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Abstract 
The  purpose  o f  th i s  s tudy  was  to  examine  the  l ived  
educa t iona l  exper iences  o f  Amer ican  Ind ians  who grew 
up  dur ing  the  1950s  and  1960s ,  known as  the  te rminat ion  
per iod  in  Amer ican  h i s to ry .  The  research  fo r  th i s  
phenomenolog ica l  nar ra t ive  s tudy  cons i s ted  o f  th ree  
in te rv iews  each  wi th  e igh t  par t i c ipants  who  were  wi l l ing  
to  share  the i r  pe rsona l  exper iences  f rom th i s  se lec ted  
t ime  in  h i s to ry .  Ten  themes  were  uncovered :  chaos  b r ings  
ba lance ,  cha l lenge  to  become b i -cu l tu ra l ,  the  impor tance  
o f  t eachers ,  t eachers  as  suppor t  sys tems ,  one ’ s  
sp i r i tua l i ty ,  t r iba l  in f luences ,  in f luences  o f  economic  
re sources ,  cu l tu ra l  awareness  and  va lue ,  re levant  
cur r icu lum and  rec ru i tment  o f  Nat ive  teachers .  By  
uncover ing  these  s to r ie s ,  i t  i s  hope fu l  tha t  today ’s  
educa tors  a re  more  in formed  o f  the  need  fo r  cu l tu ra l ly  
re spons ive  pedagog ica l  cur r icu lum and  ins t ruc t ion .  
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Many Americans v iew the Indian as  a  
romantic  or  comic f igure  in  American his tory 
without  any contemporary s ignif icance (Stedman,  
1982).  This  l imited view of  the American Indian 
may have occurred in  part  because as  Michael  
Yel low Bird (1999)  suggested that  throughout  
his tory,  s tor ies  have of ten been viewed through 
the eyes  of  the  dominant  society  of  the  white  man.   
Consequently ,  many Americans are  unwil l ing to  
develop a  cr i t i ca l  consc iousness ,  which is  best  
def ined by Freire  (2003)  as  the awareness  of  
connect ions between individuals ,  their  
experiences,  and the socia l  contexts  in  which they 
are  embedded.  Lack of  cr i t ica l  consciousness  of ten 
has  resul ted in  his tor ical  in just ice  and lack of  
empathy.   

American Indians occupy a  s ingular  posi t ion 
in  the United States ,  unl ike  that  of  any other  
e thnic  minori ty  group,  by vir tue of  having been 
the f i rs t  people  to  occupy the land that  is  
considered to  be  America  (Prucha,  1988;  Wilkins,  
2002).  This  unique re lat ionship s tems from the 
fact  that  in  the ear ly  his tory of  the  United States ,  
American Indians were  not  considered as  part  of  
the  nat ion (Wilkins,  2002).  When the opportunity  
arose,  there  were  a lso federal  e f forts  devoted to  
c iv i l iz ing American Indians by persuading them, 
using whatever  means necessary,  to  surrender  their  
t r ibal  cul ture  and adopt  the habits  and l i fes ty les  of  
European-Americans (Snipp,  1989).   

In  a  democrat ic  and cul tural ly  diverse  society,  
i t  i s  necessary to  understand mult ip le  perspect ives  
that  emerge from within cul tures  and their  socia l  
interact ions involved (National  Counci l  for  the  
Socia l  Studies ,  1994).  In  order  to  ful ly  understand 
the his tor ical  context  and meaning of  the  
American Indian experience with implicat ions for  
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educat ion,  i t  i s  imperat ive  to  not  only  understand 
the ef fects  of  ass imi la t ion  and accu l turat ion ,  but  to  
l i s ten to  the voices  of  the  persons who have l ived 
and are  l iv ing the experiences  now (Garret t ,  
1995).   

Garret t  (1995)  def ined ass imi la t ion  as  the  
enculturat ion with mainstream American values,  
behaviors  and expectat ions.  Accul turat ion  has  been 
descr ibed as  the act  of  being reared with 
tradit ional  American Indian values  and later  
acquir ing the behaviors  necessary for  mainstream 
American cul ture  (Lit t le  Soldier ,  1985).  

Most  of  the  current  l i terature  on American 
Indian educat ion and cul tural  responsive pedagogy 
seems to  focus more on enumerat ing the problems,  
rather  than identi fy ing possib le  solut ions and 
understanding the wealth  of  contr ibut ions this  
cul ture  could provide to  society  as  a  whole  
(Pewewardy,  2002).  These understandings do not  
a l low individuals  to  make appropriate  sense of  the  
act ions,  ideas  and products  of  the  American 
Indians,  nor  do they a l low re lat ing to  interact ing 
with people  within their  d iverse  society  and 
throughout  the world.  Character ized by 
ins t i tu t ional  rac i sm  in  the publ ic  school  arena,  
there  has  been a  long his tory of  misunderstanding 
tradit ional  American Indian cul tural  values  and 
bel ie fs  on the part  of  the  dominant  cul ture  
(Deloria ,  1991).    

Ins t i tu t ional  rac i sm  i s  descr ibed by Singleton 
and Linton (2006)  as  occurr ing when 
organizat ions such as  a  school  or  dis tr ic t  remains 
unaware of  issues  re lated to  race or  more act ively  
perpetuates  and enforces  a  dominant  racia l  
perspect ive  or  bel ie f  (p .  41) .  According to  Spring 
(2004b),  ins t i tu t ional  rac i sm  i s  def ined as  the power 
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systems use  to  control  the  behavior  of  nonwhites .  
Throughout  his tory men have at tempted to  
overcome factors  of  oppress ion to  at ta in  their  fu l l  
humanity  despi te  the dominant  pressures  f rom 
those who are  in  power (Freire ,  2003b).  The 
his tor ical  experiences  of  dominated groups have 
resul ted in  the development of  basic  dis trust  of  the  
major  inst i tut ions in  American society  (Ogbu,  
1992;  Spring 2004a).  Thus,  this  group represents  a  
concept  of  cul ture,  which is  not  f ixed or  l inear  but  
rather  i t  represent ing only  one facet  of  the  tota l i ty  
of  one’s  human experience.   

When research is  approached from a 
cul tural ly  sensi t ive  perspect ive  the complexity  of  
an ethnic  group’s  cul ture,  as  wel l  as  i ts  var ied 
his tor ical  and contemporary representat ions,  i s  
acknowledged.  The use  of  cul tural ly  sensi t ive  
research approaches within American Indian 
communit ies  faci l i ta tes  te l l ing their  s tor ies  that  
represent  their  perspect ives  and place in  his tory 
(Carter ,  2003).  

This  s tudy uncovered the s tor ies  of  successful  
American Indians who experienced e i ther  
boarding school  or  t radit ional  publ ic  school  
during the 1950s and 1960ss.  The use  of  narrat ive  
inquiry  non-f ic t ion s tory method enabled these  
s tor ies  to  be  revealed by those who were wil l ing to  
share  their  perspect ives  f rom this  t ime of  
terminat ion and se l f -determinat ion through act ive  
part ic ipat ion.   

Problem Statement 

Education has  a lways played a  v i ta l  ro le  in  
the American Indian cul ture;  however,  during the 
terminat ion per iod of  the  1950s and 1960s 
American Indians were  not  a l l  a l lowed to  at tend 
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t radi t ional  publ ic  schools .  Those that  did  at tend 
publ ic  schools  were  of ten ostracized or  forced to  
conform to the mainstream or  dominant  society ’s  
interpretat ions (Demmert ,  1994).  Schools ,  in  
carrying out  ear ly  government language pol ic ies  
and their  e f forts  to  bet ter  socia l ize  the Indians,  
were  a lso instrumental  in  destroying the Native  
language (Demmert ,  1994).   

Rel ig ious schools  and Bureau of  Indian 
Affairs  forbade the use  of  nat ive  languages  in  the 
school  environment and punished s tudents  for  
speaking their  own languages  (Spring,  2004a).   
Research indicates  that  American Indian chi ldren 
l iv ing in  poverty  and on reservat ion schools  tend 
to  lag  behind in  academic performance more than 
other  e thnic  group (Qual i ty  Educat ion for  
Minori t ies ,  1991).  Despite  the trauma  inf l ic ted 
upon the indigenous peoples  of  North America  
during the 1950s and 1960s they have survived and 
some have become very successful .  

A U.S.  Department  of  Inter ior  Survey (1999)  
targeted parental  involvement and lack of  
preparedness  as  the issues  of  greatest  concern by 
teachers .   Ninety  percent  of  American Indian and 
Alaskan Native  s tudents  at tend non-tr ibal ,  publ ic  
schools  (Henson,  2002;  Sparks,  2000).  In  these  
schools ,  they have some of  the  highest  dropout  
rates  of  any minori ty  group and a  disproport ionate  
number are  identi f ied as  requir ing specia l  
educat ion services  (Grossman,  1995).  Several  
reasons for  these  high dropout  rates  have been 
suggested,  including that  some students  are  
r idiculed for  pursuing a  bet ter  educat ion and were 
accused by their  peers  of  just  t ry ing to  “act  white” 
(Sue & Sue,  1990,  p.  60) .  However,  current  
research has  indicated that  high school  dropout  
rates  have improved from a high rate  of  40% to a  



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   6  

ra te  of  23% in American Indian populat ions as  
compared to  the white  s tudents  a t  11% (U.S.  
Department  of  Commerce,  Census Bureau. ,  2000,  
p.  120) .  American Indian high school  s tudents  in  
the school  year  2004-2005 graduated at  a  rate  of  
50.6  percent  compared to  a  non-minori ty  s tudent  
rate  of  77.6  percent  (Editor ia l  Projects  in  
Educat ion,  2008).  

Many of  the  problems faced by American 
Indian populat ions can be traced back to  the 
conf l ic ts  between their  desire  to  perpetuate  their  
cul tural  her i tage and the pressure  to  ass imilate  
into the larger  society.  Al l  e thnic  groups wrest le  
with this  conf l ic t  to  some extent  (Breault ,  2003).  
One complicat ing factor  for  the American Indians 
is  that  there  is  an incredible  divers i ty  of  cul tures  
that  fa l ls  into the category of  American Indian.  
Rather  than preserving one language and way of  
l i fe ,  they must  preserve hundreds of  re lat ively  
complete  cul tures  (Pewewardy,  2000).  As 
educat ional  leaders  begin to  incorporate  more 
American Indian his tor ical ,  cul tural  and l inguist ic  
s tudies  into their  curr iculum and adopt  more 
appropriate  teaching s ty les  that  focus on the 
American Indian s tudents ,  they hope to  s t imulate  
the s tudents ’  interest  in  their  own academic 
progress  (Sparks,  2000).   

Definit ions 
Operat ional  def ini t ions for  this  qual i ta t ive  

s tudy included several  concepts  as  indicated 
below: 

 

Lived experiences.  The term l ived is  descr ibed in  

this  s tudy as  being immersed in  a  contemporary 
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society  where  the educat ional  c l imate  was unstable  
and discr iminat ing for  those of  di f ferent  cul tures,  
speci f ica l ly  the American Indians (Howard,  1999 
p.  35) .  
 
Institutional  racism.  Inst i tut ional  racism has been 

def ined as  the power systems to  control  the  
behavior  of  nonwhites  (Spring,  2004b).  
 
White privilege.  Macedo and Bartolome (2000)  

have def ined white  pr iv i lege as  the management of  
tokenism and exercised authori ty  in  ef fort  to  
acquire ,  accumulate  and conquer  the g lobe (p.  29) .  
 
Culture.  Ti l lman (2002)  def ined cul ture  as  a  

group’s  individual  and col lect ive  ways of  thinking,  
bel ieving and knowing,  which includes  their  
shared experiences,  values,  forms of  express ion,  
socia l  inst i tut ions and behaviors  (p.  4) .  Spring 
(2004b)  def ined cul ture  as  the socia l ly  t ransmitted 
behaviors ,  pat terns,  bel ie fs  and inst i tut ional  
thought  of  a  group of  people  (p.  3) .  
 
General  culture.  The general  cul ture  refers  to  

what  the majori ty  of  people  v iew as  cul tural  
character is t ics  of  their  society  (Chomsky,  2003;  
Spring,  2004b).  
Dominant culture.  The dominant  cul ture  has  been 

descr ibed as  the most  powerful  members  of  a  
society  (Chomsky,  2003;  Spring,  2004b).   
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Oppressive situation.  Freire  (2003)  has  def ined an 

oppress ive  s i tuat ion as  any in  which “one exploi ts  
or  hinders  another  for  pursuit  of  se l f -a f f i rmation 
as  a  responsible  person” (p.40) .  
Hegemonic  behaviors .  By way of  def ini t ion within 
socia l  dominance,  hegemonic  behaviors  are  those 
that  tend to  be  disproport ionate ly  represented at  
the  higher  posi t ions of  authori ty  within socia l  
inst i tut ions (Brookfie ld,  1995,  p.  15) .   
 
Termination Period.  The federal  pol icy  by which 

a l l  the  specia l  arrangements  made by the 
government for  the American Indian in  the f ie ld  of  
educat ion,  welfare  etc…created a  system of  v ir tual  
dependency implemented by a  top heavy system of  
administrat ive  bureaucracy,  were  to  be  ended 
(Brookeman,  1998).  

Purpose of the Study 

A variety  of  research has  focused on 
American Indian s tudents  who have experienced 
l imited educat ional  opportunit ies ,  societa l  
s t igmas,  and unemployment as  adults  (Alfred,  
1999;  Gri f f in,  2000;  Pewewardy,  1998).  The 
purpose of  this  s tudy was to  explore  the l i ved  
educat ional  experiences  of  American Indians who 
grew up during the 1950s and 1960s,  known as  the 
terminat ion per iod in  American his tory and how 
these  experiences  inf luenced their  career  
decis ions.  This  s tudy invest igated the fo l lowing 
quest ions:   

What are  the l ived experiences  of  American 
Indians at tending boarding school?  
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What  are  the l ived experiences  of  American 
Indians at tending tradit ional  publ ic  school?   
What factors  inf luenced American Indians in  
making their  career  decis ions?  
What recommendations do American Indians 
make for  cul tural ly  responsive teaching? 

Education as key 

Thinking of  Indians as  chi ldren who only  
needed to  be  protected from evi l  and sent  to  
school ,  McKenney concluded that  under  the 
condit ions of  isolat ion and educat ion,  Indians 
could be c iv i l ized in  one generat ion (Spring,  
2004a;  Viola,  1973).  The key to  ful f i l l ing the 
humanitar ian goals  of  removal  would be educat ion 
(Reyhner,  Lee,  & Gabbard,  1993).  

 

Boarding  schools .  As the government geared i ts  
educat ional  e f forts ,  Hoxie  (1984)  noted that  there  
was an ear ly  opt imism regarding how easy i t  
would be to  ass imilate  Indians into the general  
populat ion by giving them a White  man’s  
educat ion for  a  few years  in  a  boarding school .  
This  opt imism was based largely  on the apparent  
success  of  s tudents  of  the  f i rs t  of f - reservat ion 
boarding school  establ ished in  Carl is le ,  
Pennsylvania  (Hoxie) .  The Carl is le  Indian School  
was operated by i ts  founder,  Richard Pratt ,  whose 
pr imary goal  for  educat ing the Indian chi ldren was 
to  inst i l l  a  White  man’s  work ethic  through 
manual  labor  and to  immerse  them in the Baptis t  
doctr ine unti l  “ thoroughly soaked” (Spring,  2004a,  
p.  28) .  

Between the founding of  the  Carl is le  Indian 
School  in  1879 and 1905,  25 non-reservat ion 
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boarding schools  were  opened throughout  the 
country  (Spring,  2004a).  In  American  Indian  
Educat ion :  A his tory,  Jon Reyhner  and Jeanne 
Eder  (2004)  demonstrated connect ions between the 
establ ishment of  boarding schools  for  Indians and 
the his tory of  Black educat ion in  the South.  In  
1889,  Thomas J .  Morgan,  Commissioner  of  Indian 
Affairs ,  wrote  a  bul le t in  on Indian Education that  
out l ined the goals  and pol ic ies  of  Indian schools  
that  included teaching colonial  patr iot ism and 
al legiance to  the U.S.  government.   

As boarding schools  returned more and more 
s tudents  to  reservat ions that  seemed to  b lend back 
into the populat ion rather  than transform i t ,  
cr i t ic ism of  Indian educat ion and especia l ly  
boarding schools  increased (Reyhner  et  a l . ,  1993).  
During the 1920s,  a  var iety  of  invest igators  of  
Indian schools  were  horr i f ied by the condit ions 
they found Indian chi ldren subjected to.  In  
addit ion to  a  poor diet  and extreme manual  labor,  
overcrowded condit ions contr ibuted to  the spread 
of  tuberculosis  and trachoma. There  have been 
many obstacles  for  the American Indian family  to  
confront  and overcome.  The use  of  boarding 
schools  was one of  many obstacles  that  proved to  
be  one of  the  most  detr imental  experiences  ever  
encountered by the American Indian family  (Dil ler  
& Moule,  2005).  Many of  the  socia l  problems that  
are  prevalent  today s tem from these  boarding 
school  experiences.   

Public  schools .   Henry Dawes,  Massachusetts  
senator  and chair  of  Senate  Committee  on Indian 
Affairs ,  valued the Indian communal  way of  l i fe  
and saw the need to  educate  rather  than 
exterminate  these  populat ions so he sponsored the 
General  Al lotment  Act  in  1887 (Reyhner  & Eder,  
2004).  Under  this  a l lotment  act ,  i t  was hoped that  
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Indians would at tend publ ic  schools  however;  too 
frequently  the contracts  that  were  made with 
publ ic  school  dis tr ic ts  were  not  benef i t t ing the 
Indian s tudents .  These contracts  required Indian 
s tudents  to  be  educated a longside white  s tudents  
and to  be  t reated the same way,  but  this  was not  
a lways done,  with the resul t  that  some contracts  
were  ended.  Indian s tudents  were  of ten too poor 
to  buy c lothes  for  school  and did not  speak the 
Engl ish language wel l  enough to  do the required 
c lasswork (Reyhner  & Eder,  2004).  

In  1934,  a  new al lotment  emerged cal led the 
Johnson-O’Malley Act  which a l lowed the federal  
government to  pay s tates  for  educat ing Indians in  
publ ic  schools .  After  several  years  under  the  JOM 
Act,  funding soon became an issue,  which led to  
the establ ishment of  the  Bureau of  Indian Affairs  
and s tate  operated schools  (Reyhner  & Eder,  
2004).  According to  Szasz (1977),  these  s tate  
accredited schools  seemed to  be  more responsive 
to  the needs of  Indian s tudents  with added 
vocat ional  programs,  yet  did  l i t t le  to  of fer  Indian 
cul ture  courses.  

Modern educational reforms 
Perhaps,  the  greatest  threat  facing Indian 

educat ion  at  the beginning of  the  twenty- f i rs t  
century is  the  push for  outcomes assessment,  s tate  
and nat ional  s tandards,  and the associated 
increased use  of  high-stakes  test ing,  such as  NCLB 
and individual  s tate  exams,  in  a l l  facets  of  
educat ion but  especia l ly  grade promotion.  Young 
minori ty  s tudents  who do poorly  on exams are  
of ten placed in  specia l  educat ion and remedial  
programs instead of  cul tural ly  appropriate  ones.  
High school  s tudents  get  t racked into non-col lege 
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bound curr icula  based on achievement tests  and 
are  denied diplomas when they cannot  pass  s tate  
exi t  exams (Oakes,  1985;  Reyhner  & Eder,  2004).  

Cultura l  r e spons ive  pedagogy 

For educators  and pol icy  makers  to  
understand why the various programs in  Indian 
schools  exis t  and why certa in  curr icula  are  more 
l ikely  to  lead to  success ,  they must  know about  the 
past  fa i lures  and successes  of  Indian educat ion.  
They must  know the roots  of  Indian res is tance to  
school ing and the educat ional  empowerment that  
Indians are  s tr iv ing for .   

Some theoris ts  have recommended that  
indigenous people  re ject  school ing because i t  
destroys their  cul tures  and communit ies  (Prakash 
and Esteva,  1998).   But  others  see  community-
control led schools  as  the only  way that  Indigenous 
people  can protect  their  lands and communit ies  
f rom the onslaught  of  mainstream society  (Enos,  
2002).   

According to  Smith (1991),  cu l tura l ly  
r e spons ive  pedagogy  has been descr ibed as  the 
educat ional  instruct ion most  benef ic ia l  to  a l l  
s tudents  in  a  posi t ive  manner.  Teachers  who go 
beyond teaching,  who learn about  their  s tudents ’  
cul tures,  can change their  s tudents ’  l ives  for  the 
bet ter .  This  type of  teaching has  used the chi ld’s  
cul ture  to  bui ld  a  br idge to  success  in  school  
achievement (Singleton & Linton,  2006;  Smith) .  
Such an endeavor has  required a  degree of  cul tural  
l i teracy of ten absent  in  mainstream classrooms,  
whereas  non-nat ive  teachers  teach the vast  
majori ty  of  American Indian s tudents  (Smith) .  No 
at tempt to  remedy problems in  educat ion can 
occur  apart  f rom an understanding that  the  United 
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S tates  has  been so unsuccessful  in  producing 
educat ional  equity  (Razack,  1998).   

Ful ler  (1996)  has  noted that  cul tural  
responsive pedagogy involves  providing the best  
possib le  educat ion for  a l l  chi ldren,  preserving 
their  own cultural  ident i ty ,  in  order  to  ensure  
meaningful  re lat ionships  with other  people.  In  his  
book,  Look to  the  Mountain :  An Eco logy  o f  Indigenous  
Educat ion ,  Cajete  (1994)  has  advocated developing 
an environmental  educat ional  process ,  which lays  
the foundation for  American Indian l i fe  and 
learning.  This  a lso has  included l iv ing product ive  
l ives  in  the present  society  without  sacr i f ic ing 
their  own cultural  perspect ive  (Banks & Banks,  
1995;  Cajete) .  According to  Gay (2000),  high 
qual i ty  educat ional  experiences  wil l  not  exis t  i f  
some ethnic  groups and their  contr ibut ions to  
society  are  ignored or  demeaned.   

Methodology 

The design of  this  s tudy was a  qual i ta t ive  
phenomenology using a  narrat ive  report ing 
approach to  uncover  the s tor ies  of  American 
Indians who experienced e i ther  boarding school  or  
the tradit ional  publ ic  school  during the 1950s and 
1960s and to  identi fy  factors  that  contr ibuted to  
their  personal  and profess ional  success .  The use  of  
inquiry  enabled these  s tor ies  to  be  revealed by 
those who were wil l ing to  share  their  perspect ives  
f rom this  se lected t ime in  his tory of  
reorganizat ion,  terminat ion,  and se l f -
determinat ion.  

The use  of  a  phenomenological  s tudy was 
se lected because i t  ident i f ies  the  “essence” of  
human experiences  concerning a  phenomenon,  as  
descr ibed by the se lected part ic ipants  in  this  
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s tudy.  Understanding the “ l ived experiences” 
marks phenomenology as  a  phi losophy as  wel l  as  a  
method,  and the procedure involves  s tudying a  
smal l  number of  subjects  through extensive  and 
prolonged engagement to  develop patterns  and 
themes for  meaning (Moustakas,  1994).  In  this  
process ,  the  researcher  “brackets”  his/her  own 
experiences  in  order  to  understand those of  the  
part ic ipants  in  the s tudy (Nieswiadomy, 1993).    

In  addit ion,  phenomenological  s tudies  
respond to  his tor ical  events  ( l ike  that  of  
ass imilat ion and terminat ion)  whose cul tural  and 
pol i t ica l  ramif icat ions continue to  be  enacted in  
the present  (Casey,  1996).  Phenomenological  
design yie lds  a  s tudy that  provides  a  common feel  
for  l i fe  in  a  di f ferent  cul tural  group so that  readers  
t ruly  gain an understanding about  a  part icular  
cul ture  (Neuman, 2000).   

This  s tudy used the direct  approach where  the 
researcher  asked part ic ipants  to  ref lect  on,  and 
ta lk  about,  their  subject ive  experiences  of  
phenomenon in  interviews.  The researcher  
t ransformed these  subject ive  construct ions through 
interpretat ion to  re -present  them, fa i thful ly ,  as  
object ive  construct ions,  which increases  potent ia l  
for  t ransferabi l i ty  (Van Maanen,  1990).  Thus,  Van 
Maanen states  another  way of  looking at  this  
perspect ive  is  to  think of  being-  in- the-world,  
known through senses  and shared meanings.  I t  i s  
only  the unl i t ,  pre-cognit ive,  background of  
phenomenon that  enables  us  to  assume but  not  to  
explore  (Van Maanen).   

The intent  of  this  s tudy was to  record the 
educat ional  experiences  and success  factors  of  a  
cul tural  group of  people  focused on a  speci f ic  era.  
Since “dynamic socia l  condit ions and people’s  
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interpretat ions continue to  change,  [and]  there  is  
an overabundance of  s tor ies  s t i l l  wait ing to  be  to ld  
and studied” (Casey,  1996,  p.  240) ,  narrat ive  
inquiry  is  the  vehic le  se lected for  capturing these  
s tor ies .   

Clandinin and Connel ly  (2000)  recommended 
that  individuals  should “ l is ten to  the bi ts  and 
pieces  of  narrat ive  form handed down to us” (p.  
425) .  These bi ts  and pieces  exis t  through 
re lat ionships  that  unite  researchers ,  part ic ipants  
and an audience.  Kaser ,  Mundry,  St i les ,  and 
Loucks-Horsley (2002)  noted that  i t  i s  through 
these  re lat ionships  and the research that  we see  
the possibi l i ty  for  individual  change.  The change 
referred to  here  is  not  necessar i ly  a  physical  
change but  more of  an emotional  and 
psychological  change by the part ic ipants .  For  
example,  s t igmatized experiences  provided the 
motivat ion to  succeed in  school  for  a l l  the  
part ic ipants .   

In  real i ty ,  every society  is  the  sum tota l  of  the  
people  who work within a  g iven space each day 
and the s tructures  that  organize them-pol ic ies ,  
pract ices  and the cul ture.  According to  Neuman 
(2000)  and Crotty  (1998),  humans engage with 
their  world  and make sense of  i t  based on their  
his tor ical  and socia l  perspect ive-we are  a l l  born 
into a  world  of  meaning bestowed upon us  by our  
cul ture.  Thus,  qual i ta t ive  researchers  seek to  
understand the context  or  set t ing of  the  
part ic ipants  through vis i t ing this  context  and 
gathering information personal ly .   

Pre-Interviewing/Selection Process 

As a resul t  of  the  researcher  sharing the topic  
of  a t tending school  during the 1950s and 1960s,  
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fourteen individuals  were  identi f ied as  possib le  
part ic ipants .  A se lected sample  f rom a s tate  
organizat ional  meet ing involving the Louis iana 
Indian Educat ion Associat ion and the Coushatta  
Tribe’s  Annual  Fie ld  Day began the se lect ion 
process .  The Coushatta  t r ibe  sponsors  an annual  
gathering involving outdoor events  that  represent  
their  cul tural  her i tage.  Examples  range from bel l  
dancing to  Palmetto  basket  weaving.    

Al l  fourteen part ic ipants  for  the pre- interview 
process  were  e -mailed four  quest ions to  identi fy  
e l ig ib le  part ic ipants .  The four  quest ions used in  
the se lect ion process  were:  

•  What U.S.  Tribal  a f f i l ia t ion do you c la im?  
•  Would you be wil l ing to  share  your 

educat ional  experiences  as  part  of  this  
research s tudy?  

•  Did you at tend K-12 school  during the 
1950s-1960s?   

•  Did you at tend boarding school,  parochial  
school  or  publ ic  school?    

Findings suggested that  s ix  of  the  fourteen 
were not  e l ig ib le  to  part ic ipate  in  the research 
af ter  their  responses  to  quest ion two.  The 
remaining e ight  part ic ipants  were  then se lected for  
the larger  phenomenological  s tudy.  This  se lect ion 
process  resul ted in  a  greater  representat ion of  
t r ibal  a f f i l ia t ion,  gender  balance and educat ional  
experiences.  

The Part icipants 
The part ic ipants  for  this  s tudy af ter  the  

e l ig ib i l i ty  screening from the pi lot  s tudy included 
eight  American Indians who grew up in  var ious 
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geographical  locat ions during the 1950s and 
1960s.  Al l  e ight  part ic ipants  se lected to  be  
identi f ied by using their  own names.   

Of  the 14 candidates ,  e ight  were  se lected by a  
cr i ter ion-referenced quest ionnaire  provided by the 
researcher  through e-mail .  Neuman (2000)  asserted 
that  purposeful  sampling provides  for  greater  
t r iangulat ion of  data  col lected.  I t  i s  ca l led for  
when the researcher  wants  to  identi fy  part icular  
types  of  cases  for  in-depth invest igat ion that  is  
part  of  exploratory research.  Also,  Creswel l  (2003)  
noted that  purposeful  sampling a l lows the 
researcher  to  se lect  cases  that  can show dif ferent  
perspect ives  on the problem. This  may al low the 
researcher  an opportunity  to  se lect  “ordinary 
cases,  access ib le  cases  or  unusual  cases” (p.  62) .  
Purposeful  sampling re l ies  on the discret ion and 
judgment of  the  researcher  to  se lect  cases  to  s tudy 
that  wil l  best  help  the researcher  understand the 
problem and the research quest ions.  

In  this  s tudy,  this  sampling technique meant  
se lect ing individuals  who were able  to  contr ibute  
to  understanding the school  experiences  of  
American Indians in  the 1950s and 1960s by 
answering the fo l lowing pr imary quest ions during 
the f i rs t  of  three  interviews:  Why did you se lect  
educat ion or  re lated disc ipl ine as  a  career?  
Explain how attending boarding school  inf luences  
your career  choice?  Explain how publ ic  school  
inf luenced you career  choice?  Explain how your 
t r ibal  background inf luenced your career  choice?  
Do you feel  valued and respected by your peers  in  
your chosen career?  All  e ight  of  the  part ic ipants  
se lected for  this  s tudy are  American Indians who 
grew up during the 1950s and 1960s and are  
considered to  be  successful  both personal ly  and 
profess ional ly .  The def ini t ion of  successful  
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depends on the individual .  According to  
contemporary s tandards,  s ix  of  the  e ight  
part ic ipants  are  not  wealthy or  famous,  but  they 
are  valuable  contr ibutors  in  the educat ional  arena.   

P a t  
Pat is  a  Houma Indian female  f rom Louis iana 

who has had many years  of  educat ional  
experiences  involving pol i t ica l  a f fa irs .  She has  her  
Master ’s  Degree and was the former Executive  
Director  of  the  Governor’s  Off ice  of  Indian Affairs  
in  Baton Rouge and is  a lso  the Co-Chairperson for  
Louis iana Indian Educat ion Associat ion.  She has  
been instrumental  in  coordinat ing many 
educat ional  opportunit ies  and grants  for  the 
American Indian populat ions within the s tate  of  
Louis iana.   

J a m e s  
James is  a  Navajo Indian male  or ig inal ly  f rom 

northeastern Arizona who works for  Custer  
National  Park in  Montana as  an archeologis t .  He 
has  obtained his  Bachelor’s  Degree in  Biology and 
his  Master ’s  Degree in  Environmental  Science.  
James has  a lso worked for  the Bureau of  Indian 
Affairs  (BIA) in  var ious environmental  
management projects  and at  the  t ime of  our  
interviews was ass is t ing FEMA and several  of  
t r ibes  in  the New Orleans area with the 
preservat ion of  his tor ical  records and art i facts  
f rom the s torm damage.   

James C 
James is  a  Tewa Indian male  f rom the Taos 

Pueblo in  New Mexico.  He has at tended business  
school ,  worked with corporat ions as  a  ski l led 
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carpenter  and is  current ly  manager/war chief  of  
the  Taos Pueblo in  New Mexico.  He continues to  
keep act ive  in  cul tural  fes t ivals  events  by creat ing 
authentic  drums with detai led artwork in  the 
tradit ional  methods used from the e lders  and 
nat ive  mater ia ls  within the Pueblo.  

J o s e p h  
 Joseph is  a  Cheyenne River  Lakota  Sioux 

male  f rom Eagle  Butte ,  Montana who works for  
the Bureau of  Indian Affairs  (BIA) and is  involved 
in  cr is is  management programs as  a  l ia ison for  the 
American Indian populat ions.  He is  current ly  
l iv ing in  Washington,  D.C.;  however,  his  job takes  
him across  the country  to  many local i t ies  to  meet  
these  American Indian populat ions and their  
speci f ic  needs as  in  wildf ire  management or  
landsl ide  recovery programs.  

K i r b y  
Kirby is  a  Houma Indian male  f rom Louis iana 

who works within the publ ic  school  system for  
specia l  programs and the Off ice  of  Indian 
Educat ion involving American Indian s tudents .  He 
has  obtained his  Bachelor’s  Degree and 
Administrat ive  Cert i f icat ion and works as  a  b i -
vocat ional  Methodist  preacher  part  t ime.  He has 
shared his  interests  involving the s tate  census and 
identi f icat ion of  American Indians as  a  race and 
not  just  as  other .   

C o r i n e  
Corine is  a  Houma Indian female  f rom 

Louis iana who formerly  worked in  Off ice  of  
Indian Educat ion from i ts  beginning s tages  in  the 
mid 1970’s .  She worked in  this  capaci ty  for  
twenty-e ight  years  only  desir ing to  see  educat ion 



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   20  

improve for  American Indian chi ldren.  Corine has  
obtained her  Bachelor’s  Degree in  Business  and is  
current ly  ret i red but  s tays  very act ive  and involved 
with the Louis iana Indian Educat ion 
Organizat ion.  She has  shared her  interests  in  the 
awareness  of  and educat ional  opportunit ies  that  
are  needed for  the Indian chi ldren of  Louis iana.  

J o a n  
Joan is  a  Mohican Indian female  f rom 

Wisconsin.  She has  obtained her  Bachelor’s  
Degree in  pedagogical  instruct ion and has been 
teaching in  the publ ic  school  system for  more than 
twenty years .   She was honored with the Teacher  
of  the  Year  Award for  Indian Educat ion in  2005.  
She remains act ive  in  promoting tr ibal  t radit ions 
for  young people,  even though she has  never  
personal ly  experienced educat ion on the 
reservat ion.  

R .  C .   
R.C. is  a  Navajo/Ute Indian male  f rom 

Arizona.  He is  a  world  premier  performer of  the  
Native  American f lute .  He orig inal ly  was tra ined 
in  c lass ical  t rumpet  and music  theory and later  
explored the tradit ional  cedar  wood f lute .  Since 
1983,  he has  re leased over  thir ty- f ive  a lbums with 
the Canyon label .  In  addit ion to  his  solo  
performances,  he  has  worked with Wil l iam Eaton,  
Paul  Horn,  James DeMars and Phi l l ip  Glass .  R.C.  
has  explored new musical  set t ings  including new 
age,  world-beat  jazz and c lass ical .   His  career  has  
been shaped by a  desire  to  communicate  a  sense of  
Native  American cul ture  and society  that  
t ranscends the common stereotypes  presented in  
mass  media.  
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The Sett ing 
The researcher  conducted two of  a  tota l  of  

three  interviews with a l l  e ight  part ic ipants,  which 
was obtained face- to- face  at  the  locat ion desired 
by the part ic ipant,  typical ly  at  their  home or  
of f ice .  Creswel l  (2003)  explained the research 
should be conducted in  the natural  set t ing which 
“enables  the researcher  to  develop a  level  of  detai l  
about  the individual  or  p lace and to  be  highly  
involved in  actual  experiences  of  the  part ic ipants”  
(p.  181) .  The third  interview was conducted e i ther  
face- to- face,  te lephone,  or  email ,  whichever  was 
desired by each individual  part ic ipant.   

The Role of the Researcher 

The role  of  the  researcher  was to  examine the 
meaning and s ignif icance of  these  l ived 
educat ional  experiences,  which were possib le  
factors  that  led these  e ight  part ic ipants  to  become 
successful  despi te  societa l  s t igmas and lack of  
equal  educat ional  opportunit ies .  While  the use  of  
a  phenomenological  s tudy is  considered to  be  a  
way of  discovery and understanding the “essence” 
of  these  l ived experiences,  each of  the  s tor ies  
presented di f ferent  perspect ives.  Qual i tat ive  
researchers  approach their  s tudies  with a  certa in  
paradigm, a  basic  set  of  bel ie fs  or  assumptions 
that  guide their  queries  (Lincoln & Guba,  1985).  
These assumptions are  re lated to  the nature  of  
real i ty ,  the  re lat ionship of  the  researcher,  the  role  
of  values,  and the process  of  research.   

In  this  s tudy,  the nature  of  real i ty  was 
extremely subject ive  seen through mult ip le  lenses  
embedded within the part ic ipants ’  s tor ies .  As for  
the re lat ionship assumption,  the researcher  
at tempted to  lessen the dis tance between her  and 
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those  being researched.  This  can be problematic  
and qual i ta t ive  researchers  must  be  aware that  
they have to  put  themselves  into the s tudy and at  
the  same t ime c la im to have some expert ise  
(Richardson,  2000).  Lincoln and Guba (1985)  
e laborate  the role  of  values  in  which the 
researcher  acknowledges  that  research is  value 
laden and that  b iases  are  present .  Addit ional ly ,  
Clandinin and Connel ly  (2000)  warned 
researchers ,  “ these  re lat ionships  are  v i ta l ly  
important  in  the process  of  qual i ta t ive  research” 
(p.  189) .   

Data Collection 
Data for  this  s tudy were obtained through 

three  interviews and post - interview emails  or  
phone conversat ions with each part ic ipant  about  
l ived educat ional  experiences  and their  successful  
career  choices.  The data  col lect ion process  for  this  
s tudy was complex.  Each part ic ipant  was g iven the 
opportunity  to  choose his  or  her  date,  t ime,  and 
locat ion for  these  interviews.  This  was di f f icul t  a t  
t imes because the part ic ipants  l ived in  f ive  
di f ferent  geographical  locat ions:  Montana,  
Washington,  D.C.,  Louis iana,  New Mexico,  and 
Wisconsin.   

The researcher  conducted a  semi-s tructured,  
open-ended interview; audiotaped the interview, 
and later  t ranscr ibed the interview to  ass is t  in  the 
col lect ion of  the  data.  This  s tudy employed 
personal  journal  wri t ing by the researcher,  
archival  documents  f rom the part ic ipants  and 
research interviews as  the pr imary f ie ld  texts .  
Each form of  f ie ld  text  provided a  layer  of  
complexity  that  contr ibuted to  understanding each 



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   23  

part ic ipant’s  t r ibal  uniqueness  and educat ional  
experiences  (Creswel l ,  2003).  

F i e l d  T e x t  
To ass is t  in  the data  col lect ion  the  researcher  

kept  a  journal ,  as  entr ies  are  a  “powerful  way for  
individuals  to  g ive  accounts  of  their  experience” 
(Clandinin & Connel ly ,  2000,  p.  102) .  Journal  
wri t ing,  in  the f ie ld,  can offer  the  inquirer  an 
opportunity  to  ref lect  on what  is  fe l t  during the 
research experiences.  By s imply asking the 
part ic ipant  to  te l l  about  her/his  past  educat ional  
experiences,  the  inquirer  embraces  her  role  as  the 
conduit  for  t ransposing her/his  words into thick,  
r ich descr ipt ive  s tor ies  using tr iangulat ion of  data.   

In  addit ion to  the individual  interviews,  other  
data  was col lected from archived documents  and 
reference mater ia l  in  re lat ion to  the s ix  t r ibal  
a f f i l ia t ions researched.  Some of  this  archival  data  
retr ieved by the researcher  included tr ibal  records 
f rom six  of  the  e ight  part ic ipants  explaining their  
governing laws,  past  land deeds,  and their  
school ing requirements .  

A u d i o - t a p e d  i n f o r m a t i o n  
All  oral ly  generated s tor ies  were  recorded i f  

part ic ipants  did  not  object  because of  the  cul tural  
bel ie fs  of  American Indian populat ions.  Al l  e ight  
part ic ipants  a l lowed the researcher  to  record each 
of  the  face- to- face  interviews for  analysis  of  
accuracy and member checked.  Upon complet ion 
of  the  research a l l  recorded mater ia l  was disposed 
of  as  disc losed by researcher  to  each part ic ipant  
pr ior  to  the ini t ia l  interviews.  
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Treatment of the Data 
According to  Polkinghorne  (1995),  a  narrat ive  

configurat ion in  qual i ta t ive  analysis  was wel l  
sui ted for  this  s tudy due to  the complexity  of  each 
part ic ipant  and their  unique experiences.  
Polkinghorne (1995)  c lear ly  del ineated that  
narrat ive  report ing walks  the l ine  between 
l i terature  and sc ient i f ic  discourse.  The pr imary 
s trategy ut i l ized in  this  research to  ensure  external  
val idi ty  was the provis ion of  r ich,  thick,  detai led 
descr ipt ions so that  anyone interested in  
t ransferabi l i ty  would have a  sol id  f ramework for  
comparison (Merr iam, 1988).   

Three techniques to  ensure  re l iabi l i ty  were  
employed in  this  s tudy.  Firs t ,  the  researcher  
provided a  detai led account  of  the  focus of  the  
s tudy,  the  basis  for  se lect ion,  and the context  f rom 
which data  was gathered (Goetz  & LeCompte,  
1984).  Second,  t r iangulat ion or  mult ip le  methods 
of  data  col lect ion and analysis  were  used which 
s trengthens re l iabi l i ty  as  wel l  as  internal  val idi ty  
(Merr iam, 1988).  When analyzing data,  
researchers  col lect  descr ipt ions of  events  and 
experiences  and synthesize  them by means of  
s imilar  themes or  s tor ies .   

Phenomenological  researchers  are  required to  
ascerta in  s imilar  themes that  display the l inkage 
among the data  as  the s tor ies  unfold.  Final ly ,  data  
col lect ion and analysis  s t rategies  were  reported in  
detai l  in  order  to  provide a  c lear  and accurate  
picture  of  the  methods used in  this  s tudy.  Al l  
phases  of  this  research were subject  to  scrut iny by 
an external  auditor  who was experienced in  
qual i ta t ive  research methods.   
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O r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e m e s  
After  the transcr ipt ions f rom the audiotapes  

were  made,  the researcher  considered the 
transcr ipt  as  narrat ive  f ie ld  texts  and developed 
themes from the texts .  These transcr ipt ions 
a l lowed for  the part ic ipants ’  voices  to  be  heard 
and were accomplished by organizing the 
transcr ipt ions into s tory e lements  that  supported 
common themes.  This  was done for  both 
individuals  and part ic ipants  as  a  group through 
the process  of  f r e e  var ia t ion  which def ines  the “how 
and what” of  the  experience involved (Moustakas,  
1994).  Free variat ion emerged within the dia logue 
and tones  of  the  part ic ipants .   The use  of  f ree  
var iat ion a l lowed the researcher  to  analyze the 
phenomena in  mult ip le  ways,  which a l lowed for  
di f ferent iat ion between essent ia l  and unessent ia l  
e lements  and their  re lat ionships  (Polkinghorne,  
1989).   

I n d u c t i o n  
The next  s tage in  analyzing phenomenological  

data  was the induct ive  process  known as  in tu i t ing ,  
or induct ing (Rose,  Beeby,  & Parker,  1995).  This  
research re l ies  on the ut i l izat ion of  taci t  
knowledge ( intui t ive  or  fe l t  knowledge)  because 
of ten the nuances  of  the  mult ip le  real i t ies  can be 
appreciated most  in  this  way (Lincoln & Guba,  
1985).   Addit ional ly ,  the  researcher  re l ies  on 
intui t ion,  imaginat ion,  and universal  s t ructures  to  
obtain a  picture  of  the  experience and uses  
systemic methods of  analysis  as  advanced by 
Moustakas (1994).  Marshal l  and Rossman (1999)  
emphasized the role  of  intui t ion in  research 
a l lowing for  more creat ive  thought  and 
reorganizat ion without  pre-determined outcomes 



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   26  

D e s c r i p t i o n  
The f inal  s tage of  data  analysis  was 

descr ipt ion or  t ransformation (Rose et  a l . ,  1995).  
The descr ipt ion process  a l lowed the researcher  to  
wri te  a  fu l l  descr ipt ion of  the  phenomena,  analyze 
the themes,  and express  the fee l ings  of  these  
experiences  to  others .  In  order  to  prepare  for  the 
descr ipt ion process  the researcher  divided the 
or ig inal  protocol  or  l ine  of  quest ioning into 
s tatements  or  horizontal izat ion (Moustakas,  
1994).  Meanings were  formulated from the 
s ignif icant  s tatements  such as:  chaos is  part  of  the  
human experience,  b icul tural  re fers  to  establ ishing 
themselves  within the greater  society,  spir i tual i ty  
referr ing to  personal  empowerment and economic 
resources:  rural  vs .  reservat ion.  These meanings 
were  arr ived at  by reading,  re-reading and 
ref lect ing upon the s ignif icant  s tatements  in  the 
or ig inal  t ranscr ipt ions to  get  the  meaning of  the  
part ic ipant’s  s tatement  in  the or ig inal  context .   

The aggregate  of  formulated meanings was 
organized into c lusters  of  themes.  These c lusters  
represent  themes that  emerged from and are  
common to a l l  e ight  part ic ipants ’  descr ipt ions 
such as:  a  necessary chaos for  balance,  chal lenge 
to  become bi -cul tural ,  importance of  teachers  as  
support  systems,  spir i tual i ty ,  t r ibal  inf luences,  the  
inf luence of  economic inf luences,  cul tural  
awareness  and value,  re levant  curr iculum and 
recrui tment  of  nat ive  teachers .  Provisions for  
Trustworthiness  

The phenomenological  s tudy portrays  the 
meaning of  l ived experiences  about  a  concept,  a  
s tory,  or  phenomenon.  As Polkinghorne (1995)  
explained,  a  phenomenologis t  explores  the mind 
and human experiences.  He further  descr ibed 
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phenomenology as  the sc ience of  experience.  This  
s tudy accomplished this  in  a  re l iable  and 
trustworthy manner  by maintaining cr i t ica l  
l i s tening ski l l s  throughout  the research process .  In  
order  to  provide trustworthiness ,  the  researcher  
used three  techniques suggested by Creswel l  
(2003),  which included member-checking,  
presentat ion of  confusing information,  as  wel l  as  
the  paper  t ra i l  as  previously  mentioned.   

C o n f i d e n t i a l i t y  
Anonymity is  an issue in  any inquiry  and this  

opt ion should be guaranteed throughout  the ent ire  
inquiry  process  for  part ic ipants  i f  they prefer  
anonymity  (Clandinin & Connel ly ,  2000).  The 
part ic ipants  that  were  se lected for  this  s tudy chose 
not  to  be  anonymous.  However,  the  researcher  
remained cautious throughout  the ent ire  inquiry  
process  because persons with whom we are  
engaged may be changing and perceive  themselves  
as  vulnerable .  At  the conclusion of  the  interview 
process ,  a l l  e ight  of  the  part ic ipants  indicated that  
their  own names would be used in  the s tudy.  

C u l t u r a l  S e n s i t i v i t y  
Cultural ly  sensi t ive  research approaches use  

the part icular  and unique se l f -def ined experiences  
of  a  speci f ic  race  and/or group of  people  (Ti l lman,  
2006).  As suggested by Ti l lman the researcher  
should be committed to,  and accept  the 
responsibi l i ty  for ,  maintaining the cul tural  
integr i ty  of  the  part ic ipants .  Firs t  and foremost ,  
the  researcher  has  an obl igat ion to  respect  the  
r ights ,  values,  needs and desires  of  the  
part ic ipants .  For  example,  S leeter  (1992)  wrote  
“that  what  White  people  know about  the socia l  
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world  is  general ly  correct ,  but  for  only  
understanding White  people” (p.  211) .   

Findings 
Question One: The Boarding School  Experience  

Five of  the  e ight  part ic ipants  that  were  
interviewed at tended a  boarding school  with both 
posi t ive  and negat ive  experiences  embedded in  
their  s tor ies .  The one s ingle  theme for  this  
quest ion culminated around:  ‘a  necessary chaos 
for  balance. ’  

The theme for  this  quest ion centered on the 
Chaos Theory which Wheatley (1999)  descr ibed as  
necessary to  br ing balance in  l i fe .  Most  
individuals  have experienced chaos at  some point  
in  their  l ives .  According to  Wheat ley,  “chaos is  
part  of  the  human experience and when we ref lect  
on these  t imes we emerge into a  s tronger  sense of  
who we are  and our  purpose” (p.  119) .   

In  addit ion,  part ic ipat ion and cooperat ion are  
essent ia l  to  our  survival  in  this  interconnected 
world (Wheat ley) .  James and Joseph both 
commented that  even today they see  unequal  
t reatment  f rom society,  especia l ly  in  the 
educat ional  set t ing.  In  retrospect ,  both remarked 
that  educat ion is  the  only  way to  overcome past  
inequit ies .  Yet ,  they both mentioned that  boarding 
school  did  very l i t t le  to  prepare  them for  the 
future  and al l  of  the  many roadblocks they would 
encounter  growing up in  the Anglo society.  James 
and Joseph both descr ibed their  experiences  in  a  
Bureau of  Indian Affairs  (BIA) boarding school  as  
being in  pr ison without  just  cause.  Joseph 
mentioned that  boarding school  was too s tructured 
and r igorous yet ,  i t  provided a  sense of  
motivat ion.  
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Corine mentioned that  her  t ransi t ion was 
di f f icul t  and unset t l ing to  her  family  but  necessary 
in  order  to  obtain a  high school  educat ion.  
American Indians,  especia l ly  females,  l iv ing in  
Louis iana during the 1950s and even up to  the 
ear ly  1970s were  only  provided an e ighth grade 
educat ion by miss ionary schools .  Upon complet ion 
of  the  e ighth grade,  they were forced to  get  a  job 
or  t ravel  out-of -s tate  to  further  their  educat ion.    

 

Question Two: The Public  School  Experience  

Six of  the  e ight  part ic ipants  that  were  
interviewed at tended a  t radit ional  publ ic  school  at  
some point  with posi t ive  experiences  wel l  
es tabl ished in  their  s tor ies .  Two themes emerged:  
‘chal lenge to  become bi -cul tural ’  and the 
‘ importance of  teachers . ’  

 

Challenge  to  become bi -cul tural .  

 James,  Joseph and Pat  a l l  v iewed publ ic  
school  as  an opportunity  for  the future.  Joseph 
and Pat  perceived educat ion as  a  way to  overcome 
economic hardships  and poverty  in  their  famil ies .   
Joseph shared his  thoughts  of  publ ic  school  and 
the necess i ty  to  perform in academics  in  order  for  
him to part ic ipate  in  athlet ics .  He commented that  
part ic ipat ing in  athlet ics  was “the dangl ing carrot”  
in  educat ion for  him. Publ ic  school  helped me 
socia l ize  as  an individual  to  the r igors  of  l iv ing 
and working in  the dominant  cul ture’s  world.  

Pat  shared her  thoughts  of  publ ic  school  and 
the necess i ty  to  perform in academics  in  order  to  
at tend col lege and break the cycle  of  poverty  that  
exis ted in  her  family.  At  age seven and being the 



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   30  

o ldest  chi ld,  she had to  read the mail  for  her  
parents  because both were i l l i terate .  Excel l ing in  
academics  and helping others  learn to  read was the 
“motivator” in  educat ion for  her .   

Most  of  my e lementary school  memories  are  
those of  the  mistreatment  f rom students .  I  was 
teased and snubbed because of  my poverty  and my 
appearance,  which to  most  I  was perceived as  a  
l ight-skinned Black chi ld.   

James viewed his  experience as  an incredible  
l ibrary of  subjects  to  explore  as  one does  an 
uncharted is land.  He e laborated,  “As you continue 
to  explore,  you open new horizons and you also 
begin to  real ize  there  is  a  whole  new world outs ide 
and within your grasp to  enjoy.”  James’  publ ic  
high school  experience provided the opportunity  
to  see  the  world  through a  di f ferent  lens,  which 
has  been invaluable  in  his  profess ional  career  as  
an environmental  b iologis t  for  the  National  Parks  
Service.  

 

The importance  o f  teachers  

James,  Pat ,  and Joan commented that  teachers  
were  the ul t imate  cata lyst  in  performing in  school .  
Al l  three  could identi fy  a  speci f ic  teacher  as  being 
that  source of  encouragement.   

Pat  e laborated on her  f i rs t  grade teacher  as  
being instrumental  in  her  educat ional  success .  One 
good memory that  Pat  recal led from her  
e lementary experience was the encouragement 
f rom her  f i rs t  grade teacher.  “Her kind and 
motivat ing words encouraged me to  perform, 
despi te  the teasing and discr iminat ion from the 
s tudents .  This  teacher  took me under  her  wing and 
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provided the academic support  that  was so 
desperate ly  lacking in  my household.”  

 Corine recal led her  f i rs t  f ive  years  of  
educat ion in  at tending a  miss ionary school  as  
benef ic ia l .  When she f i rs t  began school,  Corine 
s tar ted with Methodist  miss ionaries  who came to  
Dulac,  Louis iana in  1950.  She at tended this  
miss ionary school  f rom the f i rs t  to  f i f th  grade.  
Corine loved a l l  of  her  e lementary teachers  and 
desired to  be  one to  help  her  people  just  as  the 
miss ionary teachers  helped her.  She remarked,  
“Educat ion held the key to  br inging her  people  out  
of  poverty.”  Joseph,  Pat  and Corine a l l  saw 
educat ion as  a  way for  empowering their  t r ibes  
both economical ly  and socia l ly .  

 

Question Three:  Factors  for  Career  Decisions  

Six of  the  e ight  part ic ipants  that  were  
interviewed stated that  their  external  support  
systems and economic resources  were  the most  
s ignif icant  factors  in  determining their  careers .  
Three of  the  part ic ipants  a lso mentioned their  
spir i tual i ty  as  an important  factor .  Four themes 
emerged:  external  support  systems,  spir i tual i ty ,  
t r ibal  inf luences,  and inf luence of  economic 
resources.  

 

External  Support  System 

James,  Joseph,  Kirby,  Pat ,  Corine,  and Carlos  
a l l  commented that  their  external  support  systems 
were invaluable  to  their  career  choices  and 
opportunit ies  in  l i fe .  James,  Pat ,  and Corine 
speci f ica l ly  mentioned teachers  as  the guiding 
force  in  pursuing their  educat ional  dreams.  James 
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remarked,  “Kind words of  praise  and constant  
encouragement chal lenged me to  excel .”    

Kirby commented that  he could not  see  
himsel f  worthy as  teacher  mater ia l  because his  
parents  held  teachers  in  such respect  unt i l  the  
pr incipal  of  the  Indian school  took him f ishing 
and showed concern about  his  educat ion.  Another  
teacher  took him hunting and shared the same 
concerns as  the pr incipal  did.  Even with the 
support  of  these  two respected persons Kirby s t i l l  
d id  not  fee l  as  though he could cross  the l ine  of  
being an Indian to  being a  teacher  who was Indian 
unti l  a f ter  his  col lege experience.   

 Carlos  sa id  that  e lders  of  other  t r ibal  
a f f i l ia t ions and others  f rom the greater  American 
society  have inf luenced much of  his  work.  Much 
of  what  he does  comes from stor ies  and 
admonit ion from the e lders  that  l i fe  is  about  
serving others .  Many of  the  people  that  Carlos  has  
worked with who are  e lders  of  e i ther  the Cheyenne 
or  the Kiowa Tribe have remarked that  he shares  
information,  which is  useful  in  t ransforming 
Indian people  to  coexist  within the “greater  
society”.  

 

Spir i tual i ty  

All  e ight  part ic ipants  mention the exis tence 
and importance of  re l ig ion whether  i t  was referred 
to  as  “The Great  Spir i t”  or  “The Creator”.  Kirby,  
Pat ,  and Corine e laborated more about  the “Great  
Spir i t”  as  the most  s ignif icant  inf luence in  
ful f i l l ing their  l i fe  purposes.   
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Tribal  Inf luences  

Joseph and James C.  identi f ied their  t r ibal  
inf luences  p laying a  role  in  determining their  
career  decis ions.  Joseph commented that  nepotism 
and casinos are  why “I  s tayed away from tr ibal  
pol i t ics .”  I  see  the casinos for  Indians as  “the nai l  
in  the coff in” and the dis integrat ion of  the  cul tural  
way of  l i fe  on the Lakota  Reservat ion.  

James C.  mentioned being reared by his  
grandparents  and his  t r ibal  e lders  as  a  pr ice less  
experience in  any society.  “I  had no real  parental  
guidance other  than my elder ly  grandparents  as  a  
young chi ld  and so I  had to  grow up rather  quickly  
and become se l f -suf f ic ient  to  survive in  the 
dominant  world.  As a  pueblo male  one was 
expected to  develop ski l l s  that  would benef i t  the  
t r ibe.  I  was taught  by my grandfather  how to make 
adobe br icks.  The ski l l s  my grandfather  and other  
t r ibal  members  provided were so invaluable  to  me 
in  becoming a  product ive  member of  my tr ibe.”  

 

Inf luence  o f  economic  resources   

James,  Joseph,  Kirby,  James C.,  Corine,  and 
Carlos  a l l  d iscussed how geography and the lack 
of  economic resources  p layed a  s ignif icant  role  in  
determining their  career  paths.  Carlos  noted that  
both the local i ty  and geographical  cul ture  were  
s ignif icant  factors ,  which inf luenced his  
involvement as  a  l ia ison educator  for  the tr ibal  
communit ies .  James,  Joseph,  and Kirby a l l  
commented on the lack of  economic resources  
within their  t r ibal  geographical  locat ions in  which 
they had to  overcome with two being on a  
reservat ion and the other  in  a  rural  set t ing.   
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Question Four:  Recommendations for  Culturally  
Responsive Teaching 

All  e ight  part ic ipants  had suggest ions on how 
publ ic  educat ion could bet ter  serve the needs of  
the  American Indian s tudents .  Seven of  the  e ight  
suggested that  educators  develop a  sense of  
cul tural  awareness  of  American Indians and their  
own uniqueness.  Three themes emerged:  cu l tura l  
awareness  and  va lue ,  r e l evant  curr i cu lum ,  and 
rec ru i tment .  

 

Cultural  awareness  and value  

Joseph,  Kirby,  James C.,  Pat ,  Corine,  Joan,  
and Carlos  a l l  expressed the view that  educators  
need to  develop a  sense of  understanding and 
cul tural  awareness  of  American Indians and their  
p lace in  American his tory.  Joseph emphasized,  
“Real  understanding and acceptance of  a  cul ture  is  
important  to  both part ies  involved.”  James C.  
remarked,  “Knowing who you are  as  an individual  
and as  a  cul ture  is  the  most  valuable  asset  one 
possesses.”  

Kirby and Corine pointed out  that  educators  
need to  bui ld  American Indian s tudents ’  se l f -
es teem before  any real  learning can occur  in  the 
c lassroom. Kirby commented,  “How can you make 
chi ldren fee l  valued when they are  labeled as  
‘others ’  rather  than American Indians?”  

Pat  mentioned that  the  pl ight  of  American 
Indians who at tend col lege could be a l leviated i f  
educators  real ly  valued a l l  cul tures  equal ly .  She 
emphasized that  educators  need to  develop an 
awareness  of  who American Indians t ruly  are  and 
accept  their  cul tural  d i f ferences  in  order  for  our  
21 s t  century society  to  progress .  
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Relevant  curr iculum 

Joseph,  Pat ,  Corine,  and Joan al l  sa id  that  
educators  need to  develop bet ter  lessons  in  
teaching factual  information about  American 
Indians rather  than using only  the European 
vers ion of  American his tory.  Joan and Corine a lso 
said  the assessment  of  s tudents  needs to  match the 
chi ld’s  cul tural  understanding and development to  
be  re l iable .  Corine s tated,  “Unti l  educators  and 
administrators  address  the methods of  assessment  
and low test  scores,  American Indian s tudents  wil l  
remain behind in  educat ion.”  Joseph remarked,  
“There  needs to  be  a  course  for  educators  to  
discover  the ‘nuts  and bolts ’  of  the  American 
Indian cul ture.”  

 

Recruitment  

Kirby,  Pat  and Joan American Indians,  
declared Kirby,  Pat  and Joan,  need to  be  more 
involved in  the educat ional  process  to  serve as  
posi t ive  role  models .  Joan’s  v iew was that  “school  
dis tr ic ts  with high percentages  of  Native  s tudents  
need to  recrui t  Native  teachers” to  ass is t  with 
tr ibal  i ssues  that  ar ise  through cultural  
misunderstandings.  One of  these  
misunderstandings is  when most  educators  expect  
their  s tudents  to  pay at tent ion and look at  them 
when spoken to.  For  American Indian people,  this  
is  d isrespectful  and the chi ldren are  punished.  
Another  misunderstanding is  assuming that  a l l  
Indians are  the same without  any socia l  or  cul tural  
d i f ferences.  These misunderstandings seem to be 
more prevalent  with the tr ibes  who l ive  on 
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reservat ions rather  than in  the rural  set t ings  
within the greater  society.   

Part ic ipants  noted how teachers  touched l ives  
as  guides  with ski l l s  and information,  how 
mentors  provided sound advice  and became 
motivators  who provided words of  encouragement.  
Cultural  awareness  and value were  v i ta l  to  their  
exis tence within their  t r ibal  a f f i l ia t ion and in  the 
greater  society.  Al l  part ic ipants  emphasized the 
importance of  knowing who one is  as  an 
individual  and as  a  cul tural  member of  their  t r ibal  
society.  These f indings provide insight  into 
cul tural  equity.   

One of  the  most  reveal ing issues  in  the s tudy 
was that  each part ic ipant  had a  posi t ive  sense of  
who they were and the bel ie f  of  
interconnectedness  to  humanity  and their  out look 
for  necessary dual i ty  in  the “greater  society.”  This  
suggested that  perhaps the most  crucia l  point  for  
educators  to  understand as  they try  to  help  
American Indian s tudents  achieve academic 
success  is  the  importance of  cul tural  values  and 
community-based bel ie fs  where  col laborat ive  
ef forts  supersede competi t ion and the at ta inment 
of  possess ions (Whitbeck,  Hoyt,  Stubben,  & 
LaFromboise,  2001).  

Educational Importance of the Study 

As a c iv i l izat ion,  credence must  be  g iven to  
a l l  cul tural  bel ie fs  and uniqueness.  In  turn,  each 
human being should be g iven the equal  
opportunity  to  learn and to  fee l  confident  with 
his/her  own identi ty .  Al l  perspect ives  should be 
considered and valued,  as  everyone contr ibutes  to  
the greater  society.  In  developing cul tural ly  
responsive pedagogy and emphasizing this  in  s taf f  
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development,  educators  can promote posi t ive  se l f -
es teem and cultural  value for  a l l  s tudents  (Hilberg  
& Tharp,  2002).    

The part ic ipants  in  this  s tudy were pr imari ly  
se lected from speci f ic  t ime in  his tory.  Stor ies  f rom 
their  parents  and chi ldren might  provide 
addit ional  data  to  reveal  how their  profess ional  
l ives  were  impacted.   Another  benef ic ia l  
explorat ion of  successful  American Indians would 
be to  focus on one speci f ic  s tate  and locate  those 
American Indians who dropped out  of  school  due 
to  the lack of  support  systems.  

These e ight  s tor ies  of  successful  American 
Indians indicate  teachers  are  v i ta l  external  support  
systems and acquir ing dual i ty  may be necessary 
for  establ ishing careers  in  the profess ional  world.   
They a lso g ive  insights  into what  and how those 
who teach American Indian chi ldren today should 
incorporate  into the curr iculum to encourage their  
s tudents  to  achieve academic excel lence.  

Summary 

The qual i ta t ive  phenomenological  
methodology was appropriate  to  capture  the 
honest  fee l ings,  a t t i tudes,  experiences,  and 
emotions of  e ight  American Indians involved in  
l iv ing during the terminat ion per iod in  the United 
States .   For  t r ibes  that  l ive  on reservat ions,  their  
s t ruggles  and inequit ies  exis ted more so in  the 
educat ional  and environmental  s t ructures  than the 
rural  t r ibal  communit ies .  For  instance,  the  
Navajo,  Lakota  and Tewa Tribes  a l l  deal t  with 
issues  f rom the publ ic  school  communit ies  
regarding pol icy.  

The value of  support  systems was evident  in  
a l l  of  the  part ic ipants ’  s tor ies .  According to  the 
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U.S.  Department  of  Educat ion (2001),  parental  
involvement and lack of  preparedness  were  two 
issues  of  greatest  concern by teachers .  Some fe l t  as  
though their  parents  and tr ibal  e lders  p layed more 
of  a  role  in  support ing and encouraging,  while  
others  s tated i t  was a  teacher  that  made the 
di f ference for  them in pursuing their  educat ional  
dreams.  

Literacy was another  factor  for  each 
part ic ipant’s  career  success .  They were imbued 
with the concept  that  no matter  what  cul tural  
group one belongs to,  communicat ion and the 
basic  understanding of  one’s  cul tural  her i tage was 
key to  profess ional  success .  The Kennedy  Repor t  
a lso  identi f ied schools  as  being essent ia l  to  the 
socia l ,  cul tural  and inte l lectual  heal th  of  
communit ies  as  wel l  as  l i teracy,  as  being essent ia l  
to  the wel l -being of  American Indian people  (U.S.  
Senate  Report ,  1969).  A f inal  point  benef ic ia l  to  
educat ion that  came from this  s tudy was an 
understanding that  most  American Indians bel ieve 
col laborat ive  ef forts  supersedes  competi t ion and 
the at ta inment of  possess ions.  

Even though progress  has  been made for  
equitable  opportunit ies  in  educat ion and cul tural  
awareness  with establ ishing the National  Indian 
Educat ion Associat ion (NIEA) and other  s tate  
organizat ions,  there  is  s t i l l  a  great  deal  of  work to  
be  accomplished for  a l l  indigenous cul tures  to  
real ize  their  s ignif icant  contr ibut ions to  the 
greater  society  in  America.   
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