC, n.d.-f). 

The systemwide connection of the 34 CTCs offers an ideal approach to implementing a 

theoretical framework centered on Native student success, as their data metrics are gathered by 

the SBCTC and provide a high-caliber view of success, needs, interventions, and support.   

      The SBCTC provides a cohesive structure for examining the 34 CTCs in Washington 

State by collecting data from all colleges on student demographics, retention, completion, and 

more. The SBCTC maintains a data dashboard that facilitates an in-depth and overarching look 

into systemic issues, including enrollment discrepancies between American Indian/Alaska Native 

(AIAN) students and non-Hispanic Whites. The 2022-2023 annual student enrollment for all 34 

CTCs was 273,051. There were 2,374 AIAN students, compared to 110,827 non-Hispanic White 

students, in the 2022-2023 academic year. During the 2024-2025 academic year, overall student 

enrollment increased to 307,000, with 2,619 AIAN students and 118,936 non-Hispanic White 

(SBCTC, n.d.-b). 

      Analyzing enrollment data is crucial to understanding systemic change necessary across 

the 34 community and technical colleges in Washington State. Data indicate that enrollment 

increased by 33,949 students over the two-year period between 2022-2023 and 2024-2025, 

resulting in a 12.4 percent increase system-wide. AIAN enrollment increased by 10.3%, and non-

Hispanic White enrollment increased slightly less at 7.3%. However, when examining 

proportional growth in 2022-2023, AIAN students accounted for approximately 0.87% of total 

enrollment, while non-Hispanic White students accounted for approximately 40.6% of total 

enrollment. Further, in the 2024-2025 academic year, AIAN students accounted for 0.85% of 

total enrollment, while non-Hispanic White students accounted for approximately 38.7% of total 
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enrollment. Even though AIAN enrollment increased numerically, their proportional 

representation slightly decreased. 

      Foregrounding these data necessitates a systemic shift in the ways our colleges serve, or 

fail to serve, Native students. In response, I call attention to the SBCTC’s Vision Statement, 

which represents the overarching mission of all 34 CTCs. The mission statement “Leading with 

racial equity, our colleges maximize student potential and transform lives within a culture of 

belonging that advances racial, social, and economic justice in service to our diverse 

communities” (SBCTC, n.d.-e). Community and Technical Colleges, by design, were created to 

offer affordable, career-ready degrees and certifications and to serve local communities. 

The SBCTC vision statement affirms a commitment to serving diverse communities, as does 

their values statement under the Community and Culture Building, affirming, “We value the 

diverse voices and lived experiences of those we work with and serve. We build a culture of 

belonging where people can be their authentic selves while growing personally and 

professionally” (SBCTC, n.d.-e). With a commitment to serving students, I offer a theoretical 

framework that will directly support the success of Native American students, one of the most 

marginalized student populations.  

Native Student Success Praxis Model Framework 

      Typically, when research examines ways to implement culturally relevant changes to 

support the success of Native American students, the focus is siloed and seeks to address only a 

fraction of the issue. The creation of the Native Student Success Praxis Model (NSSPM) as a 

theoretical framework strives to approach support from a holistic grounding and provides 

wraparound services for Native students at every step of their academic journey.  
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      The NSSPM addresses support from multiple angles of access points for Native students 

navigating higher education and encompasses four key pillars: Spaces of Belonging, 

Indigenizing Curriculum, Native Faculty, Staff, and Leadership, and Government-to-

Government Relations (see Figure 1). The NSSPM embodies wraparound support and offers a 

strategic way to advance the success of Native students from culturally relevant spaces on 

campus, Native representation in the classroom through faculty and curricula, and culturally 

responsive degree pathways created through government-to-government relations. The high-

level approach of the NSSPM integrates a multi-holistic application that also elevates the need 

for government-to-government relations between colleges and local Tribal governments.  

Figure 1  

Native Student Success Model: Theoretical Framework 

 

      Most research on successful support systems for Native students hyper-focuses on a 

single component rather than investigating a multifaceted response to the academic system as a 
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whole. The NSSPM seeks to address the challenge of implementing change and to support 

students throughout their academic journey, including outcomes for degree pathways relevant to 

job placement after graduation. Moreover, building on past research (Banks, 1989; Brayboy, 

2005; Craig, 2020; Pewewardy et al., 2022; Yellow Bird, 1998), the NSSPM as a theoretical 

framework offers best practices from inside and outside the classroom and coursework, 

emphasizing the importance of high-level relations at the leadership level to align workforce 

pathways for Tribal students.  

      The NSSPM theoretical framework establishes four pillars to aid in integrating the 

support Native students need and to provide them with a culturally relevant academic journey at 

any of the 34 CTCs in Washington State. The pillars were not created as a hierarchical system 

but rather as a holistic framework designed to emphasize the utter importance of creating 

intentional, beneficial pathways for Native students to succeed within our institutions. Below is a 

short description of each pillar's purpose and how it addresses structural barriers. 

Spaces of Belonging 

Spaces of Belonging offer vital representation for Native students, creating safe spaces to 

build community, encourage leadership roles and responsibilities, host culturally significant 

events and workshops, and provide opportunities for family engagement. Moreover, dedicated 

spaces for belonging foster feelings of safety and provide culturally reflective areas that offer 

positive visual representation (Lowery, 2022).  

Indigenizing Curriculum 

Indigenizing Curriculum permits the decentering of western knowledge as superior and 

allows space for centering and incorporating Indigenous ways of knowing and doing as valid 

knowledges. Tribal communities have been here since time immemorial, literally meaning since 
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before time, in relation to all living things, and successfully thriving. Indigenizing curricula 

uplifts Indigenous knowledges rather than discrediting or validating it once western science has 

deemed its validity (Louie et al., 2017). This pillar is extremely important for Native students in 

as it acknowledges their personal experiences and calls attention to other approaches to 

education, teaching, and learning.  

Native Faculty and Staff 

Native faculty and staff play a critical role in relationality. Both faculty and staff, with 

strong Tribal identities, offer more than just programming. They aid in student retention through 

cultural connection, visibility, and community grounded knowledges. These aspects are 

important in helping Native students transition from high school to higher education and 

supporting and navigating the institutional functions of programs, support, and paperwork. 

Unfortunately, most colleges lack Native faculty and staff who are much needed to support 

Native American students (Lowery, 2022). 

Government-to-Government Relations 

Government-to-Government Relations as a foundational aspect to Native student success 

is largely missing from research. However, Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) have 

focused on fostering programs that culturally align with Tribal nations and support students’ 

preparation for future workforce positions after graduation. Through this pillar, opportunities for 

aligning educational and Tribal workforce needs can help identify and address curriculum gaps 

to support Tribal communities’ in-demand workforce needs and provide culturally relevant 

curriculum (Jacob & Johnson, 2020).  

The NSSPM functions as praxis, rather than just a theory. As a theoretical framework, the 

NSSPM highlights the foundational ideas and concepts of needed action within our institutions 
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of higher education, but highlights implementation as pivotal and action based. The SBCTC’s 

(n.d.-e) desire to create “cultures of belonging” and to be supporters of “economic justice in 

service to our diverse communities” highlights their institutional responsibility and collective 

values to implement the NSSPM framework. Subsequent chapters will expand on the four pillars 

that create the NSSPM theoretical framework and elaborate on implementation and best 

practices.  
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Chapter 2: Braiding of Knowledges - A Literature Review  

“The thing that has always been missing in Indian education, and is still missing, is Indians.” 

Vine Deloria (1991, p. 13) 

My research seeks to build, apply, and braid together knowledge from Indigenous 

scholars and authors who have come before me and contributed to the success of Native students 

across academia. The Native Student Success Praxis Model was created in community relations 

and built on the foundation of prior scholarship to uplift, advocate, and implement change in 

community and technical colleges across Washington State for Native students. Curated here is 

the braiding of the voices of scholars who have studied the impacts of historical, institutional, 

and systemic marginalization, educational sovereignty, and Native student success, as well as the 

current gaps in the literature. 

Foundational to this research is the historical context of the United States and American 

Indian relationships in regard to education, both past and present. Education and the history of its 

creation provide an in-depth look into the barriers Native students endure in academic 

institutions today. Investigating institutional and systemic marginalization through data and 

scholarly research will highlight the need to shift the ways academia approaches inclusivity 

through culturally responsive practices. Further provided is a comprehensive look into previous 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars and authors who offer foundational concepts, resources, 

and approaches that successfully support and retain Native students in higher education.  

Historical Marginalization  

Contextualizing the inquiry, settler colonialism has been a tool to dehumanize and 

subjugate Indigenous peoples around the world. Settler colonialism is a form of colonialism and 

is named through the physical act of removing the original inhabitants (Indigenous peoples) of a 
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place through force, enslavement, or annihilation for the purpose of a new society's settlement 

(Pewewardy et al., 2022; Risling Baldy, 2018). Wolfe (2006) problematizes the term settler 

colonialism, reminding scholars that settler colonialism is not a one-time event, but rather a 

structure.  

Archibald et al. (2019) state, “Colonization within Australia was contextualized through 

terra nullius. The colonizers believed that Aboriginal people had no boundaries/territory because 

we did not put up fences/brick walls. The colonizers assumed we did not exist” (p. 211). The 

many aspects of colonialism, political control, and economic exploitation of place through the 

policy and practice of control over another country has continued to plague our Indigenous 

communities and is accentuated through settlers’ forced subjugation and conquest (Archibald et 

al., 2019; Tuck & Yang, 2012). The enduring effects of colonialism reverberate through our 

communities, with historical policies of forced assimilation through education as a mechanism to 

erase our culture, language, and connection to place.  

To further understand these dynamics, it is helpful to examine how settler colonialism 

and forced assimilation influenced the Indian Boarding School era and subsequent systems of 

Indian education. Fundamentally, I aim to introduce the three eras of Indian education as 

elaborated and established by Grande (2015): Missionary Domination from the 16th to the 19th 

centuries, Federal Government Domination from the late 19th to the mid-20th centuries, and Self-

Determination from the late 20th century onward. Missionary domination involved establishing 

and creating church and state missionaries, as well as the creation of boarding ‘day’ schools. 

These “schools” were assimilation-led and driven, and utilized horrific tactics to strip away any 

Tribal and cultural identity. Children were forcibly taken from their families, beaten for speaking 

their languages, starved, and sexually abused and assaulted. White supremacy and superiority 
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were the narratives being pushed at the cost of young and innocent Indigenous children (Grande, 

2015; Jacobs & Johnson, 2020). 

      A transition in the approach to “Indian education” and a shift to federal government 

domination began in the late 19th century and continued into the mid-20th century. During this 

period, the Carlisle Indian Industrial School became the model school for Native children. There 

was a shift in pedagogy from western education to manual labor. This approach heavily invested 

in free labor and for-profit enterprises. Furthermore, this industrialization model gained 

popularity because it removed children from their homes and kept them in school until they aged 

out at 18 (Grande, 2015). According to Grande, “…the manual labor boarding school [was] the 

model of choice,” believed to be the most impactful as the “project of deculturalization” (p. 17). 

Grande also shared that the government “curriculum” focused on “teaching allegiance to the U.S. 

government, exterminating the use of Native languages, and destroying Indian customs, 

particularly Native religions” (p. 17).  

Fortunately, boarding schools began to be phased out. During the mid-20th century, the 

passage of the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act of 1975 returned Indian 

Education back to the control of the Tribes (Grande, 2015). Even though Tribal governments and 

communities had the authority to determine what Indian education would look like, off-

reservation schools still had and continue to retain control over the curriculum. Today’s 

curriculum still upholds white supremacy and westernized ideologies due to the lasting effects 

and continued legacy of colonialism, deeming Indigenous knowledges as invalid unless proven 

through western sciences (Archibald et al., 2019; Minthorn & Shotton, 2018; Patel, 2016; Smith, 

2012; Windchief & San Pedro, 2019).  
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Institutional & Systemic Marginalization  

Lumbee Scholar Bryan Brayboy (2005) developed a theoretical framework, Tribal 

Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit), to examine issues facing Native communities in the United 

States. TribalCrit includes nine tenets, the first of which states, “colonization is endemic to 

society” (Brayboy, 2005, p. 429). Colonization created the foundation for education, and 

westernized systems of education continue today, attempting to colonize knowledge through the 

erasure of Indigenous knowledges, pedagogy, and history.  

Native American students represent 0.7% of all students in postsecondary institutions 

(Postsecondary, 2023). Rather than viewing Native student college attendance from a deficit 

perspective (Minthorn & Shotton, 2018), where blame is placed on Native communities, I view 

the lack of Native students attending college as a result of institutions pushing Native students 

out due to the lack of culturally relevant resources, lack of Native American faculty and staff, 

and lack of culturally relevant curricula (Lowery, 2022). In effect, these institutions are 

responsible for failing to create safe places and spaces for Native students, and in doing so, 

harming Native students. 

Systemic and institutional racism and marginalization plague higher education 

institutions, resulting in marginalization of Native students, denial of Tribal knowledges as valid, 

stereotypes perpetuated and reinforced through negative imagery and omission of Indigenous 

knowledges in curricula, and a lack of Native American faculty and staff, acts that render Native 

peoples invisible in higher education (Fryberg & Eason, 2017; KXRO News Radio, 2024; 

Leavitt et al., 2015; National Endowment for the Humanities, 2021; Patel, 2016; Washington 

State Board, 2024). Patel (2016) argues that white supremacy is maintained and supported 

through settlers’ rhetoric and logic, which denies and erases Tribal knowledges, cultures, and 
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histories, replacing them with eurocentric and western ideals of knowing and doing. Patel refers 

to this approach as the “erase and replace” method. 

Attending a single workshop or training will not make non-Native faculty members 

knowledgeable enough to Indigenize their curriculum, center Indigenous knowledges, or 

sufficiently produce a culturally relevant curriculum inclusive of Tribal sovereignty, Tribal 

centered epistemologies, ontologies, or axiologies. As colleges begin to engage with the work of 

Indigenizing curricula and curricular revisions, there is the potential for overburdening 

Indigenous faculty and reinforcing the belief that Indigenous faculty should lead these efforts 

(Gaudry & Lorenz, 2019).  

According to Minthorn and Shotton (2018), 

Research in the academy often represents a continued form of oppression and 

colonization for Indigenous scholars, whose voices are marginalized, and perspectives as 

Indigenous people are challenged. Gatekeepers within the academy maintain rules and 

methods that continue to colonize and oppress Indigenous scholars and populations. 

Scholars have long criticized the privileging of non-Indigenous scholars as “experts” on 

Native education. (p. 9) 

The unfortunate mistakes I have witnessed during my time as a Faculty Learning Community 

Facilitator, as an Indigenous curriculum designer, and professional development trainer to 

humanities faculty, are that non-Native faculty only validate Indigenous knowledges if they have 

been proven valid through the use of western science. I have also seen faculty create a module on 

Indigenous medicines while placing a disclaimer at the top of the model, advising students not to 

use any of these medicines and to see a physician if needed. Such wording reinforces the 

hierarchical order of western medicine over Indigenous medicinal practices, thus upholding 
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white supremacy. Native students should not have to defend their cultural customs, protocols, or 

knowledge within classrooms, or be ostracized through the upholding of western ideologies. 

Academic institutions continue to produce harm by the denial of Indigenous knowledges and 

epistemologies in classrooms when reinforcing standards of western beliefs as superior. These 

forms of exclusion are illustrated through systemic marginalization, bias, and racism. 

According to the Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges’ 

(SBCTC) (n.d.-d) data for 2022-23, American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) faculty and 

staff represented 132 full-time, part-time, classified, and exempt positions, while non-Hispanic 

White’s represented 13,161 positions. For each AIAN employee, there were approximately 100 

White employees. During the 2024-2025 school year, AIAN faculty and staff increased to 157, 

and non-Hispanic White faculty and staff increased to 14,308. For each AIAN employee, there 

were approximately 91 White employees. Although representation has slightly improved for 

AIAN faculty and staff, the disparity remains extreme (SBCTC, n.d.-d).  

In addition to the lack of AIAN faculty in postsecondary institutions, there is a lack of 

positive Native imagery and culturally relevant art. Unfortunately, harmful imagery, such as 

Indian mascots, still appears in some of these places and reinforces the idea that these institutions 

were not created for Native peoples. According to Maillet (2022), the use of harmful imagery 

fosters microaggressions that impact student learning and the overall college experience. 

Although the state of Washington passed Substitute House Bill 1356 in 2021, prohibiting the use 

of Native American names, images, and symbols for public school mascots, team names, and 

logos, institutions of higher education were not referenced in this bill (Washington State 

Legislature, 2021). Fortunately, none of the higher education institutions in Washington State are 

using harmful mascots, logos, or symbols; however, posters and other Native American imagery 
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found in these institutions reinforce the stereotype that Native peoples are “frozen in time” 

(Leavitt et al., 2015) through the sole use of historical Tribal images. The omission of 

contemporary Tribal images renders Native peoples as relics of the past, thereby reinforcing 

harmful stereotypes.  

As discussed, Native students face significant challenges and barriers in navigating 

institutions of higher education, including systemic marginalization as evidenced by a lack of 

positive representation, curricula, imagery, and Native faculty and staff (Fryberg & Eason, 2017; 

Gervais et al., 2017; Guillory & Wolverton, 2016; Tachine et al., 2017; Tippeconnic Fox, 2005; 

Waterman, 2023). In order to support the success, retention, and completion of Native students in 

higher education, academic institutions need to make a cultural shift and begin the work of 

Indigenizing the academy.  

Decolonizing Education: Indigenizing the Academy   

Throughout my educational journey, I have been taught from a western approach, 

removed from the land and placed inside a classroom. I was taught about manifest destiny, 

glorified as progress, and western accounts of the “Indian” wars masked as bravery from the lens 

of white soldiers, rendering Indians as savages. Even today, most history books written by non-

Native historians focus on Indian genocide, documenting the atrocities, and profiting from our 

death. However, as Indigenous leaders and scholars continue to reclaim and redefine education, 

we are seeing a transformation and rebirth of educational sovereignty and resurgence of 

decolonial practices in education (Absolon, 2022; Archibald et al., 2019; Barnes, 2008; Bear & 

Tippeconnic, 2015; Chrona, 2022; Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004; M’Lot & Ferguson, 2022; 

Pewewardy et al., 2022). 
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      The process of decolonizing higher education requires a critical awareness of the 

historical and structural oppression of Indigenous peoples (Styres, 2019). Styres discusses the 

hardships of decolonization, stating, “There is a general unwillingness to engage in the 

uncomfortable process of decolonization because decolonizing is an unsettling process of 

shifting and unraveling the tangled colonial relations of power and privilege” (p. 30). To disrupt 

colonial systems of hierarchy, institutions of higher education must be committed to 

decolonization. 

      Efforts to dismantle systemic barriers require a holistic approach, expanding to all areas 

of the academy. Bear and Tippeconnic (2015) discuss decolonial praxis through Indigenous 

community-led collaborations to establish educational programs that are beneficial for 

Indigenous students. Engaging in a decolonial praxis requires “... decolonizing the systems of a 

solely Western worldview education and specifically developing culturally responsive education 

systems to replace assimilationist models of education. It is considered imperative to the cultural 

sovereignty and survival of Indigenous communities” (Bear & Tippeconnic, 2015, p. 5).  

Indigenous education recognizes that the land and water are our first teachers – they 

inform our epistemologies and ontologies, which ground us to a place and contain our creation 

stories and language (Simpson, 2017; Smith et al., 2019). Scholars dedicated to decolonizing 

education emphasize the need to incorporate traditional stories into curriculum. Archibald 

(2008b) introduced Storywork as a foundational concept to help guide us back to our traditional 

ways of teaching. Archibald defines Storywork as a theoretical framework that encompasses 

seven principles: respect, responsibility, reverence, reciprocity, holism, interrelatedness, and 

synergy. These seven principles describe our holistic and interconnected relationship to land, 

story, and language. 
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Our epistemologies and ontologies ground us to a place and encompass our relations to 

all things, human and non-human. Connection and remembrance call forth community 

continuity, where “[s]torying through remembered and recognized knowledges are one of the 

ways that oral traditions may serve to disrupt dominant Western conceptualizations and re-

tellings of the tangled histories of colonial relations” (Styres, 2019, p. 28). Seeking to decolonize 

education and Indigenize the academy is the work of returning to our traditional teachings, 

making intentional space for Native students to thrive through cultural knowledge rather than 

assimilative tactics of western-based education. As we continue the journey of Indigenizing the 

academy, we are also reclaiming our inherent right and sovereignty to the land. As Indigenous 

peoples, our creation comes from the earth, and our creation stories define who we are. 

These kinds of teachings have been obsolete and purposely rejected in western 

educational institutions. Deloria and Wildcat (2001) describe the painful experiences of Native 

students in western educational settings, where Traditional or Tribal knowledges are considered 

“wrong” unless studied and validated through western systems. Despite the inherent colonial 

nature of educational institutions, Indigenous scholars understand the importance of education, 

and the value placed on college degree holders from a western standpoint. Indigenous scholars 

have been pushing back and intentionally making room for our knowledge systems, histories, 

and voices to be included in these spaces. 

Building Community and Support 

      Indigenous Programs. A successful Native student success model involves creating 

Indigenous programs and cohorts, where the course content is grounded in Indigenous 

knowledges and government-to-government partnerships (Archibald, 2015; Jacob & Johnson, 

2020; Rosiek & Snyder, 2020). Additionally, cohort models are successful as they intentionally 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

31 

 

create community, due to the structure of students remaining together as they navigate the same 

class schedules. Indigenous cohort models reflect a majority of classmates who are Indigenous, 

working with Indigenous populations, or working in Tribal governments (Minthorn, 2022; 

Minthorn et al., 2021).  

Tribal Colleges and Universities. Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) were 

established to provide culturally relevant spaces for Indigenous students where their cultures are 

reflected throughout. TCUs offer workforce education, trade certification, and associate degree 

programs, and some even offer bachelors, masters, and doctoral programs. TCUs are acclaimed 

for their culturally relevant curricula and the centering of Indigenous teachings, wisdom, and 

languages, aligning their goals with the needs of their students and the broader Tribal 

communities (American Indian College Fund (AICF), n.d.; Youngbull, 2022).   

A core mission of TCUs is nation-building, which emphasizes the importance of working 

in relation with Tribal communities for the mutual benefit of cultural preservation and 

revitalization, and focusing on the core values of language, history, and cultures (Guillory, 

2013). Guillory shared that Tribal Colleges are typically called on by non-Tribal colleges and 

universities to establish partnerships, but tend to lack meaningful relationships. Instead, many of 

these relationships are based on convenience or motivated by self-interest as TCUs are often 

sought out as "attractive partners for the wrong reason” (p. 102), by colleges and universities 

seeking opportunities to secure grants, or other funding sources, without regard to the 

disproportionate amount of funding available to TCUs. Many institutions seeking to partner with 

TCUs continue to operate under false assumptions and harmful stereotypes that TCUs lack rigor 

and quality scholarship (Guillory, 2013).  
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While TCUs offer an exemplary design for Native student success, they also face a lack 

of Native faculty. Although TCUs serve a majority Native student population, Native faculty 

represent “less than half (43%) of the total faculty body across all Tribal colleges” (Youngbull, 

2022, p. 90). Twenty-one percent of Native faculty in Tribal Colleges hold a master’s degree 

compared to 32% of non-Native faculty, and 4% of Native faculty hold doctoral degrees 

compared to 14% of non-Native faculty (Youngbull, 2022). Although these data are only 

representative of TCU faculty, they highlight discrepancies in degree attainment between Native 

and non-Native faculty, even in Tribal college settings, and the work needed to support Native 

students throughout their educational journey. 

Support. Ward et al. (2020) identified several areas of effective strategies that support 

the retention of Native students in STEM education: mentoring, research experience, peer 

learning, and Indigenous values. Similar approaches have been identified in Native Student 

Affairs, STEM education, and Indigenous education, emphasizing the importance of relevant 

aspects of teaching Indigenous students through building caring relationships, showing respect to 

their cultural perspectives, values, and contributions, and maintaining high expectations of their 

performance (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Martin & Thunder, 2013; Ward et al., 2020). 

 Additionally, supporting the retention and persistence of Native students on college 

campuses is tied to the campus climate. According to Youngbull (2018a), “... there are several 

studies on American Indian students retention and persistence that have identified nonpersistence 

factors that are linked to the campus racial climate, including feelings of invisibility and/or 

isolation and a lack of sense of belonging on campus” (p.127). Native students need spaces of 

belonging on campuses, tying directly to their retention and persistence rates (Springer et al., 

2013; Youngbull, 2018b). 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

33 

 

Acknowledging that academia is intimidating, Harjo (2015) advises students to conquer 

their intimidation and seek out college resources, like support programs, advisors, and 

counselors. Suggesting students to get involved with on campus activities, Native clubs, and 

culturally relevant events offers opportunities for community building and support. Moreover, 

taking on leadership opportunities offers important life skills and is helpful when seeking 

scholarships (Harjo, 2015).   

Conclusion: Summary & Identified Gaps 

Braiding of Knowledges: A Literature Review offers a critical examination of 

colonization, historical policies, assimilationist tactics, and the broader scope of Indian 

education. As many Native scholars and academics have illustrated, historical wrongdoings 

continue to impact Native students. Through the lens of decolonization, we can uplift Tribal 

students to become change agents to support community revitalization, resurgence, and cultural 

continuity. Unfortunately, there is a gap in the literature regarding holistic ways of supporting 

Native college students, particularly Native students attending community and technical colleges. 

Community and technical colleges serve as key entry points to college for Native students as 

they are in close proximity to reservations and more affordable than four-year institutions. 

While research discusses the importance of Indigenizing curriculum and pedagogy, most 

publications focus on community involvement. However, to ensure proper protocol is followed 

and to establish mutual goals and outcomes, academic institutions should be partnering with 

Tribal governments. These relationships should be reciprocal in nature and recognize and respect 

Tribal sovereignty. However, the focus tends to be on a single aspect of the problem, rather than 

addressing multiple factors holistically and simultaneously. As a result, structural praxis models 

are rarely proposed. Through the development of a structural praxis model, a holistic approach 
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will strengthen Native student support and ensure successful pathways throughout their academic 

journey. 

Chapter 3 will explore Indigenous theories and methodologies employed in the 

development and implementation of a Native Student Success Praxis Model. Emphasis will be 

placed on Indigenous methodologies as they encompass relationality, reciprocity, and 

community-centered approaches to Native student success. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3: Indigenous Methodologies & Theoretical Frameworks  
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“Respect, reciprocity and responsibility are key features of any healthy relationship and must be 

included in an Indigenous methodology” (Wilson, 2008, p. 77). 

Seeking to transform the historical and contemporary systems of colonialism that 

continue to marginalize Indigenous students in academia (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015), this study 

developed the Native Student Success Praxis Model (NSSPM) as a theoretical framework to 

support Washington State community and technical colleges (CTCs) to better serve Indigenous 

students. Western approaches to education continue to hinder Native students’ ability to thrive in 

academia (Tuck & Yang, 2012). The conceptualization of the NSSPM provides a holistic 

approach to support the success of Native students in CTCs. 

Employing an Indigenous research methodology necessitates the inclusion of community 

voice to ensure relational accountability, respect, reciprocity, and responsibility (Wilson, 2008). 

Creating a theoretical framework that aids in the success of Native American students in 

Washington State’s community and technical colleges must be inclusive of the local Tribal 

communities' voices and the voices of Native peoples working within the college system where 

the NSSPM will be implemented. Relational accountability emphasizes the importance of 

acknowledging that the researcher is accountable to the communities the research is being 

conducted in and with (Wilson, 2008). 

This applied qualitative research, which was reviewed and approved by the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) in the University of Washington’s Human Subjects Division (see Appendix 

A), utilized relational accountability as a theoretical framework and a decolonizing praxis. In 

doing so, I developed a tangible model that colleges can adapt and implement at their respective 

institutions. This chapter details the theoretical frameworks used in this study as well as the 
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purpose and methodology, including research questions, participants, recruitment, data 

collection, and data analysis. 

Indigenous Theoretical Frameworks 

Creating a theoretical framework offers a holistic grounding, structure, and approach to 

understand the various relations between concepts, theories, and research (Labaree, 2025; 

Paskevicius, 2025). Significant research has been gathered, collected, and synthesized on various 

areas of Native American student success. Many scholars have developed theoretical frameworks 

(Banks, 1989; Brayboy, 2005; Craig, 2020; Pewewardy et al., 2022; Yellow Bird, 1998) to frame 

their conceptual practice and work, and to engage in transformative, action-based approaches 

(Banks, 1989). However, a holistic approach has not been developed that provides 

comprehensive wraparound support for Native American students in community and technical 

colleges.  

Several Indigenous scholars’ research influenced my decision to create the NSSPM.  

Māori scholar, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) wrote the groundbreaking book, Decolonizing 

Methodologies, which offers an ethical theoretical framework for conducting research with and 

in Indigenous communities. In this book, Smith highlights the damage and harm created through 

western, extractive, practices and approaches to research. Similarly, Opaskwayak Cree scholar, 

Shawn Wilson (2008) wrote Research is Ceremony, grounding research through the belief, 

protocol, and care of being in ceremony. Using the word research as a synonym for ceremony 

situates research in a series of protocols and a raised state of consciousness. Through respect, 

reciprocity, and responsibility, research can be conducted in a good way and handled with great 

care (Wilson, 2008). The notion of research as ceremony demonstrates the serious nature of 

engaging in research. Similarly, Risling Baldy (2018) describes the reawakening of the Flower 
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Dance Ceremony in Hupa, which “… embodied the theoretical framework for healing, 

reclaiming Native feminisms, and effecting decolonization” (p. 126). By situating the Flower 

Dance Ceremony as an Indigenous theoretical framework of healing, reclamation of Native 

feminisms, and decolonization, the embodiment of research as ceremony becomes empowering 

and transformative. 

Pewewardy et al. (2022) created the Transformational Indigenous Praxis Model (TIPM), 

which provides a decolonizing framework and method for educators. The TIPM is an approach 

that unsettles settler-colonial education through the integration of Indigenous knowledge 

systems, values, and worldviews and the transformation of existing power structures in academia 

that typically centers whiteness and western ideologies. Likewise, this research was grounded in 

the disruption of western education as the sole model of teaching and knowledge, demonstrating 

the importance of decolonization and culturally responsive education. 

The theoretical frameworks and decolonial praxis model mentioned above influenced my 

approach to this research. By creating a theoretical framework, this research offers a holistic 

approach to support the success of Native students. Designing the NSSPM for community and 

technical colleges provides a structured approach and an application of knowledge that supports 

learning from place, in ways that are culturally relevant and responsive. 

Research Questions  

The purpose of this applied research study was to address the ongoing systemic 

marginalization of Native American students in Washington State’s 34 Community and 

Technical Colleges by identifying and supporting effective wraparound services. The 

following research questions guided this study: 
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1. What components of student support are being overlooked in efforts to support Native 

American students in Washington State community and technical colleges? 

2. How can structural and institutional change be implemented in community and 

technical colleges to better support Native American students? 

3. How can an Indigenous, culturally responsive, theoretical framework be developed to 

support Native American students in community and technical colleges? 

Research question 1 sought to identify areas in which CTCs in Washington State are falling short 

in providing culturally responsive practices and approaches to effectively serve Native American 

students. While research question 2 moved toward praxis, it was intended to shape how structural 

and institutional change can best be implemented within the CTCs. Research question 3 

supported the development of the NSSPM as a theoretical framework, targeting several areas 

overlooked in supporting students and offering wraparound support for Native students, inside 

and outside of the classroom. 

Participants 

Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Board 

      The Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Board (IHEAB) was developed to ensure 

relational accountability, respect, and relationality in the creation of the NSSPM. The IHEAB 

participants serve as the embodiment of community voice and input, as the NSSPM was 

developed in consultation with community members. The creation of the IHEAB provided 

ethical consultation and relational accountability with Tribal communities in the state of 

Washington and within the state’s community and technical colleges.  

Through the creation of the IHEAB, this research was community-led and guided, 

acknowledging government-to-government relationships. Community and technical colleges in 
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Washington State serve Tribal communities and students; designing a theoretical framework 

meant to support Tribal students required Tribal input. The creation of the IHEAB embodied a 

decolonial praxis through community-guided feedback and input. 

Participant Recruitment  

The members of the IHEAB were selected through several contributing factors, ensuring 

that participants had, or have, experience working within a Washington state community and 

technical college, and/or are a local Tribal community member with higher education experience 

or professional experience working in academia. Their expertise in higher education, Tribal 

government, and/or supporting Tribal students provided ethical consultation and assessment to 

ensure relational and communal accountability. All of the participants selected to participate in 

this study are Indigenous. Participants were selected to represent different areas of the theoretical 

framework, and represented one or more of the following: 

·    CTC Faculty  

·    CTC Staff 

·    Retired SBCTC Employee 

·    Tribal Elder / Community Member 

·    Local Tribal Leader 

Participants were selected through community connections and professional working 

relations. Ten outreach emails (see Appendix B) were sent, with seven individuals agreeing to 

participate in the study. Participants’ ages varied between 35 and 77. Participants represented 

various Tribes and Tribal communities, including Navajo, Colville, Quechua, Gwich’in, 

Chehalis, and Squaxin Island. Three of the participants had earned master’s degrees, three had 

earned PhDs, one earned their Ed.D., and one participant received a Ph.C. Some participants 
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chose to remain anonymous, and their names have been replaced by pseudonyms. Demographic 

information for the participants is provided in Table 1 below. 

Table 1 Demographic Information of Participants 

Name/Pseudonym Age Race/Ethnicity Tribal 

Affiliation 

Occupation Education 

Level 

Mutton 49 AI/AN Navajo CTC Faculty Ph.D. 

Camas 69 AI/AN Colville Retired 

Education 

Ph.C. 

Naomi Bender 52 Indigenous Quechua CTC Tribal 

Relations 

Ph.D. 

Claire McKinley 35 AI/AN Colville 

(descendant) 

CTC Faculty Ph.D. 

Caribou 

 

42 AI/AN 

                   

Gwich’in 

 

CTC Dean 

 

Ed.D. 

 

Yvonne 

 

77 AI/AN Chehalis Faculty  Masters 

Kris Peters 49 AI/AN Squaxin 

Island 

Chairman Masters 

  Participants were contacted and recruited via email (Appendix B). Emails included a 

consent form (Appendix C), which individuals signed and returned if they agreed to be a member 

of the IHEAB and consented to an interview. The consent form provided participants with an 

overview of the project, including semi-structured conversational interviews and collaborative 

discussions on the NSSPM theoretical framework. The consent form also advised individuals 

that participation in the project was voluntary and that they had the right to withdraw at any time. 

Consent forms included a section on confidentiality and the right to use a pseudonym. Once 
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participants returned completed consent forms with signatures, I also signed the forms and sent 

PDF copies back to the participants. 

Data Context and Analysis Process  

The IHEAB members participated in semi-structured conversational interviews. Utilizing 

a semi-structured approach permits participants the freedom to naturally share their experience 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2015; University of South Carolina, 2021). Often, in western research, the 

scope of the study takes a reductionist approach and seeks to isolate an experience, issue, 

problem, etc. However, giving the participants the opportunity to share story allows for a 

decolonizing methodology and Indigenous praxis to data collection (Absolon, 2022; Louie et al., 

2017; Smith, 2012; Tuck & McKenzie, 2015). 

While Wilson (2008) shares the 3Rs - Respect, Reciprocity, and Responsibility - as a key 

feature in an Indigenous methodology, Archibald (2008b) recommends the inclusion of a fourth 

R, Relevance. Continuing to push back against western ways of conducting research, Archibald’s 

fourth R seeks to answer the core question of why. Why are we doing this research, and who is it 

for? Archibald also utilizes an Indigenous research methodology, Storytelling, which provides 

scholars the opportunity to showcase their positionality and their relation to their research 

(Absolon, 2022; Archibald, 2008b; Archibald et al., 2019; Brayboy, 2005). According to 

Archibald et al. (2019), “Storytelling is an act of sovereignty that reinforces Indigenous identity, 

values, and worldviews” (p. 175). Through storytelling, we challenge the dominant narrative of 

institutions telling us to remove ourselves from our research. Story as method provides ways to 

gather and share knowledge and reasserts our voices, perspectives, and lived experiences. 

(Archibald et al., 2019). 
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‘Storytelling as method’ also demonstrates the importance of data sovereignty. As 

described by Quinless (2022), data sovereignty “…seeks to protect Indigenous knowledge that is 

based on Indigenous peoples’, communities’, and Nations’ own terms” (p. 117). This protects 

Indigenous knowledges and communities while also allowing for context and the use of story to 

share data results and outcomes. Additionally, data sovereignty supports the move away from 

deficit-based data, which reinforces negative stereotypes and harms Indigenous peoples and 

communities (Fryberg & Eason, 2017; Patel, 2016; Smith, 2012). 

Data as Storytelling 

Data as storytelling (see Figure 2) was facilitated through semi-structured conversational 

interviews. Participants were able to provide contextual teachings and offer a more holistic view 

of what I initially believed necessary or relevant. Further, through story and Storywork 

(Archibald, 2008b), participants were able to share what they felt was necessary for me, as the 

researcher, to hear.  

Interview lengths varied, with the majority lasting approximately an hour and a couple 

lasting 2.5 hours. Six interviews were conducted online via Zoom, and two interviews were held 

in person at the Northwest Indian College, Nisqually site. Each interview was recorded using a 

Soundcore recording and transcribing device. All interviews were secured through password-

protected files and folders. Participants who chose to remain anonymous are logged using their 

pseudonyms and were given a culturally relevant traditional food name, honoring where they 

come from. 
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Figure 2  

Data as Storytelling 

 

The interviews served multiple purposes. The purpose of the beginning portion of the 

interviews was to hear participants’ experiences in higher education - what supported their 

experience and what was lacking. The end of the interview was an opportunity for each 

participant to review the NSSPM theoretical framework I had developed through prior research 

and data. Participants were offered time to critique, comment, share, and/or challenge what was 

created. There were six interview questions: 

1.  Please share your name, age, tribal affiliation, and highest degree earned 

2.  Can you share about your personal experience in higher education? 

3.  What supported your success in academia, and what was missing that could have 

better supported you? 

4.  What systems, programs, or practices have you seen that successfully support 

Native students? 
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5.  If you had all the resources you needed, how would you design a college that truly 

supports Native students? 

6.  Based on your experience and knowledge, do you see anything missing from this 

framework that would be important to include? 

The interview questions were designed to highlight participants' personal experiences in higher 

education and to offer insight, stories, framing, and relational accountability. The information 

provided in the interviews helped to identify supports, gaps, and programs that could later be 

represented in the NSSPM. Interviewees were also offered time to discuss, critique, and approve 

the NSSPM. 

Data Analysis 

      All interviews were transcribed using the Soundcore voice recorder. This device is paired 

with an app that connects to smart phones and transcribes each interview recorded. The 

Soundcore app includes voice recognition software, which is reflected in the transcript as ‘voice 

1’ and ‘voice 2’ with edit capabilities to specify names. Additionally, the Soundcore software 

documents pauses through timestamps creating ease when needing to review the voice recording 

for clarification. Each participant had the opportunity to review and approve their interview as 

written in Chapter 4, and request edits, redactions, or further clarification. Each inquiry was 

taken seriously, and all edits were made at the participant’s request. 

       For this research, I employed a Narrative Inquiry Approach, where data is presented as 

story (Creswell & Poth, 2025; University of South Carolina, 2021). Further, themes were 

gathered and used to contextualize the NSSPM. Keeping participant stories whole was an 

important practice that honored each interviewee’s story and educational experience. 
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The first two questions out of the total six interview questions created the Storytelling as 

Data portion of the research, to allow participants to share what they felt was necessary to share: 

1) Please share your name, age, Tribal affiliation, and highest degree earned, and 2) Can you 

share about your personal experience in higher education? The last four interview questions 

were used to identify common themes for each of the four NSSMP pillars: 3) What supported 

your success in academia, and what was missing that could have better supported you; 4)What 

systems, programs, or practices have you seen that successfully support Native students; 5) If 

you had all the resources you needed, how would you design a college that truly supports Native 

students; and 6) Based on your experience and knowledge, do you see anything missing from this 

framework that would be important to include? The themes identified were added to the NSSPM 

theoretical framework.  

The Soundcore device was used to extract themes from each interview, which were added 

to the theoretical framework and to each pillar: Spaces of Belonging, Indigenizing Curriculum, 

Native Faculty and Staff, and Government-to-Government Relations. Quotes from interviews 

were included for context and to strengthen the integrity of the NSSPM. 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

46 

 

Limitations 

The NSSPM theoretical framework was created to provide support systems for Native 

American students in community and technical colleges (CTCs). However, interviews were not 

conducted with current Native Students due to the time constraints, and lack of stating this in the 

IRB process. The Native student population would have been a key targeted population to 

engage with for this research, as a contemporary viewpoint of their experiences in CTCs. Access 

to the college's Native American student population could potentially flag the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act and would have been a longer process to ensure the 

protection of Native students. The deficiency of currently enrolled Native students at CTCs 

participants involved in this research was a limitation. 

Another limitation of this study is the limited representation of Tribal leaders. While 

there are 29 federally recognized Tribes in Washington state, and additional Tribes with 

traditional territory in the states boundaries, only one Tribal leader participated in this study. 

Each Tribal government is unique, with its own priorities, needs, and interests and the lack of 

Tribal leadership representation leaves constructive feedback and perspectives from Tribal 

representatives extremely limited. The limited participation of Tribal leaders is influenced in part 

by the significant responsibilities they hold in governing their nations, which often results in 

limited availability for research engagement. As a result, opportunities to incorporate broader 

Tribal leadership perspectives and feedback were constrained, representing an important 

limitation of this study. 

Furthermore, most participants in this study were over the age of 42, with the youngest 

being 35 years old, resulting in a significant generational gap. While times are changing and 

education systems are shifting, identifying new, current, emerging, or ongoing barriers or 
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positive changes could have led to changes in the theoretical framework. The lack of 

generational knowledge was a limitation. 

Conclusion 

Engaging in Indigenous research requires great care and responsibility from the 

researcher, ensuring that no harm is done during or after the research concludes (Smith, 2008). 

Often absent from western concepts of research are the relevance and importance of 

accountability, responsibility, and care that go into conducting research. Grounding this study 

through the lens of research as ceremony (Wilson, 2008) creates a dynamic component of 

responsibility and accountability, and a decolonial praxis where Storytelling becomes 

methodology.  

Data tells a story, and researchers have the opportunity to engage in storytelling to define 

an issue or highlight success. Conducting research as a ceremony puts into perspective the 

seriousness of responsibility, relevance, reciprocity, and respect for those we are engaging within 

this relationship (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; Wilson, 2008). The creation of the IHEAB 

ensured this research was grounded in community, respect, and relational accountability. Further, 

the creation of the NSSPM theoretical framework will provide a culturally responsive model for 

community and technical colleges. The data collected highlight the importance of systemic 

change needed for Native students. 

Chapter 4 will discuss the data collected to contextualize the need for the NSSPM and 

offer findings regarding what is missing, what is needed, and what changes need to be made to 

the NSSPM. Data analysis revealed themes for each of the four pillars - Spaces of Belonging, 

Indigenizing Curriculum, Native Faculty and Staff, Government to Government Relations - of 
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the NSSPM and were added as an additional layer of the theoretical framework, meant to offer a 

more comprehensive understanding of Native student success. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

49 

 

Chapter 4: Storytelling as Data 

“We have three ears to listen with, two on the sides of our head and one in our heart.” 

Stó:lo Tribal Member (Archibald, 2008b, p. 76) 

 Grounding this research through the lens of Indigenous methodology and decolonial 

praxis, semi-structured conversational interviews were conducted with members of the 

Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Board (IHEAB). The IHEAB was created for this study 

to ensure ethical collaboration and consultation, and relational accountability of the Native 

Student Success Praxis Model (NSSPM), a theoretical framework created to support the success 

of Native American Students in community and technical colleges in Washington State. 

Members of IHEAB shared stories of their lived experience grounded through the lens of 

education and concluded with a critique of the NSSPM. Offering suggestions, thoughts, and 

lingering sentiments on how the NSSPM framework targets Native student success, participants 

further illustrated facets of the conversations they had within the interview. With the support of 

the IHEAB, the NSSPM was validated as a positive theoretical framework for colleges to 

implement for strong support of Native students. 

The research questions created, guided this study and answers three questions: 1) What 

components of student support are being overlooked in efforts to support Native American 

students in Washington State community and technical colleges?; 2) How can structural and 

institutional change be implemented in community and technical colleges to better support 

Native American students?; and 3) How can an Indigenous, culturally responsive, theoretical 

framework be developed to support Native American students in community and technical 

colleges? IHEAB participants were recruited based on their experience, efforts, or work aligning 

with Native American student success, or work within the community and technical colleges 
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system. I also sought to include local Tribal Leaders or Elders. Some of the participants met 

several of the criteria listed. Ensuring the participants had a connection to the community and 

technical colleges was essential. Including Tribal members was also a priority. 

The remainder of Chapter 4 uses a Narrative Inquiry approach (Creswell & Poth, 2025; 

University of South Carolina, 2021), sharing stories of IHEAB participants lived experience and 

interconnectedness to their education and educational journey. Following the narrative portion of 

the data, themes will be explored to highlight commonalities between the IHEAB members’ 

stories. The final section will focus on how participants' interviews and the themes identified 

contextualize the NSSPM theoretical framework.  

Narrative Inquiry Approach 

 A total of seven people joined the IHEAB. Each participant engaged with this study 

through their consent for an interview. Each story is unique and highlights survivance, resilience, 

perseverance, and continuity. I employed a Narrative Inquiry approach (Creswell & Poth, 2025; 

University of South Carolina, 2021) and chose to keep interviewees’ stories whole in order to 

honor the stories shared. I also worked to ensure that private or deeply personal stories remained 

confidential. The order of the interviews below follows the order in which participants were 

interviewed.  

There were six interview questions that were offered to guide the conversations:  

1. Please share your name, age, Tribal affiliation, and highest degree earned.  

2. Can you share about your personal experience in higher education?  

3. What supported your success in academia, and what was missing that could have 

better supported you?  
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4. What systems, programs, or practices have you seen that successfully support Native 

students?  

5. If you had all the resources you needed, how would you design a college that truly 

supports Native students?  

6. Based on your experience and knowledge, do you see anything missing from this 

framework that would be important to include?  

Due to the semi-structured conversational nature of the interviews, follow-up questions were 

sometimes asked or additional conversations took place. Interviewees were encouraged to share 

what they felt necessary to share.  

Responses to Research Questions 1 and 2 

 The following section presents responses to the first two interview questions:  1. Please 

share your name, age, Tribal affiliation, and highest degree earned, and 2. Can you share about 

your personal experience in higher education? Framing the interviewees’ personal stories in this 

format shifts data into a decolonial praxis, thus employing Storytelling as data.  

 Dr. Naomi Bender. Dr. Bender is an Indigenous Quechua scholar. She is the Director of 

Tribal Relations at the Spokane Colleges, in Spokane, Washington. Her educational background 

is in the education field. She earned her Ph.D. in Teaching and Learning with a focus on 

curriculum development and Indigenous medical education.  

 Dr. Bender shared the struggles she faced in higher education and stated that when she 

first attended a four-year institution she was only 18 years old and right out of high school. She 

was also a single mom and school was three hours away from her home. She spoke about the 

isolation she felt, lack of support, and an unfamiliarity with navigating a four-year institution, 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

52 

 

despite her mother receiving a two-year degree. The systems were very different. She also lacked 

guidance regarding financial aid and institutional navigation.  

She shared that she failed her first year at college:   

I didn't know anyone where I was going. I was three hours from home. I felt stuck and 

isolated. I didn't have any friends where I went… And I failed. I didn't know anything 

about financial aid. I didn't have help. 

However, after leaving college and moving back home for a year, Dr. Bender went back to 

school. Despite still feeling under prepared, she taught herself how to navigate the college 

system and leaned on other people and peers, eventually joining student clubs.  

Dr. Bender also spoke to the importance and value of the mentors she had, sharing, “and 

if it wasn't for the mentor that I had who was Native American, and another professor there, and 

a group of friends who lifted me up, I wouldn't be where I am today.”  There were a couple of 

advisors who mentored her and supported her in registering for “good” classes. One of these 

classes is where she met a Native American professor who became an important mentor to her 

and encouraged her to continue on to graduate school. She shared that non-Native peers also 

helped her navigate the college system:  

I had to figure it out on my own or ask friends who had honestly more social and cultural 

capital than I did, who came from honestly white families or families who had degrees 

and knew what they were doing in the system.  

After graduating, Dr. Bender “became the first Indigenous female state trooper in the history of 

the North Dakota Highway Patrol since 1935.” The conversation then shifted as she shared that 

her Indigenous grandmother passed away in 2009, which led to her desire to focus on Indigenous 
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health after witnessing the systemic and oppressive issues in the health system for Indigenous 

people.  

Dr. Bender also discussed her desire to pursue a doctoral degree and how that led to her 

career in higher education:   

…there wasn't research and work being done at a high level in medical education. And as 

somebody who was witnessing it on a daily basis, I wanted to try to make change in not 

just programmatic ways, but in faculty ways. So I chose the doctorate I did on purpose 

and felt like I could do both administrative work and faculty type work. So that's why I 

chose the doctorate I did… I started mentoring and advising Native students, over 200 

students a year. And then I started working with tribal youth and I loved it. I've been in 

my career for almost 30 years now and built tons of programs, both in the Midwest and 

then now here in the Pacific Northwest, for Native health. (personal communication, 

April 2, 2026) 

Once in her doctoral program, Dr. Bender “saw a lot of systemic racism and oppression 

on a higher level in graduate professions for Native students.” She discussed the importance of 

perseverance and resilience as she struggled to navigate institutions of higher education. Despite 

the challenges she faced, she leaned on community members and mentors within the academy to 

finish several degrees.  

Dr. Bender also spoke to the importance of giving back to the community. Her work has 

enabled her to become a pillar within her community, advocating and supporting Native youth.  

Camas. Camas is an enrolled member of the Confederated Tribes of the Colville 

Reservation, and a member of eight of the 12 bands that represent their nation. Camas shared that 

she is semi-retired and is 69 years old. Her career and work are grounded in education and have 
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included establishing the inaugural Tribal Government Affairs department within a state 

education agency. Her advocacy and dedication to serving Tribal communities is what led to the 

establishment of the Tribal Government Affairs department and director position, following 

RCW § 43.376.020 guidelines, requiring the position to report directly to the highest executive 

position at this state agency (Washington State Legislature, n.d.). 

Camas has served as a mentor, advocate, and educational leader in the state of 

Washington for decades. Although Camas retired in 2023 to spend more time with her husband 

of over 50 years, children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, one of her Tribal Elders told 

her there is no word in their language for being retired:  

One of my elders came to me and reminded me after being asked to assist in education 

initiatives out here or policy initiatives relating to education, business and economic 

development programs, promoting CTE programs out here in our North Central 

Washington region. And I kept saying, I'm retired. And the elder told me, Camas [sic], 

there is no such word in our language for retirement. 

Camas followed up by stating that she cannot really say she is retired anymore, but she is being 

selective about the projects she chooses to be involved in. The work Camas continues to engage 

in is grounded in supporting and advancing “important initiatives that are helping” to “support 

building capacity of our American Indian and Alaska Native people, and especially that help 

strengthen the sovereign rights and self-determination of our tribes in the Pacific Northwest.” 

      Camas also shared the story of her family's generational educational journey:  

I'm a fourth generation on the maternal side of my family that actually broke the, broke 

the horrific boarding school experience. So I was the first to go to a public school. My 

mother was in boarding schools from age 4 to 15, when she got pregnant with me. My 
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grandmother was in boarding schools from age 9 until she turned 18 and ran away from 

Chemawa Indian School. And then her mother was the first in the late 1880s early 1890s. 

She had been in boarding schools from the age of 12 and only for about a few years. So, 

she was the first in a line of our family on my maternal side. So [my] great-grandmother, 

grandmother, mother, and then I was the first to break that boarding school [cycle] and 

was raised in the same home as my mother, something that was denied to them.  

Camas was the first in her family to graduate from high school and college, earning her 

undergraduate degree from Eastern Washington University, a Master’s in education from 

Washington State University and a PhC (Certificate of Candidacy of Philosophy) from the 

University of Washington. 

      Camas shared that her dissertation was not published, despite having written it. Her 

dissertation was conducted in relationship with four other PNW Tribes plus her Tribe and 

contained delicate information. When it was time for her to submit the dissertation one of the 

Tribes had a crisis. The Tribal leaders and Camas decided it was best not to move forward with 

publication, ensuring community care as the leading priority, and not wanting to harm or 

disadvantage a PNW Tribal government. 

Camas received pressure from her dissertation committee members and advisors about 

changing or shifting aspects of her work to allow its movement forward. She described this 

experience as a “lesson in ethics,” sharing, 

We collect data, analyze data that comes from sovereign nations, that sometimes the risks 

that we take might not be to benefit ourselves… But I think it's always important to share 

the importance of understanding Tribal-based participatory research. It should be always 

driven by Tribal communities. It should always benefit Tribal communities and 
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understand that the information collected and analyzed should be owned by the Tribe and 

only advanced to journals and other places with their permission and with their co-

sponsorship. So I have no problem acknowledging that I have no ‘D’ in my PhC because 

I'm a rez girl and I come from strong – Tribal leaders in my family, my father.  I don't 

believe to have been questioned or criticized for taking that position, supporting 

benefiting the collective over individualism. 

Grounded in community, relationships, and relational accountability, Camas chose to keep her 

community safe, rather than exploit them for personal gain or interest. 

As our conversation continued, Camas spoke about her K-12th grade experience living 

on the reservation in a small rural community. “Education experiences in many of our Tribal 

families and communities were negative. They weren't positive,” Camas shared. The public 

school Camas attended was off reservation, about 15 miles away. She attended with other Tribal 

members. Although this school was off the rez, it was comprised of approximately 23% Native 

students. Camas missed kindergarten, when she was six a public health nurse visited her home 

and inquired with her mother about her not being enrolled in school. Camas’ mother had no idea 

about the school system as it differed significantly from her boarding school experience. Camas 

shared that she would never forget her first day in school, walking in late, and being met with 

racism: 

 And I'm walking into this foreign place. I have no idea. Somebody just told me that you 

need to go in there. And I remember walking in. I'll never forget that first day being the 

last kid there, finding a desk for me to sit in and sitting down and I put my hand on the 

desk of the kid behind me and he took his hand and he slammed my hand, ‘don't touch 

my desk’. 
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Camas shared that she was “pretty good” at school, loved to read, and knew how to spell her 

name. Teachers began to recognize her and even encouraged her. Some of the teachers and 

coaches would move up in grade with the students. If it wasn’t for her mentors, Camas shared, “I 

don't think that I would have even known what college was about …My teacher said I need[ed] 

to go to college. My coach said I need[ed] to go to college.” 

Camas highlighted the importance of early mentors as pivotal for seeing college as an 

option. Despite facing racism her very first day of school, her perseverance led her down the path 

of becoming a mentor and an educational leader who many look up to. Even her Elders 

encourage her to continue leading and advocating for Native students because the work 

continues.  

Yvonne. Chehalis Elder, Yvonne Peterson, Indian name Too Nee Mu Sh, shared that she 

is “from a time when our parents were full bloods.” Yvonne is 77 years old and belongs to four 

Tribal communities. She is enrolled in Chehalis but is a descendant of Nisqually, Potawatomi, 

and Sac and Fox. She received a Master’s of Art in Political Science at the University of 

Arizona. She is a tenured faculty member at The Evergreen State College in Washington State. 

Her first experience at a college was the first year that Haskell Indian Nations University 

became a college, transitioning from a K-12 institution. In 1966, she attended the inaugural 

summer quarter at Haskell, alongside 60 others from across the nation. Shortly thereafter, 

Yvonne was needed back home because her husband was drafted by the Army. When he left for 

the military, she also left for Washington State University (WSU).  

She spoke about her K-12 experience and the racism she faced attending an all-white 

public school. “All of us were experiencing racism in our own way.” She comes from a large 

family but the only Indian students she saw were her brothers and sister; however, her mother 
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was very involved in school activities and would help the teacher in the classroom as a room 

monitor. Her mother worked three jobs and when she was not able to attend Yvonne’s siblings' 

parent-teacher conferences, Yvonne would attend them. She shared, “I had full authority for my 

mom when I spoke about my brothers and sisters.” 

Further elaborating on her adult responsibilities from a young age, Yvonne shared, “I 

think that played a role in how I took to college, because it had set in motion.” Yvonne also 

shared,  

Well, that had already conveyed to me that I was an adult, but I still had to take that in 

hand to say, today I'm an adult woman and will set in motion my life. And so that 

happened for me in 8th grade. So when I went into high school, I was absolutely driven 

to accomplish. So from freshman level on, I was in every club, tried out for everything, 

including being a cheerleader, being a speaker, and then I also worked. From the time we 

were 12, 6th grade, we worked. I worked right beside my mom, following the crops. And 

sometimes I was only in school two days a week because the crops were just so fast and 

they needed the labor out there. But I was also a straight A student.  

She shared that “no one ever questioned where I was” and “no one ever intervened” even when 

her mother left for 18 months, due to personal family reasons. 

 Yvonne stated that even when she left for WSU, there were things happening at home she 

should have been there for but wasn’t. As she began sharing her college experience, she 

mentioned that WSU required students to declare a major and she chose Music. She shared that 

she would have done better if she had the opportunity to explore other programs:  

… as a music major, I had a very dismal wake-up call in that I loved music, but others 

were talented. I had several instruments that I did well with, but others were prodigies. So 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

59 

 

there's no middle ground for music. I couldn't really carry a tune, but I could hum… I 

stuck with it, but I did not go back the following year. 

Deciding not to go back to WSU (Washington State University), Yvonne transferred to Centralia 

Community College. Being back at home gave her the opportunity to help her family financially, 

as she gained employment at the Silver Moon Cafe. She shared that many Indians attended 

Centralia College, and once her husband came back from the military, he attended too.  

 Although Yvonne did not graduate from Centralia, she said it served a vital role in her 

life. She was able to work and support her family financially and take classes for college credits. 

She stated, “the logic for me was if I graduated with my AA, then I only had two years of college 

left.” She further elaborated that she needed to maintain a job until her daughter turned five years 

old and was of age to attend public school: “I stretched it out until she was five years of age, so, I 

went three years. I didn't graduate so that I could keep working with all the credits that I still 

needed.” 

Eventually, she transferred after being accepted into Western Washington University 

(WWU and was set to double major in Elementary Education and Ethnic Studies. The late Vine 

Deloria, Jr., was one of Yvonne’s professors and was a pivotal mentor to her. She stated: 

We were expected to read, think, and bring those to the table. And then we always had 

these powerful strategic conversations about ourselves as Tribal people - our families, our 

communities - what we knew and what our skills were - and then issues facing the Tribes. 

And he never let us stray from the subject. Nobody was ever late. We were always early.  

Yvonne shared that there was an influx of Indian students during her time at WWU. She 

graduated in 1973. Once she completed her degree, she began developing curriculum and was 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

60 

 

hired by a public school, teaching various grades in the K-12 system. After three years, she 

received her teaching certificate. 

 She knew she would stay at the same pay scale unless she received her master’s degree. 

She recalled that the University of Washington had postcards that you could fill out and send to 

various universities and there was one left for the University of Arizona (U of A), Tucson. She 

filled it out and sent it in, and about a week later received a response from Vine Deloria, Jr., who 

now worked there, that he had a full ride scholarship for her to attend the U of A, Department of 

Political Science master’s cohort program. She graduated with her Master of Political Science in 

1982. 

Yvonne’s story offers a powerful framing of survivance, resilience, and perseverance and 

the importance of navigating systems - both to stay unnoticed, and to utilize them to your 

advantage. Conversations in higher education speak to success through data metrics on degree 

completion (i.e., two years for community colleges and two-four years for universities). 

However, my conversation with Yvonne highlights the importance of success being defined by 

communities. She navigated college systems while juggling multiple life and family 

responsibilities and she succeeded.  

Dr. Mutton. Dr. Mutton is an enrolled member of the Navajo Tribe and is 49 years old. 

Dr. Mutton is tenured faculty at one of the 34 community and technical colleges in Washington 

State. He attended Head Start and preschool before moving through the K-12 system. He later 

attended the University of Washington (UW) for his undergraduate degree and then moved to 

Arizona State University (ASU) to complete his master’s in the College of Education. Dr. 

Mutton earned his PhD in Educational Leadership and Policy Studies with a focus on Education 

Sociology.  
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Dr. Mutton proclaimed his admiration for education, sharing that school came easy to 

him. He often requested that his parents be involved in after school events and activities during 

his K-12 education. He “feel[s] fairly confident to talk about school systems and school 

structures.” Dr. Mutton said he knew from a young age that he wanted to be a teacher: 

I remember my third grade teacher doing that exercise that most kids probably do, like, 

what do you want to be when you grow up? And the guys always… I don't know what 

they would say, but guys, you know, say goofy stuff like, I want to be Superman, I want 

to be an astronaut. I want to be this, I want to be that. And I remember from that exercise 

that I said I wanted to be a teacher. And that's because… of my third grade teacher, Mrs. 

Antonsen. And I loved Mrs. Antonsen. She was a classic third grade teacher, [an] older 

white lady. 

He recounted how he admired Mrs. Antonsen and how life has fast forwarded to today and he is 

now a faculty member, teaching students. 

Dr. Mutton recognized early on that he wanted to be a teacher. He navigated his early 

educational years with ease and successfully transitioned into graduate school. His younger years 

being a pivotal part of his life, with good mentors to look up to, Dr. Mutton's unwavering 

perseverance landed him a tenured faculty position - teaching in American Indian Studies. 

Dr. Mutton went directly to UW after graduating high school. He was a theater major and joined 

the Theater Freshman Interest Groups (FIG). The FIGs kept freshmen students together for their 

first Fall quarter; they were all enrolled in Drama 101, coincidentally with a professor who 

would later share with him what a professor did for a living.   

I didn't understand all that kind of stuff, the ranks and all that. So I asked him really 

naive-- well, now I see that they're really naive, but questions like, is this your job? And 
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so I had questions for him. And I remember asking him, like, really questions that I didn't 

understand what-- I didn't understand ‘professor.’ And, you know, really kind of 

pragmatic questions about what he does because I've never, I didn't know anybody, I 

didn't know that that was a job, you know, like a real job. And so, it was really surprising. 

So I do know that after that conversation with him, I knew, I knew what I wanted to be. 

Although he was still not quite sure what a professor did, or even what discipline he wanted to 

pursue, he knew he wanted to be a professor.  

After Dr. Mutton graduated from UW, he applied and was accepted into ASU. Several 

things drew Dr. Mutton to ASU; he wanted to be closer to his family and there were two Native 

professors in the College of Education. The “College of Ed [also] had a longstanding office 

called the Center for Indian Education”. 

… it was founded in 1964 at ASU in the College of Ed. And I knew about it and there 

were two professors there, Dr. Tippeconic and Dr. Swisher. He's Comanche, and she was 

one of the Sioux tribes from the Plains. And I knew of their work and I thought that 

would be great. That'd be really cool to go work with them. 

Dr. Mutton shared that during his time at UW, he only met one Native professor and she taught 

in the Anthropology department. He commented that there were many more (approximately 15) 

Native professors at ASU, more than the two he wanted to learn from. 

Dr. Claire Mckinley. Dr. Mckinley is a recognized descendant of the Confederated 

Tribes of the Colville reservation. She is 35 years old and received her PhD in Oceanography. At 

the very young age of 18, Dr. Mckinley chose to attend Boston University (BU). She said that 

being far away from home was difficult and that moving far away from home was a mistake. She 
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felt disconnected; although BU was creating a Native student group, it was underfunded and thin 

in resources. Her grades were not great and she did not graduate. 

Dr. Mckinley shared that her father being a professor influenced her personal experience 

in higher education. Her father earned his master’s in social work before she was born. “So I 

always had a sense of how higher education worked to a large extent. He was a professor of 

social work at Portland State when I was little and I went to the office.”  He went to the 

University of Washington for his PhD. Her father eventually taught at Eastern Washington as he 

wanted to have a closer connection with Native students and the community. 

Witnessing her father receive a higher education was significant for her. It was “kind of 

assumed that I would go to college and that like my sister would go to college.” Once at BU, Dr. 

Mckinley had the opportunity to conduct research with a Teacher’s Assistant she met during her 

senior year of college. This led her to apply to graduate school. With mentorship from an 

advisor, Dr. Mckinley applied to programs with well-known, good faculty mentors. She was 

accepted and received funding at Texas A&M. 

Dr. Mickley shared that she “felt pretty disconnected from there” and that “there wasn’t 

support for American Indian students at A&M.” After she completed her PhD, Dr. Mckinley 

completed a postdoc at the University of Washington (UW). She shared that it felt good to be 

back in Washington and that she felt more connected. One of her Colville cousins was pursuing a 

graduate degree at UW and it was nice to have family close by.  

Navigating institutions of higher education can be very challenging, and Dr. Mckinley 

shared how she was privileged to be able to call her dad and get his advice on various academic 

topics, like software, access to resources, or creating a dissertation committee. Dr. Mckinley 

shared,  
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I think I'm individually very good at finding and developing and keeping mentorship 

relationships. But, then, having a parent who kind of, even though social work and 

oceanography are not the same, who gets kind of how the system is, I don't know, so 

helpful. Massive privilege. 

Even though she recognized the privilege of having support from her father, she acknowledged 

how tough his journey must have been raising young children while pursuing an education. 

Dr. Mckinley also reflected on her time in high school, sharing that her educational 

trajectory might have been different if the Since Time Immemorial curriculum was implemented 

at her school: 

I think that, if there had been something more like the Since Time Immemorial 

curriculum in high school or just like any kind of part of the educational system 

reinforcing, thinking about Indigenous environmental ethics, or anything like that I 

probably would have taken a different path at some point. Because I definitely didn't see 

my Indigeneity reflected anywhere.  

Her father expressed similar sentiments, describing his time in academia. She shared a time when 

he told her, “...the further up I got, the more Native I felt because it was like the closer you get to 

the full, homogeneous, of white academia,” the more he noticed how different he was; it was as 

if he somehow “...tricked everybody and got in.” 

 Dr. Mckinley’s father played a key role in her decision to attend college. Witnessing her 

father earn his PhD and being on a college campus at a young age impacted her college 

experience. Family support was a success mechanism afforded to her, which propelled her on her 

journey in academia.  
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 Dr. Caribou. Dr. Caribou is a 42 year old Gwitch’in woman who received her bachelor’s 

and master’s in European Studies at Otto Von Guericke University in Magdeburg, Germany. Her 

bachelor’s degree focused on philosophy and German; her master’s degree focused on political 

science and German. Dr. Caribou is an Associate Dean of Student Support Programs at a 

community college in Washington State. She recently completed her dissertation and received 

her doctorate in an Indigenous centered doctoral program in Educational Leadership. 

 Dr. Caribou immediately attended college after graduating high school, and enrolled at 

the University of Nevada, Reno for one semester. She knew it was not the right fit for her, but 

she also knew she wanted to go to college. During her high school years she was an exchange 

student in Germany and decided to go back there for college because it was cheaper and she had 

a lot of friends who were attending Otto Von Guericke University. She lived in Germany for 

approximately 17 years, including the time she spent as an exchange student. 

Expanding on her experience at Otto Von Guericke University, she shared that most of 

her professors did not reflect her cultural identity. It was not until she attended college in the 

United States that she had professors of color.  

 I thought it was a really wonderful experience. However, all of my professors were white 

and most of them were male. And that was largely due to it being in Germany, which is 

most of the higher education there - very white and male. It wasn't until I came back here 

that I had any Black, Brown, or Indigenous professors. And then, of course, the first 

Indigenous professor I had was in this doctoral program.  

Dr. Caribou shared that her K-12 education was a similar experience. “I didn’t have any Black, 

Brown, or Indigenous teachers in K-12.” She commented that she was visibly different. “I found 

I was visibly othered in all of my schools just because of my skin color, my features.” 
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 Although there were few students of color, school felt like a safe space to Dr. Caribou. 

School came easy to her and she could read and comprehend very well. She was praised for her 

ability to regurgitate facts. She understood what she needed to do to succeed in the system yet 

did not realize that was what she was doing.  

Dr. Caribou also spoke to her personal experience in higher education, and the 

complexities of being in Germany where support systems for students were different, catering to 

the majority student population and demographics.  

… there was a large part of my identity where I would only be able to go and connect 

when I was home, when I would come back and visit the U.S. But all the time in 

Germany, they're like, ‘I don't know what to do with that. I don't know what to do with 

you being Native.’ So they wouldn't even acknowledge it. So that was really hard. But 

there was no Native group for me to go to. There was an American group, and if I told 

them I was Native, they'd be like, oh, okay. But they also don't know what Gwich'in is or 

Athabascan even. 

She shared that more supports, such as a space to connect, would have benefited her. Dr. Caribou 

noted that earning her bachelor’s degree took longer than expected. She graduated at 27 years, 

largely due to having a baby. Once she completed her bachelor’s, she went on to receive her 

master’s degree by the time she was 30 years old.  

 Dr. Caribou’s story highlights adaptability and resilience. Once she realized that the 

University of Nevada was not a good fit, she embarked on a higher education journey in a 

different country. She was able to thrive and complete two degrees abroad, before coming back 

to the states. Currently in a doctoral program, Dr. Caribou will soon receive her doctoral degree.  
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Chairman Peters. Kristopher (Kris) Klabsch Peters is 49 years old, and a citizen of the 

Squaxin Island Tribe. He received his master’s in public administration at the Evergreen State 

College. He is the Chairman of the Squaxin Island Tribe.  

Chairman Peters shared that he endured experiences of not belonging during his K-12 

education. “I really struggled just because I never felt like I belonged or I never felt smart 

enough or good enough.” Even despite “reading and writing at a high level at home,” he never 

felt like he belonged. He shared that he barely graduated from high school; it was not until 

college that he flourished and was able to branch out and explore different possibilities.  

Although he was smart and just needed to push through in order to finish, he struggled in 

community college. Starting his community college journey at South Puget Sound, Chairman 

Peters transferred to Grays Harbor College where we took online classes and completed his AA. 

After graduating, he transferred to Evergreen State College, where he thrived. 

…it wasn’t until I got to Evergreen and I had an Indigenous teacher and also a Hispanic 

teacher that kind of embraced me. And I realized what I could do. I just, all of a sudden, 

took off. I’m like, I love school. I love research. I love to read. That’s when it really 

opened up for me - when I went to Evergreen, I found the longhouse. I had these teachers 

that understood where I came from and embraced my value and saw something in me and 

supported it. 

Chairman Peters shared that his experience at Evergreen State College gave him the social 

emotional learning that was missing in his K-12 and community college experience. He received 

his bachelor’s degree with an emphasis on Tribal Governance and Federal Law.  
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Reflecting on his younger self, he shared that his 17-year-old self would never have 

believed that he would love academia, be a part-time lecturer, and enjoy public speaking. He also 

mentioned his desire to go back to school to earn his Ph.D., now that he has raised a family.  

Chairman Peters expressed his love for learning and shared his story of perseverance. He 

was successful despite the difficulties he faced in the K-12 system and in a community college. 

He emphasized the importance of having teachers who looked like him and understood his 

Indigeneity. At Evergreen, professors and the Longhouse offered him a space of belonging that 

allowed him to thrive.   

Native Student Success Praxis Model Themes 

 In this section, key themes are acknowledged from each interview and aligned with one 

of the four pillars from the NSSPM: Spaces of Belonging, Indigenizing Curriculum, Native 

Faculty and Staff, and Government to Government Relations (see Figure 3). Themes were 

identified through keywords in the interviews. The Soundcore device, which supported the 

recording and transcription of each interview, provided keywords used in each interview. This 

section answers research questions three through six: 3. What supported your success in 

academia, and what was missing that could have better supported you?; 4. What systems, 

programs, or practices have you seen that successfully support Native students?; 5. If you had all 

the resources you needed, how would you design a college that truly supports Native students?; 

and 6. Based on your experience and knowledge, do you see anything missing from this 

framework that would be important to include?  
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Figure 3  

Native Student Success Praxis Model: Themes 

Spaces of Belonging 

Each participant discussed the importance of cultural identity and feeling a sense of 

belonging on college campuses. Conversations touched on the relevance of spaces students could 

freely access that were culturally relevant and reflective of their culture, such as Longhouses or 

other dedicated spaces. Spaces of belonging were also associated with the need for visible Native 

art on campus, such as Welcome Figures (see Figure 4), paintings, and carvings. Spaces of 

belonging extended beyond an isolated space and were referred to in classroom settings as well. 

Participants also discussed culturally relevant events like Powwows, Native graduation, 

cedar weaving, and beading opportunities. Other conversations spoke to the importance of 
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having opportunities for family, relatives, and Elders to be invited to campus, including 

opportunities for Elders in Residence Programs.  

Figure 4  

Welcome Figure, University of Washington, Tacoma 

 

Note. Photo from Maya Esquivido-Strom 

Common Spaces of Gathering: Uplifted in the interviews was the importance of 

dedicated spaces for Tribal students to gather. These spaces would be reflective of their cultures 

and Tribal identities, ensuring that students can show up as their whole selves and not be 

required to hang their identities up at the door. Dr. Bender shared, 

And that's why I love building centers because I honestly believe in building who we are 

as Indigenous and Native people[s] and centering who we are and our identity in places 

and spaces because if we don't do that, we're lost in systems where we're living in two 

worlds already, but no one sees us, right? And so the only time I feel like we're seen is 

when we're with our people or we're in community. It might look like a center for Native 
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students, that is culturally centered. Where a student who's coming to campus doesn't 

have to hang up their identity at the door as they enter. Because most of our Native 

students that come to campus - it's a foreign place and space. 

Adding to the conversation, Dr. McKinley shared the relevance of the Native Nest at the 

University of California, Davis, a physical space on campus where culturally relevant events are 

held. She shared that students really participate in that space and there was representation of 

staff. Yvonne shared, “I think there’s a way that our learning environments can be a place where 

Tribal kids come. And see, it could be hosted by a non-Indian - they make their room available 

without question.” 

 Yvonne spoke to the importance of safe spaces on campus and how they can also be 

classrooms. She shared an example of when her daughter attended a majority white high school 

and students who brought homemade lunches were teased for being “weird.” A math teacher 

always welcomed these students to use his classroom to gather and eat their lunch. Yvonne 

stated,  

So the math teacher always let them in… it was a place where you could go. So see, how 

does one make oneself known to others that, ‘yeah, stop by here anytime. You're 

welcome.’ But see, it takes something within that person where there's no reward. 

According to Yvonne, anyone can be this kind of person, a good person who makes intentional 

space available for students to feel safe. 

 Yvonne and Chairman Peters also spoke about the importance of the Longhouse at 

Evergreen State College as a physical space for Native students to gather. Yvonne shared, “...in 

the Longhouse, we have every flag that's been presented to the longhouse, we have that on 

display,” which represents the many Native students who have attended and represented their 
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Tribal affiliation and nations. According to Chairman Peters, several factors, including the 

Longhouse, shifted his experience as a student. “... [T]hat's when it really opened up for me is 

when I went to Evergreen, and I found the Longhouse.” 

Chairman Peters also acknowledged the importance of CTCs as they are in the backyards 

of Tribal communities; however, there are still gaps that need to be addressed. 

I still see a gap in the community and technical colleges where a lot of our students want 

to go. They want to stay close to home. That's one of the biggest difficulties for them is 

moving away to a university is really a tough one that we're seeing for our kids versus, 

you know, we have these community colleges right in their backyard where they can still 

go to school and be near the reservation and be involved in cultural stuff. But even 

though those are close, there's just not a lot of culture there, unfortunately. 

Acknowledging the close proximity of CTCs to Tribal reservations, Chairman Peters highlighted 

the opportunities of CTCs to better serve Tribal communities, as their closest neighbors, and 

provide Tribal students with a more culturally relevant educational experience.  

Building Community. An additional benefit of dedicated physical space on campus 

where Native students can gather is the opportunity to build community. Yvonne shared the 

importance of establishing support networks, such as friends and study groups. Spaces of 

belonging expand the possibilities of networking and offer opportunities for students to create 

and build community. Dr. Caribou elaborated on her experience in college and acknowledged 

her ability to create study groups was key to her success, stating, “That set me up well for 

success. I had schedules for where I would study. I knew how to build study groups.” 

Dr. Caribou also shared that a key success practice for supporting Native students is 

providing opportunities for Elders to come to campus.  
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It feels good to see Elders on campus and that's not just for Native students, it's for other 

people to see how respected they are, the knowledge that they share, how generous they 

are with that knowledge, how humble they are, and how they genuinely, only want to 

build relationships. 

She elaborated on the significance of having Elders connect with different offices, classes, and 

programs. She also indicated that colleges need to offer an honorarium for Elders’ time and 

travel. Dr. Caribou also spoke about opportunities for Elders in Residence Programs. This would 

be a wonderful opportunity for Elders to be on campus and support the campus to build 

community and build relationships with local Tribal communities. 

Dr. Bender also spoke to the involvement and mentorship of Elders: “I had people 

cheering me on who were Elders who had been doing this work for 30 years before me.” 

Colleges who have the opportunity to bring Elders onto campus provide impactful teaching, 

mentoring, and cultural representation for students.  

Art, Events, and Hospitality. Visibility shows up as more than just representation of 

physical spaces and Native faculty and staff; it comes in the form of culturally relevant art, 

history, and hospitality. Dr. Bender shared, “Native art, history, and current contextual art… 

artifacts, foods, and ways of knowledge, and knowing, and being” are important in building 

spaces of belonging on college campuses. Chairman Peters remarked about the importance of 

Indigenous art, such as Longhouses and Welcome poles, on college campuses. Art on college 

campuses should be reflective of the communities they are located in. Having culturally relevant 

art offers students a sense of belonging. 

Dr. Caribou discussed the importance of cultural events being hosted by colleges, and the 

barriers faced with doing this work. Dr. Caribou shared the emotionally taxing advocacy that 
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goes into hosting a Pow Wow at her college. She leads this work for free because of its 

importance. Funding comes from the student government, but every year she has to petition the 

school's student government to host the Pow Wow the next year, despite the hundreds of 

thousands of dollars the group has. She also has to “… educate this student you are on Native 

land and this is what the Tribal nations have asked for. This is something that brings 

communities together. This is ancestral knowledges.” Dr. Caribou shared that it is important that 

she is the one to do that advocacy work, so her students do not have to. “… [I]f I weren't here, 

then I know it would have to be our students that do that… students have to fight for their own 

support.”  

Dr. Caribou also shared that hosting Pow Wows offers more than a cultural experience on 

campus. It is also an opportunity to learn and grow important skills, stating, 

I think another thing that helps students is giving them events like Pow Wows, so that 

they can do the work. You can't go anywhere and learn formally how to powwow. 

Whether that's organizing a Pow Wow or chairing a Pow Wow or participating in a Pow 

Wow as a drummer, a dancer, a singer, you just have to go and do the work. 

Yvonne touched on the important need to be hospitable and how being hospitable is often 

lacking in college environments. Yvonne and her late husband, both faculty members at The 

Evergreen State College, always provided food and coffee at the school's Longhouse. She said 

they always had an open coffee pot for anyone who wanted coffee. They brought in food as well. 

Yvonne shared, 

It costs nothing extra for me to take five breakfast bars from five packages. Who's going 

to miss them? And then grab yogurt, grab some of the boiled eggs. So, one time we found 

out one of the Black students needed sugar. So we'd always be buying heavy coated sugar 
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cereal, and then always have milk there for him. And he would fill them up by the gallon 

water cups, and then come in, pick it up, and then head off to work out and then come 

back to class. So see, it doesn't cost anything extra to be hospitable. 

Yvonne also touched on the need to ensure colleges are supporting students across campus. By 

providing food, the college is enacting a small change that can support student learning 

environments and create safe spaces for students.  

Indigenizing Curriculum 

 The participant interviews for the Indigenizing Curriculum Pillar, highlighted three 

themes: Across the discipline, Place-based, and Indigenous Pedagogy. A critique of Indigenizing 

Curriculum was centered on the lack of expansion of this work. Interviewees shared that 

Indigenizing curriculum is more than creating an American Indian Studies discipline; it is about 

Indigenizing all curricula. Participants also emphasized the importance of localizing curriculum 

and shared that it needs to be reflective of the communities it serves (i.e., place-based). 

Participants also cited the need for Indigenous pedagogy to be incorporated in teaching styles 

that extend a broader reach to ensure Native students are succeeding in college classrooms.  

Across the Disciplines: The majority of participants discussed the need to expand and 

broaden conversations surrounding the Indigenization of curriculum. Moreover, participants 

were explicitly clear that doing the work to Indigenize curriculum needs to be broadened beyond 

the establishment of an American Indian Studies Program, to redesigning the curriculum across 

all disciplines in academia. As Chairman Peters shared, “When it comes to Indigenizing 

curriculum, I think a lot of people immediately go to, it has to be American Indian Studies”, but 

You can take frameworks of Indigenous research and put that in your Indigenized 

curriculum. And whether it's math or history or anything like that, there is research out 
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there that shows that you can use the type of framework of research and studying that can 

go into how you teach other areas. 

Yvonne also shared that Indigenizing curriculum is “foundational and broadens the subject 

matter, the subject area. Everything about it is broadened.” She also cited the variety of programs 

that can be Indigenized, including history, theater, math, and sciences.  Camas spoke to the gap 

that exists in western institutions, and her excitement at seeing a shift towards Indigenizing the 

curriculum, stating, “There has been a gap between Indigenous knowledge across western 

institutions of education and I’m really happy to see the shift across these institutions, primarily 

due to their relationship building with Tribes and in partnership Indigenizing curricula across 

core academic divisions.” 

Place-Based: Dr. McKinley discussed the importance of incorporating place-based 

Indigenous knowledges into course curriculum and inviting in local Tribal community Elders. 

She also spoke to the inclusion of Tribal perspectives in the curriculum and how she encourages 

her students to challenge western assumptions that there is only one story about Native peoples. 

 Oral history and creation stories are about origins and lived experiences… I think 

something that I really try to instill in my students is, the idea that just because we have 

put western science in the textbook doesn't mean that the millennia of observations and 

oral histories aren't also science. 

McKinley also stated that Indigenizing curriculum needs to be done in collaboration with 

local Tribal communities, which emphasizes the need for government-to-government relations. 

Dr. Caribou added that the concept of place-based expands to everything, including curriculum 

and the creation of spaces of belonging that extend to classrooms. Dr. Caribou also shared that 

Indigenizing curriculum is critical across disciplines: 
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Indigenizing curriculum is also very important because that's the next generation of 

people going out into society. And we exist outside of the month of November. We exist 

outside of ethnic studies. We exist outside of history. We have excellent contributions to 

business, to arts, to sciences. And that needs to be emphasized more and woven into 

curriculum. 

Dr. Caribou offered Matika Wilbur’s Project 5622, as a curriculum resource that pushes back 

against stereotypes, and as a useful supplemental tool. 

 Chairman Peters shared that Squaxin Island is working on several restoration projects, 

and this would be a great opportunity for students to learn from place. He shared, “why are you 

not taking these students out to work with the local Tribes and on all of these projects? We’re 

doing restoration projects.” 

Indigenous Pedagogy: Teaching extends beyond curriculum to pedagogical 

implementation, which influences how you learn. Dr. Bender shared the importance of 

incorporating “places of sharing… learning spaces indoors and outdoors where people could 

gather.” Further expanding, Dr. Bender shared that we need more opportunities for “... bringing 

nature into learning. Because we're very thoughtful about how we use nature to also reflect who 

we are because we honor nature. We tend to learn more hands-on, practical ways.” 

Dr. Caribou shared that many Native peoples learn through hands-on experiences, 

sharing, “...hands-on, and tangible. You have to go, you have to show them, walk them over and 

do that work. Many Native people learn by and through doing.  

Yvonne discussed the importance of acknowledging the different skillsets that Indian 

students have and questioned how we can build students up and lean into the gifts they possess. 

 
2See: https://www.project562.com/#2 

 

https://www.project562.com/#2
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What are the skill sets that Tribal people come in with? I think Tribal kids have those 

kinds of skills, especially with computers now. So they can see in their mind some things 

we would never have had access to. So we aren't thinking that way. So if someone 

already has the acquired language of technology, why let me struggle through. And so, 

the ideal college, I think, is either self-identification or self-challenging. 

Yvonne continued to speak about the importance of a strength-based approach to curriculum/ 

She mentioned the collective need of colleges to allow students to imagine their possibilities 

stating, “The person needs to be able to experience and see this wide range of possibilities to try 

to imagine that that's the direction I want ahead.” She shared that students need to be able to 

imagine the possibilities of what post-college will look like, which highlights the need for 

problem solving skills. They need to have opportunities to think beyond college, and seek out 

“what they’re going to bring back to home.” 

 Yvonne also discussed a model of strength-based evaluations. She provided an example, 

“if there are 30 classes and the person misses three, sometimes for a faculty member, that will be 

their first sentence. ‘Maya’ missed three out of 30 classes this quarter… As if that ends the 

world.” She shared the damage it does to students is unnecessary. Moreover, Yvonne shared 

about the process of students writing self-evaluations from a strength-based perspective saying, 

“‘Now write a self-evaluation that talks about what you did well in the program.’ See, that's what 

will make a difference five years from now, rather than, you missed a couple of classes.”  

Native Faculty & Staff 

Participants expressed the importance of having Native faculty and staff in different roles 

across the college. Noted was the importance of Native faculty within the classroom, because it 

offers a space of belonging where students feel valued and seen. Further, staff positions, 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

79 

 

including Native advisors, across campus are important as they allow students to have more 

culturally relevant opportunities to receive support, guidance, and mentorship in navigating 

academic institutions.  

Mentorship. Mentorship was a key word that repeatedly showed up in all interviews. Dr. 

Bender shared “I would not have gotten through my undergrad and especially my graduate level 

years without my mentors…so without my mentors, I wouldn’t be sitting where I am. I 

wouldn’t.”  

In terms of what was missing that could have been better to support me, I just did not 

have the family or the mentorship I wish I would have coming from high school into 

higher ed. And so when I see that, as a director and program person now, I'm really big 

about saying what can we do to build cohorts or cohorts of strength, especially now that 

I'm working in community and technical college spaces. 

As a faculty member and mentor at Bellevue College, Dr. Mckinley asked, “how do I 

make sure that I'm communicating the things that students may or may not know that they can 

do?” Elaborating on this question, Dr. Mckinley shared,  

In the community college setting, there are some people who do not need to be taught 

how to be students because they're returning or are adults, but then there are running start, 

high school students. If you want a student to do something, you can't assume that they 

already know how to do it. 

Dr. Mutton shared that Native faculty and staff are crucial to Native student success as 

they create intentional spaces for Native students. He remarked about a Navajo teacher at a high 

school where he once worked. This teacher’s classroom became a place for Native students to 
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hang out and host the Native club. “The kids wrote, in chalk, … ‘Natives only’ on the little porch 

thing, a concrete little step …they really took ownership of that room.” 

Camas also spoke to the importance of Native advisors and programming. After failing 

her first quarter at the EWU, due to the large class sizes, friends took her to a program called the 

American Indian House, where staff and faculty were there to support Native students. At the 

American Indian House, there was an advisor and a guidance counselor ready to help Native 

students navigate the higher education system. She emphasized the importance of having similar 

spaces across all college campuses, such as longhouses and American Indian Studies centers. 

Yvonne spoke about the significance of faculty and staff being accessible. She also 

shared about the barriers and layers of gatekeeping that students face when needing to talk to 

counselors. For example, Evergreen State College changed the office layout, which was once an 

open space where students could walk by and see who was available, to now having a single 

entry point with a gatekeeper. Yvonne shared, “Now you're screened. You enter from the 

basement of the first floor of the library and as you go in, there's a gatekeeper who says, what's 

your name? Why are you here?” Sometimes students want to see if “there’s other Indians who 

work here”; however, they need to know the name of the employee in order to be granted 

access.  

Expanding on the barriers in accessing counselors, Yvonne said, “I don't even go there 

anymore. And see, as a faculty, there's key people in there that I need to work with because of 

Indian students, because I know they're not going to take the time and do any of that.” She 

added, “So I need to shorten the barrier so that an Indian student can get help. So see, it's the idea 

that we're accessible or we are not.” She also spoke to the difference her husband, Gary, made as 

a counselor: “He always got there early, and stayed late… Of course, he always had food, coffee, 
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and tea. And he was always walking through the outer lobby.” Criticizing the physical barriers, 

and the structure of the counselors offices she asked, “Is this really accessible? Who does this 

help?” 

 Mentors play a pivotal role in academic spaces through breaking down barriers for 

students and offering them words of affirmation. Yvonne remarked,  

I think we will get more from Indian students always when we affirm. When we begin 

with that positive feedback, with here are your strengths. This is what I see. So it's that 

affirmation of who that person is as a scholar. Your genius is going to display itself based 

on these other experiences that you're now going to have in the academic world, rather 

than you submitted four pages rather than five. 

She also commented on the importance of words of affirmation, rather than negative comments 

that tear students down or devastate them, such as this is “what you didn’t do, which means you 

can’t do.” Yvonne shared that we need every college administrator to have a conscience, and to 

do the right thing. She stated, “the most illogical people that you imagine to not have power have 

another kind of presence that support you when you’re struggling. 

Commenting on a program they were familiar with, Dr. Mutton shared, “they had to sit 

with an academic advisor… go to office hours of their instructors and go to one event.” These 

incentives supported the retention of Navajo students. “College becomes more fluid and 

efficacious when you go to your academic advisor and you meet your teachers and you go to 

events on campus. College does seem to be more engaging.” 

Visual Representation. Addressing the lack of Native faculty in higher education, Dr. 

Bender spoke to her experience in the Communication department during her time in graduate 

school. “I'm trying to think if there was faculty there that was Native at the time. There wasn't, 
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but the chair of the department had done work with Native communities.” Dr. Bender shared 

that, although she had worked with Native people throughout her educational journey, she did 

not have any Native professors until her doctoral program. “One was Turtle Mountain Chippewa, 

the other one was Choctaw and Cherokee…what was really interesting, both were my 

cheerleaders. Both were Elders. And my biggest mentors.” 

Yvonne also spoke about the importance of having more Native faculty. She indicated 

that there are many opportunities for them, even if they transition to becoming administrators. 

Dr. Caribou also touched this point. Regardless of where a Native faculty or staff member is 

employed on campus, it is an asset for the entire community. “…[H]aving Native people in place 

on campus, not just as a Tribal liaison, not just as the one Native professor for Native studies, but 

having them embedded into other departments, I think has been really helpful.” 

Dr. Caribou shared that too often, Native faculty and staff jobs take on dual roles, with 

the expectation that they will educate non-Native employees about Native peoples.  

...[T]heir job is to just be excellent in this job so that other people can see, oh, I don't just 

get to go and ask you questions about being Native. I can go and ask you questions about 

financial aid and when is this gonna be dispersed? And they can make those connections 

and relationships outside of just my identity as being Native. 

Explaining the emotional labor that goes into educating non-Native people on college campuses, 

Dr. Caribou expressed that Native faculty and staff should be hired for their expertise. Colleges 

and universities should hire “… more Native people on campuses, not just to be Native.” Dr. 

Caribou also felt that Native people should be hired in different capacities across the college, 

including math, computer science, IT, student services, and administrative services.  
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 Chairman Peters added to the conversation regarding visibility and representation of 

Native faculty and staff and how many Native students do not feel like non-Native faculty and 

staff understand them. 

… [T]here's definitely a gap there. And so, you know, as I said, these kids, brown kids 

like to have brown teachers. It's just a connection because we don't feel like we're 

understood. We don't feel like they get the trauma that we've embraced or have had. They 

don't understand what it's like growing up on a reservation. And so there's just this sense 

of belonging that isn't there. 

Chairman Peters also shared that community colleges are lacking a sense of belonging that 

Native students need in order to feel welcomed. He indicated that hiring more teachers of color 

would support a sense of belonging that Native students need. He added that having Native 

advisors is extremely important for representation and for Native students to feel safe. 

 Programs. Chairman Peters shared that “Native students love to go to Native programs.” 

Both Northwest Indian College and the Evergreen State College have Native Pathways Programs 

that are specifically geared towards Tribal students, from on and off the reservation, who have a 

desire to work for a Tribal Government. According to Chairman Peters, Evergreen State College 

has a Tribal Governance pathways program, which is very popular.  Native students are also 

surrounded by Native educators on the Evergreen campus.  

Camas also discussed the importance of Indigenous programming.  

The [UW] School of Social Work, there's an Indigenous program, not only for students 

that need academic guidance, but have faculty that are teaching Indigenous knowledge[s] 

and whatever is reflective of that department. Same with the Schools of Medicine. We 

have the Native American health sciences and medical school. We have programs in the 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

84 

 

school of nursing that are specific to Indigenous health care. The College of Ed has the 

Indigenous pedagogical theories and practices. And that to me is an effective system 

where we have representation not only on the front line of registration, recruitment, but 

also in the colleges and schools of any higher ed institutions. 

 Acknowledging the financial investment required for CTCs to create similar programs 

Chairman Peters still felt that CTCs could do a better job recruiting Native students, although 

they are a small percentage of the population. Chairman Peters also shared that these types of 

programs are beneficial to all students, not just Native students, as Tribes are one of the largest 

employers in Washington State. 

Establishment of American Indian Studies Programs was an overarching theme in the 

interviews. This theme relates to many areas of the NSSPM framework. As Dr. McKinley 

shared, 

 If you want to talk to the Native students, you have to go to Native studies, because 

they're just hanging out there. Even the students that aren't Native studies majors are 

going to be like in the Native studies office. Having a physical space where you belong, 

that’s carved out for you. Native Studies also brings Indigenized curriculum and Native 

Faculty and Staff. 

Although most of the CTCs do not have American Indian Studies programs or degree pathways, 

they offer students vital representation, faculty mentorship, culturally relevant curriculum, and 

spaces of belonging. 

 Dr. Bender also spoke about cohort programs, sharing how they offer a unique 

opportunity to move through programs collectively. Dr. McKinley added “cohorts are super 

powerful.” 
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Government-to-Government 

Tribal Liaisons were noted as a key driver to the success of government-to-government 

relations between Tribal Governments and state institutions. Colleges with a government-to-

government relationship with Tribes have expanded possibilities for workforce development, 

programming, and degree pathways. Tribal Governments are one of the largest employers in the 

state of Washington. The establishment of formalized Memorandum of Agreements 

(MOA), Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), or Intergovernmental Agreements (IGA) will 

create stronger job opportunities, student success incentives, and workforce placements post-

graduation. 

Tribal Liaisons. The creation of Tribal Liaison positions at the CTC level was a 

recurring theme in participant interviews. While Tribal Liaisons across the state of Washington 

have greatly increased (see RCW § 43.376.020; Washington State Legislature, n.d.) there is a 

significant lack of Tribal Liaisons at the community and technical college level. Dr. Bender 

commented on the importance of Tribal Liaisons:  

I personally think this is why having Tribal Liaisons or directors of Tribal programs are 

really important in community and technical colleges, because to me, our job is to make 

sure we are seen. To make sure our students are seen, that they are heard, that they 

belong. And if that means we build programs, we build cohorts, we build centers of 

place-based learning, of identity, then so be it. 

Dr. Bender also acknowledged the role of local Tribal Leaders and Elders in the creation 

of Tribal Liaison positions across the state. “To me, it's these Elders that I'm talking about. They 

have fought for decades to the point that people like yourself and myself can have our jobs.” 

“There were no such things as directors of Tribal Relations…and the only reason they work is 
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because people like yourself and I, we go out in community and we sit and we listen to what our 

Tribes are asking for and need.” 

 Camas spoke to the creation of programs and how it is fundamentally reflective of having 

advocates within college leadership.  

You don't get that unless you have someone at the top. And that means a voice, an 

Indigenous voice, a Tribal-led voice that's respected and looked at as a colleague in the 

president's cabinet. And that president has to be very intentional about the relationship 

with that person. It seems with this, like different state agencies, when they have Tribal 

Liaisons that report directly to the governor and to the different cabinet levels… those are 

the only ways that's going to happen. 

Similarly, Dr. Mutton shared, “A former Navajo chairperson and former Navajo president… left 

politics, [and] took on that position at ASU, and he changed the entire institution's approach to 

working with Indian communities. 

Dr. Caribou shared that having a Tribal Liaison provides a layer of accountability. “They 

could hold people and systems accountable for not honoring Tribal sovereignty.” Camas also 

described the role of Tribal Liaisons as tracking Native student data and reviewing strategic 

plans. 

I wish that many of our Tribal liaisons or Tribal relations people who report to presidents 

now or at the top executive level, would be able to review their strategic plans and begin 

to measure, you know, work with all the different colleges and schools on those unique 

programs that are developed and then track some of the data on how many students are 

entering these programs that are from our Tribes, how many of them are completing the 

programs. 
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Dr. Bender shared that effectively elevating government-to-government relations as a 

Tribal liaison requires the liaison to be in relationship with local Tribal communities.  

Effective systems and programs are only effective if we actually listen to our Tribal 

communities ... When I'm building them, I only do them when the Tribes ask for them, 

when the Tribes tell me what they want and need. I don't just start building one to build 

one. 

 Indigenizing Policies. In regard to Indigenizing policies, Dr. Bender elaborated on the 

necessity of ensuring institutions remove harmful barriers that hinder Native students, faculty, 

staff, and community members' sense of belonging. 

Policy drives how your institution responds to your Native students, your Native faculty 

and staff, and even Native community. And that in and of itself can change systemic 

racism, oppression, and rights of your students, and can even determine whether or not 

you can even Indigenize curriculum it can even state whether or not your students even 

can have a space of belonging because policies in and of itself can cut you off from 

anything you even have right here. 'Cause policies are what's stopping me from even 

being able to smudge. 

According to Dr. Caribou, other opportunities can be explored through processes and protocols 

on campus, including opportunities for scholarships or tuition waivers for Native students. 

Camas added that Tribal liaisons support policy development and implementation across 

campus and in community. Moreover, she cited the importance of Tribal Liaisons positions 

having a seat at the table and a voice in the rooms where decisions are being made, alongside 

executive leadership. 
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If they think these positions are just a side program, they don't understand that it actually 

is a relevant, equitable voice in policy development. These roles are active participants 

when distributing resources, creating plans, strategizing, establishing goals and 

objectives, and prioritizing resources to ensure Tribes are beneficiaries alongside 

communities.  

Indigenizing policy is critical work that needs to be happening at the CTCs but is often lacking 

Tribal perspective and advocacy for Native students. 

 Memorandums of Agreement and Intergovernmental Agreements. In the discussion 

of government-to-government relations, the importance of establishing Memorandums of 

Agreement (MOA) and Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA) was a key aspect of interview 

responses. For example, Camas emphasized the need for CTCs to establish MOAs and 

Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) with Tribes regarding workforce development.  

The government-to-government relations is a piece I think that needs to be expounded 

upon because we [Tribal Liaisons] educate and inform college presidents, boards of 

regents, and boards of trustees in the case of community colleges. We informed them that 

Washington’s 29 federally recognized Tribes are sovereign nations, just like the state. To 

put into context, Tribes are equal governments with Washington State and both 

recognized as sovereign, under the federal government. Colleges are missing formal 

MOAs and MOUs that really define engagement, formal partnerships… the current state 

of relationships between Tribes and colleges, community colleges. WVC [Wenatchee 

Valley College] and the Confederated Tribes of the Colville Reservation have formal 

relationships through MOA and MOUs; they have proven to have better cooperation, 

sustainable working relationships and improved outcomes for program development to 
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meet student needs, creating the first American Indian Studies program, and supporting 

regional workforce development. 

Chairman Peters echoed this sentiment, sharing that building stronger government-to-

government relationships expands opportunities for college presidents and trustees to learn about 

local Tribal communities, and expand partnership opportunities. 

Dr. Mutton highlighted work he was involved in at Arizona State University (ASU), 

regarding an Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA). The IGA was set in motion to support the 

retention rate of Navajo students at ASU. Dr. Mutton stated, 

This is where I got in my first IGA, my first time sitting at those tables with university 

administration and Navajo Tribal executives and the lawyers trying to hash out what this 

IGA would look like. The IGA was for the achievement program. This was one of the 

first early attempts of ASU to motivate success between ASU and Navajo Nation 

Scholarship Office. So we had to create an IGA between ASU and Navajo. Eventually it 

moved to San Carlos Apache and I think Hopi, those three eventually were the three 

Tribes that signed on to it. It was this novel idea that we're going to incentivize students 

to be successful. 

Dr. Mutton said that Navajo students would accomplish certain benchmarks in order to receive 

their scholarship disbursements. It was an incentive that was directly tied to Native student 

success. According to Dr. Mutton, “the difference between an MOU and IGA, MOU is good 

spirit…but an IGA has teeth, there’s legal responsibilities.”   

Camas spoke to Workforce Development opportunities that can be explored in areas such 

as hospitality, management, accounting, and finance, and can be created through effective 

MOAs. Developing workforce opportunities is a mutual benefit for both Tribes and colleges 
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“Many of our Tribes have a very high employment pool. Gaming is hiring hundreds and 

sometimes thousands of employees and they are not accessing our community and technical 

colleges - we aren’t meeting their demands.” Camas also emphasized workforce opportunities 

that are being overlooked by CTCs:  

We really need to build stronger relationships with Tribal health departments, and natural 

resource departments, because Tribes are the stewards of the land and we're all stewards 

of the waterways and we're all stewards of salmon - salmon recovery is a priority for 

every Tribe and we all have a responsibility to make sure government-to-government is 

not confined to business and economic development but an extensive outreach across 

workforce development. The climate crises, environmental priorities, and natural 

resource work are critical issues across Indian country. 

 Chairman Peters also spoke about the possibilities of expanding opportunities at CTC’s 

through designing stronger workforce development pathways.  

We are the biggest employers; the Tribes. Not just in our enterprises, but also in our 

governance, we employ a ton of people, community members that aren't Native. And so I 

think we could do a better job of recruiting local people to get a Native governance type 

degree, to help them work for a Tribe. I think it goes a long way because there's so many 

opportunities, whether you're a biologist, working in finance, HR, all those things. We 

have non-Natives who have created an entire career, 20 plus years working for a Tribe, 

and they're not Tribal. 

Opportunities for creating stronger workforce development pathways expands mutual benefits 

for colleges and Tribal communities. Such government-to-government relations strengthen 
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learning for all students and develop intentional degree pathways and work placement 

opportunities for graduating students.  

Yvonne also expanded on the importance of technical colleges in the state, and how so 

many people have managed to overlook the criticalness of technical skills needed to provide 

infrastructure across the state and to the Tribes. She spoke to the needs of strengthening 

workforce development to support the growing demands of the Tribes and Tribal peoples. Dr. 

Caribou added, “The government-to-government relationship is really important… because it 

speaks to that liminal space we're in between our political identities and our racialized identities 

and as well as Tribal sovereignty.” As Dr. Caribou shared, the United States has a responsibility 

to Tribal governments and colleges need “to understand their responsibilities, that they are on 

Native lands, they’re on stolen Native land.’ 

Conclusion 

 The data gathered from the IHEAB participants' interviews offer substantial information 

and insight into the importance of developing culturally responsive systems across the 

community and technical colleges system to support the success of Native students. Adding vital 

context to the NSSPM theoretical framework, the information shared and gathered acknowledges 

the critical work needed to provide wrap-around services for Native students that are culturally 

responsive and relevant. 

 The IHEAB was created to guide, inform, and ground this research in relational 

accountability, reciprocity, and ethical collaboration. The interviews conducted with the IHEAB 

identified recurring themes associated with each of the NSSPM Pillars:  

• Spaces of Belonging: Common Spaces of Gathering, Building Community, and Art, 

Events, & Hospitality 
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• Indigenizing Curriculum: Across the Disciplines, Place-Based, and Indigenous 

Pedagogy 

• Native Faculty & Staff: Mentorship, Visual Representation, & Programs 

• Government-to-Government Relations: Tribal Liaisons, Indigenizing Policies, 

Memorandum of Agreement & Intergovernmental Agreement 

These interviews provide CTCs with crucial data on Native student success, support gaps, and 

offer ample approaches, strategies, and methods to transform their colleges into spaces where 

Native students feel they belong. 

 Chapter 5 will discuss the implications of this research, as well as recommendations for 

future research and policy to address the key gaps and barriers identified in this research. The 

practical implications of the NSSPM theoretical framework will be discussed and 

recommendations will be identified. 
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Chapter 5: The Future is Bright: Implications & Conclusions   

 “Journeying is a place where our stories intersect and become interconnected with other 

stories–layers upon layer” (Styres, 2019, p. 29). 

 Through my personal experience as a Native scholar, and my professional experience as a 

faculty member and state employee for the community and technical colleges, I continue to see 

the marginalization of Native students in the community and technical colleges system. Closely 

connected to this marginalization is the lack of knowledge and understanding of Tribal 

sovereignty, Tribal communities, and Tribal culture. The unfortunate outcome is a lack of 

support for Native students on our college campuses. However, the research presented in 

Chapters 1 through 4 highlights the issues Native students have historically faced and continue to 

face currently, and the various strategies colleges can implement to support them holistically.  

This study was guided by three research questions, targeting the core needs Native 

students require to be successful in Community and Technical Colleges (CTCs), and how these 

needs can be implemented with the development of a theoretical framework. The three questions 

that guided this research are as follows: 1. What components of student support are being 

overlooked in efforts to support Native American students in Washington State community and 

technical colleges?; 2. How can structural and institutional change be implemented in 

community and technical colleges to better support Native American students?; and 3. How can 

an Indigenous, culturally responsive, theoretical framework be developed to support Native 

American students in community and technical colleges?  

Additionally, six interview questions were created to guide conversations with 

participants: 1. Please share your name, age, Tribal affiliation, and highest degree earned.; 2. Can 

you share about your personal experience in higher education?; 3. What supported your success 
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in academia, and what was missing that could have better supported you?; 4.What systems, 

programs, or practices have you seen that successfully support Native students?; 5) If you had all 

the resources you needed, how would you design a college that truly supports Native students?; 

and 6) Based on your experience and knowledge, do you see anything missing from this 

framework that would be important to include? These questions were designed to target key 

success factors that would support Native students at CTCs and to hear from each interviewee’s 

personal experiences navigating different institutions. The questions guiding this study blended 

personal experiences, perspectives, and ways colleges can shift to become more culturally 

responsive. 

To ensure relational accountability, this applied research was guided by the inclusion of 

community voice and Wilson’s (2008) 3Rs: respect, reciprocity, and responsibility. The creation 

and development of the Native Student Success Praxis Model (NSSPM) theoretical framework is 

intended to support Washington State community and technical colleges (CTCs) to better serve 

Indigenous students. Being cognizant of Indigenous methodologies and relational accountability, 

the creation of the Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Board (IHEAB) placed this research 

in communal relation and employed a decolonial praxis through transforming Storytelling as 

data.  

This chapter will discuss implications for future research, policy, and practice. Future 

research will address possibilities to expand on Native student success. Policy proposals will 

explore future opportunities to expand wrap-around supports, build pathways, and mitigate 

barriers for Native students. Concluding, a discussion of practical implications will address how 

the NSSPM theoretical framework will ultimately support Native students.  
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Implications 

Future Research 

 Several gaps were identified in this research that would have shifted key conversations 

with interviewees. This study could have been strengthened by adding the following: How would 

a college take steps in building government-to-government relations? and What are the next 

steps a college should take to become more culturally responsive? Both of these questions would 

have better supported the implementation of the four pillars of the NSSPM at the CTCs. One of 

the hindrances of being able to make changes at our institutions is the lack of knowledge 

surrounding Tribal sovereignty, peoples, and communities, and ultimately where to begin.  

 The omission of current Native students at the CTC level was an important oversight 

within this study. Although I was able to interview Native people who were, or are currently 

enrolled at a higher education institution, the study would have benefited from interviews with 

Native students who are currently navigating the CTC systems.  

 While I was able to interview one Tribal Leader, the opportunity to interview more would 

have provided a better overview of what Tribal leaders are striving for, regarding their 

communities’ Native student population. Each Tribal government is different and they face 

different challenges and barriers. By interviewing more Tribal leaders, the information and data 

collected would have added to the conversation in regard to government-to-government 

relations. 

Additionally, some of the CTCs have made significant progress in supporting Native 

students and have begun building relationships with local Tribal governments. Interviewing 

some of these college leaders would have provided an alternative viewpoint regarding key 

aspects of hindrances, successes, and guiding support for implementation of successful practices 
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to supporting Native students. Interviewing college leaders would have provided a better 

understanding of what they need in order to do this work successfully, what they did to get to 

where they are now, and additional supports needed to continue moving forward to support 

Native student success.  

 Recognizing time constraints for the study, including time constraints for Tribal leaders 

and college leadership, a survey could have been a successful approach to gather more 

information. Creating a survey would have expanded the possibilities for including more voices 

and representation within this study. Gathering more information from Tribal Colleges and 

Universities (TCUs) regarding their approaches to cultural responsiveness and building 

government-to-government relationships would have also benefited the study. This would have 

offered vital information regarding approaches CTCs could employ as a best practices 

framework.  

 Future research should adapt, add, or shift the NSSPM pillars and themes that are more 

culturally responsive to the college or region. Future work on the NSSPM should happen in 

community and be reflective of the community's voices where it is being implemented and 

utilized. The expansion and inclusion of the NSSPM across the region would be beneficial for 

Native students, and is the intended outcome of this research, done with community care and 

relational accountability.  

Future Policies 

The Centennial Accord agreement formalized a government-to-government relations 

framework and was enacted into policy through Revised Code of Washington (RCW) § 43.376 

(Washington State Legislature, n.d.-b). This agreement mandates all state cabinet agencies to 

facilitate consultation with Tribes and to hire a Tribal Liaison who reports directly to the head of 
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the agency (GOIA, n.d.-a). A proposed amendment to RCW § 43.376 (Washington State 

Legislature, n.d.-b) would include the expansion of required agencies and include institutions of 

higher education. 

Through the expansion of this bill, colleges and universities would be required to hire 

Tribal liaisons; the liaison would report to the head of each institution. Often overlooked are the 

opportunities that are created through government-to-government relationships. Tribal Liaisons 

would support the colleges in creating relations with local Tribal communities and aid in the 

creation of workforce development pathways. Tribal communities are economic drivers in 

Washington State, generating billions of dollars yearly in revenue and employing tens of 

thousands of people. Moreover, 61% of Tribal employees are non-Native (Washington Indian 

Gaming Association, 2025). The hiring of Tribal Liaisons will support, guide, and maintain 

Tribal partnerships, and provide opportunities for Native and non-Native students to explore 

career pathways. 

RCW § 28A.320.170 (Washington State Legislature, n.d.-a) also mandated the K-12 

sector to Indigenize curricula to reflect Tribal histories, cultures, and knowledges. However, 

postsecondary institutions are not requiring educators to inform, educate, or prepare students 

who will become K-12 teachers to teach and implement the Since Time Immemorial curriculum. 

A policy should be created to address this educational gap and ensure students in the field of 

education are meeting skills requirements to implement STI in the curriculum.   

Both of the proposed policies mentioned above address key educational gaps and provide 

opportunities to expand workforce development through upskilling future educators and future 

employees working for Tribal governments. Both proposed policies directly align with the 



DISMANTLING ACADEMIC BARRIERS 

 

98 

 

NSSPM and specifically target two pillars: Indigenizing Curriculum and Government-to-

Government Relations. 

Practical Implications 

Oftentimes college leadership, faculty, and administrators are unsure of how to make 

their colleges culturally responsive places for Native students. The NSSPM was developed to 

offer a holistic approach to the ways CTCs can support Native American students at various 

intersections within their institutions. The interviews discussed in Chapter 4 highlight the many 

approaches that can be implemented to become a more culturally responsive campus. 

 Through the data collected, three themes for each of the NSSPM pillars were identified. 

• Spaces of Belonging: Common Spaces of Gathering, Building Community, and Art, 

Events, & Hospitality 

• Indigenizing Curriculum: Across the Disciplines, Place-Based, and Indigenous 

Pedagogy  

• Native Faculty and Staff: Mentorship, Visual Representation, and Programs 

• Government-to-Government Relations: Tribal Liaisons, Indigenizing Policies, and 

Memorandum of Agreements. 

Each theme was contextualized with participant interviews and placed within its 

corresponding pillar in the NSSPM. Each pillar and theme offers different approaches to 

supporting the success of Native students at the various sectors of an institution.  

Spaces of Belonging. Spaces of belonging identified in participant interviews included 

common spaces of gathering, building community, and visual representation in the form of art, 

culturally relevant events, and hospitality. Each item identified in the data collected is also 

reinforced by previous scholars who elaborated the dire needs for culturally relevant spaces on 
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campus. A dedicated space for students to build community with other Native students has been 

identified as a necessity. Such space should offer reliable Wi-Fi, computer access, and snacks. 

Spaces of belonging are typically adorned with culturally relevant art, and resources, and become 

safe spaces for the creation of Native clubs, which are beneficial for Native students as they offer 

leadership opportunities and opportunities to host culturally relevant events. Culturally relevant 

events become opportunities to invite family, Elders, and Tribal communities to campus. Native 

student clubs and events afford Native students organizational skills, and leadership 

opportunities. These dedicated spaces and organizations become safe spaces for Native students 

to gather and provide opportunities for positive visual representation. 

Longhouses were offered as an example of what a physical space on campus could be. 

However, today, only one of the CTCs (Peninsula College) has a Longhouse on campus.  

Longhouses provide culturally reflective structures and become safe spaces for students. Events, 

such as Native graduation ceremonies and weaving workshops, where food is provided, are 

prime examples of culturally responsive institutions.  

Indigenizing Curriculum. Indigenizing curriculum has long been associated with the 

creation of American Indian Studies departments or degree pathways on campuses. Although, 

CTCs lack American Indian Studies programs, participants made it clear that Indigenizing 

curriculum needs to expand throughout all disciplines being taught in institutions.  

  Place-Based was also a theme that was reiterated throughout each of the NSSPM pillars. 

As colleges begin the work of Indigenizing curriculum, the curriculum should be grounded in 

local culture and knowledges. This honors the knowledge of local Tribal communities and 

supports the education of all students about the environment, culture, and land stewardship from 

the location they reside. Place-based is also an approach that interviewees identified for each of 
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the pillars. Each Tribe and Tribal government has different cultures, customs, and protocols; in 

order work with Tribal governments, practices and approaches need to be localized and place-

based. 

  Another important aspect of Indigenizing curriculum is the inclusion of Indigenous 

pedagogies. Indigenous pedagogies differ from western approaches, shifting approaches to the 

ways that students learn. Indigenous pedagogies focus on practical application, hand-on learning, 

and adapting learning spaces. Western styles of education separate students from the land and 

place them inside, while Indigenous pedagogy takes students outside offering opportunities to 

learn from place, land. Additionally, western modes of education take a reductionist approach, 

while Indigenous pedagogies seek a holistic approach.  

Native Faculty & Staff. Participant interviews offered powerful testimony to the 

importance of Native faculty and staff on campus. The three themes associated with Native 

faculty and staff are Mentorship, Visual Representation, and Programs.  

Mentorship was reiterated throughout each participant interview. Many Native students 

are unsure of how to navigate higher education institutions; faculty and staff provide important 

mentorship for Native student success. Financial aid is also identified as a hindrance to college 

students; having mentorship becomes a strong support mechanism. Mentorship assists students in 

navigating the academic system, applying for scholarships, seeking letters of recommendation, 

and obtaining help with class assignments and research.  

Native faculty and staff also offer visual representation on college campuses. Equally 

important is the feeling of safety that Native faculty and staff offer students. There is a mutual 

cultural understanding between Native faculty, staff, and students that differs significantly from 

other communities; this takes a ton of pressure off students. Unfortunately, Native students are 
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often sought out to explain their culture or explain cultural ceremonies; this can cause harm to 

Native students. Safety is offered through the visual representation of Native faculty and staff on 

campus.  

Through the hiring of Native faculty and staff, more opportunities are created to 

Indigenize curriculum and design and build culturally relevant programs. Tribal Governance 

pathways was a program highlighted to show the possibilities of creating intentional pathways 

for students to work in Tribal governments and enterprises. Cohort model programs were also 

identified as a success mechanism for Native student retention and persistence.  

Government-to-Government Relations. Tribal Liaisons, Indigenizing Policies, and 

Memorandum of Agreements were highlighted in the Government-to-Government Relations 

pillar. Creating Tribal liaison positions at each CTC was a recurring theme in participant 

interviews. Tribal liaisons support the work of the college to engage in reciprocal, and 

meaningful relationships with local Tribal Governments. Some colleges are located within the 

Traditional territories of multiple Tribes, creating an added layer of difficulty to this position. 

One of the benefits of having a Tribal liaison is ensuring an ongoing relationship with Tribes. 

Indigenizing policies was also identified as a need on college campuses. Current policies 

hinder Native students, faculty, and staff from practicing certain cultural customs. Some policies 

also make it difficult to collect accurate data on Native students. Policies need to be implemented 

or amended to ensure Native American federal rights are not violated. 

Lastly, the creation of Memorandums of Agreement, or Intergovernmental Agreements, 

was discussed as being extremely important to building government-to-government relations 

between Tribal governments and colleges. Through the establishment of MOAs and IGAs, there 

are increased opportunities for partnerships that create workforce development pathways, 
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opportunities for place-based learning opportunities, and more. Government-to-Government 

relationships between colleges and Tribes are a mutually beneficial opportunity for all students 

on college campuses. 

Conclusion 

Patel (2016) speaks to the establishment of higher education institutions as a settler 

colonial project that was created for wealthy white men. Explained as the “banking approach,” 

termed by Paulo Freire, colleges center western knowledges as hierarchical, thus reiterating 

historical and colonial rhetoric. Settler colonial logic was a fundamental investment to erase 

Indigenous culture and languages and replace it with Eurocentric epistemologies (Patel, 2016).   

As a response, the NSSPM pillars and themes offer CTCs key support and success 

approaches for Native and non-Native students. Native students need Spaces of Belonging on 

campus where their identities are acknowledged and valued. Indigenizing Curriculum across all 

disciplines recognizes the historical and contemporary history, culture, and knowledges of Tribal 

communities across the region, offering a culturally responsive and holistic educational 

experience for all students, inclusive of Tribal ways of knowing and doing, and historical and 

contemporary lived realities. Native Faculty and Staff offer more than visual representation; they 

are key voices of Indigenous knowledges, the structure of new programming, and culturally 

responsive mentorship. Government-to-Government Relations propels this work forward through 

mutually beneficial relationships for workforce development pathways, partnerships, and place-

based land stewardship. 

Breaking down structural barriers that hinder the success of Native students, the NSSPM 

offers intentionally designed success strategies and wraparound support for Native students at 

several access points, ensuring the closing of educational gaps in community and technical 
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colleges. The NSSPM also shifts the college's educational culture from a historical viewpoint of 

western hierarchy to the culturally responsive inclusion of Indigenous knowledges. Through the 

inclusion and implementation of the NSSPM, the college campus culture can transform into a 

space that supports the success of Native students and offers key success opportunities for all 

students. 

The Storytelling as Data methodology, in Chapter 4, acknowledges vital opportunities for 

colleges to adapt, shift, and implement culturally adaptive pathways, inside and outside of 

college classrooms. The NSSPM pillars, and associated themes, highlight opportunities for all 

students, grounded in relational accountability and reciprocity. The creation of the IHEAB was 

intentional, ensuring that community voices and input structured the development of the NSSPM 

pillars and themes, placing this work in relation with local Tribal communities.  

As cited in Chapter 1, the Washington State Board for Community and Technical 

Colleges, Community and Culture Building Value Statement states, “We value the diverse voices 

and lived experiences of those we work with and serve. We build a culture of belonging where 

people can be their authentic selves while growing personally and professionally” (SBCTC, n.d.-

e). The NSSPM was designed to ensure that all 34 CTCs are creating an intentionally inclusive 

environment for Native students to thrive, belong, and achieve.  

The themes and data provided within this study uplift and acknowledge the meaningful 

ways in which CTCs can become spaces of belonging for Tribal students. The data highlight the 

multilayered possibilities of shifting college campuses’ culture. Participant responses highlight 

the fluidity of this work and should not be siloed to the associated pillar or themes. This work 

overlaps and is acknowledged within participant responses. 
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The NSSPM was not intended to become a one-size-fits-all model, but rather a blueprint 

for expanding possibilities for CTCs to create campuses that are culturally responsive and 

equitable. As colleges engage in government-to-government relations and take the next steps to 

create a sense of belonging for Native students at their respective college campuses, becoming an 

institution that is culturally relevant and responsive may be challenging. Although this 

framework was designed intentionally for CTCs in Washington State, it can be implemented at 

state colleges and universities across the country. However, implementation of this framework 

should be done alongside local Tribal governments and communities and grounded in relational 

accountability. With great care, this research was intended to create structural change at CTCs 

within the state of Washington, ensuring that all Native students have a college experience where 

their knowledge is valued, acknowledged, and visible.  
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Appendix B 

Recruitment Email Template 

Hestum (Greetings) [Participant Name], 

I hope this message finds you and your family well!  

I am writing to respectfully invite you to serve as a member of the Indigenous Higher Education 

Advisory Board for my dissertation research titled, Dismantling Academic Barriers: A Native 

Student Success Praxis Model for Community and Technical Colleges. 

Your leadership, expertise, and commitment to Native student success would be invaluable in 

supporting and guiding this work. As a knowledge holder and subject matter expert in higher 

education, Tribal governance, or Native student advocacy, your participation would help ensure 

this research is carried out with cultural integrity, relational accountability, and meaningful 

community collaboration. 

This advisory board will provide input and guidance on developing a Native-centered theoretical 

framework and further provide recommendations that support Indigenous student success across 

Washington’s 34 community and technical colleges.  

·    One 30-60 minute conversational interview 

·    Optional: Additional opportunity for further input on framework revisions  

Your expertise, lived experience, and leadership in Native education make you an invaluable 

voice for this work. I’ve attached the consent form for your review, which includes more 

information about the research purpose, time commitment, and your rights as a participant. 

Please feel free to reach out with any questions or to set up a time to talk further. I would be 

honored by your guidance and expertise on this advisory board. 

chala beskin, 

Maya Esquivido-Strom, ABD 

Nor Rel Muk Wintu & Hupa 

University of Washington Tacoma, Educational Leadership 

cell: 360-878-5100 

mayae7@uw.edu  

Washington State Board for Community & Technical Colleges 

Director of Tribal Government Affairs 

mesquivido@sbctc.edu  
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Appendix C  

Participant Consent Form  

Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Board Participant Consent Form 

  

Dismantling Academic Barriers: A Native Student Success Praxis Model for Community 

and Technical Colleges 

  

  

Hestum (Greetings)! 

  

You are being invited to participate as a member of the Indigenous Higher Education Advisory 

Board on a research project entitled Dismantling Academic Barriers: A Native Student Success 

Praxis Model for Community and Technical Colleges, as an Indigenous Higher Education 

Advisory Board Committee Member. 

  

This research is being conducted by Maya Esquivido-Strom, a member of the Nor Rel Muk 

Wintu. Maya Esquivido-Strom is a doctoral Student in the School of Education at the University 

of Washington, Tacoma. If you have further questions about the research project, you may 

contact her at: 

  

Maya Esquivido-Strom, MSW 

Ph: 360-878-5100 

Email: mayae7@uw.edu 

  

As a Graduate student, the primary researcher is required to conduct ethical research as part of 

the requirements for a doctoral degree in Education Leadership. It is being conducted under the 

supervision of Dr. Dawn Hardison-Stevens. You may contact the supervisor at the following: 

  

Dawn Hardison-Stevens, Ph.D. 

School of Education, University of Washington, Tacoma 

316 WCG (West Coast Grocery building) 

Box 358435 

1900 Commerce Street 

Tacoma, WA 98402 

253.692.4372 office 

Email: dawnes@uw.edu 
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The purpose of this research is to investigate how systemic support and culturally responsive 

practices can be meaningfully embedded into community and technical colleges through ethical 

collaboration with Tribal nations and communities to support the success of Native Students. 

Utilizing previous research from Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars, I will develop, with 

community input, a Native Student Success Praxis Model, a theoretical framework, to support 

Native American student success and structural change in higher education. 

  

Applied research of this type is important due to the barriers Tribal students face within 

community and technical colleges, which primarily serve local and regional Tribal communities. 

Native education has existed since time immemorial, and with the integration of Indigenous 

knowledges into curriculum it has been proven to support the success of Native students, 

including other factors such as Native American faculty and staff, cultural spaces on campus, and 

cultural activities. However, the research shared by many Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

scholars overlooks critical structural changes required to implement changes and uplift a 

culturally relevant education that permits Tribal students the opportunity to succeed in 

community and technical colleges.  

  

You are being asked to participate as a member of the Indigenous Higher Education Advisory 

Board (IHEAB) in this project because you are a subject matter expert and/or knowledge holder 

in Native American student success and/or the Washington State community and technical 

college system. Your expertise in higher education, Tribal government, and/or supporting Tribal 

students will provide ethical consultation and assessment to ensure relational and communal 

accountability. 

  

If you agree to voluntarily participate in this research project, your participation will include an 

initial conversational interview and discussion about Native American student best practices and 

a review of a sustainable theoretical framework model developed to support Native American 

Students. As a best practices model, the Native American Student Success Model will offer 

Washington State community and technical colleges a wrap-around support framework to aid in 

efforts to holistically support Native American students. This applied research will create a 

tangible model for colleges to adapt and implement at their respective institutions. You will have 

complete access to review, edit, and offer feedback on the created framework(s), materials, and 

overall research documents. 

  

RESEARCHER PLEDGE TO MITIGATE RISK 

  

There are some potential risks to you by participating in this research through discussing 

your 

educational experience. Those risks include emotional and psychological impacts due to 

topics involving 
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historical, generational, or lived experience trauma.  

  

The researcher will mitigate risk by pledging the following: 

§  Use culturally appropriate and trauma-informed responses, support, and resources 

§  Actively work to prevent exploitation or misrepresentation of Indigenous Knowledge(s) 

or 

Traditions shared by participants 

§  Work to ensure our participatory, Tribally centered research project aligns with Tribal 

values and priorities 

§  Honor the relationships created in trust and reciprocity 

§  Prioritize collaboration, transparency, and respect for Tribal communities and 

participants. 

§  Safeguard sensitive cultural and personal information, disclosing or using it only in 

ways that align with personal preference and self-autonomy 

§  Use careful and thoughtful interpretations and representations of research findings 

§  Respect Indigenous Knowledge systems 

§  Seek approvals from participants as co-collaborators to ensure that findings and 

outcomes align with the desired outcomes of Native student success 

  

The potential benefits of your participation in this community-driven participatory research 

include: 

§  Increase Native American student success, retention, and completion in college. 

§  Establish a Native Student Success Praxis Model Theoretical Framework that colleges 

can adapt and implement. 

  

To compensate you for your participation, please check the applicable box expressing your 

interest in receiving the following: 

  

ð    Traditional Gift 

ð    Invitation to Final Presentation of Dissertation 

ð    Declination of compensation 

ð    Reserving the right to discuss and agree upon compensation at a later date 

  

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary: 

  

·    If you do decide to participate, you may withdraw at any time without any 

explanation or consequences 

·    If you do withdraw from the project, your data will not be used without 

permission specifically granted in the request to withdraw 
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·    If permission is explicitly granted, data will only be used to the degree or manner 

as specified in the ongoing permissions and as stated 

·    Despite withdrawing from the research project, compensation will be honored 

  

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. Please check the applicable box 

expressing your interest in receiving the following: 

  

ð    Recognition of name – Use your given name in the research and in the final 

dissertation publication 

ð    Pseudonym – Use a pseudonym in the research and in the final dissertation 

publication 

ð    Reserving the right to discuss and agree upon recognition by name in the 

dissertation publication at a later date 

  

To ensure you continue to consent to participate in this research, the researcher will continue to 

collaborate with you by sharing updates on any changes, especially regarding draft materials and 

preparations for finalizing the research materials. 

  

Your confidentiality and the confidentiality of our conversations will be protected by securing 

research data and records in a password-protected file folder. 

  

It is anticipated that the results of this research will be shared with others in the following ways: 

§  Shared with the Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges, and 

the potential of being published on their website 

§  Distribution to Washington States 34 Community and Technical Colleges. 

§  Shared at National and State-wide Conferences 

§  The potential to expand and further develop Native Student Success strategies, models, 

and best practices 

§  Future publications 

  

Individuals that may be contacted regarding this project include the primary researcher, Maya 

Esquivido-Strom, and dissertation committee chair, Dr. Dawn Hardison-Stevens, at the 

addresses/phone numbers listed in this consent form.  

  

Your signature below indicates that you understand the above asks and conditions of 

participation as an Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Board Member on this research 

project and that you have had the opportunity to have your questions answered by the researcher. 

  

chala beskin (thank you), 
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Name of Advisory Board Member   Signature   Date 

  

  

          

Name of Researcher   Signature   Date 

  

  

  

  

A copy of this consent form will be left with you, and a copy will be retained and filed by the 

researcher. 
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