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Several studies have indicated that American Indian students in the United States higher 

education system confront unique challenges that derive from a legacy of colonialism and 

assimilationist policies (Huff 1997). Several scholars, American Indian and non-Native alike, 

have explored the effects of this history upon students in higher education (Brayboy 2004; 

Guillory and Wolverton 2008; Waterman and Lindley 2013). Very few, however, have explored 

the role of the educators of American Indian students, and most of the literature focuses on K-

12 educational settings (McCarty and Lee 2014; Yong and Hoffman 2014). This thesis examines 

exploratory user research conducted to generate a foundational understanding of educators of 

American Indian students in higher education. Utilizing methods from design anthropology and 

user experience, semi-structured interviews and think-aloud sessions were conducted, almost 

exclusively virtually, for 17 participants. This research was conducted for a client, Fire & 

Associates, as part of the applied thesis process. Findings revealed a complex web of needs for 

educators of American Indian students in higher education related to teaching diverse students, 

the use of media and technology in the classroom, and the process of networking among other 

educators. The research culminated in content and design implications for the Fire & Associates 

website as well as suggestions for further research based on best practices in the field of user 

experience. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Project Context 

Fire & Associates is a small startup that provides culturally responsive resources and 

consultation services to clients who work with American Indian students. The business is run by 

Drs. Nancy and Michael Fire. Michael is recognized as an elder of the Cheyenne-Arapaho Tribe 

and has taught nursing in institutions of higher education in the state of Texas. Nancy 

completed her dissertation in 2009 about the interactions of students at a Tribal College as they 

engaged in distance online learning, and she currently works at an institution of higher 

education in the state of Texas. Together they are highly invested in the education of American 

Indian students at the college level. Through their business, they present workshops on 

different learning strategies, conduct campus consultations for assessment and planning, 

organize roundtable discussions with students, and engage in curriculum writing and design. 

 Since 2014, the Fires have used a website, https://fireandassociates.com/, as a front-

end portal for business interactions. The initial goal for the website, at its inception, was to 

create a central point where educators could find resources to teach American Indian students 

and network with other educators. Since then, Fire & Associates has expanded their vision for 

the site, wanting it to serve as a platform for their own webinars and teleseminars as well as 

those sponsored by other organizations. In this way, the website would allow American Indian-

led groups and organizations, as well as those affiliated with American Indian groups, to present 

their material and earn income to support their community. The Fires also envision that their 

website might include a professional virtual community (PVC) space that could foster a rich 

https://fireandassociates.com/
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exchange of ideas among educators and possibly even students. At this early stage, the website 

is live but still under development. As a small startup, Fire & Associates do not yet have 

sufficient funds to implement their full vision for the website.   

Fire & Associates perceived a gap in their knowledge regarding educators in institutions 

of higher education who teach American Indian students and who are the primary users of the 

website. This user group is complex and operates in diverse contexts, requiring further 

investigation to understand how the website can meaningfully be crafted to their needs.  In 

order to fill in this gap in their knowledge, Drs. Nancy and Michael Fire requested me to 

conduct research. 

Several studies have indicated that American Indian students in the United States higher 

education system confront unique challenges that derive from a legacy of colonialism and 

assimilationist policies (Huff 1997). The topic of education is particularly raw considering the 

devastating effects of the boarding school era and subsequent legislation, which contributed to 

widespread loss of cultural diversity of American Indian communities in the United States 

(Archuleta, Child, and Lomawaima 2000; Huff 1997). This shared history of oppression is 

perhaps the only common denominator of these otherwise highly varied and unique 

communities. Several scholars, American Indian and non-Native alike, have explored the effects 

of this history upon students in higher education (Brayboy 2004; Guillory and Wolverton 2008; 

Waterman and Lindley 2013). Very few, however, have explored the role of the educators of 

American Indian students, and most of the literature focuses on K-12 educational settings 

(McCarty and Lee 2014; Yong and Hoffman 2014).  
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This served as a starting point to formulating the research project; one that would 

uncover the joys, challenges, motivations, and lived experiences of educators teaching 

American Indian students in higher education settings. However, I faced inherent challenges 

with this project. First, I am a White graduate student coming from a background in privilege 

and using my mostly-traditional upbringing in anthropology to execute the research and 

develop findings. Second, my findings center on common themes and subthemes across study 

participants, yet my interviewees constituted a small population made up of hugely diverse 

individuals. To address these issues, and my resulting responsibility as a researcher in a position 

of power, I offer a series of acknowledgements in the theoretical framework below.  

 

1.2 Research Goals 

The goals of this exploratory user research study respond to the perceived gap in 

knowledge as noted above. Through this study, the Fires and I sought to generate a 

foundational understanding of the needs of educators of American Indian students, while also 

gaining insights into how awareness of their business might be increased for this primary user 

group. Looking to the future, the Fires and I plan to disseminate the research findings widely to 

the educator community, including an aggregated list of resources they currently utilize to 

enhance their teaching practices. 

More specifically, the user study focused on the experience and needs of educators of 

American Indian students, especially in relation to the technology they use and the websites 

they visit on the Internet. The following central research questions guided the project: 
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 What are the needs of educators serving American Indian students in institutes of 

higher education? 

 What are the networking and interaction needs among educators, and between 

educators and students? 

 How do educators of American Indian students use the Internet to inform, prepare, and 

teach educational materials?   

 

1.3 Theoretical Framework 

Aiding me in this report is Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) because I found it to be 

the most pertinent theoretical framework for the research. The theory was most fully 

developed by Bryan McKinley Jones Brayboy; he identifies as Lumbee and is a prolific scholar, 

writer, and researcher. Although I explored the work of many American Indian and non-Native 

individuals during the literature review phase, I found Brayboy’s piece to resonate most 

intensely with my needs for this research. TribalCrit contains roots in Critical Legal Studies (CLS) 

of the 1970s and in Critical Race Theory (CRT) established to theorize the problems the Civil 

Rights movement sought to address for African American communities (Brayboy 2005). 

Brayboy’s own experiences attending university also assisted in the formulation of TribalCrit 

(Brayboy 2005). Although TribalCrit is briefly described in Chapter 3, there are nine central 

tenets I explicitly discuss here because they frame the thesis. The tenets were outlined in 

Brayboy’s 2005 piece titled “Toward a Tribal Critical Race Theory in Education.” The first six 

tenets explicitly acknowledge some facet of American Indian life in the United States. The last 

three tenets do the same, but they also serve as a sort of guide or call to action for individuals 
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seeking a greater understanding of American Indian individuals in academia. In Table 1.1, I have 

written verbatim these nine tenets and then included implications for my study. 

Table 1.1. Nine Tenets of TribalCrit and Implications for My Study 

Tenet Implications for My Study 

1. Colonization is endemic to society. Colonization is endemic to institutions of education, which are 
embedded in the structure of American society. 

2. U.S. policies toward Indigenous peoples are
rooted in imperialism, White supremacy, and
a desire for material gain.

Institutions of education are regulated by U.S. policies that are 
likewise rooted in imperialism, White Supremacy, and a desire for 
material gain. 

3. Indigenous peoples occupy a liminal space
that accounts for both the political and
racialized natures of [their] identities.

This liminal space also exists within institutions of education, 
resulting in the invisibility of American Indian individuals and their 
classification as a homogenous group. If we include Victor 
Turner’s concept of liminality, American Indians in institutions of 
education maintain an ambiguous existence and “are neither here 
nor there,” exacerbating this invisibility (1969, 359). 

4. Indigenous peoples have a desire to obtain
and forge tribal sovereignty, tribal autonomy,
self-determination, and self-identification.

American Indian people have a vested interest in institutions of 
education that serve their communities because it’s an important 
arena in which they can forge and reinforce tribal sovereignty, 
tribal autonomy, self-determination, and self-identification. 

5. The concepts of culture, knowledge, and
power take on new meaning when examined
through an Indigenous lens.

American Indian students attending institutions of education may 
conceptualize such terms through a unique Indigenous lens, 
which is different than the dominant, Eurocentric ideology. 
Educators of American Indian students should respect these 
differences and encourage the use of the Indigenous lens.   

6. Governmental policies and educational
policies toward Indigenous peoples are
intimately linked around the problematic goal
of assimilation.

Assimilation was an underlying goal of the boarding schools. 
Modern day institutions of education are adversely affected by 
existing governmental and educational policies with this goal of 
assimilation. 

7. Tribal philosophies, beliefs, customs,
traditions, and visions for the future are
central to understanding the lived realities of
Indigenous peoples, but they also illustrate
the differences and adaptability among
individuals and groups.

American Indian individuals in my sample can only be understood 
holistically by understanding their tribal philosophies, beliefs, 
customs, traditions, and visions for the future as oriented toward 
education. This also serves to distinguish them from one another. 

8. Stories are not separate from theory; they
make up theory and are, therefore, real and
legitimate sources of data and ways of being.

Stories shared by American Indian participants, as well as non-
Native participants, will be considered legitimate sources of 
insight and utilized to understand ways of being. 

9. Theory and practice are connected in deep
and explicit ways such that scholars must
work towards social change.

I seek to connect theory and practice in this study by employing 
the use of TribalCrit and other theoretical ideas. I also intend to 
write in an understandable format and widely disseminate 
findings so that the research may assist in social change and be 
publicly available to criticism. 

Admittedly, it is difficult for me to follow each tenet fully and completely. For instance, 

the fifth tenet requires me to think differently about culture, knowledge, and power. As an 
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academic, I have spent my formative years in a mostly Western educational system. As a 

middle-class, White individual, my “intersectionality” has afforded me certain experiences in 

life and it has allowed me to benefit from a system of oppression aimed toward some of my 

study participants (Crenshaw 1991). I am not an educator in higher education and I have never 

taught American Indian students. Even so, I have experienced academia in the United States 

and the teaching role through several personal experiences in the United States and abroad. As 

I gathered the perspectives of my participants, I was able to empathize with their needs, their 

joys, and their challenges.  

My training in anthropology has served me well in overcoming limitations related to 

intersectionality or directly matched experience from teaching American Indian students. I have 

been introduced to a diverse pool of scholars (including Indigenous scholars from around the 

world) who have broken me out of a stagnant way of thinking. The training also provided me 

with a bottomless toolkit from which to design research projects. Most importantly, 

anthropology has shown me that nothing is more valid than an individual’s lived experience. It 

demands that I represent my participants truthfully and holistically within the bounds of this 

project. In this report I embrace TribalCrit as a framework to honor their stories.  

1.4 Terms of Reference 

As I began this project one issue became instantly clear – the challenge of selecting the 

most appropriate terms to use when referencing Indigenous people around the world. Not only 

are the terms “Indigenous,” “Native,” and “Indian” written in English, but also they are 

inherently problematic because they incorporate a blatant assumption of homogeneity. Since 
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my research focused on educators in higher education in the United States and Canada, it 

became imperative to find appropriate terms to use when describing the individuals in my 

sample. 

I came to a decision after contemplating limitations to the study and conducting 

extensive research. I consulted several individuals in my quest to finding an adequate term. 

They included Drs. Nancy and Michael Fire, one of my American Indian participants, and my 

advisor. Although almost all of these individuals said I could use either “Native American” or 

“American Indian,” Fire & Associates felt strongly that I should choose “American Indian.” In my 

research, I found several blog posts and news articles written by American Indian individuals 

debating the pros and cons of using any number of terms. I was directed to an article by Nancy 

Fire found in the Native Times. The article by the Native Sun News Editorial Board recognizes 

the intrinsic political nature of the term “Native American” (2015). In a report titled “Words 

First: An Evolving Terminology Relating to Aboriginal Peoples in Canada” by the 

Communications Branch: Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, an extensive list is provided of 

common terms, including those used for Indigenous people in the United States (2002). For 

both the terms “Native American” and “American Indian,” the report comments on their 

controversial nature, not favoring one over the other (2002).  

For the six individuals in my sample who identified with a particular tribe in the United 

States, I will use the term “American Indian.” Those who did not identify with a particular tribe 

will be described as “non-Native” because that was the term most widely used by study 

participants to encapsulate not just white individuals but also people of color who did not 

identify as American Indian. The choice to use these terms provides consistency in this thesis. I 
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use these same terms to describe the students of my participants because the students could 

not speak for themselves. In the case where students are from an Indigenous group in Canada, I 

will use the term “First Nations.”   

 

1.5 Confidentiality 

Since maintaining the anonymity and confidentiality of my research participants was of 

the utmost priority, several mechanisms were put into place. First, the study design was 

subjected to rigorous approval by the University of North Texas Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). Second, for individuals interested in my study who worked at a Tribal College or 

University, I reached out to the IRBs of their institution to begin a conversation about receiving 

approval to move forward with the study. I also did this for the one institution I physically 

traveled to in order to conduct research. In the end, I obtained approval from the IRB of three 

institutions in addition to the University of North Texas. Third, I provided an informed consent 

form to all study participants before research began with explanations about how I would 

protect research materials and their anonymity. Fourth, participants were given pseudonyms. A 

few of them chose their own names, but the majority allowed me to make the choice. Fifth, the 

names of individual tribes are not mentioned anywhere in the report. This is true for both the 

participants and their students. Sixth, demographic information in Chapter 2 is separated out in 

order to create an additional layer of protection. For instance, participants are not linked to a 

particular state. In the case of participants working in Canada, they are not linked to a particular 

province. Lastly, any additional personally identifiable information has been removed from 

quotes and descriptions.   
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CHAPTER 2  

PROJECT DESIGN 

As Linda Tuhiwai Smith noted in her seminal work, Decolonizing Methodologies: 

Research and Indigenous Peoples, the word “research” is “one of the dirtiest words in the 

indigenous world’s vocabulary” (1999, 1). Indeed, Western social scientists have a history of 

reproducing Western ideologies when designing research. Anthropologists in particular are 

guilty of forcing their way into communities and writing wordy ethnographies that contain little 

to no implications for the community of study as a result. This has been made most visible, 

perhaps, through the myriad works produced by Standing Rock Sioux scholar, activist, and 

writer, Vine Deloria, Jr. He asserts, “the massive volume of useless knowledge produced by 

anthropologists attempting to capture real Indians in a network of theories has contributed 

substantially to the invisibility of Indian people today” (1969, 81).   

However, social science also contains a lengthy tradition of self-reflection and critical 

inquiry. In this spirit, I sought to learn from my predecessors in social science and from 

Indigenous voices when designing the methodology for this research study. Furthermore, once 

the study is complete, I intend to widely disseminate findings to make them more visible and 

available to critique.  

Fire & Associates requested me to recruit study participants from all over the United 

States, including Alaska and Hawai‘i, and some from Canada. The reasons for this were to 

ensure diversity of the sample and to best represent the primary user group of their website. 

Methods employed for the study, then, had to function in-person and virtually, since I did not 

have funds for travel most of the time. The methods were also largely non-participatory. Often 
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it is good practice in research among American Indian communities to include community 

members in the research process: collaborating with them to construct a research design, 

collect data, and engage in analysis. Doing so demonstrates respect, honors tribal sovereignty, 

and gives them an authoritative role in the research design as well as the research process. This 

would also be true when formulating opinions and recommendations that will affect these 

communities. However, in ethnographic research, if study participants make up a “huge, 

amorphous population” participatory methods are not as feasible, and thus non-participatory 

ethnographic methods are used (Wasson et al. 2016). To explain further, there was no possible 

way I could gather all of the educators in the United States who teach American Indian students 

and ask them about their experiences. Therefore, a small sample was used to gather an 

intimate understanding of members in the primary user group. This allowed me as the 

researcher to “represent the perspectives of the population” and thus make detailed 

recommendations (Wasson et al. 2016).  

To include as much participation as possible in my research approach, I collaborated 

with Fire & Associates on the project proposal and interview guides. This ensured that both an 

American Indian voice and a non-Native voice close to the American Indian community were 

involved to review and amend the project design. All participants were also given the 

opportunity to look over the transcript of our conversations prior to them being used in 

analysis. Participants were able to strike culturally sensitive information from the record, if 

necessary, and provide commentary to further clarify points made during the interview.   
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2.1 Participant Recruitment 

The primary user group that Drs. Nancy and Michael Fire wanted to target with their 

website was educators teaching American Indian students in higher education institutions. We 

knew that these educators encompassed a wide range of characteristics. The Fires wanted me 

to select a diverse sample that included the following types of differences: 

 Differences in the amount of prior teaching experience 

 Variation in geographic location of institutions and whether institutions were in rural or 

urban areas 

 Diversity in the types of institutions  

 Differences in participant identity as either American Indian or non-Native 

 Variations in the number of students in each class and the number of students who 

identify as American Indian or non-Native 

 Diversity of American Indian students taught and differences in those students’ level of 

involvement in tribal communities 

 Research participants were recruited through several means in order to gather a 

substantial sample for study. Using convenience sampling in December 2015, Drs. Nancy and 

Michael Fire provided an introduction to various clients they had recently worked with as part 

of the business. There were also some personal contacts of individuals they thought might be 

interested in participating. These individuals were often contacted via email first, by Nancy, and 

then connected with me. From there, I asked each contact if they knew others who might be 

interested and qualified to participate in the study, a technique from the snowball sampling 

method. If a suggestion was made, I asked the participant to introduce me and my project via 
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email and provide my contact information to the potential participant. That participant then 

had the choice to reach out to me and ask for further details. In some cases, I was copied on an 

email introducing me and I initiated further contact through either email or a phone call. 

 Additional recruitment methods were employed until data collection was completed in 

June 2016. I consulted academics in fields related to education and Native American Studies for 

connections to potential participants. During my literature review phase, I contacted authors of 

particularly poignant, and recent, pieces related to the study. Often an email was sent first with 

a brief letter explaining the study and the relation to the Fires’ business. If that failed, I would 

also make a phone call to their office.  

 Out of the total 17 participants recruited, six were acquaintances of the Fires. Four 

participants were the result of snowball sampling. Three participants were recruited from my 

own personal acquaintances made earlier in 2016. Two participants were recruited as a result 

of me reading their publications and then reaching out to discuss their work and other topics 

related to the study. One participant was recruited through a friend who had an acquaintance 

working at a Tribal College. Another participant was recruited through my advisor’s encounter 

at a conference, where she discussed my project with the individual who, in return, expressed 

interest in participating. 

The original goal of the study was to recruit only educators working in the United States; 

however, two participants work in Canada. The result was a unique opportunity to compare our 

sample of educators in North America while also acknowledging differences found among 

them. At the outset of the study, the clients expressed interest in understanding educators 

from other areas of the world. 
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2.2 Participant Demographics 

Below is a series of tables containing pertinent participant demographic information. 

Tables are separated in order to preserve the anonymity of participants while also 

demonstrating the full scope of their diversity.  

Table 2.1 lists all types of institutions a particular educator has taught in leading up to 

their participation in the study. Table 2.2 below is a key that indicates the meaning of acronyms 

I created to represent these institution types. The first institution listed is the one that was 

taken into consideration for purposes of analysis and findings. The first institution listed may or 

may not be the institution the participant was teaching in at the time of the study. Institution 

Type was based on The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education 

(http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/index.php) except for numbers 14 and 16 because their 

institutions were located in Canada.  

Table 2.1. An Overview of Participant Demographics 

# Pseudonym Gender American 
Indian or Non-
Native 

# of Years Teaching in 
Higher Education 

Institution Type 
(Carnegie Classification) 

1 Barry M Non-Native 8 TC, DU-H, Canadian 
University 

2 Derek M American 
Indian 

15 TC, Canadian University, 
MCU-L 

3 Erica F Non-Native 12 AC-H 
4 Faye F Non-Native 26 DU-H 
5 Greg M American 

Indian 
7 DU-H 

6 Holly F Non-Native 8 TC 
7 Layne F Non-Native 11 DU-H 
8 Misa F Non-Native 10 MCU-M 
9 Morgan F Non-Native 17 DU-H 
10 Norman M American 

Indian 
15 DU-H 

11 Ophelia F Non-Native 3 DU-H, TC 
12 Otter F American 

Indian 
21 TC 

13 Parker M American 
Indian 

9 MCU-L, MCU-M, DU-H 

http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/index.php
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14 Rosemary F Non-Native 2 Canadian University 
15 Sarah F American 

Indian 
15 MCU-M 

16 Tia F Non-Native 5 Canadian University, DU-
H 

17 William M Non-Native 15 MCU-M 

 

Table 2.2. Key for Institution Type in Table 2.1 

Acronym Carnegie Classification Full Title 

TC Tribal Colleges 

AC-H Associate’s Colleges: High Transfer-High Traditional 

MCU-M Master’s Colleges & Universities: Medium Programs 

MCU-L Master’s Colleges & Universities: Larger Programs 

DU-H Doctoral Universities: Higher Research Activity 

 

In Table 2.3 below, the states and/or provinces listed represent the place in which the 

participant reflected most on their experiences. Therefore, they mirror the institution they 

spoke most about and for which the findings are based upon. Unsurprisingly, the state with the 

most participants was Oklahoma.  

Table 2.3. States and Provinces Represented 

US State or Canadian Province # of Participants 

Oklahoma, USA 4 

Alaska, USA 2 

Montana, USA 2 

Ohio, USA 2 

Wisconsin, USA 2 

Oregon, USA 1 

New Mexico, USA 1 

Kansas, USA 1 

Alberta, Canada 1 

British Columbia, Canada 1 

 

Participants were diverse in several ways; therefore, I have provided a list of academic 

departments that were represented in the sample in Table 2.4. If an educator is listed twice, it 

indicates they have a joint appointment with those departments. Some of the department 



15 
 

names have been tweaked so that they fit a more general category. Too much specificity may 

be revealing of the participants.  

Table 2.4. Participants and Departments 

Academic Department Participant(s) 

Education Barry, Holly, Misa, Morgan 

Native American Studies Greg, Norman, Otter, Parker 

Linguistics/Languages Faye, Rosemary, Tia 

Anthropology Ophelia 

Grant Administrator Erica 

Math Derek 

Music Ophelia 

Occupational Safety and Health William 

Psychology Sarah 

Social Work Layne 

 

2.3 Methods 

I employed two ethnographic research methods to generate a foundational 

understanding of the primary user group targeted by the Fire & Associates website. First, I 

conducted semi-structured interviews with participants to learn about their experiences as 

educators of American Indian (or First Nations) students. I chose a semi-structured interview for 

the “freewheeling quality of unstructured interviewing” such a method affords while also 

implementing the use of an interview guide to facilitate conversation on pre-planned topics 

(Bernard 2011, 157-158). Interviews lasted approximately one to two hours and participants 

shared details regarding their past and current teaching situations. Second, I asked participants 

to navigate the Internet, in something I dubbed a “think-aloud session,” to contextualize 

websites they use for course preparation, teaching, and networking. In the field of user 

experience, usability testing is a “process that employs people as testing participants who are 

representative of the target audience to evaluate the degree to which a product meets specific 

usability criteria” (Rubin and Chisnell 2008, 21). Often, usability testing requires participants to 
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say what’s on their mind as they navigate the product. With this as inspiration, I decided to 

incorporate the “think-aloud session” and prompted participants to show me websites they use 

and give their feedback out loud. As a result, I was privy to several details that would have 

remained otherwise hidden with just an interview.  

I conducted 17 interviews total over the span of six months. Three out of 17 interviews 

were conducted face-to-face, whereas the remaining 14 interviews were conducted virtually. In 

cases where the study was conducted virtually, I obtained consent by providing the informed 

consent form to participants, explaining the contents of the form, and allowing them an 

opportunity to ask me questions about the study prior to emailing me a photocopy of the form 

with their signature. I then quickly returned a similar photocopy with my signature. Once the 

form was complete and both parties had a copy, the study could take place. A variety of devices 

and programs were used to successfully record conversations with study participants. For two 

of the three face-to-face interviews, a handheld audio recorder was used to capture our 

conversations. Only a notepad was used for the face-to-face interview that was not recorded. 

Virtual interviews and all of the think-aloud sessions (regardless of whether they were face-to-

face or virtual) were a bit trickier because they required that I video record the participant’s 

computer screen. To achieve this, all think-aloud sessions required both my computer and the 

computer of the participant. Below is a step-by-step guide that summarizes how virtual 

interviews were led and the technologies used for the study:  

 Step 1: call participant via Skype (one participant was called via GoTo Meeting) 

 Step 2: turn on XSplit to record audio with a black background for the interview portion 
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 Step 3: when ready to transition to the think-aloud session, ask participant to share their 

screen so that their desktop is visible on my desktop 

 Step 4: in XSplit, toggle the capability to video record my desktop to capture the 

participant’s movements from their computer 

Once an interview was complete, I wrote out a set of notes and reflections regarding the 

experience. I then transcribed each interview verbatim in a web-based program called 

oTranscribe (http://otranscribe.com/), which allowed a word processor and the audio to 

function simultaneously in the same window. As previously stated, I sent each participant their 

completed transcript of our conversations, allowing them ample time to make corrections or 

provide additional comments as they saw fit. In the end, only one participant did not review 

their transcript. Each participant received a hand-written card of thanks and gratitude from me 

for their participation in the research. Each card also included a business card in case they ever 

needed to contact me with further questions regarding the study.  

Preliminary analysis took the form of hand coding via a Word document. Major themes 

were shared with Nancy Fire, and we collaborated on relevant topics for further analysis. Once 

all interviews were transcribed, I used Dedoose (http://www.dedoose.com/), a web-based 

qualitative coding software, to code each interview, searching for emerging themes and 

patterns. Once this process was complete, all codes and their excerpts were pulled for further 

examination to uncover subthemes. Such rigorous analysis became fertile ground for writing 

this thesis.  

 

 

http://otranscribe.com/
http://www.dedoose.com/
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2.4 Participants’ Career Stories 

In order to situate the interviews in the broader context of participants’ careers and 

their relationship to education, I invited stories from each interviewee early in our 

conversation. I asked participants to tell me their story about how they started teaching in 

higher education, and how they ended up where they are. Answers to this question varied 

widely. I found that some educators, like Erica, Parker, and Sarah, always wanted to be an 

educator. For Parker and Sarah, it was a matter of family influence. For Parker in particular, he 

linked education to serving his tribe: 

My grandfather… was an educational administrator and also a tribal chief. And within 
his role as a tribal leader, he really emphasized education as a way to improve things for 
people – specifically, for our tribe – and so I think that influence is pretty strong. 
(Parker) 
 

In contrast, Otter said, “I never wanted to be an educator.” Others claimed:  

I am an educator because I'm a PhD and I have a position as a professor [laughs]. I did 
not go to school to become a teacher and I do not have credentials to teach people 
other than at the university. (Faye)  
 
[I] actually did not start out wanting to go into education. I was wanting to go to 
veterinary school. And so I started out in animal science. (Derek) 
 
Derek ended up teaching in higher education after a friend pointed out that a Tribal 

College was looking for more math instructors. Like Derek, Layne started out in a completely 

different field. She worked over seven years as a social worker for a K-12 school district prior to 

teaching on a university campus. In a similar vein, at least five educators taught grades K-12 

before switching to higher education. Morgan explained how this experience has shaped her 

career in higher education, “I really draw upon my background as a teacher, K-12, and as a 

university instructor. And what's worked in the past, what hasn't worked, I've had enough 
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years’ experience teaching now, I can do that, I can tell what works.” Holly was also a K-12 

teacher for some years and had no experience in higher education when she noted the local 

Tribal College was looking for someone with her qualifications. These stories indicate that 

becoming an educator in an institution of higher education (IHE) is not always the result of 

planning. Instead, it is a mixture of early interest and serendipitous occasions.  

Several educators also fulfilled additional roles that went beyond their teaching duties. 

For Sarah, it was volunteer work in the community. She said she spends much of her free time 

organizing educational tutoring programs between the students at her university and high 

schools in the area. Erica actually held the role of a Grant Administrator at her institution and 

only taught one course a semester. In her role as a Grant Administrator, she interacted with 

students and often trained faculty in culturally responsive practices for new projects. William 

explained that he volunteers his time to be a sort of liaison to American Indian students in his 

department. Holly worked on a grant to assist students, who have children, with childhood 

literacy and language.  

Almost all of the educators were researchers on top of serving as educators. For some it 

was a designation in their appointment to the institution that required them to complete 

research for their field. In the case of Greg and Norman, who both work at the same university, 

they conducted research to revitalize their own native language. Derek said he completes 

research as part of his ongoing Ph.D. studies. 
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CHAPTER 3  

RELATED LITERATURE AND THEORY 

The following literature serves to contextualize my research project within the various 

systems it operates in by combining history, theory, case studies, and technology. 

Improvements to a small startup website that serves educators of American Indian students 

requires a reflective gaze to the past by first understanding settler mentalities and how 

colonization has affected the realm of education for Native communities and their children. 

Next, I examine ethical concerns surrounding research, and specifically social science research, 

in American Indian communities. Here I also reflect on the “community” I studied, as it falls 

outside of traditional definitions in ethnographic research. Understanding American Indian 

students in higher education and the educators who teach them leads to a discussion about 

culturally responsive teaching practices that are currently implemented. Distance education 

and online learning are highlighted as methods for increasing the availability of higher 

education to American Indian students. The resources educators use and how they 

communicate are then explored, specifically in regards to professional virtual communities 

(PVCs). Finally, design methods and techniques used to maintain and improve user experiences 

for online environments are examined as a way to transform research insights into meaningful 

design recommendations and considerations. The field of anthropology is presented 

throughout as well adapted to conducting research in ambiguous settings, especially when the 

research is embedded within varied cultural realms. 
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3.1  History of Indigenous Education in the United States 

Colonization, legislation, and decisions made in federal courts “have shaped the 

contours of life in Indian Country today,” dictating the legal status of Native Americans, Alaska 

Natives, and Native Hawaiians in the United States (Lomawaima and McCarty 2002, 284). For 

instance, these groups are the only minorities in the United States who have to “prove” their 

ethnicity using percentages (Waterman and Lindley 2013). Although the reason for this travels 

further back than where I will begin, it is important to acknowledge that colonization imparted 

grave and lasting effects on American Indian communities in the United States which still 

continue today.  

Boarding schools have left an open wound in the history of the United States. Efforts 

rooted in the early 1800s allowed for the establishment of the first boarding school in Carlisle, 

Pennsylvania, in 1879 (Bill 1988). American Indian children were forcibly removed from their 

homes, which were often located on reservations after federally imposed displacement from 

historical tribal lands. Boarding schools were places meant to completely eradicate any traces 

of “Indianness” and students were not allowed to wear their traditional dress or use their 

native language, infractions quickly addressed with physical punishment (Archuleta et al. 2000). 

Perhaps more disturbing was how Western culture was forced upon them, from the clothes and 

hairstyles they were made to wear to the types of work they were forced to perform, helping 

pay for the school and prepare them for white society (Archuleta et al. 2000). If a student was 

lucky enough not to contract tuberculosis and perish within school walls, they returned home. 

When they returned, these children were only able to speak English, contributing to a liminal 

state of confusion about identity and experience, which often led to trauma.  
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The late Delores J. Huff, Professor of American Indian Studies at California State 

University and a Native Cherokee, likened institutions of higher education (IHEs) to 

“battlegrounds,” claiming, “Indians were defeated not by military force…  but by politically 

restructuring the institution of education to mold a colonial ethos” (Huff 1997, 156). Therefore, 

a school, a college, or a university contains painful meanings for American Indian students, their 

families, and the educators who teach them. Most boarding schools closed their doors in the 

mid-1900s, but some have been repurposed, such as Haskell Indian Nations University. Even so, 

the education of American Indians in the United States is infused in a legacy of institutional 

racism. For instance, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 has had “disproportionately 

negative impacts on high-poverty schools,” which includes grade schools located on tribal 

reservations (McCarty 2008, 1). In his examination of an elementary school located outside the 

Navajo reservation in the state of New Mexico, Daniel Conn reveals NCLB has forced a level of 

standardization that “further[s] the endemic values of colonization” (2013, 13). Those students 

who do make it to a college or university are then seen as ill equipped and unprepared for the 

rigor of a degree program. Educators who teach American Indian students from various 

generations must confront two separate periods in the history of Indigenous education in the 

United States that work together to generate stigma against American Indian students.  

Statistics about American Indian achievement in K-12 schools as well as in IHEs are bleak 

(Dillon 2007), and often “disregard the historic documentation of the effects of racism” (Huff 

1997, 20). Several scholars have noted that the numbers representing American Indian 

achievements in higher education are similarly disheartening (Guillory 2009; Guillory and 

Wolverton 2008; Larimore and McClellan 2005; Lomawaima and McCarty 2002; Mosley-
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Howard et al. 2016). According to data gathered from the U.S. Department of Education, 

National Center for Education Statistics, and the Institute of Education Sciences in 2012, 31% of 

the general U.S. population reported having a bachelor’s degree compared to only 13% of 

American Indians 25 years of age or older (Mosley-Howard et al. 2016). Even so, many 

American Indian students persist in the face of adversity and insist on an education as a way to 

reciprocate and give back to their community (Brayboy 2004; Guillory and Wolverton 2008; 

Waterman and Lindley 2013).   

 

3.2 Ethically Conducting Research in a Native “Community” 

A history of contention surrounds social science research in American Indian 

communities. Some researchers have entered American Indian communities with seemingly 

good intentions, but have subsequently taken physical artifacts, language materials, and 

cultural knowledge that should not be disseminated outside the community according to 

cultural protocols. In many cases, the worldviews of Western researchers contrast with those of 

the Indigenous communities whom they are trying to study (Wax 1991). For example, a 

Eurocentric researcher may attempt to “mainstream” Indigenous knowledge and force their 

own categories into the research (Battiste 2008), or generalize among various American Indian 

communities instead of treating them as distinct and diverse groups. Research may also be 

fraught with misunderstandings concerning consent, compensation, and information ownership 

without careful deliberation and collaboration with the community of study (Battiste 2008). 

Citing various Indigenous scholars such as Devon Mihesuah, a Choctaw historian, and Cecil King, 

an Odawa scholar, Anna Willow finds there is an extensive line of critique following the 
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involvement of anthropologists in American Indian communities (2010). Non-Native 

anthropologists in particular contain a “disproportionate privilege” and anthropologists in 

general tend to speak of American Indian peoples as a homogeneous group and conduct 

research that lacks relevance to the American Indian communities whom they are trying to 

serve (Willow 2010, 37).  These are the realities I, as a researcher, must acknowledge.   

Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln’s introduction to the Handbook of Critical and 

Indigenous Methodologies reflects on the responsibilities non-Indigenous scholars have when 

conducting qualitative research in Indigenous communities (2008). They believe researchers 

have a duty to engage in “critical qualitative research” and that educators, are, in fact, 

potentially “transformative intellectuals” who have a major role to play in the deconstruction of 

the colonialist underpinnings in research (Denzin and Lincoln 2008). Denzin and Lincoln call this 

active, critical approach a “critical Indigenous pedagogy” (CIP), which is reflexive and calls for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers to learn from one another by engaging in critical 

conversations (2008).  

In this research, I studied an amorphous “community” without borders or a set of well-

defined commonalities. My research participants comprised an amorphous community, one 

that contained American Indian and non-Native educators working in vastly different 

circumstances with varying numbers of American Indian and non-Native students. Later in this 

literature review I draw on Lave and Wenger’s concept of a “Community of Practice” as a way 

to envision fluid boundary lines around my study population based on the participation of 

shared sociocultural practices (1991). 
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3.3 American Indian Students in Higher Education 

 The meanings of education and success differ greatly between predominantly white 

institutions (PWI) and Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs). Native students attending PWIs 

and TCUs come from diverse realities and cultural backgrounds that contribute to their 

motivations for attending an institution of higher education (IHE). Therefore, it is prudent to 

glean the literature about American Indian students negotiating the college experience.  

When students and educators arrive at an institution of higher education, they bring 

with them a set of lived experiences and knowledge gained up until that point. In many ways, 

attending college or university is a rite of passage to welcome young adults from a highly 

supervised education to one of their choosing. Yet students can be considered “liminal entities” 

who “are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions assigned and 

arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremonial” (Turner 1969, 359). Indeed, those 

attending an institution of higher education are neither considered students going through the 

motions nor accepted as adults fully prepared for the workforce. In addition, the definition of a 

“traditional” student is shifting as we see veterans returning from war, mothers juggling school 

and childcare, and individuals seeking work in an uncertain job market. In their examination of 

the college experience for students who identify as part of the Myaamia Tribe, scholars G. 

Susan Mosley-Howard et al. find college to be a “transitional period of identity formation and 

goal attainment” that encompasses several challenges (2016, 442).  

 American Indian student experiences on college campuses should be taken on a case-

by-case basis even though there are common experiences among them. To lump the students 

together would be to nullify the unique ways each experiences college and negotiates their 
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cultural integrity. Widely cited for his positionality as both a member of the Lumbee Tribe and 

as a scholar of American Indian issues, Dr. Bryan McKinley Jones Brayboy provides insight into 

the college experience of American Indian students. In an ethnographic study examining the Ivy 

League educational experience of three American Indian students, Brayboy learned they are 

constantly under surveillance because of their physical appearance, which contributes to their 

marginalization and ostracism (2004). The students in his study mediated their visibility on 

campus by, for instance, avoiding confrontation and withdrawing into silence (Brayboy 2004). 

Native students “are typically either ignored or misrepresented by university policies and 

practices that privilege the dominant group’s experiences, norms of interacting and behaving, 

and perspectives” (Brayboy 2004, 144).  

 In 2005, it was recorded that 108,000 American Indian women were enrolled in IHEs 

whereas only 68,400 American Indian men were enrolled (Waterman and Lindley 2013). 

Stephanie Waterman and Lorinda Lindley claim American Indian women “use their culture to 

be resilient in educational environments” (2013, 144).  All American Indian students are 

exposed to remnants of the settler mentality and racism during their college education. For 

instance, they are subjected to stereotyping by peers, witness their likeness used as mascots for 

sports teams, learn from curricula devoid of Indigenous epistemologies, and experience 

violence – the latter is especially documented among women (Waterman and Lindley 2013).  In 

53 interviews conducted with Haudenosaunee and Northern Arapaho women who graduated 

from an IHE, 29 of them had children (Waterman and Lindley 2013). Not only did these women 

cite their families and tribes as important factors for their attendance, but they also felt that an 

education allowed them to be “catalysts of change” (Waterman and Lindley 2013). Since the 
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number of American Indian women enrolled in IHEs will continue to surpass those of their male 

counterparts, the authors encourage scholars to conduct more studies about American Indian 

women in higher education (2013).  

These studies about the experiences of American Indian students in higher education 

reveal ingrained systemic issues that have yet to be successfully engaged by university officials 

and staff; for instance, a disparity in the way university officials and American Indian students 

perceive the higher education experience. Before 2008, there was no research to determine 

American Indian student perceptions of higher education and compare them with those of 

university officials and faculty. In a qualitative study published in 2008 by Raphael M. Guillory 

and Mimi Wolverton, we learn that American Indian students cited family, giving back to their 

tribal communities, and on-campus social support as the three most important factors to 

pursuing a college degree (2008). In contrast, college presidents, faculty, and board members 

cited adequate financial support and academic programs as the most important persistence 

factors for American Indian students (Guillory and Wolverton 2008). The disparities found in 

the study reveal how the recruitment efforts of universities may not be effective for American 

Indian students. For instance, American Indian students also listed their families as a barrier to 

pursuing a degree because they often have to leave home and be away for long periods of time 

(Guillory and Wolverton 2008). The findings suggest there is a lack of understanding among 

university officials and staff about the motivations of Native students to attend college. 
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3.4 Culturally Responsive: Educators of American Indian Students in Higher Education 

Making sense of these complex social realities is then often left to the educator. There is 

a long history of culturally responsive teaching practices in the field of education and 

anthropology of education, although the focus is mainly on grades K-12. In her seminal work, 

Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory, Research, and Practice, Geneva Gay expounds upon the 

rise of culturally responsive teaching from the multicultural education movement in the 1970s 

(2000). Many scholars at the time argued that “teaching cultural diversity in schools offers 

intellectual and psychological benefits for both mainstream society and [other ethnicities]” 

(Gay 2000, 26). Gay cites additional scholars, such as J. Aragon (1973), who put the onus on 

teachers, saying they were “culturally deprived” which, in turn, adversely affected student 

learning (2000). Another scholar, J. D. Forbes (1973), was instrumental in demonstrating how 

culturally responsive teaching methods could enhance the educational experience of American 

Indian students in particular (Gay 2000). However, Gay also reveals how the attitude of 

“cultural blindness” still permeates education today through several themes. For instance, 

there exists a substantial lack of understanding on the part of educators about how mainstream 

pedagogy is actually based upon a Western, Eurocentric framework; and that this framework 

may not be the most efficient for a diverse group of students (Gay 2000). Gay also discloses 

how some educators confuse culturally responsive teaching with treating students unequally, 

which makes them think they are playing into racial discrimination rather than cultural 

responsiveness (2000).  

 Scholars Donna Deyhle and Teresa McCarty paid homage to Beatrice Medicine, a Lakota 

(Sihasapa) woman and cultural anthropologist, for her pivotal role as an advocate for 
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Indigenous communities and her critical stance about the role of education for American Indian 

children in the United States (2007). During her career, Medicine challenged the idea that an 

American Indian student had to choose between being successful in school or being a 

successful member of tribal life (Deyhle and McCarty 2007). The use of Critical Race Theory 

(CRT), then, became a means to examine how institutional factors influenced the ways 

American Indian children were taught in schools and repeatedly failed by the system. 

Medicine’s writing about the assimilationist model in education went on to influence other 

scholars and educators as they thought of ways to combat the “either/or” approach to Native 

identity and schooling through a bicultural or multicultural approach to education (Brayboy and 

Castagno 2009; Deyhle and McCarty 2007).  

 Multiple scholars have called for the integration of culturally relevant material, 

especially in K-12 school settings. According to a report by J. St. Charles and M. Constantino 

(2000), the incorporation of literary works that contain stories and experiences of American 

Indian tribes and individuals will help American Indian children relate better to the content and 

therefore increase reading comprehension (cited in Brayboy and Castagno 2009, 42). 

Indigenous poet and scholar, Ofelia Zepeda, has called on educators to leverage what American 

Indian children already know into classroom lessons so that they may retain their native 

language while also increasing their literacy in English (1995). Bryan Brayboy and Angelina 

Castagno name this approach “culturally responsive schooling (CRS)” and claim it is seen as “a 

promising strategy for improving the education and increasing the academic achievement of 

American Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN) students in US schools” by Native scholars, non-

Native scholars, and tribal communities (2009, 32).  
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 The development of Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit), by Bryan Brayboy, has been 

a significant theoretical contribution to CRS. As previously stated in Chapter 1, TribalCrit allows 

scholars and educators to situate the education of American Indian students in a larger 

framework that addresses their “liminality as both legal/political and racialized beings” as well 

as “the experience of colonization” (Brayboy 2005, 428). The bulk of TribalCrit asks us to 

understand the history of colonialism in the United States and the resulting legislation “rooted 

in imperialism [and] White supremacy” which fostered an assimilationist mentality and a legal 

system embedded with racism (Brayboy 2005, 429). Acknowledging these realities should lead 

scholars to re-conceptualize both knowledge and power to dismantle dominate Eurocentric 

views and embrace alternative meanings (Brayboy 2005). TribalCrit further requires scholars to 

believe in the autonomy, self-determination, and tribal sovereignty of American Indian 

communities and their ability to adapt to the conditions described above (Brayboy 2005). 

Finally, TribalCrit asks the scholar to “honor stories and oral knowledge as real and legitimate 

forms of data” as well as create connections between theory and practice (Brayboy 2005, 430); 

both of which are main theoretical and methodological underpinnings of contemporary 

anthropology.  

The following will address several additions, critiques, and considerations to 

contemporary CRS practices. Lawrence W. Gross, an assistant professor at Iowa State University 

from 1998 to 2005, utilized a blended teaching approach to introduce and discuss the concept 

of genocide so that Native and non-Native students could engage with his NAS, Race, and 

Ethnic Studies courses and leave with a positive understanding of American Indians (Gross 

2005). The method was first put into place by Sidner Larson and Scott Pratt who wrote about 
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introducing American Indian philosophies and Indigenous ways of knowing (IWOK) in 

classrooms (Gross 2005). Some scholars use the acronym IWOK while others use NWOK to 

denote “Native” ways of knowing; for the purposes of this thesis I will use NWOK. Gross argues 

such topics should be taught in an “accretive” manner, taking into account the specific interests 

of students, and also providing real-world examples from diverse tribes so as to break apart the 

assumption that all American Indians are the same (2005). The inclusion of NWOK is inherently 

problematic as it comes into contact with an influential, historical narrative which views 

Indigenous knowledge as inferior, and as a threat, to Western worldviews (Kincheloe and 

Steinberg 2008). Joe Kincheloe and Shirley Steinberg define “Indigenous knowledge” as the 

“lived-world form of reason that informs and sustains people who make their homes in a local 

area;” particularly attributed to the Indigenous peoples of the world (2008, 136). They argue 

there is no singular curriculum that can be offered to American Indian students across several 

communities (2008). In place of a universal method of teaching, they suggest educators 

incorporate Indigenous knowledges in the classroom by first engaging critically with the 

knowledges themselves (2008). 

In a university-level teacher-preparation program, which trains Indigenous students to 

become educators who will ultimately serve their tribal communities, Brayboy and other 

scholars believe “tribal nation building” should be an integral part of the educational 

experience in PWIs (Brayboy et al. 2014, 577). Tribal nation building is defined as a thoughtful 

approach to constructing a network of community members and educators who believe in and 

respect the goals of making a stronger tribal community (Brayboy et al. 2014). Collaboration is 
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required among an IHE, its educators, surrounding tribal communities, the federal government, 

and the students to make such empowerment a reality (Brayboy et al. 2014).  

Perhaps the most inclusive pedagogical method to date is the culturally 

sustaining/revitalizing pedagogy (CSRP) practice outlined by Teresa McCarty and Tiffany Lee; 

however, the approach is geared towards K-12 education (McCarty and Lee 2014). The authors 

build on the culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) model, quoting D. Paris, that CSP “goes 

beyond” the basic tenets of cultural responsiveness and instead “seeks to perpetuate and 

foster… linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism as part of the democratic project of schooling” 

(2014). In CSRP, community-based accountability is just as important as that of the educators, 

distributing the responsibility of the educational success of Native students (McCarty and Lee 

2014).  Indeed, a combination of tribal critical race theory, culturally responsive curriculum, and 

a culturally sustaining/revitalizing pedagogy may result in an effective toolkit for educators who 

must respond to the needs of a diverse classroom.  

Recent examples of how culturally responsive teaching practices have been successfully 

incorporated in institutions of higher education (IHEs) exist, although the literature often 

reflects on how it is implemented in classes that deal largely with Native American Studies 

(NAS) rather than other topics. In her Native American Studies courses at the University of New 

Mexico in Albuquerque, non-Native Assistant Professor of Anthropology and Music, Dr. Kristina 

Jacobsen-Bia, confronts a classroom that is “one-third Hispanic/Nuevo Mexicano students, one-

third Anglo or Bilagáana students, and one-third Native students” (2015, 1). Through a series of 

challenging activities, such as learning Navajo using translated songs and nursery rhymes, and 

reflective conversations, about border town politics and hate crimes, students in her courses 
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come to reveal assumptions they have about Navajo Nation (Jacobsen-Bia 2015). In Jacobsen-

Bia’s case, she uses the anthropological technique of making “the familiar ‘strange’ and the 

strange ‘familiar’” to deconstruct such assumptions and foster respect (2015, 1).   

A group of educators who interact and work with the Myaamia Center located at Miami 

University in Ohio conducted a longitudinal study to understand how students move through 

the university experience (Mosley-Howard et al. 2016). Participants of the study included 19 

students of the Myaamia Tribe who attended Miami University and were also enrolled in 

courses provided by the Myaamia Center as part of a scholarship program (Mosley-Howard et 

al. 2016). Interview data revealed “the cultural immersion via the Myaamia courses helped this 

sample of students not only to gain a sense of self but to cope with the college experience” 

(2016, 450). In addition, the four-year graduation rate for students who go through the 

Myaamia Center is 58% compared to only 17.9% for American Indian students in public colleges 

according to the U.S. Department of Education (Mosley-Howard et al. 2016). These findings 

reveal the importance of a critical and culturally sustaining/revitalizing pedagogy approach 

when helping American Indian students formulate their identities and navigate the college 

experience. We can also view this as a successful way for educators, American Indian and non-

Native alike, to provide footholds for American Indian students as they experience multiple 

intersections of liminality. 

 

3.5 American Indian Students in Online and Distance Learning 

A separate, but closely related, domain of literature exists concerning distance and 

online education for American Indian students, and specifically in the context of Tribal Colleges. 
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Online learning for students in American Indian communities contains unique challenges on top 

of concerns for a culturally responsive curriculum. For instance, American Indian students who 

participate in online and distance learning are mostly women past their twenties and often the 

first generation to enroll (Hampton 2013). As another example, educators facilitating online 

courses may have difficulty translating hands-on experiences to the virtual realm. In her study 

of online learning at a Tribal College, Nancy Fire found that educators may act as a “connector” 

and situate learning in real-world contexts by asking students to complete activities with family 

and community members to then bring the learning back to the lesson online (2009, 174).  

According to Fire, American Indian students who take online courses while located in their 

community are receiving an education situated in a meaningful cultural context which affords a 

bicultural state of learning that may not be possible in a PWI far away from home (2009). In 

2000, the American Indian Higher Education Consortium (AIHEC) launched a wireless Internet 

project at four Tribal Colleges in the United States as a way to bring online learning to remote 

areas with high poverty rates (Lambert 2004). Indigenous scholar and educator Lori Lambert 

believes “wireless technology can help address long-term inequities” often found on tribal 

reservations (2004, 16). However, the project experienced several concerns from community 

members. For example, the installment of miniature radio transceivers at high points was a 

necessary part of establishing the proper infrastructure for wireless technology in these 

communities. At one location, the installment of these transceivers hit a snag when several 

buttes in the area could not be used as a high point because of “cultural and spiritual 

importance” (Lambert 2004, 1). In another example, elders were concerned about the leaking 

of sacred tribal information via this new technology (Lambert 2004). In addition to bringing the 
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capability for online distance learning to remote, Indigenous communities, there are challenges 

associated with the way content is presented and delivered. Website designs are “infused with 

cultural meaning” (McLoughlin and Oliver 2000) and face-to-face, hands-on activities do not 

always translate easily in virtual learning.  

  A study conducted with American Indian high school students soon to attend college 

reveals that an online learning environment can yield success if educators take on leadership 

roles to prepare students (Kaler 2012). The organization Pathways to College Network lists six 

principles educational leaders should use, including the establishment of programs aimed at 

facilitating students’ transitions from high school to college, and maintaining financial and 

human resources for such students (Kaler 2012). Another study conducted with nine principals 

in K-12 schools that serve American Indian students identified several challenges to technology 

leadership, such as staff who are unreceptive to technological advances and a lack of 

coordinators to assist with new technologies (McLeod and Richardson 2011). Even so, the 

authors point out that the use of technologies in tribal leadership is on the rise (McLeod and 

Richardson 2011), possibly opening up opportunities for collaboration between school leaders 

and tribal leaders in regards to best practices in the implementation of technology.  In regards 

to online learning at a Tribal College, keys to a successful online education were embedded in 

the instructor’s ability to intuitively understand her students and engage with the tribal college 

community (Fire 2009). In addition, Fire regards “support services” and sustainable funding as 

critical requirements for a successful online program within a Tribal College, especially as it 

continues to expand course offerings to students who live further away (2009).   
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Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) are striving to provide these support services. 

Since the mid-1990s, the Northern Arizona University library, for instance, has expanded its 

“field services” to ensure “more equitable treatment and service regardless of [student] 

location” (Adams and Evans 2004, 8). Librarians visit reservations to instruct students and 

community members alike on how to use the library’s web services (Adams and Evans 2004). 

 Most importantly, NAU librarians consciously refined their instruction processes. 

Materials were chosen to be culturally relevant for those attending the sessions and two 

librarians are present at each instruction session so that one can teach while the other provides 

one-on-one help for those who require further clarification (Adams and Evans 2004). Another 

way TCUs are combating the gap between remote American Indian students and those centrally 

located near the institution is through the establishment of computer centers. For example, the 

College of Menominee Nation has a computer center to serve “individuals who live in limited 

and underserved niches” (Hampton 2013, 49). In their study with Native Hawaiian teachers who 

participated in the Hawaiian Language Immersion Program for public K-12 schools, Lilinoe Yong 

and Ellen Hoffman found that new technologies provide an abundance of methods for teachers 

to create and share materials in their native language (2014). Several educators value the 

expansion of technology-related services and distance education efforts to facilitate learning 

because it reaches more American Indian students (Adams and Evans 2004; Fire 2009; Hampton 

2013; Lambert 2004).  
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3.6 Professional (Virtual) Communities and Online Resources 

A “Community of Practice,” or CoP, as laid out by Jean Lave and Étienne Wenger, is a 

meaningful grouping of individuals who share a set of interests and expertise and who 

participate in shared sociocultural practices (1991). According to Wenger, a CoP “is essential to 

our learning. It is the very core of what makes us human beings capable of meaningful 

knowing” (2000, 229). Wenger also denotes some “dimensions of progress” for distinguishing 

the growth of a CoP. A competent leadership to keep learning as a central goal of the CoP, a 

strong sense of community among its members, and self-awareness of the CoP through 

reflective practices are all guidelines that can determine if the CoP is successful and moving in 

the right direction (Wenger 2000). These ideas contain useful implications for reimagining 

educators of American Indian students as much more than just separate entities with no 

connections and instead as part of a group with shared sociocultural practices. This is further 

discussed in Chapter 4. The concept of a Network of Practice (NoP) was inspired by Lave and 

Wenger’s work and was first described by John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid in their book, The 

Social Life of Information (2000), as, “the networks that link people to others whom they may 

never get to know but who work on similar practices” (141). In particular, a NoP is described as 

only becoming possible with the increasing use of the Internet (2000) and its proliferation 

through email list servs and social media (Mackey and Evans 2011). Brown and Duguid assert 

that the main difference between a CoP and a NoP is how “tight-knit” the group of individuals 

is, noting that CoPs are made up of individuals who most likely know one another and engage in 

the same practices, whereas individuals in a NoP may only be connected by technology (2000). 



38 
 

However, there is ambiguity in the literature as to how strong the ties need to be among 

people in a NoP for them to be considered a CoP.     

 The advent of the Internet has allowed for the formation of professional virtual 

communities (PVCs) where members participate openly, not anonymously, on the web for 

communication and collaboration (Lin et al. 2008). PVCs may be regarded as a type of online 

CoP or NoP. One of the early attempts to understand how PVCs succeed was Christopher 

Hoadley and Roy Pea’s study of how technology can assist in knowledge networking, through 

their creation of the Center for Innovative Learning Technologies (CILT) in 1997 (2002). Using 

Activity Theory, which states that tools, people, and activities are interdependent, the authors 

claim that their development of CILT was an attempt to “engineer” a successful learning 

community because it encompassed those three elements (Hoadley and Pea 2002, 329). In 

their study of PVCs, Fu-ren Lin et al. also investigated what creates a successful online 

community; they developed a typology of special interest groups (SIGs). Type I SIGs had the 

most interaction, collaboration, and knowledge sharing whereas Type VI SIGs were 

characterized by light interaction and even negative messages (Lin et al. 2008). The creation 

and flow of knowledge in a PVC can be affected by the existence or lack of “idea providers,” a 

shift in conversation from a public to a private forum, or role ambiguity (Lin et al. 2008). The 

authors suggested designating specific individuals to initiate, maintain, and wrap up a 

discussion as just one way to alleviate these potential issues (Lin et al. 2008). Another caveat, 

proposed by Sall’ee Ryman et al., is that community-building activities are not destined to occur 

even if technology makes the right environment possible (2010). Instead, it is a combination of 

carefully designed environmental factors that foster active participation in an online 
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community. Crafting social presence through communication via videoconferencing software, 

for instance, simulates a physical presence and generates trust (Ryman et al. 2010). 

 Julie Moore and Boyoung Chae examine the needs of new K-12 teachers and their 

perceptions of web-based resources available through a PVC (2007). The researchers found that 

new teachers needed support in dealing with emotional distress related to teaching and 

reaching out to other educators for new ideas (Moore and Chae 2007). Often these new 

teachers would reach out to their personal contacts for assistance or conduct Google searches 

but very few participated in a PVC (Moore and Chae 2007). One of the more common ways 

educators may communicate and build community may be through social media, however the 

lack of literature on the topic makes this a mere assumption. Social media, such as Facebook, 

have been studied extensively in regards to how educators are incorporating their use in 

classrooms and student perceptions of this use. In their examination of 23 articles about how 

Facebook is used, S. Manca and M. Ranieri found that educators used Facebook as a means to 

engage their students, especially the private group feature, but that students preferred to keep 

their social media separate from their education (2013). Virtually no research exists to 

determine how educators of Native students in higher education use social media, web-based 

tools, and PVCs.  

 

3.7 Lessons from Design and the User Experience 

Several techniques and design methods can be employed to enhance the effectiveness 

of a website, professional virtual community (PVC), or an educational experience infused with 

technology. Design patterns, for instance, allow designers to generate solutions for technology-
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enhanced learning environments that can be used many times over for the same problem (Mor 

and Winters 2007). A less rigid approach is user-centered design (UCD), which focuses on the 

user as the impetus for design decisions. UCD emerged in the context of product development 

in the private sector, however the approach is now widely applied to a variety of programs, 

products, and processes with the philosophy that designs should be crafted to suit user needs 

in all sectors of society (Baxter et al. 2015). Central elements of UCD include the identification 

of user groups early on in the research process, a systematic collection of data where users 

interact with the product or process in question to capture the user experience (UX), and a 

dedication to iterative design (Baxter et al. 2015). In anthropology, the tradition of combining 

design aspects with ethnographic methods can be traced to the late 20th century when 

anthropologists began to work in market research and computer-supported cooperative work 

(Wasson 2000). Some common methods employed in the early days of design ethnography 

include classic participant observation and in-depth interviews along with photo narratives and 

the use of video recordings to capture user interactions (Wasson 2000). Such data are then 

rigorously analyzed to generate findings that will lead to design recommendations.  

 User interactions with websites have been commonly studied to understand not only 

the user experience but also how certain aspects of the design foster trust or mistrust. Often it 

is first impressions which contribute to a user making subsequent visits to a particular website; 

but trust takes time to build and is “shaken easily, and once shaken extremely difficult to 

rebuild” (Schneiderman 2000, 57).  In a study compiling 221 incidents about trustful and 

distrustful experiences, researchers found that the visual design of a website was more often 

mentioned when describing a distrustful experience (Seckler et al. 2015). Although users may 
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internally appreciate an aesthetically pleasing design, they are more likely to remember and 

focus on website designs that are unattractive or that make their site visit difficult (Seckler et al. 

2015). Characteristics only associated with trustful experiences were user reviews and previous 

website visits (Seckler et al. 2015). Such insights may prove useful when designing a virtual 

landing pad for educators of American Indian students.  

 The aesthetic appeal and user-friendliness of a site alone cannot generate a valuable 

virtual space; however, findings from other areas may provide a starting point for how to 

design something that has little to no precedent. According to Catherine McLoughlin and Ron 

Oliver, since “learning is a cultural activity, the design of Web sites is also infused with cultural 

meaning” (2000, 59). Therefore, they propose a continuum for how much culturally specific 

information should be incorporated into a website depending on whether or not the targeted 

audience pertains to a localized culture or across various cultures. Based on a diagram of their 

continuum, local sites with local needs require a high level of contextualization, while cross 

cultural sites with international needs require a low level of cultural contextualization 

(McLoughlin and Oliver 2000, 59). McLoughlin and Oliver also outline 10 principles for the 

“culturally inclusive instructional design” of an online environment, which are listed verbatim 

below (2000, 65-68):  

1. Adopt an epistemology that is consistent with, and supportive of constructivist learning 

and multiple perspectives. 

2. Design authentic learning activities.   

3. Create flexible tasks and tools for knowledge sharing.  

4. Ensure different forms of support, within and outside the community.  
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5. Establish flexible and responsible student roles and responsibilities. 

6. Provide communication tools and social interaction for learners to co-construct 

knowledge.  

7. Create tasks for self direction, ownership and collaboration.  

8. Ensure flexible tutoring and mentoring roles that are responsive to learner needs.  

9. Create access to varied resources to ensure multiple perspectives.  

10. Provide flexibility in learning goals, outcomes and modes of assessment.  
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CHAPTER 4  

EDUCATORS OF AMERICAN INDIAN STUDENTS AS A COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE 

 

4.1 Contextualizing the Community of Practice 

In the following section I apply several concepts from the work of Étienne Wenger and 

Jean Lave concerning communities of practice (CoP) and situated learning (Lave and Wenger 

1991, Wenger 1998). First, they believe that learning is always situated in practice – that one 

cannot learn without engaging in activities that are part of the social world. These interactions 

are fine-tuned over time as individuals engage with one another, and a sort of “collective 

learning” takes place among them (Wenger 1998). Therefore, belonging to a CoP is contingent 

upon a person’s participation in the relevant practices of that community. An individual’s 

involvement within a Community of Practice has no solid beginning or end but is instead reliant 

on the concept of the core and the periphery. In their work regarding apprenticeships, Lave and 

Wenger (1991) describe the periphery as the place where an individual can join a Community of 

Practice and begin the process of situated learning through “legitimate peripheral 

participation.” As a learner gains more valuable learning experiences through practice, they 

move closer toward the core of the CoP; something Lave and Wenger term “full participation” 

(1991, 29).  

My study participants can be considered a Community of Practice of Educators of 

American Indian Students. The participants who were closer to the core of the CoP were those 

who had more extensive experience teaching American Indian students, and who had therefore 

gone furthest in developing pedagogical approaches based on their profound understanding of:   
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 The history of colonialism and education in the United States for American Indian 

communities; and 

 Issues that affect American Indian students today 

To visualize these concepts, I have created a circular model demonstrating a core-periphery 

scenario represented in Figure 4.1. The blue, dashed outer circle of the diagram represents the 

fluid border of the Community of Practice. It is fluid because an individual is not forever in that 

particular CoP once they enter; instead, they can move outside of it again if their practices do 

not align with those of the CoP. In addition, CoPs can overlap, and individuals can belong to 

more than one. Therefore, a fluid border represents all of these possibilities.  The blue, dahsed 

inner circle denotes the fluid border between the core and the periphery of the Community of 

Practice. This border is fluid because the movement of an individual from the periphery to the 

core is not finite – they are not automatically part of the core for the entire existence of the 

CoP and could move out again – and there is no particular beginning or end to the core. The 

middle space between the two borders is the periphery. A gray spiral is superimposed on the 

core-periphery circles to indicate the potential trajectory an educator might take as she gained 

more experience teaching American Indian students. Triangles indicate places an educator 

might be at a particular point in time, as she navigates the Community of Practice. This model 

serves to further conceptualize members of the study sample in relation to the Community of 

Practice but it is not meant to be exact or all encompassing. Envisioning study participants as a 

Community of Practice provides a mental model of how to perceive other educators of 

American Indian students. For Fire & Associates, this mental model is helpful for envisioning 
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their primary user group because each client will exist at different points in the CoP and thus 

have needs unique to their position.   

Figure 4.1. A Circular Model: Educators of American Indian Students as a Community of Practice 

 

 

4.2 Factors Affecting Pedagogical Practices 

I found a number of factors that shaped the experiences of study participants and thus 

their pedagogical practices. Perhaps the most significant factor was the number of American 

Indian students a participant taught. Table 4.1 supplies the percent of American Indian students 

each participant taught at their institution. These percentages are representative of only the 
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first institution for that participant as indicated in Table 2.1. This means it is possible that an 

educator who currently teaches 100% American Indian students has taught at other institutions 

where there were no American Indian students in their class. Table 4.2 provides a descriptive 

phrase for different breakdowns of percentages that are used throughout this section.  

Table 4.1. Percent of American Indian Students Each Participant Taught at Their Institution 

Educator  Percent of American Indian Students in Class 

American Indian Educators 

Derek 100% 

Greg 100% 

Norman 100% 

Otter 83% 

Parker 54% 

Sarah 20% 

Non-Native Educators 

Layne 100% 

Tia 100% (First Nations) 

Barry 60% 

Holly 50% 

Ophelia 34% 

Rosemary 33% (First Nations) 

Erica 24% 

Faye 20% 

Misa 18% 

William 4% 

Morgan 2% 

 

Table 4.2. Defining Percentages 

Breakdown of Percentages Description 

0%-19% Mostly Non-Native Students 

20%-49% Significant Number of American Indian Students 

50%-100% Mostly American Indian Students 

 

These percentages were calculated based on the self-reporting of each participant. In all 

cases where a participant indicated a number, I converted their answer into a percent. This 

included when the participant gave an exact number, a fraction, or a percent. In cases where a 

participant indicated something such as “less than half,” or did not provide a number at all, I 
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used the official IPEDS fall 2014 enrollment data for that institution 

(https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/Default.aspx), which already used percentages. Lastly, 

all percentages were rounded.  

I learned that the more American Indian students a participant taught, the more 

chances there was for meaningful experiences to occur that would engender culturally 

responsive pedagogical practices. In cases where participants taught mostly American Indian 

students, more of these pedagogical practices were incorporated.  

It is important to note that these percentages are one way to roughly quantify the 

teaching experience of participants and are not the only factor that shapes their experience. 

Subsequent chapters will address other factors to reveal a more complex reality. Chapter 5 

details the unique environments in which participants taught. Chapter 6 delves into participant 

identity; mainly whether or not the participant identified as American Indian or non-Native. 

Chapter 7 focuses on the use of media and technology in the classroom. Finally, Chapter 8 

explores connections participants made with other educators, professionals, or community 

members that greatly impacted their pedagogical practices.  

 

4.3 Common Pedagogical Practices 

The Community of Practice of Educators of American Indian Students share a set of 

common pedagogical practices. The following list of practices is not exhaustive but rather 

describes the most salient and common ones. The frequency with which participants show up 

in the list may signify the extent of their experience teaching American Indian students; 

however, this generalization is made more nuanced later on in the discussion.  

https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/Default.aspx
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Acknowledge Issues Affecting American Indian (or Indigenous) Populations. Several 

educators described institutions of higher education (IHEs) in the United States as intrinsically 

Western spaces. In general, they were sensitive to how the history of American Indian 

education in the United States could affect the higher education experience for their American 

Indian students. Some participants acknowledged truths about colonialism, identity, and power 

during the interview. Others explained how they pull these topics into classroom discussions. 

Both Parker and Greg, for instance, mentioned the devastating effects of the boarding school 

era on American Indian communities; notably issues regarding policy, language, and identity.  

Parker also discussed how he makes dominant Western paradigms visible to students. 

He described one exercise where he explains underlying issues regarding certain words to 

students: “people use the term Tribe and Indigenous Nation even in different ways. So I 

explained the problematic concept of Tribe in the United States as defined by the United States 

government.” Parker also brought up an issue that is unique to the diverse American Indian 

population of the United States, and said he makes a point to promote awareness to students:  

[I] encourage my students to be broad, about how somebody self-identifies. Because I'll 
point, like with [person’s name], I don't know what she feels like inside. And I'll point out 
that it's different to identify as one way and to present oneself one way. Given what's 
occurring with a lot of notions of fraud in Native North America, I think one has to 
present oneself in a responsible way. And so I make a point of doing that, you know, in 
my classes; particularly at the beginning of the term when I'm introducing myself. I'll 
say, ‘this is who I am, these are the experiences I have had, these are some things I have 
not done.’ I'm not from a reservation, for example. (Parker) 
 
Norman and Greg do something similar, encouraging students to not speak of American 

Indians in a generalized way. According to Greg, “the only place we ever get into generalizing 
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about American Indians is when we're talking about sovereignty and law.” Greg views his work 

at the University as a way to reverse some of the damage that has been done.  

Rosemary also acknowledged these truths by supporting the idea of “decolonization” as 

a way to deconstruct the dominant Western ways of IHEs. She explored the topic of 

colonization with her classes, which are a mix of First Nations and non-Native students:  

All of this is part of a larger project of decolonizing those disciplines. And decolonizing 
the university itself. So a lot of that, you know, as a goal, as an objective for our 
program, we kind of share with other programs this idea that our students will be able 
to talk about colonization, to recognize it, to address it, kind of plainly and you know, as 
a fact. And talk to people about it. (Rosemary)  
 
Conversations surrounding decolonization are not new, but they are gaining traction in 

the academy and changing the way material is taught. Therefore, I feel it is pertinent to include 

Norman’s comments regarding decolonization and its implications. He described decolonization 

as “a big problem for us” because:  

Decolonization implies that you're going to remove something. These youth 
are adding something to their lives. They're not going to take anything away. They're 
not going to stop being whoever they decide to be. That doesn't mean that there aren't 
conflicts. As you can imagine, when two knowledge systems come together, there's 
going to be things that don't mesh. (Norman) 
 
Several non-Native participants recognized the role of “educator” as historically 

associated with a position of authority, power, and knowledge production. Instead of acting as 

this voice of authority, especially on issues pertaining to American Indian communities, 

participants such as Tia, Ophelia, Erica, Rosemary, and Layne tried to make space for their 

American Indian students. In this space, students were encouraged to guide a conversation, 

contribute their knowledge regarding a particular subject, or tell a story in a creative way that 

signified something meaningful to them. For Tia, this also meant being “a little more humble” in 
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her archiving class that is made up of all First Nations students. She said, “I am certainly not an 

expert in knowledge, right? I'm not an expert in the way knowledge is held by cultures, by 

people, right? So that's a class where I just say, these are some questions, and I let the class 

really direct which way it goes.” For Barry, this meant incorporating literature to “juxtapose 

against the Western.” For Ophelia, this meant bringing in American Indian voices from the 

community:  

There were 500 employees working for Indian Health Services there and tribes from all 
over the US. And so I was able to utilize that network and bring them in and that was 
just completely amazing. So it's like, whatever I wasn't able to offer, or whatever power 
imbalance there might have been through me as an Anglo teacher, began to be offset by 
the fact that I was able to bring in other voices beyond my own that were also 
authoritative. And also had a huge amount to offer. So that I wasn't the final word in the 
class, that was huge. (Ophelia) 
 
Erica took a different approach by supporting a new digital storytelling initiative at her 

institution. By doing so, she also encouraged other educators to use digital storytelling in 

assignments. Students could then engage more creatively with the material and tell stories 

from their point of view; sometimes they replaced what would have been a static PowerPoint 

presentation with this new method for assignments. Erica noted this was especially compelling 

for American Indian students attending the institution:  

[Digital storytelling] became the ideal vehicle that we could use to allow students to 
incorporate, you know, whatever media. Whether it be recorded interviews of 
grandparents or other elders, or others they knew, you know discussing their culture or 
speaking a native language. Or they could, you know, include digital artifacts that are 
important to their family or their culture…I think we had about 360 students that 
created those types of digital stories, short video projects in classes, this semester.  
 
Understand that Education is Not an Individual Endeavor. Another common 

pedagogical practice was a re-framing of the purpose of education. Participants believed their 

American Indian students do not participate in education and learning to further their own 
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individual success, but rather that of their community. Participants also viewed education as 

interwoven with tribal autonomy and tribal sovereignty. This has been explored in the literature 

from the perspective of students, but there is little from the point of view of educators (Guillory 

and Wolverton 2008; Waterman and Lindley 2013).  

For Greg and Norman, who only teach American Indian students from their tribe, finding 

ways to orient class to the community is a high priority because, as Greg said, “the defense of 

our sovereignty is a 24/7 job.” In fact, each class and semester-long course is designed to reflect 

this community focus. Greg described one example of how this is accomplished: “every class 

begins by emphasizing the community. So we do a series of, they're linguistically ritual 

greetings, and then we talk about - we continue the ritual - and talk about the weather in the 

language. And then we talk about what's going on in the community.” In another example, after 

students attended a trip where they interacted with heritage materials and language 

documents, Norman encouraged them to write about it in the tribal newspaper “so the 

community can share their experience.”   

Non-Native educators have learned this lesson from their American Indian students. 

Layne, for instance, said “they will tell you they're in college to save the lives of their people. 

And survive as a people.” Barry gained similar insight through his experiences working at a 

Tribal College where he had young 20-year-old students and a 73-year-old elder in the same 

classroom. In our interview, he commented on the purpose of Tribal Colleges as a way to better 

American Indian communities: “I will say that the Tribal College is near and dear to my heart. 

They were created with the notion of tribal control of education and sovereignty and of course 

they wanted to get accredited, so that students could have a foot in both worlds.” Erica also 
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understood this reality of her American Indian students and thus used the digital storytelling 

project at her institution as a way for students to serve their communities. In her training of 

other faculty, she encouraged instructors to make the digital storytelling project an outlet for 

expression, especially for American Indian students. Students could then create projects 

relevant to their tribe instead of responding to a sterile prompt.  

Recognize Diversity and Multi-Faceted Identities. Although I detail the significance of 

identity in Chapter 6, I discuss here how participants learned about the diversity and unique 

positionality of their students. The common pedagogical practice here is the recognition of this 

diversity, the challenges it presents, and then embracing those challenges in the classroom 

context. Several participants learned through experience that their students exist in what Bryan 

McKinley Jones Brayboy termed a “liminal space” (2005, 432). This space is highly political and 

often contested. Some of the American Indian participants expressed a profound 

understanding of this reality based on personal experiences.  

Parker pondered such notions and asked “when people have ideas about identity or 

who is a ‘real’ Indian or whatnot – where do those things come from? How have they changed 

over time? I think the general answer is that a lot of them are introduced by the United States 

government to sort of break apart Native communities.” Norman viewed the liminal space as 

highly dynamic because his American Indian students are part of a globalized society that is 

constantly intersecting with different worldviews:  

Because we focus on a knowledge system, we recognize that there's lots of knowledge 
systems in the world. Today, nobody has to only be tied to one. You can be connected 
to many different knowledge systems. I see in the younger generation, especially as 
globalization becomes more prominent, is that their identities are more flexible. In 
other words, we would never say, ‘in order to be [name of Tribe], you have to think or 
believe this.’ Those days are gone. (Norman) 



53 
 

 
Non-Native participants also acknowledged the diversity of their classrooms. Tia simply 

recognized the diversity of her First Nations students, stating, “I understand that the room is 

very diverse, right? Very diverse group of people in the room.” Rosemary acknowledged the 

diversity of her classes in the context of Canada as a whole and she knew exactly how many 

languages are spoken in her province. Rosemary also said, “you've got lots of diversity in terms 

of how people identify themselves, and where they consider themselves to be from, and where 

they'll tell you they're from.” Barry was conscious of his American Indian students on a more 

personal level. His position of working on a reservation also gave him a unique window into the 

lives of his students: “I could run my classes and be highly perceptive of nuance and what was 

going on in families and a lot of what occurred after class and discussions you would know 

where people were at and what their problems were and what they were dealing with.”  

Erica was concerned with getting other non-Native educators on board with 

appreciating the diversity at her institution, especially within the American Indian student 

population. From her work at the institution, Erica has experienced the benefits of 

incorporating culturally responsive pedagogical practices for American Indian students:  

It's really more about helping to develop more of an overall appreciation. Because the 
more of an appreciation and the more of a learning and caring and understanding that 
are developed, the more that the curriculum and the ways that the faculty member 
relates to the student will naturally just be enhanced and aligned to that student's 
cultural background. (Erica) 
 
As stated above, Erica has fostered this appreciation by supporting the digital 

storytelling project at her institution. The project provides agency to all students, but Erica 

described how this may be especially true for American Indian students:  
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We really wanted students to be able to research what was important to them and then 
also each tribe in our area is in a different place in terms of their language preservation 
efforts. And they're going about it in different ways. (Erica) 
  
Incorporate Native Ways of Knowing (NWOK) Pedagogies. As made popular by Tewa 

scholar, Gregory Cajete, and as laid out in Nancy Fire’s dissertation, Native Ways of Knowing, or 

NWOK, “comprise an epistemological stance socially derived from and culturally bound to tribal 

contexts” (2009, 14). I discovered that participants often tried to understand the way their 

American Indian students learn best and then incorporate those methods into their teaching. It 

is common practice in teaching to have students make connections between their personal 

lives and lesson material, however, NWOK brings additional meaning to this practice for 

American Indian students. In regards to online learning, Fire conceptualizes educators as 

“connectors” who link American Indian students “with their own context, communities, and 

new learning” (2009, 174).  A recent study conducted among students of the Myaamia Tribe 

attending an institution of higher education revealed that on-campus courses tailored toward 

an American Indian student’s particular tribe can increase retention and overall academic 

success (Mosley-Howard et al. 2016). NWOK pedagogies are found throughout the thesis, but I 

point out a few poignant remarks that more explicitly illustrate this practice:  

I'm a big fan of the Native Ways of Knowing pedagogy, which basically, the hallmarks are 
that it's kind of problem-based, that students learn better by doing, and working 
through a problem more so than learning about details that are detached and 
meaningless. It's not as applicable. They need to learn the whole system, how it relates 
to what they need to learn to be successful at a job or what they already intuitively kind 
of have or going through their own culture, their own - a big part of it is being place-
based. Through their own place, whatever that might be, whatever culture they belong 
to… at the same time, Native Ways of Knowing is more holistic, problem-based, more 
interactive, and more communal in nature. It sort of takes, you know, collaboration to 
very richly and deeply learn anything. (Erica) 
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If I can hook them with information that's pertinent to them, they'll do awesome work. 
And I believe it's all about making relationships with students. Relationships, you know, 
‘my tribe does this, what does your tribe do?’ Also giving them a break when they have 
personal problems. There's always a way we can complete the class and they know that. 
I love when they work hard and they get As. (Otter)  
 
One of the questions that's coming up is, you look at a lot of the social issues within 
Indian Country, and one of the questions is: if these Native youth, in their educational 
experience, could experience something positive about who they are as a culturally 
distinct group, would they no do better? And I think, intuitively, teachers would say, 
‘well, of course they would,’ but, when you live in a country where states are passing 
English-only bills and there's constant, you know, constantly forced to be the same, 
and not be different, and to not speak another language, it's very difficult to make that 
happen. (Norman)  
 
Embrace Open-Mindedness: The Student-Educator Exchange. I found there was an 

exchange that took place between the participants in my study and their American Indian 

students. Participants described obvious methods of exchange such as a student making a 

comment or filling in an end-of-the-year review. However, they also described exchanges that 

were more internal as a result of participating in culturally relevant activities. In both cases, 

such exchanges amounted to significant changes in the way a participant taught their course 

and often in the way they conceptualized course material and their students. I have inferred 

that this exchange is constantly occurring in the classroom environment and it is largely up to 

the educator to keep an open mind and take advantage of the benefits associated with 

recognizing the exchange. For instance, an educator may become closer to their students if 

they are open to the exchange and act upon new knowledge. The following examples highlight 

this student-educator exchange and how it can affect teaching.   

Norman and Greg utilized feedback that resulted from a student’s senior project. Greg 

explained the results and how it affected the way courses are designed:  
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We're trying to renew or revitalize the way we're teaching the classes. And it's been 
somewhat successful. And I should also say that it came, partially a result 
of their feedback. So we asked the students, just in general about your experience here, 
what do you want more of? What do you want less of? What would you like to see? And 
a lot of them said, ‘we want more time interacting with each other in the classroom.’ So 
this was an attempt to respond to that request. It was awesome to see that, before that 
I didn't really think that was something they wanted, and they told us, ‘we want to 
interact with each other more.’ So, we're trying to do our best to provide that. (Greg)  
 
Tia and Misa both provided accounts of when feedback from one particular student 

affected how they conducted a course. For instance, a First Nations student pointed out to Tia, 

halfway through teaching her first summer program, that the lack of prayer at the beginning of 

class each day “was not okay.” Now, Tia always invites someone to say a prayer at the start of 

each class day, sometimes doing it herself. The following story from Tia further demonstrates 

how another one of her First Nations students made her question some of the assumptions she 

makes while teaching: 

 Language has different values to different people. And as a linguist, I'm very interested 
in understanding the parts of the words, all of the different morphemes of the word. 
But students may not like that, at all, right? I had a student who was very upset because 
she felt like she was digging into her grandmother's words and exploding them, because 
we were blowing them up. She felt that by breaking them into pieces, rather than 
facilitating understanding, was destructive to the language. So even, yeah, even that's a 
challenge, is to keep in mind that...I can't make any assumptions about my values being 
the same as my student's values on any level. (Tia) 
 
Misa encountered a similar situation when she shared a joke in class that was meant to 

be light and funny. However, one of her American Indian students found the joke offensive and 

told Misa as much. Because of that encounter, Misa said she has become much more aware of 

what she says in class and how it may affect her diverse audience. 

Sometimes the student-educator exchange is much less direct and takes place in the 

hearts and minds of the educator. Both Layne and Ophelia, non-Native educators, shared 
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transformative experiences they encountered because of their American Indian students. When 

Layne first started teaching her students, who fly in from their remote villages one week out of 

the month, she felt uncomfortable with some aspects of the class. For instance, there were 

always three elders present. She recalled the following sensation:  

To be totally honest I did not really like that the elders were there. And I thought that 
the elders would get in the way of the syllabus and the learning objectives that I was 
supposed to deliver to the University. (Layne)  
 
After feeling this way for most of her first year teaching, and noticing how at ease her 

students seemed to be with the elders present, Layne made a profound realization: “no one 

else was disturbed that there was an elder in the classroom, that the elders were going to be 

talking for a while about something – no one! No one, just me, just me!” Layne’s acceptance of 

the elders and their presence has made her classes that much richer; she even shares this story 

with them and they all laugh about it together.  

Ophelia said she has gained valuable experiences from teaching all different kinds of 

students. In particular, she was greatly affected by her experience working at a Tribal College. 

Her American Indian students were mostly women in their 40s or older:  

[They] brought an insane amount of life experience and richness to the class and the 
class conversation, right? Because they were able to do what we ideally pedagogically 
are always trying to do, which is getting students to link it back to their lives. They did it 
without being ever even asked to do it, right? Those are the linkages. And so the level of 
the discussion, and the depth, and the rigor, and the breadth was completely 
confounding. And really really absolutely incredible. (Ophelia) 
 
It’s Okay to Be Uncomfortable. Participants often encountered controversial class 

conversations as a result of their diverse classroom and course topics. Instead of trying to avoid 

the discomfort among students, several participants encouraged their students to work 

through prickly topics. This pedagogical practice was most salient in courses regarding Native 
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American Studies (NAS) or Indigenous languages where students of color and Anglo students 

were brought together. However, participants who often had to confront harsh realities facing 

their students also experienced discomfort. Participants such as Ophelia, Rosemary, and Layne 

openly shared their experiences regarding comfort levels and the resulting challenges.  

Ophelia has taught in several types of institutions, but for the interview she focused on 

her current classes at a large university. She described the students in one of her classes 

focused on the culture of an American Indian tribe as evenly split among American Indian 

students, white students, and other students of color. The majority of the students went to 

college straight from high school. Their differences in experience, however, are what generated 

interesting classroom discussions, which taught Ophelia “to not shy away from controversy.” In 

our conversation she expanded on that statement:  

When you're teaching Native studies and mix Native and non-Native classes, it's not a 
matter of ‘Oh! I wonder if there's going to be a contentious conversation or if things are 
going to get fraught.’ That's not even a question. Of course it's going to happen. And 
probably it's going to happen multiple times, the question is, how are you going to deal 
with? Are you prepared to deal with it? And how do you use it as a teaching moment, 
right? So no longer am I like, ‘oh shoot! What's going to be said and is there going to be 
tension?’ There is going to be tension. I mean, look at the history, right? Like how can 
there not be tension, my God! Look at the history of settler colonialism…so it's not an ‘if’ 
it's never ever an ‘if.’ (Ophelia) 
 
Ophelia also admitted that teaching a mixed demographic is challenging when deciding 

what to present in class each day: 

It's challenging in that way because, for myself, I've identified that I have different goals 
for different demographics in the class. So figuring out a lesson, each day, that 
addresses all of that in some small way, is challenging. And 
sometimes, sometimes maybe they're a bit across purposes, and so that can be hard. So 
I may speak more on one front one day and more on another front another day and I 
hope that by the end of the semester there's some sort of balance between the two. 
(Ophelia) 
 



59 
 

In Rosemary’s case, her small classes included a diverse group of First Nations students 

with a mix between those coming right out of college and those who came back to school. She 

exhibited a similar philosophy to Ophelia, and said it’s important “for it to be okay for things to 

be kind of uncomfortable.” Rosemary went on to add that it’s similarly important:  

To protect some space for a student who may need to express something that's difficult. 
To try and make it safe for students to say things that are difficult. And some of that 
difficulty is around this issue of colonization. Just like any phenomenon of privilege, it's 
unrecognized by the people who experience that privilege. (Rosemary)  
 
This experience contrasts with Layne, where discomfort in the classroom was more 

about historically situated issues and working through them to heal. Layne teaches classes in 

social work and her students all identify as American Indian. They come from remote, 

sometimes poverty-stricken areas. Sensitive topics are often raised, such as drug abuse, 

domestic violence, and the effects of colonialism. However, much like Rosemary, Layne 

envisioned her class as a safe haven where students can discuss these topics and react to them 

emotionally. Oftentimes her students cried in class. When this happened, other students 

comforted the classmate and worked through the topic, all the while they were learning 

valuable skills that will serve them in social work settings in their own villages.  

To Layne, these exercises served another purpose, it made the Western institution of 

higher education less intimidating, students felt empowered, and a process of healing 

commenced. Layne attempted to alleviate some of the anxiety her students felt about starting 

school by conducting an icebreaker exercise that introduced the course. In the exercise, 

students wrote down their greatest fears regarding the program, then Layne gathered the fears 

and redistributed them to the class so that each person read the fear of an anonymous 

classmate. She recounted the exercise in detail below:  
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Some of the things people write are, ‘my greatest fear is that I'll be made to feel stupid 
all over again...my greatest fear is that I'm gonna fail...I'm not smart enough to do 
this...my English skills aren't good enough...I'm not good enough.’ I mean, it's just on 
and on, fears, you know they're just so poignant, they're really heart-breaking because 
why should a 50 year-old, indigenous woman, who does a lot of subsistence with 
salmon and moose and caribou, you know can keep a whole family going, why should 
she ever feel in any way inadequate, about anything? But that's part of the historical 
trauma, that's part of the consequences of educational damage that's been done. The 
push to put, like a Eurocentric education system, which requires, and this is the other 
part of this, it requires of the [tribe name] person, or the [tribe name] child that they 
leave a bunch of parts of themselves at the door of the classroom. (Layne) 
 
Faye said that in her class discussions between American Indian and non-Native 

students, the tone is often respectful, even when discussing topics that may seem 

controversial. However, she took an extra step to mitigate the possibility of discomfort by 

asking students first before incorporating sensitive topics into lessons:  

I'm not going to pick out a piece of medium that relates to that group [American Indian 
students] without talking to them. And it would be equally true, say, if I had a 
Palestinian student. Am I going to do something on Arab-Israeli conflict? Am I going to 
bring up video that deals with that without talking to them? Trying to find out who 
people are to begin with is important. So that you don't step in that. You know, it's just 
not necessary. (Faye) 
 
In contrast, one participant preferred to avoid too much controversy. Sarah, who 

teaches psychology, often had sensitive topics coming up in class discussion. She said she likes 

to avoid getting too personal in class because it may derail from the lesson content:  

Honestly there are some classes where I try to stay away from that. Because abnormal 
can pretty quickly get into students talking about some pretty personal things that 
might almost be too personal for what we need to get into. And so it's kind of that 
balancing act because it's good but then you also have to be careful. (Sarah) 
 
Integrate “A Bit of Subversion.” Some participants preferred to tweak their pedagogies 

to be culturally responsive rather than instigate a complete overhaul of the way they teach. For 

instance, most participants in this area followed a general class design as mandated by their 
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institution. Also, instead of allowing their students to take the reins in classes regarding 

discussions and activities, participants would provide them an element of choice so that 

students could do something that was pertinent to them in an assignment. This is still 

considered culturally responsive, but is a much more universal, catchall approach for diverse 

students. Sometimes these participants did specifically focus on their American Indian students, 

but the emphasis was on a holistic approach for all students.   

The title for this section comes from Faye. She said she likes to attend conferences in 

different fields and participate in summer programs run by First Nations or American Indian 

groups so she can learn new concepts and incorporate them into class activities for “a bit of 

subversion.” That is, she tries to inject the university-mandated expectations and norms with 

additional material that may be more culturally responsive, and fitting, for her American Indian 

students.  

Holly employed a similar strategy. She did not say that she necessarily brings in a lot of 

culturally responsive aspects to a course, but that she allows her students to control how much 

cultural material is incorporated. She explained that students are more the “authority” 

regarding their own culture and that it’s not something she purposefully structures into the 

course:  

I try to bring in some of the culture and allow students to bring that in. But it's not, I 
don't necessarily structure them, if that makes sense, with a heavy cultural focus 
because that's typically brought in when the students come in; depending on the make-
up of the course. (Holly) 
 
Another tweak I found was that participants in this area tried to make lectures less 

static. Morgan, for instance, said the following, “I'm not a lecturer, I do not do that, because I 

bore myself. And when I bore myself I know they're bored.” Derek also shared instances where 
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he used humor in class to make math lectures more interesting, specifically for his American 

Indian students. He said, “I think with Indians in general, you know, that's what you find among 

all the different tribes is the joking around. So I think that goes with the students. And you 

know, a majority of students. I think that helps in a class.” 

De-Quantify the Higher Education Experience. Grades are an inherent part of higher 

education, making up a portion of the classroom experience. I encountered several instances 

where participants tempered traditional grading procedures with empathy. This resulted in a 

variety of grading practices that reflected not only the respective institution’s grading system, 

but also the personal system of that educator. In general, I term these practices as ways to “de-

quantify” the higher education experience because they take the focus off of letter grades and 

numbers, and instead focus on participation, competency, and achievement. Instead of 

leniency, these practices resulted in opportunities for students, making the classroom 

experience less stifling. 

Tia expressed that keeping her First Nations students engaged and motivated in class 

was more important than a letter grade:   

Nobody ever makes less than an A, right? I feel like that's not really the point. The point 
is to keep the class interesting enough so that people feel motivated to attend every 
day. And I feel like, if that is happening, then the class has been successful both on my 
part and on their part. (Tia) 
 
For Morgan, numbers were meaningless without a clear demonstration of a student’s 

understanding. She preferred a rigorous “competency-based education” which recognizes 

students learn in a variety different ways and gives them as many chances as necessary to 

prove competency:  
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If they don't meet the standards, then you have them redo it in another way. Not just 

giving them a zero. I despise zeros and I very very seldom give zeros. And if I do, it's 

most likely because the student isn't showing up to class. So they have to show 

competency. (Morgan) 

 

When asked about his grading practices, Barry explained that he changed styles over the 

years depending on where he was teaching. Earlier in his career, he taught K-12 and also at a 

Tribal College, so he was often giving tests and quizzes. Even so, he made certain they weren’t 

worth too many points so that a missing quiz wouldn’t make or break a grade. He would also 

allow his students to “rework” a test for half-credit because to him, the end goal is that they 

learn something. Later in his career, at other institutions where he also served American Indian 

and First Nations students, Barry gave a pre and post-test. The “tests” illustrated to both him 

and the students how much they have learned over the course of a semester, allowing them to 

relish in accomplishment.  

I found that several participants maintained a fluid grading system based on the needs 

of their students, regardless of what their colleagues may be doing. Layne, for instance, teaches 

a class of American Indian students who live in remote villages. She described her students as 

older, mostly women, and as heavily involved in household matters. Layne said she finds the 

deduction of points for late work mystifying:  

As a professor you just have to roll with that and you know I know some that are like, 
‘oh they're late, they're going to get five points off for every day.’ Why do you do that? 
What's the point? You know, if they're 20 years old and you want to teach them stuff, 
yeah, I can see being stricter when they're 20. But really? Do you want to tell a 55-year-
old woman, with children, grandchildren maybe, who's cooking and cleaning, who 
probably does not have a male partner that's helping out, who's doing college credits 
and is a frontline worker for every suicide – you really want to tell them? Five points off 
because you can't get it in? No, that's just not right. In my opinion. (Layne) 
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For some participants, such support was not as intensive and hands-on. Both Ophelia 

and Sarah provided extra-credit opportunities for students to make up points in the course by 

attending interesting community or cultural events. Parker allowed take-home exams, 

especially when he could not proctor an exam himself, which contain an added benefit for 

students who may not have grasped enough of the information on their own to get a passing 

grade:  

I sort of invite students to consult with each other. Of course, they have to name 
anybody they work with, and write their answers on their own, but for tricky things, I 
find that take-homes are actually maybe better. Because in class if they don't know the 
answer, they'll just get it wrong. When it's a take-home they'll look it up; and if they 
didn't already understand it, they'll end up learning it from taking the exam. (Parker) 
 
Offer Support to American Indian Students. All 17 participants in the sample said they 

offer support to their American Indian students. Support was given in a variety of ways and 

often served all students in the class. Sometimes the support was specifically targeted to 

American Indian students in situations where classes were made up of non-Native and 

American Indian students. For instance, Misa taught mostly non-Native students but she was 

aware of an office on campus that provided services for American Indian students. In case she 

had American Indian students, she could direct them to available resources.    

Below are additional examples of how participants supported their students:  

In my syllabus I have a whole thing about, I give them resources, help them learn how to 
use it if they don't know how to use it, and phone numbers, and that sort of thing. 
(Ophelia)  
 
We develop kind of a close rapport. If there's issues while they're out there, concerns, 
questions, how do I do this? Oh my goodness, I'm stuck, that type of thing, I'm pretty 
much available to them. Really at all times, at any time. They call me, contact me, text 
me. (Holly)  
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The quickest and easiest way that we found is just texting. So, the students have my 
number, and if they're usually, if the situation doesn't come up, I'm usually getting a text 
‘hey Mr. [last name], I'm having trouble with problem 13 in section 11.2, can you give 
me some help?’ (Derek) 
 
I read them that syllabus on the first day. So that takes up probably a little over half the 
class time. And I try to tell the Native American students at that point I'm the advisor for 
the department if you've got any concerns, if you've anything you need to talk to me 
about, come see me. (William) 
 
I often tell them, ‘it's just school.’ Like, it's just school! Don't even let this get to you. 
And then we work stuff out, like okay, when can you have it done? What do you need to 
get that done? Would you like me to call you a few days before? Do you want to talk 
through some of your answers first? You know, so I just do a lot of those things. (Layne)  
 
Whether they're Native or not, they're [students] sometimes intimidated to go through 
various offices and go through a lot of steps when you refer them to resources and 
would prefer to use something that would just sort of, personally empower them, rather 
than having to visit tons of different people and talk about their problems with lots of 
different people. So I think that that's probably one effect that, you know I don't really 
have much data on, but in conversations with our Native students, I've kind of gleaned 
that. (Erica)  
 
I'm not sure I would want to make a generalization about Native students. There can be, 
they can come to the university with some feelings that other people don't come with. 
They can feel more worried about how they're going to do; they can worry about how 
they're going to communicate. And that kind of thing. So I do try to make sure that I talk 
to them so that they're not always feeling like they have to make the effort to talk to 
me. (Faye)  

 

4.4 Pedagogical Practices by Type of Educator: Study Findings and Predictions  

It was difficult to generalize about the study participants’ pedagogical practices in 

relation to their American Indian/non-Native status or the percentage of their students that 

were American Indian.  While I identified some broad correlations, I also found that for each 

generalization, there were important caveats for individuals that did not fit the generalization.  

Table 4.3. summarizes these nuanced generalizations by type of study participant. The number 

of American Indian students taught is represented by phrases such as “mostly” and “a 
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significant number.” Operationalizations for these phrases can be found in Table 4.2 on page 

47. 

Table 4.3. Nuanced Generalizations about Pedagogical Practices by Type of Educator: 
Correlations and Caveats 

Type of Study Participant Correlation with Core CoP 
Practices 

Caveat 

American Indian educator teaching 
mostly American Indian students. 

More likely to incorporate core CoP 
pedagogical practices. 

They may teach a subject that does 
not traditionally call for culturally 
responsive methods, such as math.   

American Indian educator teaching 
mostly non-Native students.  

Less likely to incorporate core CoP 
pedagogical practices.  

They may assign great importance 
to issues impacting their own 
American Indian community and 
thus incorporate such lessons into 
their classes and/or the subject 
material they teach may directly 
relate to such issues.  

Non-Native educator teaching 
mostly American Indian students.  

More likely to incorporate core CoP 
pedagogical practices.  

Because they are in a job where 
they are teaching all American 
Indian students for the first time 
and/or because they are not 
American Indian, they don’t have 
the same history of experiences as 
their students. 

Non-Native educator teaching a 
significant number of American 
Indian students. 

More likely to incorporate core CoP 
pedagogical practices. 

Although almost half of their 
students are American Indian, they 
may feel like they should treat 
students equally and not put more 
emphasis on pedagogical practices 
for one cultural group.  

Non-Native educator teaching 
mostly non-Native students.  

Less likely to incorporate core CoP 
pedagogical practices.  

They may live in a state or work at 
an institution that emphasizes 
educational excellence for 
American Indian students and thus 
assign importance to such practices 
even in the event of having few 
American Indian students in class.  

  

I now want to make some predictions that I believe would be fairly representative of a 

greater population of educators of American Indian students, although some of my study 

participants would be considered “outliers” in relation to these generalizations. These 

generalizations are starting places that should be used in combination with other information 
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about an educator and their work context to determine the pedagogical practices most 

pertinent to their teaching situation. Table 4.4 lists these predictive generalizations by first 

identifying a type of educator based on their identity and that of their students, and then 

linking that with the core CoP pedagogical practices they are more likely to incorporate in their 

classes.  

Table 4.4. Predictive Generalizations: Pedagogical Practices by Type of Educator 

Type of Educator Core CoP Pedagogical Practices They Are Most Likely to Use 

American Indian educator teaching 
mostly American Indian students  

 Acknowledge issues affecting American Indian (or indigenous) populations 

 Understand that education is not an individual endeavor 

 Recognize diversity and multi-faceted identities 

 Incorporate Native Ways of Knowing (NWOK) pedagogies 

 Embrace open-mindedness: the student-educator exchange 

 De-quantify the higher education experience 

American Indian educator teaching 
mostly non-Native students 

 Acknowledge issues affecting American Indian (or indigenous) populations 

 Recognize diversity and multi-faceted identities 

 Embrace open-mindedness: the student-educator exchange 

 De-quantify the higher education experience 

Non-Native educator teaching 
mostly American Indian students 

 Acknowledge Issues Affecting American Indian (or Indigenous) Populations 

 Understand that education is not an individual endeavor 

 Recognize diversity and multi-faceted identities 

 Incorporate Native Ways of Knowing (NWOK) pedagogies 

 Embrace open-mindedness: the student-educator exchange 

 De-quantify the higher education experience 

 It’s okay to be uncomfortable 

Non-Native educator teaching a 
significant amount of American 
Indian students 

 Acknowledge issues affecting American Indian (or indigenous) populations 

 Understand that education is not an individual endeavor 

 Recognize diversity and multi-faceted identities 

 Incorporate Native Ways of Knowing (NWOK) pedagogies 

 Embrace open-mindedness: the student-educator exchange 

 It’s okay to be uncomfortable 

 Integrate a bit of subversion 

Non-Native educator teaching 
mostly non-Native students 

 Recognize diversity and multi-faceted identities 

 Integrate a bit of subversion 

 

4.5 Implications 

I recommend the Fires envision their primary user group as a Community of Practice of 

Educators of American Indian Students in higher education. This will allow them to articulate a 

new goal for their business – to bring all educators of American Indian students into that 
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Community of Practice and assist them in moving toward the core. This entails making these 

educators aware that such a community exists and putting them in touch with colleagues who 

have extensive experience in navigating the community and moving toward the core. Such 

interactions between “old-timers” and “newcomers” will help the newcomers strengthen their 

existing pedagogical practices and develop new ones. 

Originally I drafted a table that matched each type of educator with the core CoP 

pedagogical practices they are most likely to engage in, as outlined in Table 3.4 above, and then 

added in examples of website offerings for each practice. However, there was substantial 

overlap. Therefore, I have instead created a list of website offerings based solely on the core 

CoP pedagogical practices. Although some website offerings may be more appropriate to a 

particular educator type, they are all useful to the CoP of educators of American Indian 

students and can be tweaked for any educator type.   

The website offerings described below can take on any number of forms, depending on 

the type of information to be conveyed: 

 Infographics can be developed for an array of topics to relay information in a quick, 

colorful, and engaging way. This format is also easily shareable and great for social 

media dissemination.  

 A webinar can bring educators together for an hour at a time to discuss problems 

and real-world solutions complemented by a question and answer session at the 

end.  

 Virtual trainings can act similarly with the goal of providing important information 

and a deliverable that educators can take back with them.  
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 An ongoing discussion forum can allow users to post questions to the community

about issues they have and make connections for a variety of purposes. 

 Clearly marked lists and databases can serve educators who require immediate

resources. 

4.5.1 Resources on Acknowledging Issues Affecting American Indian (or Indigenous) Populations 

 A list of major events and legislation in the United States that have affected how

American Indian people move through the United States education system. 

 A comprehensive list of timelines, texts, and accounts that can educate non-Native

educators about the realities of colonialism and how that translates into modern-

day contexts for American Indian communities and thus American Indian students. 

Specifically, a list of texts or stories by American Indian individuals who survived the 

boarding schools and/or instances of oppression. 

 A plan to provide outreach to American Indian students who are at-risk and/or need

assistance to attend school. 

 Methods for introducing these topics to a group of mostly non-Native students and

why it’s important to acknowledge such truths in an institution of education, not 

only because of the identity of the educator, but also because of the gravity of this 

reality in the United States. 

 Methods for contacting guest speakers who can offer an American Indian (or

indigenous) perspective on the course material that will be especially relevant to the 

American Indian students. 
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4.5.2 Resources on Understanding that Education is not an Individual Endeavor 

 Training for educators on how to make big class projects relevant to the student and

their tribal community; such as ensuring each assignment provides a significant 

element of choice and that the deliverable can be made available to the community. 

 Examples of smaller classroom assignments that benefit local tribal communities.

 Mentorship for American Indian students to make their educational experience, and

subsequent careers, connect back to their tribal communities. 

4.5.3 Resources on Recognizing Diversity and Multi-Faceted Identities 

 Information on globalization, varying worldviews, and the importance of accepting

all parts of an American Indian student’s identity. 

 Information about how American Indian students may differ from one another,

concepts of blood quantum, and how their identity is shaped by the U.S. 

government. 

 A list of exercises or icebreakers for introductions between the educator and their

students that are respectful, recognize the diversity of the room, and provides 

context for the rest of the course. 

 A list of Dos and Don’ts when identifying American Indian students in the classroom.

For instance, do give students a chance to tell the class their tribal affiliation in 

introductions and don’t speak in generalizations about the American Indian students 

in the class. 
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 Advice for contacting an American Indian colleague to talk about issues concerning

identity and diversity. 

 Training on how to avoid pre-conceived or prejudiced notions that may adversely

affect the few American Indian students in the class. 

4.5.4 Resources on Incorporating Native Ways of Knowing (NWOK) Pedagogies 

 Information on the types of NWOK pedagogies that exist, including guidance on how

each can be used, to make classes more relevant to American Indian students. This 

should include examples of how each can be used. 

 Advice on when to incorporate NWOK pedagogies that are particular to an

educator’s tribe and when to incorporate some that are more generalized. 

 A sample curriculum plan that actively incorporates several NWOK pedagogies.

4.5.5 Resources on Embracing Open-Mindedness with Regard to the Student-Educator Exchange 

 Methods for soliciting meaningful feedback from American Indian students about

the content of a course. 

 Training on how to elicit meaningful feedback, even in the midst of apathy from

students. 

 Ways an educator can pick up on the needs of minority students within a largely

homogenous classroom. 

 Techniques for keeping eyes, ears, and the heart open for learning about what is

important to the American Indian students in the classroom. 
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 Advice for how to get involved in university and local tribal activities.

4.5.6 Resources on De-Quantifying the Higher Education Experience 

 Possibilities for grading that do not rely on numbers but rather competence and

achievement. 

 Techniques for making extra-credit opportunities much more than just a way to

make up extra points, but also a meaningful experience. 

 Ideas for making versatile assignments so that students can complete it in their own

creative way instead of following one rigorous conceptualization. 

4.5.7 Resources on It’s Okay to be Uncomfortable 

 Training for how to get comfortable with uncomfortable topics, facilitate a

respectful forum for discussion in a classroom, and encourage communication 

among diverse student perspectives. 

 A list of case studies where American Indian and non-Native educators encountered

uncomfortable class situations and successfully created a respectful and educational 

moment for their students. 

 A role-play exercise educators can use to practice engaging in uncomfortable topics

and defusing potential conflict among students. 
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4.5.8 Resources on Integrating a bit of Subversion Could Include 

 A list of ideas for little ways to make a course more relevant to American Indian

students without isolating non-Native students; for instance, demonstrating a sense 

of humor. 

 Training on how to take ideas from conference presentations and incorporate them

into your own classroom quickly and easily. 

4.5.9 Resources on Offering Support to American Indian Students 

 Training on how to make oneself available to students; such as making a statement

at the beginning of the semester, including contact information on the syllabus, 

allowing communication via commonly used methods such as email and text-

messaging instead of just the phone, holding in-person and virtual office hours, 

making an effort to check in with students who seem to be falling behind, etc. 

 Information on how an educator can create their own list of resources they can refer

their American Indian students to in case they reach out and need support. Such 

resources should focus on personally empowering the student as much as possible. 
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CHAPTER 5  

THE TEACHING ENVIRONMENT 

Participants attributed great importance to the teaching environment and how it 

affected their practices. Indeed, the environment was one of the more explicit factors that 

shaped a participant’s experience and thus their practices. Often, the environment was 

assigned by the institution, prescribed as part of the typical higher education experience. In my 

analysis, I identified three aspects of the teaching environment; each of them generated 

particular types of experience and thus shaped pedagogical practices. These aspects were 1) 

the physical classroom environment, 2) the course’s status as on-campus or online, and 3) the 

country in which the course was taught, i.e. the United States or Canada. A thorough 

understanding of the teaching environment revealed several more needs and challenges of the 

primary user group. My recommendation to Fire & Associates was that they could transform 

these challenges into opportunities by developing highly customized solutions for their clients. 

 

5.1 The Physical Classroom 

Participants discussed how their physical environment affected the way a course was 

taught. I found that most participants focused on tangible aspects such as temperature, seating 

arrangement, and integration with technology. The classroom was often perceived as 

inseparable from the institution, and the laws governing the institution were often perceived as 

inseparable from the country in which the institution resided. Therefore, this section reveals 

the interplay of these layers and their effects on classroom experiences as reported by 

participants.   
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Seeking the Ideal Classroom. My participants seemed constantly at odds with their 

institutions in finding the ideal classroom. Logistical issues abounded and some participants 

spent long periods of time locating a classroom they were satisfied with. Some participants also 

compared different teaching environments from previous semesters or even from different 

institutions.  

Parker was very specific in his grievances, listing several unfavorable aspects of his 

current classroom:   

What I want to do, is to be able to control those sorts of things, so whenever video 
shows up in the PowerPoint, I can dim the lights for that, but then maybe put them back 
up for other things. It just never works very well. We also have some temperature 
control issues in the wintertime; I try to avoid being in my building. I have a space heater 
in my office, but the classroom is not heated very well. (Parker) 
 
Tia and Ophelia connected their classroom environments to a sort of atmosphere or 

milieu of the course. If the classroom wasn’t conducive to fostering the right kind of 

atmosphere, then the classroom experience suffered. When asked how she arranges her 

classroom, Tia responded “we’re at the mercy of the university for that.” During her intensive, 

three-week summer course with all First Nations students, she had difficulties maintaining a 

stable classroom. Her comment below suggests the physical classroom design adversely 

affected the classroom experience:   

In fact, last year we had trouble trying to find a good room that worked for us. 
Sometimes we were in a computer lab, and sometimes we're in a computer lab that also 
has kind of a conference table in the middle. That's usually the best because people can 
come sit at the conference table in a group, we can do the lesson, and then everybody 
can disperse to the computers. Rather than, in a computer lab where the computers are 
all in rows, people kind of hide behind their computer, and there's this sense that we're 
not here in a group. (Tia) 
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Ophelia has taught in variety of classroom settings. In fact, she once taught at a Tribal 

College and had to meet with her students in a fast food restaurant for the first six weeks of the 

semester. She didn’t let the physical environment deter her from creating a valuable classroom 

experience and said, “it was just like this idea - you do what you need to do, right? Sort of make 

it work. And that was the ethos of the class and so everyone was on board with it.” In her 

current position at a different institution that is not a Tribal College, Ophelia described the 

pains involved in finding the ideal classroom, admitting that even if the end result isn’t ideal, it 

can still foster the “ethos” of the classroom experience:   

It's been a real journey because the classrooms I was in before were insufficient. So 
what I finally ended up in, is a very very old classroom in the education building that has 
no windows and has kind of a musty smell. But, it's like old carpet, the desks are in kind 
of a horseshoe shape facing the main projector at the front of the room. But, it has a 
really good sound system, it has a consistent projector, the Internet is decent, so 
streaming capacity, it's good enough for streaming. And it's our space. And no one, and 
it's fluorescent lighting. So it's ugly as heck, but it's kind of become - it's the only room I 
teach in now and it's become like a safe space. (Ophelia) 
 
Norman expressed his distaste for the traditional classroom environment, saying, “I 

think the classroom is the worst place in the world to teach.” At least five participants said they 

enjoy taking their students outside of the traditional classroom and that it enhances learning 

experiences because of the connection to place. Although place-based learning isn’t a new 

concept, several educators pushed the boundaries of what it truly means. The following three 

examples reveal a deeper, richer methodology to place-based learning and the types of 

outcomes it can provide. Some of the benefits were a greater appreciation for the land, 

enhanced language learning, camaraderie among classmates and the instructor, and individual 

student empowerment. 
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Learning “Dictated by our Environment.” Greg and Norman both teach the same cohort 

of students for one hour a week as the students complete their four years at university. As 

previously stated, these students belong to the same tribe as Greg and Norman, so courses are 

tailored to the language and knowledge systems of that tribe. Greg recalled the history and 

ecology course, stating the two components are intimately intertwined in their tribe. He 

described how the classroom experience is shaped by their tribe’s relationship with the land, 

which, in turn, permits students to gain classroom experiences embedded in nature as well as 

in a traditional classroom:  

Because the class has the ecological focus, the class is actually dictated by our 
environment. So, when we begin in the fall, as long as it's not any kind of nasty, 
inclement weather, we're actually outside. And this year, I don't know, we maybe did 
Week 6 before we were in the classroom? But, the idea is, the history, a lot of the early 
history can be done online, but a lot of the ecology requires like hands-on interaction 
with the trees and plants we're talking about… and as the weather turns cold, it's 
actually around the time changes in [state name]. We then begin to move inside. And 
then it kind of begins to flip a little bit, where the ecology will move to a virtual space, 
with some of the history still there. (Greg) 
 
Butchering Reinforces Camaraderie. In one of her anthropology classes, Ophelia taught 

topics on art, culture, food waste, and food sovereignty as they related to a particular tribe 

from the area. A group of American Indian students in the class who identified with that tribe 

came up with the idea to purchase an animal and butcher it because the process was highly 

pertinent to class topics. After obtaining the funds, and permission, to do so from her 

institution, Ophelia and all of the students in her class participated in the butchering; following 

cultural protocols led by the students who suggested the butchering. Ophelia recalled how the 

American Indian students were pleasantly surprised that none of the Anglo students were 



78 
 

grossed out but instead thoroughly enjoyed participating. Ophelia reflected deeply on the 

experience:  

We eventually got accounting to like, not have a heart attack. And I went to [place 
name] and picked out [the animal] from a corral and we spray painted its head so we 
knew which one it was, and my students picked it up the next day. And so at eight o 
clock on a Sunday morning, sixteen students from [institution name] met on the rez and 
we butchered [the animal]! And it was amazing…I had students reflect on it afterwards, 
and it was one of the highlights of my teaching career, period. Like ever ever ever. And 
the level of tenderness, and the level of understanding and camaraderie and the level of 
jokes, and the silliness, and the playfulness that was exhibited that day by those 
students is something I will never ever ever forget. (Ophelia) 
 
Traditional Classroom, Sometimes Coffee. In contrast, Parker explained that although 

teaching outside in a natural environment is generally viewed as a way to foster better learning, 

he often did not partake in doing so. He said this is because a controlled classroom setting can 

provide special accommodations to students who may be sun-sensitive or have other 

disabilities. Even so, Parker said he would occasionally take students to a non-traditional 

classroom setting to switch things up and encourage a normalization to “Indigenous 

languages:” 

What I like to do, whenever we have a bit of extra time, is to buy everybody coffee or 
something like that. So we'll leave the classroom, and we'll make a rule, to say, anytime 
somebody who isn't in our class happens to be in the vicinity of our group, we all have 
to start speaking in our respective Native languages. When we go to the campus cafe, or 
whatever, everybody has to order in their language of study, and nobody is allowed to 
explain or justify what they're doing. So instead of, ‘I'm so sorry about this,’ rather the 
idea is to sort of establish that Indigenous languages are allowed, welcomed, and 
important on campus. (Parker) 

 

5.2 Online vs. On-Campus Classes 

The online environment, and the varying ways it intersects with an on-campus class, 

affects the way educators and students experience a course in a significant way. Most notably, 
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the “classroom” for an online course is generated through motions the student must do on 

their own. For instance, setting aside time to read articles, watch lectures, and respond to 

discussion posts. In general, the “classroom” is more amorphous, and perhaps even mysterious, 

which led to several challenges encountered by participants and their students.  

A majority of participants taught on-campus, face-to-face courses; however, the sample 

as a whole represented several different modes of teaching. Table 5.1 lists two overarching 

course types: on-campus and online. Participants who said they have taught in more than one 

mode are listed as such. Indented under these main modes are sub-modes that better fit 

descriptions given by participants. Below I describe on-campus and online courses as well as 

some of the positive aspects and challenges of each. Limitations and some workarounds are 

also presented, as shared by participants.  

Table 5.1. A List of Course Types 

Course Type Participant(s) 

On-Campus Barry, Derek, Erica, Faye, Greg, Holly, Misa, Morgan, 
Norman, Ophelia, Otter, Parker, Rosemary, William 

     IETV Broadcast/Point-to-Point Holly, Sarah 

     Intensive Sessions Tia, Layne 

Online Barry, Erica, Faye, Misa, Morgan, Otter 

 

On-Campus Courses. All 17 participants taught their students on-campus with face-to-

face interaction at one point in their teaching career. Otter started out teaching on-campus but 

now teaches almost exclusively online. Several participants had experienced teaching an online 

course during their career, and because of this, there are very few comments on just the on-

campus experience. Misa, for instance, compared how she structures her on-campus course 

versus her online course. Often she will have students pair up to complete an activity or project 

in the on-campus version of a course, but does not do so for the online version. Holly and Sarah 
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teach on-campus courses with a twist. While teaching a room full of students, they will 

broadcast out to distant locations. Sarah does this using Interactional Educational Television 

(IETV) broadcasting software. She explained how adjusting to these non-traditional methods of 

teaching could be difficult:  

You know, first year teaching them I didn't like it at all for a couple of reasons. One was 
because it limits the interaction with the student more so than – I really love that face-
to-face interaction and one thing I used to [do is] walk around and now you're kind of 
tied to the podium spot because that's where all the technology is. Switching back and 
forth. And so I didn't like that; but now that I'm adjusted to it, I think it's much preferred 
to me over online. I do not like to teach online at all because I just like the student 
interaction. (Sarah) 
 
Sarah claimed that some of her courses, like interviewing skills, require face-to-face 

interaction because the process is “learning by doing.” In order to maintain that philosophy, she 

asks her remote students to come to class four times a semester, effectively expanding the way 

her students encounter the classroom experience.  

Holly teaches in a similar way to Sarah, where a course taught on campus is shared via 

technology to another campus. She termed this as a “point-to-point” course. The greatest 

advantage to this mode is it affords higher education to American Indian students living in 

remote areas. Holly explained that point-to-point courses are “relatively recent” but they can 

beam out to a reservation or a satellite campus in a city 40 minutes away. Even so, she wishes 

they could do more, lamenting current limitations:  

At this point, the college does not have any online courses or even for that matter, 
blended. We have talked about going in that direction. We've talked about working with 
[Tribal College name], and other Tribal Colleges, and offering some courses that way. 
But it's, again, we're so small, it's hard. It's hard to get everything in place and make sure 
it's accredited. (Holly) 
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Teaching on-campus allowed participants to reach out to students in a unique way that 

wasn’t possible online. Ophelia and Sarah said they invite students to take part in extra-credit 

opportunities going on throughout their respective campuses, or around town, to boost their 

grade. For instance, Sarah told some students about a community volunteer activity and 

Ophelia alerted her students to a two-stepping lesson, a type of country/Western dance, 

provided by the institution. A few participants teaching mostly on-campus courses also 

described instances where they run into students and engage in impromptu conversations.  

Intensive sessions were compressed courses in which the educator taught students for 

many hours a day during a short time period. For instance, a course might meet six hours a day 

while lasting only three weeks. I found that such intensive teaching experiences come with their 

own set of advantages, such as bonding and intimacy, but may result in a loss of interest or 

communication during periods when students are away. Layne and Tia both teach in such 

situations, but Layne teaches in the United States and Tia teaches in Canada. Layne’s course 

meets face-to-face for one week out of every month. Students are flown in from their remote 

villages to partake in classes related to a career in social work. Layne explained how being in the 

same room allows for experiential learning and group reflection “and when they see that it's 

much more engaging, it's a lot of small-group activities, they're doing a lot of the teaching back 

to everyone.” The three weeks in between these week-long intensive sessions required Layne’s 

students to be self-motivated and disciplined in completing classwork. Layne did not say this 

was an issue, but she did note it as a reality.  

Tia’s intensive course is part of a summer program and it only meets for three weeks 

out of the entire year. She found the intensive program to be a great bonding experience for 
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both students and instructors, but admitted the material is sometimes difficult for students to 

remember after a year has gone by. Tia said, “it's very fast, and I'm sure everyone forgets it by 

next summer, but it's still really fun.”  

Online Courses. Only six participants currently teach, or have very recently taught, 

online courses. There were mostly positive comments regarding online learning because it 

provided access to quality education for students who could not leave their homes. This is 

especially true for online courses offered through Tribal Colleges and Universities that service 

reservations or American Indian communities in remote areas (Lambert 2004). Online courses 

vary significantly from on-campus courses because the classroom experience is suddenly 

mobile and learning can take place in almost any type of environment.  

Misa noted, “online courses are not very capable of being hands-on and are mostly run 

by rubrics.” Indeed, the hands-on conundrum is the same issue Sarah had to deal with for her 

IETV courses. Participants noted this as one of their greatest challenges when teaching an 

online course. Coming up with engaging, hands-on activities proved difficult, especially after 

having taught mostly on-campus. Barry admitted that his online courses are more “prescribed” 

than his on-campus courses. To work around this, he offered more articles to include “the 

element of choice each week.”  

This issue is even more salient when considering classes that depend on physical objects 

for learning.  Tia, like Holly in the above section regarding on-campus courses, wished there 

were a way to offer her Technology for Language Documentation class online throughout the 

year. That way students could learn how to use the technologies and then hit the ground 

running during their intensive three-week class over the summer. Unfortunately, Tia ran into a 
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major logistical issue; like how to ensure students get the equipment, such as microphones, and 

then what happens with the equipment after the course is over. 

Online Learning Paradoxes. I found there are a few paradoxes associated with online 

teaching and learning. On the one hand, online courses are administered using a digital 

interface that may seem cold, removed, or less engaging than an in-person classroom 

experience. On the other hand, online courses may foster a more personal connection with 

students since class activities and mentoring are not limited to one hour a week within a 

particular classroom or office. This peculiarity was crystallized by Otter, who favored online 

teaching because it cultivated a closer connection with her students. At one point during the 

interview, she said, “I know my online students heart-to-heart and mind-to-mind. And because 

of that they're a lot more open with...everything.” Although Otter taught on-campus courses in 

the past, she mainly develops and teaches online now, so her approach to that teaching style 

has been honed over the past 20 years. Barry expanded on this idea, noting that teaching 

online has its difficulties but can offer greater complexity: 

After doing online for a long time and originally kind of being a little suspect, online you 
can get some incredible depth. You also allow people to think about their responses and 
have time to craft them, time to reference their work. (Barry) 

The other paradox was described by Greg, who shared insight regarding the 

empowering yet “isolating” nature of online courses: 

I think, for a lot of Indigenous students, and a lot of non-Indigenous students, the 
asynchronous, cold nature of online learning can be a little bit daunting. Especially if 
you're more of an oral person than a writer. Because the discussion boards are great, 
but it does really require you to be a good writer. And for some, that's difficult. And so 
there's dictation, speech-to-text, those kinds of things, but I think that causes some 
difficulties. The problem is, is that many of these learners are in remote areas, in remote 
sites, so online learning is particularly great for them to have the access, but then the 
reality is it's very isolating. (Greg)  
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5.3 Differences Between Canada and the U.S. 

Two participants in my sample taught First Nations students in Canada, and they both 

articulated some major differences between the United States and Canada regarding American 

Indian and First Nations communities, respectively. Most salient in their comments was a point 

regarding visibility of indigenous populations in the two countries. Rosemary and Tia agreed 

that First Nations communities were more visible in Canada than American Indian communities 

in the United States:  

One thing that's very different in Canada than in the States, I think there's a lot more 
visibility about Aboriginal identity. It's not...it's not necessarily less of a liability. Like, I 
think people are definitely – they experience discrimination all the time and micro-
aggression and all those things. (Rosemary) 
 
The other thing that's very different, that I have noticed and that also First Nations 

people have said to me, is that, First Nations people, in general, are less invisible in 

Canada than they are in the United States. Than Native Americans are in the United 

States. I mean, to the Euro-population, to the white population. There's more of an 

awareness of the fact that these aren't cultures that used to exist, they're cultures that 

are alive today and there's thousands and thousands of people that are around. For 

better or for worse, it's not always that everyone is seen in a positive light, but 

invisibility is less of a problem in Canada. (Tia)  

 

Rosemary shared some words from a Lakota colleague of hers, who served as the 

Director of a First Nations student center on her campus, as to why this reality exists:  

[He] said to me that he thinks that one of the big differences between Canada and the 
U.S., when it comes to Native peoples, is that in the States, and he's from the States, 
he's Lakota, he said in the States, the abject other is African American. So, like the 
primary sort of prototypical opposition in public discourse is between black and white. 
And in Canada it's between Settler and Aboriginal. (Rosemary) 
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Another big difference between the United States and Canada, per my participants, is 

the aftermath of colonialism. In the United States the general population largely ignores the 

effects of colonialism. There was hardly any discussion by my non-Native participants regarding 

broken treaties fueled by the United States government and its lasting effects on tribes. 

Rosemary, however, did discuss this facet of Canadian government: 

One of the differences is that there are large treaties, which are numbered, and each 
one has a particular history. For the whole Nation. And so people will say, they'll say, ‘I 
come from Treaty 8 territory,’ or ‘I come from Treaty 3 territory,’ and [province name] is 
unceded in the sense that there are very few treaties. There are almost none. There are 
a couple of small treaties; one was signed a long time ago and one was signed in 1999. 
And there are many Nations engaged in the treaty process, but there are also other 
Nations who refused to engage in the process. Because the terms are quite, from many 
perspectives, and I agree with this, unreasonable. You're supposed to accept less than 
8% of your traditional territory, as a starting point, as a baseline. Like, whatever you get 
will be that or less. (Rosemary) 

Tia also described the linguistic landscape in Canada, stating, “I think there's more 

preservation of language, first of all. By and large, if you had to make a generalizing statement, 

more people still have the language in Canada. That's not true for everybody or every place, 

obviously.” 

For these participants, I found that such realities are palpable and can directly affect 

pedagogical practice. For instance, Rosemary discussed the facts outlined above with her 

classes so that they were cognizant of the government’s role in First Nations communities. The 

intensive program in which Tia taught over the summer was the direct result of activism among 

First Nations and non-Native individuals. Such origins generate a set of expectations regarding 

the higher education experience; for instance, that it will be catered to First Nations students 

and their success rather than imposing Western notions of success. 
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5.4 Implications 

Understanding the teaching environment reveals opportunities for new offerings on the 

Fire & Associates website. Fire & Associates could develop resources for educators based on 

their needs regarding the physical teaching environment, development of online courses, and 

country in which they teach. 

5.4.1 Taking Advantage of the Physical Teaching Environment 

The two top needs that study participants identified regarding their physical teaching 

environment were finding the ideal classroom with functioning technology, and diversifying 

teaching experiences by going outside of a traditional classroom setting. The Fires could 

address these needs through web offerings such as: 

 Develop a webinar about place-based learning techniques and include documented

cases where individuals have successfully taken their class outside of the traditional 

classroom context for clients who need inspiration.  

 Provide a list of things educators can do to make the traditional classroom more

inviting; for instance, having students sit in a circle or horseshoe shape to encourage 

direct communication. 

5.4.2 Development of Online Courses 

In contrast to the traditional classroom environment, there were more needs associated 

with teaching online courses. Some participants struggled with translating on-campus class 

activities into engaging, virtual formats.  A few participants also mentioned the need to make 
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an online course less intimidating and more motivating for students since a lot of the discipline 

is self-driven. Finally, participants seemed divided on whether or not an online course fostered 

a greater connection to students or furthered their isolation, but they all wanted to bring out 

the positives of an online course. The following recommendations respond to such needs: 

 Provide examples of how to translate courses that are normally taught face-to-face 

into an online format. Encourage educators to replace expensive technologies that 

might have been used in the classroom with free and easy-to-use resources on the 

Internet.  

 Devise a pedagogy for online courses that makes them less isolating to students. For 

instance, use a variety of media and provide the element of choice for class 

assignments, such as participating in a written discussion board or submitting an 

audio clip. 

 Develop a plan that educators can give to students who may be having a difficult 

time succeeding in an online course because it’s either their first one or they have 

self-discipline issues. For example, link class time to a particular environment and 

ask students to block off the same amount of time every week for going through 

lessons and completing coursework, just like a face-to-face class. Also, encourage 

educators to participate in intimate exchanges via email to learn more about their 

online students and check in with them.  
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5.4.3 The Country in which the Course was Taught:  United States or Canada 

Fire & Associates has expressed the desire to expand business offerings to educators 

beyond the United States. Therefore, how Canadian IHEs differ from those of the United States 

is a starting point from which the Fires can develop additional resources that will be helpful to 

educators from either of those countries. The following suggestions for web offerings respond 

to these differences: 

 Generate a list of resources specific to each country. In particular, include resources

regarding funding for institutions that serve American Indian or First Nations 

students and resources regarding scholarships and funding for American Indian or 

First Nations students. Some of these resources may be about pertinent legislation, 

granting agencies, relevant organizations, or campaigns designed to positively affect 

American Indian or First Nation students. Such lists should be done for each country 

the Fires intend to assist through their business.  

 Inform educators of the biggest differences between the United States and Canada

to promote awareness about what the United States could learn from general 

practices exhibited by IHEs in Canada. For instance, the establishment of long houses 

or other similar centers for the success of First Nations (or American Indian) 

students. Provide guidelines for how an educator might go about receiving support 

to make their IHE more inclusive for American Indian students. 

 Hold a webinar or discussion about differences between IHEs in the United States

and Canada as they pertain to American Indian and First Nations students. 
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Encourage educators to share comments or stories about visibility and how that 

affects student lives on campus.  
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CHAPTER 6  

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF IDENTITY AND OVERCOMING STIGMA 

Peppered throughout the interviews were comments regarding personal identity and 

the stigma that comes with identifying as American Indian in the world of academia. Several 

participants commented on the intersectionality of identifying as both American Indian and an 

educator or as both white and an educator teaching American Indian students. Intersectionality 

is a concept made popular by African American scholar and activist Kimberlé Crenshaw; she 

originally used it to illustrate how race and gender impact the everyday lives of African 

American women (1991). I invoke intersectionality here to explore how identifying as American 

Indian or non-Native, crossed with life in academia, affected the lives of my participants and 

their students.  

For Fire & Associates, this intimate investigation into identity and stigma is significant 

because it reveals an often invisible aspect of the lives of educators of American Indian 

students. An understanding of this aspect generated additional recommendations for potential 

website offerings for the Fire & Associates business. Allow the Fires to interact more 

confidently and empathetically with their clients. New web content can also be generated that 

targets issues related to identity and stigma. 

 

6.1 Stereotypes are Present in Academia 

I quickly discovered that negative stereotypes are still present in institutions of higher 

education. The following two stories contain racist comments made by American Indian and 

non-Native colleagues at the institutions where Derek and Otter work. In the latter story, 
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individuals who made such comments are no longer at the institution; however, the words are 

not easily forgotten.  

Derek has heard negative comments from educators and students alike at the Tribal 

College where he works. Some of the educators are American Indian themselves. As a math 

instructor, the phrase “Indians aren’t good at math” has been heard several times throughout 

his life: “that’s definitely something that I think a lot of people believe on campus. That Indians 

can’t do math…and I’ve even heard it from some other instructors.” Such stigma is handed 

down through generations and then reinforced at the Tribal College where he works. Students 

have told him “I was never any good in math” and then they use that as an excuse to not do 

classwork. Derek tried to free students from such stigma by sharing a personal story with the 

moral that although you have to do work you don’t particularly enjoy, you can always major in 

something you’re really interested in.  

In a similar vein, Otter used to hear colleagues at her institution say, “Oh! Indian 

students can’t learn online.” She has been at the forefront of online and distance learning for 

over 20 years, especially at Tribal Colleges. Her response to such critics is: “it’s my job to prove 

you wrong!” These racist assumptions demonstrate that the American Indian identity is often 

seen as something that lives on two planes; the Western and the “Native.” As Vine Deloria, Jr. 

claimed, “these insights, propounded every year with deadening regularity and an overtone of 

Sinaitic authority, have come to occupy a key block in the development of young Indian people” 

(1969, 83). Indeed, I can infer from my participants’ comments that such stereotypes directly 

affect their American Indian students in negative ways; they are then left to alleviate the sting.  
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Parker revealed how his identity as American Indian affected job prospects and his place 

within a department. Although this isn’t necessarily a stereotype, it is still a significant factor 

that can positively or negatively affect an educator searching for a position in academia. When 

Parker applied for his position, he noted his primary scholarly focus as that of Native American 

studies, but he also listed several other areas of work such as gender studies and linguistic 

anthropology. Once he received the position, Parker found himself not only doing program 

work in Native American Studies, but also in those other areas, such as advising students in 

linguistic anthropology. Interestingly, he found that several other colleagues at that institution 

were also conducting work activities in other programs, and they officially have split 

appointments. In his case, he was only officially appointed in Native American Studies:  

I'm 100% Native American Studies; and I think that there was probably some political 
motivation behind that? I was the first person with a Ph.D. in Native American Studies 
here; they wanted to say, ‘hey, we've got a full-time Ph.D. person in Native American 
Studies,’ even though I actually teach in, or contribute to, a number of programs. 
(Parker) 

 

6.2 Defending American Indian Students 

Non-Native educator, Layne, recalled an instance several years ago when a colleague 

questioned whether or not her American Indian students completed quality, college-level work. 

“They’ll ask me… now if this is for the associate’s degree, ‘[Layne], do you really think your 

students are doing college work?’” The individual was not questioning her ability to design a 

course and teach material, but rather the ability of American Indian students to grasp and act 

on the material. In her response, Layne passionately defended the caliber of her students and 

their ability to succeed.  
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Only five years ago, Layne had another unpleasant experience where she was “grilled” 

by colleagues at her institution’s home campus for letting her students cry in class. Since Layne 

teaches social work to American Indian students hoping to better serve their own communities, 

a variety of sensitive topics are regularly discussed. When students share and show emotion, 

Layne viewed it as part of the healing process and something that will make them better social 

workers when the time comes: “they can heal in other ways and they're going to heal through 

education. Because it used to be used as a weapon against them.” Derek, Otter, and Layne 

acted as first lines of defense to dismantle negative perceptions toward their American Indian 

students.  

It is also pertinent to recognize that these stories are only from educators and not even 

from American Indian students themselves. There are accounts from students regarding 

identity and overcoming stigma in the literature that contain similarities to my findings among 

this sample of educators (Brayboy 2004; Waterman and Lindley 2013). 

 

6.3 American Indian Participants as Simultaneously Insiders and Outsiders 

I found that the six American Indian participants in my sample were highly aware of 

their identities in relation to their students. Their perspectives about this relationship revealed 

that they are simultaneously insiders and outsiders. They were insiders in the sense that they 

could identify with American Indian students since they are both experiencing academia 

through the liminal identity of being American Indian. However, these participants also existed 

as outsiders because their American Indian students often belonged to tribes different from 

their own and everyone varied in their level of participation in cultural activities. Participants 
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articulated ways they could relate to, or not relate to, their American Indian students. In some 

cases, participants experienced a boost in leverage, or influence, with these students that did 

not exist among the non-Native participants. In others, participants made important, over-

arching decisions regarding their teaching styles and methods because of this complex 

relationship. 

Norman and Greg were the exception because they taught students from their own 

tribe. They are the ultimate insiders; not only having experienced what it was like to be an 

American Indian student in higher education, but also because they belong to the same tribe as 

their students and thus all class material was entirely culturally relevant. Yet there are still 

differences; Norman made clear that since there are several knowledge systems and 

worldviews in action, students come from a wide variety of backgrounds and involvement in 

tribe activities. Their tribe was also forcibly moved several times by the United States 

government, so students do not come from one particular region. This means that unique 

points of view have developed regarding significant cultural concepts within the tribe. 

Together, Norman and Greg assign value to these differing ideas, not touting that there is one 

worldview superior to another.  

Both Derek and Otter experienced the ability to influence students due to their status as 

insiders. Derek, for instance, said he has had American Indian students who don’t complete 

their math homework because they think that American Indians just aren’t good at math. His 

response is to flip their logic, saying that the work isn’t too hard, but instead the students are 

too lazy: “it’s not that you can’t do it, it’s just, you know, got to put in the time and effort into 

it, do the same thing with math. Not that you can’t do it, just a lot of times you guys are too lazy 
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to put in the work.” When I asked if this seemed to motivate students to do better in class, 

Derek responded positively, saying that he thinks it does help students in the long run. 

Otter has experienced something similar, and explained how one of her American Indian 

students became homesick, resulting in her driving eight hours, back and forth, from school to 

home. It was unclear if this student was simply having a difficult time being away from her 

family or if she was also suffering from poor grades, but Otter’s comments convinced her that 

she would be fine: “your family, your women have gone through so much. They were attacked 

and persecuted and your women were strong. And you're just going to school! Don't be such a 

wuss!” Otter also informed me that her words of encouragement mixed with her female 

students becoming more empowered through the higher education experience has resulted in 

a lot of them leaving their husbands.  

Although these are examples of their status as insiders, Derek and Otter are still 

considered outsiders, particularly when deciding what to teach and how. Both of them moved 

away from where their tribes generally reside and now teach in areas where there are very few 

students affiliated with their same tribe. Because of this, they employ different teaching 

strategies. Otter said she learns where her students are from and tries to provide examples in 

literature that represent those tribes. Per the Tribal College where she works, she must also 

teach some history of the tribe the college is named for. In contrast, Derek said he made a 

conscious choice to not include culturally specific information to his tribe in any classroom 

material – or at all. On the one hand, he said “it feels like you're trying to push your religion on 

students.” On the other hand, his course content is math, so he finds that making the content 

culturally relevant is quite challenging.  
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Sarah and Parker also worked in situations where they taught few, if any, American 

Indian students who identified with their tribe. Parker described identity as something that isn’t 

singular, saying “people's identities are complex and most of us are of multiple heritages and 

identify with them.” 

 

6.4  Recognizing Whiteness and White Privilege 

In this section, I explore conscious dives into conceptions of identity by non-Native study 

participants, especially as they pertain to whiteness and white privilege. One of the earlier 

accounts of a discussion on whiteness was an essay written by African American scholar and 

civil rights activist W.E.B. Dubois, titled “The Souls of White Folk,” as it appeared in his book 

Darkwater (1920). In the essay, Dubois explains that whiteness is a sort of discovery among 

Anglo-European people that the lighter hue of the skin is somehow linked to superiority and 

favor from God. Dubois states that “the discovery of personal whiteness among the world’s 

peoples is a very modern thing – a nineteenth and twentieth century matter, indeed” (45). 

Another African American writer, James Baldwin, further contextualized whiteness in the 

United States in an essay published in the African American magazine, Essence, titled “On Being 

‘White’... and Other Lies” (1984). Here I quote that essay from the book Black on White: Black 

Writers on What it Means to be White (1998) edited by David R. Roediger, where Baldwin 

states, “no one was white before he/she came to America. It took generations, and a vast 

amount of coercion, before this became a white country” (178). Here, then, I define 

“whiteness” as the lump category encapsulating the Anglo-Caucasian-white ethnicity. I define 

“white privilege” as the causal set of benefits and advantages attributed to those who are 
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identified as white in North America. In interviews with participants, I didn’t ask a direct 

question regarding how they identify their ethnicity or race. In most cases, I already knew 

whether an individual was American Indian or non-Native. I would often ask to clarify how the 

American Indian participants identified themselves, to what tribe or clan, etc. However, non-

Native participants were not asked such questions. Out of 11 non-Native participants in the 

study, five of them explicitly discussed their whiteness and how that affects the dynamics of 

teaching American Indian students. Such reflections demonstrate a higher level of awareness 

concerning whiteness and white privilege than the other six participants. It is possible the other 

six participants did not discuss the topic because they were not asked, they felt it was obvious, 

or they purposefully decided not to indulge. These possibilities are only assumptions, but it is 

worth recognizing the following stories.  

Balancing Power with Guest Speakers. Ophelia recalled how she was nervous the first 

time she was teaching a group of American Indian students about their own history. As an 

anthropologist and musician, she always figured she would be teaching general topics such as 

social theory or linguistic anthropology. When a friend asked her to fill in for some classes 

regarding American Indian history, Ophelia said: 

At that point I really started trying on for size like what the hell that would mean to be 
an Anglo in a sovereign space, on [name of tribe’s territory], specifically teaching Native 
history. I think I was apprehensive, I was trepidatious, I was nervous, and particularly 
about student reception. (Ophelia) 
 
After teaching American Indian students in a high school and higher education setting, 

Ophelia realized her fears were unfounded and she instead developed a greater understanding 

of her role as the educator to American Indian students. She realized that her experiences are 

different than those of her students, and although they have wonderful discussions, she 
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needed a workaround to really allow her American Indian students to get the most out of their 

educational experience:  

There was really no animosity directed towards me at all. And instead a real presentness 
and a real gratefulness that there was this space to have conversations that students 
had really been wanting to have that felt very very relevant in their lives. And so it took 
away my sort of self-consciousness and my fear about the identity politics of the 
situation… the other thing it encouraged me to do very quickly on was to bring in a lot of 
guest speakers. Because the way I framed it was, okay, I'm non-Native, I've been 
thinking about these issues for a while, I'm writing a dissertation about them, but I don't 
have the life experience that comes with this stuff. But I will bring in people who do, so 
that you can talk to them. So it became this incredible incentive. I brought in a weekly, I 
had a different guest speaker each week. (Ophelia) 
 
Guest speakers came in the form of American Indian musicians, photographers, 

filmmakers, someone running for office in a local tribe, and more.  Layne employed a similar 

strategy with her students. Since the focus was on social work, she attempted to contact 

American Indian scholars who have experience in the area to come and speak to the class while 

students were on campus for one week out of the month:  

I just call them up or I write them. I go, ‘here's what I do, I'm out in the middle of 
whatever, it would be such an honor for my students to meet an indigenous social work 
scholar of your caliber, if I had the money, the grant money, would you come and just 
co-teach for a week and see what you think?’ And they both said yes. (Layne) 
 
Layne also recognized that although she tries to invoke a power balance with her 

students by bringing in American Indian guest speakers, her own mind is still embedded in 

Western thought. Therefore, she joined her students in meditative practices at the end of each 

class day: “it's to begin the practice of preparing your colonized brain. Anyhow, which we all 

need! Even us white folk. We need to decolonize our brains. But from privilege instead of from 

oppression.” 
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Openly Acknowledging Whiteness. Another strategy used by participants is to openly 

acknowledge their whiteness where they teach. Rosemary teaches at a Canadian institution of 

higher education, and she explicitly will set aside time during the first class of the semester to 

share her identity and allow students to share theirs. She explained this strategy: 

Be really clear and straightforward with my students about where I come from and who 
I am. I'm not Indigenous, or not Indigenous-American. Everyone's Indigenous 
somewhere. You know, my family comes from Europe and all over different places. So, 
just to kind of tell them my own background and share that with them, tell them where 
I'm from. And in a way that's, you know, it's honoring a practice of introductions, which 
is really shared among lots of Native peoples in the Americas. Which is that you talk 
about who your parents are, you talk about where they're from, you talk about what 
families they're from, and where you grew up. (Rosemary) 
 
Similarly, Holly is very explicit about her whiteness at the Tribal College where she 

works: “I am obviously a non-Native, as you can see.” She explained how her whiteness affects 

the structure of her classroom. She recognized that she isn’t the “voice of authority” on cultural 

information regarding her American Indian students, and although she drives the class in a 

particular way, she allows students to “drive” conversations where culture is involved. In 

addition, she will consult the American Indian educators in her department if she is dealing with 

culturally sensitive topics. Her department is very small, and the campus overall is small, so her 

whiteness is highly visible. She recognized there is a “fine line” to navigating the complicated 

relationship among the group.  

Holly is married to an American Indian man who also works on the reservation, but not 

at the Tribal College. She noted this aspect of her personal life as extremely important for 

building social capital on campus. Sometimes her husband will come for lunch or take a walk 

with her around the college where many of the American Indian staff know him. These outings 
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are important, because they reinforce that although Holly is white, she is personally embedded 

in American Indian life. 

Whiteness as an Obstacle. As stated above, Holly didn’t pretend to be a full-fledged 

member of the American Indian community, but rather openly acknowledged her whiteness 

and allowed American Indian students to be the voice of authority on cultural matters. 

Ultimately, she has been successful in creating department relationships, but the process was 

challenging. She said, “it takes time. I think, especially working with Native people, it doesn't 

just happen overnight. They aren't maybe sold quickly - quick to trust. It takes time, and it takes 

just relationships; and even with some of my colleagues, it just takes being kind and caring and 

listening.” Holly explained how building such trust is also a “matter of respect,” such as learning 

how to address her American Indian colleagues. Holly took the consistent reminder of her 

whiteness in stride; using it as a gateway to learning about the culture she is so intimately a 

part of. 

Barry also linked his “whiteness” to its own brand of stigma. In particular, he was 

acutely aware that his identity as a white male in American Indian or First Nations communities 

presented unique challenges. He explained, “I’ve always been interested in cultural work and 

border crossing kinds of things. I just didn't know, being a non-Native person, Caucasian, male, 

you know, it seems more difficult in some ways just because of the stigma around that and 

whatnot, right?” Barry’s workaround to this issue was to position himself in opportunities 

where he can learn about the culture from American Indians themselves so he can be effective 

when working in their communities. In an early example, he described taking an American 

Indian history course from an American Indian professor when he was in college: 
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He was a young scholar that was right on the cusp of that. And he just changed - he just 
laid out a very alternative, holistic history that kind of blew my mind. You know, it was 
just different than all the things I had read. So one of the things, a take away from his 
work was I was really interested in what was currently, current-day, and then going 
backwards. Versus the way primarily Native history, Native education, all these things 
were done by non-Natives which was always some romanticized look back, looking at 
the culture as static. (Barry) 

6.5 Implications 

The stories presented in this chapter not only describe challenges confronted by 

American Indian and non-Native educators, but also point toward solutions that could be 

offered on the Fire & Associates website. 

6.5.1 Combat Stereotypes in Academia and Defend American Indian Students 

Some participants were experienced in combating stereotypes present in academia, but 

the act of defending American Indian students from racist comments required knowledge and 

poise. The need to recognize and dismantle stereotypes in academia can be fulfilled through 

web offerings provided by Fire & Associates. The following possibilities are just a few ways this 

need can be answered: 

 Design an infographic containing a set of “what if...?” scenarios about when an

educator hears a racist statement from a colleague and then provide a few solutions 

for each. Encourage action and not silence. 

 Serve as a moderator for a real-time discussion among educators who can share

instances where they experienced racism and stereotypes toward themselves 

and/or their students to stimulate talk of challenges and solutions. 
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 Develop a workshop about stereotypes in academia regarding American Indian

educators and students that educators can take to their own institutions if they 

want to assist in enacting an institution-wide culture change to increase awareness 

of stereotypes and encourage healing. 

6.5.2 Recognizing the Intricacies of Identity 

Participants exhibited several challenges related to their identity as either American 

Indian or non-Native which can be alleviated through offerings on the Fire & Associates 

website. Such offerings will allow the Fires to make visible the impacts a person’s identity has in 

the sphere of higher education. It will also provide credibility for the business and empower the 

primary user group to recognize, confront, and resolve such issues. I suggest for the Fires to 

bring in American Indian voices for potential solutions instead of creating materials that make 

Fire & Associates the voice of authority on such complicated issues. The following 

recommendations respond to these issues: 

 Invite American Indian educators to write about their experiences as insiders and

outsiders at the institutional level, among colleagues, and among their students to 

reveal a spectrum of challenges they have faced. Focus on ways this has affected 

their teaching practices and highlight solutions for any major problems. 

 Provide a list of resources in the form of links to blogs, scholarly woks, and videos

about whiteness and white privilege for white educators so that they can become 

familiar with these terms and the realities that come with them. 
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 Draw up an infographic on how a white educator can relate better to their American 

Indian students, and temper their role of authority in the classroom, with diverse 

perspectives. Include ideas such as incorporating texts written by American Indian 

scholars, bringing in guest speakers from the American Indian community, and 

sharing artwork or other accomplishments of American Indian individuals as relevant 

to course material.  

 Create a webinar that brings in an American Indian and a white educator to role-play 

as colleagues in the same institution with tense scenarios that may occur in the 

workplace. Conclude each scenario with positive actions and next steps to resolve 

such conflicts.  

 Develop a training where all educators are invited to learn about the concept of 

intersectionality and how that may afford different experiences and/or benefits to 

one person over another. Use this training as a tool to increase understanding 

among colleagues and to generate empathy for students. With their permission, 

present stories based on real-world experiences from a range of educators instead 

of making them up. 

 Conduct an interview a few times a year with an educator who has struggled with 

issues of racism, identity, and stigma in higher education and highlight their 

struggles and any solutions they employed through a spotlight section on the 

website. These interviews would focus more on American Indian educators, because 

although white educators made up the majority of the study sample, the Fires wish 

to use their website as a platform for American Indian voices. 
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 The Fires could document their own personal experiences related to 

intersectionality and identity. This would serve to articulate their experiences and 

use them in trainings, webinars, and discussions with American Indian and non-

Native clients.  
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CHAPTER 7  

TEACHING WITH MEDIA AND TECHNOLOGY TOOLS 

Teaching with media and technology tools was widespread among study participants. 

They incorporated them into their pedagogy, enhancing lessons and homework assignments 

through deliberate course preparation techniques. During the think-aloud session, I was shown 

over 100 unique websites by study participants where they found appropriate media or 

technology tools for these purposes.    

In this section, the word “media” is used to denote communication channels or tools 

that are used to store or deliver information, as well as products from those communication 

channels. Examples are a newspaper, film, or audio clip. I use the word “technology” to refer 

specifically to the types of technologies that are commonly used for educational purposes, such 

as web-based platforms, digital tools, or electronic devices. An online dictionary, transcription 

software, and a tablet are examples of technologies that will be discussed below. A thorough 

understanding of the types of media and technology used by participants answers one of the 

main research questions posed in collaboration with Fire & Associates. Implications for the 

findings are woven throughout each section and then summarized at the end of the chapter. 

 

7.1 Media and Technology Use in the Classroom 

Although every participant utilized media and technology in the classroom, they 

expressed different points of view toward their proliferation.  For some like Ophelia, the 

incorporation of media into the classroom made up “a huge part” of her teaching methodology. 

At the same time, she found certain facets of technology to be distracting:  
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It's a screens-free class. All my classes are screens free. I see it as a lot of times impeding 
discussion because the screen is between your face and someone else's, so yeah, 
they're not allowed to use screens at all. (Ophelia) 
 
Sarah revealed mixed feelings regarding technology, saying, “I think if you put too much 

technology into the classroom setting you can actually end up alienating students if you're not 

careful. Or overwhelming them even.” She admitted that technology has become a “necessary 

skill” and that students need to know how to use what the Internet can offer, especially to find 

information. To remedy these truths, Sarah said she shows students how to find something 

online, demystifying the process, and instilling confidence in them so that they can complete an 

assignment themselves. 

The inclusion of media and technology in class lectures and assignments was often 

described as a hit or miss operation punctuated by much trial and error. Morgan, for example, 

said she has gone “full circle” on the inclusion of new technologies in her courses “because I've 

tried different things… and I thought, ‘oh, this is going to work really well,’ and nobody did it.” 

Greg and Norman have experienced something similar in their journey to introduce new 

technologies to students. However, for them, technologies are often developed with the 

community in mind, and with the explicit purpose of furthering revitalization of their language, 

and therefore, their culture. The fact that many of these technologies can then be used in the 

classroom is an additional benefit to their creation, but not the sole purpose. Norman said, “we 

don't design anything just for the classroom. We design almost everything for the community.” 

Some of the tools Greg and Norman created have failed to garner community interest. 

Norman recalled the following: “you know, we've tried body parts, we had software designed 

to teach body parts and numbers and games. That stuff didn't get used.” Several other “fancy 
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programs,” as Norman called them, were introduced to the community and faded away instead 

of being adopted. Other web tools, such as the online dictionary, have taken off, especially in 

the classroom setting:  

It's based on the vocabulary that they want to use. So, the online dictionary is growing, 
based on what people are using or want to use. And it might be something as simple as, 
I looked something up in the online dictionary on my iPhone, it's not there, I send 
[individual’s name] a text and say "add that" and within 24 hours it's there. So the 
software has been built in such a way that it's very easy for us to add things. Audio, 
everything. And it can be done very efficiently. (Norman)  
 
Aside from adoption issues, the task of bringing innovative technology to the lecture hall 

can be expensive and requires information technology (IT) support from the institution. This 

proves to be especially difficult for Tribal Colleges and Universities that are often small and 

struggle to gain funding for all of their programs. These issues are further explored below.  

In general, I found that participants do use a lot of media and technology in the 

classroom, even though they may have reservations about using too much. Therefore, my 

recommendations to Fire & Associates focused on incorporating technology in a meaningful 

way in the classroom. For instance, they can link the use of technology with serving the 

community, like Greg and Norman did in their classes. One potential offering for the website is 

a webinar series about types of technologies that further goals of a local tribe or American 

Indian group that can be included in a classroom setting. In this way, incorporating technology 

into the class will not be viewed as an individualistic endeavor but rather one that fosters 

interaction among classmates and also helps the community.   

A List of Technologies. Table 7.1 lists several technologies used by participants that fall 

under the categories of software, web-based tools, and computer-based tools. Many of these 

technologies reflect the field or program participants are teaching in. For instance, Tia, 
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Rosemary, and Faye are all professors in either linguistics or language work, and thus their 

classes require training and use of specific programs, such as transcription software. The 

technologies in Table 6.1 are organized by the number of participants who use them, 

illustrating which are more popular. YouTube is easily the most prevalent technology, and it 

was explicitly reported as something 14 out of 17 participants used in the classroom. Four 

participants also noted TEDTalks as another video sharing and viewing platform that they rely 

on for learning in class or for assignments. The next most popular technology participants said 

they use is PowerPoint, which accompanied their class lectures and/or discussions. 

Table 7.1. Technologies Used by Participants 

Technology Type Platform/Brand Participant(s) 

Software 

Software to create slide decks PowerPoint Barry, Faye, Holly, Layne, Morgan, 
Ophelia, Parker, Rosemary, William 

Learning management system 
(LMS) 

Blackboard Derek, Greg, Layne, Ophelia, 
William 

Moodle Otter, Parker 

CANVAS Greg 

Connect Rosemary 

Video creation/editing program QuickTime Otter 

WeVideo Erica 

Wistia Otter 

Language-related software SayMore - Transcription Tia 

PRAAT – Phonetics Faye 

ELAN – Transcription Rosemary 

 Rosetta Stone Ophelia 

 Online Dictionary Greg, Norman 

Math software MAPLE Derek 

Web-Based Tools 

Video sharing platform YouTube Derek, Erica, Faye, Greg, Holly, 
Misa, Morgan, Norman, Otter, 
Ophelia, Parker, Sarah, Tia, William 

TEDTalks Erica, Holly, Layne, Misa 

Online dictionary  Norman, Greg, Rosemary 

Google tools Google Docs, Google Calendar Greg 

Dropbox  Holly 

Hardware Used in Classroom  

Computer Mac, PC All participants 

Projector  Almost all participants 

Camera  Erica, Tia 
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Microphone  Faye, Tia 

Tablet iPad Derek, Ophelia 

Calculator Texas Instruments Derek 

Document reader-projector ELMO Derek 

Splitter box  Tia 

USB drive  Tia 

Smartboard  Holly 

 

Learning Management Systems. Platforms such as Blackboard, Moodle, and CANVAS, 

called learning management systems (LMS), were a common type of technology participants 

used for facilitating classes. LMSs are not selected by educators but rather the institution at 

which they teach. Some participants used a little-known LMS or one created by their institution 

for private use. I found that participants were very particular when setting up their LMS for a 

course, designing the way information was laid out based on years of experience. Parker, for 

instance, said he always includes an electronic copy of his syllabus and a useful links page when 

setting up Moodle. He also includes “hidden” items in Moodle from previous years of teaching 

the course so that he can remember what they did in certain weeks. If he provided a link that 

he wanted students to look at, he also included a small set of instructions for exactly how the 

student should browse the website. Figure 7.1 shows an example of this. The link is for the 

National Geographic Enduring Voices website and his instructions read: Please read the main 

page, the “Revitalization” page, and spend about 15 minutes browsing the rest of the site. 

Figure 7.1. Parker’s Instructions for Browsing a Link in Moodle 
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Otter was the only other participant who used Moodle for classes, and she provided 

positive feedback, saying, “it’s really great.” She shared details of how she puts her course 

together. For instance, she provides a welcome video to students and also has students 

introduce themselves in a discussion-like forum. Otter terms weekly discussions as “Learning 

Circles.” The layout of her Moodle page for just one course is illustrated as a wireframe that I 

created in Figure 7.2. In the field of usability, a wireframe is usually a sketch or prototype of a 

web page as a way to conduct testing on possible options prior to a higher fidelity design. 

However, a wireframe is useful in this instance to showcase Otter’s Moodle course front page 

while eliminating personally identifiable information that a screenshot would have revealed:  

Figure 7.2. Wireframe of an Online Course Taught by Otter through Moodle 
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Participants who used Blackboard outnumbered those who used other types of LMSs; 

however, they often felt Blackboard was inferior to other types of systems. Layne did not 

describe Blackboard in a negative way, but she did exhibit caution when setting up her courses 

using the LMS:  

I'm very careful in my associate level class when I'm setting up Blackboard, or if I teach 
at the bachelor's level, I'm very, I really am careful about how I set it up. It's very, they 
open it up and it's just each chapter. They open it up and it's the reading they need to 
do, extra materials from that chapter, it's just one place. (Layne)  
 

Greg said he uses CANVAS and Blackboard, but heavily favors CANVAS:  

It allows us to more easily invert the class through the creation of modules and use the 
inter-linkage with YouTube, or just media recordings that go directly in CANVAS. And 
then [there’s a] pretty seamless ability for the students to respond with their own media 
recordings, audio, or video. (Greg) 
 

In CANVAS, Greg showed me how he always utilizes a welcome page that contains the title of 

the course as well as the most important information his students need to know for that week. 

For instance, his welcome page at the time of our interview read: Final Essay – please complete 

by Wednesday. He also provided a link to an events calendar and said they’re “always 

emphasizing what the events are in the community and on campus.”  A few of the words on the 

welcome page and in the events calendar were in the Native language of his tribe. Figure 7.3 is 

a detailed wireframe I created of Greg’s welcome page:  
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Figure 7.3. Wireframe of Welcome Page for Online Component of Course Taught by Greg 
through CANVAS 

 

In her dissertation about online learning at a Tribal College, Nancy Fire noted that a 

user-friendly LMS contributed to an American Indian student’s success in an online course 

(2009). Combining her findings with the specifics noted above regarding learning management 

systems assisted in recommending several web offerings for the Fire & Associates website. 

Mainly, these offerings focused on how to set up a user-friendly LMS as either the online 

component to a face-to-face course or as the main interface for an online course. Due to the 

popularity of LMS use, I inferred that a step-by-step web training in this area would be 

particularly useful. Purposeful tactics that participants used, as identified in the above 

wireframes and comments, can be the building blocks for achieving a user-friendly LMS. For the 

training, I suggested the Fires utilize tactics presented by participants in the development of 
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such offerings; such as Parker’s notes about how to properly use a link or Greg’s 

conceptualization of the home page.  

A List of Media. In addition to the technologies recorded above, participants also listed 

several types of media. Table 7.2 provides a list of the media participants said they use in the 

classroom, alphabetized by type of media. Both online media and print media are included. 

Table 7.2. Types of Media Used by Participants 

Media Type Brand/Additional Types 

Apps for smart devices GroupMe, Lunar Calendar, Socrative, SuperBetter, 
WeatherUnderground 

Audio recordings (other than podcasts) Interviews, songs, language clips 

Blogs Native Appropriations, We Are Teachers, Nonprofit Tech 
for Good, etc.  

Books (other than textbooks) Assorted 

Games Board games, Computer games, Table games 

Journals Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society; 
Rethinking Schools; Tribal College Journal of American 
Indian Higher Education; etc. 

News outlets Indian Country Today Media Network, Indianz.com, 
local television news stations, etc. 

Pictures Assorted 

Podcasts The Illusionist, Radio Lab 

Social media Facebook, Pinterest, Twitter, Instagram 

Textbooks Assorted 

Videos Films, Clips, Documentaries, Short Videos 

 

Using Media in Class Exercises and Assignments. Media were most often used to 

accompany lecture and discussion in class or as a way to make a homework assignment more 

engaging. I also found that the inclusion of visual media made academic topics and concepts 

more visceral and understandable. The most common use of media is the former; I found that 

most participants introduced a website, video, or audio clip as part of a class exercise that led 

to discussion. Ophelia said she believes in a rigorous incorporation of media in her courses:  

They watch weekly films. Sometimes feature films, sometimes documentaries. I use a lot 
of song, so a lot of popular music that gives them additional windows, thematically, or 
sonically into whatever the theme is we're focusing on that week. And in the classroom 
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itself, I stream, I play a lot of clips from YouTube videos, I stream a lot of stuff. 
Comedians, musicians, storytellers, poets - I mean anything that's relevant to our topic 
for that week. (Ophelia) 
 
Faye was also a strong believer in using videos to illustrate concepts of linguistics or to 

facilitate rich discussion. For instance, she said, “the Marx brothers are super for teaching 

pragmatics.” A side goal she has is to introduce her students to new experiences. To describe 

one example out of many, Faye recounted when she showed a video of Russian ballerina, Anna 

Pavlova, performing “The Dying Swan” dance:  

I found that very effective, and it was remarkably effective to use the old old video. 
Because… as opposed to the things that are familiar, it's something not familiar, it's 
almost frightening and she's almost like a ghost because the video is poor quality and 
kind of weird. And they're taken out of themselves and you have to think, that's the 
idea. That, in class you build on what people know and you add things they've never 
thought of. Or you start with something they don't understand and then bring it to a 
place of understanding. (Faye) 
 
Sarah created her own media, mostly in the form of games. She described a game she 

came up with to demonstrate to her psychology students ways they can incorporate games into 

their practice:  

I just like to come up with stuff, well, if you look up there, like the Kleenex box here… I 
just put some post-it notes of feelings and so you know we just kind of had them roll the 
die in class and then describe a moment when they felt whatever it landed on. And so, 
and just a way to illustrate how you can really take any common item and make it into a 
way to connect with your clients. And so you know, in doing that then they're actually 
participating in the activities. (Sarah) 
 
Layne also used games as a way to ease her American Indian students into their social 

work program. Near the beginning of the course, she asks her students to draw food on a paper 

plate they would like to eat at a feast. Students then share what is on their plate and discuss 

how not everything can fit on their plate – much like knowledge and concepts during their 

course – but that they will learn new things, make room on the plate, and maybe they’ll get too 
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full at times and need to take a break. Layne also used some digital media as a way to make 

homework assignments more engaging for students. One example is when she had her 

students go to a website that explores the criminal justice system of the United States, 

www.360degrees.org. She asked each student to choose a story about an inmate, listen to the 

narration, and then write a paper with their reflections.  

Choices about which types of media to incorporate and how many are taken with great 

care. Although most participants admitted that the use of multimedia is attractive to students, 

their course designs were purposeful. Otter, for instance, stated she doesn’t like to use too 

much media: “I don't use a lot of videos. I just use the ones that are pertinent to the class.” Her 

attitude reflects that of many other participants who only use media they find to be effective. 

These insights are examples of innovations by participants to include modern media into 

their classes. Needs associated with this practice include finding appropriate media materials, 

creating hands-on media to illustrate certain concepts, and ensuring the type of media engages 

with American Indian students. In the client report, I suggested that Fire & Associates can 

extend the needs and practices of study participants to their primary user group. I 

recommended the Fires leverage the innovations of study participants, such as Layne’s use of 

the paper plate and feast as a metaphor for class participation, to create a pool of effective 

ideas that educators can access. Similarly, I suggested that the list of media above could be 

turned into a database of sorts to provide yet another set of resources for clients.  

Social Media Are Not Common. Among study participants, I found that the use of social 

media as a way to facilitate class discussions or to complete homework assignments was highly 

uncommon – except for YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/). Instead, social media served as 

http://www.360degrees.org/
https://www.youtube.com/
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an additional resource that the participants would introduce to their students if they felt it was 

necessary. Holly created a Facebook group for her students where she would post messages, 

class information, and motivational quotes; however, students didn’t seem to enjoy using 

Facebook in this manner. She said, “the students don't like that as much, they would rather get 

emails. So I haven't done much with it because a lot of them said they preferred emails.” These 

findings corroborate with some of those found by S. Manca and M. Ranieri in their comparison 

study across 23 papers that discuss the use of Facebook in educational settings (2013). Out of 

those 23 papers, five mentioned the reactions of students who used Facebook in the classroom. 

The reactions were mixed; some students found that Facebook was conducive to information 

sharing and motivation, but others didn’t like “mixing study with entertainment” and had issues 

getting the work done (Manca and Ranieri 2013, 494). In the end, Facebook was described as a 

“feasible platform” for educational purposes because it is something millennial students are 

familiar with but that “individual motivation and instructional design” are keys to its success 

(Manca and Ranieri 2013, 494).  

Greg and Norman familiarized their students with pertinent Facebook pages regarding 

the tribe and its programs; however, they did not require students to interact for a grade. In 

contrast, they did have their students follow their Twitter account for a year, which contains 

tweets only in the native language. Once the course is over, it’s up to the students if they want 

to keep interacting with the account, but Greg has found it isn’t common: “as soon as the 

requirement ends, they stop doing it. So that tells me something. Maybe it's the wrong place, 

wrong use of the tool, or maybe there's just no interest.” The end goal for Greg and Norman is 

to introduce students to existing resources.  
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Rosemary was the only other participant who included social media in the classroom. 

She asked students to peruse Facebook to find certain videos as an activity to facilitate class 

discussion. She remembered the assignment well, stating: “that was interesting, because one 

student wasn't on Facebook, which I was completely surprised by.” Rosemary also clarified that 

she does not use Facebook as a platform for online discussions, just as a tool for her students to 

explore topics pertaining to linguistics.  

These social media habits in the classroom are extremely relevant to Fire & Associates. 

Although social media seem ubiquitous, they have not made their way into the classrooms of 

study participants on any large scale. Also characteristic of social media use is its varying 

success on a trial and error basis. If the Fires intend to create resources for clients related to the 

use of social media, as a way to facilitate class discussion or assignments for their American 

Indian students, there are a few guidelines I suggested they follow. First, the inclusion of social 

media in a classroom setting is an iterative process that will require repeated tweaks and 

changes. Second, email is still the best method for information exchange, especially when the 

classroom contains a mix of American Indian and non-Native students. Third, Facebook is useful 

when it is an optional feature for a class. If a group is created for a course to share additional 

information or have discussions, involvement should be voluntary and students shouldn’t be 

penalized for not using it. In situations where students are part of the same tribe or 

organization as their instructors, as in the case of Norman and Greg, a Facebook group may be 

more active and relevant to those students’ lives. Fourth, I suggested the Fires emphasize the 

incorporation of social media as a burgeoning skill set for their students that is also highly 

marketable.  
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Creating Engaging Slide Decks. A majority of participants said they use PowerPoint 

slides to accompany lecture. Interestingly, PowerPoint was viewed as an old-school tool, but 

several participants found ways to make their slide decks engaging by incorporating stimulating 

elements. In the following example, Parker explained the dynamic nature of his PowerPoint 

presentations:  

My PowerPoints are very interactive. I use the presenter view where I'm clicking around, 
and if somebody asks about something then I'll go to that directly. I'll have two example 
slides prepared, but if everybody clearly understands based on the first one, I don't 
show the second one; it's not a rehearsed thing. Lots and lots of embedded videos that I 
pull from YouTube or movie clips or from my own collections. (Parker)  
 

Parker also described his use of multimedia during classes to make lectures less dull: 

I often look for videos, I look for examples, I look for images. If I find a good blog, you 
know, if somebody says something profound, I'll take a quotation out of it or sometimes 
make a PDF of just that page so that I can present it to class as a handout. (Parker) 
 
Derek seemed to be in the process of switching up his traditional method of class 

lecture and discussion. At first, he used slide decks provided by the textbook for some of his 

classes. However, he quickly found “students didn’t think much of that” and said he is doubtful 

the trend will continue. Instead of slide decks, he said he would sometimes use ELMO, a 

document projector. Faye’s method to make her slide decks more engaging was to choose 

artistic images. She said, “I think people see a lot of really boring and unchallenging visual 

presentations. PowerPoint is pretty deadly, you know?” and thus she went out of her way to 

find particularly emotive pictures from The New York Public Library Digital Collections. She gave 

me an example, asking if I would rather choose a clipart snake from the first website I stumbled 

upon or if I would choose something like William Blake’s rendition of a snake from the free 
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collection. Figure 7.1 is a screenshot from the think-aloud session with Faye where she showed 

me that image:  

Figure 7.1. “Europe a Prophecy” (1794) by William Blake, poet and artist 

 

 
The actions taken by participants to minimize the sterility of presentations and make 

slide decks more engaging was another area I focused on for the generation of new web 

offerings on the Fire & Associates website. I recommended the Fires create a webinar about 

how to make engaging slides for any type of class material by following a few simple guidelines. 

For instance, avoid insipid graphics and instead using original, creative images to evoke emotion 

and thought. Such images can also be taken, with permission, from certain collections and by 

diverse artists. Another guideline was that educators should always plan for a dynamic 
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presentation in which they do not have to follow each slide as it comes, but rather jump 

around, as Parker did.  

 

7.2 How American Indian Students Are Perceived to Use Technology 

Since technology is now considered a ubiquitous part of education, I asked participants 

to reflect on how their American Indian students use technology. Specifically, I asked about any 

positive or negative comments from students as well as any observations pertaining to 

technology use in the classroom. Responses were often dictated by the age of students in a 

class rather than their identity as American Indian or non-Native. Students past their 20s may 

not be considered “digital natives,” or, those who grew up using computers, the internet, and 

other smart devices. I found it was difficult for some participants to comment on the use of 

technology by American Indian students because they either didn’t know who identified as such 

or they just felt that in general their students got along well with technology.  

They’re “Super Savvy.” A majority of participants noted that their American Indian 

students reacted positively and worked well with technology. Ophelia, Faye, and Erica all teach 

classes where American Indian students make up less than half of a typical classroom. Almost 

all of their students are traditional college-age as well. Ophelia said her students are “super 

savvy” with technology. She also said, “I don't notice any distinction between my Native and 

non-Native students on that front.” Faye observed “positive responses” from American Indian 

students and their interactions with technology.  

Otter teaches classes with approximately 83% of students identifying as American 

Indian. Since she teaches mainly online courses, students are a mix of traditional and non-
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traditional college age. Otter has observed that her students do not have issues using 

technology and actually enjoy using Moodle, a learning management system (LMS), where she 

conducts online classes, uploads assignments, and embeds videos. Otter said “they love it!” 

and, “it’s easy for them.” 

Greg and Norman teach the same group of American Indian students who all hail from 

the same tribe and who are of typical college age in their early 20s. Norman finds that as long 

as they “make use of what’s already available out there” then students will do well because 

“they’re pretty savvy with using that stuff anyhow.” Greg was more critical of his students, 

noting the difference between using technologies and using them well. He also recognized the 

difference between his students and the community: 

It's kind of funny, people talk about "digital natives" and what I mostly see is that it just 
leads to thoughtless use of technology... and I'm not sure that they have any deep 
understanding of the technology. So when I ask them to upload a video clip of them 
doing a weather report, without fail, 10% of them will fail to upload the video clip. 
They'll try to do the assignment, but they'll incorrectly load the video clip. Either it will 
be the wrong file, wrong file size, whatever it is, and then they come to me and say, ‘I 
don't know why the video clip didn't upload.’ And while part of that is just classic 
students rushing, some of it is just they're not as technologically able as some people 
think they are. So I don't necessarily see a big impact. There's no intimidation, versus if I 
talk to older people in our community there'll be an intimidation factor. But beyond 
that, I actually wish we could have a whole two weeks of just training on how to use the 
tools so they can do it better, because it slows things down a lot when the folks can't 
follow instructions. (Greg) 
 
Previously I described the digital storytelling project Erica helped establish at her 

institution. That same project is relevant here, especially because the ability to create short 

videos with prominent messages is a valuable skill for students to have in the era of 

information. Therefore, when I asked Erica how her American Indian students interacted with 

such technology, she responded positively, saying, “our Native students picked up the digital 
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storytelling very quickly. Technology was not an issue whatsoever, and they seemed to enjoy 

the fact that they had more of a creative outlet.”  

Access and Transitioning to Technology. Overall, American Indian students were 

perceived to be highly adept technology users. Only one participant said that although 

American Indian students usually have access to technology, it’s not very updated. In general, 

access was identified as a challenge for students living in remote areas and/or attending a Tribal 

College. In addition, once students obtained access to a particular technology for the first time, 

participants observed a period of transition that took place. In this period, students learned 

how to use the technology, sometimes with the help of an instructor, and sometimes not. The 

following two examples explore how access issues can impact how American Indian students 

use technology in higher education.  

Since Tia taught a course specifically about technologies used in language 

documentation, she perceived several nuances and challenges regarding how her First Nations 

students interacted with such technology. Many of her students were not traditional college 

age and they took the intensive summer courses as a way to learn language documentation 

practices to serve their home communities. Tia said she encounters a period of transition when 

students first arrive to the summer program, namely students who have not attended before. 

She said most students have phones, but laptops are less common:  

20% of the people bring a laptop, maybe? And there's usually one or two in my class 
that buy their first computer right there on campus. Yeah, and there's always somebody 
who's like, ‘can you help me set this up? I just bought this at the bookstore last week,’ 
and they're so excited about everything. (Tia) 
 
To help out her First Nations students, Tia brought in a graduate student to teach an 

introductory course on how to use computers prior to the intensive summer course: 
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In the two days before the [courses] started, he [the graduate student] actually started 
an Intro to Computers class. They asked him to teach it and he said, ‘I can do that,’ and 
he put together a very basic, two days on like, ‘this is a mouse, this is a folder.’ Right? 
Those kinds of things. And I saw the effects of that in my class. Like, it was, people 
were very much more comfortable, instead of ‘I don't know what this means.’ (Tia) 
 
Tia also tried to purposefully limit how many different online platforms were used for 

course materials. Most of the time she uploaded files to her own website for students to access 

and avoided adding a learning management system (LMS) to keep things simple: “students are 

struggling when they get to campus; they're struggling to even use their [institution name] 

email.”  

In Holly’s case, some of her American Indian students at the Tribal College where she 

works lack basic technologies to complete homework assignments. She said one student 

“doesn't have a laptop, and he does all of his schoolwork on his phone. That includes papers! 

That includes everything.” She spoke of another student who “doesn’t have a laptop, so [if] she 

needs to do something she has to be on campus. Our library now has limited hours.” These 

realities determined how Holly assigned homework and conducted her course. For example, 

she said, “you want to do a flipped classroom or you want them to view items and they don't 

have a laptop at home. Or they don't have Wi-Fi.”  

Holly also felt these issues are not just endemic to students, but also instructors. If she 

encountered an IT issue she didn’t feel like she could get immediate assistance. In the past she 

has asked her husband for help, like when she wanted to put together an iPad cart so students 

could use iPads in class. She said being on campus and having “an IT issue” might mean long 

wait times until something is fixed or it could be completely left up to the instructor to fix it. 

She lamented, “you don't have the support. So I know this isn't a gripe session, but I think it's 
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real and I don't know if we're the only tribal school who has had that issue. I would surmise not, 

but it's just hard getting the support you need.”  

Exposed by these participant accounts is how easily American Indian students can adapt 

to and use technology; but there are also challenges. These challenges are largely centered on 

funding, support, and engagement issues related to providing technology. Several web 

offerings were proposed for the Fire & Associates website to respond to these challenges. In 

general, I recommend that they follow the advice from participant experiences and educate 

their primary user group on options that are available. For instance, they should advise 

educators to leverage existing technologies and review what their students are currently using. 

This will allow them to gauge, which types of technology are most popular and provide the 

fewest accessibility issues. In addition, such technologies should not be stifling but rather allow 

for several creative possibilities. It is well known in pedagogical methods that students learn 

best if their assignments in class relate to their lives in a meaningful way. This can be achieved 

through technology if the technology allows for choice and creativity, such as Erica’s digital 

storytelling project. I also suggested the Fires can serve their clients well by compiling a set of 

resources where educators can obtain technology they need for their classrooms as well as DIY 

(do-it-yourself) projects with such technologies. The Fires can advise clients from various types 

of institutions, especially Tribal Colleges and Universities, who may have limited funds and need 

to connect with American Indian students in remote areas. I recommended the Fires provide a 

training for how to scaffold the use of technology in a classroom where there may be American 

Indian students who are past traditional college-age and interacting with such technologies for 

the first time. Although participants did not directly inform me that this was one of their needs, 



125 
 

it was implied by their comments when explaining how they had to help their students make 

these transitions in a technologically enriched environment. 

 

7.3 Course Preparation is Highly Technological 

The interview and think-aloud session portions of the study yielded a series of valuable 

insights regarding the ways participants prepared for their courses. The think-aloud session was 

particularly conducive to illustrating the way participants prepared for courses, among other 

things. Within this section are a few examples illustrated by screenshots that show how the 

think-aloud session permitted a deeper understanding of the process participants used to 

prepare courses. The most overarching finding is that course preparation is highly 

technological, meaning that preparation is greatly aided by computers, the Internet, and other 

media and technologies. A multitude of sources were used to prepare course material or a 

class. Course preparation was described as a mix of planned and spontaneous activities and 

always very time consuming. Some enjoyed this aspect of course preparation, others did not. 

The process of course preparation was often blended with looking up references and materials 

related to a participant’s own research and interests. Therefore, in the think-aloud session, 

participants showed me web materials they use for all of those purposes.  

The Internet. Use of the World Wide Web, and particularly conducting searches in 

Google (https://www.google.com/), were extremely common methods for preparing courses 

even though they could be time consuming and overwhelming. This was for a few reasons. 

First, participants expressed that they wanted course materials to be contemporary and 

engaging for students. Second, many of those materials required use of the Internet, such as 

https://www.google.com/
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videos from YouTube. Third, such methods are convenient and all of my participants owned a 

computer and had Internet access. Rosemary called Google a “life-changing” tool that has 

expanded offerings for educators who want to find information in a timely manner and better 

connect with students. Often, participants consulted various forms of media to prepare for 

courses such as journals, blogs, and other websites. Below are some comments regarding the 

Internet, Google, and multimedia:  

The Internet is a huge resource for finding information and making sure that it's current, 
and making sure that, you know, activities or, I mean, I do a lot of Google searches. I like 
Google. (Holly)  
 
I have a set of PowerPoints that I use in 101, and before I use each one I will go through 
and test the links and see if they're still correct. If they're not, I have to find another 
one. That can take some time. It's fun though, I don't care. It's enjoyable. (Faye)  
 
Doing Google searches for topics, reading recent newspaper articles, finding videos and 
things like that. But I would say it's sort of, whatever I happen to find, it's different from 
going to a website… a lot of it is discovery. (Parker)  
 
It's my fault more than anybody else, more my lack of wanting to search the web all 
night. Because I don't like that, [laughs] that's not me. I'd rather be outside! (Morgan)  
 
I use TEDTalks, I use the textbook, and non-course textbooks. (Erica)  
 
Figuring out some way to fit popular culture in is vital. Whether that means that I show, 
you know, video clips and sometimes off of YouTube. Or you know, allowing them to 
you know do a project that uses social media or something like that. You know, just 
basically figuring out a way to have it connect. (Sarah)  
 
One participant demonstrated an innovative use for Pinterest, a social media platform 

that allows one to create “boards” that organize topics. Topics are searched for within the 

platform and one can “pin” items such as pictures, recipes, or websites to one of their boards. 

Although Pinterest is usually used for crafts, event planning, and fashion, Misa found a way to 

use it for organizing materials she will eventually use in class. Since her students will become 



127 
 

teachers themselves one day, Misa also saved pins of things she wanted to show her students 

in case it might be of interest to them. Figure 7.4 below shows how Misa organized her boards 

on Pinterest. She used a letter and number system to denote courses and content.  

Figure 7.4. A Screenshot from Misa’s Pinterest Page (https://es.pinterest.com/) 

 

 
During the think-aloud session, Barry showed me the Alaska Native Knowledge Network 

(ANKN) website and explained that it was a helpful resource when he taught at a Tribal College. 

Although the ANKN is geared toward Alaska, Barry did not teach in Alaska and it was found 

useful outside of that particular state. Figures 7.2 and 7.3 illustrate some of the more useful 

aspects of the website. Here Barry described the features he found most relevant on the main 

page:   

You can see on the main page here, there's Native educator associations, there's 
cultural atlases and talking maps, there's cultural resources, publications that came out 
of the ANKN, and curriculum resources. (Barry)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://es.pinterest.com/
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Figure 7.2. Homepage of the Alaska Native Knowledge Network (http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/) 

 

 

Next, Barry explained how he liked using the Spiral Chart for Integrated Learning as a 

resource for planning course material and class activities; even though it’s not meant for higher 

education:  

When I was trying to think of ways to do my own homework for my classes through 
[institution name] and then also to make my math curriculum more responsive, when 
you look at this spiral chart for integrated learning, it's really nice. Because it's a dream 
catcher that explores grades 1-12 in twelve different areas. (Barry) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/
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Figure 7.3. “Spiral Chart for Integrated Learning” found on page titled “Culturally-Based 
Curriculum Resources” (http://ankn.uaf.edu/Resources/course/view.php?id=2) 

 

Starting Points. Participants often had a place where they began their journey for 

course preparation. Sometimes this was influenced by the audience for the course. Faye, for 

instance, had different things to prepare depending on if the class was for undergraduate 

students or graduate students. In a few instances, it was previous material from courses that 

participants wanted to revamp for the next semester. Some participants used the Internet as 

their starting point; typing in search terms and exploring related topics. Sarah used Wikipedia 

http://ankn.uaf.edu/Resources/course/view.php?id=2
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(https://www.wikipedia.org/) for this purpose.  Starting points could also be a textbook or set 

of standards. Here are some examples of typical starting points as described by participants: 

I look at standards because standards guide your instruction. We are an accredited 
institution, so we have to show that we're following the standards. And because we're 
an [name of legislation] state, we have to show that we're doing that. So really, 
standards guide the ‘what’ of what I teach. The ‘how’ is up to me and I look at my 
students and see what their needs are in particular. Most often they need active 
learning. (Morgan)  
 
For most of my courses the textbook is kind of my starting point. And so I try to spend a 
lot of time in selecting the right textbook because there are some that I'll kind of look 
through and it doesn't connect with me and so my teaching style isn't going to really fit 
very well with it. (Sarah)  
 
Some starting points were not so typical among the sample. For instance, Greg and 

Norman’s starting point for course preparation isn’t thinking of the students in their singular, 

academic form but rather their place in their tribe as a whole. Both Greg and Norman rely 

heavily on research efforts originally developed because Norman wanted to introduce his 

family to their native language and then share his revitalization efforts with the community. 

Using old, primary documents, Norman and others have successfully created a database of 

linguistic information. Now that Greg serves as an educator in the same program as Norman, he 

conducts his own research and uses such resources to generate teaching material:  

We started researching everything and pulling it all together from various kinds of 
archives. From standard finder windows, Filemaker databases, and now we're in all 
other kinds of databases for the language, resources. And that gives us all the tools we 
need when we want to teach about a particular tree to go research. Okay, what is all the 
cultural and ecological information connected to the [type of tree]? We can pull all that 
up pretty easily and cut and paste information into a lesson plan and look at how you're 
going to talk about that in a community-centered way in a classroom. (Greg) 
 
Erica’s approach to preparation was also unique in that, although she is an educator, her 

main role at the university was to work with faculty using grant funds to improve student 

https://www.wikipedia.org/
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experiences. Therefore, I focus on how she prepared for that role because it is relevant to the 

way she taught her course. Erica said she will find and follow individuals who contain expertise 

relevant to her work. One person she followed is knowledgeable about the use of social media 

for non-profits. Erica used this knowledge to help further the impact of the center on campus 

dedicated to the success of American Indian students:  

Everything she [the expert] says [is] about how do you use best practices for using social 
media for non-profit? You can relate to higher ed purposes. And she has a variety of 
webinars that are very affordable, or once in a while she'll offer one for free. And she's 
not trying to sell a product she's just become an expert in this. So she has this website 
that serves as a resource for non-profits worldwide. But oh my goodness, she is so 
knowledgeable and she is so great at predicting future trends and very simple ideas that 
can make a huge difference in your branding. And if you use social media for fundraising 
at all, and for us and for [the center on campus dedicated to the success of American 
Indian students], we have to think about [it]. (Erica) 
 
Using the Internet in course preparation is not in itself a groundbreaking finding, but the 

details contextualize preparation activities in a useful way. Fire & Associates want to serve as a 

resource for educators of American Indian students and those resources are mainly found 

online. Therefore, I recommended the Fires ensure their website is easily searchable by Google 

algorithms and that it appears within one or two pages of Google search results to maintain 

high visibility for their primary user group. Since course preparation is a time-consuming 

activity, the Fires can provide expertise about how to make the process more efficient. They 

can utilize organizational ideas from participants, such as Misa, to suggest that clients organize 

their web content in a format that is easily accessible. They can also mimic good organizational 

practice on their own website and detail the process in a format that is open to clients. 
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7.4 Websites Participants Use 

I found it useful to include a list of websites participants talked about during the 

interview or showed me during the think-aloud session. Table 7.3 is a comprehensive list of 

these websites. Table 7.4 lists the most frequently used websites by the study sample. There is 

extensive crossover from previous tables because many of these websites also represent media 

and technologies participants said they use. Chapters 7 and 8 highlight some of the major ways 

participants use such websites, namely for course preparation, in-class activities, administering 

homework assignments, connecting with colleagues, or to inform themselves of pertinent 

topics. Some websites were not included here in order to maintain the confidentiality of 

participants. For instance, several participants used their institution’s website or consulted a 

particular periodical or magazine from their town.  

Table 7.3. A Comprehensive List of Websites Participants Use 

Archives/Heritage Materials 

AILLA: The Archive of the Indigenous Languages of Latin America 
(http://www.ailla.utexas.org/site/welcome.html)  
ANKN: Alaska Native Knowledge Network (http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/)   
ANLA: Alaska Native Language Archive (https://www.uaf.edu/anla/) 
ANLC: Alaska Native Language Center (https://www.uaf.edu/anlc/)  
Ethnologue (https://www.ethnologue.com/)  
FirstVoices (http://www.firstvoices.com/)  
IPCC: Indian Pueblo Cultural Center (http://www.indianpueblo.org/)  
Mukurtu CMS (http://mukurtu.org/) 
Online Dictionary for a particular language  
OLAC: Open Language Archives Community (http://www.language-archives.org/)  
RRN: Reciprocal Research Network (https://www.rrncommunity.org/)  
Sealaska Heritage (http://www.sealaskaheritage.org/)  
StoryCenter (http://www.storycenter.org/)  
The Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics: ELAN (https://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/)  
NYPL: The New York Public Library Digital Collections (http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/)  
Virtual Museum for a particular tribe 

Associations/Organizations 

AAA: American Anthropological Association (http://www.americananthro.org/)  
ACA: American Counseling Association (https://www.counseling.org/)  
American Indian College Fund (http://www.collegefund.org/)  
AIHEC: American Indian Higher Education Consortium (http://www.aihec.org/) 
AISES: American Indian Science and Engineering Society (http://www.aises.org/)   

http://www.ailla.utexas.org/site/welcome.html
http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/
https://www.uaf.edu/anla/
https://www.uaf.edu/anlc/
https://www.ethnologue.com/
http://www.firstvoices.com/
http://www.indianpueblo.org/
http://mukurtu.org/
http://www.language-archives.org/
https://www.rrncommunity.org/
http://www.sealaskaheritage.org/
http://www.storycenter.org/
https://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/
http://www.americananthro.org/
https://www.counseling.org/
http://www.collegefund.org/
http://www.aihec.org/
http://www.aises.org/
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AIRA: American Indigenous Research Association (http://americanindigenousresearchassociation.org/)  
APA: American Psychological Association (http://www.apa.org/)  
CCSSO: Council of Chief State School Offices (http://ccsso.org/Resources.html)  
Cultural Survival (https://www.culturalsurvival.org/)  
FPCC: First Peoples’ Cultural Council (http://www.fpcc.ca/)  
ICIK: Interinstitutional Center for Indigenous Knowledge (https://icik.psu.edu/)  
International Literacy Association (http://literacyworldwide.org/)  
LSA: Linguistics Society of America (http://www.linguisticsociety.org/)  
National Breath of Life Archival Institute for Indigenous Languages (http://nationalbreathoflife.org/)  
NAEYC: National Association for the Education of Young Children  
Poetry Foundation (https://www.poetryfoundation.org/)  
RNLD: Resource Network for Linguistic Diversity (http://rnld.org/)  
UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (http://en.unesco.org/)  
WHO: World Health Organization (http://www.who.int/en/)  

Blogs 

Arikara Consciousness (http://arikaraconsciousness.blogspot.com/)  
CrystaLinks: Native American Myths of Creation (http://crystalinks.com/nativeamcreation)  
History blog for a particular tribe 
Native Appropriations (http://nativeappropriations.com/)  
Nonprofit Tech for Good (http://www.nptechforgood.com/)  
Turtle Talk (https://turtletalk.wordpress.com/)  
We Are Teachers (http://www.weareteachers.com/)  
Wellbriety Movement Advocacy Office (http://www.whitebison.org/wellbriety-blog/)  

U.S. Government Websites/Websites Related to Tribal Government 

NIH: National Institutes of Health (https://www.nih.gov/)  
NIOSH: The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/)  
Occupational Outlook Handbook (http://www.bls.gov/ooh/)  
OSHA: Occupational Safety and Health Administration (https://www.osha.gov/)  
State government website and resources 
Tribal Court Clearinghouse (http://tribal-institute.org/)  
What Works Clearinghouse (http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/)  

Journals/Subscriptions/Periodicals 

AnthroSource (http://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/)  
Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace (http://cyberpsychology.eu/index.php)  
Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society (http://decolonization.org/index.php/des)  
Psychology Today (https://www.psychologytoday.com/)  
Rethinking Schools (http://www.rethinkingschools.org//cmshandler.asp?/index.shtml)  
Tribal College Journal of American Indian Higher Education (http://www.tribalcollegejournal.org/) 
Wikipedia (https://www.wikipedia.org/)  
Winds of Change Magazine (http://www.aises.org/news/woc)   

Learning Management Systems (LMSs)/Course Management Systems (CMSs) 

Blackboard (http://www.blackboard.com/)  
CANVAS (https://www.canvaslms.com/)  
Moodle (https://moodle.org/)  

News 

Indianz.com (http://www.indianz.com/)  
Indian Country News (http://www.indiancountrynews.com/)  
Indian Country Today Media Network (http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/)  
Local public television website 

Search Engines 

Google (https://www.google.com/)  
Google Scholar (https://scholar.google.com/)  

http://americanindigenousresearchassociation.org/
http://www.apa.org/
http://ccsso.org/Resources.html
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/
http://www.fpcc.ca/
https://icik.psu.edu/
http://literacyworldwide.org/
http://www.linguisticsociety.org/
http://nationalbreathoflife.org/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/
http://rnld.org/
http://en.unesco.org/
http://www.who.int/en/
http://arikaraconsciousness.blogspot.com/
http://crystalinks.com/nativeamcreation
http://nativeappropriations.com/
http://www.nptechforgood.com/
https://turtletalk.wordpress.com/
http://www.weareteachers.com/
http://www.whitebison.org/wellbriety-blog/
https://www.nih.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/
http://www.bls.gov/ooh/
https://www.osha.gov/
http://tribal-institute.org/
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/
http://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
http://cyberpsychology.eu/index.php
http://decolonization.org/index.php/des
https://www.psychologytoday.com/
http://www.rethinkingschools.org/cmshandler.asp?/index.shtml
http://www.tribalcollegejournal.org/
https://www.wikipedia.org/
http://www.aises.org/news/woc
http://www.blackboard.com/
https://www.canvaslms.com/
https://moodle.org/
http://www.indianz.com/
http://www.indiancountrynews.com/
http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/
https://www.google.com/
https://scholar.google.com/
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Yahoo (https://search.yahoo.com/)  

Social Media 

Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/)  
LinkedIn (https://www.linkedin.com/)  
Pinterest (https://es.pinterest.com/)  
Twitter (https://twitter.com/)  
YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/)  

Other 

360 Degrees (http://360degrees.org/)  
Dropbox (https://www.dropbox.com/)  
E-MELD: Electronic Metastructure for Endangered Languages Data (http://emeld.org/school/index.html)  
GRE (https://www.ets.org/gre/)  
Institution websites 
Keller Online (https://www.kelleronline.com/)  
Khan Academy (https://www.khanacademy.org/)  
Misunderstood Minds on PBS (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/misunderstoodminds/)  
NDigiDreams (http://www.ndigidreams.com/)  
Pearson Assessments (http://www.pearsonassessments.com/)  
Pearson Higher Education (https://www.pearsonhighered.com/)  
Project Implicit (https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/)  
ResearchGate (https://www.researchgate.net/)  
SageMath (http://www.sagemath.org/)  
Socrative (http://www.socrative.com/)  
Storytellers: Native American Authors Online (http://www.hanksville.org/storytellers/)  
Stuart Calculus (http://www.stewartcalculus.com/)  
SuperBetter (https://www.superbetter.com/)  
The Danielson Group: The Framework (http://www.danielsongroup.org/%20framework/)  
TEDTalks (https://www.ted.com/talks)  
WeVideo (https://www.wevideo.com/)  
Wix (http://www.wix.com/)  

 

Table 7.4. Most Frequently Used Websites 

Website # of Participants Who Said They Use It 

Google 14 

YouTube 11 

Facebook 10 

Websites for respective institutions 10 

Blackboard 6 

State government websites and resources 4 

TEDTalks 3 

Twitter 3 

AIRA 2 

ANKN 2 

Breath of Life 2 

Indian Country Today 2 

Moodle 2 

Pinterest 2 

Project Implicit 2 

Wikipedia 2 

https://search.yahoo.com/
https://www.facebook.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/
https://es.pinterest.com/
https://twitter.com/
https://www.youtube.com/
http://360degrees.org/
https://www.dropbox.com/
http://emeld.org/school/index.html
https://www.ets.org/gre/
https://www.kelleronline.com/
https://www.khanacademy.org/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/misunderstoodminds/
http://www.ndigidreams.com/
http://www.pearsonassessments.com/
https://www.pearsonhighered.com/
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
https://www.researchgate.net/
http://www.sagemath.org/
http://www.socrative.com/
http://www.hanksville.org/storytellers/
http://www.stewartcalculus.com/
https://www.superbetter.com/
http://www.danielsongroup.org/%20framework/
https://www.ted.com/talks
https://www.wevideo.com/
http://www.wix.com/
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Commonalities Among the Websites. The websites participants spoke of during the 

interview, or those they showed me during the think-aloud session, covered a wide range of 

topics. Some of the most commonly used websites were tools and search engines while some 

of the least commonly used were websites specifically related to a particular field or state. Even 

so, I have noted a few commonalities across these websites that are specifically related to 

American Indian communities and illustrated them with screenshots taken from think-aloud 

sessions. 

First, the information presented in these websites was easily navigable through obvious 

links and pathways. The interface often contained a few bold colors and a design that acted as a 

border to the page. Figure 7.4 demonstrates all of these aspects. It is easy to see the horizontal 

navigation menu with only five options that clearly outlines user options. The zig zag designs 

frame the left and right of the homepage. This screenshot differs from the current homepage 

design, which still employs the use of bold color, but now has a navigation bar with only four 

options. They have also included an image on the homepage. Figure 7.5 shows how the image 

of beadwork acts as a banner across the top and the page employs the use of bold colors with a 

simple horizontal navigation. Unfortunately, it also contains a vertical navigation menu; having 

two navigation menus is not considered good practice in the world of web/interface design.  
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Figure 7.4. Screenshot of AIHEC Homepage (http://www.aihec.org/) from Think-Aloud Session 
with Barry 

 

 
Figure 7.5. Screenshot of AIRA Homepage (http://americanindigenousresearchassociation.org/) 

from Think-Aloud Session with Holly 
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Second, these websites were often accompanied by images or diagrams to assist in 

finding information. These images and diagrams were often of people engaging in cultural 

activities or of the natural world such as mountains or animals. Figure 7.3 above from the 

Alaska Native Knowledge Network is a great example of this. I was also shown a website with a 

giant diagram in the shape of a turtle by one participant. I cannot provide a screenshot because 

the website was of a particular institution. Figure 7.6 is a screenshot taken from Ophelia’s think-

aloud session that shows an image just above the “Quick Links” section. The Tribal Court 

Clearinghouse has changed this image since our session. Figure 7.7 is a screenshot taken from 

the NDigiDreams website on their page about digital storytelling and represents a circular 

diagram. Erica showed me this page during our think-aloud session.   

Figure 7.6. Screenshot of Tribal Court Clearinghouse Homepage (http://www.tribal-
institute.org/)  from Ophelia’s Think-Aloud Session 

 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.tribal-institute.org/
http://www.tribal-institute.org/
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Figure 7.7. Screenshot of the “Four-Directions Framework” from the Digital Storytelling Page on 
the NDigiDreams Website (http://www.ndigidreams.com/ds.html) 

 

 
Third, several of these websites presented information or tools that were open-source 

and free to use. A few examples of this are the Mukurtu website and platform used by Tia 

(http://mukurtu.org/) and the FirstVoices website used by Rosemary 

(http://www.firstvoices.com/).   

Interestingly, out of all the websites used by participants, the majority of them fall in the 

categories of Archives/Heritage Materials and Associations/Organizations (with the exception 

of the Other category). These websites presented information specific to a particular region or 

field which participants consulted again and again either for course preparation or for their own 

http://www.ndigidreams.com/ds.html
http://mukurtu.org/
http://www.firstvoices.com/
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work. Several more websites were not included because they were about a specific tribe. The 

use of these websites may be considered another pedagogical practice endemic to the 

Community of Practice of educators of American Indian students in higher education.  

The above analysis regarding commonalities across the websites presented during the 

think-aloud session provided several ideas for improvement of the Fire & Associates website. In 

the client report, I suggested the Fires follow the aesthetic commonalities, such as using color 

and designs to frame the homepage, or organizational commonalities, such as having one 

strong navigation menu. Since several of the websites used provided free or open-source 

resources, I strongly recommended the Fires consider making their business a non-profit 

organization. Identifying as a non-profit may be less intimidating to American Indian 

communities who may want to use the resources Fire & Associates has to offer. The Fires have 

also expressed the desire to eventually allow students to produce and display their own 

webinars on the website. Turning into a non-profit may make this process easier to market. 

Since there are several other resources available online, I suggested the Fires make their 

offerings competitive by balancing free offerings with ones that require payment. For instance, 

a slide deck that presents information on “How to do X” could be free and always available on 

the website for any user. However, a more in-depth webinar or training could require a small 

fee for attendance that expands on the ideas presented in the slide deck. 

 

7.5 Implications 

In the client report, I suggested that Fire & Associates could utilize the findings from this 

chapter as a basis for creating new business offerings, providing additional resources on the 
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website, and improving the website. Participants frequently included media and technology in 

their courses and identified challenges in doing so. Therefore, the Fires can focus on making 

these challenges easier. 

 

Teaching with media and technology for beginners 

All participants in the study incorporated media and technology in their pedagogy, but a 

few admitted they were either unfamiliar with new types of technology or were wary to include 

too much technology. The following recommendations can serve not only these individuals, but 

also beginners who are unsure where to start when incorporating technology:  

 Create a slide deck that introduces the most common types of media and technology 

tools used in a classroom setting. Provide at least two examples of how each can be 

used so that clients have a starting point. Include a few examples of media and 

technology tools that are not often used and why, such as social media.   

 Write an informational piece about how technology has the potential to serve as a link 

between an individual student and their community. Frame technology in a way that 

may be attractive to educators teaching American Indian students by making 

connections between tribal sovereignty and self-determination. Highlight media and 

technology projects that do this particularly well, like digital storytelling.  

 Develop a bi-annual webinar where do-it-yourself, or DIY, projects are presented that 

incorporate media and technology. These projects should be affordable and easy to 

troubleshoot in case something goes wrong. They should also be available to students 

on any smart device, not just a computer.  
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Setting up a successful learning management system (LMS) 

A majority of participants said they use learning management systems for either an 

online course or as the online complement to a face-to-face course. Some LMS interfaces are 

clunky or crowded, so Fire & Associates can take advantage of common issues participants 

confronted and turn those into a variety of web offerings: 

 Provide a web training that addresses the main features across the major LMSs present 

in higher education courses (such as Blackboard and Moodle) and demonstrate how to 

set up a LMS successfully. For instance, show how to create a welcome page, mark 

assignments with clear instructions, and set up easy-to-navigate folders for finding 

lessons and turning in assignments.  

 Set-up a series of LMS prototypes, or blueprints, that clients can follow as a guide when 

setting up their own. This can be done using PowerPoint or Word.  

 Create an infographic that depicts the types of multi-media that can be successfully 

embedded into a LMS and a few reasons why each should be used. The infographic 

could contain pointers regarding video, images, text, and links.  

 

Creating engaging slide decks 

Study participants often viewed slide decks as a dull yet necessary component of a 

course and they struggled to keep students motivated to complete assignments. Fire & 

Associates can create web offerings on designing slide decks, drawing on current practices of 

study participants:  
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 Develop a webinar about how to make engaging slide decks using a few simple 

guidelines. Promote the use of creative images, minimal text, and the inclusion of real-

world examples to illustrate a concept. Also, encourage educators to make their 

presentations dynamic by including flexibility to jump around depending on class needs. 

 Put together a slide deck as a how-to for making engaging slide decks that can be 

available on the website at all times. If possible, allow users to submit sample 

presentations or additional ideas to improve the slide deck.  

 

American Indian students and technology use 

Many participants agreed that their American Indian students were highly adept at 

using technology; however, there was a need to assist American Indian students that may have 

been out of school for a while or who were using technology for the first time. Participant 

stories also revealed that institutions serving remote areas, such as a Tribal College, are often in 

great need of funds and access to an infrastructure that supports sophisticated technology. The 

Fires can respond to these situations with business offerings as outlined in the following 

suggestions:  

 Develop a technology initiation webinar that can be used by clients who need to 

introduce their American Indian students to technologies. Provide some general 

guidelines; for instance, have the students learn how to use the technology by giving 

them a hands-on lesson and scaffold the use of technologies by building on what the 

American Indian students already know. Encourage clients to first evaluate what types 
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of technologies their students are already using and then determine any accessibility 

issues they may encounter by asking students to start using additional technologies.  

 Provide a list of ideas for clients who may work in remote areas or have limited funds to 

incorporate technology for their American Indian students. Share ideas from users and 

friends who have worked around these issues. Include some general guidelines; for 

example, reach out to other IHEs or libraries in the region that can share a software 

program or type of technology so that all students can benefit from.  

 In addition to the above suggestion regarding DIY projects that use media and 

technology, include resources such as links or funding opportunities for such ideas in the 

master database.  

 

Preparing for courses 

All educators in the sample prepared for courses using the Internet. Although the 

Internet presents unlimited options for making a course more interesting, participants found 

this to be daunting and expressed the need to make their searches more efficient. The 

following recommendations translate these needs into new web offerings for the Fire & 

Associates website:  

 Develop a web training for how to go about preparing for courses using the Internet. 

Include the use of big search engines, such as Google, and the usefulness of following 

people or pages on social media. Encourage clients to find their go-to starting point such 

as a textbook, a search engine, a blog, or a particular Facebook page.  
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 Create a master database that could potentially serve as the starting point in course 

preparation for clients. Include resources and websites participants use. Each item 

should be tagged by a few keywords to make the database easily searchable. In addition 

to a classic search bar and master list of these resources, the Fires could develop a 

diagram that serves as a starting point for clients who may be visually oriented so they 

can easily find what they’re looking for. Include a comment box or feedback feature 

where clients can submit ideas for additional resources that should be added to the list.  

 Generate a slide deck or webinar that demonstrates how clients can organize resources 

that are most useful to them to make their course preparation more efficient. For 

instance, the Fires could use the idea from one participant who used Pinterest and show 

how it is a free and easy way to save websites and project ideas.  
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CHAPTER 8  

APPROACHES TO CONNECTION 

A significant portion of my conversations with study participants centered on ways they 

come together, collaborate, network, and engage with one another. Although my interview 

questions were initially framed using the word “networking,” I quickly learned that such a term 

falls short of the truth. Instead, I will discuss these interactions among study participants in 

terms of “approaches to connection,” that is, ways, modes, circles, webs, and facets of 

connection. The word “connection” will be used to describe the various interactions, 

conversations, engagements, or projects completed by my participants with the people in their 

lives. Mostly, I focus on professional connections to other educators and colleagues, but these 

often blended with personal connections. Most importantly, this section serves to distinguish 

what approaches to connection were most successful, what the greatest challenges were to 

making connections, and what was missing in terms of connection.  

Connecting with others was expressed metaphorically in several different ways by study. 

Barry described collaborations throughout his academic career as a “giant, concentric set of 

circles.” Otter viewed her connections as something that begins small and grows over time: “it’s 

like a little snowball, a little tiny snowflake, and all of a sudden it’s this big, huge thing.” Tia 

described variations in the degree of her connections depending on the setting. While she 

teaches her First Nations students over the summer, she said she experiences a deep level of 

interaction and companionship among other educators: “it’s like going to summer camp… you 

become very close very quickly.” Connections were also prioritized and described as taking the 

form of “allegiances” by Barry or as cognitively separated out as described by Rosemary. She 
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indicated that her connections are affected by whether she is interacting as a researcher or as 

an educator: “those things are connected but they’re not the same thing.” These comments led 

me to believe that approaches to connection are overlapping, varying in intensity, and often 

dynamic.  

Fire & Associates expressed the desire for their website to eventually serve as a way to 

foster community-building among educators of American Indian students. Therefore, several of 

my recommendations in the client report responded to the research goal of understanding 

networking needs based on participant experiences in this area. Identifying the means to 

making connections allows Fire & Associates to leverage those that are most common. I 

proposed that an understanding of the challenges associated with making connections are 

points of opportunity the Fires can respond to through offerings on their website. An 

awareness of what participants said was missing culminated in the suggestion to create a 

community-building gathering. 

 

8.1 How Connection Takes Place 

I found that “connection” is a catchall phrase that can entail any number of activities 

involving two or more individuals. Since there is a wide berth for this type of interaction, there 

are innumerable ways that it can occur. At the same time, I identified a few common factors 

that affected how participants could connect. For instance, Layne lives in a remote village that 

is considered a “fly-in only” community, especially in the winter. Therefore, she is severely 

limited in the way she can connect with individuals outside of where she lives. These common 
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factors are further explored later, but should be introduced here, as they are directly related to 

the “how” portion.  

Face-to-Face. One of the most common ways participants reported engaging in a 

connection with others were through face-to-face communication or via email. Face-to-face 

communication was highly favored by a majority of participants as something that is timeless, 

intimate, and foundational to a lasting collaborative relationship. Faye lives in a semi-remote 

area, but still claims “I like being in the same place as the person I'm talking to.” Norman said 

he is dedicated to engaging in face-to-face conversations where people can speak their mind:  

When you can sit down at a lunch or in a small group with these students, you have 
really great conversations, and I am really dedicated to those. When I go to big 
conferences, I don't know, I think people just want to talk about what's safe [laughs]. 
And so that's kind of, I actually do interact a lot, but it's on a very personal, 
individualized basis. (Norman) 

 
Norman is also dedicated to traveling, specifically so he can connect with the individuals 

in his intersecting networks. In Ophelia’s case, when she is looking for guest speakers to bring 

into her classroom, she likes to sit down and get to know the individual over coffee; then she 

may extend an invitation for them to speak to her class. To her, “nothing can really replace 

face-to-face.” 

Conferences and Other Gatherings. Conferences were identified as the main mode in 

which participants could engage in these personal conversations. Almost all participants said 

they attend conferences or some type of workshop, seminar, or committee meeting. 

Participants noted several of the conferences they attend, but many were directly related to 

their field. For instance, Tia is a linguist who attends the Linguistic Society for America 
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Conference. Therefore, I have listed some of the conferences below that may have relevance to 

participants as educators of American Indian students in higher education:  

 AAACE: American Association for Adult and Continuing Education Conference  

 AERC: Adult Education Research Conference 

 Algonquian Conference 

 Breath of Life Workshops 

 CoLang: The Institute on Collaborative Language Research  

 Dene (Athabaskan) Languages Conference 

 LSA: Linguistic Society of America Annual Meeting  

 NIEA: National Indian Education Association Conference  

Sometimes participants described a more social type of connection. For instance, Rosemary 

said she attends a lunch event with First Nations students on Tuesdays at her institution and 

described its purpose and atmosphere:   

It's a really casual, informal, but just very welcoming space. And you know, it's a large space 
and it's pretty much full and everybody's eating and you have a chance to kind of sit at 
different tables and meet different people. So you kind of meet a lot of people, both 
students and faculty and staff, that way. (Rosemary) 
 
Other participants, such as Morgan, Otter, and Barry, said they attend, or have attended, 

powwows held by students and local tribes as a way to catch up with colleagues and 

community members. Faye said she attends church and engages in face-to-face conversations 

with people in her community over coffee and donuts: “drinking coffee and talking to people 

you just find out all kinds of things. You find out which elders are in town.” Erica said she will 
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help organize something at her institution, like a play, that focuses on American Indian issues, 

and meet people there.  

Via Technology. Although face-to-face communication was ultimately favored by 

participants, they described email as the most common method of contacting individuals and 

connecting with them. Email lists were also mentioned as an approach to facilitating 

connections, but their primary function was to keep participants in the loop or allow them to 

pose a question to a knowledgeable group. For Greg, email was most commonly used to 

connect with individuals not associated with the tribe:  

Email, especially to non-tribal folks, is the most common. With tribal folks, you know usually 
only after I've had a face-to-face with them, unless they're someone who is extremely close 
to my contacts and everything is okay from the get go. But usually, a face-to-face is a 
necessity before you move to a, or you know, communication via Facebook, whatever it 
may be. And then phone calls. (Greg) 
 
Both email and phone facilitated random acts of reaching out. Layne, for instance, said she 

will initiate a connection with someone who may not know who she is. She described the 

process of connecting with possible guest speakers for her class:  

I just call them up or I write them. I go, "here's what I do, I'm out in the middle of whatever, 
it would be such an honor for my students to meet an indigenous social work scholar of 
your caliber, if I had the money, the grant money, would you come and just co-teach for a 
week and see what you think? (Layne) 
 
I found that phone use for creating and sustaining connections was scarce and not 

preferred for most individuals. Greg noted how “there’s a couple of people who will call 

regularly, but that’s not the norm.” Parker’s comments encapsulate a common theme found 

among participants regarding email and the phone; mainly that they’re used for initiation and 

planning:  
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It's mostly via email. Email or sort of meeting in person. Sometimes, I do things by phone, 
but that ends up being more so for planning. Just sort of questions like, ‘hey I need help 
with this,’ because I don't talk on the phone very much. I've never been a phone person. 
(Parker) 
 
According to my participants, further collaborations cross over into the virtual realm with 

videoconferencing and other web-based technologies. Parker, for example, noted that if he is 

collaborating with individuals on something such as an article, video chat is particularly handy. 

This is especially important for someone like Layne, who lives in a remote area, but also for 

someone like Rosemary, who said her colleagues are spread all over the place:  

There's a lot that I do remotely because you might be co-writing an article with someone 
who's living in a very different place. And then working with community-based folks. 
They're living at home, so technology is really important in terms of being able to work 
together. (Rosemary)   
 
Other ways participants said they connected with others are grant opportunities, social 

media, and random Googling. Holly’s institution, a Tribal College, received a grant from the 

American Indian College Fund which allowed them to interact in a sophisticated network of 

other Tribal Colleges working on the same initiative. The grant also allowed them to take 

students to conferences. Approximately 10 participants in my sample said they use social media 

in some capacity to connect with others, including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. A majority 

of participants were familiar with Google, and Parker was very specific in noting the power of 

the search engine: “a lot of it starts with a Google search; with somebody's name.” 

Unfortunately, this method exacts a “high cost of finding and making connections to people,” 

according to Hoadley and Pea (2002, 322).  

In the client report, I recommended the Fires extend their community-building efforts 

through their website but also through face-to-face communication. Since a majority of 
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participants favored face-to-face communication, the Fires should attend conferences and 

reach out on a personal level to people about their business. I suggested their website include 

information about ways educators can reach out to one another, such as a list of common 

conferences or a list of communication technologies. I also recommended the Fires embrace 

the use of social media as a way to connect with potential clients. 

 

8.2 Who Participants Connect with and Why 

I found that the people my participants connected with were more varied than the 

approaches they used to make connections. It is here that Barry’s comment about “concentric 

circles” is most relevant. I would like to employ his image but then also overlay the concept of a 

web because the circles can be mapped out differently for each person. I also learned that 

whom my participants connect with is tightly linked to the “why.”  

Institutional and Professional Connections. Almost all participants said they connect 

with colleagues within their own department, within their institution, and within their field. 

Sometimes these connections are of the formal variety through meetings and conferences. 

Erica described how conferences can be fertile ground for exchanging knowledge and ideas:   

When we meet with colleagues at conferences we try to figure out, ‘how have you 
partnered with your other academic departments?’ or ‘what kinds of technology do you 
use?’ or ‘what tools do you use in an online environment?’ or ‘how do you kind of get 
faculty to align their curriculum?’ especially in the online environment. We´re all trying 
to shift gears to now, to meet the hallmarks of the Native Ways of Knowing or to be 
more sensitive to providing services to Native American learners. (Erica) 
 
Sarah described how inter-departmental connections are a great way to keep up with 

students and other faculty members:  
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In our department, we try to make time to have kind of sit-down lunches where we all 
talk. And we always will do like part social part business and kind of do our talking about 
student issues and stuff at first and then kind of move more into the social thing. And so 
I like those times because I think it is a good time to kind of connect with what other 
faculty are thinking. (Sarah) 
 
When a student is having an issue, Morgan’s approach is to reach out and connect with 

other individuals who have worked with the student: “It's more of a bounce-ideas-back-and-

forth, ‘what do you do?’ or ‘how do you work with this student?’ and that type of thing.” Tia 

explained that this type of connection is about understanding students in a more holistic way: 

“often it's about reactions a student had in the classroom that maybe were unexpected to me. 

To contextualize why that might be. And so, hearing from other people's experience of 

students’ backgrounds is very helpful.” These are considered general best practices for any 

student. As Faye noted “it doesn’t matter what community she comes from;” because if a 

student is having an issue, she will have to connect with colleagues in the department to figure 

out what to do about it. Sarah explained that sometimes it is important to focus on whether the 

student is coming from a “traditional” American Indian community or not:  

We know who we're serving, and we're aware that those are conversations that we 
need to be having. And so they just come up. Especially if you have more traditional 
students in your classroom. Where you know that there's kind of a little bit more of a 
barrier there that you're going to have to overcome with that student. And so maybe 
reaching out to fellow faculty members on how to go about that. (Sarah) 
 
Connecting on Culture. Several participants said they will connect with colleagues or 

people in the community if they need assistance with understanding local American Indian 

culture or if they’re implementing culturally responsive pedagogies. These could be prominent 

individuals in their city, K-12 teachers, people working at public or governmental organizations, 

experts from another field, or mentors. Such connections were described as invaluable, and the 
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knowledge gained from connecting with these people translated into social capital in the 

classroom. 

Ophelia said such people serve as her “touchstones.” Whenever she is struggling, “or 

not knowing how to approach a difficult discussion or conversation,” Ophelia will purposefully 

reach out to a diverse range of individuals. Since she teaches a diverse classroom, she is always 

concerned about the content of her lessons, especially if the content is culturally charged. Here 

she described one of her touchstones, a language teacher from her past:  

When I'm going to teach anything having to do with traditional knowledge, she's usually 
my go-to and I'll call her and I'll say like, ‘should I be teaching this? And if so, what 
should I leave out today because it's winter time or it's summer time? Here's the mix of 
students, some of them are really traditional, some of them are Christians, some of 
them are blah blah, how should I think about doing this?’ And so she'll usually give me a 
road map, and so I mean I'm incredibly lucky to have those kinds of resources. So I guess 
at this point a lot of my resources are not written. (Ophelia) 
 
Holly said she will do the same thing and “seek out people at the college” or in the 

community so that she can become more knowledgeable regarding local culture. Morgan will 

specifically contact American Indian individuals who work for the public instruction office in her 

state: “sometimes it's in general; or sometimes it's specific to something I'm teaching. Just 

asking them, ‘I'm thinking about doing this, what's your idea? Can you help me out?’ and they'll 

guide me to resources.” 

For Greg, it made more sense to him to connect with people affiliated with tribes in his 

state. Although his program is nestled in an institution of higher education, he and Norman 

retain a majority of the autonomy on what they teach and how. Greg noted how their circles 

are influenced by the content they teach and the shared experiences they’ve had with other 

tribes:  
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I guess most of my networking on a month to month basis is really with the other folks 
in related tribes in [state name]. For multiple reasons, but first and foremost, they're the 
ones most like us. You know, I've met tribal people from all over the world, and you 
know, our little corner of [state name], we've all had the same historical experience, so 
those are the people that tend to be drawn together for problem solving, confronting 
particular issues, learning about things that you want to learn about. (Greg) 
  
Lastly, a few participants shared that they connect with people they are close to for 

more personal advice. For Layne, this includes elders in the village where she works: “I have 

some elders, especially one elder that I’m very close to, I can tell her anything.”  

Connections Can Lead to Passion Projects. Two participants shared stories about how 

they have been able to develop passion projects with colleagues or friends because of their 

quality connections. These passion projects were not self-serving, but rather focused on the 

relationship between academics and American Indian communities. Otter herself identifies with 

an American Indian tribe and wanted to develop an organization that would serve indigenous 

communities, so she contacted a friend about her idea. That friend loved the idea and said she 

could build the website; another friend contributed to registration. Otter said, “that's how it 

happened. My friends were just like, cocooning me, you know. let's do this. So now we have an 

NSF grant.”  

Barry identifies as non-Native, but is dedicated to learning more about the American 

Indian communities he is working with in his job. He has lived in the United States and Canada, 

so at times he was also focused on First Nations communities. During his time in Canada, some 

colleagues told him about a newly formulated group related to a research conference. 

According to Barry, the group “came out of the realization and need that there needed to be a 

working group around indigenous inquiry because people were using terms such as 

‘decolonizing’ and such in a variety of ways, which a lot of their work was not...it was 
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misdirected in some ways.” Although Barry no longer works in Canada, he stays in touch with 

his colleagues through videoconferencing sessions to plan for the conference. Although these 

processes are oversimplified here, they still demonstrate the power of connections for my 

participants.  

These findings resulted in several suggestions for web offerings and lessons for the Fire 

& Associates business. First, I suggested the Fires develop a webinar about approaches to 

connection and the benefits in making connections with colleagues. The webinar can focus on 

small-scale connections and how those can quickly become substantial, quality connections. 

Much like the metaphors discussed at the beginning of this chapter, making connections can 

have a snowball effect and reaching out to colleagues can lead to passion projects that will 

ultimately benefit American Indian communities. Second, because the Fire & Associates 

business has followed this path and included colleagues in their business, I proposed that it was 

of the utmost importance that they maintain quality connections with these individuals. I also 

recommended that they connect on cultural topics, much like the participants in the study.  

 

8.3 Greatest Challenges to Making Connections 

Participants identified several challenges, and even some barriers, that limit the amount 

and quality of the connections they make. To be expected, money and time were the two 

greatest barriers associated with making connections.  

Time. I found that participants are hyper-engaged in academic activities which makes 

their time exceedingly precious. Competing priorities such as course preparation, teaching, 

research hours, serving on committees, publishing, personal life, and social events combine into 
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a whirlwind of activities. Otter noted that she is simply too busy to add anything else to her 

schedule, she said “I just don't have time. I'm just like, swamped with stuff. So in courses... in 

managing grants, I'm just like buried. I don't want anymore! I don't want anymore!” Parker 

discussed a similar issue but felt his lack of time was due to the amount of hours he’s teaching: 

“the service load is ungodly. Lots of faculty who don't do any research at all. Being a scholar in 

many cases is looked down upon, at least by some faculty.” When time is of the essence, 

deadlines can be pushed back, but ultimately participants had to cut back on their priorities.  

This may be even more severe in the context of Tribal Colleges, which are often small 

institutions. Holly explained that she wears “many hats” at the Tribal College where she works 

and doesn’t have the luxury to make as many quality connections as she would like:  

It's maybe not the highest on the priority list? Because, you know, if you're teaching 
courses and you're, I mean, I'm on like three different grants, and writing reports, and 
it's hard. It's hard. And I think that's the downfall of a small school, whether it be Tribal 
or whatever, is you wear so many hats and it's difficult to be super great at one thing. 
(Holly) 

 
Funding. Issues of funding are endemic to academia and seemingly endless. Several 

participants said their institution doesn’t provide the funds necessary for professional growth 

activities like conferences. Sarah described the dilemma in detail: 

I think one of the biggest challenges we face here is lack of funding for travel and 
opportunities, you know, whatever that travel may be. Conferences are probably one of 
the big – professional conferences – are probably one of the big things that is important 
in terms of networking for us. And if I have my ideal setting, you know, I would be 
funded to attend multiple conferences each year. (Sarah) 
 
Holly said she has the same issue at her institution, but she noted the relationship 

between Tribal Colleges and a lack of funding, stating “I don't know if you've heard this from 
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other Tribal Colleges, but we're small, don't necessarily always have tons of funds, [and] aren't 

necessarily made aware of all the opportunities.”  

In Parker’s case, a lack of funding combined with living in an area a few hours outside of 

a main city made it difficult for him to obtain guest speakers for his students. He said he will tap 

into the professional network of a fellow colleague in his department to get more guest 

speakers.  

Scarcity of “Touchstones.” Utilizing the metaphor provided by Ophelia when she 

described people she connects with, “touchstones” are the like-minded individuals who my 

participants reached out to for support or advice. In addition, these touchstones seemed to 

care about and want to act upon the same issues as my participants. Unfortunately, 

touchstones were scarce in some environments, particularly where a participant felt isolated 

physically or socially. A study about the use of online resources and communities by beginning 

teachers found a great need for emotional and personal support, but that the teachers rarely 

used online resources or communities to address these needs (Moore and Chae 2007). 

Similarly, my participants often spoke of their touchstones as trusted advisors or close friends, 

but they scarcely mentioned the use of an online resource or virtual community for addressing 

emotional or personal needs.   

Living in a remote area, Layne is one participant who had difficulty meeting up with like-

minded colleagues. Those she can connect with over the phone, or virtually, aren’t numerous, 

and she often found herself processing the weight of her experiences alone: 

I have some other colleagues that I can, you know, call. And talk with. I mean, not as 
much as you'd think because there aren't a lot of people who are teaching all Indigenous 
adults, and teaching content that's very difficult, social work content. I mean, it's the 
very hardest human dilemmas. You got... and I don't think my balance is really that 
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great, I think I still have a way to go in my own balance and sort of what toll does it take 
on me. (Layne) 
 
I found that five participants have switched institutions of higher education during their 

teaching career at least once, and three of them have switched at least twice. These changes 

occurred because of family needs and finances, but also because the institution may not have 

been the right fit. When I interviewed Parker he expressed his dislike of his current position and 

stated that he was in the process of interviewing at other institutions. Parker also said “there 

aren't many people with sort of my disciplinary background, locally, to talk to.” Now, Parker is 

no longer with that institution, but has accepted a job at another.  

Ophelia said she has no plans of switching institutions anytime soon, but noted the one 

she’s at now is very “research-focused.” She implied that this makes connecting with others 

difficult: “people in general are way less into teaching and they're less into talking about it. So 

there's not a particularly rich environment, for even talking about teaching here.” Sarah has 

experienced something similar at her institution. After setting up a workshop on campus about 

best practices when teaching American Indian students, she lamented the following: “we just 

had very little attendance, very little interest. And so I don't take it personally like they didn't 

want to come and hear me, I really kind of take it more as though they don't necessarily think 

it's that important.”  Sarah identifies as American Indian and her institution serves several 

tribes in the area, so she found this lack of interest among colleagues disheartening.  

Aside from the workshop, Sarah also helped form a committee on her campus that 

meets regularly throughout the year to discuss innovative ideas and strategies in teaching. 

Although it was “fun to have” and helped Sarah learn about different perspectives, she said her 

group still encountered the challenge of bringing in new people:  
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I think the biggest challenge that I've seen with it is that it seems to be the same people. 
And so you know, those who have an interest in this area, who would like to volunteer 
to meet, okay how do you get from that point to all those other people who were not 
interested in that? And how can we make this be more of a large-scale effort as 
opposed to five people who want to, you know, see things change? (Sarah) 
 
For Greg, like-minded individuals are hard to come by outside of his own tribal 

community. He said “I frankly have not had much contact with educators who work in tribal 

communities. For the biggest reason being, most of what I've seen and most of what I've read 

does not relate to us at all. So then there's very little motivation to go and collaborate.” I can 

infer that for Greg, and other participants, the touchstones they relate to often share some of 

their deepest values; which means making connections is a complex endeavor. 

In the client report, I recommended that Fire & Associates make these challenges less 

daunting for their primary user group through new web offerings. First, I suggested they tackle 

the issue of not having enough time to make connections. This can be done through presenting 

a list on their website of “time hacks” that emphasizes an efficient use of in-between time as a 

way to reach out to someone. The Fires can also be the driving force behind making 

connections by implementing a “rapid connection” activity once a month or once every few 

months. Second, I suggested the Fires respond directly to challenges associated with lack of 

funding. As mentioned in a previous section, the Fires can compile a list of resources that 

provide funding opportunities for educators who teach American Indian students. They should 

also become knowledgeable about these funding opportunities to advise clients on the best 

way they can go about obtaining funds for different purposes. Third, I suggested the Fires use 

the scarcity of like-minded individuals, or “touchstones,” as a way to market these offerings. If 
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their primary user base is lacking in touchstones, then that’s all the more reason for them to 

want to bolster their ability to connect with others in a meaningful way. 

 

8.4 Role of Social Media 

I quickly discovered that participants used little web technology for making connections 

with others. Email, videoconferencing platforms, and some web-based tools like Google Docs 

were commonly used, but they can also be considered some of the more common tools used 

among Internet users as a whole. I did not find that participants took part in professional virtual 

communities or discussion forums. Instead, they did partake in the use of social media, 

particularly Facebook.  

Facebook is the Most Common. I found that at least 10 participants said they use 

Facebook; however, participants segmented their use of it depending on which activities they 

wanted to engage in. A few participants had a personal profile page where they interacted with 

friends and family and also actively used Facebook as a tool to make professional connections. 

Such connections were made by liking pages or acting as a member of a particular group. Tia 

revealed she does this with pages or groups related to linguistics and her teaching topics. In 

addition, she will follow individuals pertinent to her career as well as past students. Tia said, 

“we won't necessarily interact, but I'll see what's going on, they'll see what's going on.” 

Rosemary partakes in this same “maintenance” of relationships, as she called it, through 

Facebook. She explained her use of Facebook as a researcher: “I would say, as a researcher, I 

don't, you know, my research isn't necessarily happening through something like Facebook, but 

a lot of the maintenance of my relationships with people, I would say a lot of it is through 
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Facebook.” Layne took Facebook one step further, using it to learn about relevant topics as well 

as reach out to individuals who may serve as a guest speaker in her class. Morgan said she used 

to be on Facebook but then decided to eliminate it from her life because the only information 

she found was what people were doing in their daily lives. She said one of her current goals is 

to actually create a Twitter page because friends have been telling her how much relevant 

information they find about topics related to being an educator. She also said having a Twitter 

feed would be great for receiving news updates in case she misses the paper.  

Three participants mentioned they are part of Facebook groups or pages specifically set 

up for their institution or a department on campus. Derek is part of a Facebook group where 

other individuals in his department post information, news, and humorous things relating to 

math. Holly is part of a Facebook group for her discipline of education at her Tribal College, 

which contains inspirational quotes, a welcome back post, pictures, and reminders. Erica said 

she follows a Facebook page for the organization on campus dedicated to the success of 

American Indian students.  

A few participants either scaled back on social media or said they didn’t use it at all. 

Otter described her Facebook use as something more private and less to do with professional 

goals. She said “it's more personal... it's for my friends in [country name] that I hang out with 

and my family, those I can't get to every year.” Parker explained the dissonance between his 

desire to maintain privacy and also make connections with colleagues in his field. Regarding 

social media, he said, “I do not use Facebook. I don't have a Facebook account. I don't want a 

Facebook account. I'm a very very private person. And so, I don't have a LinkedIn, I'm barely on 

ResearchGate. I know professionally I ought to be putting myself out there more.”  
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“Facebook is Heavily Indigenous.” I quickly learned through not only what my 

participants told me, but what they showed me in the think-aloud session, that Facebook is 

fertile ground for connections within several American Indian communities. Four out of six 

American Indian participants demonstrated that they engage with social media, but several 

other participants also showed me Facebook pages and groups related to particular tribes or 

tribal programs. The following quote comes from Faye, who used Facebook extensively for 

professional networking:  

Facebook is heavily indigenous. At least that's what my friends list is like. I've got tons of 
people who are, in the, like the [American Indian tribe name] teachers, for example. The 
folks I work with at the villages, people who are coming to me for consultations through 
ANLA, they're all on Facebook. And we're using that a lot for connection, for activities; 
things that people want to do. Setting up sessions, setting up consultations. That's 
happening in that medium. (Faye) 
  
Faye is also a member of several groups related to her community and state. One page 

acts as a virtual yard sale where community members can post items for purchase. Such 

interactions are rich for learning new things about the community. Faye explained, “I can't keep 

up unless I cheat a little bit and Facebook is so fantastic for cheating. You just learn all kinds of 

things from meeting people on Facebook.” Faye also noted how Facebook is more pertinent to 

her networking needs now than an email list: “honestly I'm getting more on that from Facebook 

now than this list. There's more job listings and conference listings, that kind of stuff.” 

This type of connection goes both ways. Erica described how the various social media 

channels used by her institution, such as Facebook, are great ways to inform the community 

about what’s going on. She specifically noted that social media serves the American Indian 

communities in the area so they can learn about institution-led efforts that will affect American 

Indian students:  
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The college's social media, too, is serving a bigger purpose than [just] informing 
students. That's a huge part of it, but it's also connecting us with the community at 
large. You know, we need to give people a reason to support us and remain keyed in to 
what we have going on…especially our [name of Center on campus dedicated to 
supporting American Indian students] because we'll show the local tribal communities 
what types of activities we're doing with students and what kinds of trainings we're 
exposing our faculty to. Or various partnerships that are in the works or in place. (Erica) 
 
In addition to staying connected with colleagues, Facebook also serves as a platform to 

promote social gatherings and disseminate facts about legislation. This is especially important 

for a tribe that may not physically reside on their ancestral grounds or that has been removed 

and displaced several times. Greg found Facebook to be incredibly useful for his tribal 

community in this way:  

I think with tribal folks in [state name], Facebook is actually the means of which people 
stay in the loop on things. From, you know, who's hosting a dance? And where is the 
dance being held? To legal issues with NAGPRA. Facebook is the means by which I stay 
in the loop on what's going on with my tribal colleagues. And I assume they're staying in 
the loop mostly the same way. (Greg) 

 
The reality is that social media is changing the way people make connections because it 

is widely used and blends the professional and the personal. Out of all the participants, Greg 

and Erica were the most plugged in to social media. For Greg, not only does he interact on 

Facebook for his program at the institution where he works, but he also helps to maintain a 

Facebook page for his tribe’s summer program. Greg said he also writes for a blog linked to his 

tribe’s website where he posts weather reports in the native language and shares historical 

information he has gathered regarding his tribe. Both he and Norman use Twitter to write 

almost exclusively in their native language and interact with current and past students. In the 

summer, Greg said he uses Instagram to capture the success of summer programs as well as 

share pertinent information to followers. Greg’s involvement in social media can be tired 
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directly to his desire to further tribal sovereignty and self-determination. Through his activities, 

he is writing his people’s history, he is advertising culture and language programs to his 

community, and he is empowering students to use their native language in a variety of modern 

day contexts. Together, Greg and Norman’s extensive social media use can be traced to their 

goals for the tribe.   

Erica is a member of several Facebook pages related to where she works. She also said 

there is a Twitter and Pinterest account, but that neither is used very much. Through the center 

on campus dedicated to the success of American Indian students, Erica said they have an 

Instagram account and LinkedIn page. The LinkedIn page is the most active:  

So if students are creating LinkedIn profiles, then we might create a group just for that 
class and then students can connect with each other. But then we have another way we 
can log in through the [name of the center] profile. And that way, our staff can see a 
student's full profile. (Erica) 
 
As noted in the previous chapter, and due to widespread use of social media by study 

participants, I recommended Fire & Associates be present on social media platforms. Facebook 

is perhaps the most important, followed by Twitter. Social media forums encourage 

information exchange and informal connections that may lead to higher quality connections 

later on. Since the majority of participants were involved on Facebook, we can infer that a 

majority of the primary user group may also be involved. If Fire & Associates is on Facebook, 

they can interact with American Indian communities in a different way. This interaction should 

not be taken lightly, however. Faye is not only an educator but also a linguist; and she explained 

during our interview that she interacts “carefully” with American Indian and First Nations 

groups on social media. She said she likes to comment when something “beautiful” has been 

done in the way of language revitalization and reclamation, but she does not provide her own 
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comments about how to do things. Instead, she waits to see if anyone approaches her for her 

assistance. I recommended the Fires utilize a similar approach by interacting carefully and just 

being present.  

Once the Fires do create accounts on Facebook and Twitter, I suggested they advertise 

them on the homepage of their website. This increases the amount of outlets their users can 

access to eventually get to their website and it also allows for a different type of interaction 

that may not occur on the website. I also suggested the Fires advertise their myriad offerings 

for free through these social media platforms and encourage followers to share the information 

so that it is thoroughly circulated.  

 

8.5 What’s Missing? 

At the conclusion of the interview portion, I asked participants to tell me if they thought 

something was missing among their various networking activities. The question was difficult for 

them to answer:  

I can't really think of any. I can't. It's hard to imagine what else there is. (Otter)  
 
It seems like in many ways there's just an awful lot to keep up with every day. So it's 
hard to think of the thing that hasn't been invented that we need. (Faye)  
 
A Gathering. Several participants agreed that something was missing from their various 

connections. They described it as a forum, conference, community, discussion, association, or 

group. Perhaps the most poignant notion came from Layne, who used the word “gathering.” 

She described a space for sharing information that would ultimately benefit American Indian 

students:  
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It might be nice to have a more organized group... or conference, or some kind of 
gathering where we all come together and talk out some of these things. You 
know...what is it like to, you know, I have it in my mind I think, part of my work is to 
remove every barrier in place so that my students, all they really have to do is show up 
and do the work. Everything else is taken care of. Sometimes that's stressful. So I think 
it'd be really great if, I don't know, a conference would be awesome. But a gathering, 
you can call it a gathering, where people shared what they're doing. Shared ideas, 
offering support to one another... it would be great if we had a way to like share our 
syllabi. Share some of our activities. Compare. Give each other tips. (Layne) 
 
Tia described her ideal gathering as one that takes the time to simply focus on the 

intimacy of making connections and catching up with one another. I believe she was drawing on 

her experiences at the intensive summer program she teaches at every year in Canada; the one 

she likened to a summer camp experience. She said the following:   

I wish we had more time, right? Like, sometimes those conferences – I realize that the 
primary value of those conferences is often that networking, interacting, but there's so 
many other things that you're also supposed to be doing with your time that I feel like, 
why can't we just have a couple of days where all we're doing is networking? (Tia) 
 
At least five participants said that a gathering of some sort should take place virtually. 

Erica explained her reasoning for why an online gathering would be most useful:  

I think, probably, since the face of higher education is sort of shifting more toward 
MOOCs and online learning opportunities and so forth, probably that´s how we´ll have 
to communicate as colleagues, too, going into the future, is through webinars and 
through online meeting opportunities and so forth to try and help us best leverage the 
resources we have to help students so we´re not picking up too many resources and 
travel. So there´s probably more of a need there. And just for experts to get together 
and talk in those formal and informal settings and to listen to students in these certain 
places, too. (Erica) 
 
Ophelia felt that a “live” feature allowing for a quick ask and response capability by 

educators needing to verify information prior to a course would be particularly helpful:  

I think something like a forum for people teaching Native issues would definitely be, 
especially if it were live. You know, if you're prepping for a class in four hours and 
there's just, you know you have some question about tribal sovereignty or some specific 
treaty, and you can't find it online. Or you can find it online but you want to verify the 
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source with someone that actually knows that stuff. Yeah, I could see something like 
that being useful. (Ophelia) 
 
Misa imagined the virtual space as more of a blog. She said it would be nice to have a 

“community” with a blog-like interface since she enjoys reading blog posts more than research 

papers. She said she likes digesting information quickly at first glance, and then, if she finds it 

useful, she will do her own research to find relevant material. Due to being “overwhelmed” 

with his workload and time constraints, Parker approached the possibility of video chat. The 

idea came from a class he heard about where students from all over the world videoconference 

together to discuss topics; he said “that would be a good opportunity.”  

Faye claimed that because she does not have the background of an educator, but rather 

a researcher, it is difficult for her to find the right place for resources related to pedagogy, even 

online. Even so, she said such a gathering in the form of a website would contain potential:  

If there were a site where people have discussions about pedagogy, I might look at it. 
But I don't... you know, because I teach at a university, I've never been taught to do 
education [laughs]. So, if I were teaching in a different kind of context, I might have a lot 
of materials that come from my educational education, on how to teach, and I don't 
have very much of that. So I would, it's not that I wouldn't look at it, if I were to run into 
it, but I haven't actually run into it. (Faye) 
 
Regardless of the way such a gathering may occur, Holly believed it could be valuable 

with a few qualities. She said, “I think if it was something that was easily accessible and user-

friendly and maybe there was a consistent presence, it would be, you know, maybe 

informational or helpful to kind of be a part of that.”  

Challenging the Status Quo. I found that the current gatherings that are offered may 

not fulfill the needs of my participants. Both Norman and Barry claimed there are few instances 

when a conference embodies issues important to them. Norman revealed that he does not 
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attend conferences related to Tribal Colleges and Universities or American Indian education. 

Mostly, this is because their gatherings tend to focus on standards set by the government that 

affect teaching. Norman did not say he wanted more educators to talk to, or even a gathering, 

but he implied that a gathering does not currently exist which aligns with his goals, except in 

the realm of language revitalization: 

To be honest with you, I've never gone. And I don't really have an interest in going 
because my guess is this is about tribal schools that are pushing federal curriculum 
standards. And we're trying to avoid that, to be honest with you. Because those 
standards are just simply not going to allow us to teach in the way that we want to 
teach and teach the content that we want to teach. You know, any of our students can 
go get math and science anywhere. Why would we want to fool with that? Now I would 
say there's a [tribe name] form of that math and science that isn't getting taught, and 
that's what we need to focus on. So again, it's those two knowledge systems. They're 
both valid, we can treat them both equally, but there's no reason for us to create a 
system to teach basic math. You can go to public schools to get that. What we need is 
an educational system that allows us to teach the things that are lacking in the public 
experience. So there's no conference, and a lot of that conversation isn't happening. I 
think language revitalizing is forcing that to occur. Because anybody engaged in 
language revitalization quickly realizes it's not just about language. (Norman) 
 
During our interview, Barry named several prominent conferences aimed toward 

American Indian students or educators of American Indian students. Even so, he didn’t seem 

satisfied with any of them. For instance, he claimed many of these conferences focus on K-12 

education rather than higher education. He also said that some conferences act more like 

administrative meetings rather than substantive gatherings. Finally, he felt there is a scarcity of 

conferences where American Indian educators are discussing issues affecting American Indian 

students:  

There's always only ever just a tiny handful of, you know, two, three, four of us who are 
presenting on Indigenous issues. Almost never is there an actual Indigenous person 
presenting on those findings or whatnot. And often the Indigenous scholars, they go to 
their highly specific conferences. (Barry)  
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This indicates there was some of difficulty associated with finding American Indian 

voices of authority on topics regarding American Indian education. Although those conferences 

may exist, Barry was not able to find or access any that satisfied his needs.  

Tribal Community Interaction. Several of the institutions where my participants work 

are embedded in diverse communities where different American Indian tribes are represented. 

In some cases, participants discussed the relationship between their institution and the tribes, 

but I was struck by how little it was explored across the sample, specifically by the non-Native 

participants. Greg and Norman work very closely with their community and thoroughly 

discussed their programs. Otter mentioned how she will participate in powwows and contribute 

beadwork. Sarah described tensions surrounding her institution and the regional tribal 

communities.  

In regards to something that she felt was missing, Sarah said it was greater interaction 

with the tribes in her community: “I think hearing from the elders of the tribe – in my mind – is 

really critical. I value and respect that.” This is difficult to achieve because the relationship 

between her institution and the surrounding tribes is “a little strained.” Sarah noted the strain 

comes from whenever someone at the institution approaches one of the tribes in the 

community without following protocol: “if you, as an employee of the university, attempt to 

reach out, it’s either something that might be seen as bypassing the chain of command at the 

university or that would maybe be seen as you're begging for money from the tribe.” Sarah 

believed the tribes’ concern were legitimate, but wished these exchanges were more of “an 

interactional process.”   
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Erica was one of the few non-Native participants who discussed the relationship 

between her institution and tribes in the area. She has had a contrasting experience to Sarah. 

Her interactions, via the institution, with surrounding tribes have been overwhelmingly 

positive. In general, participants interacted on their own through more personal networks 

rather than through their institution. This is significant as it represents that a gap continues to 

exist between institutions of higher education and surrounding tribes. 

Greg made a poignant statement during our interview that sums up these findings. He 

reflected on the importance of cross-pollinating between tribal communities and institutions of 

higher education, specifically for American Indian students: 

The conversation a lot of times gets so much driven by Native Studies and not by 
connections to tribal communities. And I recognize why that happens, and it's not 
necessarily bad that it happens, as long as there is, somewhere along the way, a 
balance. Connections to tribal communities. It's something for us that we can't function 
without. And it's strange for me sometimes to be on campuses with other Native 
students and faculty and that's not there at all. And it feels like you're floating, like, 
where's your connections? What are you grounded to? I don't understand, I can't feel 
this. (Greg) 

The notion of a “gathering” had significant potential for the Fire & Associates business in 

the client report and I recommended they take advantage of the gap by developing a gathering 

that could triangulate participation with educators of American Indian students, American 

Indian students, and tribal communities. If the gathering coordinated with all three of these 

groups, it would serve as a holistic resource for the Community of Practice. There were several 

additional guidelines to the development of such a gathering that I proposed. First, I suggested 

it take place virtually because that saves on money and time for clients. Second, I suggested it 

address substantive issues and include panels or speakers who engage in praxis, not just 

theoretical musings. Third, I suggested it allow for the exchange of tips and ideas among 
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educators. Outside of these stipulations, the gathering should remain largely open to related 

topics and not commit to a certain set of ideas. This will avoid isolating people who feel their 

needs are not being addressed. The gathering could be an established part of the Fire & 

Associates website that always exists, or it could be more like an annual meeting that lasts 

anywhere from one to five days. Such a gathering could become the community-building nexus 

for the Fire & Associates business if built with the proper care. 

8.6 Implications 

The findings from this chapter underscore the importance of making professional 

connections as a way to successfully navigate teaching in an institution of higher education. 

Approaches to making such connections, the challenges inherent in the process, and participant 

comments about what they felt was missing can be translated into web offerings on the Fire & 

Associates website. 

8.6.1 Promote Connections 

The Fires expressed the desire to make their website not only a resource for educators 

but possibly a hub for community building. An understanding of how connections take place, 

who clients are connecting with, and why serves as a basis for the Fires to actively promote 

making connections, especially through their website. The following recommendations serve to 

envision ways the Fires could accomplish this: 

 Partake in face-to-face connections, when possible, with current and potential

clients since this method is viewed as superior to any other. 
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 Maintain connections through consistent electronic communication by either

sending out a bi-annual newsletter or creating an email list-serv. 

 Create a comprehensive list of conferences primary users attend and begin with the

list on page 87 in this chapter. Integrate this list with the master database. 

 Develop a webinar that presents the act of making connections as simultaneously

planned and serendipitous. Discuss the main methods for making connections, 

especially the types of technology one can use to communicate with others, but also 

encourage clients to take advantage of informal opportunities. 

 Provide a web training that focuses on the importance of making connections for

educators of American Indian students in higher education. Explain that making 

connections can allow clients to make inquiries about cultural topics, hone their 

curriculum by receiving input from a diverse sounding board, start passion projects, 

and help with work-life balance when it seems overwhelming. 

8.6.2 Respond to the Greatest Challenges when Making Connections 

Participants noted time, funding, and a lack of quality connections – or touchstones – as 

some of their greatest challenges to making connections. Fire & Associates is in a unique 

position to respond to these challenges by creating web offerings and cultivating a sense of 

community through their brand. The following suggestions could begin this process: 

 Design an infographic of “time hacks” that presents ways a client could make or

maintain connections efficiently by using in-between times during the day. 
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 Host a “rapid connection” activity once a month or every few months where clients 

can log on to a videoconference and present two-minute introductions about 

themselves and something they need assistance with. After the activity, clients can 

connect with one another if they feel they can offer assistance to one another. This 

is similar to a speed-dating activity, but for professional connections.  

 Create a community calendar where participants can pen in networking activities, 

conferences, or other types of gatherings. If an event is free, use an easily 

recognizable icon to alert clients to a networking opportunity that doesn’t cost 

anything extra. If an event is virtual, use an easily recognizable icon to alert clients to 

an opportunity to connect that doesn’t require them to leave their personal 

computers.  

 As previously mentioned, develop a suite of social media accounts for Fire & 

Associates, especially Facebook and Twitter. This will garner followers who may turn 

into paying clients and takes an existing and familiar platform to promote 

community building. Prominently display the social media accounts on the Fire & 

Associates website by using clickable plug-ins. Use social media accounts to 

advertise business offerings and share company values to build more of a brand.  

 Interact carefully and respectfully with relevant American Indian communities on 

Facebook.  
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8.6.3 Respond to What’s Missing from Connections in the Primary User Group 

When asked what was missing in their connections, participants said they required a 

gathering where educators of American Indian students in higher education could interact with 

one another. They also said this gathering cannot simply mirror what already exists, since those 

gatherings don’t fulfill this need. Lastly, some participants said they wanted to make better 

connections with surrounding tribal communities. Fire & Associates can create a gathering and 

share their expertise through additional web offerings to close up these gaps. The following 

suggestions expand on ways this can be achieved: 

 Establish a virtual “gathering” where educators of American Indian students in

higher education can listen to talks, participate in workshops, and engage in 

discussions. The gathering should triangulate participation not only from educators, 

but also American Indian students and tribal communities to set itself apart from 

existing gatherings and conferences. 

 Invite leaders from different American Indian communities in the United States to

lead a webinar on how an educator at an institution of higher education might 

approach them to facilitate connections for the benefit of American Indian students. 

 On the website, highlight successful collaborations between individual educators

teaching American Indian students in higher education and a local American Indian 

community. Also include cases where an entire department or institution has 

fostered connections with local American Indian communities. 
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CHAPTER 9  

GENERAL WEBSITE RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following section is a comprehensive set of general website recommendations. I 

have divided these recommendations into two sections. First, Recommendations for 

Conceptualizing the Website suggests some conceptual frameworks for content and design 

changes as well as pragmatic actions Fire & Associates can take to make their business more 

competitive, effective, and relevant. These frameworks may also be useful when 

conceptualizing the business as a whole, but the website can serve as a starting point. Second, 

Recommendations for Research Input into Future Iterations of Website lists possible research 

methods that should be employed once Fire & Associates adjusts their website to the findings 

in this report. These general website recommendations are the culmination of expertise in 

design anthropology and user experience as well as findings from the study.  

 

9.1 Recommendations for Conceptualizing the Website 

1. The Fire & Associates website will be an ever-changing platform for the business and 

will benefit from several iterations throughout its lifetime. User groups will change over 

time; therefore, I suggest the website accompany users through changes.  

2. I recommend Fire & Associates utilize the 10 Principles for Culturally Inclusive 

Instructional Design (McLoughlin and Oliver 2000) as an additional guide for their 

website because they are providing expertise to a diverse user group. These principles 

could also be used to educate clients about how to construct an online course that 

caters to culturally diverse students.  
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3. I recommend Fire & Associates clearly articulate a vision and mission for the website 

that target user needs while also incorporating a strong ethical stance. This framework 

can draw on personal values, cultural values, and existing frameworks. The vision and 

mission might be placed on the website for users to see.   

4. Where applicable, I suggest Fire & Associates use Tribal Critical Race Theory, as 

developed by Bryan McKinley Jones Brayboy, so that the website is a platform for 

practices that recognize the past endured by American Indians, their contemporary 

challenges, their diversity, and their desire for tribal sovereignty and self-determination 

in the arena of higher education. 

5. I recommend Fire & Associates envision their primary user group, educators of 

American Indian students in higher education, as part of a Community of Practice, with a 

core and periphery, where more experiences over time lead to the increased 

incorporation of pedagogical practices relevant to that community, and thus movement 

towards the core.  

6. I strongly suggest Fire & Associates consider changing from a business to a non-profit 

organization. Based on concepts of reciprocity, this switch will demonstrate to clients 

that the Fires are not solely attempting to generate individual profit, but rather that 

they are invested in bettering the lives of American Indian students, and their 

communities, through their work. This will also make the organization less intimidating 

to potential clients. 



177 
 

7. In a similar vein, I highly recommend that any business offerings that require payment, 

such as webinars, trainings, and workshops, be balanced with free offerings like 

infographics, slide decks, and the master database of resources.  

8. At every opportunity on the website, I suggest Fire & Associates engage in reciprocal 

practices. For instance, acknowledge where ideas come from and specifically note any 

American Indian individuals involved in the creation of business offerings. This will not 

only provide credibility to such ideas by grounding them in reality, but it will also 

demonstrate respect to the people who have been active in bettering the lives of 

American Indian students and changing the face of academia. This practice may also 

alleviate issues of acting as an authority figure and instead position the business as a 

valid voice on matters of American Indian education.  

9. I recommend Fire & Associates invite American Indian guest speakers, writers, and 

facilitators to their website, and make their presentations publicly available, to create a 

space where such voices can be heard.  

10. I suggest Fire & Associates use plain language wherever possible on the website so that 

no educator or student is prevented from utilizing available resources. 

11. I recommend Fire & Associates make the website more findable on the Internet by 

registering the URL with major search engines using their appropriate submission tools. 

Otherwise, these search engines will not know the website exists, which makes it less 

likely to show up on the first page of search results.  
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12. I suggest Fire & Associates follow general Search Engine Optimization (SEO) practices. 

For instance, website content and titles should contain keywords that are relevant to 

the primary user group. 

13. I strongly recommend Fire & Associates develop a suite of social media platforms for the 

business, especially on Facebook and Twitter. This will allow the business to reach out to 

people who may use only one platform and it will increase chances that Google will find 

the website in search results.  

14. I suggest Fire & Associates arrange content and incorporate pleasing aesthetics using 

the analysis of commonalities across websites participants used in the think-aloud 

portion of the study. For instance, use a bold color palette, include imagery of the 

natural world, embed pictures of people engaged in positive action, establish one clear 

navigation menu, and use diagrams to frame business goals or values that depict 

elements of the natural world and/or are circular.  

15. I recommend Fire & Associates incorporate a feedback mechanism on the website 

where users can make suggestions to improve the website or at least document any 

issues they have when using the website. For instance, a comment box or contact email. 

 

9.2 Recommendations for Research Input into Future Iterations of Website   

Once Fire & Associates expand the website based on the recommendations, there are a 

few ways they could improve the website interface and the resources they offer with further 

research. 
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Conduct a heuristic analysis of the website. I recommend Fire & Associates conduct a 

heuristic analysis of the website. According to Jeffrey Rubin and Dana Chisnell, a heuristic 

evaluation is “a review according to accepted usability principles (heuristics) from the body of 

research, human factors literature, and previous professional experience” (2008, 19). Several 

different rubrics exist for the administration of a heuristic evaluation, but any one of them will 

be successful in identifying areas of improvement according to usability standards. The analysis 

is also low cost and there is no need to recruit participants for testing.  

Administer usability testing on the website at regular intervals. I highly recommend 

that Fire & Associates administer usability testing of their website at regular intervals. Rubin 

and Chisnell define usability testing as “a process that employs people as testing participants 

who are representative of the target audience to evaluate the degree to which a product meets 

specific usability criteria” (2008, 21). The Fires can work with a usability expert to develop a set 

of relevant tasks to be completed by a participant using the Fire & Associates website. As a 

participant completes such tasks during testing, the computer screen is recorded. Although this 

incurs more time and cost, a thorough analysis of these recordings will demonstrate where 

users are having difficulties in completing tasks. Results may also reveal other pain points users 

encountered in the website navigation or design. Such testing could be completed once the 

website has been expanded and then every 6 months to a year.  

Gather information from active users to improve website offerings. I suggest Fire & 

Associates gather information from active users by asking them to complete a quick survey or 

participate in an exit interview after a webinar or other web-based activity. Receiving 

immediate feedback about a web offering can reveal areas for improvement. Such feedback 
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could be solicited after every webinar at the start and then be scaled back as improvements are 

made.    
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CHAPTER 10  

REFLECTIONS 

A mentor once told me that anthropology is but a series of serendipitous events. I found 

such a saying to be true in this exploratory user study regarding the needs of educators of 

American Indian students in higher education – it was the combination of client needs, my 

training in anthropology, and a healthy dose of serendipity. I first learned of Fire & Associates’ 

need for research in November 2015 through a mutual colleague. Since then, I embarked on a 

project where the fieldwork led me into worlds I was largely unfamiliar with at the start; the 

world of education and that of the American Indian struggle in the United States. I found the 

lived realities of educators of American Indian students to be complex and challenging; and I 

respected them greatly. They were complex because the relationship between an instructor 

and her American Indian students is not a simple one, but laden with uncertainties and often 

embedded in the highly contested space that is white academia. They were challenging because 

educators were privy to the personal lives of their American Indian students which were often 

fraught with issues of domestic violence, poverty, and invisibility. And I highly respected these 

realities because each educator sought to improve the lives of all their students and often held 

a special place for the success of their American Indian students.  Researching such realities, 

and then delving into educators’ use of the Internet and technology, allowed me to identify 

pragmatic ways the Fire & Associates website could benefit these educators. The following 

reflections will cover how I found this journey to be complex due to my positionality and also 

challenging because of certain limitations I encountered during the study. The research results 
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belong to several groups including educators, American Indian students, and their respective 

communities.    

 

5.1 Exploring Positionality 

 Positionality is closely related to intersectionality, but is used particularly in research 

settings where the researcher intends to reflect upon their relationship and status to the 

population of study. In one view, positionality is “determined by where one stands in relation to 

‘the other.’ More importantly, these positions can shift” (Merriam et al. 2001, 411). According 

to Kirin Narayan, these positions include several aspects such as one’s gender, sexual 

orientation, educational background, and class, among others (1993). I am white, female, 

Jewish, educated, and overall, highly privileged. I was born in the Midwest and lived there most 

of my life in relative comfort. These distinctions are important because they combine a set of 

tangible and intangible characteristics that allow me to benefit from a system of white privilege 

in the United States. This same system serves to oppress some of the participants in my sample 

and their American Indian students. An awareness of my positionality in relation to my study 

population allows me to reflect more deeply on the research process.  

There was a palpable tension at times while conducting fieldwork. Out of the 60 or more 

individuals I reached out to, only 17 committed time to the study. Several times my invitation to 

participate was ignored or I communicated with a potential participant only to have them 

eventually stop talking to me. My motives for conducting the research were questioned, as was 

my knowledge regarding issues that affect American Indian communities and their students. 

Near the beginning of the study I had to admit that I didn’t know very much, but that I was 
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willing to learn and take suggestions for further reading. As my awareness grew regarding the 

history of American Indian education in the United States and the problems often caused by 

anthropologists conducting research in American Indian communities, I felt increasing 

discomfort for being non-Native and conducting a study, virtually, across Indian Country.  

 I learned to not take the questioning or the being ignored as personal slights, and 

instead used them as springboards for growth. I also increased my scope to understanding the 

politics surrounding American Indian communities in the United States by following prominent 

American Indian activists and groups on Twitter and Facebook, signing up for email lists 

relevant to First Nations and American Indian communities, and regularly checking media 

outlets dedicated to American Indian issues; such as Indian Country Today. I found that this 

study was not about me, but about making the lived realities of educators of American Indian 

students in higher education visible. Fire & Associates tasked me with this research that we all 

hope will benefit both American Indian and non-Native educators and, in turn, their students. 

Although it is painfully apparent that the voices of American Indian students are missing from 

this study, narrowing the scope to just the educators allowed me to dig deeper in one area. In 

the client report, I suggested that Fire & Associates conduct additional studies for future 

iterations of the website to elicit feedback from additional users, such as American Indian 

students.  

The fact that I conducted this study as a member of an institution of higher education 

afforded me some benefits as well. For the duration of the study, I had unlimited resources at 

my disposal such as office supplies, printing, internet access, voice recorders, quiet study space, 

computers, and the blessing of the Institutional Review Board (IRB). I have the choice to publish 



184 
 

in peer-reviewed journals if I please. Therefore, I attempted to balance these privileges with 

reciprocity. Participants were invited to review their transcripts from our conversations and a 

handful of them gave me edits and/or specific instructions of information they did not want 

presented here. I also intend to create a website that details overall findings so that the results 

of this study are available in an easy-to-read format and can be readily shared. Finally, I agree 

with many of my participants that education should not benefit the individual, but rather the 

collective; and so I intend to publish findings from my thesis only in free, open-access formats.  

 

5.2 Challenges Encountered  

 I encountered several unforeseeable challenges throughout the life of the project that 

affected its design and the length of time it took to complete. First, the client was incredibly 

passionate about me conducting the research, but it was difficult for them to articulate their 

needs and business goals. After several conversations, a lunch meeting, and some emails, I was 

able to nail down a proposal. I learned that it was part of my job to assist the client in 

articulating their goals and then designing a study that could answer some of their biggest 

questions.  

Second, I had to go through four IRBs during the study. Although I only conducted face-

to-face research on one campus, I conducted virtual interviews with participants at several 

Tribal Colleges and Universities. Therefore, not only did I obtain IRB approval from the 

University of North Texas at the start of the study, but I also obtained IRB for the institution I 

went to in person, and then obtained two additional IRB approvals for a couple of Tribal 

Colleges and Universities. Each time I was set to interview a participant from a Tribal College or 
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University, I reached out to their offices to learn about IRB practices and explained my research 

study. In most cases, because the research was virtual, I did not have to go through any sort of 

review, but a few institutions required me to submit my materials for expedited review. Each 

IRB took additional turnaround time before I could move forward with that interview.  

 Third, because my participants were educators in institutions of higher education, they 

had several competing priorities which made it very difficult to schedule interviews. Although I 

obtained IRB approval in late November 2015, no one would schedule an interview with me 

until after the holidays in late January or early February of 2016. The same thing happened 

during Spring Break in March, and then finally during finals time in May. Most participants 

completed the interview and think-aloud session in one sitting, but because of time constraints, 

sometimes we had to split apart the study. In three cases, a span of two or three weeks went by 

between the interview and the think-aloud session due to travel and other scheduling issues.  

 

5.3 The Realities of a Start-Up Business 

Start-up businesses are often chaotic, have erratic money flows, and require a core of 

highly dedicated people at the center of the business venture. Fire & Associates is a very small 

start-up business, but I witnessed some of these qualities. Every two weeks I met with Dr. 

Nancy Fire to discuss the progress of the research and brainstorm ideas for more potential 

participants. These collaborations allowed us to keep abreast of one another’s progress. It was 

in these meetings that I learned further development the Fire & Associates business was to be 

set aside due to other priorities. At first I was disappointed because I assumed the study would 

not be helpful if the insights were not incorporated into the Fire & Associates website. 
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However, subsequent conversations revealed that the Fires still had a lot of passion for the 

information I was gathering. Dr. Nancy Fire expressed her agreement that I should disseminate 

generalized findings online through a WordPress site. She also gave me suggestions of meetings 

and conferences to present my findings where educators of American Indian students would be 

present. The underlying sentiment was that this information was meant to be shared. 

Something else I gleaned was that my bi-weekly progress reports seemed to invigorate the 

client and reenergize their business goals and aspirations.  

In October 2016, I presented the Client Report to Drs. Nancy and Michael Fire. In the 

course of a meeting about the study results, the Fires expressed their enthusiasm for what the 

implications could mean for their business. They discussed their desire to become a non-profit 

organization in light of my recommendations and asked me how they might proceed at this 

time with little funds. I outlined a brief plan for how they could begin to revamp their business 

on their own schedules. For instance, that they utilize familial, tribal, and personal networks to 

begin building a trusted brand and improve their website without spending money on a 

specialist or consultant. In another example, I suggested the Fires use their website as a 

platform for existing resources so that they don’t have to invest a lot of money up front on the 

creation of new ones while they are strapped for time. The owner of those resources would 

receive any funds related to their use but it would bring users to the website and familiarize 

them with the Fires’ business. Finally, I stressed the importance of social media and the Fires 

agreed to create a Facebook page and use that to cultivate positive relationships with potential 

clients.   
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APPENDIX A INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Part I: The Lived Experience of Educators  

1. How did you start teaching [or insert their line of work]? Tell me your story. 

a. How long have you been teaching at [insert current institution]? OR how did you 

get involved with [insert name of organization]?  

2. Could you tell me about your philosophy of working with Native students? 

a. Does it vary by online/on-campus, size of class, or level of student (undergrad or 

grad)? 

3. In your role as [insert title], how do you interact with students in general? Does their 

background make a difference? 

a. Does your interaction change with Native students? How? 

4. Can you describe your Native students? For instance, what languages do they speak?  

a. What tribes do they represent?  

b. What traditional practices do they experience?  

c. What specific cultural interests do they express? 

5. What kinds of activities do you engage in with your students?  

a. In the classroom? 

b. Do you engage in activities outside of the class context with your students? If so, 

please tell me about them.  

c. How would you describe Native student participation in educational activities? 

6. What knowledge do you have about the culture of your Native students?  
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a. How do you take into consideration the diverse cultural backgrounds of Native 

students when teaching or conducting activities?   

b. How do you take into consideration your cultural background into the teaching 

and interactions with your students?  

7. What do you like about teaching Native students?  

8. Are there any other challenges you encounter when teaching Native students?  

 

Now I would like to focus on just one of your classes [or educational activities] and talk about 

how you go about a normal class day and how you prepare for it.  

 

9. Which class [or activity] would you like to talk about?  

10. What is the topic of this class/activity and what are the learning objectives?  

11. Is it by online/on-campus, what is size of class, undergrad or grad? 

12. How do you approach the material and what kinds of planning are involved so that the 

class/activity is successful?  

a. What types of learning strategies work best for your Native students?  Can you 

give me an example?   

b. Where do you gather information to create these educational experiences [or 

engage in these interactions]? For instance, the library, the internet, or other 

colleagues.  

c. What types of information do you have difficulty locating? 
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d. Are there any challenges associated with teaching this class? If so, please 

describe them.  

13. Describe the environment where you interact with the students. Is it a classroom, 

lecture hall, virtual, etc.?  

a. Do you like this environment? 

b. How does this environment affect your teaching? 

c. Do you know how your students feel about the environment?  

d. What would you change and why?  

14. What kinds of technology do you use while working with students in the class? [This can 

be anything on the computer, the use of a phone, or showing a video, etc.]. 

a. Are there any portals students must use to submit assignments or complete 

activities?  

b. What other kinds of media do you incorporate into lessons and activities? For 

instance, movies, audio (such as CDs), PowerPoint presentations, books, 

newspapers or articles, etc.  

15. How would you describe the use and handling of technology of Native students, based 

upon your observations?  

a. Have students commented on these technologies?  

b. What do they like or not like about them?  
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Part II: Networking Needs of Educators 

16. I’m sure that you have worked with or do work with other educators in your field who 

also teach Native students, how do you connect with these individuals?  

a. Do you use social media, emails, letters, professional references, through a 

friend, or conferences?  

17. Under what circumstances do you connect with other educators? What kinds of 

activities do you engage in with them?  

18. Do you use any types of technology for collaboration or discussion? 

a. For each technology ask what it is they like or don’t like. 

19. Where are these individuals from? Do you connect more with individuals who work at 

the same institution as yourself? Or from other institutions?  

20. What topics do you discuss together?  

21. Do these individuals act as a support network? A community?  

a. If so, please describe how the network has fulfilled your educational needs.  

22. Do these connections enhance your work? How?  

a. Can you remember specific instances where people helped you deal with a 

particular challenge in your work?  Can you think of resources that you learned 

about through conversation with others?   

b. Can you think of any other positive outcomes from being a part of such a 

network/community?  

23. What additional networking opportunities would you like to experience? 
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APPENDIX B THINK-ALOUD SESSION GUIDE 

Part III: Observation of Internet Use 

Prior to conducting the interview, the interviewer will establish how Part III will be administered. 

For instance, if the interview is being conducted over Skype then the interviewer will ask the 

participant to begin sharing their screen before Part III so that she can record their interactions. 

Below is a basic prompt to remind the participant what this portion is about. 

 

In this portion of the interview I would like to see some of the sites you use to gather 

information for interacting with Native students, such as lesson planning, teaching, or other 

activities. Please turn on screen sharing now so that I may record your movements on the 

screen. As you show me different sites I want to hear your thoughts, so please speak freely. I 

will ask a few questions to guide the session for the following categories of websites:  

 Course preparation 

 Online teaching 

 Media used in f2f teaching 

 Student interactions outside of class 

 Networking with other educators 

 Social media 

 

I will have examples of websites for each of these categories based off of the first round of 

interviews. 
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For each of the following categories:  

1. Can you show me some of the sites you visit frequently?  

2. In what ways do you use these kinds of sites?  

3. Do you feel these websites could use improvement? What kinds of improvements would 

best suit your needs?  

4. Are there any other computer-based tools you use for [insert category]? What about 

other web-based tools?  

 

  



193 

REFERENCES 

Adams, Tina M. and Sean R. Evans. “Educating the Educators: Outreach to the College of 
Education Distance Faculty and Native American Students.” Journal of Library 
Administration 41 (2004): 3-18. 

Archuleta, Margaret L., Brenda J. Child, and Tsianina K. Lomawaima. Away from Home: 
American Indian Boarding School Experiences, 1879-2000. Phoenix, Arizona: Heard 
Museum, 2000. 

Baldwin, James. “On Being ‘White’...And Other Lies.” In Black on White: Black Writers on What 
it Means to be White, edited by David R. Roediger, 177-180.  New York: Shocken Books, 
1998. 

Battiste, Marie. “Research Ethics for Protecting Indigenous Knowledge and Heritage: 
Institutional and Researcher Responsibilities,” In Handbook of Critical and Indigenous 
Methodologies, edited by Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai 
 Smith, 497-509. SAGE Publications, Inc., 2008. 

Bernard, H. Russell. Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualitative and Quantitative 
Approaches. 5th ed. Estover Road, Plymouth, United Kingdom: Altamira Press, 2011. 

Bill, Willard E. “Indian Education Chronology.” In From Boarding Schools to Self-Determination, 
Washington Office of the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, 43-50. Olympia, 
1988. 

Brayboy, Brian McKinley Jones. “Culture, Place, and Power: Engaging the Histories and 
Possibilities of American Indian Education.” History of Education Quarterly 54, no. 3 
(2014): 395-402. 

Brayboy, Brian McKinley Jones. “Toward a Tribal Critical Race Theory in Education.” The Urban 
Review 37, no. 5 (2005): 425-446. 

Brayboy, Brian McKinley Jones. “Hiding in the Ivy: American Indian Students and Visibility in 
Elite Educational Settings.” Harvard Educational Review 74 (2004): 125-152. 

Brayboy, Brian McKinley Jones and Angelina E. Castagno. “Self-determination through Self- 
Education: Culturally Responsive Schooling for Indigenous Students in the USA.” 
Teaching Education 20, no. 1 (2009): 31-53.  

Brayboy, Brian McKinely Jones, Angelina E. Castagno, and Jessica A. Solyom. “Looking into the 
Hearts of Native Peoples: Nation Building as an Institutional Orientation for Graduate 



194 

Education.” American Journal of Education 120, no. 4 (2014): 575-596. 

Brown, John Seely and Paul Duguid. “Learning – in Theory and in Practice.” In The Social Life of 
Information, 117-146. Boston, Massachusetts: Harvard Business School Press, 2000. 

Conn, Daniel R. “When Two Worlds Collide: Shared Experiences of Educating Navajos Living off 
the Reservation.” The Qualitative Report 18 (2013): 1-16. 

Crenshaw, Kimberlé. “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence 
Against Women of Color.” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241-1299. 

Deloria, Jr., Vine. “Anthropologists and Other Friends.” In Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian 
Manifesto, 78-100. University of Oklahoma Press, 1969. 

Denzin, Norman K. and Lincoln, Yvonna S. “Introduction: Critical Methodologies and Indigenous 
Inquiry,” In Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, edited by Norman K. 
Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith, 1-20. SAGE Publications, Inc., 2008. 

Deyhle, Donna and McCarty, Teresa L. “Beatrice Medicine and the Anthropology of Education: 
Legacy  and Vision for Critical Race/Critical Language Research and Praxis.” Anthropology 
and Education Quarterly 38, no. 3 (2007): 209-220.  

Dillon, Naomi. “The Trail to Progress.” The American School Board Journal 194, no. 12 (2007): 
20-25.

Dubois, W.E.B. “The Souls of White Folk.” Monthly Review 55, no. 6 (2003): 44-58. 

Fire, Nancy. “A Contextual Perspective of Traditional Native American Distance Online Learning 
in a Tribal College.” PhD diss., North Carolina State University, 2009. 

Forbes, J. D. “Teaching Native American Values and Cultures.” In Teaching Ethnic Studies: 
Concepts and Strategies, edited by J.A. Banks, 200-225. Washington, D.C.: National 
Council for the Social Studies, 1973. 

Gay, Geneva. “Power Pedagogy through Cultural Responsiveness.” In Culturally Responsive 
Teaching: Theory, Research, and Practice. 21-63. Teachers College Press, 2000. 

Gross, Lawrence W. “Teaching American Indian Studies to Reflect American Indian Ways of 
Knowing and to Interrupt Cycles of Genocide.” Wicazo Sa Review 20, no.2 (2005):121- 
145. 

Guillory, Raphael M. “American Indian/Alaska Native College Student Retention Strategies.” 
Journal of Developmental Education 33, no. 2 (2009): 12-38. 



195 

Guillory, Raphael M. and Mimi Wolverton. “It’s about Family: Native American Student 
Persistence in  Higher Education.” The Journal of Higher Education 79, no. 1 (2008): 58- 
87. 

Hampton, Ayasia. “Tribal Colleges and Universities: Rebuilding Culture and Education through 
Distance Education.” Distance Learning 10, vol. 4 (2013): 45-51. 

Hoadley, Christopher and Roy D. Pea. “Finding the Ties That Bind: Tools in Support of a 
Knowledge-Building Community.” In Building Virtual Communities: Learning and 
Change in Cyberspace, edited by Ann Renninger and Wesley Shumar, 321-354. New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2002. 

Huff, Delores J. To Live Heroically: Institutional Racism and American Indian Education. SUNY 
Press, 1997. 

Jacobsen-Bia, Kristina. “Teaching Anthropology in Border Town Classrooms in the American 
Southwest.” Anthropology News 56, no. 7 (2015). 

Kaler, Collier Butler. “A Model of Successful Adaptation to Online Learning for College-Bound 
Native  American High School Students.” Multicultural Education & Technology Journal 
6, no. 2 (2012): 60-76. 

Kincheloe, Joe L. and Steinberg, Shirley R. “Indigenous Knowledges in Education: Complexities, 
Dangers, and Profound Benefits,” In Handbook of Critical and Indigenous 
Methodologies, edited by Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith, 135-156. SAGE Publications, Inc., 2008. 

Lambert, Lori. “Invisible Bridges: Wireless Technology Links Minds Over Space and Time.” Tribal 
College Journal 14, no. 4 (2004): 14-17. 

Larimore, James A. and George S. McClellan. “Native American Student Retention in U.S. 
Postsecondary Education.” New Directions for Student Services 109 (2005): 17-32. 

Lave, Jean and Étienne Wenger. Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991. 

Lin, Fu-ren, Sheng-cheng Lin, and Tzu-ping Huang. “Knowledge Sharing and Creation in a 
Teachers’ Professional Virtual Community.” Computers and Education 50, no.3 
(2008):742-756. 

Lomawaima, Tsianina K. and Teresa L. McCarty. “When Tribal Sovereignty Challenges 
Democracy: American Indian Education and the Democratic Ideal.” American 
Educational Research Journal 39, no. 2 (2002): 279-305. 



196 

Mackey, Julie and Terry Evans. “Interconnecting Networks of Practice for Professional 
Learning.” International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning 12, no.3 
(2011): 1-17.  

Manca, S. and Ranieri M. “Is it a Tool Suitable for Learning? A Critical Review of the Literature 
on Facebook as a Technology-Enhanced Learning Environment.” Journal of Computer 
Assisted Learning 29, no. 6 (2013): 487-504. 

McCarty, Teresa L. “American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian Education in the Era 
of Standardization and NCLB – An Introduction.” Journal of American Indian Education 
47, no. 1 (2008): 1-9. 

McCarty, Teresa L. and Tiffany S. Lee. “Critical Culturally Sustaining /Revitalization Pedagogy 
and Indigenous Education Sovereignty.” Harvard Educational Review 84, no.1 (2014): 
101-136.

McLeod, Scott and Jayson W. Richardson. “Technology Leadership in Native American Schools.” 
Journal of Research in Rural Education 26, no. 7 (2011): 1-14. 

McLoughlin, Catherine and Ron Oliver. “Designing Learning Environments for Cultural 
Inclusivity: A Case Study of Indigenous Online Learning at Tertiary Level.” Australian 
Journal of Educational Technology 16, no. 1 (2000): 58-72.  

Merriam, Sharan B., Juanita Johnson-Bailey, Ming-Yeh Lee, Youngwha Kee, Gabo Ntseane, and 
 Mazanah Muhamad. “Power and Positionality: Negotiating Insider/Outsider Status 
 within and Across Cultures.” International Journal of Lifelong Education 20, no. 5 
(2001): 405-416.  

Moore, Julie A. and Boyoung Chae. “Beginning Teachers’ use of Online Resources and 
Communities.” Technology, Pedagogy, and Education 16, no. 2 (2007): 215-224. 

Mor, Yishay and Niall Winters. “Design Approaches in Technology-Enhanced Learning.” 
Interactive Learning Environments 15, vol. 1 (2007): 61-75. 

Mosely-Howard, Susan G., Daryl Baldwin, George Ironstrack, Kate Rousmaniere, and Bobbe 
Burke. “Niila Myaamia (I Am Miami): Identity and Retention of Miami Tribe College 
Students. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice 17, no. 4 
(2016): 437-461.  

Narayan, Kirin. “How Native is a ‘Native’ Anthropologist?” American Anthropologist 95, no. 3 
(1993): 671-686. 

National Center for Educational Statistics. “IPEDS: Data Center Help Desk.” Accessed July 30, 
2016. https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/Default.aspx. 



197 

Native Sun News Editorial Board. “Native American vs. American Indian: Political Correctness 
Dishonors Traditional Chiefs of Old.” Native Times. Accessed July 31, 2016. 
http://www.nativetimes.com/index.php/life/commentary/11389-native-american-vs-

 american-indian-political-correctness-dishonors-traditional-chiefs-of-old. 

Rubin, Jeffrey and Dana Chisnell. Handbook of Usability Testing: How to Plan, Design, and 
Conduct Effective Tests. Second ed. Indianapolis, Indiana: Wiley Publishing, Inc., 2008. 

Ryman, Sall’ee; Lisa Burrell; Gregory Hardham; Bruce Richardson; and Jane Ross. “Creating and 
Sustaining Online Learning Communities: Designing for Transformative Learning.” 
International Journal of Pedagogies & Learning 5, no. 3 (2010): 32-45.  

Schneiderman, Ben. “Designing Trust into Online Experiences.” Communications of the ACM 43, 
no. 12 (2000): 57-59. 

Seckler, Mirjam, Silvia Heinz, Seamus Forde, Alexandre N. Tuch, and Klaus Opwis. “Trust and 
Distrust on the Web: User Experiences and Website Characteristics.” Computers in 
Human Behavior 45 (2015): 39-50.  

Smith, Linda Tuhiwai. Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. Zed 
Books, 1999. 

Turner, Victor. “Liminality and Communitas.” In The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti- 
Structure, 94-130. Chicago: Aldine Publishing, 1969. 

Wasson, Christina. “Ethnography in the Field of Design.” Human Organization 59, no. 4 (2000): 
377-388.

Wasson, Christina, Gary Holton, and Heather Roth. “Findings from the Workshop on User- 
Centered Design of Language Archives: White Paper.”  
https://designinglanguagearchives.files.wordpress.com/2016/04/wasson-et-al-2016- 
white-paper.pdf, 2016. 

Waterman, Stephanie J. and Lorinda S. Lindley. “Cultural Strengths to Preserve: Native 
American Women in Higher Education.” NASPA Journal about Women in Higher 
Education 6, no. 2 (2013): 139-165. 

Wax, Murray L. “The Ethics of Research in American Indian Communities.” American Indian 
Quarterly 15, no. 4 (1991): 431-456. 

Wenger, Étienne. Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998. 



198 
 

Willow, Anna J. “Cultivating Common Ground: Cultural Revitalization in Anishinaabe and  
 Anthropological Discourse.” American Indian Quarterly 34, no. 1 (2010): 33-60. 
 
“Words First: An Evolving Terminology Relating to Aboriginal Peoples in Canada.”  
 Communications Branch Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. October 2002. Accessed  
 on September 1, 2016. http://publications.gc.ca/collections/Collection/R2-236- 
 2002E.pdf.  
 
Yong, D. Lilinoe and Ellen S. Hoffman. “Teacher Technology Narratives: Native Hawaiian Views  
 on Education and Change.” The Qualitative Report 19 (2014): 1-27. 
 
Zepeda, Ofelia. “The Continuum of Literacy in American Indian Communities.” The Bilingual  
 Research Journal 19, no. 1 (1995): 5-15.  


	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION
	1.1 Project Context
	1.2 Research Goals
	1.3 Theoretical Framework
	1.4 Terms of Reference
	1.5 Confidentiality

	CHAPTER 2 PROJECT DESIGN
	2.1 Participant Recruitment
	2.2 Participant Demographics
	2.3 Methods
	2.4 Participants’ Career Stories

	CHAPTER 3 RELATED LITERATURE AND THEORY
	3.1 History of Indigenous Education in the United States
	3.2 Ethically Conducting Research in a Native “Community”
	3.3 American Indian Students in Higher Education
	3.4 Culturally Responsive: Educators of American Indian Students in Higher Education
	3.5 American Indian Students in Online and Distance Learning
	3.6 Professional (Virtual) Communities and Online Resources
	3.7 Lessons from Design and the User Experience

	CHAPTER 4 EDUCATORS OF AMERICAN INDIAN STUDENTS AS A COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE
	4.1 Contextualizing the Community of Practice
	4.2 Factors Affecting Pedagogical Practices
	4.3 Common Pedagogical Practices
	4.4 Pedagogical Practices by Type of Educator: Study Findings and Predictions
	4.5 Implications
	4.5.1 Resources on Acknowledging Issues Affecting American Indian (or Indigenous) Populations
	4.5.2 Resources on Understanding that Education is not an Individual Endeavor
	4.5.3 Resources on Recognizing Diversity and Multi-Faceted Identities
	4.5.4 Resources on Incorporating Native Ways of Knowing (NWOK) Pedagogies
	4.5.5 Resources on Embracing Open-Mindedness with Regard to the Student-Educator Exchange
	4.5.6 Resources on De-Quantifying the Higher Education Experience
	4.5.7 Resources on It’s Okay to be Uncomfortable
	4.5.8 Resources on Integrating a bit of Subversion Could Include
	4.5.9 Resources on Offering Support to American Indian Students


	CHAPTER 5 THE TEACHING ENVIRONMENT
	5.1 The Physical Classroom
	5.2 Online vs. On-Campus Classes
	5.3 Differences Between Canada and the U.S.
	5.4 Implications
	5.4.1 Taking Advantage of the Physical Teaching Environment
	5.4.2 Development of Online Courses
	5.4.3 The Country in which the Course was Taught: United States or Canada


	CHAPTER 6 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF IDENTITY AND OVERCOMING STIGMA
	6.1 Stereotypes are Present in Academia
	6.2 Defending American Indian Students
	6.3 American Indian Participants as Simultaneously Insiders and Outsiders
	6.4 Recognizing Whiteness and White Privilege
	6.5 Implications
	6.5.1 Combat Stereotypes in Academia and Defend American Indian Students
	6.5.2 Recognizing the Intricacies of Identity


	CHAPTER 7 TEACHING WITH MEDIA AND TECHNOLOGY TOOLS
	7.1 Media and Technology Use in the Classroom
	7.2 How American Indian Students Are Perceived to Use Technology
	7.3 Course Preparation is Highly Technological
	7.4 Websites Participants Use
	7.5 Implications
	Teaching with media and technology for beginners
	Setting up a successful learning management system (LMS)
	Creating engaging slide decks
	American Indian students and technology use
	Preparing for courses


	CHAPTER 8 APPROACHES TO CONNECTION
	8.1 How Connection Takes Place
	8.2 Who Participants Connect with and Why
	8.3 Greatest Challenges to Making Connections
	8.4 Role of Social Media
	8.5 What’s Missing?
	8.6 Implications
	8.6.1 Promote Connections
	8.6.2 Respond to the Greatest Challenges when Making Connections
	8.6.3 Respond to What’s Missing from Connections in the Primary User Group


	CHAPTER 9 GENERAL WEBSITE RECOMMENDATIONS
	9.1 Recommendations for Conceptualizing the Website
	9.2 Recommendations for Research Input into Future Iterations of Website

	CHAPTER 10 REFLECTIONS
	5.1 Exploring Positionality
	5.2 Challenges Encountered
	5.3 The Realities of a Start-Up Business

	APPENDIX A INTERVIEW GUIDE
	APPENDIX B THINK-ALOUD SESSION GUIDE
	REFERENCES



