Decolonizing Higher Education through a Shijyaa Haa Leadership Framework:
A Place-Based Study on Relational Leadership

AMY GUSTAFSON

Bachelor of Arts European Studies
Otto-von-Guericke Universitét
Magdeburg, Germany,

2010

Master of Arts European Studies
Otto-von-Guericke Universitit
Magdeburg, Germany
2013

A dissertation in practice submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of the
Doctorate of Education
In Educational Leadership

University of Washington, Tacoma
2026

Supervisory Committee:
Dr. Dawn Hardison-Stevens, PhD., Co-Chair
Dr. Michelle Montgomery, PhD., Co-Chair
Dr. Laura Flores-Cailloux, PhD., Member

Program Authorized to Offer Degree: UWT Education Program



1

Abstract
In this paper, I study how institutional change in a community college context can be shaped
through decolonized leadership practices that center on Native students, Tribal Nations, and
relationships to place. Using Shijyaa Haa and systems change as guiding frameworks, I examine
how leadership is understood and practiced in a settler colonial higher education system.
Although most Native students enroll in public and community colleges, the completion rate of
their studies remains low because institutional systems continue to harm and exclude them. This
study responds to the need for leadership approaches that move beyond deficit thinking and
toward relational and accountable change. I used a qualitative approach and conducted semi-
structured face-to-face interviews with the research college’s Native Elders and non-Native
college leaders whose leadership and decision-making shape institutional practices that affect
Native students. My analysis was informed by Indigenous research principles, decolonization,
and systems change — and my positionality as a Gwich’in leader and practitioner is woven
throughout the study. Findings show how institutional systems can limit and support decolonized
leadership through relationships, shared responsibility, and the intentional disruption of colonial
norms. This research offers a place-based approach to institutional change that honors Tribal
sovereignty and supports Native student success in meaningful and sustainable ways.

Keywords: Native student success, Community college, place-based leadership, Shijyaa

Haa, systems change
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

“This is one of the colors in the blanket. It's one of the threads. Think
of when the blanket all gets finished and it's wrapped around our

ancestors.” — Auntie 2

drin gwinzii ch’anjaa naii khekwaii naii ts’a’ shalak naii nakhweenjit dagoonchya?
Shoozhri” Amy Gustafson oozhii. Shitsuu Clara Joseph ts’a’ Joyce Burglin goovoozhrii. Shitsii
naii Grafton Bergman, John O. Gustafson, ts’a’ Cliff Burglin goovoozhrii. Shitsuu naii ts’a
shitsii naii tth’aii googwandaii kwaa. Shahan Mary Long oozhii ts’a’ shiti' Jon Gustafson oozhii.
Shootr'i' naii Debra ts’a’ Pamela oozhii. Shitii naii Randy, James, ts’a’ Karl oozhii. Shijuu
Jennifer oozhii. Shachaa naii Samuel ts’a Jacob oozhii. Shoondee naii JC ts’a’ David oozhii.
Shakai’ Tim Rappholz oozhii. Sheyeets’i’ Marigold oozhii. Shizhuu naii Noah ts’a Peter oozhii.
Fairbanks, Alaska gwats’an ihtjj. Gwich’in ihtjj.

Hello Elders, leaders, and to all our relations. How are you? My name is Amy Gustafson.
My grandmothers were named Clara Joseph and Joyce Burglin. My grandfathers were named
Grafton Bergman, John O. Gustafson, and Cliff Burglin. My grandmothers and my grandfathers
are deceased. My mother’s name is Mary Long and my father’s name is Jon Gustafson. My aunts
are named Debra and Pamela. My uncles are named Randy, James, and Karl. My younger
sister’s name is Jennifer. My younger brothers are named Samuel and Jacob. My older brothers
are named JC and David. My husband’s name is Tim Rappholz. My daughter’s name is
Marigold. My sons are named Noah and Peter. I am from Fairbanks, Alaska. I am Gwich’in.

I am Gwichya zhee Gwich’in and Ifupiaq like my grandmother Clara Joseph, who was

born on the Kobuk River and died on the Yukon River, which represents our dual nationalities.



She was one of the last Tribal Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) holders and spent her
life on the river and in the flats (Montgomery, 2020).

To start at the beginning, my understanding of leadership is constantly evolving. It began
as an abstract idea shaped by competition, efficiency, perfectionism, shoulder pads, and
hierarchy, none of which appealed to me. When I started working in higher education as an
adjunct faculty member, I was lucky to join a faculty learning community that offered tools and
frameworks to imagine different ways of advocating for change. Because of this transformative
foundation, I moved quickly from adjunct faculty to department chair to associate dean, and
throughout that transition, I remained committed to leading differently than I had once imagined.
To do this, I must continuously ground myself in my purpose, who I am serving, and what
success means to me. It is hard work.

My positionality is central to how I lead. I am a mother, sister, auntie, friend, and wife. I
am a first-generation college student, and I navigate disability. I am shaped by Gwich’in values
that guide how I understand responsibility and community. Core values such as reciprocity,
relationship to land, respect, self-determination, and interdependence are not abstract concepts
for me but lived practices that have been passed down through generations (4bout Us, n.d.).
Gwich’in people are driven by deeply rooted values (Fisher, 2018) and are relational as a way of
living (Fisher, 2018; Wallis, 1997, 2002, 2004, 2012). These relationships extend beyond
individuals to place, ancestors, and the responsibilities carried into future generations. These
commitments shape my leadership and keep my work tied to community needs rather than
institutional expectations.

As an Indigenous leader, the purpose I serve extends far beyond what is outlined in my

contract. Although my position does not explicitly include working with Tribal Nations or Native



students, I must consistently remind the institution of the debt it owes for operating on Native
land (Patel, 2016). The communities I serve are also broad, often invisible in institutional data,
and not easily defined (Shotton et al., 2023). I serve the students who come to campus, their
families, and their ancestors who helped to guide them there. I serve the Tribal Nations whose
land we are on and their past, present, and future generations. Much like my progression from
adjunct faculty to associate dean, I was quickly called to perform expanded roles with Native
students. From faculty advisor to powwow chair to unofficial Tribal liaison, I step into this work
because the communities need it. Like Besaw (2022), I did not realize I was in a leadership
position until I was doing the work. These lived commitments shape how I understand
institutional responsibility, particularly within the broader context of treaty rights, legislative
history, and the obligations that are owed to Tribal Nations.

Under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA), the Doyon Region — which
includes the Gwich'in communities of Fort Yukon and Beaver where my family originated from
—received land and monetary settlements through the establishment of Doyon Limited as the
regional corporation and locally governed village corporations. For these communities, ANCSA
affirmed Alaska Native presence on the land while also imposing new Western governance
structures that shifted authority from our traditional Tribal systems to state-chartered
corporations. This legal and structural shift continues to influence community leadership, land
stewardship, and the exercise of sovereignty in Fort Yukon and Beaver today. Much like formal
Western education systems, the ANCSA-imposed governance-corporate structure operates as a
settler colonial mechanism that reconfigures Indigenous ways of knowing, leading, and relating
to land into Western institutional forms, often privileging compliance and assimilation over

Tribal sovereignty and self-determination.



Although I am Athabaskan, work and family brought me to the ancestral waters and lands
of the Coast Salish Peoples, especially on the waters and lands of the Swinomish Indian Tribal
Community, Upper Skagit Indian Tribe, Samish Indian Nation, Nooksack Indian Tribe, Sauk-
Suiattle Indian Tribe, Stillaguamish Tribe of Indians, the Suquamish Tribe, Lummi Nation, and
the Tulalip Tribes. The Coast Salish Tribes signed treaties with the US government, like the
Point Elliott Treaty, through which they affirmed their sovereignty and reserved their rights to
fish, hunt, and maintain their way of life (7reaty of Point Elliott, 1855 | GOIA, n.d.).
Acknowledging this treaty history grounds my work in the ongoing presence and leadership of
the Coast Salish Nations whose lands continue to sustain the research college today.

I work as a mid-level leader at a community college in the Pacific Northwest of what is
currently known as the United States of America. I am the sole Native administrator and only
full-time Native employee at the college I work at — a mid-sized urban institution that sits on the
lands and waters of many Tribal Nations.

Recently, the college set an official goal to increase Native student enrollment, but this
will be performative without systems change. To be clear, this goal focuses solely on enrolling,
largely ignoring that not all Native students who enroll proceed to graduation. Native students
drop out at a higher rate compared to their non-Native peers (Postsecondary National Policy
Institute, 2025). Research shows this is because Indigenous students experience many harms
while pursuing a degree, including hyper-invisibility (Shotton et al., 2013; Tuck & Yang, 2018),
microaggressions (Besaw, 2022), and erasure (Grande, 2015). In terms of size, Native students
see better graduation rates at two-year institutions (Postsecondary National Policy Institute,
2025) like the research college, than at four-year institutions. However, their numbers still lag

behind the national average.



I have experienced these harms in the system where [ work, including being called
Pocahontas for speaking dinjii zhuh kyaa at larger campus meetings. I have seen Coast Salish
students and Navajo students experience this when they are described as “Native American”,
which ignores the fact that they come from distinct Tribal Nations. I’ve witnessed this when
college staft fail to acknowledge the existence of lighter-skinned Native students because staff
members are ignorant about the complex identity politics our students must navigate (Dillon,
2023; Medina, 2023). These barriers call for decolonization at all levels of the system. The need
to address barriers is broad, and encompasses curriculum redesign, hiring practices, business
office practices, community engagement, enrollment practices, financial aid processes, and
advising (Blanchard, 2022; Freire, 1970; Grande, 2015, 2018; Hammond, 2014; Patel, 2015,
2018, 2021; Pewewardy, 2014). To research this issue, I examined whether supportive conditions
for Native student success could expand when leadership follows a Shijyaa Haa leadership
framework for systems change.

Statement of the Problem

Native students make up less than 0.7% of all postsecondary enrollment despite making
up only 2.9% of the US population (Hanson, 2024; Postsecondary National Policy Institute,
2025; Revisions for American Indian and Alaska Native Health | Office of Minority Health, n.d.).
According to the Postsecondary National Policy Institute (2025), only 16.8% of Native people
over 25 have a bachelor’s degree or higher qualification, which lags far behind the national
average of 36.2%. Yet this reality reinforces the central problem of the study, namely that Native
students overwhelmingly enter institutions not built for them and often operate through colonial

structures, making the need for decolonized institutional practices more urgent.



Although the numbers are low, Native students mainly attend public institutions of higher
education (McCarty & Lee, 2014; Shotton et al., 2013). This is due to several reasons — namely
that community colleges are often an affordable and accessible means of pursuing education and
are supposed to benefit the communities around them. Public schools also often have more
degree options for students to choose from. The average community college in the Pacific
Northwest offers over 50 degrees and certificates, while regionally located Tribal colleges offer a
little over 10 (Northwest Indian College, 2025). The choice of where to enroll is also grounded in
a social standpoint as Native students are part of the broader society and seek access to the same
opportunities, fields of study, and professional pathways as their peers.

There is a misconception in the Pacific Northwest that because the region is seen as quite
liberal, there is no discrimination (Williams & Cooke, 2025). This falsity stands in stark contrast
to how the area was settled, built, the protest against Native rights in the civil rights era, and
continues even now behind the facade of Pacific Northwest niceties. Native students and
community members report experiences of marginalization and invisibility within these
institutions, highlighting that policies alone do not reflect lived realities. For this reason, leading
educational organizations and agencies have set specific targets to be anti-racist and equitable.

Geographically, the Pacific Northwest is made up of several states. This study includes
Oregon, California, and Washington. In Oregon, the Higher Education Coordinating
Commission (HECC) includes diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) as part of its statewide
planning (Higher Education Coordinating Commission: Our Commitment to Equity: About
Agency Offices: State of Oregon, n.d.). In California, the California Community Colleges
Chancellor’s Office (CCCCO) has a vision for success and student equity and achievement

program to explicitly focus on reducing racial and socioeconomic barriers (Todd et al., 2024). In



Washington State, the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC), updated its
mission statement in 2019 to begin with a reminder to lead with racial equity (Equity, Diversity
and Inclusion [EDI] | SBCTC. [n.d.]).

This centering of being antiracist ignores the liminality of Indigenous Peoples (Brayboy,
2005) and often conflates racial equity with Tribal sovereignty (Chapter 43.376 RCW:
GOVERNMENT-TO-GOVERNMENT RELATIONSHIP WITH INDIAN TRIBES, n.d.). This
conflation has prompted many disjointed or symbolic efforts to pursue equity, which further
erases the presence of Native peoples. Institutions shift from one trend to the next such as
antiracism, DEI, or culturally responsive teaching, without, as Jimmy et al. (2019) write, “facing
and digesting the implications of historical and systemic harm” (p. 23).

A major reason these efforts fall short is that decolonization has been absorbed into
general social justice discourse and is often treated as interchangeable with inclusion, equity, or
reform. Tuck and Yang (2012) remind us that decolonization is not a metaphor. By this, it is
clear that decolonization is not simply a set of progressive values, organizational trainings, or
curricular adjustments, but the concrete restoration of land, power, and life to Tribal Nations and
Indigenous Peoples. When institutions collapse decolonization into broader antiracist or diversity
agendas, they obscure its political specificity and redirect attention to settler desires for moral
repair instead of material change.

This pattern directly affects leadership practice. Many educational leaders fail to
distinguish between interventions aimed at racial equity and those that honor sovereignty and
fulfill Nation-to-Nation responsibilities. Without this distinction, well-intentioned leaders can
unintentionally reproduce the colonial logics they aim to disrupt by treating Indigenous concerns

as subsets of racialized experiences rather than matters of political status, land-based rights, and



relational accountability. Despite an awareness of equity issues, institutions continue to fall short
in addressing the structural and relational conditions that directly affect the success of Native
students. Naming these differences is foundational for this study because it clarifies why Native
students continue to be underserved, even within equity-focused institutions, and why
decolonizing leadership requires more than antiracist commitments. It requires a return to
Indigenous relationality, governance, and land-centered responsibilities.

Understanding the distinctions between antiracist initiatives and decolonizing practices is
critical because without this clarity, institutions may address equity in ways that are measurable
but fail to transform the structural and relational conditions that directly affect Native student
success. For example, even though many Native students attend public institutions, their study
completion rates do not compare to their non-Native peers (Akweks et al., 2009; Blackhorn,
2019; Brayboy & Lomawaima, 2018; Williams, 2011). This has dire effects on our Native youth,
families, and communities (Grande, 2015; Revisions for American Indian and Alaska Native
Health | Office of Minority Health, n.d.). Higher education is aware of the equity issues due to
the low numbers and the hyperfocus on quantitative values. State agencies like HECC, SBCTC,
and CCCCO are not wrong for their guidance because educational systems, which are based on
the colonial epistemologies of accumulated wealth and individuality, are disrupted through
awareness (Ginwright, 2022; Kania et al., 2019; Patel, 2015, 2021). However, this goal-setting
fails without the required liberatory praxis of leadership (Absolon, 2022; brown, 2017; Freire,
1970; Ginwright, 2022; Kania et al., 2019; Patel, 2021). Without this foundation of why
education systems are harmful (Smith, 2016) and a commitment to continued unlearning and
learning, leadership will remain focused on superficial outcomes like the achievement gap (Patel,

2015; Turay et al., 2021).



The research college leadership has been more focused on the outcomes of Native
students instead of the causes of their lack of success (Turay et al., 2021), which ends up looking
like the college is just going through the motions. The institution is trying to make it seem like
equity is the goal without changing the structures, relationships, or policies that harm Native
students. Thus, to genuinely move towards respecting Tribal sovereignty and supporting Native
student success, college leadership needs to decolonize more broadly at a systems change level
(Absolon, 2022; Kania et al, 2019; Patel, 2021). In this way, Native students will feel safer and
more supported, which will lead to increased completion and graduation rates. If leadership at
the research college, which is composed almost entirely of non-Native administrators, commits
to respecting Tribal sovereignty and decolonizing their policies, procedures, and practices, there
will be room for Indigenization (Kania et al., 2018; Kovach, 2018). This is important because
non-Native leaders cannot decide what Native students need. Rather, it must be in relation to,
and connected with, Native communities. By using a leadership framework that asks non-Native
allies to consider an Indigenous worldview (Archibald & Parent, 2014; Fisher & Doering, 2023;
Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991), the college can demonstrate its authenticity in seeking to move
towards a future where Indigenous students can thrive in the educational field of their choice
(Ginwright, 2022; Patel, 2021).

Rationale

Higher education must become a decolonized system to properly serve Native students
and Tribal Nations. After enduring generations of theft, erasure, and genocide, Native students
are expected to conform to systems that were never created with them in mind (Grande, 2015;

Isaacs, 2022; Shotton et al., 2013, 2023; Waterman et al., 2023). Examples of this include being
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told to center individualism and to view land as an extractable resource (Absolon, 2022; Jimmy
et al., 2019; Patel, 2015; Tamtik, 2023; Topa & Narvaez, 2022).

It is not that Native students graduate at lower rates than their white classmates, they are
harmed out of education shortly after entering it. The inability to succeed in a system that was
not created for them is framed as a personal failing (Turay et al., 2021) when truthfully, higher
education leadership needs to be looking at "factors that support and increase well-being"
(Quinless, 2022, p. 70).

"The issues come not from personal failure but from the impossible circumstances that
colonization and oppression have forced on us, on our families across generations, on our
communities, and on our Peoples" (Cajete, 2015, p. 128). Addressing these structural harms is
critical for immediate retention and graduation and for ensuring that Native students can pursue
professional and leadership pathways that were historically denied to them.

There must be a change in thinking at all levels to make this shift from deficit mindset to
asset-based support. Although Native Peoples did not create these harmful systems of
oppression, we hold the key to our liberation (Freire, 1970). This system of oppression is not
only harmful for Native students but believing these false settler narratives is harmful for the
oppressors. True liberation is needed for both oppressed and oppressor (Cajete, 2015; Freire,
1970) because it is also harmful for others to falsely think they are superior. Further, as stated
above, because so few Native students graduate from these systems, few hold the degrees
required to be employed in them (Momaday et al., 2025). This means that while most Native
students might attend public institutions, much of the leadership in these spaces is non-
Indigenous, as is the case in the research college. For this reason, Grande (2015) states that we

must have a revolutionary critical pedagogy that is “participatory, involving building coalitions
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among community members” (p. 29). Thus, I researched how administrators at the research
college define decolonization and leadership, and whether that aligns with what is needed for
structural change (Kania et al., 2018). I wanted to research if they are allies. This study will
explore how leadership at the research college can operationalize decolonizing practices within
institutional systems to better support Native student success and honor Tribal sovereignty.

I am a mid-level leader at the research college and report to a vice president. In the
community colleges in the Pacific Northwest, mid-level leadership includes the deans, directors,
and department chairs who make systemic decisions at colleges, but we are also subject to the
leadership of those who are senior to us. We are essentially middle managers. These are posts
where we supervise faculty members, student services staff, and business offices, and effectively,
make choices on how colleges operate. For example, my teams are broad and range from
Workforce Grants to Disability Access Services, from English Language Acquisition to High
School Completion, among others. As a Gwich’in leader in this context, I am called to this work
because I experience first-hand the barriers to Native leadership and the opportunities to shift
systems from within.

Senior-level leadership includes the vice presidents and presidents at the community
colleges in the Pacific Northwest. In their positions, very few people can dictate to them how to
do their jobs. My supervisor is the vice president of student services. Whether senior- or mid-
level, all leaders need to understand the complexities of today’s environment
(Nanjundeswaraswamy & Swamy, 2014) so that they can influence the direction of their teams.
In the case of decolonizing the research college for Native student success, leadership needs to
critically reflect on how it was built on stolen land, and how it is that few Native people from

those Tribal Nations are enrolled or work here. This complexity is exacerbated by Native
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students being unable to complete their degrees, so few of us can earn the degrees required for
positions of leadership at the research college. This study has direct implications for the research
college as it will illuminate how institutional policies, budgets, and leadership practices can
uphold or dismantle colonial structures that affect the outcomes of Native students.

Colonization is endemic to society (Brayboy, 2005), is ingrained in its every layer, and
has been harming Native communities for generations (Pewewardy et al., 2022). At the research
college — as with most public higher education institutions — this includes the intake and
retention of students, and pedagogical practices. This is why statewide organizations like the
SBCTC have followed a “student-centered framework grounded in equity-minded praxis
designed to increase and diversify the students and communities accessing and earning high
value community college credentials” (Washington Guided Pathways, n.d.). As most employees
in higher education were also raised on the same erasure and lies that they espouse, they must
unlearn the false narratives they absorbed (Freire, 1970; Ginwright, 2022). Too often, work in
higher education has been characterized by settler colonial performativity with many making
“moves to innocence” (Tuck & Yang, 2012).

An example of this includes the performativity of land acknowledgments at
predominantly white institutions (PWIs), which take the form of speeches given at college events
where speakers thank Native Peoples for the land. These statements not only fail to give the land
back, they fail to offer scholarships, increase access, or create spaces on campus. Performative
actions of this nature suggest that Tribal Nations preserved the health of the earth solely for the
benefit of settlers, rather than out of respect for our relationships with our more-than-human

relatives. Consequently, conscious non-Indigenous leaders can foster genuine and sustainable
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change by ensuring that their staff engages in the continuous process of learning and unlearning
about decolonization (Absolon, 2022; Kania et al., 2018). This is what makes them allies.

Grande (2015; 2018) and Patel (2015; 2018) make powerful connections between
education and accountability. “Because coloniality has been so pervasive, we can think about
how our actions, our research agendas, the knowledge we contribute, can undo coloniality and
create spaces for ways of being in relation that are not about individualism, ranking, and status”
(Patel, 2015, p. 73). PWIs implicitly and explicitly support ideas of ownership, control, access,
and possession, which have resulted in generations being taught that settler colonial structures
are how we must operate (Absolon, 2022; Smith, 2016). Leaders can support the undoing of
coloniality with decisions on agendas and budgets (Kania et al., 2018). For example, when
setting budgets for which community events to attend each fiscal year, the research college can
demonstrate support for Tribal Nations by allocating funds to purchase tables at Native
fundraising and awareness galas. At the research college, one senior-level leader did this in the
2024 fiscal year when they purchased a table at the Rooted Resiliency Fundraising Gala (Brown,
2024). Thus, decolonizing leadership requires systemic change, including shifts in policy,
resource allocation, and relational practices that challenge entrenched colonial logics.

Theoretical Framework
My theoretical framework centers Indigenous leadership and integrates Shijyaa Haa

leadership values, systems change theory, and a decolonizing lens. The values of Respect,
Reciprocity, Responsibility, and Relationships, which I refer to as the 4Rs of Indigenous
leadership, provide the foundation for Shijyaa Haa leadership, which prioritizes relationality in
guiding ethical and transformative action (Absolon, 2022; Archibald & Parent, 2019; Fisher &

Doering, 2023; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; Wilson, 2008).
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Relationships involve connections with people, place, and ideas, and acknowledging that
ideas are dynamic and evolve through engagement with others and the world (Freire, 1970).
Respect honors the dignity, rights, and knowledge of Native students and Tribal communities,
while reciprocity emphasizes giving back and fostering mutual care. Responsibility reflects
accountability to both people and knowledges, guiding leaders to ethically transform colonial
structures in higher education. Together, these values provide a relational and Indigenist lens
through which leaders can enact meaningful change.

Systems change theory (Kania et al., 2018) complements Shijyaa Haa (Fisher & Doering,
2023) leadership by identifying six conditions that operate at three interconnected levels. As seen
in Figure 1, the upper level is made up of structural conditions including policies, practices, and
resource flows. The middle level comprises relational conditions encompassing relationships and
power dynamics. The bottom level is the individual condition of our mental models that shape

beliefs and guide transformative action (Barnard Center for Research on Women, 2020).

Six Conditions of Systems Change

- 5 Resource
Policies Practices
Flows
Relationships Power
& Connections Dynamics

Mental .
Models Transformative Change

(implicit)

Structural Change
(explicit)

Relational Change
(semi-explicit)

Figure 1.1: Six Conditions of Systems Change Inverted Pyramid. Note. Reprinted from

Kania et al (2018)
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This framework illustrates how examining and shifting individual mental models can
influence relational and structural levels to create sustainable, systemic change. Leaders who
engage in decolonizing practices and maintain relationships with others who are committed to
decolonization amplify this impact across the institution, demonstrating the relational advantage
of Shijyaa Haa (Fisher & Doering, 2023) leadership.

Decolonizing work aligns closely with systems change at the individual level. Smith’s
(2016) stages of decolonization begin with awakening a critical consciousness (Smith, 2016;
Yellow Bird, 2005), Freire’s (1970) conscientization, which he defines as the recognition of
social, political, and economic contradictions and their impact on oppression. Conscious non-
Indigenous leaders must confront the structures of settler colonialism and act with clarity to
address harmful and structural inequities (Absolon, 2022; Darder, 2011; Ginwright, 2022).
Weaving Shijyaa Haa leadership values into this process ensures that relational, ethical, and
community-centered action guides systemic transformation towards decolonization.

This study examines how mid- and senior-level leaders at the research college engage in
decolonizing practices, influence institutional mental models, shape relationships, and transform
policies and practices by applying this integrated framework. This makes it possible to assess
how relational, values-driven leadership can challenge colonial structures and promote culturally
responsive and equitable educational environments for Native students. A full elaboration of this
integrated framework, including a detailed discussion of Shijyaa Haa leadership, systems change
theory, and the decolonizing process, will be presented in Chapter 2.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine how a place-based Shijyaa Haa leadership

framework influences the decolonization of institutional practices at the research college to

support Native student success. The study specifically sought to understand how leadership
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grounded in Indigenous values shapes the decisions, behaviors, and systems in the college that
affect Native students. This research also aimed to identify the levels of systems change evident
in these practices, including implicit mental models, semi-explicit relationships and power
dynamics, and explicit policies, procedures, and resource flows.

By focusing on Indigenous leaders, referred to as Aunties (Jacobs, 2020), and non-
Indigenous college leaders, the study investigated the ways relational leadership can disrupt
colonial norms and contribute to meaningful institutional transformation. The goal was to
provide insights into how Shijyaa Haa leadership can guide decolonized practices, inform policy,
and support strategies that address the educational debt owed to Native students while promoting
systemic change in higher education.

Research Questions
This study was guided by two primary research questions. The first asked how a place-

based Shijyaa Haa leadership framework is influencing the decolonization of institutional
practices at the research college to support Native student success. This question focuses on
understanding how leaders’ values, relational practices, and understanding of their roles in
education shape decisions and behaviors in the institution. The second question asked what
levels of systems change — implicit, semi-explicit, and explicit — are evident in institutional
practices related to Native student success. Together, these questions frame an exploration of the
cultural and structural dimensions of leadership and provide insights into how Indigenous-
informed leadership can create meaningful change in higher education settings.

Key Terms and Definitions
This dissertation uses the terms Native, Indigenous, and Tribal intentionally and

interchangeably, while recognizing the distinctions between them. These terms refer to Peoples

whose relationships to land and place extend back millennia (Deloria & Wildcat, 2001; Smith,
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2016; Wilson, 2008). My use of Tribal refers specifically to Peoples and Nations with a treaty or
formal political relationship with the United States government. I capitalize all three terms to
denote respect, affirm sovereignty, and counter Western norms that have historically minimized
or erased Indigenous Peoples in academic writing (Grande, 2015; Smith, 2016; Younging, 2018).
This is important for a place-based framework like Shijyaa Haa, which is grounded in
relationships, land, and the leadership of Native communities (Fisher & Doering, 2018).

My research also works with the term settler colonialism, which refers to a structure in
which groups of people enter a land with the goal of removing or replacing the original
inhabitants and taking control of the land (Patel, 2015; Tuck & Yang, 2012). In what is currently
known as the United States, settler colonialism is ongoing, deeply entrenched, and violent
(Deloria & Wildcat, 2001; Grande, 2015, 2018; Patel, 2015, 2021; Smith, 2016; Tuck & Yang,
2012). It is embedded in political institutions, education systems, and daily practices, including
those found within community colleges (Brayboy & Lomawaima, 2018; Grande, 2018). Naming
this context helps to clarify why institutional change requires more than reform. It requires a
fundamental shift in how institutions understand their responsibilities to Native students and
communities (Kania et al., 2018; Patel, 2018).

Decolonize refers to the work of untangling the systems, practices, and narratives that
were imposed upon Indigenous Peoples and non-Native people through settler colonialism
(Smith, 2016; Patel, 2015). This work must remain connected to Indigenous sovereignty and
lived experiences (Tuck & Yang, 2012; Quinless, 2022). When it is disconnected from
Indigenous Peoples, decolonizing risks being reduced to a general form of social justice or

organizational improvement (Grande, 2018; Patel, 2018; Tuck & Yang, 2012). In this study,
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decolonizing is rooted in Indigenous frameworks such as Shijyaa Haa, which guide my
understanding of institutional responsibility and change (Fisher & Doering, 2023; Wilson, 2008).

[ use Western, Eurocentric, and Euro Western interchangeably to describe the dominant
norms, worldviews, and educational practices that have been posited as universal or neutral in
what is currently known as the United States (Darder, 2011; 2016; Smith, 2016). These norms
were imposed through colonial processes and continue to shape the systems, structures, and
expectations of higher education and society at large (Grande, 2015; Patel, 2021). Identifying
these influences is necessary to understand the work of making space for Indigenous-led
approaches to teaching, learning, and leadership (Brayboy, 2005; McCarty & Lee, 2014).

In my dissertation, /ndigenize refers to a different kind of shift. Instead of centering the
work on untangling Western systems, it describes the possibility of simply living, leading, and
teaching from Indigenous knowledge systems and values (Cajete, 2015; Wilson, 2008). It
represents the moment of seeing that we are not required to rebuild ourselves through the
frameworks that were forced upon us. We can instead turn to Indigenous excellence,
relationality, place, and community as the foundation for institutional change (Grande, 2015;
Minthorn & Chavez, 2014). This orientation aligns closely with Shijyaa Haa and the leadership
practices that guide this research (Fisher, 2018; Fisher & Doering, 2023).

Finally, this study distinguishes between Indigenous and Indigenist. Indigenous refers to
Peoples, communities, cultures, identities, and knowledge systems that originate from, and
remain connected to, specific lands and places (Deloria & Wildcat, 2001; Wilson, 2008). It is a
descriptive and relational term that names who People are and where knowledge comes from
(Archibald, 2008; Kovach, 2018). By contrast, Indigenist refers to a critical, political, and

methodological stance oriented toward resistance, sovereignty, and decolonization (Grande,
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2015; Patel, 2021). In this study, it is used to signal that the research is grounded in Indigenous
worldviews while intentionally challenging settler colonial structures (Smith, 2016; Tuck &
Yang, 2018). In short, Indigenous names knowledges and identities that are rooted in place,
while Indigenist denotes a deliberate stance that centers on Indigenous sovereignty and structural
change.

Overview of Chapters
Chapter Two presents the study’s theoretical framework, which integrates Shijyaa Haa,

systems change theory, and decolonization, and provides a comprehensive review of the
literature on critical awareness of Native student success in community colleges, the debt owed
to Native students, and leadership’s responsibility to decolonize through relationships. Chapter
Three details the methodology, including the study design, context, justification of methods,
participant selection, data collection procedures, and data analysis. Chapter Four presents the
findings, which are organized by individual interview narratives, major themes, and notable

outliers. Chapter Five offers the discussion, implications, and conclusion.
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Chapter 2 - Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

“One of the committee members asked, when I introduced myself
and said the committees I'm on, a Tribal member said, “I have a
question. Why would you want to be on the (project) Advisory
Board?” And I said, because we know what's going on. And so, they

know about us, too.” — Auntie 1

This chapter brings together the theoretical frameworks and bodies of literature that
ground this study. Shijyaa Haa leadership, with its foundation in Respect, Responsibility,
Reciprocity, and Relationships, provides a culturally rooted lens to understand how Indigenous
values and relational practices shape leadership. Systems change theory (Kania et al., 2018)
further highlights how institutional structures, power dynamics, and collaborative practices
influence transformation in public higher education. A decolonization framework deepens this
analysis by naming the historical and ongoing impacts of settler colonialism and calling for
healing, accountability, and the restoration of Indigenous ways of knowing and leading.

Together, these frameworks inform an examination of the literature on critical awareness
of Native student success in public higher education, the longstanding debt owed to Native
students, and leadership’s responsibility to center Indigenous relationships and practices in
institutional change efforts. These interconnected areas form the conceptual foundation for
understanding how Native student success can be supported through relational, culturally
grounded, and systemic transformation.

Theoretical framework
The theoretical frameworks guiding this study — Shijyaa Haa leadership, systems change,

and decolonization — provide an integrated lens for understanding how institutional
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transformation can better support Native student success. Shijyaa Haa leadership, which is
grounded in Respect, Responsibility, Reciprocity, and Relationships, centers Indigenous
relational values and leadership practices. Systems change theory highlights how institutional
structures, power dynamics, and collective action shape the conditions for equitable
transformation. A decolonization framework brings the requisite attention to the historical and
ongoing impacts of settler colonialism and the need for healing, accountability, and the
restoration of Indigenous ways of knowing. Together, these frameworks shape how this study
interprets leadership, institutional change, and the experiences of Native students at the research
college.
Shijyaa Haa Leadership
To properly frame this study, my theoretical framework centers on leadership, but it

weaves two adapted Indigenous research frameworks with a systems change framework. In dinjii
zhuh kyaa, Shijyaa Haa research (Fisher & Doering, 2023) translates to “research with my
friend”. As Fisher & Doering (2023) explain, research is stronger and more meaningful when we
can prioritize building and maintaining relationships with one another. The task of weaving a
friendship with someone, learning who they are, their values, and their lives is just as important
as the aspects of research. This respectful, reciprocal relationship takes time to develop. In their
article, Fisher and Doering (2023) describe the evolution of their work together and their
deepening friendship. Doering et al. (2022) highlight the need for time and space to grow Shijyaa
Haa relationships when researching with Indigenous Peoples.

As with research, leadership is more equitable when leaders have relationships built on
respect and reciprocity. Thus, leading transformative change is stronger and more sustainable

when leaders can prioritize their relationships with one another. In short, relationships are the
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work (brown, 2017; Kania et al., 2018). This aligns with an Indigenous worldview that is built on
non-hierarchical, interwoven relationships (Topa & Narvez, 2022). This understanding shapes
my adaptation of Shijyaa Haa from a research framework into a leadership framework. In the
same way that I adapted Shijyaa Haa research to Shijyaa Haa leadership, I also adapted the
research framework articulated by Kirkness & Barnhardt (1991) and later expanded by Archibald
& Parent (2019). Their work focuses on Responsibility, Respect, Reciprocity, and — depending
on the source — Relevance or Reverence, when conducting research with Indigenous Peoples.
These values are fitting and important when conducting research because Native collaborators
should not be expected to engage in research that lacks relevance or fails to treat their
knowledges and presence with reverence (Archibald & Parent, 2019; Doering et al., 2022;
Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991). While these principles remain vital for research, I argue that
leadership requires a re-centering of relationality as its primary organizing value.

There has been much discussion about which values are most appropriate when working
with Indigenous Peoples. For research, some authors start with Respect, Responsibility,
Reciprocity, and Relevance, while others argue for Reverence as the fourth R (Kirkness &
Barnhardt, 1991; Archibald & Parent, 2019). The first three Rs fit well for leadership in higher
education. Respect includes honoring student voice, valuing humans, and valuing other ways of
knowing and being. Responsibility reflects a leader’s duty, their professional role, and the
obligations attached to their position. Reciprocity can be seen as collaboration, mutual learning,
giving back, shared decision-making, or a balance between roles. Together, these values point to
a need for respect for Tribal sovereignty through an understanding of the responsibility “for
making the university more responsive to Indigenous students, and reciprocity where those

involved with the university and the student share or benefit from each other’s knowledge”
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(Archibald & Parent, 2019, p. 5). The pre-eminent idea for all higher education leadership in
what is currently known as the United States is the knowledge that their predominantly white
institutions (PWIs) are on stolen land, as discussed in the introduction. From there, they have the
basis for using an Indigenist leadership lens to work towards decolonizing.

However, in the context of leadership, I contend that Relevance and Reverence are
encompassed within Respect, and that Relationships must be prioritized as the fourth R.
Relationships include collaboration and kinship with people, connections to more-than-human
relatives, and ongoing relationships with place and ideas (Doering et al., 2022; Topa et al., 2022;
Wilson, 2008). This framework emphasizes relationality in terms of who leaders are in
relationship with and how they relate to land, systems, and knowledge. As such, I define Shijyaa
Haa leadership through Relationships, Respect, Reciprocity, and Responsibility.

Relationships form the foundation of this framework. Building relationships means
cultivating meaningful connections with other humans, Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike
(Absolon, 2022; brown, 2017; Ginwright, 2022). In my practice, this involves focusing on
critical connections instead of critical mass and recognizing that resilience is built through
relationship and not scale (brown, 2017). Because we live and work together, our success is
interconnected, and leadership requires care, accountability, and a shared responsibility
(Ginwright, 2022). These relational commitments shape how I approach Responsibility and
Reciprocity in my professional life.

I am also building relationships with my more-than-human relatives (Hardison-Stevens,
2023; Kenny and Fraser, 2012). I “acknowledge the myriad presences around us not as objects
but as subjects in their own right — as open-ended beings with their own inherent spontaneity and

active agency” (Abram, 2021, p. 50). I do this by opening my senses, “including gut feelings,
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engaging solitude, peace, happiness, or even fears” (Hardison-Stevens, 2023, pp. 18-19) because
embodied knowledge honors the emotional landscape (Million, 2009). This relationship is
founded on a deep sense of respect and awareness that nature is not a resource, but a relative
(Wildcat, 2023). This worldview is in stark contrast to Western hierarchies that place humans
above all other beings and justify extraction and domination (Hall, 2021). Instead, I understand
humans as woven into reciprocal relationships with plant, animal, fish, and spirit relatives, a
perspective supported by scholarship that emphasizes attentiveness and dialogue with the natural
world (Heneghan, 2021; Weber, 2021; Wildcat, 2023).

I further work to lead by being in good relationship with ideas. Wilson (2008) details the
importance of being in relationship with ideas, which implies that we need to acknowledge that
our ideas are not static. Wilson’s description of ideas growing as connecting distant points of
light is like Hammond’s (2014) description of runners passing a baton. “Learning happens as the
neurons communicate with each other, much like runners in a relay race” (Hammond, 2014, p.
42). However, a precursor to learning and evolving is the level of safety the brain feels. Thus,
our relationships with the people around us, Shijyaa Haa, are a vital precondition to being in
relationship with ideas. If we don’t feel safe in our environment and with our relatives, then the
parts of our brain responsible for making the connections between lights, or passing the baton
between runners, are inaccessible (Hammond, 2014). Like people, ideas should be dynamic and
evolve over time (Freire, 1970).

In the context of this study, educational leaders who are in relationship with ideas
recognize that our understanding of education, healing, and justice is always in flux and subject
to change, growth, and transformation as we engage with the world and with others. As leaders,

we “hold ourselves accountable and work on areas of our lives where we need to do better”
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(Ginwright, 2022, p. 107).

Emotions and feelings are also recognized as valid forms of knowledge from an
Indigenous epistemological perspective. Feelings, memories, and embodied experiences carry
insights often overlooked in Western academic traditions that separate emotion from reason
(Million, 2009; Topa & Narvaez, 2022). When we understand emotions as a form of knowing,
the stories people share become more than just a narrative. Through this knowledge, they
become analytical reflections shaped by history, community, and lived experiences. This aligns
closely with Shijyaa Haa leadership because relationships create the safety needed for people to
bring forward their ideas and the truths held in their bodies and emotions. This type of
relationship further supports a decolonizing approach by challenging frameworks that diminish
Indigenous forms of understanding, and by affirming that emotional expression is a legitimate
response to structural conditions, not a diversion from them. In the context of this study,
centering relationships with ideas and emotions in this way strengthens the commitment to
relational leadership and helps illuminate how Native students, faculty, and community partners
make meaning of their experiences within the institution by grounding interpretation in relational
and emotional truth.

Together, these three ways of being in relationship form a firm basis “that brings forth
relationality. It begins with one idea, one person, one changed behavior, and then it emerges
mutually — always with others” (Meyer, 2021, p. 99). Shijyaa Haa, as explained by Fisher &
Doering (2023), is applicable to leadership in this way as the work is sustained by relational
accountability. “In order to transform the institutions in our society, we also have to transform
how we show up in these institutions” (Ginwright, 2022, p. 138) because we cannot dismantle

the settler colonial systems by relying on the methods used to sustain them (hooks, 1994). We
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need to build relationships with one another to allow our brains to have the space to change.

In addition to relationships, Shijyaa Haa leadership is founded on respect that recognizes
and honors the inherent worth and dignity of others. It encompasses acknowledging an empathy
and understanding of others. This respect weaves itself throughout my relationships in how I
show up and how others show up for me (Tsosie et al., 2022). I believe that my relatives should
have this regard for me, and that I must have it for them. Looking back at how our brains can be
safe enough to grow ideas, I need to possess and show respect for those around me. This
typically begins with listening, which is deeply connected to relationships.

In my work as a mid-level leader, I use my relationships to help maintain empathy and
understanding for my relatives and myself. In terms of decolonization, all parties are harmed by
settler-colonialist frameworks that value individualism, hierarchy, and extraction (Freire,

1970). “Oppression harms the whole society. All forms of destruction have relatively destructive
consequences for the whole of society” (Cajete, 2015, p. 127). Ginwright (2022) describes this as
using structural and emotional vulnerability in tandem. “When we have the capacity and ability
to share our emotional vulnerability in our collective experiences with racism, classism, sexism,
and poverty, we build bonds between us based in empathy” (Ginwright, 2022, p. 139). With
respect, | am working to maintain the honor and dignity of other people in this system, and this
will help decolonize and heal the system.

Further, as an Indigenous leader in higher education who understands place-based
reciprocity, I work to dismantle barriers for Native students and Tribal communities because I
know these communities also care for me (Salis Reyes & Lopez, 2023). Generally, reciprocating
involves giving to others first because we trust that they will give back to us. In my job, I must

pace myself with this R. Not all employees at the research college have the same foundational
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knowledge of the harms of settler colonialism and how deeply entrenched it is in society and
educational systems (Absolon, 2022; Brayboy, 2005). Because of this, it is difficult to trust that
they will give back. However, I remind myself of the wisdom of brown (2017) that if I “trust the
people, the people become trustworthy” (p. 42). It is hard to hold onto feelings of uncertainty, so
I will give first with the trust that others will give back. I strive to give with trust, guided by the
belief that authentic and generous connections sustain both individual and collective survival
(brown, 2017).

Lastly, I understand that my responsibility as an Indigenous leader in higher education is
to care for Native students and Tribal communities (Tsosie et al., 2022). I fulfill my professional
duties at the college where I work and do so with the awareness that I must work ethically for
Native students and Tribal communities. An element of this in leadership is to remind other
leaders of their professional, ethical, and moral responsibilities (Absolon, 2022). Leaders, like
those at the research college, need to understand how healing education can be, but also how
harmful it was and still is. Many leaders become engrossed in quantitative goals and treat equity
and decolonization as checkboxes at best and metaphors at worst (Tuck & Yang, 2012).

As in other educational settings, “too often, in spite of their best intentions, those who
aren’t directly impacted only see the surface layer(s) of the impact and thus come up with surface
solutions that don’t address the deep-seated multi-pronged need in the community” (brown,
2017, p. 63). This also circles back to the responsibility that leaders must feel to be in
relationship with ideas.

What makes a Shijyaa Haa Indigenist framework Indigenist and not solely Indigenous is
the relationship and intentionality behind their leadership (Absolon, 2022; Fisher & Doering,

2023). Decision-making in Indigenous leadership frameworks is understood as a moral act that
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carries responsibility for its impacts on people, land, and future generations, positioning
leadership not as authority over others but as accountability to relationships, including those
beyond the human realm (Montgomery, 2020). As such, non-Native leaders must base their work
on supporting Indigenous Peoples with Indigenous Peoples. Through relationships grounded in
Respect, Reciprocity, and Responsibility, leaders can support Indigenous students and
communities in ways that move beyond inclusion towards genuine decolonization. They need to
be Shijyaa Haa, friends with, the other leaders. They also need to acknowledge their ever-
growing relationship with ideas (Wilson, 2008). By focusing on their relationships with ideas
and learning Indigenous axiologies, epistemologies, and ontologies, these leaders can guide their

departments to fulfill their professional responsibilities in a truly decolonizing way.

Systems Change

Shijyaa Haa leadership offers a path for authentic, transformative change because it
builds on the implicit and semi-explicit conditions that might influence teams, power dynamics,
and ultimately, structural change (Kania, 2021; Kania et al., 2018, 2022; Senge et al., 2015).

Regarding systems change, Kania et al. (2018) identify the six conditions of systems
change that function at three levels. The top level is described as explicit as many can readily
identify the changes here (Kania et al., 2022). The three conditions at a structural change level
are policies, practices, and resource flows. This level emphasizes the visible aspects of change,
like the example that Kania et al. (2018) give on the Affordable Care Act (ACA). President
Barack Obama helped usher in the ACA by shifting policy and resource flows, but there was
little change happening regarding relationships and power dynamics (Kania et al., 2018). The
result is that insurers, providers, and pharmaceutical companies are still at odds with one another,

so it has not been enacted equally across what is currently known as the United States (Sullivan
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et al., 2024). A similar example at the research college is performative land acknowledgments
with few immediate action items. Both initiatives fail because the issues are not framed in a way
that speaks to the other levels.

At the relational change level, Kania et al. (2018) locate relationships, connections, and
power dynamics as key levers of systems change. This semi-explicit level is often difficult to
observe because shifts in relationships are not always immediately visible. At this level, leaders
intentionally prioritize relationship-building and power-sharing, recognizing that systems change
fundamentally involves transforming the relationships among those within the system (Kania et
al., 2018). This aligns with Shijyaa Haa leadership, which emphasizes care for the people in the
system and a responsibility to the collective. Leaders who approach change relationally cultivate
trust through deep listening, empathy, and the ability to see the system from perspectives
different from their own, creating conditions where collaboration and shared commitment can
grow (Senge et al., 2015). However, at this relational level alone, efforts such as the ACA and
land acknowledgments often stall as strengthened relationships are not necessarily accompanied
by shifts in structures, policies, or decision-making authority.

Institutions and initiatives that want change need to prioritize the relationships between
the people who make decisions about policy, practice, and resource flows. Building relationships
and shifting power away from the systemically dominant is effective. “Too often, we focus on
diversity to change who sits at the table without changing the underlying dynamics of decisions
made at the table by shifting culture and power” (Kania et al., 2022, p. 43). It is crucial to also
shift the power in how work happens to sustain strong relationships and shared power. Groups
that aim to impact systems change at this semi-explicit level could “host meetings in community

spaces; meet around small tables, instead of big board tables, to stimulate conversation; and
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facilitate a transparent and fair culture that names and negotiates uncomfortable dynamics and
builds trust across members” (Kania et al., 2022, p. 44).

At the lowest level, Kania et al (2018) recognize how mental models lead to a focus on
transformative justice for sustainable change (Barnard Center for Research on Women, 2020).
Whereas the previous levels were somewhat visible, this level is invisible. The work done to
grow ideas, the points of light connecting or passing a baton, is not easy to see in people.

Looking again at the ACA example, not enough people had the same understanding of
why it was needed, and this impacted the relationships and power imbalances. This is like the
performativity of land acknowledgments where the speaker thanks Indigenous Peoples for the
land but does not explain why this is important or what people should be doing.

For sustained systems change, we need to grow as individuals, improve our relationships
with ideas, and the interaction between the two levels in the sense of accountability buddies to
pair with “a trusted partner with whom participants can share their personal dedication to and
progress on racial equity commitment” (Kania et al., 2022, p. 45). This inverted triangle shows
the interconnected conditions needed for lasting, systemic change. The theory that each level is
interconnected ties in with the idea that each person must also examine their own deeply held
beliefs, and when leaders do this, they can impact the other levels. Accordingly, this
interconnection for effective systems change echoes the threads mentality of Jimmy et al. (2019).

In terms of higher education, if the upper structural level has clear and equitable policies,
practices, and resource flows, leaders will have an easier time effecting change. Conversely, if
leaders are intentionally decolonizing themselves at a transformative level, this will have an
impact on the upper structural level. If only one level is changing, the change will not be

sustainable. Frequently, leaders invest much time changing the explicit level. “Such structural
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solutions are important. However, changing structure without shifting relationships, power
dynamics, and mental models can lead to irrelevant, ineffective, unaccountable, and
unsustainable solutions” (Kania et al., 2022, p. 42). For genuine, sustainable change, leaders
must examine their own mental models and relationships for all three levels to work
simultaneously.

Another advantage of the systems change model is that leaders who are in relationship
with people who are decolonized will influence the levels as well (Kania, 2021; Kania et al.,
2018, 2022; Senge et al., 2015). Just as a zombie can infect one person, this decolonized leader
infects the whole system. This further demonstrates the advantage of Shijyaa Haa leadership
(Fisher & Doering, 2023).

Decolonization

The tip of Kania et al.'s (2018) model relies on transformative change at the individual
level. Looking at Smith’s (2016) decolonization dimensions might help guide this work as it
manifests in five stages. The first involves awakening a critical consciousness (Smith, 2016;
Yellow Bird, 2005), and if leaders can influence this, their implications can have a broader
impact on the larger systems (Craig-Marius, 2023; Kania, 2021; Kania et al., 2018, 2022; Senge
etal., 2015).

Definitions of “decolonization” are numerous and are often a variation of systems that
were imposed on Peoples, sometimes with a mention of Indigenous Peoples. There is a flavor of
undoing the harms (Grande, 2015; Jacob & Johnson, 2019; Montgomery, 2023; Stein et al.,
2020). However, this word has always been inadequate for me, and it was through this research
that I realized why. We did not colonize the systems, so our definitions will be through a lens of

what we do to stay strong, undo the harm done to us, and center our excellence. Million (2009)
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asserts that “we feel our histories as well as think them” (p. 54). This explains the incomplete
view of decolonization from non-Indigenous lenses.

This critical awakening is a required first step to transformation because settler
colonialism is deeply entrenched in our society (Brayboy, 2005; Smith, 2016). For this reason,
we must deliberately examine all levels to uproot it. “Decolonization is a process which engages
the imperialism and colonialism at multiple levels” (Smith, 2016, p. 22). Settler colonialism is
deeply interwoven through society partly because of education. “For many Indigenous peoples,
the major agency for imposing this positional superiority over knowledge, language and culture
was colonial education” (Smith, 2016).

Freire (1970) describes this awareness as conscientization, where people become aware
of the social, political, and economic contradictions of their lives, and the impact on their
oppression. In terms of education, this is where educators realize the role their policies, practices,
and curriculums play on how Native Peoples navigate education, and how non-Native people
view Native people. We need conscious non-Indigenous leaders who question the structures of
oppression to have this initial symptom of liberation (Absolon, 2022).

Tuck & Yang (2012) outline this tension with “the triad of relations between settler-
native-slave” (p. 17). In this triangle, settlers voluntarily came to what is currently known as the
United States with the intention of making a new home. Enslaved peoples, and others subjected
to colonial projects, were forced to enter what is currently known as the United States. However,
they “still occupy and settle stolen Indigenous land” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 7). This duality is
what conflates social justice work — which is aimed at dismantling white supremacist barriers —
with decolonization, which is aimed at dismantling settler colonial structures. Thus, to

authentically decolonize, everyone must acknowledge that they are on stolen Native land.
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As Darder (2011) states, "there is no going back to the safety of anonymity" (p. 8) once
one knows the truths of settler colonialism. It is a step in Yellow Bird’s (2005) stages of critical
thinking. In terms of education, due to settler colonial pedagogical agendas in what is currently
known as the United States, everyone started with a banking model about Native Peoples. The
next stage of decolonization is analytical independence where students begin seeing patterns and
inconsistencies. One way to expedite our thought processes to get to this phase is through our
continued excellence. Native artists, actors, singers and their public displays of our existence are
crucial to increasing our visibility to counter settler colonial narratives. Examples of this success
are in the popularity of Native singers, designers, models, and actors (Adams, 2025; Krentcil,
2024; Kunze, 2022; Sohn, 2024). When non-Native society is confronted with our continued
existence and our excellence, it will begin to crack the shell of what was imposed upon us all
through education. Without deliberate structures in place to share our joy, it is likely that most
people will remain just below this critical thinking phase. The next level of critical thinking is
deconstruction, which leads to conscientization (Yellow Bird, 2005). For this to happen, people
must examine multiple layers and apply that lens to examine future information.

After reaching this level of critical awareness, leaders will have clarity which “comes
from both confronting the structural racism that created the conditions for harm and healing the
harm itself” (Ginwright, 2022, p. 78). This is important because settler colonialism was
intentional, so the drive to decolonize must also be intentional.

The theoretical framework that underpins Shijyaa Haa leadership and systems change is a
decolonizing framework, which critically interrogates the colonial foundations and structures
inherent in Western education systems and methodologies. This approach seeks to challenge and

dismantle the pervasive colonial ideologies that have shaped academic practices and knowledge
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production, highlighting the need for an Indigenist leadership framework that is grounded in
Indigenous axiologies, epistemologies, and ontologies. Through this lens, this research seeks to
critically analyze and deconstruct the power dynamics embedded in PWIs, which often
perpetuate systems of inequity and exclusion. This research studies decolonization using
decolonizing frameworks by including storywork (Archibald, 2008; Archibald et al., 2019;
Archibald & Parent, 2019; Coté, 2022), felt theory (Million, 2009), and Shijyaa Haa research
(Fisher & Doering, 2023) as integral pieces. By applying a Shijyaa Haa Indigenist framework,
my study assesses how leadership actions at the research college challenge colonial structures to
impact Native student success. It is imperative to consider using Indigenist leadership values in
non-Indigenous spaces in efforts to decolonize because “the master’s tools will never dismantle
the master’s house” (hooks, 1984). This applied comparative approach will allow for a deeper
understanding of how allies can foster more inclusive and culturally responsive environments for
Indigenous students to promote decolonization and equity in educational practices.

Rationale
This study examines institutional transformation and Native student success at the

research college through the combined lenses of Shijyaa Haa leadership, systems change, and
decolonization. These frameworks are appropriate because they provide complementary
perspectives that honor relationality, attend to structural conditions, and acknowledge historical
and ongoing colonial impacts on higher education. Together, they align with my positionality,
relational commitments, and the goals of this study by centering Indigenous values, critically
analyzing institutional processes, and guiding ethical, culturally responsive research practices.
Selection Rationale

Firstly, Shijyaa Haa leadership centers Indigenous values and emphasizes relationality,

community, and responsibility. This framework is particularly relevant for understanding Native
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student experiences and leadership practices that are grounded in place and relationships. By
highlighting the importance of reciprocity, respect, and the necessity of collective well-being,
Shijyaa Haa provides a lens through which institutional actions and leadership behaviors can be
understood in ways that are meaningful to Native students and the communities served by the
research college.

Secondly, systems change offers a structural and organizational perspective that allows
for the examination of institutional processes and conditions affecting Native student success. Its
focus on collaborative change, power dynamics, and organizational readiness provides a
framework to analyze how policies, leadership structures, and institutional culture either support
or hinder transformation. Applying a systems change lens ensures that the study attends to
individual experiences and the broader organizational and structural context in which these
experiences occur.

Thirdly, decolonization addresses the historical and ongoing impacts of colonialism on
higher education by highlighting the need for healing, accountability, and the restoration of
Indigenous knowledges and decision-making. This framework emphasizes the critical
examination of the ways in which institutions perpetuate colonial practices and supports
approaches that center Indigenous voices, practices, and worldviews. In the context of this study,
decolonization guides my ethical approach and interpretation of findings in ways that challenge
deficit narratives and acknowledge systemic inequities.

Together, these three frameworks provide a layered, relational, and systemic lens for the
study, allowing for an integrated approach that simultaneously attends to individual,

organizational, and historical dimensions of Native student success.



36

How the Frameworks Guide the Research Design

Shijyaa Haa leadership shaped the relational and community-centered design of this
study, ensuring that interactions with participants were grounded in Respect, Reciprocity,
Responsibility, and Relationships. Systems change informed the focus on institutional processes,
leadership structures, and the conditions needed for organizational transformation.
Decolonization guided the ethical stance of the research, centering Indigenous voices and
attending to power, history, and healing. Further, centering care for relationships, ongoing
learning, and acknowledging emotions as data are decolonizing acts (Million, 2009; Wilson,
2008). Collectively, these frameworks informed the choice of qualitative, semi-structured
interviews that prioritize relational dialogue and meaningful engagement with participants.
How the Frameworks Guide Data Collection

Shijyaa Haa leadership guided how I approached participants, built trust, and conducted
interviews in ways that honored relationships and community commitments. This shaped the
pace and tone of each conversation and reminded me that data collection is a relational process
grounded in responsibility to the people who share their stories. Systems change focused my
attention on organizational context, leadership roles, and institutional patterns while conducting
interviews. It helped me hear individual experiences and the broader structures and processes
that shape those experiences in the college environment. Decolonization informed the creation of
safe and culturally grounded spaces for participants. This included emphasizing consent, voice,
choice, and respect for Indigenous knowledges throughout the interview process. Feelings,
memories, and personal truths shared within these decolonizing spaces carry analytical weight,
and attending to emotional expression is part of respecting Indigenous ways of knowing.

How the Frameworks Guide Analysis and Interpretation
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Shijyaa Haa leadership offered a direction for recognizing relational patterns, values, and
leadership behaviors within participant narratives. The 4Rs of Respect, Responsibility,
Reciprocity, and Relationships shaped how I interpreted experiences and kept the analysis
grounded in an Indigenous relational framework. Systems change supported the identification of
structural themes, institutional dynamics, barriers, and opportunities. This framework made it
possible to situate participant stories within broader organizational systems and to consider how
individual experiences reflect institutional conditions. Decolonization shone a spotlight on
colonial patterns, institutional harms, and acts of resistance or reclamation. It offered a way to
interpret narratives through Indigenous worldviews instead of deficit-based frames.

Theoretical Framework Summary
While these three frameworks shape how I understand leadership, institutional

transformation, and the responsibilities of higher education systems, they also guide my
interpretation of the existing scholarship on Native students and leadership practices. The
literature reviewed in this chapter reflects the intersections of these frameworks: how Native
students experience public higher education, how institutions have contributed to longstanding
educational inequities, and how leadership practices must shift to relational, culturally grounded
approaches. Guided by Shijyaa Haa leadership, systems change, and decolonization, the
following literature review areas explore a critical awareness of Native student success, the debt
owed to Native students, and leadership’s responsibility in creating conditions that support
Native learners and communities.

Literature Review
The literature reviewed in this section examines three interconnected areas that shape the

experiences of Native students in public higher education. The first area focuses on the critical

awareness needed to understand Native student success, including the structural, cultural, and
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relational conditions that influence belonging and persistence. The second addresses the
historical and ongoing debt owed to Native students, which continues to manifest through
inequitable policies, underrepresentation, and the failure of institutions to uphold their
responsibilities to Tribal Nations. The third area highlights leadership’s responsibility to engage
in relational, culturally grounded, and systemic practices that support Native students and
communities. Together, these areas reveal the broader context in which this study is situated and
demonstrate the need for institutional change guided by Indigenous values and ways of knowing.
Critical Awareness of Native Student Success in Community Colleges

Historically, the United States government stole land from Tribal Nations, leaving
Indigenous Peoples with little access to land, resources, and educational opportunities (Baldy,
2022; Tuck & Yang, 2012). This history shapes the context of contemporary education in what is
currently known as the United States, as all schools, including the research college, are built on
stolen land. Native students frequently navigate a constrained educational landscape in which
they must choose between underfunded Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) or public
schools where they encounter longstanding barriers shaped by settler colonialism (Jacob &
Johnson, 2019; Patel, 2015; Shotton et al., 2013, 2023; Smith, 2016, 2018; Waterman et al.,
2023). Although many TCUs exist on lands that may have been part of those Nations’ ancestral
territories, others were created on reservations where Tribes were forcibly relocated. Such
displacements disrupted cultural relationships to place and contributed to sustained inequities in
educational systems. The assimilationist policies embedded in early schooling continue to
influence public institutions today and contribute to Native erasure and ongoing educational

harm (Baldy, 2018; Shotton et al., 2013; Smith, 2016).
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A substantial body of research documents the strengths of TCU education, including
asset-based frameworks, socio-cultural learning theory, and pedagogies that center Indigenous
knowledges, identity, and modes of expression (Grande, 2015; Hill, 1994; Lee & Evans, 2023;
Smith, 2016; Smith et al., 2018; Reyhner et al., 2020). TCUs were established in the late 1960s
and emerged as a direct response to the failure of federal policy to meet the educational needs of
Native students (Hill, 1994; Shotton et al., 2013). These Tribally-run institutions addressed
cultural isolation, high attrition rates, and financial aid barriers that Native students often faced in
public four-year institutions. Research consistently demonstrates that Native students benefit
academically, culturally, and socially from Tribally-run schools due to their grounding in
community, cultural continuity, and relational learning models (Hill, 1994; Grande, 2015;
Shotton et al., 2013, 2023; Smith, 2016; Waterman et al., 2023). Despite this, many TCUs
experience chronic underfunding and must operate within broader settler educational structures,
which limits their ability to offer the same breadth of academic programs available at non-TCUSs.
Consequently, only about 8% of Native students attend TCUs, while many of their counterparts
seeking a wider range of academic or career pathways enroll at PWIs even when such
environments do not provide culturally responsive support (Shotton et al., 2013).

Native student success is typically defined through quantitative measures such as
retention, persistence, and graduation rates in Western higher education. While these metrics
provide useful indicators, Indigenous scholars emphasize that success for Native students is more
holistic and relational, and grounded in belonging, well-being, cultural affirmation, and
responsibility to community (Brayboy et al., 2012; Benham, 2003; HeavyRunner & DeCelles,
2002). Research focusing specifically on Native students in community colleges highlights

additional barriers, including culturally unsafe campus climates, limited access to Native faculty
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or advisors, inadequate curricular representation, inconsistent Tribal partnerships, limited or
culturally disconnected advising practices, and under-supported Native student groups or
organizations (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008; Shotton et al., 2013, 2023; Waterman et al., 2023).

These challenges contribute to lower persistence and completion rates in mainstream
institutions and underscore the need for more culturally grounded and structurally responsive
practices. Shotton et al. (2013) shared research on how to support Native students and
highlighted the interwoven nature of how everything inside the PWIs is failing Native students.
Intentional advising that is informed by Native perspectives, understanding Financial Aid,
sustained partnerships with Tribal Nations, and active support for Native student communities
are critical areas for institutional leadership to address (Waterman et al., 2023). These elements
support student success and provide important points of focus for research as they illustrate how
relational accountability and culturally responsive leadership practices can directly influence
outcomes for Native students in community colleges.

Despite these persistent challenges, community colleges continue to play a critical role in
Native student higher education access. Because of this role, institutions have a greater
responsibility to Native students and Tribal communities. When educational leaders situate their
work within an understanding that their institutions operate on Native land, their commitments
shift from symbolic acts to authentic accountability. Because community colleges are built on
land taken from Tribal Nations, institutional leaders have a responsibility to dismantle settler
colonial barriers that impede Native student success. Leaders who commit to decolonizing
themselves are better positioned to lead systemic decolonization efforts, creating conditions that
support Native belonging, persistence, and graduation. In this way, Native student success

becomes a measure of institutional accountability rather than an individual student burden.
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Debt Owed to Native Students

As stated above, there is substantial literature advocating for the success of Native
students in higher education systems (Grande, 2015, 2018; Minthorn & Chavez, 2014;
Montgomery, 2023; Pewewardy et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2018). Tuck and Yang (2012) describe
this as an education debt, which is the cumulative result of historical, economic, and moral
injustices that have systematically excluded Native communities from equitable educational
opportunities. Considering that education was designed to fill empty vessels (Freire, 1970), we
know how harmful this is physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually, as demonstrated by
daniels (2021) and Hammond (2014). Researchers such as Kania et al. (2018) underscore that
“the first step in seeing the water is to illuminate the forces at play” (p. 2), which requires
recognizing how academia prioritizes Eurocentric ideas (Jimmy et al., 2018; McPherson, 2011;
Pewewardy et al., 2022; Wilbur, 2023). For centuries, Indigenous students have been forced to
tolerate generations of lies, erasure, and abuse in educational settings (Baldy, 2018; Smith,
2016). “Indigenous children learned more about Euro Western values in the absence of
Indigenous cultural mirrors, cultural knowledge, teachings, and so much more” (Absolon, 2022,
p. 13). These harms influence the success rates of students, how Native people are seen by
society, and how they view themselves.

Education in what is currently known as the United States remains rooted in white
supremacist logics that prioritize achievement metrics while obscuring the historical and
structural harms experienced by Native Peoples and other systematically marginalized groups
(Patel, 2021; Shotton et al., 2013; Turay et al., 2021; Waterman et al., 2023). Within this context,
decolonization is frequently diluted into broad social justice language, a move that risks erasing

the specific histories, land-based realities, and ongoing harms faced by Indigenous communities
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(Mackey, 2016; Tuck & Yang, 2012). For example, the Occupy movement, which sought the
redistribution of land and wealth, inadvertently reinforces settler occupation on stolen land (Tuck
& Yang, 2012). In this study, decolonization is understood as dismantling systems and barriers to
repatriate land to Native Peoples. In education, this means breaking down the structures that limit
access and success for Native students. Anything less than that treats decolonization as a
metaphor that further erases Indigenous Peoples. Higher education leaders have a moral
obligation to repair these harms and support Native students and Tribal Nations.

Smith, Tuck, and Yang (2018) offer perspectives on decolonizing educational praxis, and
Patel (2015; 2018) and Grande (2015; 2018) provide convincing arguments for institutional
responsibility. Settler colonialism is ongoing and is structured around three pillars (Patel, 2021).
The first is the seizure of land, resources, cultural practices, and goods of a desired location.
Indigenous Peoples in what is currently known as the United States have experienced this since
the invasion of Columbus. The second pillar is ongoing erasure, which is enforced to justify
claims to the land. Blood quantum is one tool of this erasure. The third pillar is the logic of
humanity as property, evident in chattel slavery, the prison-industrial complex, and low-wage
migrant labor.

As part of higher education systems, community colleges can reflect on and repair this
education debt. Historically, they have not only taught these lies but also perpetuated inequities
by failing to create structures that support Native students, resulting in low graduation and
retention rates (Lee & Evans, 2023; Shotton et al., 2013, 2023; Waterman et al., 2023). However,
by intentionally increasing access, centering Native knowledges, and creating culturally

responsive environments, these institutions can assume accountability for the damage they have
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helped to cause and work toward repairing the debt owed to Native communities (Deloria &
Wildcat, 2001).

Overall, education has spent centuries teaching lies about Native people, even to Native
people themselves. Addressing this educational debt requires recognizing historical harms,
understanding the institutional role in perpetuating inequities, and committing to structural
changes to support the success of Native students (Grande, 2015, 2018; Patel, 2015, 2018;
Shotton et al., 2013, 2023; Waterman et al., 2023).

Leadership’s Responsibility to Decolonize Through Relationships

Extensive research has examined how leadership can influence equity and create healing
spaces within education. Nanjundeswaraswamy and Swamy (2014) describe different types of
leadership and how leaders shape the attitudes and actions of their departments, highlighting the
significant role they play in influencing institutional culture. Kania et al. (2018) expand on this
by explaining how leaders working to create lasting change must address interdependent
conditions within systems, noting that “while these conditions can be independently defined,
measured, and targeted for change, they are also intertwined and interact with each other” (p. 3).
These frameworks demonstrate that leadership is central to shaping the environment in which
students experience education and the policies that govern their success.

Leadership directly impacts Native student outcomes by shaping institutional climates
that either support or hinder their success. Ginwright (2022) emphasizes that leaders can make
small but meaningful changes to reduce harm and promote equity. Okello and Shalka (2022)
provide examples of leaders who leverage their authority to create healing-centered practices,
and Shalka (2023) outlines trauma-informed approaches to student services, including active

listening, policy changes, and fostering care within institutions. Ballew (2023) demonstrates how
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responsive leadership can address Native student demands, illustrating the tangible influence
leaders have on equity outcomes. These studies collectively show that leadership is not just
symbolic; it directly affects how institutions support Native students and how the latter
experience higher education.

Institutional change literature further underscores that decolonization and equity require
intentional leadership. Leaders must engage in structural transformations that confront the
ongoing effects of settler colonialism and systemic inequities (Kania et al., 2018; Ginwright,
2022). This includes addressing policies, practices, and cultural norms that perpetuate harm,
while embedding relational accountability into decision-making processes. For Native students,
decolonizing leadership means actively creating space for Indigenous knowledges, perspectives,
and voices within institutional systems.

Leaders also have specific obligations to Tribal communities and Native students. This
responsibility includes acknowledging historical and ongoing harms, collaborating with Tribal
Nations, and ensuring that institutional practices align with ethical and moral commitments to
Native communities. By grounding leadership practices in relational accountability, leaders
honor the interdependence between institutions and the communities they serve, promoting trust
and repairing educational harm (Ballew, 2023; Shalka, 2023).

Overall, the literature positions leadership as a central actor in institutional
transformation. Leaders are accountable not only for guiding departments and implementing
policy but also for addressing structural inequities, advancing decolonization, and supporting
Native student success. Leadership is thus both a moral and strategic responsibility and requires

attention to equity, relational accountability, and systemic change.
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In summary, this section has synthesized three bodies of literature: the educational debt
and historical harms faced by Native students, the responsibilities of leadership in shaping
institutional climate and outcomes, and frameworks for decolonizing institutional practices.
Together, these literatures establish the foundation for this study, highlighting the need for
leadership that is accountable, relational, and committed to structural transformation. This
synthesis directly informs the research questions, which explore how leaders’ values, relational
practices, and understanding of their roles influence decisions and behaviors within the
institution. Relational accountability serves as a guiding principle, linking the literature to the
methodology and framing how this research approaches the study of leadership in higher
education.

Synthesis and Gaps in Literature
Synthesis of the Literature

The literature reviewed in this chapter reveals several intersecting themes that shape the
experiences of Native students in public higher education. When considered with the theoretical
frameworks of Shijyaa Haa leadership, systems change, and decolonization, a clear picture
emerges of the relational, structural, and historical conditions that influence Native student
success. Shijyaa Haa leadership underscores the importance of Respect, Responsibility,
Reciprocity, and Relationships, which appear throughout the literature as central to student
belonging, trust, and persistence. Systems change theory highlights how institutional practices,
leadership decisions, and organizational structures create the conditions that support or hinder
Native students. A decolonization framework deepens this understanding by naming the legacy
of settler colonialism, the erasure of Indigenous knowledges, and the need for healing and

accountability in higher education.
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Across the literature, researchers consistently report that Native student success is tied to
culturally grounded relationships, supportive institutional climates, and the presence of
Indigenous faculty and staff. When these conditions are absent, Native students encounter
barriers that stem from longstanding institutional neglect, misrepresentation, and inequity. The
literature also shows that public institutions carry a historical and ongoing responsibility to
Native students that has rarely been met. This educational debt includes the failure to honor
treaty obligations, the lack of representation in curriculums and staffing, and the continued
marginalization of Indigenous knowledges. These findings call attention to the need for
leadership practices that are relational, community-centered, and aligned with Indigenous values.

Although there is a growing recognition of the need for institutional transformation, the
literature shows that most existing studies provide limited pathways for change. There are few
models that integrate relational Indigenous leadership with organizational systems approaches,
and even fewer that examine how institutions can systemically engage in decolonizing practices.
Taken together, the literature demonstrates that the success of Native students requires changes
in relationships, policies, leadership practices, and institutional culture. This synthesis highlights
a need for research that brings these areas together in a coherent and culturally grounded
approach.

Gaps in the Literature

Lack of Research on Native Students in Community Colleges.

To begin with, much of the existing literature on the success of Native students focuses
on universities and not community colleges, even though many Native students begin their
postsecondary education in these institutions. There is minimal research examining the

experiences of students from the specific Tribal Nations in the Pacific Northwest region. This
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limited geographic and institutional focus leaves significant gaps in understanding how
community colleges can support Native student persistence, engagement, and completion.

Limited Studies on Leadership Practices Centered in Indigenous Values.

While there is much research on Indigenous values for Indigenous leaders, few studies
examine leadership approaches that are guided by relational, place-based Indigenous
frameworks, such as Shijyaa Haa. Instead, much of the leadership literature prioritizes Western
or corporate models that emphasize hierarchical decision-making and individual achievement
and often neglect principles of communal responsibility, relational accountability, and place-
based knowledges. As a result, there is little guidance for leaders who aim to center Indigenous
values in institutional transformation.

Minimal Integration of Systems Change Theory with Indigenous Frameworks.

Research rarely integrates systems change theory with Indigenous knowledges to
examine institutional transformation. While systems change literature addresses organizational
structures and policies, it often overlooks how systemic barriers intersect with relational
accountability and Indigenous-centered practices. This gap limits the development of strategies
that could align institutional reform with Indigenous ways of knowing and community-centered
leadership.

Absence of Research on Institutional Responsibility and Educational Debt to Native
Students.

Although the concept of debt being owed to systematically marginalized students has
been explored in broader contexts, it is seldom applied specifically to Native students or

explicitly connected to colonial histories. Few studies investigate how institutions might react



48

responsibly to this debt, which leaves a critical gap in understanding the role of higher education
in addressing historical and structural inequities for Indigenous learners.

Limited Scholarship on Leadership Responsibility in Public Higher Education.

Current literature provides limited insight into the responsibilities of higher education
leaders to Native communities. There is minimal exploration of how leaders understand or fail to
understand their roles in advancing decolonization, systems change, and culturally responsive
institutional practices. This gap constrains efforts to develop leadership approaches that are
ethically and culturally accountable.

Lack of Place-Based Studies within a Specific Institutional Context.

Very few studies examine Native student success through a place-based lens that is
grounded in relationships with local Tribal Nations. Research focusing on specific institutions,
particularly community colleges in the Pacific Northwest such as the research college, is almost
nonexistent. From an Indigenist lens, this absence limits the ability to understand how local
context, community relationships, and place-based leadership can influence institutional
transformation and student outcomes.

How these Gaps Lead to the Present Study

Collectively, these gaps highlight the need for research that is culturally grounded,
relational, and attentive to institutional structures and the systems that sustain them. The present
study addresses these gaps by examining leadership, institutional change, and Native student
success through the lenses of Shijyaa Haa leadership, systems change, and decolonization. By
focusing specifically on the research college, this research emphasizes place-based, culturally
grounded institutional transformation and provides insights into practices that support Native

student success in community college settings.
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Chapter Summary
Taken together, these bodies of literature demonstrate that Native student success in

public higher education cannot be separated from the histories, systems, and relational practices
that shape institutional life. The research shows consistent gaps in how colleges understand and
respond to the needs of Native students and underscore the importance of leadership that
embraces relational accountability, cultural grounding, and systemic transformation. By weaving
Shijyaa Haa leadership, systems change, and decolonization with the scholarship on Native
student experiences, the literature reveals the depth of the challenges and the possibilities for
healing and change. This synthesis establishes the foundation for the methodological choices in
the next chapter and informs how this study examines institutional change and Native student

success at the research college.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology

“But about 15 years ago, every time we went to Elders’ lunches and
stuff, I would take pictures everywhere, which was kind of weird at
first, and then they just got used to me doing it, right? I'd go to the
guys, and you know, because the guys are like (growl), and so I'd
say, which one's better-looking? And then they'd laugh. And

then they got used to it.” — Auntie 2

Study Design
With a goal already set at the research college’s structural level to focus on Native

students (Kania et al, 2019), albeit from an enrollment perspective, I was able to examine the
complexity of systems change working towards decolonization. By exploring how institutional
change at the research college can be understood and enacted through a Shijyaa Haa leadership
framework, [ was able to see if Native student success is thought of at a systems change level.
This research uses qualitative inquiry because it allows for depth, nuance, and relational
meaning. Further, this approach aligns with Indigenous methodologies that prioritize storytelling,
community accountability, and relational knowledge-sharing. Qualitative inquiry also aligns with
Shijyaa Haa leadership, which further emphasizes Relationships, Responsibility, Reciprocity,
and Respect. Importantly, this study is informed by portraiture, a methodology grounded in
relational ethics, holistic understanding, and attention to context, voice, and complexity
(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). I do not claim to use full portraiture, but a portraiture-
informed thematic approach that centers voice, reflects attention to relational dynamics, and
treats data as situated within place, culture and power structures, and not as decontextualized

fragments.
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Research Methods
This section will cover study context, justification of methods, participants and sampling,

researcher positionality, research setting, data collection procedures, and data analysis.
Study context

The study took place at a mid-sized public institution of higher education in the Pacific
Northwest that enrolls between 7 000-9 000 students and offers high school completion,
associate’s, and bachelor’s degrees. I chose this institution because, as an Indigenous leader, I
have longstanding relationships with the people, land, and the students whose success [ am
centering. These relationships are rooted in place, community, and responsibility and align with
Indigenous methodological commitments and Shijyaa Haa leadership.
Justification of Methods

I conducted face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with Elders and non-Native
institutional leaders. In Indigenous methodologies, face-to-face conversation is not merely an
interview technique but a relational act where tone, inflection, body language, pauses, and
emotion carry meaning (Kovach, 2009; Million, 2009; Smith, 2016). Stories are knowledge
(Brayboy, 2005), and this is how we have shared information since time immemorial (Coté¢,
2022; Wallis, 1997, 2002, 2004, 2012). Semi-structured interviews provide a guide while
allowing participants to speak in narrative, reflect, teach, and critique in a structured way.

Observations were also incorporated to account for data from non-verbal communication,
environmental cues, and relational dynamics. This aligns with Indigenous research approaches,
which require care for relational responsibility, context, and meaning (Absolon, 2022; Archibald
& Parent, 2019; Fisher & Doering, 2023; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; Kovach, 2021). A total of
12 interviews were conducted at the research college. Nine were conducted in person and three

were done remotely due to illness or scheduling conflicts.
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Participants and Sampling

As discussed previously, the research college president and board of trustees approved
the creation of a pipeline for Native American student success. While the stated focus was
enrollment, it provided an institutional entry point to measure for deeper systems change.

Of the 12 interviews, three were conducted with Native Aunties. They were chosen
because of their knowledge, leadership, and their personal and professional connections to the
research college, which gave them a unique perspective on the success of Native students. I also
categorize these Aunties as Elders because they are over 55 years of age and are leaders in their
Native communities. | capitalize both Elders and Aunties because these are positions of respect.

For Elders, it is a relational responsibility to care for their Tribal Nations and pass on
cultural knowledge. Importantly, I also interviewed these Aunties to understand their definitions
of decolonization, success, and their experiences with the research college and Western
educational systems. This is vital for both an Indigenous research methodology and Shijyaa Haa
as these Elders are in positions of responsibility and respect (“Indigenous Educational
Leadership Through Community-Based Knowledge and Research,” 2025). My centering of their
knowledge is a key component to the Indigenous methodology and theoretical framework. The
knowledge they shared exemplifies how rich they are in knowing and sharing how we have
survived for so long (Wallis, 1997, 2002, 2004, 2012). In the absence of Native leadership at the
research college, their perspectives offer an important form of Indigenization and provide
insights into whether meaningful relationships are being cultivated. The non-Native leaders were
chosen based on their area of work. Research shows that settler colonialism is deeply entrenched

at all levels, but include enrollment, financial aid, advising practices, administrative services, and
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with faculty in higher education key areas (Brayboy, 2005; Shotton et al., 2013, 2023; Waterman
etal., 2023).

The 12 individuals agreed to be interviewed despite busy schedules. All the Aunties who
were invited agreed to participate, even though interviews took place in mid-to-late August,
immediately following the Canoe Journey in the Pacific Northwest and at the start of the school
year. This is a period when Aunties are deeply engaged in community responsibilities and are
supporting children and families. Their immediate agreement to participate reflects respect for
the topic and a willingness to support this work.

Of the six vice presidents invited to participate, two agreed to be interviewed. Vice
president and mid-level leader interviews occurred between mid-September and early November.
Mid-September coincides with the start of the fall quarter, a particularly demanding time for
senior leadership. Although early November is typically a slower period, vice presidents
remained the most difficult group to schedule due to the scope of their institutional
responsibilities. [ sent an initial interview invitation on September 26, 2025, followed by a
second polite request on October 3, 2025, after receiving no responses. Following the second
request, three vice presidents initially agreed to be interviewed but one later declined, citing
workload demands. The two vice presidents who did participate agreed on the same day, which
may indicate a shared respect for the research topic. I de-identified all participants and gave them
titular pseudonyms. In this case, they are Vice President 1 and Vice President 2, and they lead
Department One and Department Two, respectively.

Of the remaining vice presidents invited, two declined after the second request, also
citing busy schedules. One vice president did not respond to either message. This lack of

response was notable as this individual had been included in the institutional access request and
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had expressed support during preliminary meetings. While non-response may reflect competing
demands, the contrast with the engagement of participating vice presidents may also suggest
varying levels of support for research focused on decolonization.

For mid-level leaders, I invited three individuals who reported to Vice President 1. Two
agreed on the same day and expressed great interest in the study. The third initially agreed after
an in-person follow-up. I chose not to pursue email follow-ups due to their known personal and
professional stress at the time. This decision aligns with a Shijyaa Haa-informed research
methodology grounded in care, respect, and relational accountability. I invited three of the four
mid-level leaders reporting to Vice President 2, all of whom agreed to participate on the same
day. The fourth was not invited because their supervisory scope was limited and did not align as
closely with the focus of the study. I also invited two mid-level leaders who report to a third Vice
President. Initially, the third Vice President agreed to be interviewed, but later declined due to
scheduling issues. Due to unclear reporting structures, I was unable to determine the full set of
potential participants who report to this third Vice President, and so did not extend additional
invitations. I constructed my study in this form to triangulate if there had been the intentional
relational change essential for systems change (Kania et al., 2018).

Sampling Approach

To identify potential key informants, I used convenience and purposeful sampling that
was grounded in relationships. This is consistent with Shijyaa Haa research and leadership
(Fisher & Doering, 2023). Taking into consideration that I am using an Indigenous research
methodology, it was imperative to use my relationships to place and humans (Absolon, 2022;
Archibald et al., 2019; Chilisa, 2020; Fast & Kovach, 2019; Tuck & McKenzie, 2014a; Smith,

2016). It is logical from this perspective to interview people I already have relationships within a
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place I already have a relationship with. As I do not have established relationships with other
institutions or leaders, it would not have been right for me to force this in a given period or with
this agenda. In true Shijyaa Haa research (Fisher & Doering, 2023), I want to research with my
friends. It is important to note that I understand friendship as relational and contextual with
personal and professional forms. While these relationships differ in levels of vulnerability and
mutual investment, they are grounded in care and responsibility. [ remain authentic in my
professional relationships while keeping within appropriate boundaries. My care for these
colleagues is not diminished by these boundaries but is shaped by our shared responsibility to
one another and to the work we have in common. I check in about family, workload, missteps,
and moments of joy, and I show up with consistency, respect, and support. While I do not always
engage deeply in personal trauma or positionality in these spaces, I still value these relationships
and understand them as meaningful, reciprocal, and essential to our collective work.

To protect anonymity while maintaining analytical clarity, participants were assigned
descriptive pseudonyms that reflect their general position in the institution rather than their titles
or names. Vice presidents were labeled as Vice President 1, Vice President 2, and mid-level
leaders were labeled as Mid-Level Leader 14, 1B, 24, and so forth. The letter appended to each
mid-level leader’s identifier corresponds to the vice president to whom they report. In this way,
Mid-Level Leader 14 and Mid-Level Leader 1B report to Vice President 1. Mid-Level Leader 24,
Mid-Level Leader 2B, and Mid-Level Leader 2C report to Vice President 2. Mid-Level Leader 34
and Mid-Level Leader 3B report to the same vice president. This system preserves confidentiality

while allowing for the examination of relational, hierarchical, and communication structures.
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Sampling Procedures

Aligned with Indigenous relational accountability, participants were initially invited via
email, which was followed up with personal, relationship-respecting communication. The study
included Elders and senior- and mid-level administrators to triangulate perspectives across the
system. Elders were included for their cultural authority, historical knowledge, and guidance,
while senior- and mid-level administrators were selected for their roles in shaping institutional
policies, practices, and decision-making related to Native student success. A total of 15-20
informants were anticipated, with 12 ultimately participating.

Although they are not currently formal institutional employees, including the Aunties
enhanced the validity of an Indigenous methodology by bringing forward community-based
knowledges and revealing the broader systems surrounding Native student success. Because this
study uses a place-based Shijyaa Haa leadership framework, it was important to include
participants who hold knowledge that sits both inside and outside the college. Aunties influence
Native student experiences through cultural teaching, intergenerational support, community
leadership, and long-standing relationships with the college and the broader region even though
they were not officially employed at the research college at the time of the study.

This scope also highlights how broadly systems need to be decolonized for Native
success. In Indigenous communities, Elders, like the Aunties, play key roles in maintaining
language, culture, history, and community wellness, and often bridge the divide between Tribal
communities and local organizations. Including them strengthens the study because it brings
forward voices that carry lived experience and cultural context which cannot be captured through

institutional perspectives alone. Their participation aligns with Indigenous methodologies that
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emphasize relationships, reciprocity, and community accountability, and it helps ensure that the
findings reflect the institutional and community-based systems surrounding Native students.
Protection of Human Subjects

I implemented the following procedures to protect the human subjects and the social-
emotional factors surrounding this work. First, [ maintained the anonymity of the subjects by
removing identifiers, such as gender, race, title, and name. Second, I provided resources for the
informants if they wanted to continue the work of conscientization (Freire, 1970). The work is
complex, and with this complexity comes emotions that people must work through to understand
and to grow. Finally, I upheld transparency and respect throughout the data collection process by
offering them the chance to withdraw at any time. Each participant was provided with their audio
file, the transcription, and any quotes I would be connecting to their pseudonym. This is in line
with a Shijyaa Haa research methodology for respect, reciprocity, relationships, and relevance.
Further, these levels of protection underscore that settler colonialism harms us all, and clarity is
healing.
Data Collection Procedure

Through the interviews and the transcriptions of interviews, I analyzed definitions and
descriptions of actions to see if there were common themes that indicated a use of Shijyaa Haa
leadership for institutional change. I measured how each mid- and senior-level leader was
working towards Native student success and whether they were at Kania et al’s (2018) explicit,
semi-explicit, or implicit level.

The interviews and observations were compared (Major & Savin-Baden, 2013) at a
granular level. Observations were used to interpret nonverbal cues such as earnestness,

enthusiasm, or sadness, as well as the physical environment and relationships, since the
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relationships to place and one another may have shaped the participants’ responses. This
approach aligns with Indigenous methodologies in which the senses serve as vital tools for
understanding and gathering knowledge (Hardison-Stevens, 2023; Million, 2009; Wildcat,
2023).

I connected the interviews with my reflections and observations from mid- and senior-
level leaders to present a holistic portrait of leadership at the research college. For this, I
examined how leaders understand that their professional and personal responsibilities might
indicate how they used their power “to center equity and policy and decision-making, embed
anti-racist practices in curriculum and pedagogy, and recognize the cultural wealth and unique
competencies that” (Craig-Marius, 2023, p. viii) Native students bring to the research college.
The interviews had elements of “Reflexivity, expertise, humility, dignity, action, and
relationship” (Tuck & McKenzie, 2014, p. 118) and measured how these leaders are wielding
their personal and professional powers to support Native student success which were weighed
against my observations. Using multiple methods and informants allowed me to triangulate the
collated data to confirm if the different methods of collection helped me arrive at the same
conclusion. By blending interviews and observations, I was able to present the subjects in a way
that conveyed their complexity and depth, instead of merely analyzing their behaviors or
opinions.
Data Analysis Procedures

I analyzed the results using a critical qualitative analysis that examined the power
dynamics of leadership and the Shijyaa Haa values that shaped their work in higher education.
The process combined deductive, inductive, relational, and reflexive approaches grounded in

Indigenous methodologies. Deductive coding was guided by the Shijyaa Haa leadership values
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of Respect, Reciprocity, Responsibility, and Relationships, as well as the systems change levels
outlined by Kania et al. (2018), including mental models, relationships and connections, power
dynamics, policies, practices, and resource flows.

Alongside this, inductive coding allowed space for new themes, tensions, contradictions,
and concepts to emerge directly from participants’ perspectives. A critical discourse analysis lens
further supported the examination of how leaders used language around decolonization —
including the alignment or misalignment between stated values and actions — and the power
dynamics, rationalizations, or silences embedded in their narratives. Portraiture elements also
informed the analytic process, particularly in attending to narrative arcs, emotional tone, context,
place, relationships, and moments of resonance or dissonance. Throughout the analysis, I
maintained a reflexive journal to document my reactions as an Indigenous leader, moments of
relational complexity, insights about power and positionality, and shifts in understanding. This
reflexive practice helped to ensure relational accountability.

Coding unfolded through multiple iterative cycles, beginning with open coding and
moving into more focused coding aligned to the frameworks, followed by pattern identification,
theme development, and validation through triangulation across Aunties, senior leaders, mid-
level leaders, observations, and reflexive writing.

Finally, each coded excerpt was assigned a strength-of-leadership rating based on its
alignment with Shijyaa Haa values, the number of systems change conditions met (Kania et al.,
2018), consistency across participants or data sources, and the depth of story, example, or action.
This approach reflected the structure of the thematic coder and how each analytic column

mapped onto the overall analysis.
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Synthesis of Interviews and Observations

Interview findings were compared with observations and reflexive notes to create a
holistic portrait of leadership at the research college. I examined how leaders understood their
personal and professional responsibilities and how they use power to center equity, redesign
practices, and recognize the cultural wealth brought by Native students (Craig-Marius, 2023).

Using multiple methods and informants allowed triangulation and strengthened validity.
The combination of interviews, place-based observations, and reflexive engagement created a
multidimensional portrait of the research college and its movement, or lack thereof, toward
decolonization.

Trustworthiness and Credibility
Ensuring trustworthiness and credibility requires a research approach that’s grounded in

rigor, relational accountability, and cultural responsibility. Multiple strategies supported this
commitment. Member-checking occurred throughout the research process, including sharing
preliminary interpretations with Aunties and key participants to ensure accuracy, cultural
resonance, and an appropriate representation of their knowledge. Reflexivity was maintained
through consistent journaling where I documented my reactions, positionality, shifting
interpretations, and moments of relational or ethical tension. This helped me understand how my
experiences as an Indigenous leader shaped analysis and interpretation.

Cultural accountability was upheld through ongoing consultations with Aunties and
adherence to Shijyaa Haa leadership values which guided decisions about what could be shared,
how stories were held, and how institutional critique was framed. Triangulation further
strengthened the study by drawing on multiple data sources — including interviews with Aunties,
senior leadership, and mid-level leaders — as well as observations and reflexive writings. Patterns

were only reported when supported across sources, aligned with theoretical frameworks, and
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were culturally appropriate to share. Together, these practices ensured that the study maintained
analytic rigor while honoring the relational and place-based commitments of Indigenous
methodologies.

Limitations
While this study offers insights into Shijyaa Haa leadership and institutional change at

the research college, several limitations shape the boundaries of its findings. Firstly, the research
was conducted at a single site in the Pacific Northwest in what is currently known as the United
States. This limits the generalizability of findings to other institutional contexts. The college’s
unique history, leadership culture, and relationships with Tribal Nations influence the
perspectives shared by participants. However, following an Indigenous research methodology
requires the researcher to have a relationship to place, and to also acknowledge the falseness of
pan-Indigeneity. It would be false to generalize the findings and attempt to apply them in other
settings where the relationships do not exist in the same way.

Secondly, I had existing relationships with key informants, including Aunties and a few
campus leaders. While this relational closeness aligns with Indigenous methodologies and
allowed for a deeper dialogue, it may have shaped what participants chose to disclose or
withhold. Despite these prior relationships, strategies like data triangulation were used to reduce
bias and enhance credibility.

Thirdly, participation was limited to individuals who were willing to engage with the
study. This meant that perspectives from staff members or leaders who might hold more resistant
or oppositional views of decolonization or systems change were not fully captured. Institutional
dynamics may also have constrained how openly leaders discussed power, responsibility, or
tensions in the college. Further, the place-based nature of the study might have caused a fear of

compromising anonymity which might also have affected the willingness of individuals to
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participate. The Indigenous research values of respect and reciprocity guided all interactions to
protect participants and honor their trust, shaping how questions were asked, data was collected,
and how confidentiality was maintained throughout the study.

Finally, the study relied on interviews and observations conducted within a specific
timeframe, which may not reflect shifts in leadership practices or institutional priorities that
occurred afterward. These limitations do not diminish the value of the findings but clarify the
contextual boundaries within which the study should be understood.

Summary
This chapter outlined the methodological foundations of the study, including the use of

Indigenous methodologies, semi-structured interviews, relational accountability, and a multi-
layered analytic process grounded in Shijyaa Haa leadership and systems change theory. I
described the data collection procedures, the role of place and relationality, and the analytic
frameworks that shaped coding, interpretation, and meaning-making. Trustworthiness was
established through member checks, reflexivity, cultural accountability, and triangulation across
diverse participants and data sources. Limitations were presented to contextualize the study’s
scope and clarify how the research setting, relationships, and methodological choices shaped
what could be generalized.

Together, these components establish the foundation for the next chapter, which presents
the findings. The ensuing chapter shares participants’ knowledge, narrative arcs, and relational
insights to illuminate how leaders at the research college understand responsibility, relationality,

and institutional transformation in relation to Native student success and decolonizing practices.
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Chapter 4 - Findings

“I consider myself very close to the mushrooms in terms of the
energy that mushrooms and their function in the forest. For
example, when there's a weak tree, the mushroom funnels that
energy to a smaller tree, you know, and so that concept has been
coming to me quite often, a lot lately. It's matured over time. At one
point, I was a dung beetle when I was really learning how to be a
peacemaker, and now I find myself as a mushroom.” — Auntie 3

This chapter presents the findings from the semi-structured interviews with three groups
of key stakeholders at the research college. The groups are the Aunties, vice presidents, and mid-
level leaders at the college. Each group brought a distinct perspective on leadership,
decolonization, and systems change. The participants were selected because of their varied roles
in supporting Native student success and their direct and indirect involvement in institutional
change processes. Aunties are cultural and relational leaders who support students and influence
systemic practices. Vice presidents have the administrative authority and are responsible for
policy and resource decisions. Mid-level leaders hold positions that bridge frontline practice and
administrative decision-making. These groups collectively provide a multi-level perspective on
leadership, decolonization, and systems change in the research college.

Firstly, I used the Shijyaa Haa leadership framework and systems change as analytic
lenses to identify how participants understand, enact, and experience decolonized leadership
within the institution and across systems. The findings highlight the connection between Shijyaa
Haa leadership values, the prevalence of implicit and semi-explicit systems change, and the

ongoing work in decolonizing systems. The data collected from the semi-structured interviews
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were analyzed using a qualitative coding process. Each transcript was first coded to determine
whether participants demonstrated Shijyaa Haa leadership values, including Respect (R1),
Reciprocity (R2), Responsibility (R3), and Relationships (R4). They were labeled as Shijyaa Haa
leaders if they demonstrated all four values.

Secondly, their answers were analyzed to see if they were engaging in systems change
work that supports Native student success at the research college. Systems change was
categorized by the six systems change elements — mental models (E1), relationships and
connections (E2), power dynamics (E3), policies (E4), practices (ES5), and resource flows (E6).
Systems change was further examined across implicit (E1), semi-explicit (E2—E3), and explicit
(E4-EO6) levels. This was labeled as Shijyaa Haa Systems Change if leaders demonstrated the
four values of Shijyaa Haa leadership and the six elements of systems change. They were labeled
as medium-level leaders if they showed work in all three levels, but not all six elements.

This dual coding approach allowed for identification of patterns across participants,
including ways in which their leadership values impact systems-level transformation that
supports Native student success. These patterns will be presented in the following sections: 1)
Aunties as core systems-level actors; (2) variation in decolonized leadership and systems change
among senior and mid-level leaders; (3) notable outliers and points of tension; and (4) levels of
systems change most evident across the institution. I conclude this chapter with a synthesis of the
findings.

Findings
This section will unpack the findings from my research. Firstly, I will provide a general

overview of each participant, including the portraiture of the key informants. Then I will show
the major findings. To begin with, the data shows that the Aunties distinctly exhibit Shijyaa Haa

leadership values and engage actively in systems change. Second, senior and mid-level college
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leaders displayed varying degrees of decolonized practices, indicating that systems change is
occurring, albeit slowly. Third, three outliers emerged: a leader with strong Shijyaa Haa values
but low systems change; one who claimed not to be decolonizing but was; and two leaders who
felt they could not influence their leadership. The last finding is that the most evident level of
systems change was at the implicit level of mental models.

Overview of participants

Aunties

Auntie 1 was eager to participate in the interview and met with me in my office. She was
warm and supportive and immediately accepted the tea and tobacco offered as part of our
relational practice. Relaxed throughout the conversation, she spoke with ease and shared her
knowledge openly. Her demeanor reflected a strong sense of care and attentiveness to the
research and relationships involved.

Auntie 2 readily agreed to the interview and met with me in my office. A powerful
presence, she brought warmth and support, and accepted the tea and tobacco offered at the start
of our conversation. Her confident and deliberate responses reflected relational knowledge and
leadership in her community. She demonstrated an awareness of the relational and cultural
dimensions of Native student success.

Auntie 3 enthusiastically agreed to the interview but was only available via Zoom due to
scheduling constraints. Even in this virtual space, she was warm, funny, and supportive, which
created a relaxing and inviting environment to communicate in. She shared her insights with
humor and depth and provided a sound perspective on community relationships and institutional
engagement.

Vice Presidents
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Vice President 1 was keen to participate and responded on the same day as the follow-up
invitation. The interview took place in their office where they greeted me with warmth and
support. They leaned forward, arms relaxed, and spoke thoughtfully, which reflected their
engagement and openness. Their responses indicated an attentiveness to institutional
responsibility and relational leadership.

Vice President 2 responded enthusiastically on the same day as the initial invitation and
participated via Zoom. Their tone was warm and secure, and they conveyed confidence and
support throughout the conversation. They spoke with clarity and passion and emphasized
relational accountability and institutional commitment.

Mid-Level Leaders (MLL)

MLLIA accepted the interview early and met with me in my office. They demonstrated
open body language and a reflective demeanor, with slow pacing that suggested humility and
genuine curiosity. Their voice softened when discussing topics that excited them, all of which
related to systems change, including power dynamics, practices, and relationships. Our
interaction felt collegial, as if we were communicating as equals. MLL1B enthusiastically
accepted the interview and even offered to meet outside of work hours if needed. We met over
Zoom to accommodate scheduling conflicts. Their tone was conversational, reflecting openness
and humility despite an extensive knowledge of institutional and systemic structures. Informal
word choices and grammar reinforced this observation. At the end of the interview, they offered
strong off-the-record support for my research.

MLL2A accepted the invitation immediately, suggesting strong support for the study
topic, and we met in my office. They conveyed warmth and energy through direct eye contact,

emphatic body language, and hand gestures. Their authenticity was apparent in areas where they
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were most engaged. The relationship was collegial and characterized by mutual respect and
equality. MLL2B also agreed immediately to participate and was interviewed in their office.
Their body language and tone suggested warmth and humility. While they did not provide
examples of systemic work, their responses reflected a firm grounding in Shijyaa Haa values.
The relationship was like that of colleagues, even though the participant was older and could
have been considered an Auntie. MLL2C accepted soon after returning from vacation and met in
my office. They came prepared with notes but were able to speak confidently about the topics.
They initially seemed a little nervous, with a wobbly voice and limited eye contact, but their
confidence and engagement increased over the interview. They provided multiple examples of
systems change work, particularly in procedures. The relational dynamic was that of colleagues.

MLL3A responded quickly and we met in their office. They had a warm tone and open
body language, suggesting a solid good-medicine relationship. They shared insights from their
area of expertise, and their tone and word choices reflected humility and openness. It was one of
the most emotional interviews for me probably because this participant was vulnerable. After the
recording, they mentioned connections to more-than-human relatives, which reinforced relational
and Indigenist epistemologies. MLL3B was interviewed in their office. They were gracious even
though I was late for the interview. They brought notes but referred to them only occasionally.
Their tone seemed somewhat guarded, potentially reflecting the brevity of our prior relationship,
but they were honest in their responses. They were notably vocal about how leadership might not
be amenable to systems change. The relational dynamic suggested a cautious trust, which

developed as the conversation progressed.
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Finding 1: Aunties as Core Systems-Level Actors

There were several major findings throughout the data analysis. Firstly, the Aunties
interviewed consistently showed all four elements of Shijyaa Haa across all interviews. This can
be seen in the Aunties: Shijyaa Haa leadership values figure. They had a deep respect for their
Peoples and their ways of knowing and being. The Aunties demonstrated this respect in several
ways, including introducing themselves in the traditional way, advocating for traditional
Indigenous knowledges, and the return of cultural practices.

They also consistently named or implied that they do the work because they want to give
back to their families, ancestors, and community. Examples of this include learning their
ancestral language, then teaching others, earning a degree to work for their Tribe, and recording
their families’ stories to share with other generations. Auntie 2 shared that she does this work not

only for the children, but that she offers this work back:

“That our language is good, and they don't taste the soap. And that our stories are good,
and that our dances are good, and all of that has to get chipped away a little at a time for
the kids not to inherit that shame. So, you can see one of the things I'm doing this work is
that [ always offer this work back. Forward, certainly for the young people, but back. I
honor them. This is what was taken from you, and I do this work for you. To give you
that honor. So, they're always there with me. And so, I spent a lot of time praying for
their healing, knowing what their stories are, and really trying to give them back their
honor. That you did the best you could, and you must have done pretty good because

we're still standing.”
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Further, the way in which the Aunties spoke about their work made it seem as if they
understood this to be their responsibility. Auntie I explained that she was not sure when it
started, but at some point, when her children were growing up, she realized she felt it was
important for her to be involved. Each Auntie interviewed had served on numerous boards,
worked for their Tribal Nations, and spoken to classrooms of all levels from pre-K to college.
This finding supports an Indigenous ontology of communal responsibility.

All the Aunties were in good relationship with the people in their circles and their own
ideas. In terms of relationships with humans, all of them shared examples of connecting to
Native and non-Native people. Demonstrations of this included work on a leadership course that
two of the Aunties were connected to. The course provides a solid foundation of place-based
knowledges and Tribal sovereignty to its participants who are mostly non-Native. All the Aunties
shared multiple examples of being in good relationship with ideas and spoke highly of learning.

One Auntie spoke of learning her traditional language, another of learning her traditional
dances, and the third about the importance of being mentored. They shared these examples of
learning and said they were older when they started these learnings. Two of the three Aunties
also referred to being in good relationship with our more-than-human relatives. One Auntie
shared many examples of being in good relationship with our ancestors, and another Auntie
shared plant, insect, and fungus wisdom with me.

Overall, there were no major gaps in the presence of Shijyaa Haa leadership values
among the Aunties. As shown in figure 4.1, the highest and lowest values for each Auntie varied
by no more than three points. Respect and Relationships appeared most frequently, while
Reciprocity and Responsibility appeared less. Given the small range, these differences are not

particularly significant. Instead, the consistency across values suggests a strong and steady
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foundation in Shijyaa Haa leadership that the Aunties draw on as they work to decolonize not
only higher education, but multiple systems across generations.
Figure 4.1

Aunties: Shijyaa Haa Leadership Values
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Secondly, a notable finding is the use of storywork as decolonization. When asked about
their definition of decolonization, the Aunties shared knowledge through stories about their
educational experiences. This intersection between academia and storywork underscores how
"academia serves as a gatekeeper, challenging alternative forms of knowing” (Million, 2009, p.
64). The Aunties shared stories about decolonization. The non-Native leaders answered
questions about decolonization. This approach is not only a methodology and a worldview, but
also a decolonizing act (Coté, 2022).

What was notable here was how the Aunties defined decolonization, with two answering
with personal stories instead of obvious definitions. Auntie I told a personal story of how she had

prepared to teach a language class to Tribal high schoolers and that she wanted her approach to



71

be warm, loving, and supportive. She gave this example of intentionally analyzing her own
approach to teaching a new class to counter the banking model that these students had been
exposed to up to that point:

“Well, I guess the thing that I've heard the most is that education is white men's

education. And when I taught language in the high school, [city name] School District,

and kindergarten and third grade classes, I knew that I was teaching high school kids, so |
thought very long and hard about how I was going to approach the kids because I was on
the school board for 15 years. I had heard stories and have grown up seeing kids being
talked to and had a niece, when she was in middle school, complain about the way her
teacher talked to her. You know the ‘sit down and shut up, go to the office, put your
phone away’ kind of attitude. I don't think all teachers do that, but I knew that doesn't
work with our kids because it would make them defensive and angry, and then they
wouldn't learn anything. And so, I decided that I would go in respecting those high school
students but also needing to know where to draw the line with those kids.”

Using storywork of how she approached teaching as her definition of decolonization
illustrated all four Shijyaa Haa leadership values. Her deep respect for students was evident, as
was her desire to offer them something different in the classroom than what they had
experienced up to that point. The time and care she put into her teaching approach demonstrated
a strong sense of responsibility. She emphasized ongoing learning in how she continuously
reflected on her teaching approach and in her understanding that students cannot learn when they
are harmed. She also highlighted the importance of relationships by describing her intention to

connect with students and to approach them in a good way.
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Auntie 2 also shared storywork in a personal example of how she experienced school. In
her definition, she also mentioned the banking method and how she survived by performing the
way the system wanted:

“And we were raised in an absolute colonized school where they gave me this

information. And if you're a good student, you gave it back, and you got a good grade.

And stay under the radar in case the teacher was racist, which I only found one of in my

younger years, but it wasn't until I got older. And, so they give you information, and then

you give information, and then you get a good grade. You do not realize that the very
information they give you is a lie. And I remember reading in history books about these
savage Indians that were killing and doing all this. ‘They're really terrible. That's not my
uncle, right?’”
She goes on to share how her elementary school teacher asked her to cut her hair short. In a true
story circle, this Auntie ended the interview with a story about a Tribal youth who had decided to
cut their hair due to pressure.

Here it is also clear that the use of storywork to define decolonization is rooted in an
Indigenous worldview and supported by Shijyaa Haa values. Her respect for her family and for
her ways of knowing and being was evident, even at a young age, as she recognized the conflict
between what she had been taught in school and her knowledge of Native excellence. By linking
the lie she was told to the experiences of her and her family, she implied a desire to change the
narrative and give back in a way that rights the wrong. She connected her responsibility to learn
with her relationships, emphasizing the process of learning the lies and the critical work of

recognizing the conflict with her lived reality and unlearning what was harmful.
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These narratives and lived definitions are in stark contrast to the non-Native interviewees
who offered more clinical, almost textbook explanations of decolonization. This contrast may
illustrate how Native Peoples experience colonization as an ongoing reality, with lasting impacts
that surface through storywork and relational memory. It also reflects how education has
historically functioned as one arm of the assimilation project, making story-based definitions a
meaningful expression of Indigenous ways of being and knowing.

Thirdly, the findings showed that the Aunties also described and demonstrated systems-
level work. Each Auntie gave numerous examples of challenging institutional norms, holding
others accountable, advocating for policy shifts, and centering Indigenous students’ experiences.

As Figure 4.2 illustrates, the Aunties were strongest in mental models and lowest in
policies and resource flows. This may be attributed to the different nature of systems change in
sectors other than education, or it supports the cross-sector change they are advocating for
because of the wide-ranging harms of colonization. It could also be due to their access to systems
change, suggesting that it is hard to influence policies and resource flows if individuals are not
employed in a formal position in the institution. They were successful in some areas despite their
lack of formal employment by the research college. This could suggest a longer-term success
plan for institutional change if one is strong in mental models, relationships and connections, and
power dynamics to transform systems at the structural level. The work done at the implicit and
semi-explicit levels could bleed into the explicit level in the longer term to impact policies,

practices, and resource flows. Future research may be needed to examine this in greater detail.
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Figure 4.2

Aunties: Shijyaa Haa and Systems Change
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My data shows that all Aunties demonstrated Shijyaa Haa elements and engaged in
systems change work at significantly high levels. When looking deeper at the medium-level
leadership instances, we can see that the foundation of Shijyaa Haa values is consistent. In
Figure 4.3, Auntie 2 had 12 instances of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change and six of systems change
elements across the three levels required for systems change. Of these medium-level instances of
systems change, Auntie 2 had the four Shijyaa Haa values in all six cases. This suggests a strong
foundation for Auntie 2 in Shijyaa leadership values as she works for decolonization.

Auntie 3 had eight instances of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change, and 11 of systems change
elements across the three levels of systems change. Of these medium-level systems change
instances, Auntie 3 had all four Shijyaa Haa leadership values in eight instances, but was missing
Reciprocity or Responsibility in the remaining three. Of all the participants, this Auntie had the

most instances of systems change, whether it was Shijyaa Haa Systems Change or medium-level
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leadership. Of all the Aunties, she also had the smallest gaps in occurrences for the leadership
values. This indicates that she has the strongest foundation in Shijyaa Haa leadership values.

As seen in Figure 4.3, Auntie 1 had seven instances of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change, and
seven of systems change elements across the three levels of systems change. Of these medium-
level systems change instances, Auntie 1 had all four Shijyaa Haa values in four of the six. The
missing values for this Auntie were similar to Auntie 3, namely in Reciprocity and
Responsibility.

Figure 4.3

Auntie Leadership

B Medium-Level Leadership [l Shijyaa Haa

Auntie 1 Auntie 2 Auntie 3

Collectively, this data shows that Aunties are not only culture bearers but also system
movers. Their work extends beyond the limits of the research college, which has to do with their
definitions of decolonization being at a deeper level than that of the college leaders. The Aunties
spoke of generations of harms and how widespread these were. Their words were always

personal. The findings reinforce the knowledge that decolonizing education has far-reaching
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effects on Native Peoples and highlight the necessity of leaders to have a strong foundation in
understanding this.

In addition to recounting their systems-level work, the Aunties referenced systems-level
work being done by others (inside and outside their institutions). This finding underscores that
systems change is not understood as an individual act but as a communal process grounded in
collective responsibility. Auntie I spoke about her work in numerous community organizations
and on advisory boards. She shared examples of systems change that people in her circles were
doing, and mentioned her sister, who had served on many boards and on their Tribal council
before her death. She also spoke about her son and how he had returned to work for their Tribe.
His work was not officially connected to systemic education but touched on being a role model
for Tribal youth and was a powerful example of modeling the Respect, Reciprocity,
Responsibility, and Relationships needed to inspire Tribal youth. That she spoke of both,
although their work was not in the realm of formal education, could illustrate how the idea of
education is not tied to a single system or institution.

Auntie 2 used Shijyaa Haa leadership to receive formal education, then used her power
and relationships to encourage her mother to return to school. Her mother’s return to get her
degree set off a series of changes for their Tribe that also impacted the latter to support
education. Auntie 2 shares this story:

“And they would meet in the lunchroom, and she'd say, ‘your mom would mentor
me, and support me’ and so that was the Indian group, those three women. And she
has such appreciation for having someone else that was a little ahead of her

supporting her in college. So, the only Indian group I knew about then.”
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The woman who spoke about Auntie 2’s mother being a mentor serves in a Tribal leadership role
which has impacted their Tribe’s current view in supporting education. This storywork of the
ripple effects of her influence on her mother, and her mother’s influence on the Tribal leader, and
the latter’s influence on the Tribe’s views on education, point to the interwoven nature of an
Indigenous worldview.

Auntie 3 spoke about all the Tribal leaders who had worked for years on collaboration
efforts between the research college and her Tribe for a specific program. This work went
beyond higher education and touched on legislative and healthcare realms. Despite expanding
beyond sectors, countries, and generations, this work was founded on Shijyaa Haa leadership
values of all parties and needed all elements of systems change to happen. Auntie 3 shared how
the Tribal leaders used Shijyaa Haa values to work with leaders from the research college, who
also needed to show Shijyaa Haa leadership values. This work led to the systems change
necessary for the program to exist in its current state.

Aunties consistently named, uplifted, and described the work of their colleagues, family
members, and partners who were advancing decolonizing efforts. This reflects the Indigenous
worldview in which transformation is relational and shared. The numerous findings of naming
others’ contributions demonstrate humility and reinforce a Shijyaa Haa framework that change
work is interconnected. During the analysis, it was abundantly clear that the Aunties saw the
work as communal and not individual. This supports an Indigenous worldview and suggests that
institutional transformation can be seen as a web of actions and not a series of isolated individual
interventions. The actions of the Aunties reflect the Shijyaa Haa values of Respect, Reciprocity,
Responsibility, and Relationships, and they bring about change in many systems using their

positions as knowledge holders and relational leaders.
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Finding 2: Leaders Demonstrate a Range of Decolonized Leadership and Systems Change
Engagement

This finding is organized into two parts. Firstly, the data highlights how participants
demonstrated a wide range of Shijyaa Haa leadership values and systems change elements,
which suggests that decolonized systems change is already emerging in the institution. Secondly,
there is a gradual change. The Aunties described educational harms they had experienced years
ago or are still experiencing, while mid-level leaders and vice presidents gave examples of
actively working to prevent those same harms today. Together, these findings indicate that
systems change in higher education is occurring gradually and so slowly that its impacts are only
now beginning to address longstanding harm.

Diverse Shijyaa Haa Values Indicating Institutional Systems Change.
Beginning with the Shijyaa Haa leadership values at the senior level, Figure 4.4 shows the
differences between Department One and Department Two senior-level leadership. Vice
President 1 had two instances of all four values of Shijyaa Haa and two of demonstrating at least
three of the values. Notably, in the latter, the missing value was reciprocity both times. For Vice
President 2, there were four instances of all four Shijyaa Haa values and nine of at least three.
The missing values for Vice President 2 were more varied. This suggests that Vice President 2

might have a slightly stronger foundation in Shijyaa Haa leadership.
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Figure 4.4

Vice Presidents: Shijyaa Haa Leadership Values
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Systems change elements for the vice presidents are shown in Figure 4.5. Vice President
1 had two instances of demonstrating all four values of Shijyaa Haa leadership and working in
all six elements of systems change. In this area, Vice President 2 also had two instances of
Shijyaa Haa Systems Change. However, when measuring a step lower, and simply counting if at
least one element from implicit, semi-explicit, and explicit conditions are present, Vice President
1 had nine instances whereas Vice President 2 had 15. For Vice President 1, in none of these
cases did they have all four Shijyaa Haa values in medium systems change. This suggests that
they might lack a solid foundation in Shijyaa Haa leadership values. Notably, their lowest
occurring value is Reciprocity, which further indicates that they might not understand the need to
give back. For Vice President 2, only one of the 15 medium-level systems change cases had all
four values of Shijyaa Haa. This might further suggest a firmer foundation as a Shijyaa Haa

leader.
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Figure 4.5

Vice Presidents: Systems Change
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Department One: Shijyaa Haa Leadership and Systems Change

When extrapolating this data to the direct reports of these vice presidents, Figure 4.6 looks at the
overall Shijyaa Haa values for Department One mid-level leaders. Mid-Level Leader 14 had
seven instances of showing all four Shijyaa Haa values and four instances of showing at least
three. The missing values for 1A were three times Reciprocity and one of Respect. For Mid-
Level Leader 1B, there were two instances of all four values and six of at least three. For the
missing values here, Reciprocity was missing four times and Relationships two times. The vice
president these leaders report to also scored lowest in Reciprocity. This alignment could suggest
that Department One does not understand it as their responsibility to give back in a professional

way.
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Figure 4.6

Department One Mid-Level Leaders: Shijyaa Haa Leadership Values
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Systems change for the vice president and mid-level leaders in Department One is shown
in Figure 4.7. From here, /4 had eight instances of systems change at the three levels. In these
instances, they showed Shijyaa Haa values in half of them. For /B, they showed six instances of
systems change at the three levels. In these, none of the work was supported by all four of the
Shijyaa Haa values. Overall, /4 showed two examples of Shijyaa Haa systems change while /B
showed only one. This could suggest that a strong foundation in Shijyaa Haa leadership values

was not necessary in their systems change work.
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Figure 4.7

Department One: Systems Change
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Figure 4.8 shows the overall Shijyaa Haa Systems Change for Department One. Together
with Vice President 1, all three of these leaders were strongest in mental models, relationships
and connections, and practices. This could suggest a clear flow of systems change conditions
being met. The anomaly of Mid-Level Leader 1B scoring high in policies is due to their sharing
of how they interpret the rules of their area, including Tribal Nations at a higher rate. The lack of
this example from Mid-Level Leader 14 and Vice President 1 could suggest that they did not
interpret the rule this way or it could suggest that they failed to mention it when asked. Further

research is necessary to discover the reason.
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Figure 4.8

Department One: Shijyaa Haa Systems Change
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Department Two: Shijyaa Haa Leadership Values and Systems Change

For the mid-level leaders who report to Vice President 2, the Shijyaa Haa value of responsibility

was the most dominant. Figure 4.9 clarifies the Shijyaa Haa leadership values for the Department

Two mid-level leaders. Mid-Level Leader 24 had four instances of all four Shijyaa Haa values

and five where they had three or more. The missing values were varied. For Mid-Level Leader

2B, they had eight instances of demonstrating all four values of Shijyaa Haa, and four of having

three or more. The missing values were either Respect or Relationships. For Mid-Level Leader

2C, they had seven instances of showing all four Shijyaa Haa values and four instances of

showing three values. For this leader, the missing values were all Reciprocity. The variance in

missing values is similar to the vice president these leaders report to, who also had variety in the
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missing value. This suggests alignment between senior and mid-level leaders in Department
Two.
Figure 4.9

Department Two Mid-Level Leaders: Shijyaa Haa Leadership Values
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Looking at Figure 4.10 on systems change for Department Two, Mid-Level Leader 24
had three instances of all conditions of systems change being met and six instances of all
medium-level systems change. Of these medium-level systems change incidents, only one
instance showed all four Shijyaa Haa values. Mid-Level Leader 2B had no instances of Shijyaa
Haa Systems Change but did have two instances of medium-level systems change, and both
showed all four Shijyaa Haa values. For Mid-Level Leader 2C, there were four incidents of
Shijyaa Haa Systems Change and 10 of medium-level systems change. Of the 10 medium-level
cases, only three showed all four Shijyaa Haa values. The mid-level leaders in Department Two
scored highest in Responsibility while their vice president scored highest in Relationships. Vice

President 2 claimed, "I had built trusting relationships with these people" (November 7, 2025).



This suggests that the vice president relied on the relationships and trusted that the mid-level
leaders were doing their jobs.
Figure 4.10

Department Two: Systems Change
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Together with their vice president, the leaders in Department Two scored highly in

mental models, with the vice president scoring the highest. This could be connected to the

previous emphasis that leaders with strong mental models influence their teams. Each of these

four leaders scored highest in mental models, relationships and connections, and practices. As
seen in Figure 4.11, this suggests a solid foundation of Shijyaa Haa values to lead systems

change when combined with the high occurrence of Shijyaa Haa leadership values.

85
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Figure 4.11

Department Two: Shijyaa Haa Systems Change
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Department Three: Shijyaa Haa Leadership and Systems Change

The vice president who leads Department Three did not want to be interviewed. However, two
mid-level leaders from Department Three were interviewed, and their data on Shijyaa Haa values
can be seen in Figure 4.12. For Mid-Level Leader 34, there were nine instances of demonstrating
all four Shijyaa Haa values, and three of showing three. Of the missing values, they were all
varied, but Reciprocity was never missing. For Mid-Level Leader 3B, there were seven instances
showing all four values, and nine where they showed three. The missing value for 3B was almost
always Reciprocity. This contrast might suggest that one leader was strong in their understanding

to give back, while the other was not.
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Figure 4.12

Department Three Mid-Level Leaders: Shijyaa Haa Leadership Values
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In terms of systems change, Mid-Level Leader 34 had one instance of Shijyaa Haa
Systems Change and three instances of medium-level systems change. Of these lower-level
systems change, two incidents had all four Shijyaa Haa leadership values. Mid-Level Leader 3B
had four cases of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change, and 14 instances of medium-level systems
change. Both data sets are contrasted in Figure 4.13. Of these medium cases, only two had all
four Shijyaa Haa values. The stark contrast between these two leaders possessing different
counts of systems change connected with Reciprocity, could suggest that being grounded in
knowing how to give back was not necessary for systems change in Department Three. Further

research may be required here.
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Figure 4.13

Department Three: Systems Change
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For Department Three, the contrast between mid-level leaders 34 and 3B is also stark
when viewing the data for Shijyaa Haa Systems Change in Figure 4.14. While Mid-Level Leader
34 appears to have a solid foundation in all four values, Mid-Level Leader 3B scores low in
Reciprocity compared to their other values. This suggests the possibility that this leader does not
feel it necessary to give back. The opposing impact of these values on systems change conditions
could indicate that the missing value of Reciprocity is not necessary for healthy levels of systems
change. This is similar to Department One. Both leaders also scored highest in mental models
and practices, while scoring lowest in policies and resource flows. Both leaders claimed they felt
unable to impact decision-making at a higher level. They only felt capable of impacting change

at their own level.
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Figure 4.14

Department Three: Shijyaa Haa Systems Change
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Overall College Leadership and Systems Change.
Across the interviews with college leadership, eight of the nine leaders demonstrated behaviors
consistent with decolonized leadership and had examples of systems change work. Vice
President 1 and Vice President 2 each had two examples of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change at the
research college. For the mid-level leaders who report to Vice President 1, Mid-Level Leader 14
had two examples of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change, and Mid-Level Leader 1B had one example.
For the mid-level leaders who report to Vice President 2, only mid-level leaders 24 and 2C had
examples of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change. Mid-Level Leader 24 had three examples, and Mid-
Level Leader 2C had four examples. While Mid-Level Leader 34 had one example of Shijyaa
Haa Systems Change and Mid-Level Leader 3B had four examples, their vice president did not
want to be interviewed.

For Shijyaa Haa values, as shown in Figure 4.15, both vice presidents were highest in

showing they value relationships, and lowest in showing reciprocity. The mid-level leaders who
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report to Vice President I were highest in Respect and Responsibility and lowest in Reciprocity.
The mid-level leaders who report to Vice President 2 were highest in Responsibility but varied
where they were lowest. Two were lowest in Reciprocity, and one was lowest in Respect and
Relationships. The similarities in the vice presidents scoring highest in Relationships while their
direct reports scored highest in other values could indicate that the vice presidents are using their
relationships with their direct reports to influence systems change.

Figure 4.15

Overall Shijyaa Haa Leadership Values

BR HBR2 BMR HR4
30

20

VP 1 VP2 MLL1A  MLL1B MLL2A MLL2B MLL2C MLL3A MLL 3B

Overall, as seen in Figure 4.16, the data shows that most leaders scored high in mental
models, and none scored lowest in practices. This might result in the leaders being able to take
their transformative change and impact the practices. Also notable here is that policies and
resource flows tied for the lowest element. This might mean that sustainable change is not
happening as one leader can influence the practices of their area, but larger-scale change is

prohibited from influencing the policies and resource flows for long-term change.
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Figure 4.16
Overall Systems Change
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These leaders showed Shijyaa Haa values in practice through their commitment to
relational decision-making, collective well-being, honoring other ways of knowing and being,
ongoing learning, and connecting to people. Evidence of systems change work includes creating
new programs, changing practices and policies, and prioritizing relational practices. These
examples show that decolonized leadership impacting systems change for Native student success
is not just a concept but are tangible actions that reflect Shijyaa Haa leadership. The prevalence
and consistency of such examples suggest that the research college has many leaders who
embody Shijyaa Haa values to intentionally transform institutional culture and policies. While
there are inconsistencies where values show up and the frequency where conditions are met, each
leader having at least one medium-level systems change incident and showing all four Shijyaa

Haa leadership values suggests there might be connections.
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Evidence of Slow but Emerging Decolonized Systems Change.

A consistent pattern emerged across the interviews with the Aunties describing harms from their
own educational experiences and leaders identifying the same system-level issues as areas where
they were actively working towards change. These connections illuminate how leaders’ efforts
align with the 4Rs — in particular, Respect, Responsibility, and Reciprocity — and how they
reflect Shijyaa Haa leadership practices such as acknowledging historical truths, acting in
relational accountability, and repairing institutional practices. Taken together, these paired
narratives demonstrate that decolonized systems change is occurring, albeit at an uneven pace as
leaders attempt to interrupt the very harms that shaped the Aunties’ early encounters with

schooling.

Advising practices as relational repair.
Auntie 2 shared how deeply she had been harmed by advising practices in her early higher
education journey. This harm misdirected her educational path and left her feeling unseen and
undeserving of support. It also greatly impacted her success and the length of time it took her to
complete her degree. Her story reflected a system that’s historically organized around control
instead of relationship, which runs counter to the Respect and Reciprocity in the 4Rs framework.
Auntie 2 shared this story of her educational journey:

“So, by the time I got to my freshman year, and I went in to my counselor, and I said, ‘I'd

like to take Spanish’ because I wanted to go to the University of Washington. She said,

‘Well, your English isn't good enough’ and she wouldn't let me take it. So instead of

encouragement, say ‘Why do you want to take Spanish, and what are your plans?’, she

told my brother, ‘Indians don't go to college.””
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In contrast, the mid-level leader responsible for advising described an intentional
commitment to ensuring that their team avoided replicating these harmful patterns. Their
approach emphasized relational accuracy, transparency, and a recognition that advising carries
significant Respect, Reciprocity, and Responsibility to students. This leader shared this on their
focus:

“I work with advising teams, and advisors are so critical because they are there as a

representative of the system and the way they treat students can either confirm the

students’ worst fears about themselves or it can, or they can, be that champion for the
student that says, ‘Hey, you are getting fed these narratives of, you don't belong or you're
not part of this or all those things.” And they can be the person that says, ‘No, that's
absolutely wrong. You are here. We want you here. You can do it.””

This reflects Shijyaa Haa leadership to restore balance and honor the personhood of those

they serve. By reframing advising as a relational practice instead of a bureaucratic task, this

leader is deliberately working to disrupt the structures that once harmed Auntie participants.

Program-building, persistence, and systems change over time.

Auntie 3 described the decades-long effort required to establish a program on campus that was
essentially a contract between the research college and a Tribal Nation. This was work that often
moved slowly within structures not built to hold Indigenous values or leadership. A senior leader
independently narrated the same long arc of effort, describing the tension between institutional
constraints and the aspiration to advance decolonizing practices. The senior leader reflected on
this by saying, "I guess I saw my job as an intermediary between a hyper-colonized state and
decolonized potential" (Vice President 1, October 20, 2025) which captures the complexity of

working within systems while attempting to transform them. This stance aligns with Shijyaa
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Haa’s emphasis on leaders who move between contexts while maintaining relational
responsibility to community. It also reflects Shijyaa Haa responsibility as this leader carried the
work forward over many years. The convergence between the Auntie’s experience and the
leader’s intention underscores that decolonized systems change is cumulative and relational and

emerges through persistent engagement, not through immediate institutional shifts.

History, naming, and the work of truth-telling.

Auntie 2 emphasized how important it is for institutions to get history right, including using
accurate Tribal names, land acknowledgments, and refusing to perpetuate erasure. She described
misnaming and historical inaccuracies as ongoing forms of harm that run counter to Respect and
Reciprocity. A mid-level leader echoed this emphasis, describing naming and historical accuracy
as foundational to institutional accountability. The mid-level leader’s commitment reflects
Shijyaa Haa leadership being oriented to truth-telling and recognition of place, people, and
lineage. Both participants articulated that naming is not symbolic but structural because it signals
whether an institution is willing to confront its complicity in erasure. Their shared focus
demonstrates how correcting history becomes a core mechanism of decolonized systems change,
shifting both language and institutional consciousness.

The close alignment between Auntie experiences and college leader actions suggests that
meaningful systems change for Native student success is occurring at the research college. The
three college leaders whose work most clearly reflected these connections demonstrated multiple
indicators of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change and scored highest in Relationships and
Responsibility. The same leaders also scored highest in mental models and practices in systems
change elements. Their lowest scores occurred in Reciprocity and procedures, which may

indicate that institutional structures have not yet fully adapted to support decolonized approaches
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or that they were not grounded in the need to give back. Even so, the fact that each leader is
actively addressing the very issues the Aunties identified as impactful suggests that their
grounding in relationships and responsibility is shaping how they see, interpret, and attempt to

transform the system.

Finding 3: Notable Outliers and Divergent Patterns

Several outliers emerged across the data set that warrant further exploration. One mid-
level leader demonstrated a strong alignment with Shijyaa Haa values but showed relatively
limited engagement with broader systems-change efforts, indicating a potential disconnect
between relational practice and institutional leverage. In another case, the participant’s self-
perception did not align neatly with the coded evidence. Mid-Level Leader 1B stated
unequivocally that they were not engaging in decolonizing work, yet their examples reflected
clear enactments of Shijyaa Haa values and practices associated with decolonizing approaches.
Two mid-level leaders also expressed that they felt unable to influence decisions beyond their
level of authority, highlighting perceived constraints within the organizational structure. These
outliers signal complexity within the system and identify areas where deeper examination is
needed.

Misalignment between self-perceptions and decolonizing practice.

Mid-Level Leader 2B clearly embodied Shijyaa Haa values. They highlighted Respect,
Reciprocity, Responsibility, and Relationships with people and their own ideas. Their interview
was deeply interwoven with examples of all four Shijyaa Haa values with Reciprocity and
Responsibility occurring 12 times and Respect and Relationships showing up 11 times each. As
visualized in Figure 4.17, this data potentially indicates that 2B follows a Shijyaa Haa version

of leadership.
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Figure 4.17

Mid-Level Leader 2B: Shijyaa Haa Leadership Values
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Further, this leader showed a clear understanding of the difference between
decolonization and social justice work. As they noted, “decolonization is more about the
reparation, restoration, [and] acknowledgment that things have been taken" (Mid-Level Leader
2B, November 7, 2025). However, their narrative focused on interpersonal support for
decolonization rather than initiating systemic change. They were the only leader with no
instances of systems change that incorporated all six elements. But even a step lower, and
looking at evidence of systems change on all three levels, there were only two examples.

However, it is worth noting that both examples were supported by all four values of Shijyaa Haa.
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Figure 4.18

Mid-Level Leader 2B: Shijyaa Haa and Systems Change
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This leader is also the only one who had no evidence of systems change when it came to
policies. The disconnect between 2B having a solid foundation in all four values, but not having
much data on systems change, has many potential branches for future research. This case raises
questions about conditions, roles, or organizational constraints that shape whether leaders are
impactful regarding systems change. It may suggest that the leader is differentiating between
personal and professional duty to decolonize. It may also suggest that there is no firm connection
between being grounded in Shijyaa Haa leadership values and having that lead to systems change
for Native student success. This may be an area for future research.

Misalignment Between Self-Perception and Decolonizing Practice.

In the interviews, Mid-Level Leader 1B insisted that they were not performing decolonizing
work. They explained that even though they believed in social justice and equity work, and the

valuable work being done in other countries and sectors, they did not feel qualified to say they



were doing decolonizing work. However, the interview provided multiple coded examples of
actions that are clearly aligned with decolonized leadership. These included challenging deficit
narratives, advocating for other ways of knowing and being, and using interpretations of
procedure to push transformation.

As seen below in Figure 4.19, in terms of leadership values, /B scored highest in the
Shijyaa Haa value of Responsibility and lowest in Reciprocity. This might mean that they
understood their duty, but not the importance of giving back. They stated many times that they
respected the decolonizing work in other countries, valued place-based knowledges, and
understood decolonization in terms of giving back.

Figure 4.19

Mid-Level Leader 1B: Shijyaa Haa Leadership Values

20

In Figure 4.20, this leader had only one instance of all four Shijyaa Haa Systems
Change. Of the six instances where they had medium-level leadership, the missing leadership
value was Reciprocity. This could support their claim that they were not doing decolonizing

work because they were not giving back intentionally. Looking at Figure 4.21, Responsibility,



mental models, and relationships and connections were present in each case.

Figure 4.20

Mid-Level Leader 1B: Shijyaa Haa and Systems Change
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Figure 4.21

Mid-Level Leader 1B: Instances of Systems Change with Values
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Figure 4.21 demonstrates that systems change is happening with this leader. There are six
cases of change happening on the required three levels. The instances are visualized on the X-
axis and the Shijyaa Haa R values, as well as the systems change elements are on the Y-axis. We
can see that E values of mental models, and relationships and connections are present in each
example. Policies and practices are also common. Power dynamics and resource flows are less
common but present. This disconnect between self-perception and demonstrated behavior may
be due to a lack of understanding of what decolonization can look like, a misperception of
decolonization and social justice work, or a genuine resistance to decolonization. This may be an
area for future research.

Leaders who Feel Unable to Influence their Supervisors had VP who Declined to
Participate.
Two mid-level leaders explicitly stated during their interviews that they could not influence their
direct supervisor. Both described feeling constrained in their ability to advocate upward, shift
decision-making, or influence institutional priorities beyond their immediate scope. Their
comments highlighted a perceived lack of access to power or relational pathways to effect
change at higher administrative levels. It is important to note that both leaders had decolonized
viewpoints and felt comfortable advancing change at their level and downward. Both leaders
scored highest in mental models and lowest in impacting policies and resource flows.

Also important to note is that the other mid-level leaders did not claim that they did or
did not have influence over their supervisors. The mid-level leaders in this outlier mentioned
their duties and their power to influence those who report to them, but did not explicitly affirm or

deny that they did not have the kind of relationship with their supervisor to enact true systems
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change. The 34 and 3B mid-level leaders explicitly stated that they could not influence their vice
president or other senior-level leaders.

Another noteworthy point is that the vice president who supervises these two leaders was
the only senior administrator who accepted the interview but declined to participate in this study.
While participation decisions cannot be fully explained, it is important to document because it
mirrors the mid-level leaders’ descriptions of limited access and relational disconnect to their
vice president. The alignment between their reported inability to influence their supervisor and
the latter’s absence from the interview pool suggests a potential relational gap or structural
barrier that may influence decolonized leadership and systems change efforts in the institution.
This supports the systems change theory of the importance of the semi-explicit level, and the fact
that power dynamics, as well as Relationships, are key.

Finding 4: Levels of Systems Change Most Evident

The condition for systems change that was the most common across all the interviewees
was mental models. Figure 4.22 below shows the prevalence of the conditions for systems
change that emerged in the interviews. Eleven of the 12 participants had the most commonly
occurring mental models with 250 occurrences across the interviews. This was followed by
practices with six of the nine having it as their second-highest element with 166 occurrences.
This might mean that due to their solid foundation in mental models, the leaders felt confident in
influencing the practices of their areas. Relationships and connections came next with 147
occurrences. Power dynamics came in fourth with 116 occurrences. Resource flows came in last

with 78 occurrences.
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Figure 4.22

Elements of Systems Change
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The prevalence of mental models could be due to the relational nature of how I chose the
participants. Overall, leaders who agreed to be interviewed about decolonization at the research
college scored highest in mental models, relationships and connections, and practices. Together,
these three elements indicate engagement across implicit, semi-explicit, and explicit levels of
systems change. Mental models reflect implicit change, relationships and connections represent
semi-explicit change, and practices constitute explicit change. The presence of all three suggests
that participating leaders were actively engaged in systems change work even as broader
institutional alignment remained uneven.

Synthesis across Findings
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Together, these findings highlight that decolonized leadership and systems change at the
research college are highly relational and communal. The Aunties emerge as central system
actors whose work shapes and shifts institutional practices across time and sectors. Leaders vary
in the extent to which they recognize or act on their decolonized values, with most demonstrating
active systems change behaviors, while others show disconnects between values and actions.

The findings suggest the following four interpretations. Firstly, Aunties see this work as
communal and interwoven. They are strongest in Relationships and Respect and lowest in
Reciprocity. For systems change, they are strongest in mental models and lowest in procedure.
What supports this is that they all include examples of systems change by sharing stories of other
people doing the work. The non-Native leaders only included stories of their own work, almost
as if it never occurred to them to include examples of other people’s work. Furthermore, they
defined decolonization through storywork as both a methodology and as part of their leadership.

Secondly, senior and mid-level leadership at the research college is strongest in
Responsibility and lowest in Reciprocity. They are strongest in mental models and lowest in
procedure. This possibly suggests that they are not seeing it as their responsibility to give back.
However, the data that all but one leader has examples of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change, and all
the leaders have examples of Shijyaa Haa and systems change at all three levels, suggest that
Shijyaa Haa leadership plays a role in changing systems to support Native student success.

Thirdly, place-based Shijyaa Haa leadership values are influencing the decolonization of
institutional practices at the research college to gradually support Native student success. The
Aunties gave examples of how they experienced harm or how their communities experienced it
from educational systems. The senior and mid-level leaders shared the work they were doing to

change conditions so that students were not harmed in the same way.
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Fourthly, regarding systems change, the implicit level of mental models is the most
evident. It was the highest occurring element in 11 out of 12 participants. This suggests that the
leaders are doing the transformative work at their level and that it is influencing the other levels.
It is worth noting that some leaders felt that their leaders were not open to systems change.

Overall, the findings suggest that decolonized systems change is happening across the
institution, often through relational, informal, and culturally grounded practices instead of
formalized initiatives. These themes set the stage for the discussion chapter, which will interpret
these findings in relation to Shijyaa Haa and systems change theory, and the broader literature on

decolonizing higher education.
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Chapter 5 - Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to examine how a place-based Shijyaa Haa leadership
framework influences the decolonization of institutional practices at the research college to
support Native student success and to identify the levels of systems change evident in
institutional practices. This chapter interprets the findings in relation to the study’s research
questions: How does Shijyaa Haa leadership shape decolonized practices in the institution? And
what levels of systems change are evident in those practices?

Several patterns emerged across participants. Aunties are central relational leaders who
shape systems change through relationships, respect, and storytelling. College leaders
demonstrate a range of decolonized practices, with some aligning strongly with Shijyaa Haa
values and others showing gaps between their values and their actions. Systems change was most
evident at the implicit level of mental models across the institution with more limited evidence of
semi-explicit and explicit transformation, reflecting early and uneven stages of broader
institutional change.

This chapter interprets these findings through four lenses. Firstly, it examines Shijyaa
Haa values and leadership, emphasizing Relationships, Respect, Responsibility, and Reciprocity.
Secondly, it applies a decolonizing theory to understand how internal and structural change are
unfolding within the college. Thirdly, it uses systems change theory to identify where leverage
points and constraints exist. Finally, the chapter situates the findings in the literature on Native
student success, the educational debt owed to Native communities, and leadership responsibility,
and highlighting how relational, informal, and culturally grounded practices are shaping
emerging decolonized systems change.

This discussion is organized around four interpretive claims: (1) Aunties function as

central system actors; (2) college leaders demonstrate uneven but emerging decolonized
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leadership; (3) decolonization of institutional practices is occurring slowly and incrementally;
and (4) systems change at the research college is rooted primarily in shifts in mental models.

Interpretation One: Aunties as Central System Actors
The findings show that the Aunties are not just part of the system but are central actors

whose leadership is deeply relational, communal and grounded in Shijyaa Haa values. Their
influence stretches across time, people, and institutional spaces, often in ways that the formal
leaders in the college do not fully recognize. They lead through Relationships and Respect,
through the stories they tell and the ones they refuse to tell, and through the shifts in mental
models that they spark simply by showing up as themselves.

The Aunties scored highest in Relationships and Respect, which align with how they
described their work. Their stories were full of references to family, community, and the
responsibilities inherited from those that came before them. For example, one Auntie talked
about learning from her grandma, who made lunches for Tribal children who were not allowed to
eat with the white children. She connected this lesson with how she approaches teaching in her
community today. These stories illustrate how the Aunties carry forward relational
responsibilities, not as mere tasks, but as ways of being. Reciprocity emerged as the lowest value
among the Aunties, which was striking given how deeply relational they are. This finding
reflects institutional imbalance rather than relational deficiency. These Aunties often give care
and cultural knowledge, but that giving is rarely balanced by the institutional systems giving
back.

Another key pattern was that Aunties frequently told stories of other people doing the
work. They referenced parents, siblings, children, community members, teachers, and even
young people who influence change. This communal framing stood in stark contrast to non-

Native leaders, who largely spoke about their own actions. The Aunties’ approach reflects
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humility and a fundamentally different understanding of leadership that is distributed, shared,
and interwoven.
Theoretical Connections

The Aunties fully embody Shijyaa Haa leadership. Their centering of Relationships,
Respect, and Responsibility shows how leadership emerges from interdependence instead of
hierarchy (Fisher & Doering, 2023; Topa & Narvaez, 2022). For Indigenous leaders, leadership
is not assigned by positions, but is earned through care, experience, and community trust. This
aligns with Indigenous leadership practices where Responsibility is relational, ongoing, and
place-based.

Firstly, the Aunties demonstrated a solid foundation in Shijyaa Haa leadership given that
they scored evenly across all four values. Even scoring lower in Reciprocity is aligned with my
own experience with this value in the institution as there is still extractive work happening. In
terms of relationships with ideas, they all valued ongoing learning and often did so with other
people. This combination of learning with community further supports how grounded the
Aunties are in Shijyaa Haa. Their interwoven worldview, as demonstrated by their inclusion of
other people practicing decolonization, aligns with Shijyaa Haa leadership.

Secondly, the Aunties operate in the realm of mental-model change, which is the deepest
level in systems change theory. Although it is the hardest to account for (Kania et al., 2018), the
Aunties had it in spades. By challenging stereotypes, teaching cultural protocols, and even
correcting misconceptions, they influence how people think about Native students and
communities. This type of informal, relational influence reaches across generations. Aunties
shape the understandings of their families, communities, and institutions who hear their stories.

Their systems change work is steady, long term, and is grounded in their lived experiences.
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Furthermore, the Aunties scored high in conditions on all three levels. Their strong mental
models mean that they have a strong foundation in transformational change that they leverage in
their relationships and connections, as well as their practices. This is not surprising as their
influence is not primarily through formal policy but through shifting how people understand
Native students, Native communities, and the purpose of education itself. One Auntie shared that
she serves on nine advisory boards so that “we know what is going on, but so that they also know
who we are” (Auntie One, August 18, 2025). This is systems change at the deepest level because
it centers on changing what people believe to be true. Their work is systems change, even
without policy.

Finally, using storywork to answer my questions was clearly a method, a worldview, and
a leadership act. Through their stories, the Aunties push back against Western individualism and
replace deficit narratives with Indigenous truths. One Auntie shared a story about how her
elementary school teacher asked her to cut her hair short, and she wove in the story from a 2025
Tribal youth deciding to cut their hair to fit in. She shared these stories in the context of how she
goes to speak in elementary schools, where she shares stories, lessons, and culture with the
children so that they can see how excellent we are. This example shows how decolonization
happens not only through formal initiatives but through everyday choices in how we tell our
stories and who hears our voices.

Through their stories, the Aunties shared decolonization efforts that have been underway
for decades. Using their relationships and stories, they have been disrupting Western worldviews
and recentering Indigenous knowledges. Their examples reveal decolonization through
interwoven relational leadership and stories as theory. The Aunties sharing knowledge through

stories about their educational experiences highlights the contrast between Western knowledge
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and Indigenous knowledges. This intersection between academia and storywork underscores how
"academia serves as a gatekeeper, challenging alternative forms of knowing” (Million, 2009, p.
64). The Aunties wove answers into their stories while the non-Native leaders answered
questions.
Literature Connections

The Aunties’ relational storywork aligns with literature showing that Native students
thrive in environments where they experience belonging, cultural validation, and community
connection. Research notes that community colleges often fail to create these conditions with
harm coming from every department on campuses. The Aunties’ examples confirm the same
harms but also show where change is happening. An area where an Auntie said she experienced
great hurt was the example of the mid-level leader who was changing advising practices. The
Aunties were happy with the research college’s goal to increase Native student enrollment, and
said there was a need for more Native people on campus to achieve this goal.

The Aunties’ low Reciprocity scores echo the concept of the educational debt owed to
Native peoples. For generations, institutions have extracted knowledge, land, and labor without
returning care or resources. Both the Aunties’ experiences and their continued willingness to
show up highlight this imbalance. Their stories suggest that they have been giving to educational
systems for a long time, often without receiving what their communities need in return. This
reflects the broader literature on historic and ongoing harms in education.

One Auntie expressed her desire to have true history and Tribal sovereignty shared more
broadly on campus, while another expressed her desire to see more than just art on campus. She
advocated for more Native people in leadership positions, the teaching of treaties and Tribal

histories across curriculums, and institutional practices that reflect genuine respect and
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accountability. Together, these perspectives underscore that repaying the educational debt
requires more than visibility or cultural display. It requires structural investment, shared power,
and sustained reciprocity with Native communities.

The literature consistently argues that leaders have a responsibility to center Native
voices and take action to repair harm. What the Aunties show is that they are already doing this
often without recognition or institutional support. Auntie 2 shared a story of how her mother
started a Native support group on the campus of the research college. This is aligned with best
practices, and something she had to do on her own. Decades before the literature came out, she
modeled the relational responsibility that literature calls for by mentoring, educating, correcting
harms, and uplifting others. Auntie leadership demonstrates what institutional leaders should be
doing, namely grounding their decisions in community, relationships, and accountability.

Their leadership models demonstrate what Responsibility should look like for
institutional leaders. But further, the Aunties take their leadership roles seriously, and do not
confine their jobs to one area. Speaking to multiple projects across geography, generations, and
issues, they are already doing the work the institutions claim they want to do. Aunties get the job
done.

Interpretation Two: Range of Decolonized Leadership among College Leaders
The findings show a wide range of decolonized leadership behaviors among the senior

and mid-level leaders. Many leaders demonstrated a strong sense of Responsibility for
supporting Native students and for shifting institutional practices. At the same time, Reciprocity
consistently emerged as the area where leaders scored the lowest. This range points to a partial
alignment between values and action. Some leaders act on their values in meaningful ways,

while others hold those values but have not yet translated them into practice.
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Vice President 1 and Vice President 2 had Shijyaa Haa Systems Change occurrences,
suggesting that a place-based Shijyaa Haa leadership framework influences decolonization
practices at the research college. This is supported by looking at the medium-level leadership
occurrences and how many Shijyaa Haa values are present. However, Vice President 2 had more
occurrences of systems change overall, which were bolstered by Shijyaa Haa values.

Extrapolating the senior level to their direct reports, we can see that slightly mirrored in
the mid-level leaders. Leaders from all three departments had occurrences of Shijyaa Haa
Systems Change and medium-level leadership. The key focus is on how often all Shijyaa Haa
values are present in the medium-level leadership occurrences. For the mid-level leaders in
Department One, only Mid-Level Leader 14 had incidents showing all four values. /B did not
have any showing all four values. The mid-level leaders in Department Two had at least one
medium-level leadership incident that demonstrated all four Shijyaa Haa values, suggesting that
they are more firmly grounded in Shijyaa Haa values for systems change. Taken together with
the findings from Vice President 2, this indicates that Department Two was able to impact
systems change more and that this is possibly due to their grounding in Shijyaa Haa values.

Even the absence of the vice president of Department Three supports the theory of
Shijyaa Haa for systems change. The mid-level leaders in Department Three also had examples
of Shijyaa Haa Systems Change and medium-level leadership. Like Department Two, their
medium-level occurrences happened partly with Shijyaa Haa values. However, being the only
mid-level leaders to articulate that they did not believe the next level of leadership listened to
them shows the structural constraint of having a senior-level leader block systems change. If
senior-level leaders do not support decolonization, then the mid-level leaders are stuck at their

existing levels.
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Most leaders scored highly in Responsibility. Their interviews reflected a genuine care
for students, a desire to create safer, more inclusive environments, and a belief that they have an
obligation to shift the culture of the college. Leaders often described instances when they
intervened to stop a harmful practice, corrected a misconception, or advocated for a student.
These examples suggest that they see themselves as playing a role in creating change.

However, Reciprocity was consistently low across all non-Native participants. This gap
indicates that leaders may understand the need for change but are not yet engaging in reciprocal
relationships with Native communities. For example, some leaders expressed a desire to support
Native students but did not mention specific practices such as going beyond land
acknowledgments, changing late assignment submission policies for grieving students, or
intentionally building sustained partnerships with Tribal leaders. In some cases, the leaders spoke
about supporting Tribal communities on a personal level, but not about what the college could be
doing for them.

On the systems change side, leaders were strongest in mental models and weakest in
procedures. Many leaders showed evidence of understanding Indigenous histories or the
experiences of Native students. They talked about learning from colleagues, listening more
deeply, and recognizing harms they had not noticed before. They spoke to relationships and
practices that have shifted. However, these internal shifts did not yet translate into procedural
change at the institutional level. Leaders often referenced barriers or bureaucratic limits that
prevented formal action.

Most leaders demonstrated Shijyaa Haa Systems Change in at least some way. They
provided examples of changing student experiences, coaching colleagues, or introducing new

practices within their teams. At the same time, a few leaders showed clear disconnects between
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their values and their actions. One leader talked extensively about their belief in equity but did
not provide examples of actual change in their work. Another insisted they were not
decolonizing but then shared multiple examples that aligned with these practices.
Theoretical Connections

In terms of Shijyaa Haa leadership, the leaders demonstrated Responsibility and
Relationships but often scored low in Reciprocity. This pattern shows a partial embodiment of
Shijyaa Haa leadership. Responsibility without reciprocal action limits the degree to which their
leadership is aligned with Indigenous values and decolonization. Some leaders clearly see
themselves as responsible for supporting Native students but do not yet understand their
institutional role in giving back to Tribal communities. Some leaders are practicing decolonizing
behaviors but do not name them as such. This lack of naming suggests gaps in awareness. For
example, a leader might describe how they changed an advisory board practice to align with state
standards to include Tribal Nations without recognizing this as a decolonizing move.

Conversely, some leaders name decolonizing values but do not follow through with
action. They articulate the correct language but do not shift their behaviors or decision-making.
The marked presence of mental-model shifts among leaders reflects foundational internal
transformation. Changing beliefs and assumptions is often the first step to broader institutional
change. However, procedure-level change remains limited. Leaders described roadblocks related
to rigid policies, unclear authority structures, and inconsistent expectations across departments.

The absence of Vice President 3 from the study is significant. This leader would not
participate and is described by others as probably not supporting systems change work. Their
positional authority creates a potential block on systems change, which was voiced by two mid-

level leaders who report to this vice president. Systems change theory emphasizes the influence
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of top-level leaders on institutional culture. When a vice president is not aligned with
decolonizing values, progress at the implicit level may not translate into structural or procedural
changes. This absence leaves a gap that leaders and Native students experience in different ways.
This is seen in Department Two, where all the leaders had occurrences of systems change and
Shijyaa Haa values. If the leadership can decolonize how they operate, then the levels around
them will also be affected.
Literature Connections

The variation in leaders’ awareness aligns with literature showing an inconsistent
understanding of the needs of Native students in community colleges. Although many leaders
spoke about barriers to student success, not all specifically mentioned Native students. This
absence echoes research that Native students often remain invisible in institutional conversations.
The slow adoption of culturally grounded practices also aligns with existing literature. Leaders
recognized the importance of cultural relevance but described few concrete steps to make that
relevance consistent across programs or policies.

The low Reciprocity scores align with the literature on the educational debt owed to
Native students. Colleges have historically benefited from Native communities without offering
adequate support or reparations. Leaders expressed internal motivation to change, but this alone
does not address structural inequities. The lack of Reciprocity suggests that institutions still rely
on Native students and communities to adapt to existing systems instead of transforming those
systems in meaningful ways.

The findings reflect literature arguing that leaders must take active responsibility for
dismantling harmful structures. Leaders such as Mid-Level Leader 24 and Mid-Level 3B offered

examples of intervening to correct harmful practices or advocating for students. These examples
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show leaders exercising Responsibility in real time. However, Responsibility without reciprocal
intention limits the progress toward decolonization. Leaders may feel accountable to students,
but unless they intentionally change systems, the institution continues to operate in ways that
repeat harm.

Interpretation Three: Slow Decolonization of Institutional Practices
The findings show that the pace of change remains slow even though college leaders are

taking steps to prevent the harms that the Aunties and their communities experienced. Aunties
described clear examples of institutional harm, and leaders identified efforts to interrupt these
same patterns today. This alignment suggests that decolonization is happening, but at an
incremental rate that reflects the challenges of transforming deeply rooted institutional practices.

Aunties described harms that have affected Native students across generations. Leaders
named actions intended to prevent those harms in current practice. Aunties shared stories about
harmful advising practices, lack of partnerships with Tribal Nations, and forgetting the history
and names of neighboring Tribal Nations. Mid-level leaders share how they are working to
change these harms, even without knowing about the stories shared. Thus, change is slow but
visible and is showing early movement instead of a full transformation.
Theoretical Connections

Preventing harm aligns with the values of Responsibility and Respect. Acting to protect
students and communities is a relational obligation in Shijyaa Haa. The efforts of leaders reflect
these values, even when the work is limited or inconsistent. Decolonization requires
acknowledging past and present harms and changing the structures that perpetuate it. The slow
pace seen in the findings reflects the difficulty of reorienting colonial institutional systems.
Leaders who recognize harm but struggle to change procedures illustrate this tension. The

patterns observed align with early-stage systems change. Leaders show shifts in mental models
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and initial behavioral changes, but structural transformation has not yet occurred. These early
shifts are necessary precursors to broader institutional change. They are letting their relational
values drive decisions, and this points to Shijyaa Haa leadership guiding decolonization.
Literature Connections

The harms described by Aunties reflect documented patterns in the literature, including
invisibility, racism, erasure, inappropriate curriculum, and a lack of belonging. Leaders’ attempts
to address these issues align with evidence-based practices for improving Native student
outcomes, albeit unevenly.

Aunties’ stories highlight historical and ongoing harms that contribute to the educational
debt owed to Native communities. The Aunties in the study belong to Tribal Nations on whose
land the research college sits. Leaders’ preventative actions can be understood as partial
repayment of that debt, although not yet at the scale required for systemic repair.

The literature emphasizes leaders’ responsibility to prevent harm and create environments
where Native students feel respected and affirmed. Leaders who are attempting to change
conditions demonstrate emerging responsibility, even as institutional resistance slows progress.
Their low expressions of Reciprocity may contribute to these limitations, as Responsibility
without reciprocal action restricts the depth of systemic change.

Interpretation Four: Systems Change Rooted in Mental Model Shifts
The findings show that systems change at the research college is occurring primarily at

the level of mental models. Participants consistently demonstrated shifts in their beliefs and
understandings related to Native students and decolonized leadership. At the same time, several
leaders said they felt constrained by hierarchical structures, which suggests that shifts in thinking
have not yet translated into widespread procedural or structural change. Mental-model conditions

were evident in 11 of the 12 participants. Some leaders described feeling unable to influence vice
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presidents, which reveals significant structural limits. Mental-model shifts are present, but
institutional structures remain largely unchanged.
Theoretical Connections

Shifts in mental models reflect a deeper alignment with the Shijyaa Haa values of
Respect, Responsibility, Reciprocity, and Relationships. When leaders begin to adopt
Indigenous-informed understandings of leadership, they embody the internal grounding that is
necessary for relational and collective decision-making. Decolonizing work requires internal
transformation and structural change. The findings show that leaders are beginning to shift their
internal beliefs, which is a foundational step in dismantling colonial practices. This aligns with
literature that positions critical self-reflection and worldview shifts as essential early phases of
decolonization in institutions that have long upheld colonial norms. Systems change theory
identifies mental models as the deepest leverage point for transformation. Shifts at this level
often precede changes in policies, practices, and resource flows. The marked presence of mental-
model shifts across participants suggests that the groundwork for broader institutional change is
forming, even though procedural and structural shifts have not yet materialized.
Literature Connections

The increased awareness among leaders aligns with research showing a gradual rise in
understanding of Native students’ experiences in community colleges. However, awareness
alone is not enough. Again, the low scores in Reciprocity indicate that leaders may recognize the
issues but are not consistently acting on that awareness in ways that can benefit Native students.

While important, mental-model shifts do not repay the longstanding educational debt

owed to Native communities. Structural change is required for genuine reparations. The leaders’
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frustration with hierarchical barriers reflects an institution that has not yet taken full
accountability for addressing the harms and inequities faced by Native students.

The literature emphasizes that leaders have a responsibility to use their positional
authority to create structural change. Leaders who feel unable to influence the system highlight a
gap between responsibility and action. This disconnect suggests that while internal shifts are
occurring, the institution has not yet created conditions to support leaders in translating beliefs
into practice.

Synthesis: Decolonized Systems Change as Relational, Informal, and Emerging
The findings across all participants highlight that decolonized systems change at the

research college is deeply relational, often informal, and is emerging unevenly across the
institution. Aunties play a central role in driving this change through their commitment to
Relationships, Respect, and communal storytelling. Their work models how leadership grounded
in Shijyaa Haa values can influence mental models, behaviors, and informal practices across
sectors and generations. Through storywork, the Aunties shift perceptions, challenge
assumptions, and demonstrate that leadership can be exercised without positional authority.
College leaders also contribute to systems change, primarily at the level of mental
models. They are beginning to internalize Indigenous-informed understandings of leadership,
equity, and student success, which aligns with the first leverage point of systems change theory.
Leaders’ actions to prevent harm and support Native students show that Shijyaa Haa values of
Responsibility are influencing decision-making. At the same time, leaders’ low Reciprocity and
occasional disconnects between values and practice indicate that relational and structural change
remain incomplete. The absence of engagement from certain senior leaders further slows the

translation of mental-model shifts into procedural or structural change.
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Together, these findings suggest that decolonized systems change is most visible in
relational, informal, and culturally grounded practices rather than in formal policies or
procedural changes. Both Aunties and leaders are actively shifting mental models, which lay the
foundation for more systemic transformation over time. However, awareness and internal change
alone are insufficient. The literature on Native student success, the debt owed to Native
communities, and leadership responsibility emphasizes that institutions must actively engage in
Reciprocity. Only by returning value to communities, creating structures that support Indigenous
leadership, and embedding relational accountability can the college move forward from
emerging awareness to substantive transformation.

The synthesis demonstrates that decolonized systems change is a relational, iterative
process grounded in Indigenous values. It is sustained by the work of those already committed to
relational accountability and cultural stewardship, and it requires institutional commitment to
recognize, support, and reciprocate that labor.

Implications
For Practice

The findings of this study suggest several implications for practice at the research
college. Firstly, because systems change was most evident at the level of mental models, the
institution should intentionally invest in hiring and developing leaders who are grounded in
decolonized and Indigenist worldviews. When leaders enter the institution with Shijyaa Haa-
aligned mental models, they influence how people think, relate, and make decisions within their
areas of operation. In this sense, decolonized leaders infect their environments like zombies in
that their values, language, and practices spread through teams, departments, and informal

networks, accelerating institutional change.



120

Secondly, the consistent gap in Reciprocity across institutional leaders’ points to a critical
area for growth. The college should be transparent about what it is doing for Native students and
Tribal communities, and equally important, why these actions matter. Transparency supports
shifts in mental models by making institutional commitments visible and accountable. Reciprocal
practices must extend beyond symbolic gestures to include sustained partnerships, shared power,
and material investment in Native communities.

Thirdly, the central role of Aunties highlights the need for the college to formally
recognize, resource, and sustain Indigenous relational leadership. The institution should move
beyond reliance on informal relationships and uncompensated labor by embedding Aunties and
other Indigenous leaders into governance structures, advisory bodies, and decision-making
processes. Doing so would acknowledge that systems change is already being driven by
Indigenous leaders and would help protect this work from disruption due to leadership turnover.

Finally, the findings suggest that when mental models are Indigenist, change can move
upward through the systems change triangle. Shifts in beliefs influence relationships and power
dynamics, which create conditions for changes in practices, policies, and resource flows. Without
an intentional alignment at these higher levels, decolonized work remains uneven and fragile.
Embedding Shijyaa Haa values across institutional systems is essential to ensure that emerging
change becomes sustained transformation.

For Future Research

This study also identifies several directions for future research. Firstly, while this study

was intentionally place-based, future research could apply the Shijyaa Haa leadership framework

across other community colleges or public higher education institutions. Such work would allow
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for comparison while maintaining a deep respect for local Indigenous knowledge, sovereignty,
and relationships.

Secondly, longitudinal research will be valuable to understand how early-stage systems
change evolves over time. Following the research college or similar institutions across leadership
transitions, policy changes, and shifts in resource allocation could illuminate the conditions
required for sustaining decolonized systems change beyond individual leaders.

Thirdly, additional research is needed that centers Indigenous relational leaders, such as
Aunties and Elders, as systems actors within higher education. Studies that foreground these
roles can disrupt dominant leadership paradigms and deepen the understanding of how
decolonized systems change occurs outside formal authority structures.

Finally, future research should examine Reciprocity as a distinct and underdeveloped
dimension of decolonized leadership. Comparative studies across institutions could explore how
higher education systems constrain or enable reciprocal relationships with Indigenous
communities and how Reciprocity is operationalized across leadership roles.

Conclusion
This study examined how a place-based Shijyaa Haa leadership framework influences the

decolonization of institutional practices at a community college and identified the levels of
systems change evident in those practices. The findings reaffirm that relational leadership is a
primary driver of decolonized systems change. Aunties and college leaders alike demonstrate
that shifts in Relationships, Respect, Responsibility, and communal accountability are central to
transforming institutional practices.

The study simultaneously highlights the limits of change that rely solely on individual
commitment. The educational debt owed to Native students and communities cannot be

addressed through awareness alone. It requires institutional reciprocity, structural alignment, and
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sustained investment. While many leaders demonstrated Responsibility and emerging
decolonized practices, the absence of Reciprocity and the persistence of hierarchical barriers
continue to constrain deeper transformation.

Ultimately, decolonized systems change at the research college is relational, iterative, and
emerging. Sustaining and expanding this change depends on recognizing the labor of Indigenous
leaders, committing to reciprocal practices, and aligning institutional structures with Shijyaa Haa
principles. Only by bridging internal awareness with structural action can the college move
toward an equitable, culturally grounded environment that supports the success of Native

students.
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Appendix A Interview Protocol

UNIVERSITY of WASHINGTON

Consent, Exempt Research
IR SUETZITS DIVIEIEN ' P

Informed consent protocol & documents
L Inifial outreach: Prior to official Informed Consent email for interview
2. Introduce self
i. Gwich'in and Inupiaq, family
1. Student in UWT Educational Leadership doctoral program
b. Explain the reason for deing the study:

1. “T am conducting this study to learn about the ways that Skagit Valley College is
supporting Native student success.”

c. Participation in research is voluntary and if they decide to participate, they can stop at
amy time.

1. “Itis up to you to decide whether you want to participate. If you decide to
participate in the interview, you can stop participation at amy time.™

d. Bnef descnption of procedures

1. “Ifyou agree, you will parficipate in an interview with me. It will last about 60
mumutes. I will ask you questions about expenences you've with Skagit Valley
College and work towards decolonization.™

€. Their information will be kept confidential. and that study data will be stored securely
f  “Do you have any questions?”

1. If you have any questions the research, you can ask me. If you have questions
about your rights as a research subject, you can contact the UW Human Subjects
Division.

g. Are you interested in being interviewed?”

II. Initial email with official informed consent for mterview
a. Subject:
i. Invitation to Participate in a Research Interview
b. Content:
Dear [Invited Participant],

My name is Amy Gustafson, and I am Gwich'in and Inupiaq. I am corrently a
doctoral student in the Muckleshoot cohort of the Educational Leadership program at the
University of Washington Tacoma.

I'm conducting a research study to leam about the ways Skagit Valley College is
supportng Nafive student success. I'd like to mvite you to paricipate in a semi-structured
mterview as part of this study.

Participation 15 entirely vohmtary. If you choose to participate, you can stop at any
time. The interview will last about 60 minutes, and I'll ask you questions about your
expeniences with Skagit Valley College and efforts toward decolonization.

Your responses will be kept confidential, and all data will be securely stored. If you
have any questions about the research, please feel free to ask. For questions about your
rights as a research subject, you may contact the UW Human Subjects Division:
hsdinfogimw edu
Are you interested in being interviewed?

Diate Posted 05,02,/2022 Consent, Exempt Research Page 10of3
Version 1.00
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UNIWERSITY of WASHINGTON

Consent, Exempt Research
HUMAR SUETICTS DIVISIGH * mp

Warmly,
Amy Gustafson
Doctoral Student, Muckleshoot cohort, Educational I eadership
University of Washington Tacoma
amye?7@uw.edu
I Check-In email
a. Subject:
i. Follow up on Interview Invitation
b. Content:

Dear [Invited Participant],

I hope this message finds you well. I'm following up on my previous email from
[date initial email was sent] regarding participation in my research study on Native
student success at Skagit Valley College.

If you’re interested in being interviewed or have any questions. I'd be happy to
comnect. Your nsights would be greatly appreciated.
Thank you again for considening this opportumity.
Best regards,
Amy Gustafson
Doctoral Student, Muckleshoot cohort, Educational Leadership
University of Washington Tacoma
amyg27@uw edu
IV.  Thank you email
a. Subject:
b. Content
Dear [Participant],
Thank you for taking the time to participate in ny research mterview. I truly
appreciate your insights and the experiences you shared.

Your contribution is valuable to this study and will help deepen understanding of
how Skagit Valley College can contimue to support Native student success.

With gratitude,
Amy Gustafzon
Doctoral Student, Muckleshoot cohort, Educational Leadership
Date Posted 05/02/2022 Consent, Exempt Research Page1af2
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UNIVERSITY of WASHINGTON c E Research
HEMAR SUETZCTS DIVISIGH onsent, Exempt Researc

V. Interview Cuestions
a. How do you practice decolomization?
b. What is your definition of decolonization?
¢. How does your role influence decolonization?
d. Iwill allow space in the meeting for unstructured questions to anise.

Dtarte Pocsted 05,02 /2022 Consent, Exempt Res=arch Page lof1l
Wersion 1.00



Appendix B Consent Form

WINFGRMATIDN ABOUT A UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON RESEARCH 5TUDY
Decolonizing Higher Education through a 4Rs Shijyaa Haa leadership

framework: A Place-Based Study on Relational Leadership

What is this study about?

| am conducting this study to explore how Indigenous leadership fmmeworks contribute to the decolonization of
Skagit Valley College [SVC)] to increase Mative student success. My hypothesis is that SVC leaders who are rooted
in Indigenous values reshape the systems, structures, and relationships.

What will you be asked to do?

If you decide to be in this study, | will imterview for approximately 60 minutes. The interview will be semi-
structured.

Possible risks of participation

®  Discussing settler cobonialism and reflecting on our actions and values might cause discomfort

*  Given the place-based nature of the study, the name of the place will be public knowledge. As such, the
identity of the participants could be inferred.

Reasons why you might say “yes” to being in the study

What | hope to learn from this study may help in the success of Native students in public higher education. You
will not benefit directly from taking part in this study.

How will | protect the information you provide?

I'will protect your confidentiality. | will store your name and other identifiable information separate from the
study data. Access to your identifying information will be limited to myself and any individuals from the UW or
other agencies that may need to audit study records. When | publish the results of this study, | will not use your

nams.

Document Date & Version Researcher Date & Version
12 73 3024 posted Shijyaz Haa Lesdership Consent Form 0612 1025
Wersion 1.4 Version 1.4

Page 1of 3
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How will | store and share your information and samples?

The information | collect as part of this research will not be used for commerdal profit, such as developing new

tests or products. This data will only be used in this dissertation and with the UW team.
Other information about this study.

Being in this study is woluntary. This means that you @n refuse to sign up. It also means that if you do sign up,
you can decide to stop being in the study at any time without penalty.

If you hawe been injured or otherwise harmed by partidpating in this study, contact a member of the research
team at 360-421-5580 or anuyed 7w edy

What can you do if you want more information?

Talk to the lead researcher. | am here to help you understand the study. Please ask any questions you may have,
even about things that are not in this dooument. kit is my responsibility to give you the information you need to

make a decision and to give you time to think about whether or not you want to sign up.

Talk to someone else. If you want to talk about the study with someone who is not part of the study team, talk
about your rights as a research participant, or to report problems or complaints about the study, contact the UW
Human Subjects Division.

206.543.0058
UW Human Subjects Division
hadinfo@uw ady
Document Date & Version Researcher Diate & Version
12.23 2024 posted Shijyas Haa Lesdership Consent Form 06.12. 2025
Version 1.4 Wersion 1.4

Page 1af2
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Consent presenter statement

By printing my name on this form, | am attesting that | have provided the participant with information about this
study. The participant has been given sufficient time to consider participation and | have answered any questions
they had. The participant indicated that they understand the nature of the study, including risks and benefits of
participating.

Printed name of study staff obtaining consent Date

Participant's statement

By signing this consent form, | confirm that the study has been explained to me and | volunteer to participate in
the research. | have had a chance to ask questions. If | have questions later about the research or feel | have
been harmed by participating in the study, | can contact a member of the research team or the UW Human

Subjects Division using the information listed above. | will receive a copy of this consent form.

Printed name of participant Signature of participant Date
Document Date & Version Researcher Date & Version
12 23 2024 posted Shijyaa Haa Lezsdership Conzent Form 06.12. 2025
Wersion 1.4 Version 1.4

Page3of3



Appendix C IRB Approval

UNIVERSITY of WASHINGTON
HUMAN SURIECTS TIVISION

DETERMINATION OF EXEMPT STATUS
August 12, 2025
Dear Amy Joyce Gustafson:

On 8122025, the University of Washington Human Subjects Division (HSD) reviewed the following
application:

Type of Review: | Initial Study

Title of Study: | Decolonizing Higher Education through a Shijyaa Haa
leadership framework: A Place-Based Study on Relational
Leadership

Investigator: | Amy Joyce Gustafson

IRB |D: | STUDYDOD23663

Funding: | None

Exempt Status

HSD determined that your proposed activity is human subjects research that qualifies for exempt
status (Category 2).

*  This determination is valid for the duration of your research.

®  This means that your research is exempt from the federal human subjects regulations,
including the requirement for IRB approval and continuing review.

* Depending on the nature of your study, you may need to obtain other approvals or
permissions to conduct your research. For example, you might need to apply for access to
data or specdmens [e.g., to obtain UW student data). Or you might need to obtain
permission from facilities managers to approach possible subjects or conduct research
procedures in the facilities (e.g., Seattle School District; the Harborview Emergency
Department).

Only certain types of changes to exempt research require that you submit a modification in Zipline.
For information about what changes require a Modification, refer to the guidance on Exempt
Research. If you are unsure if your proposed changes require a modification, contact your HSD
team before preparing the medification.

HSD does not review or approve consent plans and consent materials for exempt research.
Researchers are still responsible for providing subjects with information about the research prior
to their agreement to participate. Refer to the guidance on Exempt Research for details about
what information should be provided. You may wish to use the optional Exempt Consent Template
as 3 guide.

Thank you for your commitment to ethical and responsible research. We wish you great success!

4333 Brookhyn Awe. NE, Box 355470 Seatfie, WA 981352470

main 206 5430098 fax 206.543.5218 hsdinfouw.edu www.washingion edu'researchihsd
Implemented 0712712023 Viersion 1.5 - Page 1.0f 2
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Sincerely,

Dana Gold MA, CIP

IRB Administrator, Committes D
Email: degd@uw.edu

Phone: 206543 5602

4333 Brookiyn Ave. NE, Box 353470 Seatfe, WA 981959470

main 206,543,006 fax 206.543.5218 hedinfo@usedy waws washingion edueseanivhsd
Implemesnted 07/27/2023 — Version 1.5 - Page 2 af 2
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