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Abstract 

The qualitative study intended to identify local districts actions to incorporate Culturally 

Responsive Schooling into the curriculum to foster identity development among American 

Indian students.  The study interviewed 19 educators and focused specifically on the ways in 

which components of the Cultural Compatibility Theory are guiding education for American 

Indian students.  The study also intended to understand the factors present that support or inhibit 

the inclusion of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices to support students. 

 

Non-American Indian educators cited the presence of cultural content in their classrooms 

when it was identified as specific to the class content.  American Indian educators cited regularly 

working with students to learn and engage with the culture.  American Indian educators 

identified using every student interaction as an opportunity to convey the importance of cultural 

learning to students.  Differences evident between American Indian and non-American Indian 

educators when identifying factors supporting or inhibiting the incorporation of Culturally 

responsive Schooling.  The presence of collaboration was perceived differently between 

American Indian and non-American Indian educators with non-American Indian educators citing 

more presence of collaboration than American Indian educators.  Similar results were present 

when asked about district support or inhibition of collaboration and school structure with non-

American Indian educators identifying more support than inhibition.  All educators identified 

benefits of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices. Recognized challenges included 

educators’ knowledge of the culture, time available, and an understanding of how to incorporate 

culture in an effective and sensitive manner.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Introduction 

The history of educating American Indians in the United States has been one of cultural 

genocide and continues to heavily impact the identity development of their children and 

conversely academic achievement (D’Andrea, 1994; Little Soldier, 1985; Whitbeck, Hoyt, 

Stubben, & LaFromboise,  2001).  American Indian relations with the United States has resulted 

in different options in educational pursuits for American Indian students (Bureau of Indian 

Education, 2018; National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2017). The Bureau of Indian 

Education (BIE) oversees 183 schools serving 40,000 students across the Nation (Bureau of 

Indian Education, 2018).  Bureau of Indian Education schools serve 7% of the American Indian 

population, while 92% of American Indian students attend public schools (Bureau of Indian 

Education, 2018).  Over 50% American Indian of students attend low density schools where 

American Indians make up less than 25% of the student body (National Assessment of 

Educational Progress, 2017).  These schooling options for students often result in decreased 

cultural learning and pose negative consequences for student identity development and 

achievement (Brown, Dickerson, & D’Amico, 2016; Gonzalez et al., 2017).  Figure 1 illustrates 

the impacts of historical trauma for students.   

 
Figure 1. Historical Trauma Impacts 

Achievement rates for American Indian students are lower than their peers with no 

significant gains in achievement documented since 2009 (National Assessment of Educational 

https://bie.edu/Schools/index.htm
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Progress, 2017).  Graduation rates for American Indians are lower compared to any other 

minority group at 72% compared to the National average of 84% (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2017).  College graduation rates are even more disparate with 16% of students 

completing a bachelor’s degree compared to 42% of White students (Postsecondary National 

Policy Institute, 2018).  Calls for reform to remedy these gaps in the education of American 

Indian education are not novel, but little impactful change is documented (Castagno & Brayboy, 

2008; Harrington & Pavel, 2013; Wells, 1991).  These staggering statistics suggest a need for 

reform.  Literature considers the focus on holistic student identity development as the most 

promising for achievement outcomes.  

The review of literature indicated the need for American Indian input and control based 

on the concept of self-determination (Brayboy, 2014; Quijada Cerecer, 2013).  To support self-

determination, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (currently the Every 

Student Succeeds Act) provides funding through Title VI for Indian Education services in 

schools with at least 10 students or in proximity to a reservation.  Funding depends on the 

collaboration with the Indian community for input (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015).   

While cultural infusion and language learning demonstrate gains for students across 

multiple studies (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Quijada Cerecer, 

2013), services provided through Title IV are often focused on academic remediation rather than 

culturally sensitive instruction (Beaulieu, 2006).  Work by Ladson-Billings (1995b) highlighted 

the educational impacts for students when the school culture is similar in structure to that of 

students’ home culture.  The Cultural Compatibility Theory outlines three essential components 

for minority students’ academic success.  Failure to truly support the identity development of 
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American Indian students is a continued assimilation practice present in the education arena and 

is further exacerbating the academic deficits present for American Indian students operating 

among the majority culture (Brayboy, 2005). 

Statement of the Problem 

A review of literature revealed a lack of research demonstrating public schools’ 

alignment with the components of Cultural Compatibility Theory to support Culturally 

Responsive Schooling for American Indian students.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the study was to identify local districts’ actions to incorporate Culturally 

Responsive Schooling into the curriculum to foster identity development among American 

Indian students.  The study focused specifically on the ways in which components of the Cultural 

Compatibility Theory guide education for American Indian students.  The study also examined 

supportive and inhibitive factors present to support Culturally Responsive Schooling that is 

holistic in nature.  

Theoretical Framework 

 The study is guided by two theories surrounding American Indian sovereignty and 

effective cultural schooling practices.   

Tribal Critical Race Theory 

Brayboy’s (2005) Tribal Critical Race Theory considers the complex issues surrounding 

education for American Indians in the United States. Tribal Critical Race Theory provides 

background support to advance culturally relevant curricula in Indian education.  Tribal Critical 

Race Theory asserts that policy surrounding education has intentions of assimilation (Brayboy, 
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2005).  The theory posits that learning and its impacts are advanced for students when considered 

from an Indigenous perspective.  Tribal Critical Race Theory also states the support for 

independence for American Indians in the forms of sovereignty and self-determination.  The 

presence of American Indian voice and consideration in schooling as well as assimilationist 

practices will be considered in the process of analyzing study results. 

Cultural Compatibility Theory 

When considering Culturally Responsive Schooling practices, the proposed study is 

centered on the assertions of the Cultural Compatibility Theory (Erickson, 1987; Ladson-

Billings, 1995b).  The theory addresses consistencies in values and expectations between 

students’ home culture and the school culture.  Work by Ladson-Billings (1995b) with African 

American students suggested inhibition of the learning process due to the disconnect between the 

two cultures.  An alignment of home and school culture holds promise in facilitating student 

identity development and achievement.  Ladson-Billings (1995b) identified three key 

components to successful teaching and learning interactions to bridge the cultural gap.   

 Conception of self and other.  Students must be part of a learning community where 

educators believe all students have the capacity to learn.  In this setting the teacher and student 

must take on the roles of teacher and learner.  

 Social relations.  Education must have a collaborative approach where learning occurs in 

support of each other rather than in competition with one another.  Students showed gains after 

assuming responsibility for each other’s learning.  

 Conceptions of knowledge.  Learning must be scaffolded and begin with material 

familiar to students.  This concept is rooted in psychology and research regarding all learning 
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being built on an individual’s previous knowledge (Vygotsky, 1930).  To build on prior 

knowledge, educators must take time to understand and know students’ knowledge and learning 

habits.  In addition, the learning process should be active and fluid to allow for student 

engagement and interest (Ladson-Billings, 1995b). 

 The concepts of the Cultural Compatibility Theory drove the questioning of study 

participants when working to understand the presence of Culturally Responsive Schooling in 

local districts.  Participants were be asked to identify how they incorporate these cultural 

considerations in the classroom to best support positive identity and intellectual development.  

Figure 2 illustrates the intersections of these theories for the purposes of the study. 

 

Figure 2. Theoretical Framework 

Assumptions of the Study 

 The following considerations are assumed to be true in the course of study: 

1. The study participants will answer the study honestly. 
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2. The challenges facing American Indian students are similar across high schools 

despite differing tribal affiliations within the Anishinaabe culture.  

Delimitations 

Delimitations define how the scope of the study is narrowed and are under control of the 

researcher (Roberts, 2010).  The following are identified as the delimitations of the study: 

1. The study was limited to three public schools in the upper Midwest.   

2. The American Indian culture for consideration were Anishinaabe.  Considering there 

are 567 tribes (National Congress, 2018), the Anishinaabe culture is specific to only a 

small subset of those tribes.  Results of the study were specific to those with 

Anishinaabe customs and mores.  

3. Schools included in the study were public schools that have American Indian student 

populations of at least 10%.  Results were specific to public schools, as tribally 

controlled and Bureau of Indian Education schools operate independently from public 

schools (Bureau of Indian Education, 2018).   

4. Study participants were limited to Indian Education staff and teachers of Social 

Studies, English, and Culture and Language.  Social Studies and English are 

identified as academic subjects where cultural infusion is most present (Quijada 

Cerecer, 2013; Stanton & Morrison, 2018).   

5. The researcher was not American Indian and has potential influence on interpretation 

of results.  
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Research Questions 

 Research demonstrates positive outcomes for student identity development when 

implementing Culturally Responsive Schooling practices.  Despite demonstrated results for 

identity development and student achievement, the extent to which Culturally Responsive 

Schooling practices are implemented in the public sector are not heavily researched. The study 

examined Culturally Responsive Schooling practices present and highlights areas for continued 

program development. The study will be guided by the following questions:  

1. To what extent do educators teaching American Indian students report the 

implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices in alignment with the 

elements of Cultural Compatibility Theory in supporting American Indian identity 

development? 

2. What do educators teaching American Indian students report as the factors in their 

schools that either support or inhibit the incorporation of effective Culturally 

Responsive Schooling to meet the needs of their students? 

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions are to provide clarity and understanding of the terms used 

throughout the study. 

1. American Indian: “A person who is identified by the community in which he or she 

resides as an Indian, identifies himself or herself as an Indian, and who has some 

relationship with an Indian tribe” (Chiago, 1981, p. 20). 

2. Bureau of Indian Education: The Bureau “is responsible for the line direction and 

management of all education functions, including the formation of policies and 



16 

 

procedures, the supervision of all program activities and the approval of the 

expenditure of funds appropriated for education functions” (Bureau of Indian 

Education, 2018). 

3. Culture: “A people’s shared beliefs and behaviors that distinguish them from others 

and, at the same time, offer them a sense of shared meaning” (Borofsky, Barth 

Shweder, Rodseth, & Stoltzenberg, 2001, p. 433).  

4. Cultural Immersion: “Immersion schools utilize place-, community-, and culture-

based education to make education relevant to students’ lives” (Reyhner & Johnson, 

2015, p. 157). 

5. Cultural Infusion: Cultural infusion into the curriculum requires educators “infuse the 

curriculum with rich connections to students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds 

within family and community contexts” (Diller & Moule, 2005, p. 43). 

6. Culturally Responsive Schooling: Includes: 

a.  Recognition and use of Native American (American Indian, Alaska Native, 

Native Hawaiian) languages. 

b.  Pedagogy that stresses traditional cultural characteristics, and adult-child 

interactions. 

c.  Pedagogy in which teaching strategies are congruent with the traditional 

culture and ways of knowing and learning. 

d.  Curriculum that is based on traditional culture and that recognizes the 

importance of Native spirituality. 
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e.  Strong Native community participation (including parents, elders, other 

community resources) in educating children and in the planning and operation 

of school activities. 

f.  Knowledge and use of the social and political mores of the community 

(Demmert & Towner, 2003, pp. 8-9). 

7.  Identity Development: “The formation of ethnic identity involves children developing 

the ability to identify and categorize themselves and others according to ethnic and 

racial labels” (Umana-Taylor et al., 2014). 

8. Indian Education: Indian Education will refer to state and national Indian Education 

departments whose purpose is to “meet the unique cultural, language, and educational 

needs of such students; and ensure that all students meet the challenging State 

academic standards” (United States Department of Education, 2015). 

9. Indigenous: “Those who inhabited a country or a geographical region at the time 

when people of different cultures or ethnic origins arrived” (United Nations, n.d.) 

10.  Self-Determination: “Self-determination provides tribal nations agency to determine 

how tribal autonomy becomes operationalized” (Quijada Cerecer, 2013, p. 595).   

11.  Sovereignty: “Sovereignty is the right of a people to self-government, self-

determination, and self-education” (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002, p. 284). 

Of additional consideration in the study was the identifying terminology to be used as 

labels may be politically charged to Indigenous peoples in the United States.  Multiple terms 

exist identifying the original inhabitants of what is now the United States (American Indian, 

Native American, Native, Indigenous).  For the purposes of the study, the term American Indian 
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was used as it aligned most directly with literature and legislation present when considering the 

context of the study (Bureau of Indian Education, 2018; United States Department of Education, 

2015).   

Summary 

The history of education for American Indians includes forced assimilation and trauma. 

While the United States implemented measures to return control of education back to the tribes, 

the majority of students continue to attend primarily White, public schools (Bureau of Indian 

Education, 2018; National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2017).  American Indian 

Education represents an attempt to include culturally sensitive support and curricula into public 

schooling, but is not highly regulated in regard to implementation (Beaulieu, 2006; Every 

Student Succeeds Act, 2015).  Research demonstrates the benefits of cultural infusion as a 

solution to remedy existing disparities but is largely focused on cultural infusion within tribally 

controlled schools (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Quijada Cerecer, 

2013).  Public education largely focuses on the achievement disparities and chooses to remedy 

the issue with remediation rather than consider the holistic development of American Indian 

students working to determine their place in a culture that eradicated their ancestors.  

 The qualitative study was implemented to understand the extent to which Culturally 

Responsive Schooling use among educators aligned with the components of Cultural 

Compatibility Theory.  The study also sought to understand the supportive and inhibiting factors 

present within the schools that may impact Culturally Responsive Schooling implementation.  

https://bie.edu/Schools/index.htm
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 Chapter II will provide the historical background as it is related to American Indian 

education in the United States as well as an overview of related literature regarding Culturally 

Responsive Schooling practices. 
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Chapter II: Review of Related Literature 

Introduction 

 Understanding the issues and challenges present in providing education for American 

Indian students is complex (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002).  The review of literature will lay a 

foundation for understanding contemporary American Indian Education as well as understanding 

its tumultuous history.  This chapter explores the unique challenges present for American Indian 

students and how those challenges impact student identity development.  Research demonstrates 

that the incorporation of students’ culture has positive impacts on student identity development 

and conversely academic achievement (Carjuzza, 2012; Demmert & Towner, 2003; Lipka & 

McCarty, 1994; Pewewardy, 1992; Tharp, 1982).  With education as an institution focusing on 

academic achievement when considering the success or failure of American Indian students, the 

cultural impacts on academic achievement are worth noting (Beaulieu, 2006).  The review of 

literature is compiled of sources gathered from online databases, Google Scholar, printed 

materials from both St. Cloud and Bemidji State Universities, purchased books, and government 

websites and legislation.  

Chapter II will begin with an explanation of the meaning and influences of sovereignty 

and self-determination on the educational options available to American Indian students.  This 

will be followed by the options and current legislation supporting Indian Education.  The chapter 

will then delve into the history that has led to the current status of American Indian Education 

and its implication on student identity development.  The chapter will conclude with an overview 

of the implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices demonstrating progress in 

the identity development of American Indian students.  
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American Indian Sovereignty and Self-Determination 

Federally recognized tribes operate independently and under their own legal processes as 

sovereign nations (National Congress of American Indians, 2018).  “Tribal autonomy provides 

tribal leaders with the right to propose, establish, or modify legal regulations without permission 

from the U.S. government, thus legitimizing the status of tribal nations” (Quijada Cerecer, 2013, 

p. 595).  While sovereignty is intended to equate to independence, the relationship between the 

Federal Government and tribal nations has an unstable history (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002).  

According to Lomawaima and McCarty (2002), sovereignty and self-determination are 

supported only to the extent they do not appear radical or threatening to the United States 

Government. As future generations of American Indians are unaware of their history or culture, 

the importance for tribal independence loses its salience (Meza, 2015; Wells, 1991).  

To provide schooling for everyone’s children that reflects liberal, middle-class 

values and aspirations is to ensure the maintenance of the status quo, to ensure 

that power, the culture of power, remains in the hands of those who already have 

it. (Delpit, 1988, p. 285) 

The passing of the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act of 1975 

permitted federal entities to enter contracts with Indian tribes to allow the tribes authority to 

distribute funds, providing them discretion in their decision making (Indian Self-Determination, 

1975).  The struggle arguably remains with regard to the insufficient presence of Indian voice 

regarding educational decisions for American Indian youth (Bird, Lee, & López, 2013; 

Lomawaima, & McCarty, 2002; Mackey, 2017; Wells, 1991).  A lack of American Indian 

presence in decision making processes results in students not seeing themselves within the 
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classroom or curriculum (Chavers, 1974; Simpson, 2004).  “Tribal communities want good 

schools that provide an education that is culturally responsive and makes sense for their goals of 

self-determination; although this certainly includes the “core curriculum,” it includes much 

more” (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008, p. 983).  Self-determination requires the community 

regulation of local standards for American Indian students and allows students to understand and 

contribute in their own culture, while also being able to successfully navigate the majority 

culture (Beaulieu, 2006; Brayboy, 2014; Cajete, 2013; Delpit, 1988; Demmert, McCardle, Mele-

McCarthy, & Leos, 2006; Meza, 2015).  Education within Indigenous cultures takes place 

beyond the walls of a classroom and has purpose beyond the assignment of grades (Brayboy, 

2014; Cajete, 2013; Meza, 2015).  Indigenous peoples cite frustration with the lack of 

understanding regarding traditional value systems; a lack resulting in fragmented intrapersonal 

development (Agbo, 2004; Garrett, Rivera, Dixon, & Myers, 2009; McCarty, Romero, & 

Zepeda, 2006).   

Local control begins with this: the commitment of Indigenous educators and community 

members.  We cannot wait for new federal initiatives; we must see them ourselves, along 

with the resources to implement them.  Just as important, we must be willing to follow up 

in our own communities to help tailor such initiatives toward local needs and interests. 

(Watahomigie, 1995, p. 193)   

American Indian scholars and educators assert that true self-determination and the 

preservation of tribal sovereignty requires all-inclusive curricula completely integrated into 

school culture (Beaulieu, 2006; Brayboy, 2014; Harrington & Pavel, 2013; James & Renville, 
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2012).  In the public-school sector, funding American Indian Education through Title VI serves 

to provide cultural support for American Indian students.   

American Indian Education 

 The following section outlines the educational options available to American Indian 

students as well as the legislation regulating services provided.  The type of school attended 

significantly impacts the access to culturally supportive services and the degree to which those 

services are provided and supported (Wells, 1991).  

Schools 

There are multiple schooling options available to American Indian students but are 

available dependent on geographic location and the local American Indian population.  The type 

of school students attend also has a large impact on the inclusion of culture into the curriculum 

(Beaulieu, 2006; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Wells, 1991).     

Public schools.  Of American Indian students, 92% attend public schools (Bureau of 

Indian Education, 2018).  Over 50% of students attend low density schools where American 

Indians make up less than 25% of the student body (National Assessment of Educational 

Progress, 2017).  Public schools are eligible for funding through Title VI if they serve 10 or more 

American Indian students or if they are within proximity of an Indian reservation.  Public school 

curricula are driven by state objectives and mandates. 

Bureau of Indian Education Schools.  Bureau of Indian Education schools serve 7% of 

the American Indian population (Bureau of Indian Education, 2018).  The Bureau of Indian 

Education (BIE) oversees 183 schools serving 40,000 Indian students across the Nation.  The 

BIE directly operates 53 schools with the remining schools being controlled by individual tribes.  
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Among tribally controlled schools, 15 dormitories are in operation providing education and 

housing for American Indian students (Bureau of Indian Education, 2020).  Bureau of Indian 

Education schools report to the Bureau rather than to the state.  

Tribally controlled schools.  Tribally controlled schools are operated as a program 

under the Bureau of Indian Education.  The BIE provides technical support to tribally controlled 

schools in their efforts to educate students in culturally supportive settings specific to individual 

tribes.  Tribally controlled schools exercise their right to self-determination by providing 

education to their youth relevant to their cultural teachings and community values (Bureau of 

Indian Education, 2018). 

Legislation 

Indian Education funding in schools is housed under the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965 and has been reauthorized under the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015.  

The purpose of Indian Education is: 

(1) To meet the unique educational and culturally related academic needs of Indian 

students, so that such students can meet the challenging State academic standards, 

(2) To ensure that Indian students can gain knowledge and understanding of Native 

communities, languages, tribal histories, and cultures; and 

(3) To ensure that teachers, principals, other school leaders and other staff who serve 

Indian students have the ability to provide culturally appropriate and effective instruction 

and supports to such students. (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015, p. 307) 

Indian Education programs receiving funding under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) are 

required to collaborate with Local Education Agencies (LEAs) to develop appropriate services 
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and ensure the services provided are supported and valuable to the Indian community.  Local 

Education Agencies are required to have American Indian representation of tribes within 50 

miles and are to be diverse in representation to include parents, teachers, and students as well as 

additional school representation.  Funding requires programs to be comprehensive and provide 

academic content and supplemental activities and opportunities to students in addition to 

culturally specific instruction.  Funding enables all-encompassing services beginning with early 

childhood programs to services about substance use and suicide prevention efforts.  Not more 

than 5% of funding through ESSA is to be spent on administrative costs (Every Student 

Succeeds Act, 2015).  The structure of federal legislation intends to include local Indian 

communities in educational decision-making impacting students.  

 Indian Education programs providing Indian Education services under Federal legislation 

are also able to retain State funding in Minnesota under the American Indian Education Aid 

program (Minnesota Department of Education, 2018b).  Program funding requires meeting the 

objectives set out by the World’s Best Workforce Plan while also incorporating cultural elements 

(Minnesota Department of Education, 2018a).  Cultural inclusion is intended, but the objectives 

required for funding pose similar concerns to those posed by Beaulieu (2006) with No Child Left 

Behind legislation; there is a focus on achievement and remediation rather than cultural 

inclusion.  Funding available through the Johnson-O’Malley Act of 1934 continues to fund 

additional Indian Education Services through the Bureau of Indian Education and is available to 

schools supporting Indian students. Funding is available to assist Indian students succeed and 

supports cultural development and academic support.  This funding is available to support 
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programs and services providing culture, language, academics and dropout prevention (Bureau 

of Indian Education, 2019; Johnson-O’Malley Act, 1934).   

 This section outlined the types of schooling options available to American Indian 

Students and related legislation supporting Indian Education. The following section will provide 

background necessary to understand the evolution of education for American Indian populations 

in the United States. 

History of American Indian Education 

 An examination of American Indian history is crucial to understanding the issues and 

challenges present today when working to provide an education to American Indian students that 

is conducive to their identity development (Wildcat, 2001b).  

Traditional Education 

Traditional Indigenous education prior to colonization completely integrated living and 

learning as education was for the sake of living (Cajete, 1994).  Traditional education focused on 

experience in the community and the natural world.  Experiences provided learning that was 

individualized and required participation in the community.  These aspects provided learners 

with a deep understanding of the purpose of education and its impacts on tribal living (Cajete, 

1994).  The purpose of education served to sustain life for tribes and more importantly “to be 

fully knowledgeable about one’s innate spirituality” (Cajete, 1994, p. 42).  As Daniel Tatum 

(1997) asserted, identity development is an amalgamation of interactions with others and their 

reflections back to an individual regarding expectations and understanding. Traditional 

Indigenous education focused on power and place with particular attention to the relationships 

present in the natural world (Deloria, 2001a).  Through these interactions and understanding of 
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relationships, students came to understand themselves and their place within the world.  Cajete 

(1994) further identified three contexts which serve as the staple of traditional education.  Within 

the three contexts lie the seven foundations providing framework for Indigenous understanding. 

The seven foundations are listed below. 

• The spiritual foundation serves to orient all learning processes and knowledge. 

• The environmental foundation provides framework for understanding relationships 

present in the natural world.  

• The mythic foundation provides framework for understanding cultural language and 

metaphor.   

• The visionary foundation provides a frame for understanding the unconscious and 

individual psychology. 

• The Artistic foundation serves as the expression of Visionary understandings.   

• The affective foundation and encompasses individual emotional response to the world 

and the processes of learning and growing.   

• The communal foundation provides an understanding for external influences and how 

they impact the community and environment.   

Through these contexts, Indigenous youth came to understand expectations, skills and 

knowledge required for living, and the order present that allowed for a sustainable future (Cajete, 

1994).  Rather than a focus on content knowledge and memorization, education demonstrated the 

importance of member contributions to tribal sustainability (Deloria, 2001a).  These foundations 

and teachings did not mimic Western ideas of education and were slowly forced out as the 

United States was colonized (Wildcat, 2001b).  The following section will outline the changes to 
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education for American Indians as missionaries began “educating” Indians and the boarding 

school era was born.  

The start of Indian-government relations: Pre 1860.  Since the European arrival in the 

United States, the White man has been educating Indians as a means of civilizing them 

(Artichoker, 1956; United States Office of Indian Affairs, 1826).  Missionaries were the first to 

lead the charge and began as early as 1568 with the establishment of the first mission school in 

Florida (Ahern, 1984).  Interaction at the time was largely a means to move Indians further West 

(Schurz, 1973; United States Office of Indian Affairs, 1826).  With the need for space increasing 

to accommodate the influx of pioneers and the need for agricultural land, interaction with Indians 

was increasing (United States Office of Indian Affairs, 1826; 1850).  The Civilization Fund Act 

passed in 1819, bringing into legislation the push for educating Indians and provided the funds to 

do so.  It was presumed that once Indian children were educated, families would see the benefit 

and tribes would slowly turn to the ways of agriculture and civilization (United States Office of 

Indian Affairs, 1826; 1850). 

The United States Government increasingly subsidized the effort to educate Indians and 

the pressure to increase Indian attendance at schools grew (United States Office of Indian 

Affairs, 1826; 1850). Compiled in a report to Congress, Sub-Agent Step. P. Mead commented, 

“Much difficulty is experienced in getting the children enlisted in the day schools, and I believe 

it is generally conceded that boarding schools properly conducted would be much more 

successful” United States Office of Indian Affairs, 1850, p. 222).  The idea that Indians would 

not be civilized unless removed from their surroundings was the impetus for removing Indian 
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children from their homes and the concept of boarding schools as a means of educating Indian 

students began (Schurz, 1973). 

Rise of boarding schools: 1860-1928.  The history of boarding schools has deep, 

lasting influences still present in American Indian communities today.  The first boarding 

school was established on the Yakima Reservation in Washington (United States Bureau 

of Indian Affairs, 1984).   There was continued governmental pressure for students to be 

removed from reservations and Indian influence altogether to adequately civilize them 

(Miles, 1880; Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1870; Report of the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1872; Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 

1878; Schurz, 1973; Schwan, 1880).    The first off-reservation boarding school opened at 

the Carlisle Military Barracks in 1879 under the control of Lieutenant Richard Henry 

Pratt and by year’s end, the Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs called for an 

increase in funding to greatly increase the number of students (Report of the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1879).  

Boarding school trauma. Boarding school operations were similar to the military with 

the premise of using discipline in order to civilize Indian children (Belknap, 1879; Report of the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1873).  While students learned English and other academic 

related studies, discipline was enforced through manual labor, corporal punishment and solitary 

confinement (Belknap, 1879; Indian Training, 1880; Stout, 2012).  Despite learning the ways of 

civilized life, the usefulness of this knowledge was questionable as the Indians’ place in the 

United States was still not clear: 
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Ostensibly educated, articulate in the English language, wearing store-bought clothes, 

and with their hair short and their emotionalism toned down, the boarding-school 

graduates were sent out either to make their way in a White world that did not want them, 

or to return to a reservation to which they were now foreign.  The Indians had simply 

failed to meld into the great American melting pot. They had suffered psychological 

death at an early age. (Farb, 1968, p. 257) 

While the Commissioners of Indian Affairs repeatedly reported the significant progress of 

boarding school operations in their civilization efforts, the Meriam Report published in 1928, 

would shed a different light on the events of life at boarding schools for Indian children 

(Meriam, 1928).  Upon arrival, students’ hair was cut, clothes were taken, and they were given 

English names.  These experiences proved to be an everlasting assault on Indian identity (Stout, 

2012).  Boarding schools tore Indian children from their homes, deprived them of developing 

cultural roots and skills, and returned them to their home communities without the skills and 

language necessary to participate in the community (Szasz, 1977).  Many did not return to their 

communities as they died in schools as a result of disease and living conditions (Meriam, 1928; 

Szasz, 1977).   

In 1890, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs called for the inclusion of Indian students in 

the public-school system and offered subsidies to districts doing so (Report of the Commissioner 

of Indian Affairs, 1890).  Those in the educational arena were still not pleased with sporadic 

attendance in schools and compulsory attendance was considered (Report of the Commissioner 

of Indian Affairs, 1897).  In 1893 legislation followed suit that legalized the withholding of 

rations to include food, money and clothing “from Indian parents or guardians who refuse or 



31 

 

neglect to send and keep their children of proper school age in some school a reasonable portion 

of the year” (Regulations for Withholding Rations, 1893).   

For tribal elders who had witnessed the catastrophic developments of the nineteenth 

century – bloody warfare, the near-extinction of the bison, the scourge of the disease and 

starvation, the shrinking of the tribal land base, the indignities of reservation life, the 

invasion of missionaries and white settlers – there seemed to be no end to the cruelties 

perpetuated by whites.  And after all this, the schools.  After all this, the white man had 

concluded that the only way to save Indians was to destroy them, that the last great Indian 

war should be waged against the children.  They were coming for the children. (Adams, 

1995, pp. 336-337) 

The forced, abrasive approach to education has left American Indian communities reeling 

from the use of education as a means of both physical and cultural genocide present in the United 

States as recent as the 1900’s (Adams, 1995; Meriam, 1928; Szasz, 1977; United States 

Congress, 1944).  Removal from homes and tribal influences has had lasting generational 

impacts on American Indian communities and the conditions were finally brought to light with 

the Meriam Report of 1928.  

The Meriam report and educational advancement: 1928-1937.  Concerns raised about 

Indian education led Hubert Work to call for a complete analysis of Indian Programs, “The 

Problem of Indian Administration,” referred to as the Meriam Report (Meriam, 1928).  The 

report examined every facet of Indian services, and specifically called for immediate adjustment 

of the boarding school system (Meriam, 1928).  Atrocities included malnourishment, sub-

standard living conditions, overcrowding, inadequate and untrained staff, and the damage caused 
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taking young children away from the familial setting (Meriam, 1928).  The report stated the 

importance of familial connection and tribal learning in the development of American Indians as 

functioning members of the tribe.  Meriam noted in the report of the sullen nature of both the 

students and families due to the separation when children were taken from their homes to attend 

boarding schools.  During this time period, the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 was passed to 

reverse assimilation practices and return control of land and governance to Indians (Indian 

Reorganization Act, 1934).  The Johnson-O’Malley Act (1934) was passed to provide funding 

specific to the support schools in providing services specific to serve American Indian students.  

The progress gained in this era proved movement in a direction to support Indian control, but 

gains were lost with political turnover in the United States.  

Termination: 1937-1960.  Ten years following the Indian Reorganization Act, the House 

Indian Affairs Committee supported education, but did so in supporting the policies established 

before the publishing of the Meriam Report and advocated for off reservation boarding schools 

(United States Congress, 1944).  Boarding school attendance increased despite any significant 

changes in environment or educational approach (Artichoker, 1956; United States Congress, 

1944; Zimmerman, 1957).  In the same time period, the Federal Government sought termination 

of wardship and shifted responsibility for Indian support and subsidies to the States (United 

States Senate Committee, 1969; Zimmerman, 1957).  Placing jurisdiction in the hands of the 

States identifies a hierarchical government structure and fails to acknowledge the sovereignty 

initially promised to tribal entities (Zimmerman, 1957; see also Mackey, 2017).  Gains in Indian 

sovereignty had been lost and the state of affairs for Indians in the United States was again 

calling for assessment and reform.  
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The Indian problem – A national challenge: 1960-1990.  Powers in political office 

called for assessment and the Senate Committee on Labor and Public Welfare approved a re-

examination of all aspects of Indian Education (United States Senate Committee, 1969).  The 

report, Indian Education: A National Tragedy – A National Challenge, shed light on the deficits 

still present in the education available to Indians in the United States in 1969.  Findings were 

synonymous with those decades prior and pointed to a lack of Indian participation and resources 

available to support Indian education (Meriam, 1928; United States Senate Committee, 1969).  In 

direct response to the 1969 report, Congress passed the Indian Education Act in 1972 to provide 

funds to serve the specific needs of Indian students (Indian Education Act, 1972).  Actions were 

increased in 1975 with the passing of the Indian Self Determination and Education Assistance 

Act to incorporate Indian voice into decision making to the greatest possible extent (Indian Self-

Determination, 1975).  The Education Amendments for 1978 demanded a raise in standards of 

Indian Education to those of public-school education (Education Amendments, 1978). 

 The era of self-determination for American Indians initiated repeated requests for 

increased resources, Indian community control, and collaboration between Indian Education 

departments and committees in considering all decision-making regarding education (National 

Advisory Council for Indian Education, 1978; United States Department of Education, 2017; 

Wells, 1991).   Despite perceived progress, the 1980s began with a list of 69 policy 

recommendations established by the Indian Education Project Task Force tailored after the 

recommendations made in previous decades (Office of Indian Education, 1980).  The Indian 

Education Act of 1987 further solidified funding for educational opportunities provided to 
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Indians and included the development of Gifted and Talented Programs (United States Congress 

of the United States, 1987). 

 Despite recommendations being reiterated across decades, The Indian Nations at Risk 

Task Force survey of Tribal Leaders in 1991 maintained lack of funding as the number one 

barrier in the progression of Indian Education (Wells, 1991).  Additional funding would provide 

resources to offer a curriculum supportive of American Indian education.  At the time of the 

report, 92% of Indian students were attending public schools of which 70% were not offering 

tribal language and two or fewer Indian history or culture courses.  Increased options for 

American Indian students are vital to feelings of value and identity development (McCarty et al., 

2006).  American Indian drop-out rates surpassed every other ethnic group and academic 

achievement was the lowest for Indian students (Wells, 1991).  The strongest recommendation 

resulting from the report was the call for community collaboration to engage families in 

education and decision making to the greatest extent possible (Wells, 1991).  Another underlined 

recommendation was the incorporation of culture, specifically language revitalization (Wells, 

1991).  This recommendation was coming on the heels of the Native American Languages Act of 

1990 which supported the preservation and teaching of Indigenous languages (Native American 

Language Act, 1990) and is identified by both communities and students as important to learning 

and knowing oneself and culture (Apthorp, 2016; Bird et al.,  2013; McCarty et al., 2006). 

 Challenges today: 1990-present.  While calls for the increase of Native language and 

culture were consistent, the passing of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 2001 (No 

Child Left Behind) diminished the focus on these aspects due to testing standardization and the 

impact student scores had for districts (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001).  With the focus on 
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equal achievement for all students, the efforts shifted away from the importance of a culturally 

relevant curriculum for students (Beaulieu, 2005; Castagno & Brayboy, 2008).  “Standardization, 

while masquerading as an equalizing force, in fact stratifies, segregates, and undercuts equality 

of opportunity.  We have only to consider the history of American Indian education to see how 

this is so” (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002, p. 299). 

 In attempting to address the pitfalls of standardization and support self-determination in 

education for American Indians, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed in 2015 

(Mackey, 2017).  The Act supports the implementation of culturally appropriate curriculum and 

approaches to best serve American Indian youth in the pursuit of raising achievement (Every 

Student Succeeds Act, 2015).  Concerns with the legislation are still present despite the 

improvements over No Child Left Behind (Mackey, 2017).  The century long assertion about 

lack of funding for adequate resources to effectively educate American Indian children remains 

(Mackey, 2017).  School districts are provided Impact Aid to help subsidize efforts, but there are 

no stipulations regarding funds spending (Mackey, 2017).  In addition, ESSA challenges 

sovereignty by placing decision making in the hands of States rather than Tribes (Every Student 

Succeeds Act, 2015; Mackey, 2017).    

Historical outcomes.  Historical relationships between American Indian tribes and what 

has developed as the United States government, contribute to the current state of American 

Indian Education.  In addition, American Indian mistrust of governmental policy and intention is 

fueled by a lack of transparency and poor follow through in reform efforts at a governmental 

level.  The premise of educating American Indians is based on the superiority of White culture 

(Meyers Bahr, 2014), as education was based on Pratt’s assertion to “kill the Indian in him, and 
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save the man” (Pratt, 1892, p. 46).  The lack of acknowledgment for American Indian students in 

the classroom is still viewed as a continued assimilationist practice (Beaulieu, 2006; Bird et al.,  

2013; Farmer, 2018; Meza, 2015; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Orr, Robinson, Lunney 

Boarden, & Tinkham, 2017; Robinson-Zanartu & Majel-Dixon, 1996; Wells, 1991).  This 

section will outline the lack of reform present as well as the perceptions of the American Indian 

community toward education.  

Lack of reform.  Calls for reform in the educational arena for American Indian students 

throughout history are common (Meriam, 1928; No Child Left Behind Act, 2001; United States 

Senate Committee, 1969).  The Meriam Report examined every facet of Indian services, and 

specifically called for immediate adjustment of the boarding school system (Meriam, 1928).  

Findings of the report in 1969, Indian Education: A National Tragedy—A National Challenge, 

were synonymous and pointed to a lack of Indian participation and resources available to support 

Indian education (Meriam, 1928; United States Senate Committee, 1969).  Outcomes of the 

report led to the Indian Education Act (1972) and the Indian Self-Determination Act (1975).  

Despite this legislation being in place, the demand for reform came again in 1991 with the Indian 

Nations at Risk Task Force Report, calling for culturally relevant curriculum and self-

determination (United States Department of Education, 1991; Wells, 1991).  While pressure for 

the increase of Native language and culture were consistent, the passing of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act in 2001 (No Child Left Behind) diminished the focus on these aspects 

due to testing standardization and the impact student scores had for districts (Beaulieu, 2005; No 

Child Left Behind Act, 2001).   
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 Numerous reports spanning a century outline the challenges and issues facing education 

for American Indian students, yet the challenges and issues remain (Mackey, 2017; Meriam, 

1928; Skinner, 1991).  Legislation and funding measures have worked to remedy these issues but 

have been met with a lack of follow-through or long-term commitment and have seen little 

progress in the education provided to American Indian students (Education Amendments, 1978; 

Indian Education Act, 1972; Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act, 1975; 

Native American Language Act, 1990).  This continued lack of commitment in remedying the 

reality for American Indian communities exacerbates the mistrust of education as an institution 

and continues to perpetuate the gaps in language and culture learning that are crucial to student 

identity development and learning (Birchard, 1970; Farmer, 2018; Jaramillo, Mello, & Worrell, 

2015; Robinson-Zanartu & Majel-Dixon, 1996). 

American Indian Community Perceptions.  American Indian communities view the 

quality of education differently based on the type of school students attend (Biglin & Wilson, 

1972; Chiago, 1981; Robinson-Zanartu & Majel-Dixon, 1996).  Attitudes have been solicited in 

various studies across decades and results consistently report poor perceptions regarding Bureau 

of Indian Education operated schools (Biglin & Wilson, 1972; Chiago, 1981; Robinson-Zanartu 

& Majel-Dixon, 1996).  Robinson-Zanartu and Majel-Dixon (1996) assessed family perceptions 

of relationships with schools operated by the Bureau of Indian Education (BIE), the tribes, and 

public schools.  Tribally controlled schools are rated significantly more favorable over both 

public and BIE districts with BIE districts being rated even less favorably than public districts on 

multiple items.  Tribal schools were cited by families as attentive to student needs, held higher 
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expectations of students, were transparent in the curriculum and its connection to language and 

culture, and staffed more American Indian educators. 

Community satisfaction shows increases as collaboration with elders or community 

members increases (Ngai & Koehn, 2016; Watahomigie, 1995).  In a community setting of child-

rearing beyond nuclear family (as in the understanding of Anglo culture), the incorporation “is 

less about the specifics of its curriculum than the support of parents and community members” 

(Watahomigie, 1995, p. 191).  Familial presence in education is asserted as a staple in students’ 

academic success (Gilliard & Moore, 2007; Mackety & Linder-VanBerschot, 2008; No Child 

Left Behind Act, 2001; Pewewardy & Fitzpatrick, 2009; Robinson-Zanartu & Majel-Dixon, 

1996), however the mistrust and caution surrounding education for American Indian students is 

often perceived by educators as a lack of support for students’ academic futures (Mackety & 

Linder-VanBerschot, 2008; Pewewardy & Fitzpatrick, 2009; Robinson-Zanartu & Majel-Dixon, 

1996; Skinner, 1991). 

The need to function in two different worlds compels students to learn both the way of 

the dominant, White-Western society as well as the traditional teachings of the student’s Tribe 

(Birchard, 1970; Butterfield & Pepper, 1991; Orr et al., 2017; Robinson-Zanartu & Majel-Dixon, 

1996).  Birchard (1970) examined perceptions of American Indian families in the 1970’s and 

found 88% of families wanted their children to learn their Native culture and felt it was being 

ignored by the school.  Parents considered to be less acculturated to White values were more 

likely to insist on cultural learning at home (Birchard, 1970).  A shift appears, as more recent 

research (Orr et al., 2017) points to students’ increased interest at both tribally and publicly 

controlled schools toward integration of culture into their curriculum (Orr et al., 2017).  “Schools 



39 

 

which do not integrate Native culture into the core curriculum give the message that education 

has little to do with the everyday life of Native people” (Butterfield & Pepper, 1991, p. 9).  

Deloria (2001a) cited conflict between Indigenous and European teachings as “one of the most 

painful experiences for American Indian students” and asserts connections to culture must be 

reaffirmed and clear if students are to navigate these differences without detriment to their 

cultural understanding (p. 4). 

Historical summary.  Consideration for the history of the American Indian relationship 

with the United States Government illustrates a pattern of cultural genocide, false promises, and 

a lack of reform and an inclusivity in the educational arena.  American Indian perceptions of 

education are impacted by history and continue to have influence on families today (Butterfield 

& Pepper, 1991; Farmer, 2018; Orr et al., 2017).  Understanding this influence is necessary if 

gains are to be made for American Indian students (Butterfield & Pepper, 1991).   

American Indians had a means to educate their youth prior to colonization (Artichoker, 

1956; Cajete, 1994).  Those teachings and transmissions of culture have been replaced by 

standardized curriculums and high-stakes assessments and are having negative impacts on 

American Indian students as standardized tests are not culturally sensitive nor linguistically 

similar to students’ culture (Beaulieu, 2006; No Child Left Behind, 2001).  A focus on student 

achievement on the part of public education has overshadowed the concern for American Indian 

students’ identity development despite its demonstrated positive outcomes on achievement 

(Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Demmert & Towner, 2003; McCarty, 1993; Pewewardy, 1992; 

Rosier & Farella, 1976).  The following section will provide a framework for understanding the 

impacts on identity development for American Indian students.  
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American Indian Student Identity Development and Outcomes 

As American Indian students reach late elementary school, declines develop 

academically and between 4th and 6th grades students become increasingly withdrawn, non-

participatory, and struggle academically (McLaughlin, 1994).  This decline is attributed to 

cultural differences in approach to education (D’Andrea, 1994, Little Soldier, 1985; Whitbeck et 

al., 2001).  The approaches to education differ considering the learning process and curricular 

materials presented (Garcia & Ahler, 1992).  As students reach adolescence, introspection 

increases and students spend an increasing amount of time understanding who they are (Daniel 

Tatum, 1997).  Learning processes for Indigenous students require time for consideration and 

tasks are attempted when students feel they can master the task.  Learning is deeply rooted in 

language and oral storytelling.  The European approach of trial and error is not in cultural 

alignment with the Indigenous approach and students experience failure regularly during their 

schooling.  These experiences have influence on how students understand themselves and the 

place of their culture in the larger world (Swisher & Deyhle, 1989).  Because teachers hold 

positions of power in the classroom, the material they present or choose not to present sends a 

message to Indigenous students and impacts their identity development (Agbo, 2001).    

Research by Garrett et al. (2009) identified decreases in student wellness as acculturation 

of American Indian students increases.  These findings are corroborated across cultural groups, 

as the National Research Council also reports a decline of immigrants’ health as time in the 

United States and acculturation increases (Hernandez & Charney, 1998).  Grounding curriculum 

and pedagogy in culture fosters personal and intellectual development (Castagno & Brayboy, 

2008; Little Bear, 1988; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Quijada Cerecer, 2013; Rosier & 



41 

 

Farella, 1976).  McLaughlin (1995) suggested teachings in Native languages have promise in 

supporting positive identity development of American Indian students.   

Multiple studies demonstrate the benefits of cultural connections and integration for 

Indigenous peoples.  Navigating between cultures, psychological well-being, and reduced 

substance use are all improved when individuals report strong cultural connections 

(Aschenbrener, Johnson, & Schulz, 2017; Brown et al.,  2016; Gonzalez et al., 2017; Kirmayer, 

Brass, & Tait, 2000; O’Rourke, Kochuten, Kochuten, & Reedy, 2016).  Clarifying one’s cultural 

identity, which includes understanding one’s cultural values, norms, and the navigation between 

those and the majority culture, correlates with decreased feelings of alienation (O’Rourke et al., 

2016).  However, an examination of microaggressions and Native identity by Jones and Galliher 

(2015) suggested those with a stronger Native identity are more likely to experience daily 

microaggressions and are most salient for young men.  The study concludes that navigating life 

between cultures and targeted microaggressions poses more of a challenge for males, suggesting 

that young males are feeling pressure to choose between cultures.  These outcomes have 

similarities to the boarding school era where students experienced struggle in understanding 

themselves in the context of European culture (Stout, 2012).  Presently, microaggressions serve 

as a consequence for maintaining Native identity and students continue to flounder in 

understanding themselves and their place in the world they live (Jones & Galliher, 2015).   

A study conducted with the Indigenous Mapuche population in Chile, suggests support of 

cross-group friendships (indigenous and non-indigenous friendships) both solidifies 

identification with one’s Indigenous roots while also positively navigating the majority culture 
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(Gonzalez et al., 2017).  In addition, being disconnected from individual cultural roots has 

multiple health implications for Indigenous populations.  

Substance use poses serious implications for Indigenous populations.  Swaim and Stanley 

(2018) examined the difference in substance use for American Indian students in eighth, tenth, 

and twelfth grades, and cite marijuana, alcohol and tobacco use significantly higher for 

American Indian students than any other demographic.  Results from Brown et al. (2016) 

suggested that the connection to a cultural identity for students greatly impacts whether or not 

American Indian youth participate in substance use.  This issue is exacerbated by reservation life.  

While being more connected to cultural values and mores, it can also be an environment with 

high degrees of poverty, substance use and associated stress (Gonzalez et al., 2017).   

In addition to substance use, suicide rates are also disproportionately higher than other 

ethnic minority groups.  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention cited suicide rates for 

American Indians to be higher than any other demographic and that American Indian youth (ages 

10-24) account for one-third of completed suicides (Leavitt et al., 2018).  Multiple studies 

suggest decreased suicide rates for communities practicing Indigenous ways of living and 

exercising local control (O’Rourke et al., 2018).  Both studies suggested meeting cultural 

expectations and the congruence of values and practices as contributing factors to positive 

identity among community members.  Indigenous language speaking also demonstrates a 

correlation to decreased suicide rates, as it provides traditional and cultural meaning in 

communication processes (Kirmayer et al., 2000).  The next section will discuss the ways 

schooling incorporates cultural components to combat these concerns and meet the needs of 

American Indian students.    
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Culturally Responsive Schooling 

The maintenance of cultural values is important to American Indian communities and the 

reason for Self-Determination (Indian Self-Determination, 1975).  Implementation of Culturally 

Responsive Schooling (CRS) intends to teach and support American Indian value systems 

(Beaulieu, 2006; Demmert & Towner, 2003; Garcia, 1988; Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Swisher & 

Deyhle, 1989) while also improving intrapersonal development and student achievement 

(Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Demmert & Towner, 2003; McCarty, 1993; Pewewardy, 1992; 

Rosier & Farella, 1976).  McCarty and Snell (2011) referred to “mismatches” between the home 

and school culture as a key contributor to deficits in Indigenous learning.  Despite repeated calls 

for a shift in curriculum (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015; Greenbaum & Greenbaum, 1983; 

Native American Language Act, 1990; No Child Left Behind Act, 2001), frustrations remain 

with a lack of change perceived to date (Agbo, 2004; Beaulieu, 2006; Castagno & Brayboy, 

2008; Demmert & Towner, 2003; James & Renville, 2012; Mackey, 2017).  Multiple attempts at 

Culturally Responsive Schooling focus on course offerings or implementing culturally relevant 

units into the curriculum, however these adjustments are not likely to meet the needs of 

American Indian learners, as they are often piecemealed (Belgarde, Mittchell, & Arquero, 2002).  

A tribal leader pronounced, “Do not teach our children our culture. Use our culture. Use our 

culture to teach them” (Belgarde et al., 2002, p. 42).   

The National Indian Education Study reported under 20% of teachers at high American 

Indian density schools implement culturally specific teaching to serve the needs of American 

Indian learners (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2017).  “Certainly no one can 

blame the failures of schools to be successful with Native students upon culturally based 
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education approaches as there are too few programs that serve as models” (Beaulieu, 2006, p. 

58).  Beaulieu (2006) identified numerous programs intending to provide cultural support as not 

culturally related at all.  Often additional resources provided to American Indian students are 

remedial in nature (after-school tutoring, summer school, and home-school assistance) rather 

than culturally supportive (Beaulieu, 2006).  The following section outlines the types of 

Culturally Responsive Schooling and the impactful elements present in the delivery of 

curriculum. 

Types and Elements of Culturally Responsive Schooling 

Literature supporting Culturally Responsive Schooling reveals six critical elements 

incorporated in the programs: recognition of language, curricula that support cultural teaching 

and social patterns, teaching patterns that support traditional ways of knowing, recognition of 

spirituality, community participation, and use of community mores (Demmert & Towner, 2003).  

These identified elements mirror the elements as outlined by the Cultural Compatibility Theory 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995b). Following research of cultural instruction across the United States, 

Beaulieu (2006) further provided five distinctions for the extent to which cultural infusion is 

implemented.  Analysis indicates an increase in cultural infusion as the presence of American 

Indian students increases.  

Culturally Based Instruction (CBI) is the most immersive form of Culturally Responsive 

Schooling.  The use of CBI is instruction and social interaction delivered in Native languages 

(cultural immersion programs) to focus on both academic achievement and Native language 

fluency.  These programs are the most culturally intensive and immerse students in learning 

cultural values and tradition.  The role of Indigenous language learning within American Indian 



45 

 

education is demonstrated to be crucial in academic and student identity development (McCarty, 

1993; Rosier & Farella, 1976).   

An extensive study of students at Rock Point Community School, Arizona, revealed 

significant gains in social-emotional development as well as academic improvement for students 

receiving instruction in their Indigenous language (Rosier & Farella, 1976).  These gains are 

further demonstrated decades later (Johnson & Wilson, 2005; McCarty, 1993; Reyhner, 1989).  

The vision of language preservation is present across tribal communities and is consistently cited 

as an important component of American Indian education (Apthorp, 2016; Bird et al., 2013; 

McCarty et al., 2006; Skinner, 1991).  A study of Indigenous youth perceptions identifies the 

role of language as “central to their identities” and potential loss of language was identified as 

being of concern to surveyed youth (McCarty et al., 2006, p. 43).   

The incorporation of language into the curriculum suffered during the era of high stakes 

accountability testing and increased the challenge to revitalize Indigenous language and 

understanding (Beaulieu, 2006; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002).  Present legislation and efforts 

are supporting language revitalization to improve achievement among American Indian students 

(Education Commission of the States, 2016).  Language and culture are inextricably linked and 

therefore necessary components in education for American Indian students (Reyhner & Johnson, 

2015).   

The remaining distinctions of Culturally Responsive Schooling support the infusion of 

Native teaching to a much lesser extent and are more common forms of instruction (Beaulieu, 

2006).  Further forms of CRS include offering one or more courses pertinent to Native language 

or culture or incorporating relevant materials into a course unit as a way of exposing students to 
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characters or concepts they identify with.  Additional cultural enrichment is provided through the 

presence of co-curricular or extra-curricular events taking place that identify or honor Native 

culture or teachings (Beaulieu, 2006).  Examples of successful programs providing culturally 

sensitive curricula are outlined in the following section. 

Examples of Culturally Responsive Schooling 

Despite widespread support for Culturally Responsive Schooling, successful 

demonstration of complete implementation is limited.  While research has provided insight on 

educational aspects influential for American Indian students, they are too often applied in an 

overgeneralized and fragmented manner, thus reducing their effectiveness for students (Castagno 

& Brayboy, 2008; Demmert & Towner, 2003).  The following section highlights programs that 

successfully infuse culture into the curriculum.  The elements present in the following programs 

foster culturally sensitive learning in delivery and content.  It further allows students to 

participate without having to navigate conflicting feelings present when traditional ways of 

knowing are in conflict with the teachings of the White, European education system.  The 

absence of these points of conflict help students develop an identity they understand to be valued 

(Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Deloria, 2001a; Demmert & Towner, 2003).  

Kamehameha Early Education Program.  Among the oldest and most cited programs 

demonstrating the success of cultural integration is the Kamehameha Early Education Program 

(KEEP) in Hawaii (Vogt, Jordan, & Tharp, 1993).  KEEP began as a reading program for 

kindergarten through third grade, focusing on the adjustment of teaching practices to mimic the 

subtleties of Hawaiian culture (Tharp, 1982).  Successful components of the program include 

small group instruction, a continuous assessment and reinforcement cycle for both teachers and 
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students, and individual instruction focused on learning comprehension (Tharp, 1982).  

Researchers and educators with KEEP attribute success to the incorporation of culture into a 

high-standard curriculum (Tharp, 1982).   

Keshena Primary School.  Keshena Primary School, located on the Menominee Indian 

Reservation in Northeastern Wisconsin, also adopted an integrated curriculum to infiltrate 

cultural values and knowledge after dissatisfaction with student reading progress (Stokes, 1997).  

The implemented curriculum focused on group learning and on themes including American 

Indian values related to Mother Earth.  Developing this new curricular approach included 

community input at every level in both creation and implementation.  The district reported 

positive outcomes regarding student learning and school-community relations.  Noted limitations 

in the process were the time needed to collaborate with others in the planning and development 

of curriculum and the reliance on standardized testing as a means of assessment (Stokes, 1997). 

American Indian Magnet School.  Alternative assessment measures have been adopted 

elsewhere regarding student performance. The American Indian Magnet School in St. Paul, 

Minnesota has considered outcome-based education to determine student learning and retention 

(Pewewardy, 1992). The school’s focus is to “place education into culture rather than continuing 

the practice of placing culture into education” (Pewewardy, 1992, p. 3).   

Indian Education for All (Montana).  From a legislative perspective, Montana has 

implemented the Indian Education for All initiative in an effort to infuse Indian culture and 

learning across the curriculum for the benefit of all students (Carjuzza, 2012).  The undertaking 

requires teacher education programs and professional development to work toward Culturally 

Responsive Schooling with the incorporation of American Indian values and content (Carjuzza, 
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2012).  A study by Stanton and Morrison (2018) revealed a minimal level of teacher preparation 

for entering the field surrounding the use of CRS practices, even within Montana.  In addition, 

they asserted, the level of responsiveness is largely dependent on teachers and their knowledge 

and willingness to incorporate materials into the classroom (Stanton & Morrison, 2018).   

Despite these examples of CRS put into practice, the degree to which CRS has been 

systematically implemented and studied is lacking (Demmert & Towner, 2003).  Language 

immersion programs are increasing in number and report positively influencing student 

confidence and academic interest, but research illustrating best-practices is limited (Benjamin, 

2018; Paskus, 2013).  In addition, CRS programs with a long-standing history of student growth 

have been duplicated in other Indigenous populations and have not produced similar results 

(Vogt et al., 1987).  This suggests the need for the specific pedagogy involved in CRS 

implementation to be specific to tribal customs and mores (Vogt et al., 1987).  The following 

section outlines some of these considerations. 

Cultural Considerations for Implementation 

The Alaska Native Knowledge Network (1998) outlined considerations for those schools 

striving to be culturally responsive and includes the incorporation of knowledge from everyday 

life as well as input from outside influences including individual families in the community. 

For educators not of American Indian origin, infusing education into the culture poses 

challenge specifically in authenticity (Alaska Native Knowledge Network, 1998).  In this 

instance, it is crucial to partner with community elders and experts to ensure student success in 

understanding themselves as valued in the educational arena (Alaska Native Knowledge 

Network, 1998; Skinner, 1991).  Considering the majority of those teaching American Indian 
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students do not belong to the culture, the importance increases for teachers to adopt the role of 

learner and work toward an understanding of the backgrounds and culture of their students 

(Cleary & Peacock, 1998).   

Consideration of student characteristics is also necessary to successfully implement a 

culturally responsive curriculum (Garcia, 1988; Cleary & Peacock, 1998).  Indigenous cultures 

value learning from others in natural settings over formal schooling (Cajete, 1994; Cleary & 

Peacock, 1998).  American Indian students are often quiet and observant rather than verbal and 

participatory.  These nuances are often misunderstood as defiance (Cleary & Peacock, 1998).  

Ladson-Billings (1995b) worked toward a theory for the support of CRS.  According to Ladson-

Billings, effective cultural pedagogy would: “produce students who can achieve academically, 

produce students who demonstrate cultural competence, and develop students who can 

understand and critique the existing social order” (p. 474).   

Summary 

 The historical landscape of Indian education has had a profound impact on identity 

development for American Indians students (D’Andrea, 1994; Little Soldier, 1985; Whitbeck et 

al., 2001).  Self-determination is an attempt to support American Indian control and serve the 

needs of Indian communities, however the majority of American Indian students are attending 

schools focusing on State and Federal educational standards rather than deep consideration for 

cultural inclusion (Demmert & Towner, 2003; Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015; No Child Left 

Behind, 2001; World’s Best Workforce, 2018).  The reliance on State and Federal standards as a 

means to measure achievement is impacting the holistic identity development of American 

Indian students (Beaulieu, 2006; Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015).  This has shifted the focus 
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away from cultural infusion and contributes to conflict in identity and learning for American 

Indian students.   

Culturally Responsive Schooling has attempted to remedy these deficit areas for 

American Indian students, yet often lacks systematic adoption (Demmert & Towner, 2003).  In 

addition, the effective use of CRS requires time for planning and implementation (Pewewardy, 

1992; Stanton & Morrison, 2018; Stokes, 1997; Tharp, 1982).  Culturally Responsive Schooling 

is proven most effective when it considers individual tribal nuances; simply duplicating the 

practices of others is not a recommended option (Vogt et al., 1987).  

 The United States Government provides consideration for cultural supports through 

Indian Education Programs and funding (Elementary and Secondary Education, 1965; Every 

Student Succeeds Act, 2015).  Indian Education Program services, however, deliver few 

guidelines regarding services (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015; World’s Best Workforce, 

2018) and often are placed as an academic supplement for students rather than a partner in 

learning and development (Beaulieu, 2006).  While gains are demonstrated for American Indian 

students when there is a focus on cultural learning or cultural immersion (Johnson & Wilson, 

2005; McCarty, 1993; Pewewardy, 1992; Stokes, 1997; Vogt et al., 1993), legislation controlling 

funding continues requiring a focus on student academic achievement outcomes (Every Student 

Succeeds Act, 2015; World’s Best Workforce, 2018) rather than cultural learning outcomes or 

the identity development of American Indian students.  The following chapter will outline the 

processes undertaken by the study to understand the presence of Culturally Responsive 

Schooling present in public districts to support the identity development of American Indian 

students.   
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Chapter III: Methodology 

Introduction 

Chapter III will outline the purpose of the study, research questions guiding the study, the 

research design, participants, institutional approval processes, instrumentation and data 

collection, and data analysis processes.  

Study Purpose 

The purpose of the study was to identify local districts’ actions to incorporate Culturally 

Responsive Schooling into the curriculum to foster identity development among American 

Indian students.  The study focused specifically on the ways in which components of the Cultural 

Compatibility Theory guide education for American Indian students.  The study also examined 

supportive and inhibitive factors present to support Culturally Responsive Schooling that is 

holistic in nature.  

A review of the literature revealed that while cultural infusion and language learning 

demonstrate gains in identity development and academic achievement for American Indian 

students (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Quijada Cerecer, 2013), 

services provided are often focused on academic remediation rather than culturally sensitive 

instruction (Beaulieu, 2006).   

Research Questions 

The qualitative study addressed the following two research questions in an effort to 

understand the ways in which Culturally Responsive Schooling is implemented in participating 

schools: 
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1. To what extent do educators teaching American Indian students report the 

implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices in alignment with the 

elements of Cultural Compatibility Theory in supporting American Indian identity 

development? 

2. What do educators teaching American Indian students report as the factors in their 

schools that either support or inhibit the incorporation of effective Culturally 

responsive Schooling to meet the needs of their students? 

Research Approach 

Qualitative research is employed when inquiry lends itself to examining how or why 

events happen and “seek[s] answers to questions that stress how social experience is created and 

given meaning” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 8).  The current qualitative study employed a realist 

ethnographic approach to understanding Culturally Responsive Schooling.  Realist ethnography 

is a narration of “the study in a third-person dispassionate voice and reports on what is observed 

or heard from participants” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 92).  The study utilized a multisite case 

study approach to provide insight regarding Culturally Responsive Schooling practices used to 

serve American Indian students.  Selecting a collective case study approach allows for the 

understanding of multiple perspectives on an issue (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  The use of a 

collective case study allowed the researcher to gather perspectives on Culturally Responsive 

Schooling practices within the public-school system in the region rather than practices existent in 

one individual school.  The transmission of culture and knowledge within American Indian 

culture is achieved so verbally and including American Indian voice into the research process is 

important as a matter of respect to Indigenous ways of knowing (Harrington & Pavel, 2013; 
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Mihesuah, 2005).  The approach allowed for individual voices to be understood while also 

gathering similarities and differences between participants and their experiences. 

Context of the Study 

 Participating schools were located in the upper Midwest.  The physical location of the 

schools meant the American Indian population being served were largely Anishinaabe tribes.  All 

three schools had Indian Education programs to serve students.  Two of the schools were located 

on Indian reservations and had American Indian student populations over 80%. The third school 

was in close physical proximity to one or more reservations and had an American Indian student 

population over 15%.  The study sought participation from high school staff.  The following 

section outlines specific participant selection and participation processes.  

Participants 

 The study gathered perceptions of educators including Indian Education staff and general 

education teachers regarding culturally responsive practices.  Focus on a specific community 

“allows the researcher to avoid the problem of overgeneralization and the homogeneity 

assumption of results” that American Indian populations are often a victim of (Caldwell et al, 

2005, pp. 13-14).  The high schools were selected based upon their willingness to participate and 

their proximity to the researcher.  

Purposeful sampling techniques were used to identify study participants as this sampling 

method ensures interviewees are knowledgeable regarding the study topic and are able to provide 

depth in their responses (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2003; Merriam, 2009).  A total of 19 interviews 

were conducted and were comprised of general education teachers, both American Indian and 

non-American Indian, and American Indian Education staff.  Interviewing Indian Education 
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staff, American Indian teachers and other general education teachers provided different 

perspectives regarding Culturally Responsive Schooling practices within schools.  Teaching staff 

participating in the study were a combination of English, Social Studies, and Ojibwe Language 

and Culture educators, as these subjects lend themselves specifically to cultural sensitivity and 

inclusion (Quijada Cerecer, 2013; Stanton & Morrison, 2018).  Possible participants were 

emailed inquiring about their willingness to participate.  Participation inquiries were sent to 

Indian Education staff and general education teachers.  Interview times and locations were 

established with willing participants.  According to Merriam (2009), the number of interviews is 

dependent on the amount of information needed to answer the initial research question.   

One focus group was attempted at each of the three participating schools.  Focus groups 

are intended to gain in-depth knowledge of a topic through conversation where participant 

thoughts are bred from others’ responses (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  Participants were English, 

Social Studies, Ojibwe Language and Culture, and Indian Education program staff.  Potential 

focus group participants were also emailed inquiring about their willingness to participate.  

Details were provided regarding the purpose of the study, possible times and locations, and 

confidentiality measures to be taken by the researcher.  Participant responses allowed for one 

focus group to take place at one location.  The focus group was comprised of two staff members.  

Prior responsibilities allowed one staff member to participate for the first ten minutes and the last 

ten minutes.  This absence left one participant turning the focus group into an interview.  The 

responses from both participants during the focus group were analyzed alongside of individual 

interview data and are reported synonymous with interview data.  
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Human Subjects Approval 

 Informed consent was sought in alignment with the Institutional Review Board 

guidelines.  Participants were provided with necessary information regarding their voluntary 

participation in the study and documented.  Participants were provided a copy of the consent and 

a signed copy will be kept on file for three years in accordance with 45 CFR 46.116.  

Confidentiality of study participants was respected at each stage of the study to ensure 

participant anonymity.  The process of informed consent followed these steps: 

1. Provided an overview of the study and its process to allow participants to voluntarily 

participate. 

2. Documented consent by gaining participant signatures. 

3. Responded to questions regarding the study or participation in the study as they arose 

acknowledging that participants could withdraw at any time.  

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

A scarcity of research surrounding Indian Education programs specifically resulted in a 

lack of instruments to replicate or modify.  The interview questions were loosely based on the 

components of The Learn-Ed Nations Inventory (Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 

2002).  The inventory is a self-assessment tool for use by districts looking to improve learner 

outcomes for American Indian Students.  The tool self-assesses different facets of a district.  

Questions were otherwise generated by the researcher and field tested for understanding and 

their ability to speak to the research questions.  According to Merriam (2009), instruments 

should ask different questions to gather robust data.  Adhering to these suggestions contributes to 

the validity of the instrument.   
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 When developing an instrument, Merriam (2009) stated the need to pilot an instrument as 

part of ensuring questions solicit desired feedback and are easily understood by participants.  

“Questions must be understood in familiar language” and should “avoid technical jargon” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 95).  The study instrument was piloted with a group of doctoral students in an 

educational leadership program.  Instrument questions were edited to refine understanding and 

relevance to the research questions.   

The study gathered data based on the experiences and behaviors of participants.  

Experience and behavior questions “get at the things a person does or did, his or her behaviors, 

actions, and activities” (Merriam, 2009, p. 96).  Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

using the developed instrument.  Semi-structured interviewing “introduces the topic, then guides 

the discussion by asking specific questions” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 5).  The researcher 

responded to clarification questions asked by participants and used follow-up questions to solicit 

deeper information when necessary (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  Responses were digitally recorded 

using an electronic recorder as well as using Microsoft Word Dictation to allow for accurate 

transcription following the completion of interviews.  Interview notes were taken during the 

interview to guide any necessary probing or follow-up questions needed to solicit further 

information.  

An interview protocol guided the interview process.  Following a protocol ensured that 

pertinent information was covered to inform participants as well as gather all data intended 

(Merriam, 2009).  According to Creswell (2009), there are important phases to the interview 

process: the pre-interview, the interview, and the post-interview.  The pre-interview phase 

welcomed the participant and provided background information regarding confidentiality.  The 
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interview phase gathered information from the participant that included background information 

as well as answers to interview questions.  The post-interview phase allowed the participants to 

ask any follow up questions regarding the study (Creswell, 2009).  The interview protocol is 

outlined in Appendix C. 

Interviews were scheduled via email and held in locations determined to be convenient 

and confidential by the participant.  Interviews were scheduled for 45 minutes and were recorded 

on a personal recording device as well as in Microsoft office using the “Dictate” option.  Dual 

recording helped reduce chances for a technological malfunction to impact the data gathered.  

Recordings were transcribed by the researcher following interview completion.  Transcriptions 

were sent via email to individual interviewees to be reviewed for accuracy and to allow for any 

omissions.  Interviewees responded with their approval of transcription documents.  

Transcriptions were then ready for analysis.  

Data Analysis 

 Data were analyzed by research question.  Interviewees were coded by letters to identify 

responses by participants.  Data were further color coded based on research questions and 

American Indian status to allow for easy visual cues in analyses.  Merriam (1988) recommended 

several readings of interview transcriptions while taking notes and identifying themes that 

transcend the data.  Data were analyzed and coded to consider commonalities among responses 

as well as to identify possible differences.  Once a theme emerged, similar or contradicting data 

were coded by theme and compiled to strengthen or diminish the impact of the theme.  

Aggregating material by category allowed the researcher to “compare material across categories 

to figure out which themes seem to go together or contradict each other” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, 
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p. 241).  Identifying themes allowed the researcher to manage the large amounts of data to report 

research findings as related to the research questions.  Themes that emerged are reported under 

each research question in Chapter IV.  

Overview of Procedural Timeline 

 The researcher’s Preliminary Defense was conducted in May of 2019.  Participating high 

schools were contacted via email and solidified in September of 2019.  Following consent of the 

schools, possible participants were contacted via email in October of 2019.  Once participants 

were identified and their participation was confirmed, interview times and locations were 

arranged between the participants and the researcher.  Data collection took place during October 

and November 2019.  Data were transcribed following the completion of interviews and sent to 

participants for review.  Data were coded and analyzed in November and December 2019.  

Transcribed responses were coded to aggregate responses by category. 

Summary 

 This chapter outlined the research approach and methodology used to examine Culturally 

Responsive Schooling practices present to serve the unique needs of American Indian students in 

select districts.  Elements and rationale of participant selection were outlined.  Instrumentation 

creation was discussed as well as the process for analyzing data and the study timeline.  Chapter 

IV will outline the study findings and provide a synthesis of participant responses.  
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Chapter IV: Results 

Introduction 

The review of literature indicated that the disconnect between American Indian culture 

and the dominant culture is contributing to deficits in identity development for American Indian 

students.  The history of educating American Indians in the United States has been one of 

cultural genocide and continues to heavily impact the identity development of their children and 

conversely academic achievement (D’Andrea, 1994; Little Soldier, 1985; Whitbeck et al., 2001).  

American Indian relations with the United States has resulted in different options in educational 

pursuits for American Indian students (Bureau of Indian Education, 2018; National Assessment 

of Educational Progress, 2017).  These schooling options for students often result in decreased 

cultural learning and pose negative consequences for student identity development and 

achievement (Brown et all., 2016; Gonzalez et al., 2017).  

Calls for reform to remedy these gaps in the education of American Indian education are 

not novel, but little impactful change is documented (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Harrington & 

Pavel, 2013; Wells, 1991).  Literature suggests a focus on holistic student identity development 

has the most promise for achievement outcomes.  

The review of literature indicated the need for American Indian input and control based 

on the concept of self-determination (Brayboy, 2014; Quijada Cerecer, 2013).  To support self-

determination, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (currently the Every 

Student Succeeds Act) provides funding through Title VI for Indian Education services in 

schools with at least 10 students or in proximity to a reservation.  Funding depends on the 

collaboration with the Indian community for input (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015).  While 

https://bie.edu/Schools/index.htm


60 

 

cultural infusion and language learning demonstrate gains for students across multiple studies 

(Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Quijada Cerecer, 2013), services 

provided are often focused on academic remediation rather than culturally sensitive instruction 

(Beaulieu, 2006).  Failure to truly support the identity development of American Indian students 

is a continued assimilation practice present in the education arena and is further exacerbating the 

academic deficits present for American Indian students operating among the majority culture. 

Statement of the Problem 

A review of literature revealed a lack of research demonstrating public schools’ 

alignment with the components of Cultural Compatibility Theory to support Culturally 

Responsive Schooling for American Indian students.  

Study Purpose 

The purpose of the study was to identify local districts’ actions to incorporate Culturally 

Responsive Schooling into the curriculum to foster identity development among American 

Indian students.  The study focused specifically on the ways in which components of the Cultural 

Compatibility Theory guide education for American Indian students.  The study also examined 

supportive and inhibitive factors present to support Culturally Responsive Schooling that is 

holistic in nature.  

Research Questions 

The study examined the culturally responsive practices used by educators to foster 

American Indian student identity development was guided by the following two questions: 

1. To what extent do educators teaching American Indian students report the 

implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices in alignment with the 
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elements of Cultural Compatibility Theory in supporting American Indian identity 

development? 

2. What do educators teaching American Indian students report as the factors in their 

schools that either support or inhibit the incorporation of effective Culturally 

responsive Schooling to meet the needs of their students? 

Study Participants 

 The study gathered practices and perceptions of educators regarding Culturally 

Responsive Schooling practices.  Study participants were employed in three high schools with 

American Indian student populations of at least 10%.  Participating schools supported students of 

the surrounding Anishinaabe culture.  Focus on a specific community “allows the researcher to 

avoid the problem of overgeneralization and the homogeneity assumption of results” that 

American Indian populations are often a victim of (Caldwell et al, 2005, pp. 13-14).  The high 

schools were selected based upon their willingness to participate and their proximity to the 

researcher.  

Purposeful sampling techniques were used to identify study participants as this sampling 

method ensured interviewees were knowledgeable regarding the study topic and able to provide 

depth in their responses (Gall et al., 2003; Merriam, 2009).   

Participants were emailed inquiring about their willingness to participate.  Participation 

inquiries were sent to Indian Education staff and general education teachers.  The researcher 

inquired with teachers in the areas of English, Social Studies, and Ojibwe Language and Culture 

as these subjects lend themselves specifically to cultural sensitivity and inclusion (Quijada 
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Cerecer, 2013; Stanton & Morrison, 2018).  Interview times and locations were established with 

willing participants.  

A total of 19 interviews were conducted.  Participants were comprised of general 

education teachers, both American Indian and non-American Indian, and Indian Education staff 

which provided different perspectives regarding Culturally Responsive Schooling practices 

within schools.  Of thirteen participating teachers, four identified themselves as American 

Indian.  Of five participating Indian Education staff, three identified themselves as American 

Indian.  Teacher experience ranged from 3 to 28 years.  Experience among Indian Education 

staff ranged from three months to five years.  

 The research topic has the potential to be sensitive in nature due to questioning 

surrounding culture.  Responses had the possibility to highlight individual bias, prejudice or 

ignorance on the part of participants.  “When a research study deals with controversial or 

sensitive topics, confidentiality is extremely important” (Gall et al., 2003, p. 72).  Due to the 

possibility of judgment based on answers and the potentially identification of participants, some 

results are intentionally ambiguous.  In cases of sensitive data, the results are reported by the 

least identifying factor (cultural identity or participant letter) to increase participant ambiguity.  

The researcher worked to present the results in a way that held true to their intention without 

jeopardizing participant confidentiality.  Responses that were situationally specific were 

generalized rather than directly quoted to protect the anonymity of participants.   

Research Approach 

Qualitative research is employed when inquiry lends itself to examining how or why 

events happen and “seek[s] answers to questions that stress how social experience is created and 
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given meaning” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 8).  The current qualitative study employed a realist 

ethnographic approach to understanding Culturally Responsive Schooling.  Realist ethnography 

is a narration of “the study in a third-person dispassionate voice and reports on what is observed 

or heard from participants” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 92).  The study utilized a multisite case 

study approach to provide insight regarding Culturally Responsive Schooling practices advised 

by Cultural Compatibility Theory to serve American Indian students.  The study also examined 

supportive and inhibitive factors present to support Culturally Responsive Schooling that is 

holistic in nature.  Selecting a collective case study approach allows for the understanding of 

multiple perspectives on an issue (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  The use of a collective case study 

allowed the researcher to gather perspectives on Culturally Responsive Schooling practices 

within the public-school setting rather than practices existent in one individual school.  A 

qualitative approach was also pursued out of cultural respect.  The transmission of culture and 

knowledge within American Indians is achieved verbally and including American Indian voice 

into the research process is important as a matter of respect to Indigenous ways of knowing and 

is important to provide for American Indian readers (Harrington & Pavel, 2013; Mihesuah, 

2005).  The approach allowed for individual voices to be understood while also gathering 

similarities and differences between participants and their experiences. 

Research Question 1 

The first question guiding the research was: “To what extent do educators teaching 

American Indian students report the implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling 

practices in alignment with the elements of Cultural Compatibility Theory in supporting 

American Indian identity development?”  Research Question 1 was designed to examine the 
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ways educators incorporate culturally responsive practices as outlined by the Cultural 

Compatibility Theory in their approach to educating students.     

Three interview questions were asked to specifically address this question.  The first and 

second interview questions asked participants to identify how they incorporate aspects of culture 

into their curriculum and pedagogy.   Cultural considerations in the school setting are 

demonstrated through teaching practices that mimic the cultural patterns present in the 

community.  The third interview question inquired about the degree participants included family 

and community into their classroom.  Family patterns and values are imperative to Culturally 

Responsive Schooling and improve relationships between school and home for students and 

families (Lipka & McCarty, 1994).  These concepts mirror those identified by Ladson-Billings 

(1995a) Cultural Compatibility Theory.  The interview questions asked are outlined below: 

• In what ways do you incorporate the following into your classroom curriculum or 

content when working with students? (Including: American Indian perspectives, 

Ojibwe Language, Ojibwe Culture and Collaborative Student Learning) 

• In what ways does your approach or pedagogy consider American Indian culture and 

values? (Including: Collaborative learning, responsibility for each other’s learning, 

and scaffolded learning) 

• How do you incorporate community and family into your work with students? 

Of consideration here, is also participant responses to Stage 2A of interview questions 

inquiring about participant demographics and culture learning.  Stage 2A questions gathered 

background information about the participant while also serving to ease the participant into the 

interviewing process.  In conducting the study, it was assumed that American Indian teachers 
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gained their knowledge of the culture by growing up in the culture.  Non-American Indian 

teachers may have gained their cultural knowledge through other sources. In order to learn how 

Non-Native teachers gained their cultural knowledge, they were asked: “How have you 

developed your understanding of American Indian culture?  It was presumed that non-American 

Indian participants would require some learning of the culture in order to employ its 

consideration in the classroom.  This data sought to understand how non-American Indian 

educators come to understand American Indian culture to effectively work with American Indian 

students.   

The following sections are presented by interview question and outline participant 

responses.  The section begins with an examination of how non-American Indian staff gain 

cultural understanding.  The section then examines reports participant responses as they relate to 

understanding the first research question.  

Culture Learning of Staff 

A pre-interview question asked non-American Indian staff was: “How have you 

developed your understanding of American Indian culture?”  For educators to incorporate culture 

into their classrooms, an understanding of the culture is necessary.  A summary of participant 

responses is included in the table below.  

Table 1  

Reported Sources of Cultural Knowledge Among Non-American Indian Educators 

Major Reported Source of Knowledge Number of Participants Reporting 

Reading literature by American Indian authors  or 

about American Indian culture 

8 

Attending local events (powwows, etc.) 5 

College courses   4 

Relationships/conversations with American  Indian peers 4 

Attending professional development sessions 3 



66 

 

Participants were probed specifically regarding professional development opportunities 

offered by their districts.  Three participants identified an opportunity within the past year where 

one specific professional development opportunity had been provided.  Professional 

development was otherwise identified by participants as relevant, but not specific to American 

Indian culture.  Relevant topics included trauma training, restorative practices, and implementing 

project-based learning.   

Participant A commented, “I would say at times some of them have been bent that way, 

but I don’t recall when it was specifically about that.”   

Curricular Components 

The first interview question asked, “In what ways do you incorporate the following into 

your curriculum: American Indian perspectives, Ojibwe language, Ojibwe culture, and 

collaborative student learning?”  These components are identified by Ladson-Billings (1995b) 

and Diller and Moule (2005) as important to the learning process for minority students.   

Participants were probed to respond specifically to how they incorporate these components in 

their classrooms. 

American Indian perspectives.  Non-American Indian participants teaching history and 

literature acknowledged the use of Indigenous perspectives when the content of the unit 

pertained to American Indian history or literature.  A difference did emerge in intentionality and 

depth of this inclusion.  While three educators commented that their content area did not lend 

itself to Indigenous perspectives, three participants expressed their intention to include as much 

as they possibly could.  Participant G discussed their drive to learn about different tribes, 

understand their differences and similarities, as well as delve into their origin stories with 
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students.  This process was identified by the participant as relevant across grade levels and class 

genre.  

Participant B identified the necessity in delving into content beyond the material in the 

class textbook and working to learn about areas of historical narrative not portrayed in 

mainstream history.  “Unfortunately, we don’t have a lot of their words, but we definitely do 

spend a lot of time on their perspectives and their points of view.”   

Participant A concurred, “I try to use as many titles and authors that deal with either 

Native American authors or Native American subject matter as I can.” 

Of American Indian participants, three participant responses in this area pertained to 

understanding the situation of the student.   

Participant L stated: 

So there is myself and then I also have people come in from the community and I 

share local events.  I try to keep the theme in here and am trying to incorporate Native art 

throughout the entire school, not just in this room, to make sure students feel welcome, so 

they are a part of it here. 

 

I try to bring in a lot of present things going on in Indian Country and try to relate 

it back to past history. A lot of things still connect to what’s going on today and why 

things are like that. 

 

Participant I identified the question as challenging to answer being the lens is their own lens.  

Ojibwe language.  Participants were asked to what degree they used Ojibwe language in 

teaching students.  Two non-American Indian participants identified bringing in outside speakers 

to talk with students about the language.   

Participant A stated:  

In one of my classes we frequently bring language into the room or tell stories in Ojibwe 

and then tell them in English.  I get one of my fellow instructors to come in and help tag 

team that with me. Sometimes I can get the kids to read the story in Ojibwe. 
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Participant D stated that they try to respond to students in Ojibwe language when students 

also use it and reported that they are working to learn it.  Four participants identified Ojibwe 

language signs in their room and/or around the school but did not report using it themselves in 

the classroom.  The remaining participants reported no language use; two further identified the 

language as a hard language to learn.  

American Indian participant responses focused more intently on language learning.  

Participants P and R identified their course content being focused on language learning.  The 

participants identified their purpose to be increasing knowledge and understanding of Ojibwe 

language.   

Participant R asserted: 

A lot of our students don’t know much and it’s kind of something that we need to work 

on to build that pride back.  

 

Participant R also commented regarding the importance of cultural learning: 

What I found is if you don’t do that [teach culture], you can teach all year long and you 

won’t teach much. Once you teach who they are and to be prideful of that and give 

examples every day, then they will take the language and use it with pride in the hallways 

and elsewhere. 

 

The remining six participants stated the limitation of their personal knowledge of the language 

and five of them added their collective work with students to teach each other words and phrases.  

The earnest to keep Ojibwe language alive was present in responses and was demonstrated in 

comments regarding working to learn with students in hopes to foster their interest and 

knowledge. 

Ojibwe culture.  Two non-American Indian participants identified working to create a 

culturally supportive classroom space.   
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Participant B noted, “I try to arrange my classroom in a circular pattern.”   

Participant A further identified collaborating with Ojibwe teachers to include culture and 

artwork into the curriculum.  Other participants commented on the lack of sufficient knowledge 

to incorporate it or that their subject matter does not lend itself to inclusion.   

Similar to Ojibwe language, American Indian participants stated the importance of 

culture learning for students.  Participants L, P, and R identified having courses specific to 

Ojibwe culture and its importance.  Participant R stated working to demonstrate through the use 

of dress and language to connect students to their cultural roots.   

Participant L stated: 

Right now, there’s not really anywhere they can learn stuff or be able to go into it deeply.   

Again, staff without course specific contact identified challenges to incorporating culture in 

working with students.   

Participant I asserted a general lack of understanding for cultural differences as one 

indicator of the challenges staff face in working to advocate for students.   

If a family member passes away and the student is gone for so long, I think people can’t 

wrap their head around how different it is from Western religion. There is a fire keeper 

and it goes on for a week…it is hard to implement culture here.  

 

Participant K stated: 

I am trying to help kids understand the difference between Anishinaabe culture and the 

culture of poverty because they’ve been so intertwined at this point in time. A lot of 

people aren’t even aware of the difference and it’s been so mixed and created as the same 

and it’s not.  

 

Collaborative student learning. All non-American Indian participants cited 

opportunities for students to work together in their learning process.  Five of participants cited 
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specific projects and group work that took place during their courses while the remaining five 

cited collaboration as constantly present in their classroom.  

In addition to also including the opportunity to work in groups, American Indian 

participant responses had a focus on the connection of students as a means of support.  

Participants H and I commented on working to connect students struggling either academically 

or socially to students with similar interests or personality traits to provide encouragement.  

Participant O commented on the implementation of talking circles to connect students to one 

another to process and find support among each other.  

Pedagogical Components 

The second interview question asked, “In what ways does your approach to pedagogy 

consider American Indian culture and values?”   

One-third of non-American Indian participants identified positive impact of culturally 

sensitive pedagogy on student learning.  Responses regarding cultural considerations included 

their understanding for levels of eye contact, verbal participation, and respect for differences in 

belief structure. 

Participant A commented:  

The more I learn about the culture and about the issues our students face, the more it 

affects everything I do.  I don’t think you can not consider it once you’ve learned enough 

about it.  

 

One-third of participants were not able to identify how their approach to pedagogy 

considered sensitivity to American Indian culture or values.   

Participant F stated:  

I guess I am strong on the curriculum and maybe less strong on the cultural awareness 

aspect of how important if might be to American Indian students. 
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All American Indian participants stated talking with students casually as they raised 

questions culturally and worked to connect students to resources through those connections.   

 Participant K asserted: 

I think one of the greatest things we can teach our children is to walk in two world’s 

because it is a dominant society and we want our children to experience as much as they 

can in life and we want them to go and explore, but they’re not going to want to because 

the world’s not welcoming; honoring where they came from but helping them see the 

difference.  Each class has its own set of hidden norms. The same is true of White culture 

and Indian culture.  

 

 Challenges were cited for Indian Education staff who do not have students for a full class 

period.  Participants H and I cited scheduling and a lack of resources present at the school as an 

inhibitor to their access to students.  Due to the school day structure, these participants were 

citing challenges with removing students from instruction time to provide support and services.  

Further challenges were identified as providing these services following the school day and 

included familial responsibilities and transportation.  

Probes were used to gain insight on the presence of components, again identified by 

Ladson-Billings (1995b), as crucial for minority students.  Information that was gathered again 

supported collaborative learning, responsibility for each other’s learning, and the use of 

scaffolded learning. 

Collaborative learning.  When questioned specifically regarding the consideration of 

collaborative learning, half of non-American Indian participants were able to identify how their 

approach to teaching considers collaborative learning.  Two participants identified they have 

students communicate with each other regularly throughout the class period to check for 

comprehension and share ideas.   

Participant G commented:  
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I always make a point to reiterate to the kids that I don’t grade on a scale. Every single 

person in this classroom can get an A. Their job as a community of learners and in their 

writers’ circles are to make sure that everyone’s essays are the best they can be.  

Everyone gets a chance to speak and we are all going to be successful.  We are all going 

to be successful together.  It takes the competition piece out of it. We’re not trying to be 

better than anybody else.  We’re not trying to defeat somebody. We don’t do that kind of 

thing. 

 

A couple of participants identified challenges in connecting collaborative student learning 

to American Indian culture.   

Participant B stated:  

I guess in a sense, I don’t know if that’s really entered my thinking process when I think 

about designing collaborative learning.  I’m more thinking about a student-centered 

approach. 

 

Participant F responded:  

This would be my trying to assume what value American Indian culture places on 

collaborative learning. 

 

American Indian responses to this question illustrated that participants worked to develop 

an understanding and welcoming environment that facilitates collaboration and acceptance in the 

structure of the classroom.   

Participant L said it was about more than delivery: 

Having everything here available for them. Everything I can get to create Native space.  I 

know there are students that show up specifically to come into this class and they’ll leave 

right after. 

 

Responsibility for each other’s learning.  Four participants cited increased 

collaborative learning to foster responsibility to one another. This was in both completing group 

tasks and peer teaching and learning.  Two participants cited challenges with student dependence 

on one another and identified attendance and a lack of student focus as negatively impacting 

student learning. 
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Scaffolded learning.  Ladson-Billings (1995b) cited scaffolding as necessary to ensure 

students are starting the learning process with content they are familiar with.  Of non-American 

Indian responses, Participants A and Q cited allowing student choice and direction to aide in 

ensuring students are comfortable with content and their learning direction.  Participants D and G 

also identified that being flexible with classroom timelines is crucial in determining that student 

learning is happening and is effective.   

Participant D stated: 

It is based on what we do here that will drive what we do the next time we meet and so 

the scaffolding is based on what we see, based on what we noticed, based on what we get 

back. 

 

Multiple participants cited challenges with scaffolding.  Noted challenges included large 

classroom sizes, standards that needed to be met, or simply citing that they do not scaffold.   

Two American Indian participants identified ways the present format of schooling does 

not align with Indigenous ways of knowing.  Participants I and M commented on exposure to 

career directions that align with Anishinaabe cultural values.   

Participant I commented:  

I try to push the kids to hands-on learning. I try to push two-year stuff and more hands-on 

stuff because I think that is the way Native people learn, by doing. 

 

Incorporation of community and family.  The third question pertaining to research 

question number one asked, “How do you incorporate community and family into work with 

students?”  Community and family are influential components in American Indian traditional 

learning and are identified as imperative in effective Culturally Responsive Schooling (Alaska 

Native Knowledge Network, 1998; Lipka & McCarty, 1994).   
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Of non-American Indian responses, Participants A, B, and G voiced the positive 

outcomes of communication with students’ families in the process of supporting their students.  

A few teachers cited course projects or assignments that required students to communicate with 

community members or family to bring purpose to coursework.  Movement in one district to 

Project-Based Learning was cited as a strong move in the direction to increasing community 

presence in the school itself.  Participants C, E, and J cited verbally encouraging students to 

become involved in their communities and find meaning in participation.   

Multiple responses identified challenges with the process of connecting to home and the 

community.  Challenges ranged from dependable methods of contact to not contacting families.   

Participant A commented:  

I don’t think as core teachers we probably do enough of it and I don’t know that we know 

how. 

 

Among American Indian participants, responses supported this inclusion as an important 

component of the learning environment for students.  Responses ranged from communication 

with home, to taking the learning out into the community as well as bringing the community into 

the school.  Participants K and O commented specifically about visiting the families of students 

in their homes to make connections and rally the support of the family in the process of working 

with their students.   

Participant K asserted the importance of individual work with families in order to be 

successful in working with students: 

When I first started I put together a little gift bag, I put some medicines in there, some 

sage, some cedar, I gave them some of my own wild rice out of my own supply. I drove 

around to their homes by myself and I went in and had coffee with them and visited with 

them and I said, “Thank you for trusting me with your baby. I want to be with you guys 

and help your child learn, but really I need you to trust me.” I had the family's’ support 
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like no one else had, all because I wasn’t afraid to go out to their community and put 

myself in there. 

 

Participant O furthered the importance of breaking down the negative stereotypes of schools and 

working to convince the community to see the school as a resource.  The participant identified 

the reality for such a process to occur happens one relationship at a time.  

Research Question 2 

The second research question sought to understand, “What do educators teaching 

American Indian students report as the factors in their schools that either support or inhibit the 

incorporation of effective Culturally Responsive Schooling to meet the needs of their students?” 

Research Question 2 examined educators’ perceptions of factors supporting or inhibiting the 

implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling.  It also inquired regarding educator 

perceptions of benefits and challenges present surrounding the use of Culturally Responsive 

Schooling.   

All participants were asked to identify the ways they have collaborated with one another 

with the assumption that collaboration is an indicator of commitment to incorporating Culturally 

Responsive Schooling holistically.  Participants were also asked about their perception of district 

administration supporting or inhibiting collaboration between educators to serve their American 

Indian student population.   

Collaboration 

Non-American Indian educators were asked, “In what ways do you work with American 

Indian staff to incorporate American Indian culture or values into the classroom?”  
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Table 2  

Method of Collaboration Reported by Non-American Indian Teachers  

Reported Collaboration Number of Participants Reporting 

Regular collaboration regarding class and students 2 

Specific class content inquiry 3 

Student relationships and concerns 3 

Access to funding for supplies 2 

No collaboration  3 

 

Two participants cited regular collaboration with American Indian staff to work with 

students and incorporate cultural components into their classroom.  This collaboration was cited 

as regular conversation and feedback from American Indian staff to best support students.  As 

cited in Table 2, more than half of responses were one-time, resource-based instances specific to 

a situation or unit and were not regular collaboration patterns.   

Three participants cited no contact with American Indian Education.  Participant F 

described their relationship with Indian Education as “virtually nonexistent.” 

American Indian teachers and staff were asked, “In what ways do you work with non-

American Indian staff to incorporate American Indian culture or values into the classroom?”  

Contrary to non-American Indian staff, American Indian staff cited far less collaboration.  Two 

participants cited answering colleagues’ questions and providing solicited information, but 

otherwise reported no collaboration.  The remaining participants otherwise reported no 

collaboration with non-American Indian educators.   

Participant K stated, “There is none.  They say they do, but they don’t.” 

This was illustrated by an answer provided from a participant stating that culture is not 

intentionally worked in when it can be.  The example provided was an instance where a social 

studies group was going to learn about primary and secondary sources.  The teaching group 
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decided to choose different influential people to have students research.  Themes would change 

week to week to keep student interest.  The participant was frustrated by the fact that the 

teaching group chose a White woman rather than an American Indian woman and were inflexible 

when this was brought to their attention.  

Administration Support or Inhibition 

To help detect whether collaborative efforts were up to individual staff or whether district 

functioning supported or inhibited collaboration efforts, all participants were asked, “In what 

ways does district administration support or inhibit collaboration between American Indian and 

non-American Indian educators?”   

Of non-American Indian responses, five responses cited administration support for 

collaboration between American Indian and non-American Indian staff.  These responses did not 

indicate how support was provided, but that they perceived support as present.  Two participants 

stated no inhibition, but stated they were unable to identify ways that collaboration was 

supported.  Two participants commented on a lack of time to foster collaboration.  

Participant A said: 

I would say with collaboration in general, time is our biggest thing.  We do have some 

more time for collaboration.  I think we just want more. 

 

Two participants cited a lack of knowledge on the part of building administration 

regarding material being taught or delivery method.   

Participant J commented: 

I don’t see them inhibiting. I don’t really think they have any clue to be honest with you. 

I don’t know if they know what people do or don’t do. We’re not forced to do specific 

things. I don’t think they know what we are doing. I think it is more of an honor system. 

 

Participant Q shared similar sentiment, but identified it as professional freedom: 
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I think they are very supportive. I have never had an issue with administration being 

overbearing on any of our curriculum in general.  They do understand that the teachers 

are the expert in their field and they are supportive of that.  

 

More directly related to collaborative efforts, Participant F stated: 

 

What I would say is that the district doesn’t actively inhibit any collaboration between 

Indian ed. and general ed. teachers, but I obviously think much more is needed to foster 

that relationship…I don’t feel like we’re inhibited, but I don’t really believe I’ve received 

a lot of district administrative support necessarily. 

 

Participant G did further say the staffing structure as an inhibiting factor in working with 

Indian Education staff:  

I think they inhibit it in that those positions should be year-round paid. They should be 

salaried…I feel like we’d have less turnover. There are times that I’d like to have Indian 

Ed. staff more available . . . They shouldn’t be classified as paras. 

 

American Indian participant responses cited support in the form of hiring American 

Indian staff in core positions, inclusion in meetings regarding students, and slow improvements 

in support for cultural practices within the schools.   

Contrary to non-American Indian staff, American Indian participants were able to 

illustrate specific ways in which inhibition was present from district administration.  The primary 

inhibitor cited was an understanding for cultural practices within the school.  Multiple 

participants cited policies or responses from administration not in support of cultural inclusion or 

practices within the school.  Instances cited included smudging in the building, the use of the 

drum, and the inclusion of Ojibwe language. 

One participant stated:  

I think it is fear. They are afraid of our communities.  They hear things about our 

communities. They don’t see the beauty in our communities. 
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Participant O indicated frustration in administrators working in an educational institution 

and not demonstrating an openness to learn themselves and said: 

This is where you learn.  This is education.  This is a school.  Learn and don’t be afraid 

to.  It’s very frustrating. You have to learn to bite your tongue really fast and the 

coordinator does a good job with how she words things and how she speaks to them when 

they speak to us the way they do. 

 

One participant responded:  

Definitely do and ask for forgiveness because if you ask you will get ‘no’ every time.  

This approach was expounded by another participant who commented that they do not ask for 

permission when it comes to material or delivery.  

Benefits and Challenges 

The last two interview questions intended to draw out the perceptions of educators 

regarding Culturally Responsive Schooling and its impact on students.  Inquiring about 

educators’ perceived benefits and challenges to effectively incorporate culture was hoped to 

provide insight into next steps in moving forward to work toward successful implementation.  

Participant responses are divided into the perceived positive outcomes and the perceived 

challenges of incorporating Culturally Responsive Schooling.  

Benefits.  All participants were asked, “What do you perceive to be some of the direct 

positive outcomes of incorporating American Indian culture and values into the curriculum?”  

Participant responses were related to a focus on identity development or a focus on academic 

improvement.  Differences in response focus were observed between American Indian and non-

American Indian staff members.   

Over 60% of American Indian participants responded about the impact of Culturally 

Responsive Schooling on factors relating to student identity development.  American Indian 
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participants commented on normalizing students’ feelings and beliefs when they are able to see 

themselves and be valued in their learning.   

Participant L works at a school with multiple course offerings specific to American 

Indian history and culture and commented: 

I think it gives them a place where they want to be. We have students coming here 

because they don’t feel welcome at their schools…They just don’t feel welcome so they 

come here. 

 

Participant K asserted the purpose of schooling to be:  

When kids start reframing how they feel about themselves; helping kids to not see 

themselves in negative terms.  A lot of our students don’t know much [about their 

culture] and it’s kind of something that we need to work to build that pride back. 

 

Conversely, only 20% of non-American Indian participants commented on aspects of 

Culturally Responsive Schooling as related to identity development factors.   

Participant F commented: 

For those of us creating more of that culture, the more I can do, the more students can see 

themselves and their culture being reflected and I would only think that is the strongest 

version of self that you can give a kid. 

 

Participant G stated: 

 

I think there is a lot of racism in the community that we need to deal with. I think that 

building community and collaborative learning, doing things in an inclusive way is good 

for all kids not just the Native American students. 

 

Participant A commented on the impact participating in a cultural project had for a 

particular student and her peers:  

They were just people that were interested in the project that wanted to help.  It was a 

group of people that came together to do the project that probably wouldn’t have 

associated with each other, but they had an interest in the cultural piece…That was a by-

product of that that wasn’t thought about or talked about until it was happening. It was a 

cool thing to see.  
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Participants D and Q also responded on the impact cultural inclusion has for student identity and 

pride.  The remainder of responses from non-American Indian participants focused on the impact 

cultural inclusion has on student interest, engagement with material, and ability to remember 

subject material.  

 Challenges.  Regarding challenges, participants were asked, “What do you perceive to be 

some of the primary challenges to incorporating American Indian culture and values into the 

curriculum?”  Of non-American Indian participants, seven responses focused on challenges 

related to their lack of knowledge and comfort with meeting the cultural needs of students. 

 Participant D stated: 

Like I mentioned earlier, maybe it is that I am a little timid and afraid because I don’t 

want to commit this cardinal sin. 

 

Participant F echoed: 

And then I think, my own ignorance.  You don’t know what you don’t know. At the end 

of the day I can feel like I am doing a good job, but how do I know I am doing a good job 

if I don’t know what I don’t know? 

 

Participant G corroborated: 

 

Probably lack of knowledge. Not understanding what that would look like. Thinking you 

know, that if we read this short story we covered it kind of thing. You know in history we 

learn about Wounded Knee so we’re good. I think that is a different thing than making 

the classroom and learning environment comforting and accessible. I don’t know that I 

have hit that, but I think it is just a different lens to look through. It’s often just a lip 

service thing rather than a re-shaping the classroom thing and the whole factory model of 

education doesn’t always work with that. 

Apprehension was also stated by Participant J: 

Doing it right. Doing it relevant. Do I feel comfortable doing it? I am not an expert so I 

don’t want to pretend that I am. 

 

 Three participants identified their content area not lending itself to cultural inclusion and 

one participant mentioned the limited access to relevant material. 
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 American Indian participants readily identified the lack of comfort or knowledge in 

cultural inclusion on the part of non-American Indian staff as a challenge.  A lack of knowledge 

or willingness on the part of non-American Indian staff to be culturally inclusive was commented 

on nine times by American Indian participants.   

Participant R commented: 

I don’t think a lot of teachers know the culture as well as they should.  

Another participant demonstrated frustration with ill attempts to work with students:  

I think well intentioned teachers lower expectations for our kids because they think they 

are being empathetic and sympathetic, but when you lower the expectation you’re telling 

that child ‘I don’t think you’re capable of achieving this so therefore I am not going to 

expect you to.’ 

 

Participant P expressed frustration with the questioning they receive when infusing 

culture into the classroom: 

I get questioned about why things take so long.  It is their culture. They need to learn. I 

get questioned what it has to do with school. It has everything to do with school.  

  

 Participant K commented: 

The biggest challenge is teachers not checking their privilege at the door and coming in 

with a different mindset of “I am in charge of you. You have to listen to me. You have to 

respect me because I am a teacher.” That doesn’t equal respect. I am fighting every day 

against the negative feedback that these kids get and trying to challenge that and change 

that. 

 

 Four American Indian participants stated the minimal or no professional development 

required of staff to learn about American Indian culture or values.  Professional development 

offered related to culture and values was reported to be provided at the start of employment or to 

be optional in nature.  Participants K and O asserted frustration with a perceived lack of agency 
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on the part of non-American Indian staff to ensure they are culturally equipped to teach 

American Indian students. 

Participant K said: 

I think the dominant society benefits on our intellectual labor rather than taking it upon 

themselves to educate themselves. 

 

The perception on the part of this participant and others was the lack of understanding by 

non-American Indian educators to take responsibility for understanding cultural values to be 

incorporated in their work with students.  The perception of non-American Indian staff was they 

learn as they are told rather than taking initiative. 

Participant O stated: 

I walk around the school. They say, ‘good morning,’ but it doesn’t occur to anyone to ask 

for help.   

 

 Participant K remarked: 

They can take an anatomy of hate class in college and they’re ready to handle adversity. 

That is the only component they get to be equipped to handle diverse populations. I think 

if a teacher wants to have success here, they need to understand this environment and I 

think they need to incorporate that into the classroom regardless of the standards; 

regardless of it being a public institution. We’re not going to get these kids to do a 

goddamn thing if we’re not understanding who they are and where they come from.   

 

Summary 

 This chapter reported on the findings from two research questions that sought to 

understand to what degree Culturally Responsive Schooling practices are in place to best serve 

American Indian students in select Minnesota Public Schools.   

 The first research question asked to what degree educators aligned their use of Culturally 

Responsive Schooling practices with the elements of the Cultural Compatibility Theory to foster 

identity development among American Indian students.  For non-American Indian educators, 
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addressing the use of Culturally Responsive Schooling within their classrooms requires a 

knowledge of the culture itself.  Responses indicated that districts did not provide training 

specific to American Indian culture or did so on a limited, one-time basis.  Professional 

development cited by participants was pertinent to working with American Indian students but 

was not specific to culture learning.  This lack of deep knowledge surrounding the culture was 

present in participant responses about their incorporation of culture into their classroom.  

Findings identified intermittent cultural inclusion among non-American Indian teachers and 

often specific to an assignment or unit.  Findings suggest that non-American Indian  teachers do 

not feel knowledgeable enough in the culture to incorporate increased curricular or pedagogical 

aspects.  

 The findings differed for American Indian educators and revealed consistent work with 

students to demonstrate the importance and relevance of American Indian culture.  Participant 

responses stated working with students to understand and develop pride surrounding their 

culture.  Findings provided evidence of American Indian staff positioning themselves as learners 

of the culture and language next to their students.  American Indian staff cited challenges to 

incorporating culture and competing with influences within the building that are also influencing 

students’ development (approach to instruction, understanding of cultural practices, etc.). 

 The second research question sought to understand the factors present within the school 

that may support or inhibit the implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling.  Findings 

revealed a difference in perceptions of collaboration dependent on participants’ American Indian 

status.  American Indian educators cited far fewer collaborative efforts than non-American 

Indian staff members.  American Indian educators also cited specific instances of inhibitors 
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within the district to incorporating culture and collaboration.  Non-American Indian staff more 

frequently commented on district support for culture and collaboration.  

 Findings also revealed differences in perceived benefits and challenges to incorporating 

culture.  Non-American Indian educators identified the positive impacts cultural inclusion has for 

students regarding their participation in the classroom and education overall.  American Indian 

participants agreed with this and furthered the importance for students to understand and 

embrace their culture and to be prideful of their cultural roots.  Results regarding challenges 

mimicked prior findings for non-American Indian staff.  The lack of understanding or knowledge 

of American Indian culture impacts the degree to which non-American Indian educators 

incorporate culture into the classroom.  Findings from American Indian educator responses 

indicated a frustration with the lack of cultural knowledge by non-American Indian educators 

and cited this as the primary challenge to cultural incorporation within their districts.  

 Chapter V examines the findings of the study as they relate to the literature and presents 

conclusions of the study.  Limitations are also discussed as well as recommendations for practice 

and future research. 
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Chapter V: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

 

Introduction 

 

 The study examined culturally responsive practices used as well as factors reported to 

support or inhibit Culturally Responsive Schooling practices and their relationship to Cultural 

Compatibility Theory.  While cultural infusion and language learning demonstrate gains for 

students across multiple studies (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; 

Quijada Cerecer, 2013), services provided are often focused on academic remediation rather than 

culturally sensitive instruction (Beaulieu, 2006). 

 An examination of literature revealed a lack of research demonstrating public schools’ 

alignment with the components of Cultural Compatibility Theory to support Culturally 

Responsive Schooling for American Indian students.  The purpose of the study was to identify 

local districts’ actions to incorporate Culturally Responsive Schooling into the curriculum to 

foster identity development among American Indian students.  The study focused specifically on 

the ways in which components of the Cultural Compatibility Theory guide education for 

American Indian students.  The study also examined supportive and inhibitive factors present to 

support Culturally Responsive Schooling that is holistic in nature.  The research study was 

guided by the following questions: 

1. To what extent do educators teaching American Indian students report the 

implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices in alignment with the 

elements of Cultural Compatibility Theory in supporting American Indian identity 

development? 
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2. What do educators teaching American Indian students report as the factors in their 

schools that either support or inhibit the incorporation of effective Culturally 

Responsive Schooling to meet the needs of their students? 

In order to address the research questions, the researcher developed an interview protocol 

to inquire about the use of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices to foster identity 

development among American Indian students.  The researcher conducted 19 interviews to 

gather data from three schools of varying demographics.  Two of the three sites were located on 

American Indian reservations and the third was in close proximity to a reservation.  The 

American Indian student population at the schools ranged from 10% to over 90%.  

Chapter V provides a discussion of the conclusions of the study, limitations of the study, 

and recommendations for practice and future research.  

Discussion and Conclusions 

 In this section, a discussion of the findings and conclusions drawn from the study will be 

presented.  The conclusions and discussions will be organized by research question. Within each 

research question, the conclusions drawn and pertinent research related to the conclusions will be 

presented.  

Research Question 1 

The components of Cultural Compatibility Theory state schooling of minority students’ 

needs to demonstrate inclusion of and sensitivity for specific cultural practices and values.  In 

addition, the implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling demonstrates student gains 

when implemented holistically across school services.  Results of the current study identified that 

these considerations varied across educators based on their racial demographic.  In this study, 
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non-American Indian teachers largely reported they incorporated pertinent cultural elements 

when they were listed as a course component (American history, Indigenous literature, etc.).  In 

addition, while non-American Indian participants expressed adjustments to pedagogy, they were 

not all encompassing or specific to American Indian cultural values.  The following participant 

quote illustrates incorporating culture only when determined by a textbook.    

I do at least one self-contained Native American oral tradition and cultures unit in my 

American Literature class and then whatever the textbook offers in terms of reading 

throughout. 

 

While the majority of non-American Indian educators cited cultural incorporation specific to a 

course component, four educators did cite attempts beyond course components to include culture 

as they were able.   

Participant A stated:  

 

I try to use as any titles and authors that deal with either Native American authors or 

subject as I can.  In some classes that is easier than others.  We also, again depend on the 

class, try to use a cultural perspective in some of our projects that we do.  

 

Participant A’s response indicates intentionality to include cultural content as much as possible, 

but also illustrates cultural consideration to be specific to content rather than pedagogy.  

According to Demmert and Towner (2003), cultural education requires the use of Native 

languages.  Two of the twelve non-American Indian participants did remark on the use of 

Indigenous language greetings.  The remaining non-American Indian educators reported that 

cultural language signage is in the school but that they are unfamiliar with the students’ native 

language.  In relation to Cultural Compatibility Theory, this is problematic because it 

communicates to the students a lack of interest and that their native language is unimportant.  

While language learning demonstrates significant gains academically (McCarty, 1993), it is also 
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of high importance among American Indian communities (Apthorp, 2016; Bird et al., 2013; 

McCarty et al., 2006).   

Contrary to non-American Indian educators, American Indian staff acknowledged the 

development of students’ understanding of culture as the most important component to schooling 

for students.   

Participant J stated: 

What I found is if you don’t do that [teach culture], you can teach all year long and you 

won’t teach much. Once you teach who they are and to be prideful of that and give 

examples every day, then they will take the language and use it with pride in the hallways 

and elsewhere. 

American Indian staff also strongly reported the need to be available to and develop 

relationships with students to aide in their cultural learning and development of cultural pride.  

These relationships are support Indigenous ways of knowing (Cajete, 1994; Deloria, 2001b; 

Wildcat, 2001a) and align with the assertions of Beaulieu (2006) about learning being social in 

nature and not being separated from its contextual relationships.  These student supports are not 

content specific and illustrate the importance for cultural adaptations to be pervasive throughout 

the school rather than specific to one class or unit.   

Participant O stated the importance of unstructured conversation in passing along cultural 

knowledge: 

My room is often used as a place where students can come and take a break. We can talk 

then about the past, our ancestors, or our grandparents. I was born and raised here and I 

know a lot of these kids’ families and I can connect a lot with them…Just participating in 

conversation at different times . . . It gets tough to get that information out there 

otherwise.  
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Responses also demonstrated a communal learning process in language and culture 

learning and an urgency to do so.  American Indian educators stated regular use of the language 

with students.  Not all American Indian educators were fluent however so the use of language 

varied.  Non-fluent speakers shared their efforts to work with students to learn the language and 

believed learning alongside students was impactful in demonstrating the importance of language 

learning.  This practice parallels the Cultural Compatibility Theory and the need for teachers to 

also take on the role of learner to demonstrate to students a reciprocal learning relationship. 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995b).  Learning from students also places the student in the role of teacher 

and communicates to the student they their knowledge and experiences also hold value. 

Participant K stated: 

 

As a teacher and an Indian person that really frustrates me and I don’t want my students 

to feel degraded.  That is how education has been designed, to exclude. You have to obey 

me [the teacher].  Our teaching is collaborative. Our kids learn by doing. They learn with 

us.  We learn together and that is a shift that needs to happen but it doesn’t because 

nobody checks their privilege at the door. 
 

Response differences between American Indian and non-American Indian educators may 

be attributed to the roles held by American Indian participants as all but one taught language and 

culture offerings or served in roles with Indian Education programs.  While American Indian 

participants’ interaction with students lends itself to culture learning, they readily identified ways 

in which cultural considerations were absent in neighboring classrooms to foster student 

development.  Non-American Indian participants stated they lacked comfort with cultural 

inclusion.  The cultural inclusion they did identify in their classrooms was specific to content 

(the use of American Indian authors, covering American Indian history) rather than pedagogical 

considerations (the use of cultural communication patterns, the inclusion of family, focusing on 

relationships).   
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Differences were also present between American Indian and non-American Indian 

educators regarding their inclusion of family and community importance within American Indian 

culture.  Non-American Indian participants acknowledged this importance but lacked explaining 

ways in which they embrace and foster those connections in their classrooms, with multiple 

participants citing they do not feel comfortable with implementation of cultural aspects in the 

classroom or curriculum.   

American Indian participants stated the need of the school to work more consistently and 

sincerely with the communities and families.  Multiple participants stated a lack of understanding 

for the importance of family and community relationships.  American Indian communities highly 

value partnerships with their schools and are imperative to student success as cited by Lipka and 

McCarty (1994).  Elders in American Indian communities are held in high regard and their 

inclusion in the education of American Indian youth holds value (Watahomigie, 1995).  The 

ways of knowing within American Indian culture center on relationships (Cajete, 1994) and 

responses suggest the studied sites have room for improvement to foster relationships between 

schools and the American Indian communities.   

Conclusions from Research Question 1.  While non-American Indian educators did cite 

ways in which they use varying pedagogical processes, however the differentiation was not 

culturally specific.  This indicated teachers understood the importance of differentiation, but not 

as it relates to culture.  American Indian educators’ illustrations of their work with students 

demonstrated the presence of the components outlined by the Cultural Compatibility Theory but 

were most often in specific cultural settings (culture and language classes or services).  There 

was a clear difference in cultural schooling practices used between American Indian and non-
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American Indian educators.  The reasons for these differences were not explored since this study 

was not designed to examine the causes behind the lack of cultural inclusion or differentiation.  

A future study could be conducted to examine effective adaptations to guide educators.   

As previously stated, Culturally Responsive Schooling practices are effective for the 

identity development and achievement of American Indian students when they are holistic in 

nature and permeate the school (Demmert & Towner, 2003; James & Renville, 2012; 

Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002).  Similar to that of Beaulieu’s (2006) findings, services provided 

to students are fragmented in nature and often focused on remediation.  In addition to this, the 

study concludes that the incorporation of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices are largely 

up to the discretion of educators and therefore sporadic.  Inconsistent implementation of 

Culturally Responsive Schooling practices could negatively impact the learning and achievement 

of the American Indian students served by these schools.  Since student achievement was not 

examined in this study, no clear conclusions about student achievement in these schools can be 

drawn. 

The lack of educator knowledge may be explained by data collected in the first phase of 

the interview inquiring about non-American Indian educators’ learning about the culture.  The 

interview asked how non-American Indian educators learned about the culture in order to 

understand their student demographic and the impacts for teaching.  Non-American Indian 

educators were clear with their lack of comfort and knowledge on cultural inclusion.  Comments 

included: 

I don’t necessarily understand it. I don’t want to step on toes. 

Maybe it is that I a little timid and afraid because I don’t want to commit this cardinal sin. 

I guess I’m strong on the curriculum and maybe less strong on the cultural awareness 

aspect of how important it might be to American Indian students. 
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The findings regarding non-American Indian teaching staff not being knowledgeable 

enough or trained in connecting their curriculum to cultural practices and values is supported by 

prior literature examining the effectiveness of Montana’s Indian Education for All initiative 

(Ngai & Koehn, 2016).  Ngai and Koehn (2016) identified the success of a culturally engaging 

curriculum to be dependent on the knowledge and preparedness of individual educators.  Study 

participants did report their work to learn about the culture, however, was largely undertaken on 

an individual basis varied widely in understanding and depth.  In addition, educators’ learning 

was not necessarily specific to curricular and pedagogical application, thus impacting the degree 

with which they incorporated Culturally Responsive Schooling practices.  Non-American Indian 

staff largely reported ways they incorporate components outlined by the Cultural Compatibility 

Theory when topics aligned with the teaching unit, suggesting culture was not integrated into the 

daily curriculum.  This lack of cultural consideration negatively impacts student identity 

development as outlined by the research of (Agbo, 2001).  More research would be needed to 

assess those impacts.  

Lopez, Schram, and Heilig (2013) reported that for the outcomes of culturally responsive 

practices to be seen and assessed, they must first be present at an influential level.  This requires 

teaching staff have adequate knowledge, skills, and resources to adequately do so.  Participant 

responses suggest that Culturally Responsive Schooling practices are intermittent at best and 

vary widely within and between classrooms.  Responses also indicated the absence of 

administrative requirements or incentives to incorporate culture into the curriculum.  Without 

administrative direction, educators are left to decide on cultural integration on their own leading 

to inconsistencies in classroom implementation. 
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Research Question 2 

The second research question sought to understand educator perceptions of factors that 

support or inhibit their use of Culturally Responsive Schooling.  The question also gathered 

educators’ perceptions regarding the benefits and challenges of incorporating culture.   

Participant responses differed between American Indian and non-American Indian 

educators when considering the perceived supportive or inhibitive factors present to 

incorporating culturally responsive practices.  The Alaska Native Knowledge Network (1998) 

acknowledges the challenge in authenticity when working to deliver a culturally sensitive and 

informed curriculum.  They report a strong necessity for educator partnerships with American 

Indian peers and community members to achieve success.  Participants were specifically probed 

regarding their collaboration with fellow educators.  The presence of collaboration would 

indicate Culturally Responsive Schooling that is holistic as the majority of educators were not 

American Indian.  The present study illustrated differences in perceptions between American 

Indian and non-American Indian educators regarding the presence of collaboration.  

Collaboration cited by non-American Indian educators ranged from regular collaboration (two 

respondents), to collaborating in specific instances (eight respondents), to not collaborating at all 

(three respondents) while American Indian participants cited little to no collaboration present.  

Despite non-American Indian educators citing more collaboration than American Indian 

educators, the degree to which they did cite collaboration could be classified as minimal.   

 The American Indian participants interviewed in this study shared frustrations with the 

fact that the non-American Indian educators did not engage them as partners in working with 

American Indian students.  They did report that non-American Indian educators asked them to 
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answer questions or assist them in developing cultural activities in very specific instances.  

While they said they were appreciative of these instances, they cited frustration with the lack of 

meaningful collaboration and fragmented nature of implementing culture.  Three Indian 

Education staff members across two of the sites voiced with confidence the lack of knowledge 

about the services and purpose of the Indian Education Program within their building.  They 

were confident teachers were unfamiliar with the purpose of Indian Education and the services 

they provide to students.     

Beyond collaboration, non-American Indian staff members predominantly cited a 

perceived support for including cultural classroom components with only two respondents 

stating inhibiting factors.  While non-American Indian educators stated feelings of support, they 

were unable to identify any specific ways in which administration was supporting or 

incentivizing the use of culture among teachers.  This leads the researcher to conclude that 

cultural inclusion is not asserted as a priority across the curriculum and is the reason educators 

were unable to identify specific supports.  On the contrary, American Indian educators readily 

listed inhibiting factors to cultural inclusion within the school and provided specific illustrations 

of barriers they perceived that impede the implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling.  

This list of inhibiting factors included a lack of directive from administration to include culture 

as well as restricting cultural practices within the building (drumming, smudging, etc.).  

American Indian educators were readily aware of the missing cultural components whereas their 

non-American Indian counterparts were not.  

Understanding the difference in perception between American Indian and non-American 

Indian educators may be understood when considering non-American Indian educators are often 
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of the majority culture in the United States.  Non-American Indian educators hold the lens of the 

majority and may contribute to any cultural collaboration or content serving as salient.  Non-

American Indian educators’ limited understanding of cultural inclusion or importance may 

contribute to a lack of awareness for its presence in their classrooms.  An American Indian 

respondent stated the need to take stock on one’s own lens and the presence of privilege within 

that lens.  The same could be true of the differences in perception between American Indian and 

non-American Indian educators when considering administration support.  Non-American Indian 

participants could not identify specific ways in which administration was supportive and rather 

identified this as an overall feeling.  They were also unable to identify ways in which 

administration was inhibiting and may have interpreted a lack of inhibitors as support.  On the 

contrary, American Indian educators lamented a lack of support, as it is evident to them where 

further work is needed. 

Participant K stated if they were to work within a culture different than their own:  

I would try to learn some language and norms before I got there.  You would think people 

do the same here that we’re on a reservation, but it’s not done. 

 

American Indian responses demonstrated the emotional nature of the topic.  Responses 

were perceived by the researcher to demonstrate both urgency and frustration.  Urgency was 

illustrated in responses regarding the importance for students to learn the culture and language 

before these components are lost.  Two responses cited the negative effects of societal influences 

impacting youth’s understanding of traditional practices and living.  The researcher perceived 

deep frustration in multiple responses with the lack of understanding of their culture’s 

importance and the lack of forward progress made in education. 
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Participants were also questioned regarding what they perceive to be the benefits and 

challenges to including culture to support American Indian students.  Most of the non-American 

Indian educators said their lack of comfort with and knowledge of culture is the primary 

challenge in their ability to incorporate Culturally Responsive Schooling practices into their 

work with students.  American Indian educators reported the same lack of understanding or 

knowledge on the part of non-American Indian educators as the primary barrier to American 

Indian students having access to culturally inclusive schooling.  They stated that professional 

development is not culturally specific or at all comprehensive or consistent.  

 In the present study, it was clear non-American Indian educators lack a cultural 

understanding deep enough to adapt curricular and pedagogical practices.  Schools wanting to 

serve American Indian students successfully by all standards need to prioritize adaptation in the 

classroom and provide the information, time, and supports necessary for their educators to do so.   

Holistically adopted, Culturally Responsive Schooling has demonstrated gains in both identity 

and achievement for students (Demmert & Towner, 2003).  When schools don’t fully adopt or 

support the implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling, it can be difficult to help 

students succeed as illustrated in the following statement by a study participant:  

Without relationships kids are just not going to thrive or succeed. Our successful kids 

thrive and have relationships and supports. Life is tough. I forget how really hard 

students’ lives are. I think it is about realizing there is so much more to a kid’s life than 

just school.  

 

Culturally Responsive Schooling is about more than a unit on American Indian culture.  

It requires educators to be prepared and knowledgeable.  Castagno and Brayboy (2008) asserted 

the need for teacher training to improve for cultural shifts in education to be incorporated in a 

way that is meaningful to students.  They also explained that the incorporation of Culturally 
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Responsive Schooling identifies the differences present in teaching and learning between 

educators of a different culture.  Responses of non-American Indian educators suggested an 

acknowledgement for their gaps in cultural knowledge and an understanding of the benefits 

increased cultural inclusion has their classrooms.  One participant acknowledged the importance 

of collaboration between themselves and American Indian staff to incorporate culture more.   

I would say with collaboration in general, time is our biggest thing.  This is improving 

this year. We do have more time for collaboration. I think we just want more. 

 

 The inclusion of culture was identified as beneficial by all educators.  Non-American 

Indian educators largely cited time constraints and a lack of cultural familiarity to infuse culture 

effectively.  American Indian educators reported a lack of effort on the part of non-American 

Indian educators to take responsibility for cultural inclusion in their classrooms.  Responses shed 

light on areas of improvement for including Culturally Responsive Schooling practices into the 

curriculum.  To improve culturally sensitive schooling for American Indian students, 

administration needs to prioritize the need for Culturally Responsive Schooling practices and 

consistently include training educators in pedagogical practices inclusive of American Indian 

culture. 

Conclusions from Research Question 2.  Gathering information regarding factors 

supporting or inhibiting the effective implementation of Culturally Responsive Schooling was 

one purpose of this study.  Non-American Indian and American Indian teachers had a different 

perspective on the issues related to the integration of culture in the curriculum.  All educators 

interviewed said that the inclusion of culture is beneficial to all students.  Both Non-American 

Indian and American Indian educators shared areas of improvement needed.  Non-American 

Indian educators largely cited time constraints and a lack of cultural familiarity to infuse culture 
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effectively.  American Indian educators reported non-American Indian educators not making 

cultural inclusion a priority in their classrooms.  Participant responses illustrated a need for 

administration to assert Culturally Responsive Schooling as a priority and to consistently train 

educators in pedagogical practices inclusive of American Indian culture. 

 Culturally Responsive Schooling practices do not solely rely on covering cultural content.  

They allow for cultural perspectives to be considered in the classroom.  They take into account 

the values and mores of the culture and apply them to the delivery of classroom content.  They 

respect and acknowledge language and traditions present in the community and work to 

incorporate them into the educational setting (Alaska Native Knowledge Network, 1998; 

Beaulieu, 2006).  Holistic incorporation of culture supports individual identity development, 

development of a sense of self.  Elders in a study of Indigenous perspectives by Agbo (2004) 

believe the lack of language and culture is impacting identity and self-esteem among Indigenous 

youth.  Acknowledging the impact that a sense of self has on student development and success 

may be difficult to identify for majority culture educators as they are often familiar with teaching 

majority culture and students.  Because of their lack of experience, non-American Indian 

educators may not realize how some information they are teaching may be in opposition to 

American Indian cultural beliefs.  Deloria (2001a) asserted, “One of the most painful experiences 

for American Indian students is to come into conflict with the teachings of science that purport to 

explain phenomena already explained by tribal knowledge and tradition” (p. 4).  Increasing 

cultural competence may help these non-American Indian teachers to avoid some of these 

conflicts with cultural beliefs or at least be able to acknowledge points at which these conflicts 

may occur. 
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The history of American Indian education in the United States illustrates a repeated call 

for reform and Indian voice and this continues presently.  Acknowledgement of this history is a 

beginning.  The next step is for school districts and individual administrators and educators to 

recognize their need to provide better quality service to a population within their walls; a 

population that, in some cases, comprises the majority.  Pewewardy (1992) asserted the primary 

question in determining whose responsibility it is to adapt in the educational setting is not one of 

finger pointing but rather asking, “Is the student presently learning successfully?” (p. 11).  

Differentiation is present in classrooms for gifted learners, special needs learners, and English 

language learners.  Why not also differentiate for learners with a set of cultural teachings to 

benefit all students?   

Statistics demonstrate the grave situation of American Indian education as measured by 

test scores and school persistence.  Results of the present study suggest there is significant room 

for growth regarding educator knowledge and awareness of American Indian culture and its 

inclusion in education.  A focus on this development, and district-wide support for Culturally 

Responsive Schooling, are demonstrated in the literature to impact student outcomes.  A focus on 

growth in these areas may prove most beneficial for American Indian students both in regard to 

identity development and academic growth resulting in desired outcomes for both American 

Indian communities and districts’ reporting measures.  

Limitations of the Study 

 According to Roberts (2010), limitations of the study are the areas of impact on a study 

that are out of the researcher’s control.  Limitations of the study included: 
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• Multiple inquiries for participation were declined.  This may be due to the potential 

sensitive nature of the study’s content and may be limiting the information the 

researcher has from which to draw conclusions.   

• The attempted focus groups largely turned into interviews.  This may have impacted 

response depth and insight that is present with focus group participation.  

• Multiple American Indian educators declined participation in the study.  The content 

from which to generalize for American Indian participants is therefore fewer than 

those of non-American Indian participants and limits the span of Indigenous voice in 

the study.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

 Recommendations for further research are suggested below: 

1. A follow-up study should be conducted to gather administrative perception of the 

focus on Culturally Responsive Schooling practices in schools serving native 

populations. 

2. It is recommended to conduct a similar study using tribally controlled schools and/or 

Bureau of Indian Education schools to examine how extensively Culturally 

Responsive Schooling is incorporated.  These schools are often largely staffed by 

non-American Indian educators as well. 

3. A future qualitative study is recommended to gather the perceptions of American 

Indian students regarding the cultural inclusion and support present throughout their 

education. 
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4. It is recommended to conduct a study of family and community members to 

determine levels of engagement or satisfaction with the school and how cultural 

schooling aspects influence that satisfaction. 

Recommendations for Practice 

 The following recommendations are intended to provide insight for school leaders to 

support their educators in delivering sensitive and effective curricula to their American Indian 

students.  

1. It is recommended that professional development be increased and regular with a 

focus specific to American Indian culture learning, indigenous ways of knowing, and 

curricular and pedagogical application. 

2. It is recommended that schools serving American Indian students assert Culturally 

Responsive Schooling as imperative to teaching within their district and provide 

oversight to ensure implementation.  

3. It is recommended that schools adapt structure to facilitate collaborative settings and 

opportunities for Indigenous and non-American Indian staff to regularly work 

together to provide Culturally Responsive Schooling that is cohesive and authentic.  

4. It is recommended that schools work diligently to increase the number of American 

Indian staff within their building.  

Summary 

 Chapter V examined the results of the study as related to the body of existing literature.  

The present study was believed to be important as the literature present regarding Culturally 

Responsive Schooling practices focuses on select schools that have adopted cohesive programs.  
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The present study examined the current presence of culturally responsive practices present at 

public schools with high populations of American Indian students.  The study also intended to 

understand the factors present that support or inhibit the inclusion of Culturally Responsive 

Schooling practices to support students.  

 The study found that the current use of Culturally Responsive Schooling practices at 

schools with high populations of American Indian students is sporadic and largely up to an 

individual educator’s preference and knowledge.  While non-American Indian educators did 

acknowledge the value of cultural inclusion in their classrooms, their differentiation methods 

were not specific to cultural values. Non-American Indian educators voiced a lack of comfort 

with, and knowledge of, the culture as the primary barriers to incorporating aspects of Culturally 

Responsive Schooling into their classrooms.  This was corroborated by American Indian 

participant responses and was announced by both as the greatest challenge to adopting Culturally 

Responsive Schooling.  

 Despite a lack of depth in knowledge surrounding the use of culturally responsive 

practices, all participants promoted the positive outcomes of cultural inclusion in the classroom.  

The collaborative efforts currently present to support this inclusion are a point of growth for 

districts wanting to adopt holistic Culturally Responsive Schooling practices as the study found 

these partnerships to be minimal.  

 The implications of the study suggest that schools serving large populations of American 

Indian students strongly consider investing in cultural education and curricular infusion for their 

teaching staff.  The positive influence American Indian educators have on American Indian 

students is powerful (Alaska Native Knowledge Network; Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Wells, 
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1991).  A lack of American Indian educators available inhibits the likelihood that American 

Indian students benefit from these influences.  To help bridge this gap, it is imperative for 

teachers to have the requisite knowledge, preparation, and understanding to effectively reach 

American Indian students in their classrooms.  
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A Qualitative Study of Culturally Responsive Schooling Practices Among Minnesota Public School Educators 

Serving Anishinaabe Students 

Consent to Participate 

Primary Investigator: Leah Girard 

Faculty Advisor: Dr. John Eller 
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and the classroom to foster identity development among American Indian Students. This study is designed to 
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Risks and discomforts. 
Risks associated with participation include being identified by others as a participant in association with specific 
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risks, measures are taken to ensure that your participation is confidential and that quotes do not identify any 
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Confidentiality 

Interview responses will be kept strictly confidential, your name will not be disclosed nor will identifiable direct 
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transcription, you may. 
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to withdraw at any time without penalty.  

 
If you have questions about this research study, you may contact Leah Girard at lgirard@bemidjistate.edu or 

(320)309-4525; or Dr. John Eller at jfeller@stcloudstate.edu or (320)308-4241. Results of the study can be 

requested from the researcher.  

 
Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of age, you have read the information provided above, and 

you have consent to participate. 

 

 

 
                

Signature          Date 

  

mailto:lgirard@bemidjistate.edu
mailto:jfeller@stcloudstate.edu
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Appendix C: Interview Instrument 

Interview Protocol 

Date: 

Location: 

Interviewer: Leah Girard 

Interviewee:  

STAGE 1: Pre-Interview 

1. Welcome participant 

2. Share information about study and process 

 

I am interested in your experiences using culturally sensitive practices in working with 

American Indian students. This interview is intended to be noninvasive and confidential. 

Please be as detailed as possible in your responses and feel free to discuss the associated 

benefits or challenges with any given response. Please feel free to ask for clarification if 

needed. The interview will last approximately one hour and you are free to stop the 

interview at any time.  

STAGE 2A: Interview-Demographics 

How long have you been a teacher? How long have you been a teacher at the present 

school? 

Where are you from and where do you currently reside? 

Do you have any tribal affiliation? If so, what tribe? 

If not, in what ways have you developed your understanding about American Indian 

culture? 

STAGE 2B: Interview-Research Questions 

 

Research Question1: To what extent do educators teaching American Indian students report the implementation of 

Culturally Responsive Schooling practices in alignment with the elements of Cultural Compatibility Theory in 

supporting American Indian identity development? 

Relevant Interview Questions  

In what ways do you incorporate the following into your classroom curriculum or content when working with students? 

-American Indian perspectives 

-Ojibwe Language 

-Ojibwe Culture  

-Collaborative Student Learning 
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In what ways does your approach or pedagogy consider American Indian culture and values? 

-Collaborative Learning 

-Responsibility for each other’s learning 

-Scaffolding learning 

How do you incorporate community and family into your work with students? 

Research Question 2: What do educators teaching American Indian students report as the factors in their schools that 

either support or inhibit the incorporation of effective Culturally Responsive Schooling to meet the needs of their 

students? 

Relevant Interview Questions  

In what ways does district administration support or inhibit collaboration between American Indian and non-American 

Indian educators? 

In what ways do you work with American Indian/non-American Indian staff to incorporate American Indian culture or 

values into the classroom? 

-Are there specific instances where you have sought them out? 

-Specific instances where you have been advised to collaborate? 

What do you perceive to be some of the direct positive outcomes of incorporating American Indian culture/values into 

the curriculum? 

What do you perceive to be some of the primary challenges to incorporating American Indian culture/values into the 

curriculum? 
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