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ABSTRACT

This study exam ined institutional choice and experiences that enhanced 

or preciudea retention past the fresnman year at Am erican Inaian Coliege tA iC ; 

a Bible college located in Phoenix. Arizona. The site selection was significant 

because 78% (Spring 2000) o f the college’s students identified their ethnicity as 

American Indian/A laska Native (AI/AN) and because the most recent (1999) 

freshman year retention ra te was 86%.

Through the use o f focus groups and a six-phase qualitative analysis of 

the data, the study a ttem pted to generate data on w hy some AI/AN students 

were able to persist past the ir freshman year. A total of 29 students were 

interviewed, com prising 47%  o f the total AI/AN population at AIC, N = 62. 

Strengths of the study inc luded the pre-screening o f the questions by AI/AN staff 

members of the college to  ensure the appropriateness of the questions and the 

safeguard o f d iscussions w ith the moderator after the sessions to ascertain 

participant meaning. In addition, there was a m eeting with a panel of senior 

AI/AN officials of the co llege  to clarify the initial data find ings and the use of an 

AI/AN moderator. A no ther strength was the sam ple size (29) in relation to the N 

(62). which was a good representation, since 67%  (18/27) of the tribes at the 

College were represented. There was also a good gender balance including 

45% male partic ipants (13/29) and 55% fem ale partic ipants (16/29).



This work is dedicated to the AI/AN college students that I have had the 

pleasure of serving at American Indian College these past several years These 

students have taught me more about life education, and the m inistry then I will 
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American educators that I have been privileged to serve w ith: Rev. Jim Hubert 

Lopez. Ms. Belinda Flame Lopez, and Rev. C lement B la ir Schlepp May their 

shining exam ples continue to inspire future generations o f students at American 
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CHAPTER 1

THE PROBLEM OF AMERICAN INDIAN/ALASKAN NATIVE PERSISTENCE
IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Introduction

A significant problem  in Am erican h igher education o f sa lien t concern to 

educators, researchers, and po licy makers is the low retention rate of Am erican 

Indian/Alaskan Natives (AI/ANs). especia lly at the undergraduate level In fact. 

AI/ANs have been reported to be the least successful m inority group in terms of 

com pleting an undergraduate degree program (Benjamin, Cham bers & 

Reiterman, 1993). This is a pressing issue both nationally and in the focal 

institu tion o f this study. Am erican Indian College (AIC).

The specific problem investigated in this study is the poor retention of 

AI/AN students during the pivota l freshm an year o f college. In particular, the 

study focused on AI/AN students enro lled at American Indian College, a B ible 

college affilia ted with the Assem blies of God. located in Phoenix. Arizona.

Dem ographic data suggests that 75% o f all AI/ANs who begin college 

depart before completing the ir degree program (Wells. 1997: H oover & Jacobs. 

1992). Much of this problem  begins during the pivotal freshm an year where 

W ells (1997) determ ined that the AI/AN freshm an retention rate was 46.7%

This m eans that nearly one out o f two AI/AN students drop out before the ir 

sophom ore year In essence, these students are stopping before they have



even had a chance to begin Clearly, many AI/AN students are not finding a 

good fit within the academy and are caught within a cvcie of failure that 

prevents them from achieving their educational objectives tnus in many cases 

forcing them to re linquish the ir opportunities for a be tter way of life

A great deal of research has been conducted tha t has attempted to 

uncover determining factors of AI/AN retention and persistence in higher 

education in general, especia lly  w ithin the public sector (Falk & Aitken. 1984: 

Pavel. 1991: W rig h tS  Tierney. 1991: Tierney. 1992: Pavel & Padilla. 1993: 

Bowker. 1992: Benjamin, Chambers. & Reiterman. 1993: M elchior-W alsh. 1994: 

W ells, 1997; Colbert, 1999). However, at present there is a complete lack of 

research on how AI/AN students do in private sectarian institutions such as 

American Indian College (AIC). the focus of this particu lar study.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to ascertain the m ultip le experiences that 

preclude or enhance the retention of AI/AN students beyond the freshman year 

at a Bible college. Indeed, the freshm an year is pivotal in terms of determ ining 

the likelihood of further persistence to degree com pletion (Gardner. 1980 &

1991: Astin. 1991: Tinto. 1975. 1987. & 1993). S tudents develop many of the 

requisite skills and abilities to continue in their quest for a bachelor's degree 

during their first year in h igher education. Students who do not have positive



experiences during the ir freshman year may be at a serious risk of dropping out

of college

Since retention beyond the freshman year has a powerful impact upon the 

remainder of a student's undergraduate experience, studying freshm an 

experiences is extrem ely important since it may help unlock some of the reasons 

why freshman students, and in particular. AI/AN freshm an students have 

difficulty persisting beyond the freshman year. A study focusing on AI/AN 

freshman experiences at a Bible college is capable of opening up a new avenue 

of research into an area that has remained previously unexplored.

This qualita tive study used focus groups to obtain accounts of the 

students' freshm an experiences and used the obtained data to construct concept 

models that reflected the phenomena and re lationships of these student 

experiences. Through the use o f these focus group interviews, the researcher 

strove to obtain accounts in the students’ own words that w ould help inform 

readers of the particu lar experiences these students underwent while persisting 

past the freshm an year.

Significance of the Study

The AI/AN population is a small, but grow ing part of the total population of 

the United States that is in need of greater representation w ith in the academy
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Unfortunately the re tention and persistence rate of AI/AN students continues to 

be a form idable cha llenge since they are. according to Astm  (1982). the least 

successful m inority group in terms of total educational a tta inm ent 

Consequently, research needs to be conducted to be tte r understand the 

phenomena o f freshm an experiences that enhance or prec lude retention beyond 

the freshman year since the firs t year o f college is such a pivota l point in a 

student s education. Therefore, this study is s ign ificant to h igher education 

researchers, p ractitioners, and policy makers.

S ign ificance fo r H igher Education R esearchers 

This study has s ign ifican t im plications for h igher education  research 

scholars for the fo llow ing reasons:

• Insufficient research exists re lated to AI/AN post-freshm an year retention. 

Therefore, this study adds to the literature regarding AI/AN student retention 

in college.

•  The AI/AN population is grow ing and entering h igher education in greater 

numbers; thus, g rea te r attention must be paid to iden tify ing  AI/AN unique 

socio-educational needs.

• This study may be ab le  to fu rthe r articulate both the successes and the 

failures encountered by AI/AN students as they attem pt to navigate past the 

pivotal freshman year.



S ignificance for Higher E ducation  Practitioners

Practitioners, including both student a ffa irs  personnel and teaching 

faculty, will find that this study is significant to them as well for the following 

reasons:

• The dem ographic and sociological m ake-up o f an institution may have a 

significant im pact upon the retention rate o f A I/AN  students.

• The curriculum  and academ ic tempo o f an institu tion  may affect the ab ility  of 

AI/AN students to persist past the pivotal freshm an year.

•  Recognition o f the  key factors influencing pers is tence and retention past the 

freshman year m ay help institutions be tte r serve AI/AN students in both 

academic and student service-related areas.

S ignificance for Policy M akers and Analysts 

This study is s ign ificant not only to scho lars, h igher educational 

practitioners, and teach ing faculty, but also to po licy  makers and analysts since 

they have the opportun ity  to influence and gu ide  pub lic  policy in higher 

education. For exam ple:

• Public policy is often significantly guided by research findings: therefore, 

more inform ation on AI/AN retention past the freshm an year may help po licy 

makers and ana lysts  to formulate policy and leg is la tion  that will further 

enhance AI/AN re tention and persistence.



• i his research may be ab le to raise public awareness of the need to assist 

greater numbers o f AI/AN students through higher educational institutions 

including Bible colleges and how to more effectively do so

• Funding agencies at local (tribal), state, and federal (including Bureau of 

Indian Affairs) levels w ill have more information on how  to equitably fund and 

provide for AI/AN students to be able to complete the ir academ ic programs

Indeed, there is a com pelling need to investigate the issue of AI/AN 

persistence and retention in order to elim inate the “perm anent underclass” within 

American higher education. As America moves into the next m illennium the 

issue o f AI/AN retention and persistence must be made paramount. The 

historical background given in the next section details why this is so necessary.

Historical Background

Throughout Am erica 's h istory AI/AN students have encountered 

difficulties within the h igher educational institutions of the United States Boyer 

(198S) indicates that Harvard College was established in 1636 and listed 

among its eariy educational objectives: "the Education of the English and Indian 

youth of this country in know ledge and Goodness. ' (p 8) A lthough this may 

have been a noble goal. Harvard had very little initial success witn its plan of 

creating a school w ithin a school. Many of the Indian students did not persist for



various reasons including poor health, hom esickness, and frustration w ith a 

Western. Euro-centered curriculum that had little  or no relevance to Indian life 

For the next 150 years many subsequent attem pts were made to assim ila te the 

American Indian into the American educational system. Schools such as 

Dartmouth, and W illiam  & Mary also strove to incorporate American Indians, but 

to no avail.

As the colonial era gave way to the birth o f the American nation.

America’s policy began to be that of forced assim ila tion of Indians into the 

cultural patterns of the white man (Wright. 1989: W right & Tierney. 1991:

Colbert. 1999). The eradication o f Indian cultures, philosophy, and re lig ious 

traditions became prevalent. Instead of helping the Indian to become a part of 

society. AI/ANs became increasingly m arginalized by these efforts. Today, over 

350 years later, the track record of AI/AN students in higher education continues 

to be very dismal.

This inform ation becomes even more unsettling when considering that 

ethnic m inorities, including AI/ANs. are fast becom ing a major part of the 

population. Indeed, recent population projections indicate that by the start o f the 

new m illennium the majority o f people under the age of 30 in the United States 

will be members o f an ethnic m inority (Benjamin. Chambers. & Reiterman. 1993; 

Rendon & Hope. 1996). Rendon and Hope (1996) speak of the dram atic 

cultural transform ation taking place in America today. By 2012 's tudents of 

color are expected to make up 24% of the under age eighteen population This



is a rive percentage point increase over 1S90. America is rapid iy becom ing a 

m inority m ajority nation Additionally, the percentage of AI/AN students 

nationally has increased from 0.8% to 1.0% from 1975 to 1935 ind ica ting  mat m 

percentage o f AI/AN students is increasing, as well as their absolute number

The Demographics of the Ai/AN Population

The A I/AN  population in the United States has grown from approxim ate ly 

1.4 m illion to 2.3 m illion from 1980 to  1997 (see Table 1). This is a 39%  

increase in less than twenty years. The Ang lo  population during that same time 

period grew  from  194 m illion to 221 m illion, a net increase of on ly about 12% 

Thus, the AI/AN population is grow ing at a rate of more than three tim es that of 

the Anglo popula tion in the United States.
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Tabis 1

U S Population Growth A nglo ( W hite) Compared to AI/AN Growth Rate
1570-1997 ■ in thousands)

Year

1980

W hite  (Anqlo)
i

194.713

AI/AN
! i
i I 

1.420 |
|
11985
I !
I_______________

202.031

f------------------------------- »
! i 

1.718 |
l

11990
Il_______________

208.727 2.065 j
j

11995
l_______________i

218.066
i

2.252 I»I
1997 221.334 2.322

Sources: US Bureau o f the Census
Statistical Abstract o f the United States 1998

A rizona Demographics

The state of Arizona also has a growing Indian population (see Tabie 2) 

In the decade from 1980 to 1990 the American Indian population grew from 

approximately 152.000 to 203.000. This growth represented a net increase of 

25%. During that same tim e period the Anglo popu la tion  grew  at approximately 

the same rate, grow ing from approximately 2.24 m illion  to 2.96 million, a net 

increase o f 24%. Thus, na tiona lly, the AI/AN popu la tion  is growing faster than 

the Anglo population, and in A rizona it is growing at about the same rate
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Table 2

Arizona Population Growth: Anglo (White) Com pared to AI/AN Population 
Growth 1980-1990

Year
i

W hite(Analo) Am erican Indian

1980 2.240,761 152.498

1990 2,963.186------------- ----------------------------------------1 203.527I----- ------- ———-------------------------

Source: A rizona Statistical Abstract 1993

American Indian College Enro llm ents 

During the four-year period beginning in the Fall 1994 semester and 

extending to the Spring 1999 semester. AI/AN enro llm ent at AIC declined. 

However, in the Fall 1999 semester there was a s ligh t (5.3% ) enrollment 

increase over Fall 1998 (see Table 3). W ith the recent change of the 

presidency to ind igenous leadership, the College s leadership is hopeful that the 

statistics can continue to be reversed. Since AIC recru its  AI/AN students from a 

national pool, its future is bright if it can continue to overcom e its recent

enrollment d ifficu lties.
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Table 3

American Indian College Total Enrollm ent Fall 1994-Spring 2000

1994 -1995: Fall 1994 = 120 ; Spring 1995 = 115

1995 -1996: Fall 1995 = 112 j Spring 1996 = 1 1 0
I

1996 - 1997: Fall 1996 = 106 Spring 1997 = 94
i

1997 -1998: Fall 1997=  80
I

Spring 1998 = 86

1998 -1999: Fall 1998 = 71
i
i

Spring 1 9 9 9 =  69
l

1999 -200 0 :
i

Fa ll 1999 = 75
I
t

Spring 2000 = 80

Source: American Indian College, O ffice of Institutional Research, 2000

Experiences Associated with Low Retention for AI/AN Students

AI/ANs and o the r m inorities have not fared well in educational 

attainment. Astin (1982) indicates that fam ily background, including 

socio-economic and educational status, correlates positively w ith increased 

rates of persistence fo r children of m inority parents. As a result, those who 

come from fam ilies w ith low  parental educational attainm ent and income have 

greater difficulty persisting to an undergraduate degree. S tudents born into 

fam ilies that are low in socio-econom ic (SES) status may find it d ifficu lt to 

compensate for the inadequacies they encounter, such as inadequate
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technology weak support system, financial deprivation, and cultura l gaps that 

seem im possible to bridge I'Demmert. 1996: G arrod & Larrim ore. 1997).

Demmert s (1996) research into AI/AN K-12 education also notes that 

AI/AN students have d ifficu lty  in school because o f teachers who are 

inadequately prepared to w ork with AI/AN students, fam ily  vio lence, substance 

abuse, high drop out ra tes, and lack o f good A I/AN  ro le  models w ith in the 

classroom. A lthough th is  research focused on K-12 students, it has implications 

for higher education because if these problems aren ’t rectified before college, 

retention w ill be strongly a ffected at the co lleg ia te  level.

Rendon and H ope (1996) note that AI/AN students a lso have some of the 

same problem s encountered by H ispanic and A fro-Am erican students, including 

difficulties in transferring from  com munity co lleges to four-year schools. 

Consequently, AI/AN students remain clustered in these com m unity colleges 

where they are fa r less like ly  to persist to a fou r-year degree (Rendon & Garza. 

1996). Like m any o ther m inorities, AI/AN students are enro lled in two-year 

colleges not by choice but by  necessity and they are afforded fa r fewer 

opportunities fo r academ ic and professional advancem ent since they frequently 

remain excluded from m ore prestigious institutions. Even when these students 

gain entry to better schools, they are often faced w ith a cu ltu ra lly  hostile 

environment including ind iffe rent and unfriendly students, as well as an 

educational system not designed for them (Lin et al. 1988; T ierney. 1991 & 

1992: W right. 1991; W righ t & Tierney, 1991; M elch ior-W alsh. 1994; Garrod &



Larnmore 1997) Therefore creating a strong foundation of positive change 

could have positive ramifications for future generations of college and umvers'ty- 

DGund AI/AN students.

AI/AN Educational Attainment: National Statistics 

Tables 4. 5. and 6 clearly h ighlight AI/AN students' low overall academic 

attainm ent. Clearly. AI/AN students do not achieve at the same level of 

educational attainment as the U.S. population in general. For example. 13.9% of 

the white population persisted to a bachelor s degree in 1990 However, only 

6.1 % of the AI/AN population had risen to the same level. This is less than ha lf 

the rate at which the general population (13.1%) attains a four-year degree (see

Table 4)
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Table 4

Educational A ttainm ent of the U S. Population bv Racial and Ethnic Group, 1990

Hiahest level reached All American Asian Black Hispanic W hite
I

8th grade or less 10 4%
Indian 

14 0% 12 9% 13 8% 30 7% 8 9%

Some high school, 
no diploma

14 4 20 4 9 5 23 2 19 5 13 1

Some college, no 
degree

18 7 20 8 14 7 18 5 14 3 19 1

Associate degree 6 2 6 4 7 7 5 3 4 8 6 3

Bachelor’s degree 13 1 6 1 22 7 7 5 5 9 13 9

Graduate or 
professional 
degree

7 2 3 2 13 9 3 8 3 3 7 7

Number of adults 
(in millions)

158.9 1.1 4.3 16.8 11.2 132.0

Note The figures are based on the 1990 census and cover adults age 25 and 
older The total includes those whose racial or ethnic group is not known 
Hispamcs may be o f any race The figures may not add to 100 per cent because 
of rounding

Source: Census Bureau

Note: From The C hronic le  o f H igher Education September 1. 1995 Vol. XUI No. 
1 Almanac Issue
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AI/AN ACT and SAT scores are also low  and com parable to the scores of 

other under-represented m inority groups such as Hispanics and A frican- 

Americans. Anglos in 1996 averaged 526 and 523 on the Verbal and 

Mathematic section o f the SAT respectively. M ean scores for AI/AN students 

were 483 and 477 respective ly (see Table 5).

In 1996 the m ean composite score for the AC T was 18.8 (a modest 

increase of 0.2 over the 1995 score) for AI/AN students versus 21.6 for Anglo 

students (who exh ib ited an increase of 0.1 ove r the 1995 mean score).

American. Indians did s ligh tly  better than A frican-Am ericans and about the same 

as M exican-Am ericans and other Hispanics (see Tab le  6).

National m ean scores for GPAs are not ava ilab le, however, Rendon et al. 

(1997) received data from 28 schools in 10 c ities nationally and discovered that 

the mean reported GPA fo r AI/AN students fo r the 1995-1996 school year was 

1 85. Of the five separate ethnic groups surveyed. AI/AN students had the 

lowest reported GPA (see Table 7).
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Table  5

Average Scores on the Scholastic Assessment Test by Gender. Racial, and 
E thn ic Group. 1996

i Verbal Section
i

Mathematical section

Score
1 -year 
Chance Score

1-year
Chance

Men 507 -2 527 -2

W om en 503 492

Am erican Indian 483 _ 47T _

Asian 496 — 558 —

Black 434 - 422 -

Mexican-American 455 - 459 -

Puerto-Rican 452 - 445 -

O ther Hispanic 455 - 455 -

j W h ite 525 - 523 -

j O ther
|_______________________________ !

511
I

- 512
j

I A!! 505

!

-1 508

j
i
i

-n  !
1
{x -----—--------- -—-—,--------------------------------- —  —- —- i

Note Each section of the Scholastic Assessment Test is scored on a scale from  200 to 800 A dash 
indicates that data are not available In 1995 the College Board recentered the test, and converted the 
scores from previous years to the new scale The scores in this table should not be compared with figures j 
previously published in the Chronicle {

i

Source: The College Board

Note: From The C hronic le o f H igher Education Septem ber 2. 1996 Vol. XLII! 
No 1 Almanac Issue (p 14)
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Table S

Average Scores on the ACT Assessment by Gender. Racial, and 
Ethnic G roup 15SQ

Score

I
! i -year 
| chanqe

! Men 21 0
i

0 0

| Women

1
20 8 +0 1

i

j American Indian 18 8 +0.2
i
j Asian 21.6 0 0

' Black 17 0 -0 1

! Mexican-American 18 7 ♦0.1

: Other Hispanic 18 9 +0 2

! White 21 6 +0 1

: All
i

i

20 9
j
i

i

•*•0 1
i

--------------------------------------- -------- ,
I

j Note The Am erican College Testing Program s A C T  Assessment is scored on 
a scale from  1 to 36 J  

% _

Source: Am erican College Testing Program

Note: From The Chronicle of H igher Education Septem ber 2. 1996 Vol XLIII 
No 1 A lm anac Issue (p. 14)
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Table (

Mean High School Grade Point Averages by Race/Ethnicity and Gender 
1955-1996 School Year

It
All
Students

African
American

American
Indian

Asian
Pacific Islan

Hispanic White
Non-Hisp

Total 2.28 2.14 1.85 3.00 2.49 2.77

Females 2.63

Males 2.37

Note: Number of cities reported: 10 Num ber o f schools/clusters: 28
Grade representing the year GPA reported: 11th grade = 9 schools.
12th grade = 1 9  schools

Source: Student Academ ic Progress: Key Data Trends Baseline 1995 - 96 
(October 1997). Prepared by L. I. Rendon, Amaury Nora. W endy L. Gans. and 
Mistalene D. Calleroz

AI/AN Educational Attainment: A rizona Statistics 

AI/AN statistics for the state of Arizona regarding educational atta inm ent 

are similar to those for the nation as a whole Of 20 selected tribes in the state 

of Arizona, the average tribal graduation rate from a four-year institution was 

4.6% based on figures provided in Table 7. The national rate for A i/ANs is 6 1 % 

(see Table 4). Thus AI/AN academ ic attainment is lower in Arizona than it is for

the nation as a whole.
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Table 8

Educational C haracte ris tics  o f Indians in A rizona fo r Identified Reservations 
1989 (Continued on next page)

Educational Attainment
Camp
Verde Cocopah

Colorado
River

Tort-----
Apache

Fort
McDowell

Fort
Mojave

Fort
Yuma

Gila
River

Hava-
supai Hopi

Persons 25 years & Over 267 302 3.799 4.673 311 185 11 4.515 225 3.778

Less than 9th grade 39 117 734 791 22 18 0 1 100 50 610
9th to 12th grariP 96 76 701 1 47^ R 7 62 o 1 73R sn 75^

High School Grad 60 71 1,153 1.356 114 73 6 1.059 53 1.187

Some college, no 
decree

47 32 611 528 58 28 5 414 26 652

Associates Degree 16 6 233 221 5 3 0 109 2 364

Bachelor’s Degree 1 0 233 216 22 1 0 87 9 96

Graduate or 
Professional 
Degree

8 0 134 86 3 0 0 8 5 114

Percent H.S. Grad or 
Higher

49.4 36 1 622 51 6 650 568 100.0 37 1 42 2 63 S

Percent Bachelor's 
Degree or Higher 

I________
3.4 0 0 9 7 6.5 8 0 0 5 0 0 2 1 6 2 5 6
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Table 8 (continued)

Educational C haracteristics of Indians in A rizona for identified Reservations:
1989

i

! Educational Attainmenti Hualapa Kaibab Mancopa Navajo Papago
Pascua
Yaqut

Salt
River

San
Carlos

San
Xavier

Yava
pai

L  Persons 25 years &  Over 409 60 211 41 590 4 240 928 2805 3 119 553 86
i
, 1 e s s  t h a n  Q t h  n r a r i P 3 4 1 3 57 1  4  87f i 1 370 3 2 1 7f2=i 4 3 8 47
j  u

| 9th to 12th grade 157 10 79 8.472 865 342 906 1.113 249 29
I
| High School Grad 128 27 48 9,522 1.730 178 879 1.033 223 9
i
j  Some college, no 
i _ _ _ _ _ d e c r e e _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

70 4 15 4.719 182 51 524 297 16 34
I

|  Associates Degree 15 0 6 1.761 31 16 56 139 0 0

j Bachelor's Degree 
u . . . . — - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

4 3 4 1.411 25 5 121 38 0 i

’  Graduate or 
:  Professional 

Degree

1 3 2 1.029 33 15 54 61 18 5 i
I

j Percent H S Grad or 
j Higher

53.3 61 7 3 5 5 443 47 3 286 583 503 46.5
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1

64 0 |1
i Percent Bachelor s 
| Degree or Higher

1 2 10 0 2.8 5 9 1 5
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ l

22 6 2 32 3 3 140 |

Source: U S. Department of Commerce. Bureau of the Census. 1990 Census of Population and 
Housing, summary Tape File 3A

Note: Arizona Statistical Abstract 1993 Data Handbook

An exam ination o f the 20 tribes represented ind icates that the overall 

percentage (by triba l affilia tion) of those atta in ing a bachelor's degree is 

generally low, but there  is some significant varia tion  between the tribes as well. 

For example, am ong Yavapai Apaches, 14.0% pers is t to a bachelor’s degree or 

higher. Conversely, the Cocopah have a 0.0% pers istence rate (see Table 8).
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Data in Table 8 c learly  reflect the fact that the overall baccalaureate attainment 

rate is unacceptably low. Table 9 shows how  AI/AN students (over the age of 

25) fared state-w ide w ith in  Arizona compared with other ethnic groups.

Table 9

Years of School com pleted by Persons 25 and over by Race and H ispan ic 
Origin, in Arizona: 1990 Census

Total White Black

American 
Indian 
Eskimo 
or Aleut

Asian &
Pacific
Islander

Other
Race Hispanic

Amount of Schooling

Less than 9th Grade 9.0% 6 4% 9 3% 24 9% 10.4% 32.0% 30.0%

9th to 12th Grade 
No Diploma

12.3% 112% 15 6% 23 0% 9 4% 19 2% 18.3%

High School 
Graduate

26 1% 26 6% 21 9% 27 1% 17 1% 23 4% 23 4%

Some College, No 
Degree

25.4% 26 5% 30.2% 15 3% 18 0% 16.1% 16 6%

Associate Degree 6.8% 7 0% 8 8% 5 0% 7 5% 4.3% 4 7%

Bachelor's Degree 13.3% 14 6% 9 9% 3 0% 21 8% 3 5% 2 3%

Graduate or 
Professional 
Degree

7 0% 7 6% 4 4 % 1 6%

_____ i

15 8%

[

1 5% 2 3%

i
| Total 2.301/. 77 1.960.38: 59.507 94.257 31.543 154.983 329.455

Note The figures are be 
percentages may not ac

3sed on th< 
id up to  1C

2 1990 C€ 
I0 per cei

msus and cover adui 
it  because of roundir

ts 25 and older 
*9-

The total

Source: U S. D epartm ent o f Commerce. Bureau of the Census. 1990 Census of 
Population and Housing. Summary Tape F ile 3.

Note: Arizona S tatis tica l Abstract 1993 Data Handbook
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Tables 10 and 11 show the average SAT and ACT scores, respectively, of 

various ethnic groups w ithin the state of A rizona. On the SAT AI/AN students 

score ahead o f B lacks and Mexican Am ericans by a small margin, but lower than 

Puerto Ricans, A sians and Whites. The A rizona com posite score for AI/AN 

students (965) approxim ates the national average (960), see Table 5.

Table 10

State of Arizona SAT Scores bv Racia l/E thnic Groups, 1996

Group Verbal Score Math Score Composite

American Ind ian/ 
Alaska Native 476 489

i

965

Asian 511 556 1067

Black 462 449 911

Mexican
American 483 481 964

Puerto Rican 495 499 994

W hite
i_

534 532 1066

Source: Arizona State University, Office of Institutional Analysis, 1997. 
College Bound Seniors: Arizona

Note: Charles R. Colbert, unpublished Ed.D. dissertation. Arizona State University. 1999. p. 17
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Table 11 shows the Arizona mean scores for the ACT for various racia l 

and ethnic groups On the ACT AI/AN students scored lower than any of the 

other ethnic groups reported, with a mean score t l7 .5 )  just be iow  tnat of B lacks 

(17.6). The m ean composite ACT scores fo r AI/AN students in A rizona (17.5) 

was a little low er than the national com posite score for AI/AN students (18.8), 

see Table 6.

Table 11

State of A rizona M ean ACT Scores for R acia l/E thn ic  Groups. 1996

Group Averaqe AC T Test Score

American Ind ian/A laska Native 17.5

Asian 23.1

Black
I

17.6
|

Mexican - Am erican 20.2

Puerto Rican
I

19 3

White 23.0
j

Source: Arizona Board of Regents. Research Division

Note: Charles R. Colbert, unpublished Ed.D. dissertation. Arizona State University, 1999. p 17
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Unfortunate ly, there is no inform ation available on AI/AN student high 

school GPAs sta tew ide in Arizona However. Table 12 shows the mean GPAs 

and class rankings fo r the entering freshm an cohorts of AI/AN students at 

Arizona State U n ivers ity  fo r 1989-1991.

Table 12

Pre-College A cadem ic  Profile: Mean HS G PA and HS Rank fo r AI/AN Students 
in 1989 -1991  Freshm an Cohort at A rizona State University

HS GPA HS RANK

Cohort N M F M F All M F All

1989 57 27 30 2.98 3.16 3.07 36.71 20.37 21.00

I 1990 52 28 24 3.14 3.26 3.20 19.22 18.38 18.79

1991 38 15 22 2.99 3.20 3.12 29.08 18.35 22.58

Totals/Av. 147 70 76 . 3.04 3.21 3.13 28.34 19.03 20.79

Source: Arizona State University. Office of Institutional Analysis. 1998, University Enrollment 
Files; statistics were rounded to the nearest hundredth

Note: Charles R. Colbert, unpublished Ed.D. dissertation, Arizona State University. 1999, p. 100

The resu lts suggest that for such a large university, the AI/AN freshm an 

cohort is quite sm all, perhaps suggesting tha t on ly a very small num ber of 

qualified AI/AN students enter Arizona S tate  University that iron ically enough, is 

practically ad jacent to the Salt River (P im a) Reservation. According to the 1990
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Census. Am erican Indians made up 6.86%  of A rizona ’s population (see Table 

2). thus they should be represented in greater num bers at ASU

AI/AN Educational Attainment: Am erican Indian College Statistics 

Table 13 shows the six-year graduation rates fo r all AIC students 

beginning in 1986. A ll students who attend AIC are required to e ither have a 

high school dip lom a o r GED certificate. The table shows a large drop between 

the first cohort (1986-1992) and the second cohort (1989-1995). The third 

cohort shows the strongest increase to date.

Table 13

American Indian College: Six-Year G raduation Rates (150%  Normal Completion 
Time) For All (BA/AA) Students for Cohorts Beginning in 1986, 1989, and 1991

1986-1992: 1989-1995: 1991-1997:

38.25% 27% 47%

Source: American Indian College. Office of Institutional Research, 1999

A lC ’s most curren t six-year rate com pares favorab ly with the national rate 

of 29%. However, A lC ’s 1989-1995 rate was just a bit under the national figures 

from 1988-1994 (see Table 14). Table 14 also shows that AI/AN students have



the lowest ra te o f completion (29%) o f any of the ethnic groups compared. 

AI/AN students graduated at a rate o f just a little better than ha lf that o f Anglo 

students and less than half that o f Asian students. Clearly, re tention is a major 

concern fo r AI/AN students.

Table 14

College G raduation Rates fo r R acia l/E thn ic Groups A fter 6  Years.
1988-1994

Group: Rate Percentage:

Am erican Indian/Alaskan Native 29

Asian 62

Black 31

Hispanic 40

W hite 56

Source: Chronicle of Higher Education Almanac. 1997

Note: Charles R. Colbert, unpublished Ed.D. dissertation. Arizona State University, 1999

AIC, like many other institu tions o f h igher education, m akes use of the 

ACT as part o f its admissions criteria. A lthough a specific score is not required, 

the results are used to help assess the students ’ strengths and w eaknesses at 

the point o f entry. Most students take the A C T before gaining adm ission to the 

College Tab le  15 shows the com posite scores for AIC AI/AN students from
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1995-1996 and 1996-1997 com bined into one cohort, as well as students 

entering from 1997-1998 and 1998-1999 com bined in to  a second cohort 

These cohorts w ere  com bined because of the very sm all sizes of these groups 

(N = 47). There is a very slight increase (+0.2) betw een the 1995-1997 

cohort and the 1997-1999 cohort. Nonetheless, desp ite  the increase, the 

composite scores are still be low  those of both na tiona l and Arizona figures fo r 

AI/AN students (see  Table 16). AIC has trad itiona lly  adm itted many students 

who are well be low  average in academ ic a tta inm ent and who have low 

standardized scores. Tables 15 and 16 show  tha t A rizon a ’s mean ACT scores 

fo r AI/AN students are low er than those of the sta te  o f Arizona, and that 

A rizona’s mean scores are h igher than those o f AIC.

Table 15

Mean Com posite A C T Scores fo r A IC  Students en te ring  in the Years Fall 1995- 
Spring 1997 and Fall 1997-Spring 1999 (N = 47):

Fall 1995-Sorina 1997: Fall 1997-Sorina 1999: Increase:

14.9 15.1 + 0. 2

Source: American Indian College. Office of the Registrar. 1999
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Table 16

Comparison o f Recent Mean Composite AC T Scores for AI/AN Students at the 
National. State (Arizona), and Local (AIC)

National (1996): Arizona (1996): AIC (Fall ‘95-Sprinq ‘97):

18.8 17.5 15.1

Sources. American College Testing Program; Arizona Board o f Regents, Research Division. American 
Indian College, O ffice of the Registrar

Notes: From The Chronicle o f H igher Education September 2, 1996 Vol. XLItl No 1 Almanac Issue (p 
14); Charles R Colbert, unpublished Ed D dissertation Arizona State University, 1999

Table 17 shows the mean and median G P A fo r the 1998-1999 freshm an 

cohort at AIC. The total incoming freshm an class was 28, but GPAs were 

unavailable fo r seven o f the students because they had completed the GED 

instead of g raduating from high school. Based on the scores o f the 1998-1999 

freshman cohort, the average AIC student has a GPA of less than 3.0. The 

institution prides itse lf in specializing in working with students whose grades and 

standardized test scores m ight prevent them from being admitted to more 

selective co lleges and universities.

Despite len ient adm issions standards. A lC ’s 1997 six-year graduation

rate for all students was 47%  (American Indian College Catalog, 1998 - 2000 . p.

60).
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Table 17

Mean and Median High School GPAs for 1998-1999 Freshm an Cohort at AIC

Mean GPA = 2.61 Median GPA = 2.79
~  I

N = 21
r

Not Available = 7 j
I_____________________ i

Source: American Indian College, Office of Institutional Research, 1999

AI/AN Representation Within Higher Education

Table 18 shows the national representation of AI/AN students within 

undergraduate education as com pared to other ethnic groups. The 1990 census 

shows that AI/AN students represented 0.8% o f the total h igher education 

population in the United States. W ithin the state o f A rizona the percentage of 

AI/AN students in terms o f d istribution is slightly h igher at 3.8%. This is possibly 

because AI/AN students represent a larger proportion o f the state ’s population 

than at the national level (see Table 19). Also, in Arizona AI/AN students rank
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Table 18

l S Population D istribution. By Kacc/Kthnieitv. 1.900 and Racial Iahnic 
Distribution in Total Hiuher Education Population. 1997

[Group
i

Population

N

Population

%

Population in 
Hiuher Education

N

Population m 
Higher Education

%

AI/AN 1.878.000 0.8 131.304 0.8

Asian 7.274.000 2.9 797.359 2.9

Black 29.986.000 12.1 1.473.672 12.1

Hispanic 22,354.000 8.5 1.093.839 9.0

White 199.686.000 75.6 10.311.243 oc C Vi

Source: 1990 U S  Census Bureau
Chronicle of Higher Education Almanac. 1997

Note Charles R Colbert, unpublished Ed D dissertation Arizona State University. 1999

very low  proportiona lly just as they do at the national level. In Arizona, AI/AN 

students rank jus t ahead o f B lack students and are tied for second to the last 

place with Asian students.

A t AIC, AI/AN students have always been represented in high proportions 

since the stated m ission o f the College has been “to prepare Native Americans 

for a life of m inistry, which in Scripture is synonym ous with service .” (American 

Indian College Catalog 1998-2000. p. 13). A lthough other e thn ic  groups have 

typically been represented at AIC, the main em phasis continues to be serving a 

Native Am erican population. Table 20 shows the proportion o f AI/AN students 

represented w ith in  the student population. S ince 1994 the proportion has
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ranged between 66-78%. AIC has a high Ai/AN proportion of popula tion 

because the institution specia lizes in AI/AN students and actively recru its  them 

from w ith in  its stated constituency of Assemblies of God churches.

Table 19

State o f  Arizona Population Distribution, bv Racial/Ethnic Group. 1997 
And the Racial/Ethnic Population Distribution in Arizona Higher Education

G roup
State of 
Arizona

N

Slate o f  
A rizo n a

%

State of
A rizona Higher 

Education
N

State of
Arizona H igher  

Education
%

AI/AN 247.968 5.6 10,613 3.8

Asian 66.420 1.5 8,578 3.8

Black 132.840 3.0 8.776 3.2

Hispanic 832,464 18.8 38.691 14.1

White 3,577,824 80.8 200.052 73.0

Arizona 4.428.000 100.0 273,981 1 0 0 .0

Source: Annual Report To The Arizona Board of Regents. 1996

Note: Charles R. Colbert, unpublished Ed.D. dissertation, Arizona State University, 1999
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Table 20

American Indian College Total Enrollment and Percentage of 
AI/AN Students Fall 1994-Spring 2000

1994-1995: Fall A I/AN % Sprina AI/AN %

120 77 115 78

1995-1996: Fall A I/AN % Sprina AI/AN %

112 77 110 73

1996-1997: Fall AI/AN % Spring AI/AN %

106 65 94 66

1997-1998: Fall AI/AN % Sprina AI/AN%

80 66 86 66

1998-1999: Fall AI/AN % Sprina AI/AN %

71 72 68 72

1999-2000: Fall A I/AN % Sprina AI/AN %

76 71 80 78

Source: American Indian College Office of Institutional Research, 2000



Freshm an R eten tion

Very few studies are available that document freshm an retention rates for 

AI/AN students (see Swisher & Hoisch. 1992: W ells. 1997) Table 21 shows the 

first to second year college re-enrollm ent rates for first-time, full-time students in 

18 urban four-year colleges by race, ethnicity, and gender fo r the 1995-1996 

school year by percentages.

Rendon et al. (1997) determ ined from their findings that Asian-Pacific 

Islanders had the highest freshm an reenrollm ent rate with 80.8%  re-enrolling for 

their sophomore year. The reader will note that American Indians had the 

lowest reported retention rate (67 6%) of the six groups reporting.

Table 21

First to Second Year College Re-enroiiment Rates for F irst-Tim e. Full-Time 
Students in Four-Year Colleges by Race/Ethnicitv and Gender. 1995-1996 
Academic Year (by Percent)

I I 
All African 

• 4-Yr. Students American 
Full

!- - - - - - - - - - - - i- - - - - - - - - - - - '| American | Asian- 
I Indian ! Pacific IsianI I  I

i I
Hispanic j White.

i Non-Hisp ii i iI
Total 744  72.0

I- - - - - - - - - - - - 1- - - - - - - - - - - - I
6 7 5  ! 80.8

i : i
70 3 ! 74 4i | j Femaies 76.1

I I I 1 i 1 1 !J _ _ _ _ _ |
j Males 72.3 ! ! _ _ _ _ _ i_ _ _ _ _ i
Note: Number of cities reported: 12 Number of four - year colleges reported 18

Source. Student Academic Progress: Key Data Trends Baseline 1995 - 1995 (October 1997; 
Prepared by L. I Rendon, Amaury Nora. Wendy L. Gans. and Mistalene D Calleroz. p 13
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Findings for A rizona State University are very s im ilar to the national 

survey undertaken by Rendon et ai { 19S7'j albeit the average persistence rate 

from 1991-1997 is lower than the 1995-1996 rate reported by them  in1997 At 

ASU. American Indians had the lowest retention rate o f all groups reporting 

(56 1 %) versus Asian Am ericans who had a high of 76.8%  for the average of 

1991-1997. In fact, Am erican Indians had a much low er pers is tence rate than 

m inority students in genera l (71.0%). Ironically. H ispanics had a h ighe r reported 

persistence rate (74.9% ) than did W hites (72.7%) (see Table 22). This is 

interesting in light o f the ir low academ ic attainment na tiona lly  (see Table 4) and 

the ir low SAT and AC T scores (see Tables 5 and 6).

Table 22

Arizona State University Persistence Summary First-Time, Fu ll-T im e 
Freshman to Sophom ore Year Persistence: 1991-1997 Averages

j All
I Students

All
Minorities

African-
American

i
i American 
j Indian

T
j Asian 
I American

Hispanic
» 1 

1 White
i i

I 71.2%
l

71.0% 67.9%
—j----------------- -—■

I 56.1% ! 76.8%
I
:

72.2%

J

------. 1

171.1%
II I

Source: Arizona State University. University Office o f Institutional Analysis. 1999
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Am erican Indian College has a h igher freshm an retention rate than either 

the reported national find ings quantified by Rendon et al. (1997) or Arizona 

State University. Table 23 displays the freshm an re tention rate from 1994 to 

1999 as well as the mean percentage of those years.

Table 23

American Indian C ollege Freshman Retention Rates 1994-1999

1994-1995 1995-1996 1996-1997 1997-1998 1998-1999 Mean % Rate

81.6% 55.6% 82% 76% 86% 76.2%

Source: American Indian College, Office of Institutional Research

Note: The retention rate is for all students and not just AI/AN students. However, the ethnic 
composition of American Indian College ranged between 65-77% AI/AN from the years 1994- 
1999. Thus, AI/AN students are the primary ethnic group comprising the College.

A lC 's mean reported freshman retention ra te (76.2% ) is close to the 

retention rate reported fo r all college students (74.4% ) attend ing four year 

colleges in 1995-1996 by Rendon et al. (1997). A lthough these authors 

determ ined that the freshm an retention rate fo r Am erican Indian students was 

67.6% (see Table 21), W ells  (1997) determ ined in his survey that the freshman 

retention rate fo r A l/N  students was even lower, a m ere 46.7% . W ells ’s (1997) 

data is c loser to the results reported by ASU.

The reader should also note that A lC ’s re tention rate is just slightly ahead 

o f the mean reported a ll-s tudent freshman retention rate (71.2% ) from ASU.
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All o f these statistics suggest that perhaps AI/AN students have a better chance 

of persisting to the sophom ore year in an environm ent where there are a higher 

percentage of other AI/AN students present. The h igh percentage of AI/AN 

students at AIC (72%) (see Table 20) must be noted in light of the low 

percentage statewide w ith in  A rizona (3.8%) (see Tab le  19) and the even lower 

(0.8% ) national figure o f AI/AN representation w ith in  h igher education (see 

Table 18).

In this next section the research questions tha t guide this study are 

presented to provide d irection and scope to the course o f the research.

Research Questions

This study is gu ided by five research questions that generated the 

questions used in the research protocol (see Append ix B).

Research Question 1: W ha t is the demographic p ro file  of students attending this 

Bible college?

Research Question 2: W hat are the pre-collegiate experiences (i.e high school 

academ ic background and preparation, positive and negative life experiences, 

encouragement from sign ificant others, spirituality, e tc  ) that influence AI/AN 

students to attend this B ib le college?

Research Question 3: W ha t student-related experiences both on and off 

campus (i.e., fam ily background, support systems, paren ting  skills, interactions
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with students and faculty from the same and different racial backgrounds, etc ) 

enhance or preclude the retention of AI/AN students at this B ib le  co llege7 

Research Question 4: W hat are the institutional culture experiences (i.e. 

curriculum, institu tional ro le models, campus climate, program m ing, etc.) that 

increase or lessen the re tention o f Al/N students at this Bible College?

Research Question 5: W hat strategies can Bible colleges im plem ent to enhance 

the retention o f its AI/AN students?

Overall, th is study seeks to understand phenomena and uncover 

meanings and perspectives re lated to freshman year experiences from the 

specific vantage po int o f AI/AN students attending a Bible co llege. The specific 

questions contained in the Research Protocol were designed to  e lic it responses 

from the participants that w ould provide the needed information.

A defin ition o f term s o f the specific term inology used in th is  study is 

provided in the next section to assist the reader in understanding these terms as 

employed by both the researcher and the study participants.



Definition of Terms

The fo llow ing term s are defined per the w rite r s usage to provide the 

reader with a com m on fram e of reference in understand ing them as they are 

used in this study.

Academic attainment - level of education ach ieved (i.e.: h igh school graduate, 

college graduate, e tc.); re fers also to the qua lity  o f grades and standardized test 

scores (such as S AT o r ACT); sometimes used in terchangeably by the w rite r 

w ith “educational a tta inm ent.”

Academy - the w orld  o f h igher education, particu la rly  tha t o f the four-year 

institution and beyond.

Acculturation - re fers to  the degree to which som eone in one culture is ab le  to 

com fortably navigate th rough another one by tak ing on the attributes o f the 

second culture.

American Indian/Alaska Native - abbreviated as AI/AN, the combined cohort of 

American Indians and A laska Natives (including Eskim os) who are recognized 

as the indigenous peop les o f North America (pre-C olum bus), and the m ajor 

focus o f this study.

Assemblies of God - a conservative Protestant denom ination characterized by 

such tenets as be lie fs  in b ib lica l inerrancy, d iv ine  healing, a literal personal 

return o f Jesus C hris t to the earth, and a strong em phasis on a personal



salvation experience. Am erican Indian College is an Assemblies of God 

institution.

Assimilation - the degree to which som eone from  one culture takes on the 

cultural traits o f another culture, often denying o r suppressing traits o f the first 

culture by doing so.

At-risk student - a student likely to encounter d ifficu lties  persisting to a college 

degree because o f any o f the following factors: low  socio-econom ic status, low 

grades, low standardized test scores, firs t genera tion  college student, s ing le 

parent, older student (over age 25), and part-tim e students; many AI/AN 

students fall into one o r more of these categories.

Attrition - refers to students dropping out and fa iling  to persist to a co llege

degree.

Bible college - an institu tion o f higher learning (usua lly  undergraduate) whose 

ch ie f academ ic m ission is to train students fo r m in is try  and where the curriculum 

is strongly influenced by the Bible.

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) - a federal agency responsible for AI/AN 

concerns and issues includ ing health, verifica tion  o f tribal ethnicity, education, 

etc.

Cohort - a group o f students m atriculating at an institu tion at the same time 

whom ordinarily track together (i.e.: Fall 1999 freshm an cohort).

Constituency - a group o f people banded together by a common interest or

cause.
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E duca tiona l attainment - highest level o f education achieved (i.e.: high school 

graduate, college graduate, etc ) sometimes used interchangeably by this w riter 

with academ ic atta inm ent.”

First-generation college student - a student w ho is the firs t in the family to 

attend college (m any AI/AN students fall into th is category).

Indigenous - characterized by the orig inal inhabitants (i.e.: A I/ANs are the 

indigenous inhabitants o f North America): also characterized by self- 

governance such as AI/AN governance o f their own affa irs in government, 

education, etc.

Institutional culture- in this study institutional cu ltu re refers to the inclusive 

institutional environm ent at an institution and includes size and ethnicity of 

students, s tudent/teacher ratio, recruitment practices, programming, and faculty 

and staff characteristics.

Institution-related experiences- refers to those experiences perceived to be 

influenced by the institution in either enhancing or precluding academic 

persistence or retention.

Non-traditional student- a college student outside the scope of the normal 

demographic profile  o f someone seeking a h igher education and includes: 

students over age 25, single parents, part-time students, and first-generation 

college students (m any AI/AN students fall into the category o f non-traditional

student.

P ers is tence  - persevering to completion o f a co llege degree.
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Pre-colleqiate experiences - refers to those experiences from before a student 

matriculates into college and perceived to influence (e ither positively or 

negatively) the student s navigation through the realm of h igher education 

Retention - characterized by those persisting to a degree w hiie  remaining at the 

same institution.

Saved - used in the religious sense, it refers to having undergone a personal 

spiritual transform ation into the Christian faith

Sectarian - o f or belonging to a particu lar denomination or sect: characterized 

by particular beliefs.

Student-related experiences - refers to experiences perceived to influence the 

student’s navigation through the academ y including skill levels, high school 

preparation, life experiences, fam ily background, and ab ility  to relate to non- 

AI/AN people.

Students of color - in reference to students who are e thn ica lly  non-Anglo such 

as American Indian/A laska Natives. Hispanics. A frican-Am ericans, and Asians 

Teen Challenge - a residential substance-abuse treatm ent program operated by 

the Assemblies o f God since 1960 that utilizes spiritual princip les to cure 

addictions.

Tribal Colleges - currently 24 colleges run by ind ividual tribes for the benefit of 

their tribal members. Tribal colleges are characterized by open adm issions 

standards, education with a strong emphasis on tribal philosophy, and a high 

proportion of non-traditional students (See Boyer 1989)
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Summary

Clearly there is a m ajor problem of A I/AN academ ic persistence and 

retention w ith in Am erican h igher education Com pared to o ther ethnic groups. 

AI/ANs are the least successful at remaining in college. AI/AN retention is of 

concern at the national, state, and local level. The study took p lace at American 

Indian College, a B ib le College that had an enro llm ent of 78% AI/AN students 

and a freshm an retention rate o f 86% (Spring 2000). This study examined the 

experiences o f A I/AN students beyond the freshm an year through the use of 

focus groups and the creation o f concept m odels from the derived data.

Because this study exam ined institutional cho ice and post-freshm an year 

retention of A I/AN s at a small B ible college, it is s ign ificant to researchers, 

practitioners, and po licy analysts.

The next chapter presents a literature rev iew  that exam ines current 

empirical and theore tica l find ings related to the issue o f AI/AN retention. These 

provide a theoretica l fram ework in which to understand and eva luate this study's 

findings.



CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL ORIENTATION

Introduction

The lite ra ture  review  examines significant research findings in the 

retention of A I/AN  students, including issues specifica lly related to freshman 

AI/AN students, as well as relevant background inform ation. The literature 

review  lays a theore tica l foundation for subsequent exam ination of retention 

issues specific  to freshm an AI/AN students through a review  o f empirical studies. 

Next, several m ajor theoretical orientations relative to the study of AI/AN student 

retention w ill a lso be discussed.

Empirical Studies

Freshman Retention

H igher educational researchers have clearly identified the freshman year 

of co llege as a crucia l tim e in the academic and social form ation of college and 

university s tudents (Gardner. 1980 &1990; Upcraft. 1991: Upcraft & Gardner. 

1989: Astin. 1S91; Daughtry. 1992; Tinto, 1987 & 1993). For students the 

freshman year is a critical time in determ ining the like lihood of continued 

persistence tow ards a bachelor's degree. Students m ake a transition into a very 

different lifestyle , especia lly  if they decide to attend a four-year residential



school For many enrollment in college is seen as a rite of passage iTinto 

1S87 & 1993) A lso attrition is highest during the pivotal freshman year Tmto 

(1993) determ ined that attrition for all full-time, first-tim e degree-seeking 

freshman is 53.3%  in four-year colleges, and 67 7% in two-year colleges Thus, 

for all students the percentage of students who persist past the freshman year is 

less than 50%.

AI/AN Freshman Retention

If the problem  of academic persistence is d ifficu lt fo r students in general, 

it is even more difficu lt for minorities, and especia lly  for AI/AN students. Latino. 

African-Am erican, and especially AI/ANs have been determined to be “at risk” of 

dropping out. Smith (1995), in a study of first-tim e freshman students at 67 U S 

colleges and un iversities determined that the overall retention rate was 80% 

Among m inority students the freshman retention rates were 73% for African- 

Americans. 72% for Hispamcs, and 69% for AI/AN students W ells (1989) 

determined that more than half of AI/AN students who leave college before their 

graduation do so in the ir freshman year. These figures are consistent with 

W ells s (1997) fo llow-up study in which he determ ined that the freshman 

retention rate fo r AI/AN students is 47%. Still, W e lls  (1989 & 1997) cautions that 

there is a paucity o f quantitative data available on AI/AN students This is a 

sentiment a lso echoed by Astin (1982) and Pavel and Padilla (1993)
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Pre-College Related Experiences that Preclude or Enhance Retention

Cultural D iscontinuity

A num ber of experiences are associateo with A I/AN student retention 

even before students enroll in college For AI/AN students, the cultural 

discontinuity w ith the world of the academy begins long be fore  matriculation in a 

college program. Both Demmert (1994) and Colbert (1999) cite the issue of 

English as a second language for many AI/AN students as  a factor contributing 

to attrition. M any AI/AN students are at a d is tinct d isadvantage in their 

scholastic skills if English is not their first language. Both researchers cite 

concern over the loss of the AI/AN student’s m other tongue since many students 

feel they must “give up" the ir mother tongue to succeed in the “white man’s 

world." Colbert (1999) refers to this as ' cu ltura l genocide .’’ AI/AN students have 

seen the ir cultures denigrated in the eyes o f society and do not feel a sense of 

partnership with the rest o f society. Thus, they may feel iso lated and alone 

making it d ifficu lt to seek a college experience

Inadequate Technology

Both Demmert (1996) and G ilbert (1996) cited the lack o f adequate 

instructional technology present in Indian e lem entary and secondary schools as 

a serious problem that threatens the students’ ab ility  to succeed academically
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In particular, the lack of state o f the art com puter technology is a serious 

problem Accord ing to Gilbert (1996) N orthern Arizona University (NAU). in an 

attempt to help bridge the gap between high school and college, has established 

a five-week sum m er bridge program called N izhon i Academy which focuses on 

increasing the re tention rates o f Navajo and Hopi students who in tend to pursue 

a college education. By form ing an educational partnership with seven schools 

located in both A rizona and New Mexico, they hoped to reduce the drop-out rate 

from high school as well as increase the co llege graduation rate. Before the 

program began, on ly  one of the partic ipating schoo ls had a com puter lab.

Funding was obta ined so that the other schools could have com puters and 

software to assist in teaching language arts. Eng lish  composition, w riting, 

general math, science, as well as m echanical drafting.

Low Academic A tta inm ent

AI/AN students are often kept out o f good colleges and un ivers ities 

because of low academ ic attainment in terms o f GPA. standardized test scores 

and academic skills. Benjamin et al. (1993) stud ied 166 AI/AN firs t-tim e 

freshman enro lled at a medium-sized southw estern university and determ ined 

that most of those students “exhibited m arginal academ ic traits." (p. 27).

Likewise. W ells (1997) found that one o f the key inhibitors to successful AI/AN 

college retention is inadequate academ ic preparation, which is part o f the
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reason the drop-out rate among AI/AN students in high school is also so high 

(Swisher & Hoisch. 1992).

Rendon et a l.’s (1997) survey research shows that AI/AN students have a 

low GPA atta inm ent am ongst the 28 schools they surveyed in ten cities. The 

mean GPA fo r all students was 2.28 w ith AI/AN students having the lowest 

mean GPA (1.85) o f ail ethnic groups (see a lso Table 7).

G ilbert (1996) determ ined that indeed, AI/AN students have very low 

standardized test scores. For example, in the state of Arizona, public 

school students as a w ho le  scored average or above average nationally in 33 

out o f 36 testing categories on the Iowa Basic Skills Test (ITBS), the Stanford 

Achievement Test (SAT-7) for students in grade 9, and the Stanford test o f 

Academic Skills (TASK), given to students in grades 10-12. However, when 

compared w ith all o ther ethnic groups includ ing Blacks and Hispanics, Am erican 

Indians scored lowest o f a ll ethnic groups on reading, language, and 

mathematics. The scores fo r these Am erican Indian students were generally 

below the national average. Not only w ere standard scores very poor fo r Indian 

students, reports ind icated that the high school drop-out rate fo r American 

Indians in A rizona is 30%. G ilbert (1996) expressed alarm at these results and 

said that current trends indicate that this problem  is becoming worse. W right 

(1991) ind icates that as AI/AN students progress through the educational 

pipeline, they fa ll fa rthe r and farther behind the other students, going from one 

year behind in 9th grade to 2 1/2 years beh ind by the twelfth grade
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Deficiencies in C ollege Preparation

Even A I/AN  students who have the natural ab ility to be admitted to 

college program s are denied a good education because they are inadequately 

prepared. Hill (1991) reports that in many Indian communities, formal science 

classes are non-existent below  6th grade. Many o f these students complete 

high school w ith  on ly one year of science. G ilbert (1996) maintains that many 

o f the schools serving prim arily Indian students o ffe r no advanced classes in 

English, Science, o r Math. Classes for gifted students are also non-existent.

Lee (1997) reports that the University o f North Carolina has had some 

success in addressing weak skill areas in AI/AN college freshmen that are 

under-prepared academ ically in Basic Math, W riting, Critical Thinking, and 

College Survival Skills through the use of the ir Freshm an Year Experience. The 

program is reported to have helped AI/AN freshm an student retention, although 

no statistics w ere  cited.

Partnerships and Summer Bridge Programs

The ev idence suggests that the time to reta in students must begin long 

before the student arrives on campus. Kleinfeld, Cooper, and Kyle (1987) noted 

that A laska’s postsecondary counselor program has had good success in 

ameliorating the situation o f high school drop-outs. In this program a student is 

paired-up with a post-secondary counselor who active ly works with both the
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student and the fam ily before and after graduation The benefits  include having 

the cost o f the program absorbed by the governm ent ra ther than the post - 

secondary institution and a drop in the high school a ttrition  rate from 50% down 

to 16%. Kleinfeld. Cooper, and Kyle (1987) believe th is can on ly serve to 

strengthen the efforts o f students who go on to pursue a co llege  education.

Robert and Thomson (1994) ind icate that the B erke ley Sum m er Bridge 

Program has been highly successful. Th is program targets “a t risk ” students 

who are given an intensive, pre-co lleg ia te  experience on cam pus fo r three 

weeks before the sem ester begins. They have been ab le to  reduce the  anxiety 

o f these students by putting them in specia lized, in tensive pre-co lleg ia te  

program s that provide m entoring and specia lized tutoring. A t tha t time, they 

reported that Berkeley had a 57% six-year graduation ra te fo r AI/AN students 

versus a national average o f 29%. The evident strength o f th is  program  is that it 

provides rigorous academ ics with peer tutoring, and reduces the cultural 

d istance between m inority students and others.

Demm ert (1996) believes that the time to prepare A I/AN  students fo r 

college is long before they arrive. If a student arrives in co llege with major 

educational deficiencies this w ill on ly serve to com pound the  cultural and 

lingu istic barriers that must also be bridged. Demmert (1996) a lso contends 

that stronger partnerships must be developed within the K-16 system s so that 

AI/AN students arriving in post-secondary institutions w ill not be “at risk” 

because o f educational o r cultural d ifficu lties The entire  system  of education
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must work in tandem so that more AI/AN students can persist to a college 

degree.

Inadequately Trained Teachers

Part o f the reason fo r inadequately prepared AI/AN freshman college 

students is the lack o f properly  trained elem entary and high school instructors 

who are skilled at w ork ing w ith students from d ive rse  cultural backgrounds 

(Wells, 1997; A lmeida, 1996; Demmert, 1996; Bowker, 1992; Ledlow, 1992, 

Reyner, 1991). Because o f the ir lack of fam ilia rity  w ith  the indigenous cultural 

and learning factors associa ted with AI/AN students, teachers may use 

instructional and assessm ent techniques that harm  ra ther than help the 

students. (Demmert, 1996; Ledlow, 1992). Pavel and Colby (1992) report that 

at Oglala Lakota College, a triba l college operated by the Lakota Sioux, 

prospective instructors are required to take courses in the Lakota Sioux culture 

in order to help fac ilita te  a better understanding and learning environment 

between the instructors and the students.

Lack of Role M odels

More AI/AN ro le  m odels throughout the educationa l process can solve 

much of the problem o f cu ltu ra l discontinuity in learn ing (Wells. 1997; Bowker. 

1992; W right, 1991). A I/AN students have few ro le  m odels in higher education 

and the professions (H ill, 1991). Falk and A itken (1984) in their research point
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out that at least for men, the lack of cultural role models is one of the three major 

obstacles to educational attainm ent. Their research points to the importance of 

role models throughout the  cam pus community if incoming AI/AN students are 

to persist. These new students need to see students, staff, professors, and 

adm inistrators who are A I/AN  and who are an integral part o f the campus 

community.

Family Support

Also, the im portance o f fam ily background and support cannot be 

overstated. Tinto’s (1975, 1988, & 1993) research on Am erican college students 

has shown the importance o f fam ily background as a pre-collegiate determ inant 

to successful degree com pletion. The importance o f fam ily background has 

been shown to be an im portant determ inant among high school AI/AN students 

as well (Pavel, 1991; Pavel & Padilla, 1993).

W right (1991) found that many AI/AN students lacked a significant base 

of parental support towards the idea of a college education Bowker (1992) and 

Brown (1995) determined tha t fam ily background and parental support 

(especia lly mothers and grandm others fo r female students) had a positive effect 

on retention. Martin and Farris (1994) determ ined that both the immediate and 

extended fam ily have a vita l part in the formation of decision-m aking and thus 

are important in promoting re tention as well. Falk and A itken (1984) point out 

that the support of the fam ily, extended family, and Indian community are
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important to those students who wish to attend college and to those who are 

already attending. Bennett (1997), a Lakota Sioux, cites the example o f his 

grandmother in helping him to persist through the rigors of Dartmouth.

However, many AI/AN students do not have a strong fam ily background to 

draw emotional support from when they enter college. For example, on the 

Flathead Indian Reservation in Montana, counselors have described the 

problem of poor parenting as “multi-generational dysfunction" (Ichizawa. 1992, p. 

11). The problems exhibited by the poor parenting inc lude ch ild  neglect, fetal 

alcohol syndrome, crack cocaine usage, hallucinogens, and intravenous drug 

use.

Reyhner (1991) reports that many students drop out o f school, not even 

making it to college because of lack o f parental involvem ent and dysfunctional 

fam ilies that feel they are powerless against the school system. Part o f the 

solution to the problem o f dysfunctional families is program s such as the Young 

Mothers program on the Northern Cheyenne reservation w hich allows unwed 

mothers to remain in high school w hile  also learning parenting skills. W ith 

increased education, more o f these young mothers may be ab le  to go on to 

improve their lives.

In addition to fam ily and extended family influence, Pavel and Padilla 

(1993) determined that fo r AI/AN students, post-secondary intentions are 

formulated both before and during a student's time in co llege. Indeed, the 

intention to persist to a college degree appears to be determ ined early in life.



53

Benjamin et al. (1993) discovered that Navajo students w ho persisted to a 

college degree decided early in life to attend college, perhaps as early as 

elementary school. Brown (1995) found h ighly s ignificant resu lts (p< 0001) 

when com paring persisters vs. non-persisters in terms o f the ir academ ic 

preparation/aspirations.

S tudent Campus Experiences and Retention 

Once the  AI/AN student arrives on cam pus to begin stud ies, the difficulty 

is far from over. Enro lling in a h igher educational institution and overcoming 

some of the p re-co lleg ia te  experiences that stifle  retention is on ly the beginning. 

The retention issue fo r AI/AN students is qu ite  com plex because a large number 

of issues m ust be dea lt with concurrently. The Indian Nations at R isk/National 

Advisory C ouncil on Indian Education (INAR/NACIE) Joint Issues Sessions 

meeting held by the National Indian Education Association (N IEA) at the 22nd 

Annual C onference (San Diego, California, O ctober 16, 1990) addressed this 

issue a decade ago. The Council noted a num ber o f experiences that mitigate 

against successful AI/AN retention in college. These experiences include skill 

levels, high school preparation (especially in the Math and Sciences), 

intrapersonal issues, inability to deal with non-AI/AN people, a lcohol and drug 

problems, and poor parenting skills.
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The previous section a lready dealt w ith some o f these pre-co lleg ia te  

issues, including skill levels and high school preparation. However, 

intrapersonal issues and the inability  to deal with non-AI/AN people, alcohoi 

and drug problems, poor parenting skills, and other issues are d iscussed in this 

section.

Feelings of A lienation

It is not unusual fo r A I/AN and other ethnic students w ho are enrolling in 

co llege to feel a great deal o f d issonance over their decis ion to  seek a co llege 

degree. Th is is a com pelling in trapersonal issue since it invo lves moving from 

the fam ilia r world that includes one ’s ethnic culture into an un fam ilia r one, the 

academy. A leading H ispanic researcher, Rendon (1992), reported  that as a 

college student she som etim es fe lt gu ilty  over her decision to go away to school 

when there were com pelling reasons to remain behind, such as he lp ing the 

fam ily financially. She also re lated fee lings of disconnection and alienation 

am idst many of the other students who came from more “tra d itio n a r educational 

backgrounds. M inority students often qu ickly discover tha t the w orld  of h igher 

education is very d ifferent com pared to what they are used to. Thus, many of 

these students feel out o f p lace in it, and adjustment can be qu ite  d ifficu lt 

(Rendon, 1992; Jalomo, 1995; Robert & Thomson, 1994, Terenzin i, Springer, 

Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996).
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M elchior-W alsh’s (1994) research focused on F irst Nations (Canadian 

Indians) who attended a federated college fo r First Nations students within a 

Canadian university. H er research findings suggest that even if a federated 

college exists to meet the  needs o f the First Nations students, if prejudice exists 

w ithin the larger university environment, then socio-cultural a lienation will still 

be a problem for First Nations students regardless o f the existence o f the 

federated college serving as a sociological “re fuge.”

Feelings o f a lienation can also occur when AI/AN students fee l that their 

value systems are infringed upon. Native American views o f science, religion, 

and leadership roles are very different, and often AI/AN students thrust into a 

“W estern” w orld-view  are extrem ely uncomfortable when forced into situations 

that challenge the ir trad itiona l beliefs. W hen students are denied the “right" to 

be “Native” in their th inking they w ill feel out o f place w ithin the academ y 

(Badwound & Tierney, 1988; Tierney, 1991; Kirkness & Bam hardt, 1991; W arner 

& Brown, 1995).

Inability to Deal with non-AI/AN People

This problem is an extension of the issue of a lienation. AI/AN students 

who experience fee lings o f a lienation may also have d ifficu lty  getting along with 

non-AI/AN people. Th is inability  to foster good re la tionships w ith non-AI/AN 

people may be racia lly-oriented. Many AI/AN students feel that they are treated 

unfairly because of the ir ethnicity. They may sense fee lings o f unworthiness.
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avoiding any unnecessary contact w ith them (L in et al.. 1988: Huffman. 1991 

M elchior-W alsh. 1994: Brown, 1995).

Cham berlain (1997), a Dartmouth graduate who is o f Assinaboine and 

Sioux lineage, relays one extremely painful encounter she had with an Anglo 

student at Dartmouth while she was a student there:

My work-study job was at the D ining Hall. The first month 

and a ha lf of work went smoothly. Then one day the student 

supervisor on duty approached me and asked if the rum or he had 

heard about me was true. “They say that you are an Indian." I 

answered him honestly and told him, “Yes, I am an American 

Indian.” “W ell, then, I better go and hide all the liquor. We don’t 

want it to d isappear or find you drinking on the job. “ I couldn’t 

believe what I was hearing. But then he continued, “The only 

reason that you got into Dartmouth is because you are Native 

American. W e all know that you are not smart enough to get in.

They low er the standards for you people!" You people? All Native 

Am ericans are stupid and alcoholics? W hen was this going to 

end? I wanted to call my mother that n igh t to tell her about all the 

things that went on at Dartmouth. I wanted to tell her about the 

night that I came back to my room and found “ Indian Bitch” written 

across my door in red paint. I wanted to te ll her how hard it was
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and how  m any times I had w anted to com e home But I couldn't.

W e don’t have a phone in my house W e do not live in a tipi: 

we just can 't afford a telephone. I guess it was a good th ing that 

we d idn ’t have a phone, or I m ight have left Dartmouth that n igh t 

(pp. 158-159).

Alcohol and Drug Problems

Alcohol and drug problems am ong A I/AN  students begin long be fore  

college and are som etim es prevalent in h igh schools with high AI/AN 

populations, includ ing BIA schools ( Reyhner, 1991; Dehyle.1992; Hodgkinson, 

1992; Sw isher & Hoisch, 1992). The Am erican Medical Associa tion (AM A) has 

determ ined that AI/AN youth are at extrem ely h igh risk for a lcoho l-re la ted  health 

problems. As a result they are tw ice as like ly to die in the ir youth. Both alcohol 

and drug abuse are plagues among Ind ian youth. About 35% o f all Ind ian 

deaths are caused by alcohol. Five o f the leading ten killers of Ind ian people, 

include auto accidents, cirrhosis o f the liver, suicide, clinical a lcoholism , and 

homicide, are a lcohol-re lated (Ichizawa, 1992). The alcoholism rate on the  

Northern Cheyenne reservation, located in W yom ing and M ontana, fo r people 

over the age of 14 is reported to be approxim ate ly 80% (Curley, 1984).

Even fo r those students who m anage to get admitted to co llege, the  

problem o f a lcoholism  still poses an im m inent threat. M inner et al. (1995) found
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that a leading cause o f AI/AN students w ithdraw ing from Northern Arizona 

University (NAU). was alcohol and drug abuse Bray (1997) details how even at 

Dartmouth, an elite  Ivy League institution, some of the Native students 

struggled w ith a lcoholism . Bray (1997) deta ils the tragedy o f a promising fe llow  

student w hose prem ature death at age 27 still haunts him:

Val w as Yup ‘ ik from Alaska. W hen she entered Dartmouth, 

she w as a poet, a singer, and a person w ith the most boundless 

raw  energy I have ever known. By the time she left the college a 

couple o f years later, she was addicted to a lcohol and cocaine and 

physica lly  and em otionally battered. By the age o f twenty-seven, 

she w as dead from  drinking antifreeze (p. 37).

Poor Parenting Skills

Some partic ipan ts in the Indian Nations at R isk /  National Council on 

Indian Education (INAR/NACIE) Conference (1990) indicated a concern with the 

lack of parenting sk ills  tha t some AI/AN students have who are having to raise 

children w h ile  still try ing  to pursue higher education. Begaye Two Bears (1997), 

then a graduate student in anthropology at Northern Arizona University, 

remembers the  s trugg les she had growing up. Both o f her parents were college 

students, her m o ther la ter graduated. Her fa ther never did, instead he died in an
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alcohol-related car accident. She sadly relates how  many professors and co- 

workers tried to reach out to help him with his drinking and family neglect 

because they saw great potential in him. His short life was punctuated by much 

fam ily neglect, abuse, and alcoholism. His prem ature death left behind a w idow 

and four young daughters.

W ithout proper parenting skills, AI/AN students who are raising fam ilies 

may encounter great difficu lties. Curley (1984) m aintains that many o f the people 

of her tribe (Northern Cheyenne) have not been given proper parenting skills. 

Because of poor parenting, she believes the ch ild ’s self-esteem and attitude are 

severely affected. H er research on the Northern Cheyenne reservation suggests 

that many problems o f parenting are tied to substance abuse problems.

Tribal co lleges are often aware o f these dynam ics and some have taken 

action to help students w ho are parenting as well. Boyer (1989) reports that at 

many of the Indian triba l colleges, the typical student is single, female, a first- 

generation college student, and a mother of two. M any tribal colleges in order to 

help retain these students, offer services ranging from day care to alcohol 

counseling, and GED testing. As an example o f success. Boyer (1989) points 

out that Standing Rock College in Fort Yates, North Dakota graduated 228 

students between 1976 and 1986. Of these graduates, less than 5% were 

known to be unem ployed o r not attending another institution of higher learning 

These are rem arkable statistics for a reservation com m unity where 80% of its 

residents are unem ployed.



60

Part-Time vs. Full-T im e Enrollment

Rendon & Garza (1996) and Rendon et al (1997) affirm  that students 

who are fu ll-tim e students persist at a higher rate than those who attend college 

on a part-tim e basis. The length o f time fo r degree com pletion coupled with 

additional w ork and often fam ily responsibilities makes it advantageous fo r a 

student to attend college on a full-tim e basis and w ithout heavy additional 

encumbrances. Rendon et al. (1997) discovered in the ir survey o f 18 colleges 

in 12 cities that fu ll-tim e freshm en American Indian students had a 67.6% 

retention rate versus part-tim e, freshmen Am erican Indian students who had a 

51.2% retention rate, a difference o f 16.4%. S im ilar resu lts w ere found in a later 

study by Rendon and Nora (1998) with fu ll-tim e Am erican Indian freshmen at 

four-year institu tions persisting at a rate of 41.82%  versus part-time. American 

Indian freshm en at four-year institutions who persisted at a rate o f 28.61%. This 

was a d ifference o f 13.21 percentage points.

Financial Aid

Falk and A itken (1984) in the ir seminal study o f AI/AN retention 

discovered that financia l aid could have a great deal o f in fluence on retention. 

Financial aid a lso affects the length of time it takes to pers is t to a bachelor’s 

degree. If a student is re legated to part-time status because o f finances, the 

ability to persist may be affected. W right (1991) also noted the need for more 

financial aid so that m any AI/AN students who have fam ily responsibilities w ill be
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able to remain in school. Insuffic ient funding makes it necessary to carry a part- 

tim e load for a longer period of time, often endangering a student’s financial aid 

status if (s)he does not fin ish w ithin a stated length o f time.

Also, many loans and scholarships require fu ll-tim e enrollment. If a 

student is not able to carry a fu ll-tim e load, (s)he is e ffective ly  excluded from 

certain types o f financia l aid. S ince one third o f AI/AN students attend college 

part-tim e (W ells, 1989) th is is o f s ign ificant concern to both researchers and 

practitioners.

W right (1991) ind ica tes tha t in virtually every study o f barriers to atta in ing 

an academic degree fo r AI/AN students, the lack o f financia l aid is listed. O ver 

the years, this problem  continues to persist (W ells, 1997; Brown, 1996). Many 

AI/AN students come from  fam ilies be low  the poverty level and so they cannot 

expect much financia l contribu tion from  the im m ediate fam ily. Because o f 

the lack of financia l aid, the choices o f AI/AN students are often limited to 

community colleges and triba l co lleges (Rendon & Garza, 1996; Brown, 1996; 

O ’Brien, 1992; Boyer, 1989). In fact, 54% o f AI/AN students are clustered in 

community colleges (Brown, 1996; O ’Brien, 1992).

Huffman (1991) reports tha t even when AI/AN students receive financial 

aid, they are som etimes openly d isparaged for receiving it. This type o f negative 

attitude toward AI/AN students can a lso  extend to those students receiving 

benefits such as free health care (Ancis, Choney, and Sedlacek, 1996). Also, 

sometimes those needing financia l he lp  the most are ine lig ib le  for it. According
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to the previously m entioned INAR/NACIE conference, Indians living off the 

reservation are often excluded from tribal benefits. Some post-bachelor's 

degree professional developm ent courses that are not considered part of a 

masters program are excluded from funding, even though these courses are 

needed in some states fo r teacher credentia ling o r certification.

institutional Culture and Retention

In addition to pre-co lleg iate and student-re la ted experiences, there are 

institution-related experiences that also contribu te to retention o r attrition for 

AI/AN students. The INAR/NACIE Joint Issues Sessions meeting held by the 

National Indian Education Association (NIEA) a lso  addressed issues related to 

institutional culture that influence retention. The conference specifically noted 

the prevalence of racism , the lack of day care fac ilities  at many schools, 

inadequate funding (especia lly for students who lived off the reservation), and a 

need to fund post-baccalaureate teacher’s certifica tion courses. The 

participants also expressed concern over the high default rate on student loans. 

Similarly, Tate and Schwartz (1993) indicated tha t many older, non-traditional 

students are elig ib le fo r lim ited types o f funding.

Racism and Institutional C limate

The existence o f racism on a college or un iversity cam pus can have a 

very depressing effect upon minority students. Huffman (1991) lamented that
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racism against AI/AN students has received very little  notice within the higher 

education literature. He explains that much of the litera ture on racism talks 

about racism against o ther minorities at large urban campuses. Since AI/AN 

students frequently a ttend smaller institutions, often located in the western and 

midwestern parts of the  country, racism receives less notice because it often 

appears in subtler form . In Huffman’s (1991) study, racism never became 

physically violent, but it was manifested in name-calling, racial slurs, and 

stereotyping. Because o f the already high attrition ra te o f AI/AN students, 

Huffman (1991) was concerned that racism could a ffect the students’ ab ility to 

persist, although his own study showed that many students persisted in spite of 

it.

In an earlier study, Lin et al. (1988) determ ined that campus hostility 

towards AI/AN students can “contribute significantly, though indirectly, to the 

problem of academ ic performance of Indian students.” (p.8). When comparing 

Anglo students w ith A I/AN  students in this study, on ly 15% o f the Anglo students 

said they sensed any hostility  from their professors, whereas 40% of the AI/AN 

students reported sensing some degree o f hostility from  the ir instructors.

M elchior-W alsh (1994) discovered that a Canadian federated college 

devoted to First Nations students, located within a larger university, provided 

support in the context o f the total university environment. However, the 

existence of the federa ted college alone was insufficient to elim inate the socio

cultural alienation fe lt by many of these First Nations students. There was an
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insufficient base of socia l support w ithin the un ivers ity  at large to help these 

students feel tru ly accepted.

Falk and A itken (1984) discovered that AI/AN students persist be tter if 

they have a strong, supportive institutional clim ate that includes acceptance from 

other students, faculty, staff, and adm inistration. Cain (1997) d iscovered that 

AI/AN students at A rizona State University ind icated that the positive interactions 

with professors on cam pus were extremely im portant to the students’ academ ic 

integration on campus, confirm ing earlier work done by Tinto (1993) and Pavel 

(1991).

The need fo r AI/AN ro le models serving in leadership capacities is a 

concern also echoed by W righ t (1991) and Badwound and Tierney (1988). 

Students need to see o ther AI/AN students, as well as faculty, staff, and 

administrators, so that they can discover appropria te role models.

Lack o f Day-Care Facilities

Boyer (1989) ind icates that all o f the 24 triba l colleges in existence today 

were established with the express purpose of p rovid ing for the unmet needs o f 

AI/AN students. S ingle wom en with children dom inate the enrollm ent o f some of 

these colleges. As a result, day care facilities fo r dependent children have been 

a priority in order to increase enrollm ent and re tention o f these students w ho 

would otherw ise not have a chance to enroll W righ t (1991) stresses the 

urgency of provid ing a strong, receptive institu tional climate towards AI/AN
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students. Providing young mothers with a safe, loving environment for the ir 

young children is one w ay to do that (Krumm. 1995). Boyer (1989) indicates 

tha t at Little Hoop Com m unity College in Fort Totten. North Dakota. 90% of the 

students are firs t-genera tion  college students; m ost o f these are single women 

w ith  an average o f two dependents. For m any o f them, day care is absolute ly 

essentia l if they are to  continue as students.

Curriculum

Kirkness and B arnhard t (1991) contend tha t the curriculum offered in 

m any institutions is not re levant to AI/AN students. The curriculum and text

books found in many institu tions are highly E uro -cen tric  and do not take into 

account the history and cultural vantage po int o f Native Americans. K irkness 

and Barnhardt (1991) con tend that some A I/A N ’s may not have high 

postsecondary educational aspirations because o f th is very reason. They cite 

as an example the A thabaskan Indians o f A laska  w ho live in geographical and 

cultura l isolation. The va lue  system of the A thabaskan Indians places great 

m erit on the ab ility  to surv ive  in a clim atically hostile  environment and to thrive 

independently. Lin, LaCounte, and Eder (1988) and W right (1991) a lso argue 

tha t the juxtaposition o f A ng lo  values upon A I/AN  languages, customs, and 

traditions is extrem ely problem atic. For exam ple, Native American views of 

science can d iffe r d ram atica lly  with Eurocentric v iew  points and cause a great 

deal of cultural d issonance fo r AI/AN students.
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Role M odels

A lthough the need for role models has previously been identified as a 

pre-collegiate factor, it is also a need once a student matriculates into a college 

program. S tudents need role models both before and during the ir tenure as 

college students. Rendon (1992) lam ented the  lack of H ispanic ro le models 

when she w as both an undergraduate and graduate student. W righ t (1991) also 

noted this pervasive problem for AI/AN students because of the ir small numbers 

represented w ith in  the academy. AI/AN students attending traditional colleges 

and un ivers ities are immediately struck by the lack of ethnic role m odels fo r them 

to emulate. These students immediately recognize that there w ill be few  who will 

understand th e ir culture, language, customs, and unique accom plishm ents The 

lack of AI/AN ro le models can have a “ch illing " effect upon the m otivation o f a 

student to a tta in  a diploma. Tinto (1993) recognizes that faculty/student 

re lationships are  an integral component to successful retention since these 

re lationships are part of the formal/inform al integration into the cam pus 

environment. Faculty and staff who are AI/AN, or at least know ledgeable in the 

individual triba l cultures of the students represented can have a positive 

influence on the  student's retention at tha t institution.

Freshman Experience Program

The crea tion  o f Freshman Experience Programs has been shown to be an 

effective m eans o f improving the retention o f freshman college students
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Gardner (1980) reports that participation in this program by freshmen initially 

found to be less qualified academ ically results in those same freshmen actually 

performing better their freshman year than more highly qualified freshmen that 

did not take the course. F id ler (1991) reports in an exam ination o f annual 

studies conducted between 1973 and 1988 on freshm an students, that 

participation in the University 101 program was associated w ith significantly 

higher return rates fo r sophom ores in 11 out of the 16 years studied. The return 

rates were also num erically h igher the other five years as well. Results support 

the idea o f the University 101 course as a means to increased freshman 

retention.

There is very little  research done specifically on AI/AN students and the 

freshman year experience. However, W arner and Brown (1995) indicate that for 

AI/AN students, the importance o f managing the freshm an year is very important, 

far more im portant in fact than managing the environment. Haskell Indian 

Nations University, a federa lly-operated college with a 100% AI/AN enrollment in 

Kansas, has constructed a program for freshmen that is designed to deal with 

the unique needs o f its students. Their freshman experience program is 

constructed around the concept o f “surprises” encountered by these students 

including surprises involving conscious expectations, self-expectations, 

unanticipated features, internal reactions, and also cultural assumptions.

The overall focus o f the program is to help freshm an AI/AN students make 

the types o f cultural adaptations to the collegiate environm ent necessary to
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successfully adjust to being a co llege  student. This program  an tic ipa tes the 

surprises” that these students encounter as they go through the ir co lleg iate 

experience and helps them to deal with them in the light o f the student s cultural 

matrix by providing linkages w ith  the students' past experiences and the 

freshm an year. W arner and Brown (1995) point to a h igher re ten tion  and 

graduation rate over a five -year period because of the im plem entation o f the 

program.

Theoretical Orientation

Discussion now  turns to m ajor theoretical perspectives invo lv ing retention 

and socialization that are spec ifica lly  relevant to the concerns o f A I/AN student 

persistence beyond the freshm an year. The theories o f Astin, Bean. Tinto, 

W right and Tierney, and de A nda w ill be briefly summarized in o rde r to lay a 

substratum fo r subsequent d iscuss ion  and research findings.

Astin 's T heory  o f Student Involvement 

A review  of h igher education  literature shows an extensive am ount of 

material directly related to student retention. Fam iliarity with A s tin ’s (1984, 

1985a & 1985b) theory of s tudent involvem ent is requisite for even a basic 

understanding o f college re tention. Compared to some other models, A s tin ’s 

(1985a) theory o f student invo lvem ent is relatively uncom plicated:
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Quite simply, s tudent involvement refers to the am ount o f physical 

and psycholog ica l energy that the student devotes to the  academic 

experience. A  h igh ly  involved student is one who, for example, 

devotes considerab le  energy to studying, spends a lot o f time on 

campus, partic ipa tes actively in student organ izations, and 

interacts frequen tly  w ith faculty members o r o ther students (p.134).

Thus, the “ involved s tuden t” is highly immersed in the cam pus environm ent and 

expends considerable time, energy, and resources in pursuit o f the degree. The 

“ involved student” is an  active, not passive, pa rtic ipan t in the educational

process.

Astin (1985a) presents five basic postulates to  his involvem ent theory 

which can be sum m arized as follows:

1. Involvem ent has to do with the investm ent o f both physical and 

psychological energy in various “objects" than can be e ither h ighly generalized 

(such as student experience) o r highly specific (such as preparing for a 

chemistry exam ination).

2. Involvement, regard less of the “object” occurs along a continuum. 

Different students m anifest various degrees o f invo lvem ent in a given object, 

and the same student w ill manifest different degrees o f involvem ent in d ifferent 

objects at d ifferent tim es.
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3. Involvement has features that are both quantitative and qualitative. A 

student s involvement can be measured quantita tive ly (such as the amount of 

hours spent on a given academic task) and qua lita tive ly (does the student 

actually comprehend and grasp the reading assignm ents, or does the student 

sim ply stare at the book and daydream?)

4. The amount o f learning and personal developm ent gained by a student 

in a given educational program  will be d irectly proportional to the quantity and 

quality of the student involvem ent in that pa rticu la r program.

5. The effectiveness of educational po licy and effectiveness is directly 

re lated to the capacity o f each to increase student involvement.

Citing num erous longitudinal studies conducted in the 1970’s. Astin 

(1985b) notes that h igher levels of retention and persistence have been 

associated with fu ll-tim e attendance, living on cam pus, participation in extra 

curricular activities, interacting with other students, and studying hard. In other 

words, the “involved student” is the more successful student in terms of 

academ ic persistence. Conversely, lower rates o f retention and academ ic 

success have been associated with part-tim e attendance, living at home, non

participation in extracurricular activities, lack o f interaction with other students 

and faculty, and also in frequent studying.

Student involvem ent theory has sign ificant im plications for the study o f 

AI/AN academic persistence since Astin ’s (1982) earlie r findings concluded that
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Bean’s Model

Bean’s (1980) research focuses on the causes o f student attrition. He 

concluded that many researchers were not inclusive in the ir coverage of the 

determ inants o f student attrition, which he attributed to researchers ignoring 

major bodies o f research. A  second concern was that many studies don't 

distinguish between the determ inants o f student attrition (the ana lytic  variables) 

and the correlates (the dem ographic variables). The analytic and demographic 

variables are often confused, making it d ifficu lt to determ ine the real causes of 

student attrition.

Bean (1980) adopted a causal model o f employee turnover in work 

organizations to student attrition in institutions o f higher education. His 

underlying assumption was that students leave institutions of h igher learning for 

the same reasons they leave work organizations such as dissatisfaction, lack of 

institutional commitment, organizational determinants, and background 

variables. For men and women “ institutional commitment” was the single 

greatest indicator of dropout potential. In a later study, Bean (1983) developed 

a model o f college student attrition that contained attitudinal and behavioral 

measures that were associated w ith satisfaction with an institution. In Bean's 

(1983) model, attitudes about the school influenced intent to leave that
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institution. Intent a lso had a strong positive associa tion with actual attrition in 

the study.

In a more recent study, Eaton and Bean (1995) demonstrated that certain 

approach/avoidance behaviors might affect certa in types o f integration more 

than others. Eaton and B ean’s (1995) approach/avoidance model has fou r 

constructs:

1. Academ ic approach; represents both positive  and assertive acts that 

the individual uses to enhance academic success. Th is includes selecting 

courses, preparing fo r tests, studying, and form ula ting  relationships w ith 

faculty.

2. Academ ic avo idance: represents various behaviors that students can 

use to become passive, avoid, or w ithdraw from  academ ic situations such as 

dropping courses and avo id ing daily academ ic activ ities.

3. Social approach: represents positive and assertive behaviors that 

individuals can use to ach ieve social successes. Th is includes making friends 

and engaging in ac tiv ities  w ithin both the formal and informal social 

environment.

4. Social avoidance: represents behaviors tha t are used by the ind ividual 

to avoid, cause w ithd raw a l from, or become passive in regards to the social 

environment.

Eaton and B ean 's (1995) research concluded that certain 

approach/avoidance behavio rs w ill affect certain types o f integration more than
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others For example, students who sought to active ly engage in the social 

environment of the institu tion  by being socially active w ere more likely to 

become socially in tegra ted Also, students who took in itia tive  and accepted 

responsibility for the ir academ ic  activ ities felt more sa tis fied  w ith their academ ic 

situation. The study a lso  po in ted out that social and academ ic integration may 

be fa r more com plicated than past studies have suggested.

Although these s tud ies  were not done with an A I/AN  population, the issue 

of academic and social in tegra tion  is pivotal among those studying AI/AN 

students (Tierney, 1991 & 1992; W right, 1991; W righ t & Tierney, 1991). 

Researchers concerned w ith  AI/AN student are a lso concerned with those 

variables that w ill help s trengthen students' com m itm ent and loyalty to the ir 

institutions which w ill he lp  lead to lower attrition rates. F inally, as Bean (1980) 

maintains, researchers m ust broad ly examine the lite ra ture  findings and not 

ignore large segments o f cognate  research that could he lp  unlock the m ystery of 

student attrition.

T in to ’s Model

Since the 1970s, T in to  (1975, 1987, 1993) has exam ined many o f the 

socio logical and educationa l factors related to undergraduate retention.

Drawing heavily upon the  research o f Dutch anthropo log ist Arnold Van G ennep 

(1981/1969), James Spady (1970), and Emile Durkheim  (1954), Tinto
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postulated a model o f post-secondary student departure Van Gennep 

(1981/1969) posited that individuals move through a progression of stages 

during their lifetim es that include acceptance and membership in various groups 

Van Gennep (1981/1969) examined the ceremonies and rituals o f birth, 

marriage, entrance into adulthood, and death as he derived conclusions about 

societal rites o f passage.

Tinto adapted Van G ennep’s stages into transitions that college students 

undergo as they em bark upon the ir pursuit of h igher education. T into sees 

some great sim ilarities between the transitional stages o f life characteristic of 

prim itive tribal m embers and those of college students.

In essence. T in to ’s model (1975. 1987, & 1993) postulates that for 

college students to successfully navigate through the college system they must 

be able to navigate the educational system by “fitting into" the institution, thus 

avoiding institutional departure. T in to ’s (1993, p. 114) longitudinal model of 

institutional departure takes into account the student’s academ ic and social 

integration as well as the ir fam ily background, skills and abilities, prior 

schooling, the ir goals and institutional commitments, as well as several other 

factors. The onus is on the student to make a proper “fit" into the institutional 

environment ra ther than a system ic approach that calls fo r institutions to alter 

their structures, systems, and learning environments to facilita te  student

success.
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Tierney and W right's Model o f Institutional Adaptation 

Tierney (1991 & 1992) has been somewhat critical o f T in to 's  model 

m aintaining that it focuses on the need of the student to adapt to the institutional 

climate rather than ask the institution to make appropriate adaptations to AI/AN 

students. Under the T into model the colleg ia te  community is seen as a rite o f 

passage in itself, a break from the student’s culture. It is contingent upon the 

student to make adaptations to the world o f the academy. M inority  students 

have traditionally found integration into the collegiate culture a very d ifficu lt task 

( Astin, 1982; Rendon et al., 2000; Rendon, 1992; Jalomo, 1995; Tierney, 1991, 

1992; Padilla, 1999; Padilla, 1991; Padilla et al., 1997; Lin e t al., 1988; 

M elchior-W alsh. 1995; W right. 1991; Gilbert, 1996; W ells. 1997). In particular, 

A I/AN ’s have experienced an extrem ely d ifficu lt time adjusting to the higher 

educational world because o f the cultural changes inherent in such a transition.

Often AI/AN students must traverse social, economic, and linguistic 

barriers to participate in h igher education. The world of the academy, so long 

dom inated by white, upper-m iddle class males still holds strong vestiges o f that 

culture in spite o f s ign ificant dem ographic shifts in the past few  years. T ierney s 

(1991 & 1992) be lie f is that the institu tions themselves must make adaptation for 

A l/A/N  students. The onus is upon the institu tion rather than the student to 

make the adaptation. T ierney and W right (1991) and W righ t (1991) cite the 

early attempts of Am erican institutions such as Harvard, Dartmouth, and W illiam
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& Mary to include Indians w ithin the scope of the ir educational m issions.

Though some attem pts were made to do so. these efforts were made with little 

success and the students did not succeed well in the  white m an’s educational 

world. Some, like C aleb Cheeshateaumuck, an A lgonqu ian  Indian from Martha s 

Vineyard who d id  m anage to graduate, died a short tim e later, the  victim o f a 

disease to which he had no natural immunity.

W right (1991) c ites the lack o f Native ro le m odels, financia l support, 

inadequate academ ic preparation, and an unsupportive  institu tional climate, as 

obstacles to successful retention. Like T ierney (1991 & 1992) and Tierney and 

W right (1991), he  be lieves that the institution m ust m ake sign ificant adaptations 

to the student in o rde r to successfully retain students. W righ t (1991) is a strong 

advocate o f tribal co lleges that are culturally orien ted towards the specific 

educational and socia l needs o f the respective popu la tions they serve. The 

Carnegie Foundation ’s Report (Boyer, 1989) iden tified  triba l co lleges as schools 

that fill a unique n iche in the fab ric  o f AI/AN society. Cultura lly geared to the 

unique needs o f its local constituents, tribal co lleges adapt to the specific needs 

o f the ir respective students. W estern Euro-centric com petitive values are not 

stressed, rather as Badwound and Tierney (1988) po in t out, wisdom, generosity, 

and cherishing the earth are values at the fo re front o f m any o f these institutions. 

Thus, tribal co lleges serve the purpose of em pow ering students by allow ing
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heritage of the students. This is relevant to earlier research conducted by Falk 

and A itken (1984) in which they determined that in order for institu tions to retain 

AI/AN students, there had to be a significant AI/AN presence on cam pus 

(including facu lty and key adm inistrators) who were AI/AN them selves, o r non- 

AI/AN individuals who show  strong support and interest in AI/AN students. The 

presence o f AI/AN leadership and others sym pathetic to  the needs and belie fs of 

AI/AN students is pivotal to empowering students to persist at the institution.

Thus, the overall d ifference between Tir.to and T ie rney’s theoretica l 

orientation is tha t T in to em phasizes the responsibility o f the student to  fit into the 

institutional fabric, o therw ise the student is likely to depart the institu tion if (s)he 

feels incongruent about rem aining there. Conversely, T ierney em phasizes the 

role o f the institu tion in em powering the individual student by adapting to the 

needs o f the student ra ther than ask the student to conform  to the institution.

de A nda ’s Model of Bicultural Socialization 

de Anda (1984) who believes minority ind ividuals can be he lped by 

bicultural socia lization to successfully navigate life in two very d ifferent cultures. 

In the bicultural socia lization model students must learn to adapt to both the ir 

orig inal culture as well as the culture of mainstream society. Six factors are 

posited by de Anda (1984) to contribute to an ind iv idual’s ability to becom e 

bicultural. They are sum m arized as follows:
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1 The sim ilarity o r overlap between the two cultures in regards to values, 

norms, beliefs, perceptions, etc

2. A va ilab ility  o f cultural translators, mediators, and models to those 

wishing to bridge the gap between their culture and the dominant culture

3. The type  and amount of (positive o r negative) of corrective feedback 

provided by each cu ltu re involving attem pts to produce normative behavior

4. The conceptua l style and the problem  solving approach used by the 

m inority ind ividual as well as their mesh w ith the prevalent or valued styles o f the 

majority culture

5. The ind iv idua l’s degree of b ilingual ab ility

6. The degree o f divergence in physical appearance from the majority 

culture, including skin color, facial features, etc.

Thus, the ind iv idua l’s ability to navigate between cultures is contingent 

upon these six factors. Regarding the firs t factor, the farther apart the m inority 

individual is from  the mainstream culture, the more difficult the navigation w ill be. 

This model suggests that those who are more acculturated to the mainstream 

culture w ill have g rea te r success navigating through the dominant culture.

The second factor (translators and m odels) refers to those individuals 

who are from the  m inority person’s culture and who have successfully navigated 

the path between the m inority and dom inant culture. For AI/ANs this would 

mean someone from  the Indian culture who has successfully completed college
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and can help the prospective student understand the path ahead A cultural 

mediator is som eone who may be outside the m inority person's culture but is 

able to assist the ind ividual even though (s)he may not be keenly aware of the 

points of convergence between the two cultures.

The ab ility  to  provide corrective feedback to the minority individual is the 

third factor. Accord ing to de Anda (1984) there m ust be an appropriate ba lance 

between both positive  and negative feedback g iven or the individual attem pting 

to socialize into the dom inant culture may cease his or her efforts at persisting in 

socialization attem pts.

The fourth fac to r deals with the mesh betw een the dominant cu ltu re ’s 

cognitive style and that o f the minority individual. Cognitive approaches and 

problem-solving sty les d iffe r between cultures and the ability to adapt to d iffe ring 

approaches needed in both the individual’s o rig ina l society as well as the 

dominant society is important.

W here there is a language difference, the bilingual ability of the individual 

is important as the fifth  factor In order to com m unicate between both cultures 

and to have a level o f acceptance in both cu ltu res requires that the individual 

have a high degree o f fluency in both the ir orig ina l tongue, as well as the tongue 

of the dom inant society. Obviously, AI/AN students whose native tongue is not 

English, and who w ish to persist academically at the collegiate level will need to 

develop a strong com mand o f the English language as well.
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Finally, the sixth factor involves the d iss im ilarity  o f physical appearance 

between the members o f the m inority and m ajority socie ty de Anda (1984) 

notes that European im m igrants who were sim ilar in appearance to other 

Am ericans had a much easier time assim ilating in to  A m erican society, especially 

when the concept of the “m elting pot” was prevalent. Today, m inority groups 

such as Afro-Am ericans, H ispanics. Asians, and A I/A N s have a greater difficulty, 

in part because o f the ir physical d issim ilarity that m akes it m ore difficult to 

become accepted w ith in the dom inant culture

Summary

The freshman year o f college has been c lea rly  iden tified  as the pivotal 

time for retention o f all co llege students (Gardner, 1980; Upcraft & Gardner.

1989; Tinto, 1987, 1993). This is especially true fo r  A I/AN  students who are 

particu larly high risk in the ir freshman year (Smith, 1995; W arne r & Brown.

1995) There are many experiences (pre-collegiate, fam ily  background, and 

institu tional culture) that preclude or enhance AI/AN student retention, especially 

in the freshman year. A  review  o f the literature has c lea rly  shown that AI/AN 

students, as well as o ther students, face trem endous obstac les to 

persisting past the freshm an year and going on to obta in a bachelor’s degree. 

Astin s (1984. 1985a, & 1985b) research among A m erican  college students
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shows that both retention and academic success are intimately connected to the 

level of student involvement displayed by the student Bean s research (1980) 

adapted a causal model from employee turnover in work organizations to 

student attrition in institutions of higher education. In a more recent study. 

Eaton and Bean (1995) demonstrated that certa in approach/avoidance 

behaviors can affect certain types of academic and social integration more than 

others.

T in to ’s (1975, 1987 & 1993) studies on re tention help researchers to 

understand some o f the factors that impact freshm an and other students' 

retention. T ierney (1991 & 1992) and Tierney and W right (1991) counter 

Tinto’s model o f institu tional departure by placing the onus on the institutions, 

rather than the students, po inting to the need fo r institutions to adapt to AI/AN 

students. Finally, de A nda’s (1982) model of b icu ltura l socialization attempts to 

explain how m inority ind ividuals can only successfully navigate two cultures 

when they are able to find cultural translators and mediators to assist them in 

doing so.

The next chapter w ill detail the m ethodological approach used in this 

study as well as discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the proposed design. 

Rationale is also given fo r the use of a qualitative approach using focus groups 

which yield concept models in this research.



CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Type of Research Design

This study examined the family, spirituality, life experiences, as well as 

the institutional culture experiences that affect institutional choice and retention 

of AI/AN students beyond the ir freshman year at a Bible college. Some 

researchers have successfully examined retention issues involving minority 

students by using qualitative research methods (Padilla, 1991, 1993, & 1999; 

Padilla et al.. 1997; Jalomo. 1995; Rendon & Jalomo. 1993: Tierney. 1992: 

Benjamin et al., 1993: M elchior-W alsh. 1994). In these studies, the participants 

were able to express in the ir own words their feeiings towards and about the 

issues being investigated. The focus on the participant's vantage point was 

paramount.

In this study, focus group research was conducted with the goal o f 

providing data that could then be analyzed, tagged, and adapted into grounded 

concept models that would be able to explain the phenomena of freshman 

experiences that enhance or preclude retention beyond the freshman year.



83

Rationale for Research Design

Focus group research is an increasing ly popular approach used w ithin 

qua lita tive  research that allows partic ipants to address specific questions and 

issues in a group setting and to present the ir opinions as well as interact w ith 

others in the group. These groups can be replicated with d iffe ren t people and 

additional data can be collected to su it the need of the ind ividual study (Krueger, 

1988 & 1994). The data derived in these groups appears in the form  o f the 

partic ipants ’ own words and is often rich ly textured and h ighly descrip tive . The 

researcher employed focus group research in this study fo r the fo llow ing 

reasons. First, this study examines reasons why some AI/AN students are able 

to persist beyond the freshman year. Questions of often can be best 

obtained through a qualitative approach such as using focus groups (Krueger.

1988 & 1994). Indeed, there are over forty kinds of qualitative research 

currently being used by researchers (Tesch. 1990). However, it was determ ined 

that focus group research was the best approach to answer the research 

questions contained in this study.

Secondly, the goal o f this research study was to conduct research in a 

natura lis tic  setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Erickson, 1986). The focus groups 

did not meet in a sterile laboratory setting, but instead took p lace in a m eeting 

room that was suitable fo r group discussion. The researcher des ired to have the



84

participants discuss the ir experiences in fam iliar surroundings on their own 

campus

Thirdly, qua lita tive  research is applicable to sm all populations. Because 

the AI/AN database at m any institutions is small, there  continues to be a paucity 

of data available fo r researchers to study (Astin. 1982; Pavel & Padilla, 1993). 

This continues to be a real frustration for researchers attem pting to uncover 

dynamics that im pact AI/AN higher education. By us ing a qualitative technique 

such as focus groups, the small available population at the Bible college could 

be studied in depth. Q ua lita tive research in its various form s is very useful in 

studying sm aller populations. At the limit, qua lita tive research has been used 

with populations of one person, such as W olcott’s (1973) ethnographic study of 

a school principal.

The fourth reason that this study used a qua lita tive  mode o f inquiry is tha t 

qualitative research is capable of taking into account the person and background 

of the researcher In research that emerges from the  hypothetico-deductive 

model, the researcher is detached from the subjects. A I/AN students are often 

distrustful of Anglos and gain ing trust may take years. Some feel they have a 

story to tell, but they have not been listened to (T ierney, 1992). Many tribes 

have a rich heritage o f ora l traditions (Demmert. 1994 & 1996) because Indians 

are often good story-te llers. Focus group leaders m ust be w illing to listen non- 

judgmentally (Krueger. 1988 & 1994). A researcher w ho is com fortable working
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with AI/AN students and who can gain their trust and truly listen has a chance of 

uncovering good data.

Data Collection

The data co llected fo r this study came from four focus groups conducted 

at Am erican Indian College, a Bible college located in Phoenix. Arizona. The 

focus groups generated discussion centered on questions contained in the 

protocol (see Appendix B). Additional background information was also gained 

from student transcrip ts and records to try and create a composite picture o f a 

“typical” AI/AN student at the Bible college.

The focus group discussions took place in a private meeting room on 

campus away from noise distractions. The interviews were audio-taped and 

then com plete ly transcribed before being subjected to data analysis. This study 

made use o f transcrip t-based analysis (Krueger, 1994) since this is the most 

rigorous approach used to analyze focus group data. In transcript-based 

analysis, a com plete transcrip t is made of the focus group discussion The 

researcher took extensive fie ld  notes during the sessions and met with the 

moderator a fter each n igh t’s two sessions in order to compare understanding of 

the focus group transactions. These post-sessions were also taped as well as 

transcribed. The researcher took notes during the post-sessions as well
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Because the study focused on why students chose the Bible college, as 

well as persistence past the freshman year, all partic ipants were required to be 

at least second semester freshm an so they could experientia lly  answer the 

questions being raised. Additionally, all participants were e ither enrolled tribal 

members or students who had indicated their prim ary ethnicity as either 

American Indian or A laskan Native.

This study did not make use of random selection of participants. 

Participants were deliberately selected based on the ir ab ility  to meet the study’s 

criteria. The primary criteria were: at least second sem ester freshman standing 

and preferably higher, a m ixture o f various tribal backgrounds, a balanced 

mixture of male and females, and a willingness to participate. A ll participants 

were made clearly aware o f the reasons and purpose of this study.

The researcher made a brie f presentation in the chapel indicating the 

nature of the study and asked students who wished to volunteer to contact him 

or the designated research assistant afterwards. Also, because some students 

at the college did not attend every chapel service, flyers were distributed that 

indicated the nature of the project. Students were once again invited to 

participate if they met the criteria. The research assistant chosen to assist with 

recruitment and various log istica l tasks such as room set-up, arranging snacks, 

etc. was a college staff member who held no adm inistrative power over the 

students but who expressed an interest in helping when the nature of the 

research was described to her. She was remunerated seventy-five dollars for
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partic ipa te were then asked to sign an informed consent form (See Appendix A 

D iverse triba l background o f participants was em phasized so as to not unduly 

bias the research results tow ards one or more particu lar tribes. Gender ba lance 

of the partic ipants was sought w ithin the constra in t o f voluntary participation in 

the focus groups.

K rueger (1994) recom m ended that focus groups range from about five  to 

seven participants. However, Crabtree and M ille r (1992) reported successfu lly 

using focus groups with as fe w  as four participants. K rueger (1994) did 

recom m end not going over tw elve members in a focus group This study w orked 

w ithin these  recommended parameters.

Site Description

Am erican Indian C ollege (AIC) is a Bible co llege affilia ted with the 

Assem blies of God in Phoenix, Arizona. The college was an appropriate site fo r 

the study because students com prised 78% of the student population. AI/AN 

students and the college 1999 freshman retention rate was 86% (American 

Indian C o llege Office o f Institu tiona l Research. 2000). The research questions 

engaged in this study specifica lly  dealt with AI/AN students and their
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experiences o f institu tional cho ice and persistence beyond the freshman year. 

thus creating a m atch between the research goals and the site.

As an adm in istra tor on a leave of absence from the college, the writer had 

access to the co llege com munity since he was known and trusted w ithin the 

college s constituency. The adm inistration o f the college perm itted this research 

since it hoped to g lean from the research Findings insights on h o w to  further 

improve the student retention rate.

Participant Demographic Profile

The 29 A IC  students who took part in the four focus groups were all 

current students at the college who were at least second sem ester freshmen. Of 

these students. 27 w ere full-tim e: the other two partic ipants were part-time 

students.

Tribal A ffiliation

Partic ipants came from 18 different tribes throughout the United States 

including W hite M ounta in Apache, Navajo, Eskimo (Inupiat), Hopi. Flathead 

Crow, Pima. Tohono O ’odham. Chumash. Eskimo (Tsimpsiam). 

Creek/Cherokee, Choctaw. Kiowa, Comanche. Ute. Quinault, Assinaboine. and 

Northern Cheyenne. Some o f the participants chose to have their tribal 

designation(s) lis ted as “unspecified” in the data findings.



Class Standing and G ender

Table 24 on the next two pages lists each of the 29 participants using a 

pseudonym assigned by the researcher, their class standing at the time of the 

focus groups, triba l designation (including unspecified" fo r those who wished to 

disguise their triba l designation), gender, and the chronologica l focus group they 

participated in.
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Demographic Profile of AIC Focus Group Participants N = 29

f "!1!
Pseudonym Class Standinq ! Tribe(s) j Gender

j  . . . . . . . . .  "  1; j 
Focus Group #

1. Sophie Senior Apache/Navajo F
1

1

2. Jimmy Senior Navajo M 1

3. Angelica Junior Eskimo F 1

4. Bobby Freshman Unspecified M 1

5. Rick Freshman Unspecified M 1

6. Buster Sophomore Apache M 1

7. Marsha Sophomore Unspecified F 1

8. Tammy Freshman Unspecified F 2

9. Fred Sophomore Apache/Pima M 2 i
10 Terrie Sophomore I Tohono O'odham F

|
2 ji

11. Diane Sophomore i Navajoi iI F ! 2 !1 j
12. Billy Sophomore

I
Chumash M .1i 2 i

13. Irene Junior
I

Navajo i P r . . . . . . . . . 2 !
14. Tracy Sophomore

j
Eskimo

: 1 r-1 F 1
I i

3 I
15. Buddy Sophomore

I

Creek/Cherokee j| M
1

3 ;i
16 Linda Sophomore i Unspecified ! F 3

17. Sarah Sophomore Navajo F 3

18. Wayne Junior Navajo M 3

19 Ben Junior Navajo M 3

20 Charlie Freshman Kiowa/Comanche M U
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Table 24 (continued)

Dem ographic Profile o f AIC Focus Group Partic ipants N = 29

Pseudonym Class Standina Tribe(s) Gender j Focus Group #
I

21. Lucy Sophomore Unspecified F 3

22. Will Sophomore Kiowa/Comanche M 3

23. Andrea Senior Navajo F 4

24. DeDe Sophomore Ute F 4

2 5 .Joshua Sophomore Quinault M 4

26. Randy Freshman Unspecified M 4

27. Toni Junior Tohono O’odham F 4

28. Marlene Sophomore Navajo F 4

29. Carmen Freshman Unspecified F 4
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Background Academ ic Data

In add ition  to the focus group data the researcher examined the high 

school transcrip ts, college placement test scores, etc. of those students who 

partic ipated in the study. Table 25 found on the next two pages lists each 

student by pseudonym , major (Christian M inistry, Business, or E lementary 

Education), co llege  test scores, high school GPA, and whether or not they had 

co llege-prep courses listed on the ir high school transcripts.

On the  w hole, participants who took part in the study had rather low  

GPA’s fo r co llege-bound students. In fact fou r out o f the 29 students did not 

graduate from  high school but took the GED test. Ten out of the 29 students did 

not even take  the  A C T or SAT. and those who did (w ith very few  exceptions) 

scored ra ther low. Also, only three out o f the 29 students had college-prep 

courses on th e ir h igh school transcripts. The m ajority instead followed a 

general h igh school curriculum. The profile constructed in Table 25 is not that 

o f typical co llege  persisters and is insuffic ient to in fer why these 29 students 

persisted. The data contained in the focus group interviews proved to be fa r 

more illum ina ting  as to why they stayed in college.

Procedures

This s tudy used focus groups to acquire the needed data. A list o f 

interview  questions was carefully form ulated in advance o f the meeting o f the 

focus groups. The questions were adapted from those used in Jalom o’s (1995)
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Table 25

Pre-colleqiate profile of AIC Focus Group Participants N = 29

Pseudonym
!

Major SAT/ACT
I

HSGPA Colleqe Prep
1

1. Sophie El Ed 16 1.90 N

2. Jimmy El Ed/CM 20 2.50 N

3. Angelica CM 12 3.50
j

NIl
4. Bobby Bus

-
17 1.68 N

|_ ____
5. Ricky CM 12 1.25 N

6. Buster CM 13 2.31 N

7. Marsha CM 15 3.35 N

8. Tammy CM N/A 2.21 N

9. Fred i! CM N/A 2.72 !
i

\
N j

!
10. Terrie |j |

Bus
I

N/A 3.61
i
i n i
I i

11. Diane El Ed 15 2.16 | N

12. Billy CM
|

N/A 2.52 l
I

N j
i

13. Irene
J

El Ed 16 3.57
i! Y !I

14. Tracy i
I

CM 1080 3.28 Ii Y II *

15 Buddy CM 15 2.72 N
i

16. Linda El Ed/CM 920
!

2.98
1

Y

17. Sarah CM 13 2.85 Y 1i
18. Wayne

__________________ i
El Ed N/A 2.18 n i

i
19 Ben El Ed N/A 1.83

1
N 'i

20. Charlie CM N/A 2.67 N 1
!
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Table 25 (continued)

Pre-colleqiate profile of AIC Focus Group Participants N = 29

Pseudonym Major

t1
SAT/ACT HS GPA

j (
Colleoe Prep

21. Lucy El Ed 13 2.24 N

22. Sam1 Bus N/A GED N
*

23. Andrea CM 15 2.89 Y

24. DeDe Bus 13 3.0 N
1

25. Joshua Bus N/A GED N

26. Randy Bus N/A 1.96 Y

27. Toni El Ed 14 2.43 N

28. Marlene Bus
l

N/A GED N

29. Carmen Bus N/A GED N |
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study o f freshman Latino students at two d iffe ren t community co lleges These 

questions were modified to fit the needs of th is study that of interview ing 

students who have persisted beyond their freshm an year The 

com mittee chair then review ed and further m odified the questions (See Appendix 

B).

Next, three AI/AN staff members from  AIC who had attained at least a 

bache lo r’s degree screened the proposed questions. The purpose o f screening 

the questions was to ensure  that the questions w ere culturally appropria te  and 

would not cause em barrassm ent or d iscom fort to the focus group partic ipants. 

The questions were approved by the three s ta ff members and returned to  the 

researcher The questions were then resubm itted to the committee cha ir fo r one 

more fina l review  before they were actually used (See Appendix B)

Four focus group interviews were he ld w ith  a total of 29 partic ipants in 

order to have sufficient da ta to conduct a w orthw h ile  analysis. The 29 

partic ipants constitute 36%  of the AIC student population, but 47% o f the total 

AI/AN student population at AIC Krueger (1988. 1994) recommends p lanning at 

least three focus groups and then evaluating w he ther a fourth one is needed. In 

order to increase the like lihood that adequate data would be available, it was 

determ ined from the onset to conduct at least fou r focus groups.
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Data C o llec tio n

The first type of data co llected in this study was background information 

on each student including high school GPA’s. standardized test scores (ACT 

and SAT), and transcript ana lys is to determine whether the student followed a 

college preparatory curriculum  or a general high school curriculum  These data 

were collected after the focus groups had taken place and were used to compile 

a profile of a typical AI/AN B ib le  college student in th is study. Th is information 

was obtained from the O ffice o f the Registrar at AIC.

However, the main data collected in this study were the verbal comments 

made by the students during the focus group discussions. These discussions 

were audio-taped and word-for-w ord transcripts were made from the recordings 

From these transcripts e lectron ic  infobases were created that could be sorted, 

analyzed, and tagged during qua lita tive  analysis.

Data Management and Analysis

Data Management

The data obtained from  the Registrar’s Office were summarized from high 

school and college transcrip ts in order to construct a profile of the type of AI/AN 

student who attends a Bible co llege like AIC
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Data collected during the focus group discussions were audio-taped using 

a high quality tape recorder to create an accurate oral account of what was said 

The tape recorder was equipped with a foot pedal to facilitate the transcription of 

the focus groups and two post-sessions. The database were electronically 

converted into an infobase that could be tagged, sorted, and analyzed.

Research memos were written both during and after the focus groups in order to 

capture thoughts and ideas about the data analysis.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was based on an inductive, interpretivist approach 

(Erickson. 1986). Appropriate software, adequately versatile for the task, was 

selected as well. Although their specific  approaches were not used, ideas 

were gleaned from the qualitative m ethodologies employed by both M elchior- 

W alsh (1994) and Jalomo (1995).

This study made use of Folio V IEW S 4.2 (Open Market. 1998) software, a 

text-based manager popularly used in qualita tive research to analyze the data 

M icrosoft W ord 2000 (M icrosoft Corporation, 1983-1999) was used to make 

the initial transcripts. After the initial transcrip ts were made, they were imported 

into the Folio VIEW S program by creating an infobase. All focus group and post 

session transcripts were then analyzed using the Folio VIEWS software Data 

were initially entered and sorted according to focus group number Both M iles
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and Huberman. (1994) and W eitzm an and Miles (1995) have strongly endorsed 

earlier versions of this software, commenting on its versatility  and user- 

friendliness. Folio Views is a W indows-based product used w ith PCs.

Phases of Data Analysis

The data analysis was d ivided into six phases. Phase One involved 

review ing the transcribed focus groups and post sessions and creating 

additional research memos beyond the field notes that w ere  taken during the 

focus groups (Glaser, 1978; M iles & Huberman, 1994). These research memos 

helped to be tte r understand and develop some initial concepts about the data. 

The initial analysis was based on the hard-copy transcrip tions.

Phase Two of the analysis process involved sorting the responses of the 

focus group participants by both questions and prompts, as well as by focus 

groups in o rder to initially categorize the responses. The data in Folio VIEWS 

form at were also examined. Also, all data were exam ined through an inductive 

means of analysis in order to determ ine the multiple rea lities  present within the 

data (Jalomo, 1995). The researcher developed his in terpretation by student 

responses (meaning) and researcher notes and post- session discussions 

(perception).
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The th ird phase involved the developm ent o f in itia l taxonomies (Spradley, 

1979) based on the development of thematic descrip tors, subordinate topics, 

and assigning the corresponding exemplars from the  data to the them atic 

descriptors and subordinate topics.

The fou rth  phase consisted of presenting th e  results of the initial find ings 

to three o f the A I/AN  senior adm inistration and facu lty  at the College for input, 

discussion, and ind ications o f agreem ent or d isagreem ent with prelim inary 

findings. The panel included the president of the C o llege  who is a m ixture o f 

Cocapah Ind ian and Hispanic. His wife, who serves as C ha ir of the E lem entary 

Education program , is fu ll-b looded Quechan Indian. The third member o f the 

panel was the D ean o f Students who served as m odera to r and is Lakota Sioux. 

All three hold a m aster’s degree and are personally well acquainted with issues 

of AI/AN retention. The moderator also had firs t-hand  knowledge o f these 

specific focus groups. Erickson (1986) warns aga ins t five  major types of 

evidentiary inadequacy including: inadequate am ounts o f evidence, inadequate 

variety in k inds o f evidence, fau lty interpretation o f the  status of evidence, 

inadequate d isconfirm ing evidence, and inadequate case analysis. Thus, input 

from the panel o f three was considered in this phase o f the data analysis in an 

attempt to avo id the five  types o f error noted by E rickson (1986). At this point, it 

has been poss ib le  tha t additional focus groups and /o r sem i-structured interviews 

(Kvale, 1996) cou ld  have been conducted if it was determ ined that the 

prelim inary research find ings were inconclusive and additional data were
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needed However, after a review  of the data, the panel fe lt that the initial 

findings were consistent w ith the ir expectations and they expressed no concerns 

or disagreements with the initial findings. Only a few  of m inor changes were 

made in some of the taxonom ies based on panel discussion.

The fifth phase invo lved making appropria te revisions based on meeting 

with the panel of AI/AN sen io r personnel from the co llege and the results of any 

additional focus group sessions or semi-structured interviews. Since the panel 

was satisfied with the am ount o f data as well as the initial findings, no additional 

focus groups or interviews w ere scheduled.

Finally, the sixth phase involved the construction o f concept models 

(Padilla, 1991) to d isp lay grounded concepts and the ir relationships. The results 

in this sixth phase are the find ings presented in the next chapter.

Strengths and Limitations of the Research Design

Strengths

In this study the questions used in the protoco l were pre-screened by 

AI/AN staff members at the B ible college to ensure that the questions would not 

be culturally offensive. Pre-screening the questions helped to ensure that the 

questions could be understood by the participants and that those questions

would not offend them.
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Secondly, this study had effective safeguards built into its design to assist 

the researcher in gaming an accurate understanding of the meaning g iven by the 

participants For example, discussions w ith the moderator after the focus group 

sessions took place helped to clarify the m eaning o f both the actions and the 

words of the participants. This helped the researcher more accurately assess 

the data from the focus groups. Also, meeting w ith the panel of AI/AN sen ior 

college officials helped the researcher c la rify  in itia l understandings of the data 

that was collected.

A third strength o f the study was the use o f an AI/AN moderator. The 

Dean of Students was asked to serve as m oderator since he holds a m aster’s 

degree in counseling and has an extensive background in small groups and 

Indian higher educational issues. The Dean of Students had given many 

presentations and workshops in areas re lated to Indian education issues and 

multiculturalism. Perhaps most importantly, the Dean was widely adm ired and 

respected by the students at the College and was well able to undertake such a 

role Krueger (1994) indicates that having a m oderator who has a sim ilar 

background to the participants can be very helpfu l in creating an environm ent of 

trust within the focus groups. Using the Dean o f Students as the m oderator 

proved advantageous in this study by helping students to feel more at ease and 

free to share their concerns since his ethnicity (Lakota Sioux) provided some 

common ground with the participants
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A fourth strength o f the research design is the size of the sample (29) in 

relation to the N (62). AIC had a total student population o f 80 students of which 

62 were AI/AN. Thus. 47%  (29) of the total e lig ib le students participated in this 

study creating a sam ple size just under 50%. This project was also fortunate to 

have 67%  (18) o f the total num ber o f student tribes (27) represented in the 

study. F inally, there  was a reasonable gender balance betw een male and 

female students partic ipants. Thirteen out of 29 partic ipants (45%) were male 

and sixteen partic ipants out o f 29 (55%) were female.

Lim itations

Since the re  were on ly 27 tribes (American Indian C o llege  Office of 

Institutional Research, 2000) represented at AIC out of severa l hundred 

nationally, one cou ld not readily generalize the conclusions across tribes.

A second lim itation o f the study was the non-random  use of participants. 

The partic ipants w ere recruited by large group announcem ents, flyers, and a 

third party recruiter. Thus, the process was non-random and no attempts were 

made to s ta tis tica lly  generalize from the sample of these participants.

A  third lim ita tion o f the study was the small size of the  school that lim ited 

the num ber o f partic ipan ts available for the focus groups.

Finally, the  fourth lim itation of the study is that the resu lts  of this study 

cannot be genera lized  to AI/AN students at public institu tions because of the
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unique dynamics o f a B ible college and the d istinct relig ious views held by those 

who attend these types of institutions

Ethical Concerns

The researcher served as Academ ic Dean at the College since the Fall 

semester of 1994. However, in order to accom m odate the needs of the study, 

he took a one-year leave of absence beginn ing in January 2000 in o rder to 

complete his doctora l studies, and an acting dean was appointed during this 

time. Thus, during the  scope of this study the researcher stepped away 

completely from his co lleg ia te  responsibilities. Th is was done in part to m inim ize 

some of the concerns o f dual relationship. A dditiona lly, assistance w ith th is 

study was tota lly vo lun ta ry  and no students were com pelled to participate. All 

students who pa rtic ipa ted  in the study were rem unerated fifteen do llars. Each 

participant signed an inform ed consent form  attesting  to w illingness to 

participate and know ledge that the study’s results w ould be kept confidentia l. 

Students were in form ed that the results of partic ipa tion  had no affect on the ir 

status as students a t the  Bible College (see A ppend ix A.) The adm inistra tive 

committee of the co llege  was properly inform ed o f all stages of the research and 

had the right to m on ito r the process if needed. O verall, in spite o f som e ethical 

concerns, the high percentage of AI/AN students at the college (78% ). its high 

freshman retention ra te  (86%), and the accessib ility  o f the students to the 

researcher made the  B ib le  college an ideal site to conduct this research project
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Summary

This study used focus group data that yielded concept moaeis. a 

qualitative approach, to investigate the reasons that AI/AN students chose the 

Bible college and were able to persist past the ir freshman year. In light of the 

1999 freshm an retention rate of 86% (American Indian College Office o f 

Institutional Research, 1999) at this institu tion it was an important research 

question to investigate. The study used data derived from focus group 

discussion to  help assem ble the data-base using a six-step process. M icrosoft 

W ord 2000 was used to create the initial transcrip ts and Folio VIEW S 4.2 is the 

text-based managem ent software system tha t was used to store, tag. sort, and 

analyze the data that was obtained from the focus groups and the post-sessions. 

The analyzed data was then arranged into grounded concept models disp laying 

the student experiences o f institutional choice and persistence

Strengths o f the research design include pre-screening the focus group 

questions, the use of key informants to assist in understanding the pre lim inary 

data results, using an AI/AN adm inistrator o f the College as moderator, the 

percentage (47% ) of e lig ib le  students who chose to participate in the study 

creating a sam ple size nearly half the size o f the total population, as well as the 

gender balance o f the participants (males = 45%. females = 55%)

Lim itations of the research design included the small number o f tribes 

represented at the college compared to the total number in the United States.
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the non-random use of participants in the study, the small size of the institu tion 

limited the total amount of eligible students that could have participated in the 

focus groups, the results of the study cannot be generalized to AI/AN students at 

public institutions because of the unique dynam ics o f a Bible college and the 

relig ious com position o f its students which d iffe rs from the majority of AI/AN 

people

The study also raised one ethical concern, that o f the re lationship o f the 

researcher to the institution. Care was taken to  avoid a dual re lationship by 

having the researcher take a leave o f absence from his assigned duties as dean 

during the course of the study.

The next chapter presents the study s find ings including the four m ajor 

grounded concepts associated with institutional choice and retention beyond the 

freshman year that illustrate the study’s findings.



CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS

Introduction

The resu lts o f the four focus group discussions, two post-sessions, and 

subsequent data analysis yielded various concepts and themes that describe the  

experiences o f the students as they navigated through the ir first year of co llege. 

These concepts and themes illustrate how the students made choices about 

attending co llege  and also about the ir persistence beyond the pivotal freshm an 

year Data ana lys is  yielded the follow ing four grounded concepts: family, 

spirituality, personal life, and institutional culture. Research findings will be 

presented as they correspond to each grounded concept.

Family

AI/AN students indicated that the fam ily was h igh ly influential in the ir first 

year experiences. Students who were seeking to decide whether or not to a ttend 

college were advised and influenced by fam ily members. Family as described 

by the partic ipants included both immediate and extended fam ily members. The 

participants experienced fam ily influence both positive ly  and negatively
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Positive Family Influence in College Choice 

Encouraged to A ttend

Some o f the participants indicated that the fam ily influenced them by 

encouraging them to attend college, som etim es specifically encouraging them to 

attend Bible college. For one female student, the decision to attend Bible co llege 

came from her m other: “Normally when m other speaks I go. Because basica lly 

that’s the way I w as raised. That’s the on ly reason I came.”

Another w om an student also was encouraged to attend by her m other 

who had also a ttended a Christian college when she was younger. Like the firs t 

student, the m other o f the second student a lso thought it was a good idea fo r her 

daughter to attend a Christian college:

The first tim e I knew  I wanted to go to co llege was my mother who 

had the idea fo r me to go -com e  to th is  co llege because it was a 

Christian co llege. . . .  I just took it by chance, just to try it out and 

when I cam e I took Bible classes and I like the atmosphere and the 

teachers . . .

This young m an was encouraged by both o f his parents to attend a B ible 

college he had neve r heard of previously:
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to be truthful I never really even knew this place existed But I 

was looking at [Christian University] or [Bible college] around— 

somewhere close to where I live in [State], and my parents first told 

me about this place . . .  it has a heart for Native Am ericans . . . 

where I’m from it isn’t really a N ative community; it’s jus t a little 

ethn ica lly diverse . . .

Positive fam ily influence to a ttend college also came from  other members 

o f the fam ily such as spouses. For exam ple, one m iddle-aged married student 

was very apprehensive about going to co llege at her age. Her husband was 

instrum ental in advising her to attend college:

W ell, my husband played a m ajor role in my coming to college . . . 

he kept encouraging me the w ho le  time. I kept having doubts and 

backing out and saying, “No th is  is not going to work." And he kept 

saying, “No, you can do it.” And so he was the primary person that 

was there to back me up and cush ion me back into returning to 

school.

Encouraged by Example

Another young woman had dream ed o f going to a Bible co llege since she 

was a child. Her father, a long with her aunts and uncles were listed as positive
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motivators towards her attending a Bible college because they had also attended 

one:

I guess I can re late to [Student] because my fa ther and my aunts 

and my uncles had gone to school here and they had come to 

[Name o f com m unity] Assembly of God where I used to go before 

and they would tell how wonderful the school was. One of my 

heart’s desire[s] was to come here and I had just never seen the 

place but I a lways wanted to come here. I m ade a decision w hen I 

was e ight years old so it’s always been a part o f me that I wanted to 

come here.

This m ale student credits his parents with in fluencing him to attend Bible 

co llege because they had also attended the school:

The reason that I came here was both my mom and dad got the ir 

education here and so I figured if they got som ething out then 

maybe I could.

In addition to parents, aunts, and uncles, the exam ple of other siblings had 

a positive influence on choosing to go to college O ne woman had been 

influenced by her b ro ther’s earlier decision to attend the same Bible college



110

For me, [B ible college] has always been a part of my life s ince I 

was young. And it was always my firs t choice. I didn't know w hy 

but I a lways said that I was going to come here and one of the  m ain 

factors that really encouraged me to come here was the d iffe rence 

that I saw  in my brother's life and [what] an impact the Lord has 

been and that was something that I wanted and that was exciting to 

me. H e’d always come back and h e ’d say this is what we do at 

co llege and th is is what the friendsh ips I’ve built and different th ings 

like th a t . . .

Finally, th is fem ale student was insp ired to attend college in pa rt because 

of her s is te r’s example: . . my o lder s is te r had just finished co llege a couple

years ago and . . . her degree inspired me to go to college as w e ll.”

Encouraged to Succeed

The fam ily  o f som e o f the students encouraged attendance at a B ib le 

college because they saw  that as an opportun ity  for the student to succeed there. 

These exem plars show  in part that fam ily m em bers were concerned tha t few  o f 

their own re la tives had succeeded; therefore they wanted to see the partic ipants 

succeed at college. Th is male student was to ld by his uncle that he thought the 

student w ould succeed w here his o ther re la tives had not:
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. we!!. I had an uncle  who told me. “ [Name], you know all the 

other cousins d idn 't seem to do too good in co llege  and make it.

But I really feel in my heart that you are going to be one of the ones 

to make it."

This woman was encouraged by her parents to  attend a Bible college 

because her parents fe lt tha t her opportunities were very lim ited in her tribal 

community: “[My parents] to ld  me that they wanted m e to get a further education 

because there was really no th ing out there on the [T riba l] reservation career

w ise.”

Finally, th is young m an fe lt an urgency to succeed because no one in his 

fam ily had been successful in college. He fe lt that he needed to take initiative 

and be a positive exam ple w ith in  his family by succeeding:

. . . but the major in fluence is my parents had placed inside o f me 

was to make som ething o f my life—do som ething in my life because 

I haven’t had many re la tives that have succeeded, as a matter of 

fact I don't recall any o f my relatives succeeding in college or 

anything and I w anted to make a difference in m y fam ily . . .
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Negative Family Influence in Choosing a College 

Bias Against Bible Colleges

As participants shared their stones of how their fam ilies influenced them to 

attend college, a few participants indicated that they received negative as well as 

positive influences leading up to their first year experiences. The negativity 

shared by the participants centered specifically on the choice of the institution. 

Some o f the participants came from fam ilies that were not Christian and who had 

little regard fo r the type o f tra ining that could be obtained at a B ible college. 

Rather than seeing it as a place where the student could succeed, they fe lt that 

attending there would lim it the student’s opportunities to succeed.

For one female student, her father, along with her uncles was very 

discouraging towards her attending a Bible college:

I had just met my dad during high school and he wasn’t used to 

having a family member be a Christian and he just kept saying,

"You don’t need to go to there, just go to the one in [name of 

community]. You’ll be closer to home and your fam ily wants you 

home." Because I had just met my dad I wanted to please him.

But I wasn’t really happy with the decision, so it was mainly my 

father and my uncles—they were like, “W hat’re you gonna
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do with that degree anyway? You know, all Indians shou ld  stay on 

the rez.” And it w as kind o f like they were the main ones that 

discouraged me from  com ing to college.

Another young wom an had a sim ilar experience, iden tify ing  one o f her 

uncles as a negative fam ily  influence:

I th ink fo r me it w ou ld  be m y uncle, he's not saved and so he kind 

o f said “W hat’re you go ing to do with that degree, w ith  a Christian 

Education degree?” And it was just kind of like, it m ade me th ink 

because you know. I guess his thinking was—the m oney, you know 

w here are you go ing to get a job  that w ill pay you good m oney with 

that degree?

This young man sa id  that h is fam ily was extrem ely unsupportive  of his 

wish to attend a Bible co llege because they thought that a C hris tian  college 

would have an indoctrinating affect on him:

I th ink fo r me it was. my fam ily because they’re not saved and I was 

in rehab during the tim e in like my eighth month when I go t 

accepted and they d idn 't—they don't really know much about
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Christianity, they're  like, “Ah, you ’re jus t brain-washed. It's them 

that’s putting the stuff in your head Y ou ’ll be back."

Fam ily Influence Positive ly A ffecting Retention 

The fam ily 's  in fluence did not end once a student matriculated in college; it 

continued. Focus group participants ind ica ted that during times of 

discouragem ent they received validation from  fam ily members who helped them 

to remain in co llege  during turbulent times.

Encouraged to Succeed

Once the student had made it to co llege  some o f the fam ily members 

worked at encouraging the students to persevere and succeed. This student 

credited his m other w ith helping him to pers is t in college. He poignantly shared 

his love and apprecia tion fo r her be lie f in him  to succeed in college:

For me, I’d have to say it was my mom. Growing up, it wasn’t really 

that great. Before I came here I was still getting into trouble. I was 

trying to change but it was hard. But every time I needed someone, 

every tim e I go t in trouble w ith the law  o r anything, she was always 

there. She w as the one who was filling  out all the paperwork to 

help me get here. I can fina lly do som ething tha t’s positive—that
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can put a sm ile on her face, to let her know  I’m succeeding. It 

makes me feel good that I can do som ething good.

On a sim ilar note, this female student shared the importance of her 

father’s encouragem ent that helped her even when she was a great distance 

away and had to ta lk by phone to stay in touch:

He was always saying he could help me through anything and he’s 

always telling m e how  proud he is o f me. He always told me.

“You’re already halfway through your firs t year. Hey, look you 

already got one year done.” He’s always rea lly  encouraging me 

and keeping me going.

This young wom an had a fam ily that believed tha t she could do well in 

college and they encouraged her by telling her that she was capable of anything 

she set her mind to do:

. . . my fam ily never told me I couldn’t do anything. Even when it 

was crazy stuff, they always said, “Yeah, you can do it." So they 

kind o f like instilled in me a faith in m yself that I could do i t . . .



116

Finally, this student had a number o f re la tives also attending the College 

who encouraged her during difficult times:

I had several cousins who were here at the co llege at the same 

time I was here. There was my older brother, three of my cousins, 

and also two other, three or four other people from our church. I 

felt like I was at home because they were there. They gave me 

comfort: they w ere there to encourage me and help me through 

w hatever I needed.

Encouraged Spiritua lly

Encouragem ent that came from fam ily m em bers also included spiritual 

encouragement. In o ther words, encouragement was not just limited to 

academic success, but also included the spiritual dim ension of seeking G od’s 

blessing in one ’s h igher educational experience. Th is fem ale student credited 

her father w ith helping her to remain in college and to re ly on her faith in G od to 

help her when she encountered difficulties in her college experiences:

Mine would be my dad because anytime I have a difficult situation tha t I 

can't get out of, he ’s always telling me and rem inding me that there are 

people out there even though he’s not here tha t care about me
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from friends and faculty. "You can't do it on your own You always 

have to re ly on God ”

This fem ale student gave credit to her mom as well as her b ro the r fo r giving her 

spiritual encouragem ent to succeed in college:

But they rea lly  put a lot of encouragem ent in me through G od and 

they said to never g ive up on God and stuff like that. But it  w as my 

mom and my b ro the r that really encouraged me to com e to  school 

and even up to th is day they still do. If I do wrong they g e t on my 

case about it and they sit me down . . .

Finally, this wom an credited her parents w ith the ir spiritual support w hen she 

became hom esick and fe lt like leaving college:

I th ink that the th ing that got me through the first year here was my 

parents. There w ere many times I ca lled home because it w as  my 

first time away from  home for a long period o f time, and w hen 

situations cam e up. I was on the phone crying, “Mommy, I w an t to 

come home! I want to come home!" M y mom would just te ll me,

“You can make it." Or, “We re here. W e re praying fo r you .”
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Encouraged by Exam ple

Although many AI/AN students are first generation college students several 

of the students d id  have family members who had attended college themselves 

and served as encouraging examples to these students In this third type of 

encouragement to persist in college, the students indicated that in part they were 

able to succeed past the ir first year because they had role models w ithin the 

fam ily that encouraged them onwards. Th is male student had several relatives 

who had attended the B ible college and graduated. He was encouraged by the ir 

example to enroll and succeed.

The thing that he lped me . . .  to succeed . . . [and] encourage me was 

two o lder b ro thers—and I have a bunch o f more cousins—that came 

here and they kind of influenced part o f my decision . . I saw the 

changes that both o f my brothers took from com ing here.

This fem ale student was encouraged to enroll in college when she saw the 

enormous obstacles her own mother had overcom e and still maintain good 

grades This encouraged her to want to succeed in college herself.

I saw [my mom] going back to co llege and after a lot of trauma that 

happened a fte r I had my baby she helped me out and she still
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when m y daughter was just a newborn and so I was thinking. Man. 

if she can do it. why can’t I?”

Family Negatively Influencing Retention 

The data clearly show that the fam ily  can be a strong enhancer to 

persistence past the freshman year. Support from parents, siblings, 

cousins, spouses, and children can be very meaningful. Still, as focus group 

participants to ld  the ir stories, a few  indicated that the fam ily and its needs 

sometimes precluded college persistence. Many students felt enorm ous 

responsibilities toward their fam ilies that m ade them consider dropp ing ou t o f 

school.

Family R esponsib ilities

One wom an returning to college in m iddle age had many fam ily members 

who were skeptica l about her desire to rem ain in college at this point in her life 

because of the fam ily  needs that existed back home. They put enorm ous 

pressure on he r to drop out and return hom e to her community to assist w ith 

family needs:

. . every time I'd call home all I eve r heard was negative th ings 

like “Y ou 're  too old. You shouldn’t be away down there You need
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to come home. You need to be around your fam ily You’re having 

a hard time You don ’t have no finances, then com e home All 

you're going to be fo r the rest of your life is paying off this bill. And 

what are you go ing to do with this degree when you graduate?

You'll be fifty years old, you know. It’s not going to do you any 

good, and you got grandkids and we need you down here, you 

know. “

This young woman fe lt like she should leave school shortly a fter arriv ing because 

of problems back at home:

For me. it was my family. There was things going on in my fam ily 

with my brother like two months after I came to college, and I 

remember going home for the weekend and then that n ight there 

the cops were looking for my brother ‘cause he had gotten in a fight 

with his girlfriend. He had a pistol and, that n ight I was just 

thinking about it that whole night, “Should I stay hom e?"

This male student had difficulties in his home involving his stepfather and 

the stepfather’s re la tionsh ip  to the family. He felt that perhaps he should remain 

at home and drop out o f school because of the unstable home situation:



back at hom e I got a stepfather and he s not saved. My mom’s 

saved and probably the only thing that really almost kept me from 

going back to college was my family Cause I didn't know~l 

wanted to m ake sure that my mom was taken care of and I wanted 

to make sure my little brothers had the best, and I just wanted to be 

there fo r my fam ily and God. If it w asn 't fo r God . . .  like telling me 

that He cou ld  take care of my fam ily better than I can: “ I love your 

fam ily m ore than you ever could love them .” He said, “Just leave 

them in my hands and just go where I want you to go." The only 

thing that w ould have probably held me back was 

my fam ily . . . cause if it wasn't for God s word that day I would 

have never cam e back to school.

This male s tuden t’s e lderly mother was the sole support o f his sister and 

when the m other becam e ill this student considered dropping out to help at

home:

It really gave me a scare there for a while. She said that she went 

to the hospita l and they found a lump somewhere, I’m not quite 

sure. She said she thought it was cancerous and she d idn ’t tell me 

at all. . . that shocked me like crazy and I was . . . contemplating 

not com ing back here Losing my mom and having my sister home
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alone, that scared me to w here I wasn’t sure if I wanted to come 

back .

Fam ily Financial D ifficulties

Most of the students in the  study came from low-incom e families. Even 

w ith the help of financial aid. co llege  costs were very h igh fo r students and many 

found it very expensive to rem ain in school. Focus group participants saw 

financia l difficulties as a leading cause o f students experiencing d ifficu lty in 

persistence. This young m arried student had financia l troubles that nearly 

forced her to drop out o f school. She tearfu lly related how  relatives living with 

them financia lly drained them, m aking it very difficult at tim es to remain in school:

I almost d idn’t come back th is semester because I live with 

[relatives] and it's really hard because they’re rea lly~no t to be 

mean—but they’re just like  lazy. They don’t help o r they say they 

don ’t have money—but they  do. They don’t help us pay our bills. I 

said. “I feel like I could leave  and then you’d have one less mouth 

to feed.” And [my husband] would say. “You don ’t need to say that 

Th is is G od’s will and yo u ’re not supposed to be saying tha t.” . . . 

so I told him, "I don’t w ant to go back, I want to . . . work and help 

you to pay up for my share o f the rent and for the food and stuff like 

that." He said, “No, you do n ’t need to think like that. You just need
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to pray about i t S o  I made myself really strong and I told God 

"God. if it’s your will for me to go to school provide a way for me 

and s tu ff. ' I really praise God because He s given me—my husband 

a be tter job that pays him like fifteen dollars an hour, ten hours a 

day and he works at night, and [God] has even provided us with 

that ca r that was paid fo r by my m other-in-law. So. it’s like 

“God, you 're really making a way fo r us. You’re just opening the doors."

Th is young woman saw her family going through financia l difficulties 

because o f he r parents’ separation. She considered leaving school to assist w ith 

needs at home:

My mom. she was going through some d ifficu lt times at home 

because she was separating from my step dad. It was like she 

was do ing  three jobs on her own. So I fe lt like I was needed at 

hom e— maybe to help out with the kids and . . . helping her out. 

m aybe w orking—that was my worry.

Finally, this student expressed how it was very d ifficu lt for her to remain in school 

because o f the fam ily ’s financial needs:
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I think mine was finances. with my husband the only one 

working. I felt sometimes that I needed to be at home to be a mom 

to my children. Also I needed to be at times working and helping 

pay bills. W hen we were getting behind and stuff, that was a big 

discouragem ent sometimes to me to where I wanted to just quit 

going to school and stay home and do what I needed to do.

Figure 1 d isp lays the concept o f family as an in fluence in both institutional 

choice and persistence. The fam ily can influence positive ly o r negatively. Note 

that family encouragem ent occurs both as the student is form ula ting  a decision 

on where to attend college and in deciding to stay in college.
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Spirituality

Spirituality is the second grounded concept a ffecting both choice of 

institution and the ability to persist beyond the freshm an year. For these 

students the ir re lig ious fa ith  and religious figures w ere  very influential in both why 

they chose to attend a B ib le  co llege and how they persisted past the freshman

year

Influenced bv Divine C alling

One o f the unique attributes o f Bible co lleges is the sense of “divine 

destiny” fo r the students w ho attend there. In o ther words, many of the students 

who choose to enroll at a B ib le  college do so because they feel that God has 

chosen this institution fo r them  as part of His d iv ine plan fo r their lives. Bible 

colleges are predicated upon theological princip les derived from the teachings of 

Scripture. Biblical texts such as 2 Timothy 2:15, N IV  w hich  says: “Do your best 

to present yourself to God as one approved, a workm an who does not need to be 

ashamed and who correctly  handles the word o f tru th .” have often been cited as 

biblical precedence for en ro lling  in a Bible college.

Statement 11 from the sixteen major Assem blies o f God beliefs contained 

in the Statement of Fundam ental Truths says:



A divinely called and scripturally ordained ministry has been

1 O'
i 4 . ■

provided by our Lord for the threefc-o pu 'Ddse of leading the 

Church in 1 1 >Evangelization or me vvorlc . Mark 1*5 15 -  20» t i i  

Worship of God (John 4 23 -  24;. (3) Building a body of saints 

being perfected in the image of His Son (Ephesians 4:11 -  16).

Thus, many of the students interviewed felt divinely called towards ministry and 

felt a strong sense of responsibility to respond to that divine call by attending a 

Bible college. For one particular male student, the choice lay between attending 

a trade school and a Bible college:

I was led by the Holy Spirit. I had two applications, one was for 

air conditioner mechanic and one was for here. I filled out both. 

Afterw ards] . . .  I remember I lay my head down and I prayed and 

everything went towards [the Bible college]. [This] was the 

point I know I was called to be here at [the Bible college]

A female student also acknowledged God as an encourager for her to

enroll at a Bible college:
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I d probably say God because there s no other encourager in 

my life that I would really turn to He s the one that really fully 

developed my mind and put all tne desires ;n my neart He usee 

my mom to remind me of what was around me because I wanted to 

be different and I wanted my life different. my brothers probably 

helped me too . . but God was the one who really encouraged me 

to keep my eyes on the path that He set for me. So I d probably 

say God was the one who brought me here and He s the one who 

placed everything in my heart that I want to do . . .

This fem ale student initially resisted, but sensed divine providence in her 

ecision to attend a Bible college:

It was just like I want to get out of here, change of atmosphere b u t .

everybody kept telling me God’s already told me that you re 

going to go to [a Bible college], that you're going to be a preacher 

you have a call on your life It was like everybody in my church 

could see it. I was like struggling with it for a long time until I finally 

said. OK. I m going to go down there, fill out an application If it s 

really [God] then everything will fall into p lace”—and it did
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Influenced by Spiritual Leaders

Although divine calling was a strong Influence to  attend a Bible college 

another strong influence came from spiritual leaders in the students lives such 

as pastors and elders Many people who are seeking to form an opinion on 

whether or not they should attend a Bible college often will consult with spiritual 

leaders who have had an influence on their life. For m any students, such as this 

male student, a former pastor was very influential in h is decision to attend:

I wasn't really planning on coming to college this semester but I 

guess things kind of worked out for me that I w as able to go. I was 

told about this [college] a few years ago. [by] a form er pastor and

he told me a lot about this school . . .

This fem ale student credited her youth pastor vw'th her decision to attend a 

Bible college even though she was initially a bit concerned about going to the 

college

I believe it's God that did it all because my youth pastor was also 

an influence the day before I was supposed to be here he was 

tailing m e a lot of things and I was getting scared and afraid

because h e ’s been here.



Finally, this young woman was strongly influenced to enroll at a Bible 

college because of the encouragement of her late pastor His encouragement

was coupled with the love and admiration that she had for him

The main one was my pastor. Before he passed away he used to 

say. “Oh, [Name], you know you're going to go in the ministry He  

was the one who kept encouraging me throughout high school 

before he passed away he used to tell me. “You know, that's the 

place that God wants you and I know.” It was just like, because I 

love my pastor so much it was something that I wanted to do to 

make him proud of me . .

Encouraged by Faith in God

As students detailed the importance of spirituality, it was apparent that this 

influence was significant in persistence as well as in choice of college Students 

who felt divinely directed to attend a Bible college also felt strong influence for 

remaining in college as the following data show Often, when students felt like 

dropping out. they drew encouragement from their faith in God and gained  

strength from their faith that helped them to remain in college.

This m ale student credited his mother, brothers, and professors for his 

success, but saved his greatest appreciation for God’s help in making it through 

his first year:



My mom has been a realiv good source of encouragement ana my 

brothers have also been an encouragement As so me processes

1 I r.flOVV cs-‘ inOSfr p£?Opi£r .V;uid:" ’ Or: Sv^ppOriSrS -T o C C  *'5 J i ' I

sent them to me God is probabiy the one that has not only 

supported me and encouraged me through these people, but He s 

been my mam sburce throughout the four years that 1 ve been nere 

. if I had to point to one person that would be God cause He sent 

countless people to me in my times when 1 was down and when I 

was ready to throw in the towel. He sent someone that had that one 

little word and it just kept me going .

This married student with several children also credited her faith in God with 

helping her through her freshman year:

I think my freshman year I really struggled There was many times 

I wanted to just throw in the towel and say. No. I m not going tc 

school no more This is i t B e c a u s e  I was stressed out a lot and I 

was trying to fit back into going back to college at my age But my 

biggest support was praying to God. number one
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This young man looked back on n.s fresnm an year ana l.ke tne other two 

stuaents cited above attributes ms perseverance to raitn .n Goc God brought 

p-,e tnrougn trial first year and it fee.s I knew I //Ouia not g.ve uo tor ro tn m g

Encouraged bv the Church Family

Finally, for some students spirituality cam e through the encouragement 

that they received from members of the local church. In addition to the strength 

that they received from their religious faith, som e of the focus group participants 

indicated that they were encouraged to remain in Bible college by fellow church 

members Some students, such as this woman, referred to their church as their 

church family." She had the loving support of her church family who took great 

pnde in her decision to earn a college degree Mine was my church family.

When I d go home they d encourage me saying. You know we re really proud of 

what you re doing, what you re doing for yourself and for God."

This male student credited his church family with their loving 

encouragement tangibly expressed through their financial assistance. my 

church also supported me and they made a commitment to me every month and  

l think it was twenty dollars or something like that a month

This young man found that he could depend on his church family to 

h$ip encourage him to persist since he encountered some difficulty fitting
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in on campus. The support of his church and the enjoyment he derived 

from working with homeless people was instrumental in helping him to 

persist beyond his freshman year

I don’t know some of the people around here. . . . you have your 

cliques and you have your groups, and you have your talk and 

whatever. But I found my encouragement through [the] church I'm 

going to now and the friends that I’ve made . . .  I find my 

encouragement from my ministry [with homeless people] that I was 

doing for a while . . .

Figure 2 shows the concept of spirituality and its connection to attending 

and persisting at a Bible college.
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L ife  Experiences

L .T0 e xp e rie n c e s  *s trie* i n i ro y ro - jn o e o  Ju.* d s ^ o c id ic o  .vitn r'*esnrr»spi

year experiences. This theme corresponds to the positive and negative  

experiences in the students lives that personally affected them as they 

experienced their freshman year Positive life experiences are associated with 

personality attributes, such as self-determination and m anagem ent skills, which 

can lead to persistence. Negative life experiences are associated with the lack of 

these same personality attributes and can lead to a ioss of desire to persist.

Positive Experiences

Some students felt that having positive life experiences before beginning 

college had a positive affect on their ability to persist. This young woman had the 

benefit of a real stable home and church life before going to Bible college. She 

believed these helped her to persist. "The people that helped me [who] were 

really positive in my life were my family, my dad. my mom. and the church." This 

female student had positive experiences in high school with teachers who 

encouraged her to go to college. And teachers from mv nigh school tney d just 

encourage me to stay in school." Another female student also had positive 

experiences as a result of her Indian Education program at her high school:



At my high school they had a real good Indian Education fpmgrami 

One of the ladies that was in charge of it for two vears she wasn t 

Indian but she s been around Indians all ner life so sne understood 

us and stuff W e  always went td the Indian youth conferences and 

when we were there all the speakers always said. You guys have 

to go to college."

Finally, this young man found one of his English classes a positive life 

experience because his teacher turned him around and helped him see the need 

to strive for a better life

I think about when I was in high school I used to get in trouble by 

my English teacher a lot because I never did [anything]. But he 

was determined to not just let me go. he'd always talk to me you 

know. He'd always tell me. A long time ago you could get a job in 

the mailroom. You can t do that anymore Times have changed “

So I think about the things that he said that inspired me

Negative Experiences

Some of the students in the focus group struggled with negative life 

experiences. These experiences included gang affiliation discouraging high



scnoci teachers legal orobiems and raising a child out of wedlock Negative

->oer e.nces nm dered persistence

i n s vcur.g m aie stuoent st'uggieo vvitn a oesire  to return to gang nte a 

lifestyle he was involved with prior to his religious conversion At times he was 

torn between his new-found Christian faith and his desire to be with his gang 

friends he had left behind

I was involved in gangs even before I got saved and they would call 

me and tell me. ‘Hey. so and so got shot and you know you need to 

come down here. W e  re going to take care of it. I was just barely 

saved and I wanted to get back into it. I’d get upset. I d get mad

and I d say "I really don t need this Bible college My friends are 

getting shot at hom e and I need to be there

This female student also struggled with prior gang affiliation and was forced to 

contend with their attem pts to compel her back into gang activities even though 

she had moved several hundred miles away

I think the negative influence . . .  my first year here was [that] I had 

only been saved three years Prior to that I was involved in gang 

activity and when I came here to college nobody knew except my 

parents. They knew  where I was. They knew  the address I told



my parents Don t tell nobody where I m at not for a wnile Dunnes 

that first year my gang came and found me and oressureo me 

going bacn in ana so I thinK for tne first two montns or tr.e first veo' • 

struggled with that

This male student had a very negative life experience in high school 

because of the racial prejudice he encountered from some of his teachers

. . . I spent seven years in high schooi . . . doing nothing really, and 

[the teachers] always told me. they said. "[Name], you're nothing 

but a stupid Indian. You really can t do anything . . .

This student had legal problems before coming to the Bible college which 

caused him to have to go tnrough drug rehabilitation at Teen Challenge, a 

Christian substance abuse program. An unsupportive family complicated all of 

this This made it difficult for him to persist past his freshman year He relayed 

his experience to the group "I think for me it was my [drug abusel past and 

being back on probation and court Coming out of Teen Challenge I still had 

some court issues and my family was always putting me down

Finally, this young single mom had the pressure of single parenting 

responsibilities because she had given birth to a child out of wedlock and was 

raising the child without the father's help Because of this she sometimes had to



stay home and care for her small child especially when her little girl got sick ana 

~ad to be hospitalized

just now my daughter s been in the hospital, and it takes a toil 

on you when it seem s like all the time your daughter's getting sick 

and you prefer it s you because Iv e  been through it. I ve had to 

stay in the hospital. I’ve gotten stuck so many times with a needle  

. . . waking up every four to five hours. My little kid going through 

that, it's like maybe I should just q u it .

Attributes

Focus group participants also discussed personality attributes that 

correspond to life experiences. These attributes were self-determination and 

personal management skills. Possessing these attributes was associated w.th 

persistence and not possessing them was associated with the loss of desire to 

persist.

Self-Determination

Self-determination was identified as a key intrapersonal strength that can 

lead to successful persistence beyond the freshman year This male student 

indicated how his own focused tenacity and self-discipline helped him oersist 

beyond his freshman year
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I have seen a lot of students come through ana one thing about all 

the peoole that are succeed mu s met dererm ination-a

aeierm inaiion not to Givo uc- 3 not to q .vo :n <3

determination not to let everything else overwhelm  you Cause to 

be honest sometimes . . . God gives me that personality where [if] 

something gets in my way. I just put my head down and I run at it.

Similar sentiments w ere echoed by these two students who maintained the 

importance of self-determination and individual responsibility in being able to 

persist as students. "I think it's up to the individual if they want to succeed or not. 

. . . it s up to the individual where they want to be in five years . . . ~

Commitment, perseverance. . . .  i f you don't m ake it here you 

[aren't] going to make it out there. Cause what you're showing here  

as fruit is pretty much what you'll show out there I believe that.

You make it what you want. However, you want it to be through 

God

Self-Discipline

The second personality attribute that influenced persistence is seif- 

discipline Self-discipline was instrumental in helping students to organize their
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time and resources in such a way that they had a greater chance of persisting 

beyond the ir freshm an year The d iscussion also suggested that students who 

were not se if-d isc ip lined were iess likely to persist at Bible college

These students indicated that time managem ent was an essentia l part of 

the se lf-d isc ip line  skills needed by students to persist. One fem ale student 

em phatically declared to the group that B ib le  co llege students must learn to 

master the ir tim e effectively. “You know it ’s basic knowledge o f . . how 

to do your hom ework, when to say “no" to  go ing out with your friends 

Another fem ale  student made sim ilar com m ents, “Overall, it would be putting 

God first in you r life and using your time m anagem ent . . really d iscip lin ing 

yourself.” Tw o o ther participants also stressed the need for students to be 

accountable as well as careful with the com pany they keep in order to make the 

best use of th e ir time:

M aybe o ther things are like . . . learn ing h o w to  budget your time, 

ba lance it out. Some students think, “W ell, this is college life. I get 

to do w ha teve r I want.” And they’re not accountable to anybody

If you ’re lazy and love to sleep, love to mess around, and get in the 

mall a ll the time and then you’re go ing  to start to be like [your 

und isc ip lined  friends].



142

Also, self-d iscip line included the careful budgeting and use of money 

This student was concerned that many students at the Bible college did not know 

how to handle money properly. they need to know  how to balance a check 

book. They need to know how to spend the ir money wisely. . it’s part of

being able to live on your own, to be able to have so many quarters for laundry."

F igure 3 shows the role of life experiences and their relationship to 

persistence at a B ible college. In this figure, negative life experiences are 

associated w ith negative personality attributes that cause a loss of desire to 

persist. Conversely, positive life experiences are associated with positive 

personality a ttribu tes that enhance persistence. Thus, students who have had 

positive life experiences may be more likely to develop the positive attributes of 

se lf-determ ination and self-discipline needed to help persist during the freshman 

year of college.



Ne
ga

tiv
e 

Ex
pe

rie
nc

es
 

4
---

---
---

--
( 

Ex
pe

rie
nc

es
 )-

---
---

---
---

». 
Po

sit
ive

 E
xp

er
ie

nc
es

143

1

CO

3-Q

cng
3toa>cr

0
ca
c <D

C
p CL
5 O
<u
*0

to
T3

>N
<D
c*•— 0

O)
CO

0)
CO

O 0 Of
0 0 c
(0 tu 1——1
« «

F
ig

ur
e 

3
: 

P
os

iti
ve

 a
nd

 n
e

g
a

tiv
e

 l
ife

 e
xp

e
ri

e
n

ce
s 

an
d 

th
e

ir
 r

e
la

tio
n

sh
ip

 t
o 

p
e

rs
is

te
n

ce
 a

t 
a 

B
ib

le
 c

o
lle

g
e



144

Institutional Culture

The final grounded concept is the influence of institu tiona l culture. This 

concept captures how studen ts  chose the institution and how  they persevered 

based on their interactions w ith in  the college’s environm ent and culture

Ethnicity of Students

Students were very cogn izan t of the ethnic m akeup o f the college they 

attended before arriving on cam pus. For a number o f students, the presence of 

other Indian students w as instrum enta l in their decision to enroll a t an Indian 

Bible college. This fem ale s tudent wanted to attend an Indian college so she 

w ou ldn ’t feel alienated. “ I go t the  idea of going where there was a bunch of 

Natives so I wouldn’t feel a liena ted . I guess.”

Likewise, this m ale s tuden t wanted to be around Native Am erican 

students because at hom e he fe lt cut off from his e thn ic heritage, “Living in 

F lorida . . there was no th ing  but Caucasian people and Puerto R icans and I 

m issed my Native people. My mom mentioned to me [that] this co llege [is] a 

Native American school."

Finally, this male s tud en t was impressed when he cam e to a College Days 

recruitm ent event, “I also cam e  to College Days and I was very im pressed to see 

about 130-140 Native young peop le  and adults just w orsh ipp ing God. holding 

the ir hands up in the air. I though t it was incredible.”



Small Size

Severs; students m entioned the small size of the college as 3 oos'tive 

influence .n tneir college snoice in aadition to tne Christian orientation tre  

attraction of the Bible college was its size to this student. I chose [the Bioie 

college] because it was a small college. I ve always known about the college 

and I just wanted a place that was C hristian ' Another participant noticed the 

people and the location as well as the small size. W hen I went looking to go 

back to school I found [the Bible college], and I primarily like the smali campus 

'cause the other colleges I went to there  was many students, but it was the smail 

campus, the people and the location "

This female student wanted a sm all college atmosphere w ith Native 

Am erican educators. '. . . plus the small college atmosphere and to see Native 

Am erican educators really impressed me ' This male student heard about the 

small size of the college through one of the college s recruiters. I knew I wanted 

to go to a small college. I found out about [the college] when [Instructor] brought 

a team up They talked about it a lot."

S tudent-Teacher Ratio

C losely related to size was the issue o f student/teacher ratio that this 

female student felt was an added plus, since she felt that she would receive 

better attention from her instructors in a school with a good student/teacher ratio
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Everybody is saying about the closeness with your teachers, talking to them 

personally and having discussions [At] universities there 's a lot of 

students there and maybe [you] have questions, but the teachers just leave the 

classroom."

This male student had sim ilar feelings about the student/teacher ratio 

being a positive influence on his college choice:

I had been here a couple times because my older brothers had 

graduated already. I was able to observe some o f the instructors 

and graduates. . . another thing was the student/teacher ratio was 

pretty good compared to like the bigger universities where you like 

had. I don ’t know. 100 to 1.

Finally, this fem ale student shared her need to avoid becom ing just another 

number or face in the crowd to her instructors:

I d idn't want to be just a number or known as [my] last name. I like 

the c loseness and [I’ll] be getting the help with all [my] teachers as 

well. Because sometimes you’ll get into bigger co lleges and you II 

get frustra ted and back out because you don’t know what you ’re 

doing.
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Recruitm ent Strategies

Many of the focus group participants were very im pressed with the efforts 

to recruit tnem as students One cited one of the co llege 's  former recruiters as 

being very instrum ental in her com ing to the college:

. every tim e I’d see [the recruiter] he’d [say,] “W e ll, here’s the 

card and he re ’s a brochure and here’s this and tha t." He was like 

one of the main ones who would just keep asking m e about coming 

to school here too.

This male student found that a musical group from  the college who went

out often to m in ister and recruit students was very e ffective  in making him want

to attend the college

A group from  [the Bible college], I believe they w ere  the Sounds of 

Praise or the Tribalaires. they came down to [N am e o f 

community] and there was an advertisement in ou r church and 

surrounding area and we went out to the board ing school and as 

we were there we noticed that these students, the re  was something 

unique about them. They w ere “on fire.” They loved God and . . 

that s when I had thoughts about coming to [the co llege .]
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This young m an met one of the student recruiters on his home reservation 

and was persuaded to enro il at the college in part because of the stuaent s 

efforts

I met [Name o f S tudent] . . he was te lling me about this school 

and I got in terested in this school. I wanted to see how it was like 

and everything, and I applied for this school I got the brochures 

and everyth ing about this school and I knew  that this was where I 

had to be I ’m glad that I’ve been ab le to com e to this school The 

campus life and everything is great. It s a small cam pus and 

everything bu t I rea lly  enjoy being here. A lot o f new people I've 

met and I just enjoy it

Finally this fem ale  student, who was attending an Indian boarding school 

at the time, told of her contact with one of the college staff recruiters and how he 

was a positive m otivator fo r her to attend the college

Ail of a sudden, next thing you know [Name of recruiter] was calling 

me at the dorm s and asking m e~te lling me to fill out applications 

and stuff like that. . . one of the ladies from the office the school

that I went to. I guess she called him or som ething everything
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just worked out. So everything happened really fast. So I'm like "I 

guess this was where I was supposed to be

Positive Influence of Programs

As students shared their stories and experiences they found th ings about 

the institutional cu ltu re that were both positive and negative. In particular, some 

o f the programs had a positive effect on retention and were cited by students as 

helping them to persist.

As a small cam pus of less than 100 students, the college has lim ited 

programming focusing on activities that specifica lly undergird the institu tion 's 

stated mission found in the American Indian C ollege Catalog 1998-2000. p. 13:

American Indian College exists to prepare Native Americans for a 

life of m inistry, which in Scripture is synonym ous with service. The 

objective o f the College is to prepare C hristian leaders who will in 

turn prepare others for service, and who will contribute to the unity 

of the Body o f Christ. (II Timothy 2:2. Ephesians 4:11-13).

Since college sees itself as a training ground for AI/AN ministers, it 

emphasizes activ ities such as chapel, m issions trips, as well as local outreaches 

to expose students to the college’s main purpose of tra ining Christian leaders. 

Thus, the bulk of the co llege ’s activities have a re lig ious emphasis.
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Chapel Services

Students were required to attend chapel as part of the ir total spiritual 

enrichment. Chapel services took place four days per week, although a few 

years ago there was a Sunday night chapel service as well. The chapel services 

strived to spiritually challenge the students while giving them a community 

worship experience that brought the entire campus together at least once a day 

in the morning. Chapel services were meant to supplement regular Sunday and 

W ednesday night worship services. For th is female student, chapel services 

were a m ainstay and she reflected positively on their influence in her spiritual 

formation:

For me it would have to be the chapel services that we had Monday 

through Friday and also on Sunday night and those were the 

encouraging times that we would come together as the student 

body and basically kind o f run our own service with the help of an 

in s tru c to r. . .

Th is male student a lso saw chapel as a very positive experience. He 

especially recalled the Sunday night chapel services from a few  years back:

I a lso think that the chapel services are really good, but they had 

these Sunday night services here on campus and they were some
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of the most pow erfu l times that I've ever experienced, that I always 

looked forw ard to  we had time to linge r in the presence of God 

W e could stay till nine. ten. eleven, twelve Sometimes we d stay in 

the chapel p ray ing  until eleven or tw elve and God would move 

upon us. W e  w e re n ’t in a hurry

Finally, this male s tuden t mentioned that he m issed chapel services when he 

was at home on break and he looked forward to re turn ing in part to be in chapel:

. . . go ing back [hom e] to that atm osphere w asn ’t too healthy for me in the 

spiritual sense. I really wanted to go back to school and be a part of

chapel again, jus t to be a part of the friends . . . and when we came back 

from Christm as break it was like . . .  I hadn ’t seen them for a year or 

som ething like  that.

M inistry O utreaches

C losely re la ted to chapel was the m in istry outreaches conducted by the 

college that are student-d irected and range from visits to local reservation 

communities to sum m er trips as far away as the Philipp ines and Outer Mongolia. 

For this young man, m in is try  trips were an integra l part o f the collegiate 

experience, “The firs t yea r it was the m in istries—the d ifferent ministries that we 

get on the weekend and the  trips that we had. That kept me here."
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This other male student also viewed outreach m inistry activ ities as an important 

part of his total co llege experience:

Our school does outreaches and, at first, we d idn ’t have any type of 

outreaches. I like to m inister and I w as kind o f slum ped about it 

because w e d idn ’t ge t to do anything. But then . . .  we started 

going to lots o f ministries, going to [the] homeless, go ing all over 

Arizona here and there and teams a re  going a ll over. . .  . that really 

encouraged me and helped me to carry along, because as 

Christians th a t’s a joyful thing to be ab le  to m inister.

Finally, this young man saw the m inistry outreaches in conjunction with 

the church he attended as having had a life-changing focus for him as he saw  the 

need to look beyond him self and towards the  needs o f his fe llow  Native people:

I find that the  church that I go to now and . . . the outreaches that 

go on at the school and stuff, it really gave me a focus on 

Native Am erican ministry. I rem em ber back home that w asn’t my 

goal, that w asn ’t my point. It really w asn ’t part o f life. To me it was 

just part of the  Am erican dream you know: going out there, hardly 

ever work, pu t money on the table, pu t food on the table, whatever
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you know, support your kids or try to make it yourself. It wasn't 

ever about my own people . . my heart and passion about what 

God is doing with Native Am ericans and how  He just increases that 

passion fo r the lost and just to do what we do. It’s like [Name of 

instructor] favorite  phrase: “Life w ithout m in istry is boring." And 

really, tha t m inistry is a part of life—should be, you know. I’m glad 

that I see what God does.

Lack o f Program m ing

Although som e o f the programming created positive experiences fo r some 

focus group participants, the lack o f programming created a very negative 

experience for some others. This very social student was displeased w ith the 

lack of activities that were available on campus to the students. Having come 

from a very active lifestyle she found difficulty adapting to what she perceived as 

a very quiet campus:

I used to hang out w ith my friends until like eleven, twelve and then 

fina lly go home and not even go to sleep at all sometimes That’s 

just the person I was, and I hardly slept. I w ou ld like to have fun 

and here it’s like so quiet. Everybody is in the ir room. You hardly 

see anybody outside at times. It’s like, w ha t’s going on? And come 

to find out the re ’s nothing to do. The gym ’s there, but nobody’s
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there. It's like there's nothing at all Everybody s in their room I 

don’t know  what they're doing there, but they’re there That was 

probably the hardest thing for me to adapt to Because I was 

always invo lved w ith activities . . .  on the go. But here, it ’s like you 

stop—to do what?

In the course o f expressing their frustra tions about the lack o f activ ities, 

some students m ade suggestions as to how  to improve campus life includ ing 

these two fem ale students who thought that more activities and sports w ere 

needed to “spice up” cam pus life:

I mean we have like College Days and stuff and then that’s just fo r 

a couple o f days but they really don ’t see how it is. . . .  one o f the 

girls here . . . came down for College Days and she saw everybody 

running around and what not, having fun. But she had told one of 

the students here that she never im agined seeing the other side . . 

where everybody is just walking around and bored. . . I would do 

. . more activ ities: volleyball, softball, but basketball season’s 

ove r-ju s t m ore activities I guess.

This student thought that part o f the answ er to alleviating boredom was to 

keep the college 's gym  open more often, “ I th ink the gym should be open . . .
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have the students know Yes it's open You re free to go in and play games and 

do whatever you want to do Finally, this male student advocated an all-school

o u tin g  as a b re a k  from  the  m o n o to n y  of eve ryday routine

Man, like one weekend let s go out and let s do som eth ing—just break—let 

everybody hang out . cause our school a in ’t tha t b ig  . . . W e can all go 

out. If I was president I’d be like. "Let’s have som e fun  every now and 

then.'’ Tha t’s what I’d do.

Close Friendships

As a small, residentia l cam pus students, faculty, and s ta ff are all in close 

proximity to each other and interact closely on a daily basis. Previously, many 

students recounted how  the size of the college and student/teacher ratio helped 

them to decide to enroll in the college. Once students becam e a part o f the 

college community some o f them recounted how close friendsh ips was a very 

positive influence on them persisting at the college. For exam ple, this male 

student recalled how the sense o f community was especia lly  im portant to him 

during his freshman year. ". . the experience here Know ing that there was a lot

of friends here and being around them. . . . the com munity fee ling  of it.” This 

other male student responded to the previous partic ipant's rem arks, “Mine is kind 

of sim ilar to his as well. I cam e back because I enjoyed be ing around a lot of 

people here and I m yself wanted to do something with my life .”
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This fem ale student confided to the group that when she first came to the 

college she was lonely, but the friendships she made at the school quickly 

remedied that:

I have no friends, well I had no friends when I came up here. I 

d idn 't know  anybody. It was a new experience where I was 

dum ped o ff and I knew nobody and had no family around. It was a 

w ho le  new  world for me but I qu ickly made friends and I 

becam e rea lly  tigh t with an ind iv idual and I guess my 

encouragem ent cam e knowing that I w asn 't the only one who fe lt 

lonely here. . .

This m ale student fe lt like he was form ing life-long friendships during his 

freshman year:

. it’s like I found someone who was the same tribe as me and we 

just like clicked because we had a lot o f th ings to ta lk about and I 

d idn't know  she’d lived in [State]. W e just like really clicked and 

she's becom e like one of my best friends now. . . .  it was my 

freshm an year and you just build like lifetim e friendships as you go 

off to college. I really enjoy that a lot.



Religious D ifferences

H a v in g  close fr iends  witn a com m o n  soc ia l anc re lig io u s  o c n d  w as 

e x tre m e ly  im p o rta n t fo r tr.e s tuaen ts  H o w eve r to r aevo u t s tu d e n ts  nav.ug  

students on cam pus who did not snare their religious fervor made it very 

discouraging at times. Even though it is a Bible college and students who attend 

there are required to subscribe to a statem ent of faith, sometimes students enroll 

who do not adhere to the same value system as other students This student 

reflected back on how the presence o f students who did not share his Christian 

value system was very disappointing:

It’s kind o f hard to answer this question because I’ve been here 

about fou r years and it asks how  you did not succeed, what 

d iscouraged you. I think the on ly thing that really discouraged me 

were times when people who w  ere not Christians slipped through 

the cracks and they got into the school and you were expecting 

them to be Christian and you were expecting them to be these 

really nice people. [Name of Adm inistrator] or [Name of another 

Adm in istrator] and all these guys, they have good judge of 

character. They are really good at filtering out the bad people 

[Yet] you have these people come on and put on the halo act for 

about maybe two or three days and all of a sudden you see them 

cussing, doing things that you w ouldn 't think they'd be doing That
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happened my freshm an and sophomore year where [it] was really 

h'scoi vagina People who I thouont shouldn t be here were here

This female student had similar thoughts and expressed her surprise at 

finding students at a Bible co llege who did not share her religious fervor:

The part that I saw negative on this cam pus as a Christian Bible 

college was to see a lot o f the secular th ings going on. It really 

discouraged me. d isappointed me to see them  doing these things 

and not being able to say anything about it. but to pray for them. 

Because I’m not here to oversee them and te ll them they’re going 

the wrong direction. They have to learn fo r them selves and I d idn’t 

want the students here to see me as a m othering hen you know, 

always hanging over them, disciplining them and telling them right 

from wrong If you ’re in college you’re an adult, you don’t need to 

be reminded of those things. You should have learned them at 

home. Those are the ir own choices So it w as a struggle for me 

and a lot of times I went back to my room and I would cry and pray 

and say. God this is a Bible college! This shou ldn ’t be happening.

The things that I saw  " I wanted to go home or I wanted to go to a 

different Bible co llege where I wouldn’t see that. But the Lord told 

me that this happens everywhere
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This fem ale student concurred with the others by saying that she d idn 't 

expect to see students involved in some of the th ings they were doing and that 

seeing the questionab le  practices of some students was a very negative 

experience:

The C hristian atm osphere kind of re lated to what [Student] was 

saying. C om ing from the church . . . we rea lly  got discipled about 

what was righ t o r wrong, not to be “o f the w orld" and doing w orld ly 

things. W hen I firs t cam s here some students were running 

movies, like ra ted  “R” and was listening to secu lar music in the 

dorm rooms. I w as like, “W hat is going on ? ” And it really 

discouraged me . . .

Faculty Validation and Encouragem ent

Not surpris ing ly, the focus group partic ipants had much to say about the 

faculty. As a B ible co llege, the majority of the facu lty  members are ordained 

ministers within the A ssem blies o f God. In add ition  to the ir individual sub ject 

specializations, m any o f them are viewed in the ir pastora l roles, frequently called 

upon for counsel and sp iritua l guidance by the students. Faculty are usually  

addressed as “B ro ther” o r “Sister" and their surnam e ra ther than “D r.” o r 

“Professor." This serves to m aintain proper decorum  and intimacy at the same 

time. This woman apprec ia ted  her instructor’s a ttem pts to encourage her when
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she was struggling w ith the contents of one of her classes: “W hen I hear Brother 

[Instructor] he ’s a lways saying. You can do it!"’ Likewise, th is female student 

lauds one o f her instructors for the caring way in which he took time to visit her 

dying father in the nursing home:

Brother [Instructor] was a real major role player in m y freshm an 

year, not on ly on cam pus academic and class-wise. I lost my father 

my freshm an year and he took time, even in the m idd le  o f the night, 

to come to the  nursing home to pray, to meet my fam ily, to call me 

on the phone. [He] and his wife were praying for us at hom e and 

then even when I re turned to campus afterwards he w as there to 

encourage me and to tell me, “Just hang in there. G et through the 

sem ester,” and everyth ing would be OK. So he rea lly  impressed 

me w ith h is encouragem ent, his support, just his know ledge.

This wom an cred its her “positive” instructors as well as another that she 

sees as a m other figure:

I would probably say S ister [Instructor] and Brother [Instructor] 

because they ’re both very positive people and they rea lly  do 

encourage you when you need to be encouraged, yet they lift you 

up. I w ou ld  probably include Sister [Instructor] as w e ll because



she s almost like a mother She really knows how to respond to

3ns and te ils  you  just w hat vou 'e a iiy  ne e d  to near

This female student mentioned that one of her instructor's jokes and stories were 

even uplifting to her. . . just the encouragement between the teachers that I 

talked to B rother [Instructor] was one of them with rus jokes and his stories

Faculty Invalidation

This study has already shown that faculty members provided validation, 

which enhanced the retention o f students beyond the freshm an year. This is 

consistent w ith R endon ’s (1994) research in which she ind icated that faculty who 

validate may have a positive im pact on student retention and success 

Conversely, as the fo llow ing exemplars show, faculty who did not validate 

students were seen as negative ly influencing retention. In other words, students 

indicated that just as positive feedback fueled their desire to persist, negative 

feedback negated that desire:

Yeah, he was teaching [Subjectj and ne reaily made it rough for 

me I rea lly  did not like him. He was very hard, he would always 

say. I guess he was trying to encourage, but he didn t know how to 

encourage He kind of made me feel like I was dumb I couldn t 

get [the Subjectj I was never going to get it He w ould always



walk around looking mean I just didn { like that So ne was eo:- , 

negat-ve

Another student said that her instructor failed to validate by communicating

poorly with her and other students

I had problems with my [Subject] teacher, too She writes 

assignments and notes on the board and doesn't g ive us enough 

time to copy it and she’ll just w ipe it off the board or she won t 

repeat herself. W hen you ask her she says. “You should have got 

it the first tim e.” [But she] d id n t give us enough time! It seems like 

there s no com m unication there, no interaction, and wanting a tutor 

in that area is like getting nowhere, just hitting a brick wall i 

wanted to drop out and withdraw' from that class. W hen you re 

absent from being sick and you go and talk to her. she just ignores 

you So you try to get the assignments from her and you can t get 

it so you go to the students and some of [them] have notes and 

they ii give it to you. but it s not what the teacher expected Tnat s 

been real hard for m e~the [Subject] teacher not communicating
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This m ale student described how  he fe lt shut-out and ignored bv most 

instructors w hen he first came to the  college and only received v a lid a tio n  from  a 

very few: It was Ioneiy . it //a s  iir -  a desert

Culturally Insensitive Faculty

Experiences with culturally insensitive faculty were close ly related to the 

experiences o f students who did not receive facu lty validation. A lthough many 

students at the  college were very fond o f the ir fa cu lty -m o s t of whom were Anglo, 

some students expressed frustration at facu lty  members. Frustration arose with 

instructors w ho were culturally insensitive and did not seem to understand the 

different dynam ics that operate in the lives o f AI/AN students. This student 

shares her frustra tion  with culturally untra ined faculty:

. . . new  teachers that come [and] don t know  anything about Native 

Am ericans. They don ’t know the ir lifestyle. Anglos, they interrupt 

you w hen you're speaking They cut you off when you re still 

speaking. I don ’t know  if I'm speaking fo r everybody but when a 

Native Am erican [is] speaking to som ebody, you listen and w e n  

they speak to you. you listen and you never look them straight in 

the eye. Some of the people are. “Look at me when I’m talking to 

you!" O r you know they don t listen to what you say They don t 

wait fo r you to stop and they interrupt you as fast as they can



because they nave a tnow gnt out tnev c o n  t n o ic  o n tc  ;t 

Sometimes I f.nd  tnar very o ffe n s -.e  ■ :~.e a re  /O u angry- w ith  

r :! tr ' I start tn m K in c  0001.;* /vnat s gom e on  W 'tn tnis oerson ano  i 

jump back and i step back for a while and try to rethink. W h a t did I 

say? W hat did I do7 W hy is this person attacking me iike th is? ' I 

know we need to adjust to them, but I w ish the instructors that 

come on would have a little experience with the Native Am erican 

people, be on a reservation, or do something, not just come in from 

the cities and jus t think. “ I'm going to be with these Native 

Americans because they re iike people from Africa or Mexico 

because I ve been there. W e re different: we re indigenous. I think 

they need to understand that.

This other fem ale student had similar concerns to the previous student 

and recounts how the co llege was originally founded to provide AI/AN students 

with a culturally-sensitive learning environment to study for the m inistry.

The faculty . kind of lose that vision we started this school 

because a student was discouraged and he wanted to learn Bible 

courses He wanted to learn from instructors and that s how it 

started now  instructors feel like it’s ’ me-me-me I-l-l " My

class. MY CLASS, starts at this time God can touch you wnen you



go to lunch W ait a second' You can t tell God to D;ess me or Goo 

to move in my fam ily s life at a different time You re not G od '

This other female student w ished that Angio instructors at the college 

would have a better cultural understanding of AI/AN students

I wish a lot of times our instructors could be like that instead o f you 

know, saying, "W ell, we re w h ite .' I know a lot of the instructors 

always compare the ir students with their children and to me tha t’s 

iike. "Excuse me! W e re not trying to live up to your standards or 

anything like that. W e re Native. ’

D ifficulties W ith Residential Staff

Students also cited some concerns with residential staff members as we 

This student was concerned that some staff members, especia lly students who 

worked for the school and d idn ’t have sufficiently strong com m unication skills:

I grew up in foster homes, boarding schools, been locked up. and m 

rehab, and for me the rules and stuff had never been a problem  

It's just that how will you tell somebody having leadership qualities 

and being qualified to lead. W hen I came here it was just like 

people were younger than I was It was OK for me to nave rules



because I've had them all my life Like the way you talk to 

som eoody G ive me the key' Com m unication and training for 

ieaoers m o ifferent areas Decause pecpie  come 

areas, people come from different backgrounds and different 

situations. If you have somebody w ho's twenty-one and doesn't 

really know  how  to lead people, you get o ffended—and a lot of times 

I d just keep it in. But if you keep it in. you are going to blow up one 

of these days. But my first year was jus t people acting smart, 

d ifferent [s ta ff members] and stuff and just th inking they knew 

everything.

This fem ale student thought the residentia l staff was overzealous at times in 

their enforcem ent o f rules, such as curfew  times:

I don t know  how  to explain it but . . .  if you wanted to come in late like 

because I have fam ily here and I would be out with them [the staff 

would ask] Why'? W hy can t you come back early? Then I'd think.

Like who are you to ask me? I know you re a [residence staff 

member] and that you re responsible, but I'm responsib le telling you 

who I'm w ith and when I'll be back." My fam ily will make sure that I d 

come back, and that was pretty much it. It was just like being

questioned a lot
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This m ale s tudent fe lt that the residence staff fa iled  to become adequate ly 

involved w ith dorm  students:

I would like  to see more o f our resident sta ff ge t involved w ith our 

students . . .  I understand the resident s ta ff have fam ilies and stuff, 

but they w ere  called here to work w ith  the students and I’ll use this 

year in particu lar. I’ve never seen ou r res iden t staff get involved 

with ou r students yet. I’ve never seen it.

Finally, th is  m ale student expressed h is concern that some residence staff 

remained in the ir ro les too long and that these  sta ff members needed to be

rotated from tim e to tim e because they g radua lly  becam e ineffective in the ir jobs 

when left in the positions for too long:

I’ve been here and the same people have been in charge. . . . 

som etim es . . . it’s good to get new  leaders just to give them a 

break. I m ean they get stressed out and burned out and . . . 

som etim es people need a break, espec ia lly  when you’re dealing 

with students . . . We need fresh b lood in there, fresh leaders.

student leaders.
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Concerns W ith  Rules

Some students were unhappy with the rules of the college In some 

cases, students were shocked by what they thought w ere archaic and overly 

strict gu idelines on campus. This male student com pared the campus to juvenile  

hall:

I was kind o f in culture shock when I first got here, and I felt like I was 

trapped in a little gate. I felt I was in juvenile  hall or something. . . . the 

rules, the school, d ifferent rules that they m ade-cu rfew . At home I w asn’t 

used to  curfew, checking your room and m aking sure you were there. I 

fe lt like I was back in juvenile hall or som ething.

This fem ale student found adapting to the ru les o f the college very d ifficu lt 

during her freshm an year. In her frustration she m entioned tha t her ten-year-old 

brother seemed to have more freedom than she does:

I th ink that a lot o f the negativity was from . . .  so many rules. It was 

constant, constant rules, rules, rules! I don 't know. It was just like. I’m 

fresh out o f high school. I’m eighteen years old and I have absolutely no 

freedom  any more. I have less freedom than my ten year old brother 

does." I don ’t know, I had a hard time with it, cause it was just constant 

all the time. Everyth ing was real strict . . it w as just weird like that.
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This fem ale student also found living under the College’s rules very

difficult for hen

Personally. I th ink a lot o f the things that were discouraging to me w as the 

fact that I had to live by someone e lse ’s rules, when I thought when I 

moved ou t o f som eone’s house I moved into a bunch of rules. I did not 

like the idea o f having to feel caved in, like you’re just locked away.

Not all students thought the campus’s ru les were too strict. In fact, some 

students thought that enforcem ent o f the gu idelines needed to be strengthened. 

One female student was quite firm  in her declaration that the rules should be 

consistently enforced:

I think rules need to be enforced and I th ink tha t’s one of the things 

that has been lacking is that we have been treating, especially 

freshmen, like babies. W e ’ve been treating them like kids. “Oh. it’s 

their first year. W e should comfort the ir needs." Well, you come 

to this co llege knowing you’re away from home. You better start 

living as an adult. W hen you come here, before you sign that 

document, when you ’re filling  out that application, you’re saying,

“I’m going to fo llow  these rules. I’m going to fo llow  everything [the



college] has to o ffer me and I read the regulations ” You’re signing 

that, and nobody is forcing you to sign that contract there.

Another young woman agreed w ith her statem ent and added a few  

additional com m ents:

I tota lly ag ree  w ith that because w hat discouraged me honestly was 

when we had gotten the Eagle’s Roost [student handbook] and I 

had read eve ry th ing—and I’m not against dating, me o f all people 

would be, no. I th ink there is a reason w hy God m ade marriage. 

There is a reason why there is courting and everything. But it's like 

when I read the  rules, that d iscouraged me because I have an old 

[student handbook] and I com pared it to the new one and I was 

thinking, “W a it a minute, if you can go out and do this, then why 

have tha t ru le ? ” Before it was like no [physical contact] . . . when 

the instructors bring in their old friends back [they’ll say], “Well, 

back in the days we weren’t a llowed to hold hands.” I’m thinking, 

“Yes, am en!” W e need th a t. . . some people may th ink [I ’m] too 

radical on tha t part, but it’s like no, you know  there w as rules. W hy 

were they changed from 1970 [until] now? . . .  no m atter where 

you ’re at you have to have rules and if you break those rules, 

w hat’s the po in t o f having these ru les?
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Clearly, the rules at the Bible college were seen differently by various 

students The op in ions expressed by the focus grouo participants were quite

dichotom ous and showed thc:t rules were an issue noth for students who

wanted more freedom  as well as those who w ished fo r more structure within 

the college's environm ent

Figure 4 deta ils the ro le of institutional cu ltu re in choosing a college and 

persistence Both the positive and negative in fluences are d isp layed in the 

model
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Figure 5 is a concept model that shows the key influences on institutional 

choice and persistence for AI/AN students attending a Bible college. The 

diagram displays the experiences that affect both institution choice and 

persistence. These choices are impacted by various personal and environmental 

influences and attributes summarized from the previous four models. This 

model also shows how both positive and negative life experiences affect the 

decision-making process for institutional choice and persistence.

Summary

Four grounded concepts were presented that influence retention past the 

freshman year among AI/AN students at a Bible college. The four grounded 

concepts are family, spirituality, life experiences, and institutional culture. Each 

of the four concepts is presented in the context of related themes and ideas. A 

composite of the four grounded concepts is presented in a general concept 

model of AI/AN freshman institutional choice and persistence at a Bible college.

The next chapter compares the results of this study with the theoretical 

findings discussed earlier in Chapter 2. Similarities and differences between the 

study results and the theoretical findings discussed earlier in the literature review 

are highlighted.
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CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

Introduction

In this chapter the research findings will be discussed vis-a-vis the major 

theoretical perspectives presented in Chapter 2. The theories of Astin, Bean, 

Tinto, Wright and Tierney, and de Anda will be compared with the research 

findings in an effort to highlight similarities and differences. Other perspectives 

will also be cited as they shed additional relevant light on the topics advanced by 

this study.

Population Samples

In order to make an accurate comparison between the study’s research 

findings and the major theorists presented in the theoretical orientation section of 

Chapter 2, it is necessary to look at the population samples used by those 

theorists. The degree of similarity or dissimilarity to the sample used in this 

study’s research findings may suggest the applicability of these other models to 

the present one.

Astin's Population Sample

Astin’s (1985a) theory of student involvement is drawn from his analysis of 

institutions from across the complete spectrum of selectivity and student
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academic achievement. He looked at schools ranging from the most elite 

institutions (Harvard, Yale. Princeton. MIT. etc.) to the least selective community 

colleges and private liberal arts colleges. Thus, his theory is based on a fairly 

comprehensive look at American college and university students, of which 

AI/ANs are but a very small part. Overall, Astin’s (1984, 1985a & 1985b) theory 

of student involvement is a mainstream model drawn from a population very 

dissimilar to AI/ANs. The reader should keep this caveat in mind when making 

comparisons between Astin's involvement Theory and the retention of AI/AN 

students at a small Bible college.

Bean’s Population Sample

Bean’s (1980) sample of students was also quite different from those 

involved in the study at AIC. What follows is a listing of the criteria used for those 

involved in his study:

Only students meeting the following criteria were included: age, 

under 22 years; race, Caucasian; citizenship. U.S.: ethnicity, 

excludes Chicanos and Puerto Ricans; marital status, single. Four 

organizational variables were also controlled by selection: current 

semester is the student’s first; transfers were excluded: only 

freshmen were included; and only full-time students were included
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The sample was biased toward higher ability students. The 

selected sample was composed of 40 percent in the top quartile of 

the ACT scores; 40 percent in the second quartile; 18 percent in the 

third quartile; and only 2 percent in the lowest quartile. National 

ACT norms of 1977 run as follows: top quartile, 17 percent; second 

quartile, 28 percent; third quartile, 26 percent; bottom quartile 29 

percent (ACT, 1977). The bottom quartile was clearly 

underrepresented, especially as compared to the national norms (p.

161).

Clearly, the demographic characteristics of Bean’s (1980) students and 

those from this present study are highly dissimilar. Bean’s sample included only 

Caucasian students and did not include Chicanos and Puerto Ricans who are 

more analogous in academic achievement to AI/AN students than Caucasians. 

Also, Bean’s (1980) study drew heavily from students (80%) in the upper two 

quartiles of ACT scores whereas 93% of the AIC students who took the ACT 

came from the bottom two quartiles. Bean’s (1980) study only used first- 

semester freshman students, whereas the AIC sample included only students 

that were at least second-semester freshmen. Finally, Bean's (1980) study 

focused on students attending a major midwestern university whereas this 

research focused on students in a small Bible college in the southwest. Overall, 

the populations involved in this study and those of Bean (1980) are extremely 

heterogeneous and any comparisons of finding must be tentative at best.
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Tinto's Population Sample

Like Astin (1984. 1985a & 1985b) and Bean (1980). Tinto’s (1975. 1987. & 

1993) research draws upon a model predicated on mainstream college and 

university students. Although Tinto's model is still considered the definitive 

model for factors contributing to student departure, many higher education 

researchers such as Rendon et al. (2000) and Tierney (1992) argue that the use 

of a mainstream model of student departure on minority student populations 

(such as Hispanic and AI/ANs) is fraught with difficulties because of the cultural 

dissimilarities of many minority students with mainstream college students.

Wright and Tierney’s Population Sample

Tierney’s (1992) study used a critical ethnographic approach that included 

interviews of over 200 faculty, administrators, students, staff, and policy analysts 

from ten different institutions that had a sizable population of AI/AN students.

The interviews dealt with “organizational aspects of Native American participation 

in the institution.” (p. 15).

The sample used in Tierney’s (1992) study is more closely comparable to 

the one used in the present study than the samples used by Astin. Tinto. or 

Bean. In Tierney’s (1992) study, the focus was specifically on Native American 

students, just as this study focused on Native American students. The main 

difference between the two population groups is that the sample in this study
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(1992) study were practitioners of traditional Native American religions, thus 

there may be some differences as a result of that. Also, in the present study only 

students participated in the focus group discussions, whereas Tierney (1992) 

interviewed non-students as well.

de Anda’s Population Sample

de Anda’s (1984) research was predicated upon the earlier work of 

Valentine (1971) who posited that individuals who could successfully navigate 

both the mainstream culture and their distinct ethnic culture were at an 

advantage over those who could not successfully negotiate the mainstream

culture.

Valentine’s (1971) work was predicated on the experiences of Afro- 

Americans, a minority group that has also traditionally experienced great 

difficulties in the realm of higher education. However, de Anda (1984) does not 

limit Valentine’s bicultural model to Afro-Americans, but suggests its usefulness 

in understanding cross-cultural dynamics with such groups as Asians and 

Hispanics. Therefore, even though de Anda’s (1984) bicultural socialization 

model has its roots in understanding Afro-American socialization issues, it may 

have some applicability to use with AI/ANs since they also have experienced 

some of the cultural marginalization and alienation issues encountered by Afro-

Americans.
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In the next section the four thematic influences (family, spirituality, life 

experiences, and institutional culture) revealed in this present study are 

examined in light of the five theoretic orientations contained in the literature 

review.

Comparison With Four Grounded Concepts

The four grounded concepts (family, spirituality, life experiences, and 

institutional culture) discussed and summarized in the concept models in Chapter 

4 are at the core of understanding AI/AN retention beyond the freshman year at a 

Bible college. Each of these concepts is now compared with the theoretical 

orientations discussed in Chapter 2.

Family

The first grounded concept discussed in Chapter 4 was the influence that 

the family had both upon institutional choice and persistence. Comparisons will 

be made here between the research findings of this study on the influence of the 

family and the views espoused by those researchers discussed in the theoretical 

orientation found in Chapter 2.

Comparison With Astin

Astin’s theory of student involvement (1985a, 1985b. & 1984) does not 

mention the role of the family but instead focuses existentially on the role
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of the student, and the importance of the student to become involved. For Astin, 

the key to involvement is the amount of effort expended by the student in the 

academic and social domains. No mention is made of the family in terms of 

institutional choice or retention. Thus, it would seem that according to Astin the 

family is incidental to the process of successful academic achievement. No 

recognition is made of the family's role (either positive or negative) in the 

process. The student is the one who is responsible for insuring that (s)he has a 

successful academic experience.

Comparison With Bean

Bean’s (1980) findings are existential as were the findings of Astin 

(1985a), which showed that the student rather than exogenous sources 

determined the level of involvement. Bean’s (1980) research suggested that 

students make decisions about their education and level of involvement on their 

own. He did not indicate that the family was a significant influence in attrition, 

although in some of his later research, Bean (1990) determined that family 

circumstances and finances could affect retention. This is consistent with the 

findings of this study which showed that family responsibilities and financial 

concerns had an impact on the decision-making of students once they 

matriculated. AI/AN students at the Bible college felt pulled away from persisting 

when there were family problems or financial concerns.
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Comparison With Tinto

Tinto (1975, 1987, & 1993) notes that the family’s background will have an 

impact on the student’s ability to persist. This is consistent with the results 

gained in this study involving AI/AN students. In this study students indicated 

that the level of supportiveness they gained from their family influenced their 

desire to persist. AI/AN students who had non-supportive family members 

encountered greater difficulties in persisting beyond the freshman year.

Tinto (1993) defines family background “as measured by social status, 

parental education, and size of community.” (p. 115). Several of the Bible 

college students indicated that their parents also attended a Bible college and 

that they felt this positively influenced them in their attempts to persist. Since this 

study did not look at students who did not persist it would be difficult to predict 

whether family background that did not include some college graduates had a 

negative impact on students who dropped out.

Comparison With Wright and Tiemev

Like the present study, Tierney (1992) and Wright and Tierney (1991) 

recognized the importance of the family structure within AI/AN societies. These 

researchers recognize the importance of family influence both in institutional 

choice and persistence. They also recognize how AI/ANs often will put family 

needs ahead of their own education. For example, in another related article, 

Tierney (1991) indicates that AI/AN students are known to return home for family
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religious ceremonies even if that means missing a class or exam. Tierney (1991) 

succinctly summarizes this by saying, “Family obligations are paramount for most 

Indian students.” (p. 36).

This study at a Bible college showed that AI/AN students encountered a 

great deal of cognitive dissonance when weighing their educational aspirations 

against family needs. The study interviewed persisters beyond the freshman 

year who indicated that family needs caused them to consider dropping out. 

Although the Bible college students were Christian, and not followers of Indian or 

Eskimo religious beliefs, they still had strong family ties and often had to decide 

when to allow family obligations to override their desire for a college education.

Since Tierney’s (1992) study focused on AI/AN students, it is not 

surprising that his findings in the area of family influence are similar to those 

encountered in this study. The ethnic family dynamics are very similar between 

Tierney’s (1992) study and this study even if the spiritual dynamics differ 

somewhat.

Comparison With de Anda

de Anda’s research did not specifically address the role of the family per 

se, but did indicate the importance of bicultural navigation for members of 

minority groups trying to gain access to the majority culture. The findings of the 

present study showed strong family influence in both institutional choice and 

persistence for AI/AN students in a Bible college. Using de Anda’s perspective,
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one could see that the strong influence of the family is a vital part of the AI/AN 

culture that must somehow be reconciled with the majority culture, de Anda 

(1984) recognizes that cultural transition is greatly facilitated by u[t]he degree of 

overlap or commonality between the two cultures with regard to norms, values, 

beliefs, perceptions, and the like.0 (p. 102). It is quite possible that AI/AN 

students at the Bible college were able to persist because the institution 

acknowledges and respects the role of the family’s influence in both institutional 

choice and persistence. This may have served to minimize cultural distance 

between the student's home environment and the college.

In the next subsection discussion turns to spirituality, the second concept 

in this study related to AI/AN persistence beyond the freshman year at a Bible 

college.

Spirituality

Spirituality is the second key concept in both institutional choice and 

persistence. The Bible college students indicated that the role of God and 

various spiritual leaders had a major part in determining their choice of institution. 

Many students indicated that they felt specifically “called by God” to attend a 

Bible college. In some other cases, the calling came more indirectly 

through the influence of a spiritual leader such as a pastor or other church

leader.
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Comparison With Astin

Astin’s research (1985a, 1985b, & 1984) did not specifically mention 

spiritual influence upon college students. However, Involvement Theory does not 

necessarily preclude religious influence. It would seem that students who felt a 

divine call upon their life, or who had been highly influenced by significant 

religious figures in their life, might display a higher degree of involvement in their 

education than those who didn't. For these students, sensing a divine call or 

being inspired by spiritual leaders or their church family might lead to a greater 

level of involvement, thus enhancing the likelihood of persistence past the 

freshman year.

Comparison With Bean

Bean’s (1980) research into student attrition did not investigate the 

spiritual dimensions of students. In fact, there is no analogous area in his 

findings that can be compared with the findings in the present research regarding 

spiritual influence on the students.

Comparison With Tinto

Tinto’s (1975, 1987, & 1993) research does not directly discuss the 

influence of spirituality in the lives of students. However, there are several 

places in Tinto’s model where spirituality can be included. For example,
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family background is one of the pre-entry attributes that affect institutional 

departure in Tinto’s paradigm (see Figure 6 on next page). If the student comes 

from a religious family and spirituality is pervasive in family dynamics then 

spirituality could affect the student through family dynamics.

Tinto’s model (1975, 1988, & 1993) also discussed goals/commitment in 

which intentions and external commitments could also be affected by the spiritual 

influence. If a student has set a goal or commitment to ministry and feels called 

by God to attend a Bible college this could affect the student’s persistence in 

both this research as well as Tinto’s model External commitments could refer to 

one’s relation to the church family at the church attended by the student. A 

strong and supportive relationship with the church family could help the student 

remain focused on the goal of persistence.

Overall, though Tinto’s model does not specifically address spiritual 

influence in the life of a student, it can accommodate the role of spirituality in the 

life of a college student as (s)he navigates through the educational system.

Comparison With Tiemev and Wright

Wright and Tierney (1991) also show an understanding of the importance 

of spiritual influence in the lives of AI/AN college students. Students in the 

present study indicated that religious influence was very high in terms of both 

institutional selection and persistence. However, Wright and Tierney (1991) do 

have some major differences in their understanding of religious influence vis-a-
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vis this study. W righ t and Tierney (1991) equate much o f historical Christianity 

with an oppressive anti-Ind ian force within Am erican education. They cite the 

previous forced assim ila tion policies requiring that these Indians be 

“Christianized” through forced conversion to Christianity. Thus, Christianity is 

seen as a negative, enslaving force that has been extrem ely detrimental to AI/AN 

lifestyle. W right and T ierney (1991) suggest that most A I/A N s desire to maintain 

their traditional Native re lig ious beliefs and long to study in settings that will 

uphold that. As an exam ple they cite the popularity o f triba l colleges among 

AI/AN students and the ir high success rate, in part because o f the ir continuity 

with Indian cultural and re lig ious traditions.

H istorica lly A I/AN s have endured m any ind ign ities designed to enforce a 

plan o f cultural erad ica tion in favor o f Christianity. Indeed, traditional Indian 

religions are still the re lig ions o f choice fo r many Native people. However, in the 

present the students w ho attended a Bible co llege were com m itted to Christianity 

and did not see it as an agent o f oppression. The students who participated in 

Tierney’s (1992) and W righ t and Tierney’s (1991) research were Indians 

attending prim arily pub lic  institutions and tribal colleges.

The re lig ious differences in this study and the research of Tierney (1992) 

and W right and T ie rney (1991) suggest that it is unwise to suppose a relig ious 

homogeneity am ong AI/ANs. In addition to various d iffe ren t tribal religions, many 

AI/ANs are adherents to Christianity as well as other fa iths. However, the main
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similarity that both views support is that religious influence is very important to 

both Christian and traditional Indian religion practitioners.

Comparison With de Anda

de Anda’s (1984) model did not touch specifically upon spiritual influence 

in her research on bicultural socialization. However, there are a couple of points 

of convergence where the bicultural model can accommodate spiritual influence. 

In de Anda’s (1984) model she postulates six factors that will have an impact on 

the minority person's ability to become bicultural. The first of the six factors 

involves how much overlap exists between the two cultures “with regard to 

norms, values, beliefs, perceptions, and the like.” (p. 102). In the present study 

spiritual influence was seen as very important in both institutional choice and 

persistence. In part this may be because spiritual influence would be expected in 

the affective realm of a student aspiring to go to a Bible college. Students 

attending a Bible college would expect the Bible college to be very consistent 

with their own spiritual values, perceptions, etc. Thus, students whose spiritual 

value system closely approximates that of the Bible college would be less likely 

to encounter cultural dissonance. Indeed, students who had pastors, church 

leaders, and other church members to spiritually encourage them with their faith 

in God already had some cultural connection with the spiritual environment of the 

Bible college.
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The second major point of convergence would be the third factor of the 

bicultural model that refers to “[t]he amount and type (positive or negative) of 

corrective feedback provided by each culture regarding attempts to produce 

normative behaviors.” (p. 102). In a Bible college, students who have a strong 

degree of spiritual influence in their lives will find it much easier to adapt to the 

disciplined lifestyle that is often expected in such settings. In other words, 

students who have been strongly influenced spiritually by pastors and church 

leaders will be more likely to respond to (spiritual) corrective feedback that tries 

to bring about proper normative behavior such as a sober, chaste lifestyle that 

includes times of disciplined prayer and Bible study in addition to regular 

academic studies.

The next subsection compares the theme of Life Experiences uncovered 

in this study with the researchers discussed in the literature review.

Life Experiences

In this study the third concept related to student perspectives was Life 

Experiences. Students were impacted through both their positive and negative 

personal life experiences. Positive experiences enhanced institutional choice 

and retention whereas negative ones worked against choosing a Bible college 

and also diminished the desire for retention beyond the freshman year.
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Comparison With Astin

In the present study, self-determination and personal management skills 

were discovered to be influential in students who persisted. The presence of 

these attributes was related to persistence while the lack of these qualities 

corresponded to a loss of desire to persist. It would seem that students who had 

a high level of self-determination would tend to exhibit a great deal of 

involvement according to Astin’s theory. Astin (1985a) points out that 

involvement can be measured both quantitatively and qualitatively. Thus, it 

seems that the student with strong self-determination would probably invest more 

time (quantitative) as well as effort (qualitative) in order to become involved and 

succeed. Such a person might also manifest strong personal management skills 

such as handling time and money (see Figure 3, p. 143).

Other students cited negative life experiences as having had a negative 

impact on. their desire to persist past the freshman year. These experiences 

included gang affiliations, discouraging high school teachers, court problems, 

and raising children out-of-wedlock. If Astin’s theory is correct, these negative 

experiences interfered with collrge involvement, making involvement at the Bible 

college more difficult. To the extent that these negative experiences still had a 

hold on students, retention could be much more difficult if a student was investing 

energy in more than one direction.

As the model in Figure 5 (p. 174) shows, positive life experiences, such as 

encouraging high school teachers and a stable lifestyle also had a positive
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impact on both institutional choice and persistence. Perhaps students who have 

had positive experiences and developed self-determination and personal 

management skills would manifest greater levels of involvement as well.

Comparison With Bean

Bean’s (1980) model does not have any nexus with the findings on life 

experiences among AI/AN students at a Bible college. Therefore no 

comparisons can be made here.

Comparison With Tinto

Tinto’s model (1975, 1987, & 1993) has three points of convergence with 

the findings of this present study in regards to life experiences. First, in Tinto’s 

model pre-entry attributes included skills and abilities. This would certainly 

include personal management skills such as handling time end money (see 

Figure 3, p. 143). Next, Tinto discusses goals and commitments both before and 

during college. These goals and commitments could include self-determination, 

a positive attribute associated with life experiences in the present study.

In Tinto’s (1975, 1987, & 1993) longitudinal model of institutional 

departure, students must attain both academic and social integration. Some of 

the Bible college students indicated that their positive and negative experiences 

impacted their ability to persist. Students with negative experiences may have 

encountered difficulty in attaining good social integration.
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Thus, the findings of this research regarding life experiences fit within 

Tinto’s (1975, 1987, & 1993) longitudinal model of institutional departure.

Comparison With Tiemev and Wriaht

Tierney’s (1992) and Wright and Tierney's (1991) work did not emphasize 

life experiences because of the critical ethnographic orientation of their study. In 

fact, in the critical theorist approach used by Tierney (1992), the emphasis is not 

on individuals but on correcting the system by empowering the participants:

As opposed to a focus on individuals, decision-making, and overt 

issues of conflict, the critical view takes into account the inherently 

political natures of decision-making, the overt and covert conflict 

that exists, and the subjective interests of different constituencies.

(P- 38).

Thus, Tierney’s (1992) findings do not emphasize individuals and the life 

experiences that drive them to the same extent as this study.

Comparison With de Anda

de Anda’s (1984) model contains six factors, two of which are relevant to 

discuss on life experiences as espoused by the findings in this study.
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First, de Anda’s (1984) second factor relates to the degree to which 

members of ethnic groups can navigate into the mainstream culture through 

cultural translators and mediators. Students coming into the college environment 

with issues from their negative life experiences may need the help of a cultural 

translator, described as “an individual from a minority individual’s own ethnic or 

cultural group who has undergone the dual socialization experience with 

considerable success.” (pp.103-104). If a cultural translator is not available, the 

help of a mediator or model may help facilitate the process.

The second relevant example from de Anda’s (1984) research is the third 

factor that includes: ”[t]he conceptual style and problem-solving approach of the 

minority individual and their mesh with the prevalent or valued styles of the 

majority culture." (p. 102). For AI/AN students attending the Bible college, 

possessing the positive attributes of personal management skills and a strong 

sense of self-determination were determined to be important to persistence. 

Clearly, these are values espoused by mainstream higher education as well. 

Thus, those students who espoused values that mesh well with mainstream 

higher educational values have a stronger likelihood of persisting beyond their 

freshman year.

The final concept to be examined in this next section is the influence of 

institutional culture. This concept was found to be important both for institutional 

choice as well as persistence.
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Institutional Culture

In this study students indicated that institutional cu ltu re  influence had an 

impact both on co llege choice as well and desire to stay in college. This wide- 

ranging theme em braced such characteristics as the predom inant ethnicity of the 

students, institutional size, positive and negative aspects o f programming, faculty 

characteristics, etc.

Comparison W ith  Astin

Astin (1985b) ind icated that higher levels o f persistence occur when 

students are enro lled full-tim e, live on campus, and are invo lved in extra

curricular activities. In o ther words, strong immersion into the cam pus’s culture 

can be very influentia l in enhancing retention. The students in this study were in 

a residential cam pus in which most students are enrolled fu ll-tim e and where 

attempts are made to involve students in extracurricular activities, especially 

those promoting m inistry.

A  num ber o f students indicated that they enjoyed the small school 

atmosphere with the favorab le  student/teacher ratio that created a “community 

feeling." The m ajority o f students live in the dorms. Both o f these student 

characteristics are consistent with Astin ’s Theory o f Involvem ent. Since some 

residential students expressed concern about the residentia l staff, this suggests 

that dorm life can be a influentia l in retention.
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B ean’s (1980) research d is tingu ished students by gender. The findings 

for men and wom en were somewhat d iffe ren t. For women. Bean determined that 

the three s ta tis tica lly  significant factors re la ted  to attrition w ere institutional 

commitment, institutional quality, and routin iza tion.

For men, fou r variables were de term ined to be s ta tis tica lly  significant, 

including institu tiona l commitment, rou tin iza tion , satisfaction, and communication 

(rules). The present study did not a ttem p t to distinguish in fluences based on 

gender. However, the total number o f d is tin c t factors d iscovered by Bean to be 

statistica lly s ign ifican t for either men o r w om en was five. They are  discussed 

below in te rm s o f the ir correlation to the p resen t study invo lv ing AI/AN 

persistence beyond the freshman year.

1. Institu tiona l Commitment. U nder c lose  scrutiny som e sim ilarities 

between B ean ’s (1980) study and th is p resen t one emerge. Institutional 

commitment w as determ ined by the s tuden ts  at the m idwestern un iversity to be 

important to a ttrition. Students with low  institu tiona l com m itm ent were more likely 

to dropout than  those with a higher level o f  institutional com mitment. Some of 

the AI/AN students who took part in the p resen t study ind icated that they chose 

the Bible co llege  because they felt d iv in e ly  led to attend the school. As a result 

of that lead ing they developed an ins titu tiona l commitment to the Bible college. 

A lthough m any o f the AI/AN students w ho participated in the focus groups 

identified unsatisfactory attributes o f the co lleg e  (i.e. insuffic ient activities, difficult
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relations w ith res identia l staff, some faculty who don ’t validate, etc.) there was 

still a strong sense o f institutional commitment to the College

2. R outin ization. Students at the Bible co llege discussed their feelings 

about the routin iza tion  o f the college sometimes in negative terms, especia lly 

when d iscussing the lack of activities. A  num ber o f students com plained about 

the lack o f activ ities and boredom as a point o f frustration. A lthough those 

students m anaged to  persist in spite o f that, it certa in ly  raises the question as to 

whether o ther s tuden ts have left the Bible co llege because o f routinization.

3. Satisfaction. Bean (1980) defined satisfaction as, “The degree to which 

being a student is v iewed positively.” (p. 160). For the women in Bean’s (1980) 

study, satisfaction (o r the lack thereof) was strong ly linked to attrition. However, 

in the present study, focus group participants did not ta lk about satisfaction as 

defined by Bean. Focus group participants at the B ible college talked about their 

level of satisfaction w ith the college, the ir instructors, and with institutional life, 

including dorm itory life and extracurricular activ ities. The focus group 

participants did not specifically discuss the ir level o f satisfaction with being 

college students at AIC as defined by Bean. Because o f this, it is difficult to 

make real com parisons between Bean’s students and the AI/AN students on the 

issue of satisfaction.

4. A cadem ic Quality. The Bible co llege students did not talk much about 

the academ ic qua lity  o f the school although severa l students indicated that they 

fe lt the academ ic dem ands were lighter than expected. However, there were an
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insufficient num ber of students to infer this as a focus group assertion. By 

contrast, some students were very vocal about the instructors at the college. 

They spoke of how instructors who validated students made their experience at 

the college better, whereas instructors who were culturally untrained or didn't 

validate students caused institutional dissatisfaction.

5. Communication. For male students in Bean’s (1980) study, 

com m unication about rules was important to  the extent that students who did not 

feel rules were adequately explained, or properly communicated, were highly 

prone to dropping out. Bible college students in the focus groups had different 

concerns w ith the rules than those in Bean’s (1980) study. Some students felt 

that the co llege ’s rules were too strict w hile others fe lt that the rules were not 

strict enough. Discussion in the focus groups did not center on the perception of 

the meaning o f the rules, instead the discussion focused on the rules themselves 

and whether or not the participants agreed w ith them. Thus, here it is d ifficu lt to 

make com parisons between findings in Bean’s and in this study.

Comparison W ith  Tinto

T in to ’s model (1975, 1987, & 1993) deals with institutional departure and 

therefore has a great deal of common reference to some of the phenomena 

discussed by the concept o f institutional cu lture in th is study. Much of the Tinto 

model addresses the impact of the institutional environment upon the student 

and how decisions about institutional departure are formulated. In T in to ’s
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model, he talks about institu tiona l experiences that have both formal and inform al 

components. Academ ic performance is a form al part of the academ ic system 

and re la tionships w ith facu lty and staff are tied more to the informal part of the 

system, although there is som e overlap into the formal system as well.

1 • Academ ic System. The AI/AN focus group participants indicated that 

w ithin the classroom  experiences they w ere m ore comfortable when they w ere 

validated and when the instructors were cu ltu ra lly  aligned with the students. 

Faculty who did not show  cultural sensitivity, o r who did not validate students, 

were seen as dysfunctiona l to the educational process. Non-validating and 

culturally insensitive facu lty  tended to be d iscussed in terms o f the ir form al ro le 

as classroom  teachers. However, students w ho lauded individual facu lty 

members often m entioned them in conjunction w ith informal roles o f 

advising, pastoral counseling, and even nursing home visitation to one o f the 

student's fathers.

This would suggest that the Bible co llege students wished to see facu lty 

expand beyond the ir form al ro le as classroom  instructors to that o f personal 

mentors and occasional pastoral caregivers.

2. Social System. T in to ’s construct includes not only an academ ic system  

but a social system as well. Clearly, the B ible college students noticed the 

apparent social system  as well. Participants spoke much of the campus 

community and the im portance o f extra-curricu lar activities available to them.

The social system o f the cam pus community, including other students, was
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helpful as a support to students needing friendship as w e ll as em otional and 

spiritual support in times o f distress. Peer group in te ractions (informal social 

system) became more form alized when students had to deal with residential 

staff. The Bible co llege ’s residentia l staff was critic ized a t tim es for the ir 

strictness and lack o f com m unication skills. This may have been in part because 

of the difficulty in seeing peers in leadership positions, and  the conflic t o f dual 

relationships w ith o ther students w ho were also residentia l staff.

The more form al aspect o f the social system inc ludes extracurricular 

activities found on campus. S tudents spoke h ighly of the  m ission activ ities but 

com plained about the lack o f o the r opportunities to becom e involved. The focus 

group participants com plained that boredom and inactiv ity  m ade leisure time very 

unsatisfactory. Just as T into notes the importance o f ex tracurricu la r activities in 

the collegiate experience, the experiences of the AI/AN B ib le  college students 

shed confirm ing ligh t on that aspect o f T in to ’s theory.

3. Academ ic Integration. Integration has two com ponents: academ ic 

integration and socia l integration. T in to 's model favors ne ithe r one nor the other, 

but instead suggests both com ponents are essential fo r students to integrate into 

the collegiate environm ent. The AI/AN Bible college students never used such a 

term as “academ ic in tegration” to describe their experiences, but they did 

indicate the im portance of having instructors who were cu ltu ra lly  sensitive and 

validating. Those instructors w ere seen as helping students to persist.
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In the Tinto model (1975. 1987.& 1993) the onus is on the student to 

integrate into the fabric o f the institution. In other words, the ‘successful" student 

is the one who is able to acclimate to the institution. Herein lies a fundamental 

d ifference between the assertions o f Tinto and those of th is  study. The AI/AN 

students spoke about the need and appreciation for facu lty  w ho validated them 

and were culturally sensitive to the ir needs and cultural backgrounds. Rendon 

(1994) indicated that faculty who validate demonstate a genu ine concern for 

teaching students and are personable and approachable, trea t students equally, 

structure learning in such a way that the students are em powered, and provide 

needed help and feedback to the students. In other words, facu lty  who validate 

place the student’s interests as paramount. According to the  exemplars in this 

study, this is a value system that the AI/AN students in the B ible college would 

appreciate.

Thus, AI/AN Bible college students may not see academ ic integration as 

something to aspire towards in the sam e way that m ainstream  college and 

university students do. Based on this study’s data it seems that the AI/AN 

students expected the college to make academ ic adjustments to the students 

instead. This is certainly consistent w ith Tierney (1991 & 1992) and Tierney 

and W right (1991) who contend that institu tions should adapt to the needs of 

AI/AN students instead of expecting the students to adapt to a mainstream model 

that may violate their cultural heritage.
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4. Social Integration. Students seemed reasonably satisfied with the 

ministry-related activities on campus such as chapel services and mission trips. 

However, they strongly complained about the lack of additional extra-curricular 

offerings for them. Many participants suggested that there was far too little to do 

and that opportunities for closer bonding with other members of the Bible college 

community were being lost. Focus group participants emphasized that boredom 

was very detrimental to their college experience. The need for more social 

integration into the campus is clearly underscored in this study's findings and is 

consistent with Tinto’s (1975, 1987, & 1993) assertion that social integration is an 

important part of the decision on whether or not a student remains in school or 

departs from the institution.

Overall, the influence of institutional culture seems to be consistent with 

Tinto’s (1975, 1987, & 1993) model of institutional departure. Out of the four 

concepts presented in this study, the concept of institutional culture had the 

strongest resonance with Tinto’s model.

Comparison With Tiemev and Wright

The influence of institutional culture was the theme providing the largest 

nexus between the findings of this study and those of Tierney (1992) and Wright 

and Tierney (1991). Critical ethnographers such as Tierney focus on 

structures and power, appropriate topics when discussing the influence of the 

institutional culture. Focus group participants in this study indicated that the
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cultural influence of the college was significant to them both before matriculation 

as well as throughout their freshman year experience. Students cited the 

presence of other AI/AN students, the small size, student/teacher ratio, and 

recruitment strategies as having been instrumental in the formulation of a 

decision to attend the Bible college. Interestingly, Tierney (1992) and Wright and 

Tierney (1991) present very similar findings in the choice of tribal colleges by 

many AI/AN students. Tribal colleges are somewhat analogous to the Bible 

coiege because they are smaller institutions, have small classes, and recruit in 

ways with which AI/AN students are comfortable. Perhaps most importantly, 

tribal colleges are institutions specifically designed for Indian students by Indian 

educators.

1. Tribal Colleges. A number of educators have lauded tribal colleges for 

their innovation, vision, and ability to thrive in a financial climate that would 

frustrate the most innovative team of educators (Hill, 1994; Tierney, 1992; Wright 

& Tierney, 1991; Houser, 1991; Stein, 1990; Boyer, 1989; Badwound & Tierney,

1988). With all the setbacks they must endure, they still manage to thrive and 

provide a quality, culturally relevant education for their respective constituencies. 

The Bible college students seemed to be drawn to the Bible college for many of 

the same reasons that tribal members are often drawn to their respective tribal 

colleges: size, student/teacher ratio, Indian population, and cultural relevance.

2. Spiritual Life on Campus. The focus group participants indicated that 

the chapel services, ministry outreaches, close friendships, and faculty validation
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and encouragement helped them to remain there. This parallels how tribal 

colleges are able to retain many of their students because of their emphasis on 

preserving and teaching traditional tribal values, including, as Boyer (1989) 

points out, traditional Native religious beliefs. Boyer (1989) indicates as well that 

mainline Christian denominations also have ensured themselves a permanent 

berth on many of the reservations.

The importance of religious values being stressed in schools with a high 

AI/AN population is vital since many Native people do not see a bifurcation 

between spiritual values and everyday life. To many of them, there is a 

seamless integration between the two (Colbert, 1999; Demmert, 1996; Tierney 

1992; Wright & Tierney, 1991; Boyer, 1989). Having a school that stresses 

spirituality as part of its institutional culture seems to be important to both 

Christian and non-Christian AI/AN students.

3. Close Friendships. Some of the students interviewed in Tierney’s 

(1992) study spoke of having AI/AN friends, roommates, etc. In some cases the 

friends or roommates were tribal members the student had known back home. 

The Bible college focus group participants explained the importance of the small 

school atmosphere and close friendships—often with other AI/AN students. The 

support of other AI/AN students seems to be helpful in both of these settings. 

However, Melchior-Walsh (1994) found that the existence of a federated Indian 

college within a Canadian public university was still insufficient to serve as 

insulation against socio-cultural alienation. Students attending that institution
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had the resources of a homogeneous community within the university and still 

encountered racism from some of the mainstream population of the university.

Indeed, this seems to be part of the reason that Tierney (1992) and Wright 

and Tierney (1991) are such strong advocates of tribal colleges where there is a 

more homogeneous population of students that can provide a nurturing, 

supportive environment for the students.

4. Faculty Validation. Another major part of positive institutional culture 

influence is the presence of faculty who validate. Focus group participants 

identified several faculty members who consistently sought to validate their 

students through effective teaching, out of class advising, and spiritual 

counseling. Conversely, students who were not validated or who had 

experiences with culturally insensitive faculty were more likely to lose their desire 

to persist as students. Once again, this is a consistent finding with Tierney’s 

research (1991 & 1992). In regard to culturally insensitive faculty Tierney (1991) 

says, “A lack of understanding in the backgrounds and culture of Indian students 

is one of the key problems related to Indian student retention.” (p. 38). He cites 

examples of faculty members who made the effort to bridge the distance 

between their respective cultures and those of their students. Unlike Tinto (1975, 

1987, & 1993), Tierney (1991 & 1992) and Wright and Tierney (1991) believe 

that the institution must undergo systemic reform to be able to serve AI/AN 

populations better. Tinto’s (1975, 1987, & 1993) model advocates the need for 

students to take the initiative to undergo the rites of passage and properly align
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their goals and commitments so that they can successfully navigate the 

educational pipeline.

The focus group participants showed more affinity towards the call for 

systemic change than for a model that expects students to adapt to the 

institution. Focus group participants lauded efforts by faculty to better 

understand them as students and criticized those who lacked a basic 

understanding of AI/AN cultures. Moreover, the AI/AN Bible college students 

seemed to resist attempts to “Anglicize” them. This may explain the perception 

of some that the rules were too strict. The AI/AN Bible college students clearly 

wanted to maintain their identity and status as Native people and they 

appreciated those who understood that.

Comparison With de Anda

Four of the six factors associated with successful bicuitural socialization 

in de Anda's research were found to be relevant to findings in this present study. 

The first factor is “(t]he degree of overlap or commonality between the two 

cultures with regard to norms, values, beliefs, perceptions, and the like.” (p.

102). Indeed, the closer two cultures are to each other, the easier the 

socialization process becomes. Focus group participants noted that certain 

cultural features preferred by AI/AN students were evident at the Bible college. 

For example, the ethnicity of the students was important for AI/AN students who 

wished to study with other AI/ANs. The small size of the college, student/teacher
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ratio, and recruitment strategies were instrumental in helping students make a 

decision to attend the Bible college. Once they matriculated they noticed the 

chapel services, ministry outreaches, close friendships, and faculty validation.

However, students also noticed things about the Bible college that were 

uncomfortable for students such as culturally insensitive faculty, faculty who 

didn’t validate students, concerns with rules, etc.

The second factor that de Anda (1984) identifies is “[t]he availability of 

cultural translators, mediators, and models.” (p. 102). Faculty who validated 

students and assisted them with making the transition into college helped greatly 

in these roles. Participants enthusiastically praised faculty members who took 

the time to encourage them, help them through tough times in their lives, and 

counseled them when they felt like quitting. Faculty who did not help in this 

regard were seen as precluding the process of retention.

The third factor mentioned by de Anda (1984) involves “[tjhe amount and 

type (positive or negative) of corrective feedback provided by each culture 

regarding attempts to produce normative behavior.” (p. 102). Interestingly, 

some of the students complained about the rules, finding them either too strict or 

too inconsistently enforced. Some even suggested that the rules were too 

paternalistic. Many of the complaints centered on residential staff that were often 

themselves AI/ANs.

The fourth factor involved “(t]he conceptual style and problem-solving 

approach of the minority individual and their mesh with the prevalent or valued
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styles of the majority culture." (p. 102). Focus group participants when detailing 

life experiences indicated that attributes such as self-determination and personal 

management skills were essential to successfully navigating through the 

collegiate experience. These values are also consistent with mainstream higher 

education.

de Anda’s (1984) fifth factor involved “[t]he individual’s degree of 

bilingualism.” (p. 102). At the Bible college some of the students do speak their 

tribal language in addition to English although no formal data are available on the 

percentages. No data were obtained in the focus groups dealing with 

bilingualism or the issue of English as a second language. Thus, it would be 

difficult to infer anything about bilingualism from the present study since none of 

the students ever mentioned “language” as part of their freshman experience.

The sixth and final factor cited in de Anda’s (1984) model is the 

dissimilarity in physical appearance between individuals in the minority culture 

and those of the mainstream majority culture, de Anda (1984) cites the similarity 

in appearance of European immigrants and the American population in their 

ability to “blend in” and quickly become members of the mainstream culture.

Once again, there is no data available in the present study that details the 

importance of physical appearance in helping students to adapt to the 

institutional environment at the Bible college. However as previously mentioned, 

many students chose the Bible college because of the presence of other AI/AN
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students. Th is suggests that having others who “ look like" themselves helps 

some AI/AN students to more quickly feel at home in the ir new environment.

The sum mary contained in the last section brie fly presents the overall 

sim ilarities and differences between the five m ajor orientations found in the 

literature rev iew  and the results of this study.

Summary

Table 26 disp layed on the next page is a m atrix displaying the key 

concepts in th is study and corresponding find ings from the theoretical orientation. 

Corresponding sim ilarities and differences from  the five previously discussed 

research orienta tions are shown in re lationship to the four key concepts (Family, 

Spirituality, L ife Experiences, and Institutional Culture) uncovered in this study. 

The key sim ilarities and differences are noted w here they exist. Blank squares 

indicate that the re  are no analogous findings to  be compared with this study.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction

This study has shown how pre-collegiate as well as freshman year 

experiences of AI/AN students have a significant impact on both institutional 

choice and retention beyond the freshman year. These experiences form a 

substratum upon which subsequent decision-making, goal formation, and desire 

to persist are predicated. The four categories of experiences uncovered in this 

study may indeed help researchers, practitioners, and policy analysts better 

understand the process by which AI/AN students negotiate through the pivotal 

freshman year.

The results of this research show that family, spirituality, life experiences, 

and institutional culture all have an impact on how freshman AI/AN Bible college 

students navigate through the educational pipeline. The experiences cited in 

terms of these four themes had both positive and negative implications on focus 

group participants who took part in this study. Following are recommendations to 

assist scholars, practitioners, and policy makers in facilitating an increased 

likelihood of retention for AI/AN students past their freshman year, particularly 

those attending small Bible colleges.
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Family Influence

Scholars seeking to advance theoretical understanding must be cognizant 

of how the family’s influence affects every aspect of the student’s experience at 

an institution, even before (s)he has decided which institution to attend. As 

retention theory is advanced, scholars need to develop models that take into 

account the enormous influence the family has on both enrollment and 

persistence.

Institutions serving significant numbers of AI/AN students should keep the 

importance of the family’s influence in mind when working with AI/AN students. 

Practitioners such as student affairs professionals must be aware that when they 

recruit AI/AN students they must attempt to involve various members of the 

student’s family in the recruitment process since they have a strong influence. 

This may vary somewhat from tribe to tribe. For example, Bowker (1992) found 

that for Navajo females, the maternal influence was particularly strong.

Therefore, the recruitment strategy must be tribal-sensitive and recruitment 

personnel must be appropriately trained in dealing with the diversity of the tribes 

represented at their respective institutions. Recruitment practices should be 

reviewed periodically as new tribal groups are added to the pool of applicants. 

Also, recruiters for religious colleges must be especially careful when recruiting 

students whose parents are not of the same religious persuasion. The recruiters 

should try to establish common ground with the family members who are of a
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different religious background and attempt to establish the merits of the institution 

they represent, extolling the values that these family members will also 

appreciate.

Classroom instructors need to be aware that for AI/AN students the 

family’s influence extends to the need for students to intervene in family 

emergencies, attend funerals, etc. Training should be provided to those 

educators working with significant numbers of AI/AN students so that they can be 

sensitive to these students, and accommodate the students’ needs, thus helping 

them to remain in the educational pipeline.

Finally, policy analysts should also be aware of the enormous influence of 

the family. When funding amounts are established, governmental agencies 

must be cognizant of the family responsibilities falling on many students— 

especially students with family financial responsibilities. Since many AI/ANs fall 

at or near poverty level, expected financial contributions by the family are often 

quite low. Funding should be adequate enough so that AI/AN students will not 

be placed in the unenviable position of having to choose between their education 

and family financial responsibilities.

Spirituality

Those institutions serving a large AI/AN population need to be cognizant 

of the influence of spirituality on these students. This study showed that 

spirituality is an integral aspect of the lives of AI/AN Bible college students.



215

As higher education researchers continue to formulate theories of 

learning, persistence, student development, etc. involving AI/AN peoples, the 

important role that spirituality plays needs to be incorporated into new and 

existing models in order to more accurately reflect reality. Theories such as Astin 

(1984, 1985a, 1985b), Bean (1980, 1983, & 1990), and Tinto (1975, 1987, &

1993) either do not mention spiritual influence or do not adequately account for it. 

Tierney (1991,1992) and Wright and Tierney (1991) do note the importance of 

spirituality in their writings, although they emphasize traditional Native religions 

rather than Christianity. Indeed, more research is needed involving the role of 

Christianity as a spiritual force among AI/AN students.

Practitioners such as student affairs professionals and instructors need to 

be aware of the influence of spirituality in the role of students so that program 

development, counseling, etc. can take this into account. Classroom instructors 

working with significant numbers of AI/AN students should be sensitive as well so 

that they will be able to reflect course content and their relationships with 

students accordingly.

Finally, policy analysts must be aware of the importance of spirituality as it 

affects a student's journey through the higher educational practice. Perhaps 

more financial aid can be made available for those students wishing to pursue 

religious vocations at the conclusion of their education. Not only should monies 

be available for those wishing to serve in traditional Native religious practices, but 

funding should also be made available for those who belong to Christianity and
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other beliefs. This funding could make it possible for these students to pursue 

clergy positions in churches, parachurch organizations, and chaplain positions in 

the military, hospitals and prisons.

Life Experiences

Researchers who study AI/AN students in higher education need to 

continuously stay abreast of psychological and sociological trends that affect 

AI/AN students. More work on developmental and educational psychology needs 

to be done to further develop an understanding of how AI/AN students learn and 

develop affectively within higher education institutions. This would include 

studying AI/AN students within their home settings before they get to college so a 

holistic theory of how AI/AN students think about themselves and how they 

develop intrapersonally can be studied.

Researchers need to understand the ongoing dynamics of the reservation 

settings that include substance abuse, gang violence, educational settings, etc. 

Since many of the communities are in constant flux, sociologists need to 

constantly monitor trends and keep practitioners and policy analysts abreast of 

these problems. Researchers also need to understand AI/ANs who have healthy 

self-esteem and strong confidence. In other words, research should not only 

focus on those with difficulties, but those who have the intrapersonal tools to 

succeed should also be studied.
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Teaching faculty and student affairs professionals need adequate training 

on how AI/ANs problem solve, deal with self-esteem issues, and how they deal 

with life experiences. Qualified individuals who will present solutions as well as 

problems should present workshops in these institutions. Practitioners who work 

with large AI/AN populations will need regularly updated information as higher 

education researchers investigate emerging trends. Institutions employing 

faculty and student affairs professionals who work with AI/AN populations should 

consider workshops and training before employment begins so that these 

individuals can be proactive in their understanding and problem-solving skills. 

Workshops and seminars should focus not only on the problem, but also highlight 

students who have strong intrapersonal skills and are able to persist. Using 

these students as models may bring clarity to a difficult issue.

Clearly, part of the role of policy analysts is to help create public policy 

that will improve funding to investigate AI/AN psychological and sociological 

problems. Policy analysts need to advocate for remedying these problems at the 

elementary and secondary education levels so that these problems are not so 

thoroughly ingrained by the time an AI/AN student reaches college or university 

age.

Institutional Culture

Researchers need to become more keenly aware of those pre-collegiate 

institutional culture experiences that impact AI/AN students and present these



218

findings to the higher educational community so that student affairs professionals 

and teaching faculty can implement the type of cognitive and affective 

experiences within the campus environment that will help retain AI/AN students.

Institutions wishing to draw a significant population of AI/AN students 

should strive to develop excellent faculty that understand the need to validate 

students (Rendon, 1994) and know how to serve as cultural mediators and 

translators (de Anda, 1984). Faculty and staff members who aren't culturally 

trained may preclude retention and so institutions need to hire carefully as well 

as train those faculty, staff, and administrators to be sensitive to the needs of 

AI/AN students. Indeed, the type of personnel that will meet those needs will be 

individuals willing to formulate strong, encouraging friendships with students 

(Tierney, 1991 & 1992; Wright & Tierney, 1991).

Activities such as chapel services and ministry outreaches had a strong 

appeal to the spiritual needs of the students. Institutions wishing to draw AI/AN 

students should recognize the strong spirituality that many prospective students 

have and create programming that will meet the spiritual needs of the 

constituency that they wish to draw. However, programming needs must go 

beyond just religious activities; schools need to develop athletic programs and 

other extracurricular activities that will increase involvement (Astin, 1984, 1985a, 

& 1985b) and both formal and informal integration into the social fabric of the 

institution (Tinto, 1975, 1987, & 1993).
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Finally, institutions that will promote a student population that is as 

homogeneous as possible should develop a strong, central mission statement 

in its institutional expectations so that the students are not dichotomized by 

competing philosophies and divergent viewpoints on acceptable moral and 

cultural practices. This will be especially difficult since many institutions strive for 

a culturally diverse population even within the AI/AN constituency that they serve. 

This may be somewhat easier for tribal schools and institutions that draw from a 

specific tribe or region.

Policy analysts should advocate legislation that will adequately fund 

institutions that serve AI/AN students to ensure that the type of positive 

institutional experiences mentioned can continue to take place and be expanded, 

especially social and extracurricular activities that help integrate students into the 

institutional fabric. As Tierney (1991 & 1992) and Wright and Tierney (1991) 

point out, institutions must adapt to the needs of AI/AN.students, not the other 

way around. Major structural changes in institutional administration will cost 

money and policy analysts need to document the need for legislative change that 

will help institutions to better meet the needs of these students.

Recommendations For Future Research

This study, while addressing a number of issues, still leaves many 

questions unanswered. Although research on AI/AN persistence has taken place
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in the public sector of higher education (Brown, 1995; Melchior-Walsh, 1994; 

Benjamin et al„ 1993; Boyer, 1989), strikingly little has been done within 

the private sector of higher education. This section addresses areas of research 

that either were not covered within the parameters of the study, or that were only 

touched upon in a very general way.

The Influence of AI/AN Educators

Several students indicated that they chose the Bible college because of 

the presence of other AI/AN students. However only one student indicated that 

studying with Native educators was important to her

. . .  I wanted to go to a college where there was Native Americans 

because during my junior high and high school years I was in a 

dominantly white high school and junior high, and since I was never 

raised around Native Americans I thought that this would be a good 

experience for me . . .  to see Native American educators really 

impressed me.

Since this was the only mention of Native American educators, no general 

assertion can be made. Nonetheless, Falk and Aitken (1984) and Boyer (1989) 

strongly argue for their importance. This underdeveloped area needs further
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exploration to find out if AI/AN students do make institutional choices and persist 

better when they have AI/AN educators.

Pre-Colleoiate Program Experiences 

Two female students cited both an Indian Education program and a 

summer bridge program, respectively, as having been very helpful pre-coliegiate 

determinants in deciding to pursue a collegiate education. More research needs 

to be done to see if this is perhaps a more important determinant than what was 

indicated in the focus groups. Robert and Thompson’s (1994) research at 

Berkeley showed that underrepresented minority students such as AI/ANs 

benefited from the summer bridge program offered at UC Berkeley. Further 

investigation into this area is needed to see if AI/AN students truly benefit from 

summer bridge programs and whether they are viable for Bible colleges.

Bureaucratic Experiences

Some students experienced difficulty navigating the higher educational 

system. For those who had difficulty getting help from tribal offices or even 

knowing how to fill out financial aid forms, it was extremely frustrating. However, 

the number was too small for inclusion in this study’s findings. Nevertheless, 

this type of concern is consistent with the research findings of Padilla (1991) as 

well as Padilla, Trevino, Gonzalez, and Trevino (1997). Their findings indicate 

that the acquisition of both theoretical and heuristic knowledge is essential for
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successful integration into the collegiate environment. The researchers define 

theoretical knowledge as propositional knowledge of the type found in books, 

journals, electronic media, etc. Heuristic knowledge is the type of knowledge 

needed to navigate around the campus community. This includes “how to” 

knowledge about financial aid opportunities, college and university customs, what 

professors to take courses from, etc. In other words, heuristic knowledge is 

“insider" knowledge. Many AI/AN students may be lacking in heuristic knowledge 

if they have difficulty with financial aid forms, dealing with tribal and educational 

agencies, etc.

This may point to the need for additional help for AI/AN students before 

they arrive on campus. Fortunately, some of the Bible college students indicated 

that they received help from admissions staff when they had questions they 

needed to have answered, etc., which may explain why only only a few students 

mentioned these types of concerns as a major concern. Nevertheless, this 

underdeveloped finding still points to the importance of training students both 

before and after they come on campus in how to navigate through the complex 

bureaucratic matrix that students must contend with even at small colleges. 

Perhaps replicating Padilla et al. s (1997) study of Chicano/a students on an 

AI/AN population would be helpful.
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Staff and Administrator Validation

Students overwhelmingly cited faculty validation and influence as having 

been very instrumental in helping them to navigate through the pitfalls of their 

freshman year. This study has already shown the relevance of those findings to 

Rendon’s (1994) validation model as applied to culturally diverse students vis-a- 

vis faculty. At the Bible college smaller numbers of students also cited staff and 

administrators as having been helpful as well. The smaller numbers does not 

negate the influence of staff and administrators, but it does indicate that in this 

study students saw the influence of faculty as having been the most important 

experience of Bible college personnel. Additional research should be done to 

see how staff and administrators could play a more prominent role in validating 

AI/AN students.

Since Rendon’s (1994) research on validation is predicated on non- 

traditional students (older students, first generation, ethnic minorities, etc.) it is 

especially appropriate for use in AI/AN Bible colleges. Her model should be 

reviewed to see how it can be appropriately applied by administrators and staff 

as well as faculty. For example, Rendon’s (1994) model includes the following 

recommendations:

• Faculty and staff need to be oriented to the needs and strengths of 

culturally diverse populations.

• Faculty need to be trained to validate students.

• A validating classroom needs to be fostered.
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• A therapeutic learning environment must be fostered both inside and 

outside the classroom.

These areas require administrative oversight to ensure that they are taking 

place within the institution. Thus, the role of administrators in validating culturally 

diverse students is also apparent. Also, research could be conducted to show 

how Rendon’s (1994) model could be extended to include staff involvement in 

validation as well since they are also mentioned in the model.

Bachelor’s Degree Attainment

More institutions serving large populations of AI/AN students should study 

the experiences that contribute to successful bachelor’s degree attainment. This 

research lends itself well to focus group participation if enough alumni in the area 

can be encouraged to participate. It would be interesting to compare the 

experiences of post-freshman persistence with those of bachelor’s degree 

completers to note similarities and differences.

Private Institutions Servino a Significant AI/AN Population 

More research needs to be done on how AI/AN students do in private 

institutions, including how they do in Bible colleges. The Bible college in this 

study had a very high freshman retention rate at the time of this study (86%). It 

could serve as a model for other schools that wish to improve their retention rate 

of AI/AN students. A search of the Integrated Postsecondary Educational
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Database (IPED) findings could identify other institutions, especially private ones, 

that have a large enough AI/AN population to warrant study.

Tribal College Comparisons

Additional qualitative studies could be done at tribal colleges to see if the 

experiences that preclude or enhance post-freshman retention are similar or 

different from the ones identified in this study at a Bible college. Generally, 

qualitative research focuses on localized and particularized data. As such, 

findings usually can’t be generalized, but if a study is replicated in similar 

settings, then some analytical generalizations may be possible.

Additional Quantitative Research

More quantitative research needs to be conducted among AI/AN students 

as well since the results of quantitative studies can often be generalized. Astin 

(1982) lamented the lack of available data on AI/AN students nearly twenty years 

ago. More recently, researchers still claim that the database is too small to 

make sound assertions because of the relatively small size of the AI/AN student 

population (Wells, 1997; Pavel & Padilla, 1993).

Research on Faculty Background

Finally, additional research is needed to examine the backgrounds of 

faculty, staff, and administrators that serve high AI/AN populations. The research
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should examine how much training these individuals have, identify their gaps in 

knowledge, and suggest ways that courses, workshops, in-services, and service 

learning can remedy any gaps found. Institutions that claim a high stake in 

educating AI/AN students must be willing to invest in properly educating their 

personnel so that they can meet the needs of these students.

Summary

This final chapter has focused on recommendations to scholars, 

practitioners, and policy analysts on how they can more effectively serve AI/AN 

students attending Bible colleges. There are many things that can be done to 

help improve retention rates of these students such as recognizing the 

importance of the family’s role, understanding and encouraging spirituality, better 

understanding of the developmental aspects of individual AI/ANs, and cultivating 

an institutional culture that will both encourage enrollment and promote retention.

Much more research must be done to continue understanding how 

researchers, practitioners, and policy analysts can more effectively serve the 

AI/AN students. The influence of AI/AN educators, pre-collegiate programs, 

bureaucratic experiences, staff and administrator validation, bachelor s degree 

attainment, private institutions serving AI/ANs. tribal college comparisons, 

additional quantitative research, and faculty backgrounds are all areas that need 

further investigation.



Conclusion

The AI/AN student population in higher education is a unique group of 

diverse peoples that have a right to stand alongside other members of the 

academy and successfully participate on a level playing field. For a long time 

equitable access has been denied, and even those admitted to the academy 

have suffered from numerous setbacks that have precluded their successful 

passage through the educational pipeline. This study has shown that there are 

AI/AN students who can persist beyond the pivotal freshman year and details 

how some of them have done it at one institution, a Bible college. It is 

imperative that other institutions work harder to ensure that AI/AN students will 

be able to successfully become a part of American higher education. The 

academy w ill benefit immeasurably by doing so.
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I have been made fully aware of the purpose of this research study which is to 
study retention past the freshman year at Amencan Indian College as part of a doctoral 
dissertation research project at Arizona State University, Tempe. I understand that I 
may withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason during the course of my 
role as a focus group participant or interviewee without penalty of any kind. I also 
understand that participation or non-participation in the study in no way affects my status 
as a student at American Indian College. I further understand that for purposes of 
confidentiality and protection my name, and if requested, my tribal designation will be 
disguised as well. The researcher agrees to maintain my confidentiality during the 
research and subsequent to the completion of the project in any discussions, 
presentations, or publications. However, it is understood that participants in the focus 
group are not bound to maintain confidentiality although they are requested to honor the 
confidentiality of what takes place in the focus group meeting.

I agree to participate as a focus group participant knowing that the sessions will 
be audio-taped and transcribed. The researcher agrees to handle all audio-tapes and 
transcripts with the utmost of discretion to ensure confidentiality until after the completion 
of the research project. At the completion of the study the audio-tapes will be destroyed. 
In appreciation for your time and efforts, the researcher further agrees to pay each focus 
group participant $15 for their participation in this research project, payable at the 
conclusion of the focus group meeting.

I agree to the terms included above and am willing to participate as a focus group 
participant. I also certify that I am at least eighteen years of age and legally able to enter 
into this agreement.

Name: (Please print)_____________________________________

I wish to have my tribal designation(s) disguised Y e s _____  No

Signature:________________________________  D a te :________________

Questions and concerns regarding this study should be addressed to Dr. Laura I. 
Rendon, Professor o f Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at Arizona 
State University. She is currently on a one-year leave o f absence serving as the 
Veffie Milstead Jones Endowed Chair in the C ollege of Education at California 
State University Long Beach and can be reached at (562) 985-5392. Her e-m ail 
address is lrendon@csulb.edu You may also contact the Arizona State 
University Office o f Human Subjects in Research at (480) 965-6788 for questions 
or concerns about th is research study.

mailto:lrendon@csulb.edu


APPENDIX B

THE INTERVIEW  PRO TO CO L



Appendix B

THE INTERVIEW  PRO TO CO L

242

1. How did you m ake your decision to select AIC fo r your formal education?

2. Thinking back  before you enrolled at AIC. w ho or what helped you to enroll and 

succeed in co llege?  (Probe for significant peop le  in student lives, positive 

academic experiences and academic preparation received in p rio r schooling. 

A llow  students to  elaborate on these experiences.)

3. Thinking back to  before you enrolled at AIC, w ho or what made it d ifficu lt fo r you 

to enroll and succeed in college? (Probe fo r peop le  who may have exerted a 

negative in fluence in student lives, d ifficu lt academ ic experiences, poor academ ic 

preparation rece ived in prior schooling. A llow  students to e laborate on these 

experiences.)

4. W ithin your personal and family life, who or w hat has really helped you to make it 

through the firs t year o f college here at AIC? (P robe for s ign ificant in fluences in 

the student’s personal life. A llow  students to elaborate.)

5. W ith your persona l and family life, who or w hat has made it rea lly d ifficu lt fo r you 

to succeed the firs t year of college here at A IC ? (Probe for negative influences in 

the student’s personal life. A llow  students to e laborate.)

6. Think about the  faculty, staff, administration, and programs here at AIC. Can you 

identify any person or special program that has rea lly  helped you to succeed 

during your firs t year o f college? Explain the positive  influence o f the 

person/program . (Note: Assist students to e labora te  on the specific de ta ils of
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what the person or program  did to exert a positive influence. Do note ask for 

names of faculty, staff, o r adm inistrators. These should remain con fiden tia l.)

7. Th ink about the faculty, staff, administration, and programs here at AIC. W ho or 

what has made it d ifficu lt fo r you to succeed during your first year o f college? 

Explain the negative in fluence o f the person/program. (Note: A ss is t students to 

elaborate on the specific  deta ils o f what the person or program d id  to exert a 

positive influence. Do not ask fo r names of faculty, staff, o r adm inistrators. 

These should rem ain con fiden tia l.)

8. In your opinion, w hy do som e students succeed here at AIC w h ile  others don’t?

9. If you were in charge o f AIC, what would you do to help students like you 

succeed during the ir firs t year o f college? (Probe fo r specific ideas; let students

elaborate.)
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