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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative study aamined the relationship between Native student 

traditional tribal values and beliefs and the secondary school retention of seven 

Amerindian secondary school graduates. It is a departure fkom previous studies on 

retention in that it has taken a positive rather than a deficit or cultural discontinuity 

perspective to the problem. Severai key constructs emerged as essential to understanding 

the successful retention of these Amerindian secondary school students: family Me, 

strategies for coping, Life experiences, academic experiences, relevancy in programming 

traditional tribal values and beliefs, and Aboriginal epistemology. Respondents' 

previous family and life experiences contributeci to the development of strong positive 

identities which empowered them to harmonize and balance two cultures. Respondents 

had developed positive relations with at least one teacher. These positive relations 

compensated for other experiences where content was emphasized. A positive rapport 

between teacher and student and holistic or learner-centred teaching rnethods appear to 

have contributed to the success of some of these Amerindian students. Epistemology was 

an intricate part of the fabnc of the Native learning expenence for three of the 

respondents (ie, dreams, lifepath, nature). The fmdings suggest that key stakeholders 

such as the f d y ,  Native agencies and o r g ~ t i o n s ,  the community, and educational 

s ystems have responsibilities in promoting the niccessful retention of Amerindian 

sewndary school students. Further ethnographic and phenomenological studies are 

recommended to explore and descnbe those factors and processes which contribute to the 

successfil retention of the Amerindian student. 
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CrnPTER 1 

THE OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 

The study describes the perceptions of academidy successful Amerindian secondary 

school graduates on the relation between traditional tnial values and s~condaxy school retention. 

The study was quditative and the primary method of data collection was the interview. The 

sampie was a theoretical sample (Guba & Lincoin, 198 1 ; Patton, 1990). The seven respondents 

were identifid through the snowbali technique (Li, 198 1). They included seven Amerindian 

secondary school graduates who had successfùily wmpleted grade tweive andor Ontario 

Academic Competency (O. AC.) prognimming and were enrolled in postsecondary institutions at 

the tMe of the study. Chapter one presents the ovemiew for the study- rationale, personal 

ground, resparch questions, design, definition of terms, limitations, and sigdcatlce. 

- Rationde 

Despite recent signs of Unprovernent in the success of Native chiidren within the 

educational systems (Kirkness, 1992, Deyhle and Swisher, 1997), Native students continue to 

exhibit poor attendance and attrition rates fiom secondary school( Leary & Stiegelbauer, 1985; 

Deyhle, 1989). One o f  the problems with understanding the mmnt Native dropout situation is 

the absence of viable data on Native student retention (Mackay & Myles, 1995; Eberhard, 1989). 

Research shldies have examined the problem of low mention rate âom perspectives such as 

culturai discontiniiity (Reyhner, 1992; Wiison, 1992; Ledlow, 1992) or social econornic status 

(Ha 1990). As weU, the -ch methods used to coUect data have been problematic. Several 

researchers have found that the presence of traditional tribal vahies in the home has a signincant 

impact on Native student success in school (Rindone, 1988; Kaît, 1995; Deyhle, 1989). The 

purpose of this study, then, was to describe the relationship between traditional tnial values and 

secondary school retention nom the perspective ofrecent Aboriginal secondasr school graduates. 

The questions guidhg the research are describeci below. 



Research Questions 

1) What are the perceptions of academicaily successfùl secondaryfpoa secondary 

Amerindian students of the relationship between traditional tribal values and their 

success and retention? 

2.1) What traditional tribal values are held b y these Amerindian students? 

2.2) How do these vaiues directiy relate to education? 

3) What is the nature of the currinila and instniction in which the Native students 

were most successfid? 

A Pemonai Gronnd 

L am a graduate student in the Masters of Education program at Lakehead University. I 

am an Ojibway-Cree Native who has experienced the educational system through a provincial 

integrated (Catholic) school and various public school senings. I am a teacher who has had three 

years of expenence ui Native retention classroom settings. 1 have, within the iast 10 years or so, 

become increasingly interesteci in the cultural values aad traditions of my ancestors and have been 

striving to develop a closer relationship with these values 

I have also witnessed some dishirbhg wents and issues related to the education of 

Amerindians. 1 have remained focusseci primady on the actual needs of Native children. 1 want to 

conmbute to solving the diiemma of poor retention of Native saidem, cultural discontinuity in 

educationai programming. and other pertinent issues relevant to the education of Amerindians 

because 1 finnly believe that cfüldren's weU king must corne first in their communities, at home, 

and in school. 

I am a supporter of traditional tribal values but do not see them as the oniy means of 

Native educational success. Rather, I view these values and the possible contlict arising fkom 

cdhiral discontinuity in the educatioaal comext as one component of a complex problem. 

I do not believe that Native students are generally weli served in the system based upon 

my own experiences as a teacher. This perception is consistent with some of the m e n t  research 

on the problem (Kirkness, 1992; MacKay & Myles, 1989, 1995; Burns, 1996). I believe in Native 
2 



education "Sui Generis"; yet 1 aiso beiieve that teacher developrnent and strong famiiy 

participation and values, tribal or otherwise, are essential to success. 

Assumptions of the Study 

One of the asmmptions underlying this midy was that ail Native persons who identia 

themselves with a particular Amerindian group, including those who have learned to speak their 

Native ancestral language, possess tribal values inherent to that partidar culture. A second 

assumption was that there is a relationship between traditional tribal values and the success and 

retention of Native students. 

Research Deaign 

The purpose of this study was to describe recent Ame~dian high school graduates' 

perceptions of the relatiomhip between traditional mbd values and th& success and retention in 
' school. The design of the saidy was qualitative and ernergent (Patton, 1990). Respondents were 

identifiai through the snowball technique (li, 1 98 1). Seven participants were interviewed using 

an interview guide technique (Patton, 1990). The individual interviews ranged f?om one and one 

haif to three hours. Much of the data analysis occurred afker the interviews were completed. A 

process journal and research meaios for rdective as weii as analytical purposes were also kept 

throughout the snidy. This enabled the researcher to incorporate initiai kdings h o  later 

interviews and triangulate data across the sample. 

This research was conducted subject to the des,  guideiines and procedures of &cal 

condud in research on human subjects artidated in the handbook ofEthics, Procedures mid 

Guidelines for Research on Humm, Subjects and Lakehead University's Research Integrity Polis, 

(1995). Mormed consent, confidentiality and anonymity, nsks and benefits and storage of data 

are described below. 

Definition of Terms 

Value. Accordhg to Parsons (195 1) "value" can be defined as "an element of a shared 

symbolic system which serves as a criterion or standard for selection among the alternatives of 

orientation which are intrinsically open in a situation" ( p. 12). 
3 



TribaJ vaiue. Tribal values are defined as those values which are spintually and 

ecologicdy based in association with a communal relationship and a worid view that is of a 

natwai and holistic orientation (Cajete, 1994). These values may Vary somewhat nom group to 

group because each group is diftérent (Little Soldier, 1992; Cajete, 1994; MacKay and Myles, 

1995) but ail hold universai comrnonaiities (Brant, 1990; Cajete; 1994). In this study, the 

meanings of mbal values held by the respondents emerged during the inte~ews.  

Traditionai. The term "traditional" refers to historidy and dturally established 

"standards and arrangements of convention" associated with a partidar group (Parsons, 195 1, p. 

199). in this study, the researcher was alert to the respondmt's rneaaing of tradition as an 

expression of the conventions or standards of behaviour witbin their particular tribal group. 

Amerindian. "Amerindian" refers to any persons who identify themselves as either 

Americsui or Canadian Indian. George Sioui (1992) is acknowledged by this author for bhging 

the use of the term 'Amerindian' into focus in his publication titled 'Pour une autohistoue 

Native. "Native" is used to describe any p a o n s  who identifid thernselves as having an 

Amerindian limage or considerd themselves Man as defined by the Indian Act, RS.,c. 1- 

6,(1985) and its subsequent amendments or Addendum's and Section 35 ofthe Caaadian 

Constitution (1982). 

Retention. "Retention" is used in this study to refer to the successfid completion of 

secondary school education at the grade 12 or O.AC. level ofaccreditation (See Leary & 

Stiegelbauer, 1985). It is noteworthy that the temi "retention" sometimes has a different 

connotation, not to be confiised with the thesis usage: that of a student repeating a particular 

grade because she/he has not attained a required academic standard for advancement. 

Academic success. The term "academic success" describes students who have met the 

acaderriic requirements for advancement. In this study, one criterion for selection ofthe 

theoreticai sample was reguiar admission to a post-secondary institution. The researcher was aiso 

sensitive to personal meanings ofthe terrn "success" as aaiculated by the individual participants. 
4 



Beüefs. The words "belief' and "teaching" have been used synonymousiy to Uidicate 

value-bas& lessons about life as often expressed by Native elden to explain Life meaning. 

. Limitations 

There are a number of limitations to this study. F i  the population sample is srna11 in 

that this research involved m e n  (7) participants. Second, the kdings are not generaiizeable 

although the findings may be tramferable (Guba & Lincoln. 198 1). A third bitaiion is that the 

ernergent design of thîs research Limits its =ope and may have resuhed in the omission of 

important or &ent topics (Patton, 1990, p. 196). A fourth Limitation was languige binier  in 

that there are Werences in meanings associatecl to words in the Indiaa language and the 

translation of those words and tbeir ùnended mcsylings into the English language. However, in 

this study the participants were asked to transiate any i a f o d o n  they conveyed in their Native 

language. Lastiy, the decision to focus on factors contributhg to the saccadril retention of 

Amerindian students whiie overiooking those factors which have been known to auence Native 

drop-outs or attrition as a whole could be viewed as a limitation of this saidy as weU. 

Signifiiunce 

This study provideci insights into the perceptions of academlcaUy successful Amerindians 

of the relationship between traditional mbal vatues and secondary schooi retention Thus, the 

study iliumhateci the influence of a unique paradigm of traditionai tribal values on Native -dent 

retention. This research also contriiutes to the embryonic literature reievm to Native student 

success in & d o n  It also contributes knowiedge and informâtion which will inform the 

development of nilhually relevant curriculum, materials, and programming. 



CEIAPXERZ 

LITEUTURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The review of the Literature is organized h o  three sections. The first section discusses the 

problem of retention of aboriginal students in secondary school the conceptuai and 

methodological limitations of existing studies of retention, and &ors which duence Native 

smdent attrition, The second &on descncbes the role of values in retention, The final section 

discusses epistemology and values including the si@cance of lmguage, a b o t i g d  epistemology, 

Native values and ethics, and a spiriWecological bais  for education Each seaion is explained 

below, 

Retention of Aborigind Studenb 

Leary and Stiegelbauer (1985) studied the education of Cree Indian students in Manitoba 

to describe the minority experience %thin a majonty dture. They found that "student 

assesment, retention, and graduation data indicate[d] change in Native student movement or 

success in the syaem to be markedly below the success and movement rates of the generd 

population as a whole" (p. 13). They concluded that problems experienced by minority students 

couid be amibuted to discontinuities: " d i s c o n ~ e s  may exkt in laquage use, in strucniriag 

time, in values, in the m d g  of traditions, in the Mestyle of the home versus that of the school 

in social interaction and c o d d o n  style" (p.3). Culwal disconthity is discussed below in 

the section on fâcton âffécting aboriginal student retention. 

Leaq and Stiegelbauer (1985) suggesteâ that most research into mhority school fdure 

was based on one o f ~ o  perspectives: the deficit syndrome and the discontinuity/mismatch 

e x p l d o n .  They explain "Deficit Syndrome" as a theory that assumes students are backward or 

iderior in development. "Discontinuity/Mismatchn was describeci by them as the theory which 

recognizes that different experïences of the miaority confiict with those of the majonty in the 

school experience. Leary and Stiegelbauer also proposed that a cultural diversity paradigm would 

facilitate "instnictiond aitematives at the school, classroom, and personal levels" (p. 18). 
6 



"Cultural diversity paradigrn" is describeci by Leary and Stiegelbauer as the recognition and 

incorporation of cultural experience b rought to the learning place and includes the assumption 

that cognitive styles, learning and teaching styles may vary for each partidar -dent or cultural 

group. This view of education, then, incorporates programming which recognizes and accounts 

for variations in group diversity. However, their study illuminates the need for a more positive 

conception of the terni 'retention' which is the case of the use of this term in this study. 

Dificul ties of Researc h 

There kve  been concephial and methodological problems in conducting research into the 

successfiil retention of Native students (MacKay and Myies, 1995; Eberhard, 1989). MacKay and 

Myies (1995) conducted a survey of 3 10 iafonaants, parents, teachen, and studentq to detennine 

how much schools contribute to the Native student dropout problan (p. 16 1). Thqr found t h :  

in Native student dropouts7 the salient factors were almost invariably intertwined with 
0th- Fdctors. It was therefore impossible to identify a partidar fktor or cluster of 
factors and recommend appropriate remedial steps in the school, home, or community that 
rnight diredy uicrease Native student retention (p. 163). 

MacKay and Myles aiso examineci 0th- relevant literature on retention. They fouad that, 

"based on nominal roll statistics, Northern Aboriginal students are generally at greater nsk of 

dropping out than th& Southeni counterpartsn (p.169). These researchers proposed that "our 

study of factors contributkg to Native student success in Ontario secondary schools indicates that 

establishing and maintahhg effective structures and mechanimu for commiilrify school 

communication are superordinate' (p. 1 72). 

Mackay and Myles (1995) suggest that there is an absence of viable data on retention: 

"there are no provincial or federd databases specifically designed to provide information of this 

type for the purposes of monitoring student progress, evaiuating aboriginal student support 

programs, or undertalang empiricai research1'(p. 158). They proposad that curtent avaiiable 

statistics 

disguise the very significant variations in school retention and graduation rates 
between Native communities and within the contexts in which they receive their 

7 



education across the province. They aiso tend to obscure the fact that appropriate 
solutions to dropping out must be sensitive to  particular contexts. Successfd 
intervention for the students of one First Nation may be very distinct fiom 
successfùl intervention for the students of another F i  Nation. (p. 16 1) 

Eberhard (1989) conducted a study of four graduating classes of aboriginal students to 

determine the relations among the variables of academic achievement, family constellation, 

gender, f d y  mobility, school attended, and tribal f i a t i o e  Data were collecteci from both 

parent and mident groups. Eberfüird c& for an accurate mechanhm to record h e ~ d i a n  rates 

of amition: "there needs to be accurate reportuig ofdropout data so that problems can be 

correctly identifieci and solved" (p. 36). Both Mackay and Myles (1995), as weii as Eberhard, 

point to the need for a quantitative data base. Qualitative research is aiso weded because this 

: methodology enables researchers to describe the meanings and üved experiences of individuais in 

greata depth. Pattoa (1990) mes that "quahative methods permit the evaiuator to study 

selected issues in depth and detail. Approachg fieldwork without being coIlStrained by 

predetermined categories of d y s i s  contnautes to the depth, openness, and daail of pualitathe 

inquiry"(p. 13). Thus this study was coaceptuaIized as a qualitative study to d o w  participants to 

articulate thar meruiulgs. 

The literature points to a number of key fàctors which contribute to the retention or 

amition of aboriginai stuclents in secondary schools. These include: socioeconomic status (Ha 
1990), cultural discontinuity (Okakolg 1989; Whn, 1992; Ledow, 1992; Reyhner, 1992; 

Sprinthall, Sprinthall, and Oja, 1994), the use of add-on cmiCUIum (Reytiner7 1992), and 

language barrie (Cajete, 198%). 

Hd (1990) hvestigated the link between the socioeconomic status of Canadian Indian 

families and the educational attainment of their childree His work was based upon a meta-dysis 

of data colleaed by hdian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) from 1983 through 1988. 

According to Hull, INAC has catalogued or coUected a considersble amount of data which is 

available to researchers but is to date a largely untapped resource. He found that "registered 

Indians are two or three times more Wcely to drop out of school than are other Canadians, 



even when socio-economic statu is taken uito account" (p.3); reserve midents tend to nay in 

school longer (p. 10); and that ". . .among the on-resenre schoois band operated schools have 

better retention and graduation rates than federal and provincial schools" (p. 1 1). He concluded 

that "more efforts are required ofthe xhools in attempting to irnplement programs to overcome 

the problems created by poverty and dtural  and geographic isolation" (p. 13). Although poverty 

and geographic isolation have been noted as iikeiy coutributhg to the early depamue of 

Amerindians âom schooi, this study focused upon the d tu ra i  component with an emphasis on 

exploring the refationsbip between Amerindian traditionai tribal v&es and successfui secondary 

schooi retention 

A number of studies have examineci the high dropout rate of Amexican Indian hi& school 

students. Lediow (1992) reviewed the iitertltufe on Amerindian drop-outs and found that cultural 

discontinuity theory is too often relied upon as a meam of expiahhg the high rate of attrition 

According to Ledow "the culturai di.motimnty hypothesis assumes that cul- based 

Merences in the communication styles ofthe minority students' home and the hg10 culture of 

the school lead to conflict~~ misunderstandings, and, ultimately, failure for those students" (p.23). 

She concluded that there is a need for macrostnictural inqtiiry into minorit- school faihre: 

"Further research h o  the problem of Amexican indian dropouts must test impticit notions about 

the importance of culture and devote eqtd attention to variables outside the boundaries of the 

school itseif"(p.34). Her work lends support to the notion that an undetstanding of culture is 

criticai in the process of tmdet~tatlding the high rate of attritioa for NatRre students. 

WiIson (1990) conductecl an ethnograptiic study of 23 Caaadim Sioux Indian 

students to explore the macrostructural factors which influextce the academic performance 

of indigenous students. She noted that "although educationaf anthropologists have 

codkmed maay kdings of dturai  confiïct in the school setting, they have not often gone 

beyond a description of the conflict to artiCU18te the effects of the conflict" (p.47). She 

reportai the following: 



1) Students' iimitations in academic performance are consequences of 
macrostructural factors, rather than observed characteristics of individuais 
or characteristics comrnon to the group of students. 

2) The ovenvhelming hstration and isolation of midents affects their 
academic performance. 

3) The Iack of understanding of cultural conflict on the part of school 
personnel contributes to snident tailure. 

4) The school personnel's preconceived idea that the situation is hopeless is 
played out. Low expectations become a seg-fulfillllig prophecy4p. 5 3 )  

Reyhner (1 992) investigated the problem of culturai discontinuity in a meta-anaiysis of 

several sources: (1) testimony fiom the Indian Nations at Risk Task Force hearings; (2) research 

on Native and non-~ative dropouts; and (3) theoretical hmeworks which articulate and explain 

cultural discontinuity. S he found that "supplemental, add-on-program.. .have had limited success 

in improving the education of Indian children" (p. 10). She concludeci that there is a need to view 

currïcuhim as weii as dropout prevention holisticaily. She contends that confiicting culhval 

messages between the culture and home leave Native students w&sed and resistant: 

Positive identity formation, & the psychiatrist Erik Erikson (1963) pointed out, is an 
ongoing, cumulative process that starts in the home with a trusting relationship established 
between motha and chiid and develops through the chiid's interaction with other children 
and adults. To build a strong positive i d e ,  educaton that the child imeracts with in 
school wed to reinforce and build on the CUItural training and messages that the child has 
previously received. If educaton give uidian children messages that confiict with what 
Indian parents and communities show and tell their children, the conflicting messages can 
confiise the children and mate resistance to schooi. (p.39) 

S p a  Sprimhall and Oja (1994) reviewed some of the literature on developrnental 

growth and describeci how "ethnic minorities face a more âifiidt process of identity formation. In 

general, they have fewer opportunities for open exploration when in fàct they need more tirne and 

support to "sift through two sets of cuiturai values and identity options"" [sic] (p. 164). They 

the teenager has to coordinate his or her owa enierghg identity while intmcthg with an 
environment of peers and adJts that has increasingiy potent infiuence. LeaWig the 
relative safety of elementary school, the adolescent fkom an *hoically devahiai 
background has fewer resources and a greater task to resolve ... when ethnic minority 
adolescents are provideci with the psychological and social support to resolve the duai- 
identity questions, the outcornes are unusuaily positive. ûnce they have leamed to 



withstand the negative peer pressure and the negative innuence of some comrnunity adults, 
mùiority teenagers and college students actually reach more advanced levels of 
psychological development than their majority-culture peers. (p. 165) 

Okakok (1989) shidied the differences between Northwest Alaska Inupiat and Western 

world views and the intluence of Western culture on hupiat culture. She desaibe,d Inuit youth as 

confiseci and drawn to Westem vaiues and away ftom traditionai h p i a t  values (p.406). Rather 

than contrast clifferences betweeu groups, this study focused on the values held by the Arne~dian 

respondents and their perceptions of the relatiooships between traditional tribat values and 

academic success and retention. 

Language is one component of culturat expression and transmission wherein valu& are 

q r e s s e d  through semiotic symbols (Parsons, 195 1; Mdavid and Hami, 1968). Cuitural 

expression and transmission are disnissed in the section on epistemology and values. The 

language bamier is a factor in the academic success and retention of Amerindian secoudary school 

students. The ways in which Amerindian and Engtish first language groups conceptualue ideas 

and express them are diffaent (Cajete, 1988). Cajete describes some of the problems 

encountered by American Indian science and math students: 

(I)uiguistic Merences of Gmérican Inciian students can add to the problems which they 
encounter in science and math, especially ifthe student cornes from a predomuiately 
Native language-spesking background. Most Amencan hdian languages do not 
categorize or abstract concepts in the same way that En&& does. @.2) 

The issue of language is discussed below in relation to Native epistemoiogy and values. 

The Rolt of Values in Retention 

Educational researchas have recently notai the importance of Native values in relation to 

retention (Coladarci, 1983; Rindone, 1988; Deyhle, 1 989; Katt, 1995). Deyhle (1 989) explored 

Navajo student attrition in relation to the variables of race relations, academic achievement and 

d tu re  change within the context of school and commUIIlty amoiig a number of Navajo and Ute 

school leavers. She used a combination of questionnaires and interviews in the data cokction. 



culturdy specific factors that might be easy to overlook were important in understanding 
why many Navajo and Ute youth left school- Specific to this cuitwal âamework were 1) 
racial relations in the commun& and schooi; 2) home child-rearing patterns of non- 
interference and early adulthood; and 3) cultural imegnty and resistance. (p.45) 

Deyhle (1989) aiso identifieci one group which experienced more success: 

[Tlhe most cuituraily secure group of youth were Navajo fiom Navajo Mesa, one of the 
most traditionai areas of the Navajo reservation They felt least as though school was 
irrelwant, expresseci M e  'trouble' in school. and dropped out primarily because of 
pregnancy or work needs. (p.50) 

This finding supports the notion that traditional Native culture, which would inchide culturally 

specific values, may contribute to students' eXpenencing more success in schooi- 

Several shidies also suggest that traditionai tribal values may be key to the success and 

a retention of Native studems. Rindoiie (1988) conductecl a sumy o f N a ~ o  coliege graduates in 

an attempt to identa those Mors wfiich contnbuted to Native American's academic motivation 

She suggests that "the famiy, as mea~u~ed through the W t y  oftrrrditional values, is the key to 

the academic success of these high achiaiing Navajosw (p. 17). 

Katt (1995) investigated the educationai success of Native students in a University Native 

religion, language, aistoms, M y  ties and educatiod p r e p d o n  are key considerations for 

providing a supportive educatiod environment that recognizes the needs of culturaily diverse 

studentsIf (p-58). She cumends that "...a move toward greater understanding and valuing of 

cultural diversity would ben& First Nation students" (p.59). She recommends thai "fùhire 

studies need to take a cross-cultural approach to the exploration of pasistence in the c o n t a  of 

(Coladarci, 1983) have directeci their studies at factors which conmbute to leavhg school, this 

study focused on fmors which contributed to successful retention in school. 



Epistemology and Values 

Language 

A rider of factors distinguish traditional tribal values âom those of other cultures. 

These include: The siwcance of language (Parsons, 195 1; McDavid and Harari, 1968; Cajete, 

1988; Cajete, 1994; Kouritnn, 1996), an abonginai epistemology ( E d e ,  1995; Cajete, 1994; 

McPherson and Rabb, 1993), Native vdues and etbïcs (Brant, 1990; Hargreaves and Earl, 1990), 

and a spiritual/ecological phiiosophy for education (Cajete, 1994). 

A nuder  of researchers describe language as a means of cuitural expression or 

transmission including the transmission of the values of the group. Parsons (195 1) States 

a social system in the present sense is not possible without language, and without certain 
other minimum patterns of culture, such as empiricd knowledge necessary to cope with 
situationai exigenies, and diiciently integrateded patterns of expressive symbolism and of 
value orientation@. 34) 

McDavid and Harari (1968) suggest that "Dlecause languages provide symbols to 

represent concephial ideas, they permit ideas to be hypstasried. [Italics in original This word 

means, figuratively, that ideas can be 'placed out there' [&ln (p. 158). In addition, the authors 

suggest that 

language pemiits the exchange of ideas between one individuai and auother, consequemly 
facilitating the transmission of dtural  ideas, beliefs. and values, over both time and space. 
As a cultural product, then, language plays a cruciai role in the perpetuation of cultural 
traditions over time, and in the spread of culture spatiaiiy through cultural diffusion. (p. 
158) 

Cajete (1994) conducteci extensive research on Amerindian spirihialism, culture and 

tradition in relation to Amerindian education. He noted that for Amerindian people ". ..the spoken 

word has a quality of life energy within it.. . "(p.43). 

Amerindian languages conceptuaiize ideas of the group in a mimer which is unique to 

that particular group. Language, therefore, is a key element in the transmission of cultural values, 

beliefs and ideologies. Since there is no one-to-one correspondence between ideas and meanings 



in Amerindian languages and English (Cajete, 1988), the researcher in this study was alert to 

particular meanulgs of the participants and asked for translations ifthey were necessary. 

Kouritzin (1996) conducteci a study of fkst language los  involving retrospective Me 

histories of twenty-one respondents. Her sampie was made up of persons representing first, 

second and third generation Canadians and included indigenous, European and Asian language 

groups. Her hdings were discussed in t e m  of five emergent themes: Famiiy relationships, 

school relationships, school performance, seself-image? and the meaning of loss. She also found 

that " the oid& the participants, and the M e r  away they were fkom th& loss, the more poignant 

and nostalgie were th& feelings about hguage loss" (p. 27). Kodzin's study focussed on 

language loss and with it carried the implication of "loss". Aithough sensitive to the motion 

sometimes associated with a los, the focus afthis study was on the rehtiomhip between the 

traditional tnbai vahies and beliefk of the participants and successnil secondary school retention. 

Kouritzin's study illumhated the importance of the researcha in this study of being sensitive to 

potential emmotional expressions on the part of the respondents in relation to their culRual views 

and experiences. 

Aboriginal Epistemology 

Ermine (1995) defineci "aboriginai epistemology" in the fouowing way "Those who seek 

to undentand the r d t y  of existence and hatmony with the environment by turning inward have a 

different, incorporeal laiowledge paradigm that mi@ be termed Aboriginal epistemology" (p. 

103). He explaineci that Aboriginal peoples have a diBiirent way of looking at the world which is 

grounded in tribal resources, a uniquely cultural perspective. Amerindian people possess a 

worldview that is uniquely differest fkom that of a pst-modern western society and that is 

grounded in th& own unique vahie system (Cajete, 1994; Ermine, 1995)- 

Mackay and Myles (1995) suggest that "because First Nations comniunities across Canada 

are unique, with Mirent social and culturai values, lewels of economic developmem, and interna1 

administrative structures, it is diflicult, if'not impossible. to apply a universai blueprint for 



success" (p. 17 1). Native groups are indeed quite diverse yet, accordhg to Cajete (1 994) they 

s hare " elemental understandings held in common by ail" ( p -42). 

Cajete ( 1994) articulates similarities amongst Amerindian groups: 

A shared set of structures and tools for lemming about spirit was used in similar ways by 
different tnbes. The roles and structures of shamansm, the making of sacreci art, the use 
of the sweat lodge, the refiectïon of the cosmos in a tribe's centrat ceremonhi structures, 
vision questing, ceremonies, rituals, and dances tied to Nature's cycles are a few examples. 
Added to these are a group of shared metaphors and concepts that found unique 
expressions in d i f f i  regions and t n k ,  but were derived fiom a similar understanding 
and orientation to We.(p.42) 

Cajete's theory provided a theoretical construct that assisted the researcher in i d e &  the 

presence of tribal values in the anaiysis of data. 

Cajete (1994) describes five elements which characterize American Indian spiritual 

traditioû the lack of an espoused doctrine of religioq the belief that Me and spint follow a 

cyclical pattern of mtwe and the casmos; the beliefthat nature is the tme plane of spintual 

reaiiv, the beliefthat the spoken word has a quaiity of Me energy within it; and the practice or 

sacred expression of making something with spiritual Uaent, for example, spirituai power in art 

(p.43). He also asticdates four essential concepts that are key to the spintual aspect of Native 

education: the inte~elated concepts of "seeking We" and "becoming complete"; the concept of the 

"highest thought"; the concept of "orientation"; and the concept of "pathwayff (p. 45). Cajete's 

thesis is that Amerindian spinhiality is a cornplex yet pmgmtic system which, balanced against 

the ecological orientation, o f f i  educators a viable basis for curriculum development for 

: Amerindians. His suggestions for educaîioI181 prognimming are describeci below in the section on 

a spiriWecological basis for education 

Consistent with Cajete (1994), McPherson and Rab (1993) have shidied Native 

philosophy. They draw upon the work of Swedish author and professor Ake Hukantz (1987, 

cited in McPherson and Rabb, 1993) in conceptualiting their theory. Thqr recognize that "Four 

prominent feghues in North American Indian religions are a similar worfdMew, a shared notion of 



' covnic hamony, emphasis on experiencing directly powerr and visions, and a cornmon view of i 
1 the cycle of We and death" (p.2). To support their theory, they identify cultural phenornena such 
i 

1 as the near death experience of the vision quest and the orientation of the person to place or 

environment. Such values, they argue, help to explain contemporary socio-political issues such as 

the Native perspective toward land ownership, the cross-culturd context of land daims issues, 

aml the effect of various treaties and legislation on the individual. McPherson and W b  cite 

Stevenson's (1992) perspective to support their thesis of world view: 

long before the modem science of ecology the Native peoples of North Amenca 
discovered that they and their envkoriment form a kind of ecosyst~  "CO~ected by a 
compiex web of interdependencies and feedback loops wbich maintain the system in a 
delicate balance " (p.85). 

'This perspective is consistent with both Ermine's (1995).and Cajete's (1994) notion of aboriginal 

: epistemology. 

Native Valu- and Ethics 

Brant (1990), a Mohawk scholar, observed various Iroquoiau, Ojibway, and Swampy Cree 

Natives over 24 yeam of medicai practice, inctuding 12 years of ciinid assesment. Frequently 

occurring behaviom in Natives were idluenceci by a Native ethic and beiief system. These 

behaviours, related to conflict suppression and directeci at enhancing group cohesiveness, included 

the use of certain superego co~lstructs iike bogeymen, admonitions or teasing, shaming, and 

ridicule used to reidorce and promote group behaviours (p.537). He also diwssed certain child 

rearing pIaCtices like teasing, 9haming, and ridiculhg which, by uistilling fear and k a 1  shyness in 

the individuai, bctioned as a mechanism for promothg group uniq. 

Brant (1990) suggested that the value systern of Native people has a signincant impact in 

their interactions with others. He idedfïed eight ethics: 1) the ethic of non-interference used to 

discourage physicaî, verbal, or psychological coercion; 2) the ethic of non-competitiveness used 

to suppress and avert iritnigroup nvalry and prwent embarrassment; 3) the ethic of emotiod 

restraim used to promote self-control and discourage the expression of strong or violent feelings 

inciuding positive ones like enthusiasm or joyfulness; 4) the ethic of sharing used to discourage 
16 



the hoarding of material goods by any one individual; 5) the Native concept of time which is 

Likened to doing things when the t h e  is nght, or not doing them because the the  is right for 

something else; 6) the Native attitude of gratitude md approval which is rarely shown because 

gratitude is viewed as superfluous; 7) the Native protocoi, complicated by the ethic of non- 

interference, but usually refers to clan or group specific rules which do not overlook the 

individual's rïght to behave as they see fit, and; 8) the practice of teachg by modehg. Brant's 

work provided theoretical constnicts for interpersonal communiC8tion and understanding when 

working with Native subjects which enh;utced the data coIIection and analysis of this study. 

Hargreaves and Ead (1990) viewed adolescents as moving fkom one vahie system [that of 

their parents] to another much more strongiy influenced by theV p e r s  (pp.20-2 1). They contend 

that adolescent i d d t y  formation involves t h e  conanicts: peer-group rnëmbership, psycho- 

sociai crises, and relaîionship to sociw. Citing Palomans anci BaU, (1980) Hcugreava and Earl 

descn-be peer group rnembefship as "provid[img] an identity to adolescents, expading theK 

feelings ofseKworth and protecting them fhm loneliness" (p. 22). They also describe how' 

adolescents struggie to sort out th& own roles and values during a penod of conf3ict and 

the controversies and complexities of the worid around them and to dedop considerd attitudes 

towards hem" (p.24). Their work also provided a fiamework through which the identity 

foraiation of the respondents codd be viewed during data collection and d y s i s .  

SpirituiVEcologid Education 

Cajete (1994) articulates an ecology of indigenous education founded upon the premise of 

univerd similarities mon@ all Indigenou groups. He proposes that "@en the divers@ and 

richaess of American Indian spirihial traditions, it is impossible and misleading to reduce th= to 

simple descriptions. Howwe~, they corne fiom p d  roots and contunie to express &ersal 

perceptions and concepts" (p.43). He articulates that tribal education centres around a spirinial 

ecology of two conceptual tiads, the spirituai and the ecological. According to Cajete, "These 

orienthg foundations of spirituai ecology include: the environmental, the Mythic, the 
17 



: Artistichrisionary, and the AneCtive/cornmuoal" (p.37). "The Ebb and Fiow of Tribal Education" 

is a metaphor representing a balance between spirituai and ecologicai orientations to Life (p. 29). 

His book is a spiritual and ecological firamework for A m e ~ d i a n  Life span development and 

education - a Native philosophical view of the worid uniike that of the neowestern view of today. 

In summary, the r&ew of the literature suggests that traditional tribal values rnay play a 

significant role in the swcessful retention of Amerindian secondary school -dents. The value 

systems of Native peoples may have a sigificast impact on their interactions with others. Certain 

b o n  are idenaed as infiuencing Native student retention inchiding socioeconomic status, 

CUIturaf discontinuity, the use of add-on curriailum, and language barrier. Then have been 

methodologid problems in studying Amerindian retention which point to the need to incorporate 

the Native woridvim in conceptuaünng and conducting research. Aboriginal episiemology also 
' ciïfb-s f?om that of non-Native groups and rnay need to be @en more emphasis in Cumculurn 

planning because students who are culturally secure have been identified as experieacing the least 

difkdty  in school. Traditionai (tribal) value orientations are suggestd as bQng significant to 

StMdemic success for the Amerindian leamer. 



c m m 3  
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This shidy describes Amerindian sewndary school graduates' perceptions of the 

relationship between Amerindian traditionai tribal values and sucCeSSfiij retention in secondary 

school. This chapter describes the theoreticai fhmework of the study including the design, 

methodology and the research process. The chapta is organized into two sections. The first 

section describes the theoretical foundatiom of the study-. research guestions, the research design, 

and the methodology of the inquiry. The second section describes the research process: the 

ethical considerations, data collection and analysis, and decisions made throughout the study. The 

theoretical foundatiions of the shidy are disnissed below. ' 

Theoretid Fouadations 

Qualitative Rutuch 

Qualitative research methods of inquiry originate fiom the disciphes of history, 

phiiosophy, anthropology, and sociology and can involve phenomenology, symbolic 

interactionism, and ethnography (Reynolds, 1992). Patton (1990) describes the 

phenornenologid perspective as 

1) a focus on what people expience and how they interpret the wodd (in which case 
one can use interviews without actudiy expaien* the phenomenon oneseif) or 

2) a methodological mandate to a- m e n c e  the phenomenon being 
investigated (in which case participant observation wouid be n-). (p. 70) 

This study is a pheaomenology whidi described the lived expaience of the partiCipms7 in 

particular, the perceptions of Amerindian secondary school graduates of the relatiouship between 

th* traditional tribal values and kli& and successfu secondary schwl retention. Patton tells us 

"the phenornenon being exgmienced may be an motion - loneliness, jealwsy, mg-. The 

phenomenon may be a relationship, a mariage, or a job. The phenornenon may be a program, an 

organization, or a culture" (p. 69). 



Borg, Gall, and GaU (1993) describe qualitative research as "predicated on the assumption 

that each individual, each culture, and each setting is unique" (p. 195). They submit that 

quaiitative research "typicaiiy yields verbai descriptions, largely derived from interview and 

observationai notes. ïhese notes are anajyzed for themes aad patterns, which are described and 

illustrateci with examples, inchidhg quotations and arcerpts nom documents.. . " (p. 199). In this 

mdy, the primary mettsod of data collection was the interview. Research memos and a process 

journal were also kept throughout data collection and analysis. 

Borg, Gall, and Ga11 (1993) cite an example of a qualitative study of at-risk students which 

is simifar in design to this midy. They note that "d aspects of the students' lives were of interest 

to the researchers, as rdected in their statements that the interviews wah d e n t s  were 

'unstnicturedl and 'on the general topic of what Me is Wre for a young person in New York 

City'[sicIH (p. 199). They aiso d&be how "resezirchers found themes in th& intmKw data that 

might explain why these students do so pooriy in schooln @. 202). 

Patton (1990) artidates a War ratiode for the use of qualitative research 

methodology. He states that the qualitative shidy "permit[s] the evaluator to study selected issues 

in depth and detail- Approachiag Wdwork without king coastraiaed by predetermitled 

categories of d y s k  contncbutes to the depth, opauiess, and deteil of qualitative h@yM (p. 13). 

The review ofthe literature in Chapter Two (2) suggested that studies of retention and 

attrition of aboriginal students have been proMematic both coaceptually and mahodologically. 

The design ofthis srwly was intendecl to explore, through the respondents' perspectives, their 

Iived s<perie~'~s in secondary school and tireir perceptions of the relatioaship between traditional 

tribal values and beii& and secondary school retention- Thuq it represents a departure nom 

studies which impose a &amework which assumes either a d&t culhual discontinuty 

perspective. The qualitative design invitcd r-ts to articulate d g s .  



Research Questions 

What are the perceptions of academidy successful secondaryfpost secondary 

Amerindian *dents of the reIationship between traditional tribal values and their 

success and retention? 

What traditional tribat values are held by these Amerindian students? 

How do these vdues directly relate to educatioo? 

What is the nature of the d c d a  in which the Native stridents were most 

successfid? 

Design 

The nature of the research cpestions guided the selection of the design. The design of the study 

was qualitative and emergent (Pation, 1990). The design ailowed the researcher the opportunity to 

explore themes and issues arinng during the interviews and h m  an ongoing analysis of data 

throughout the data collection process (Patton, 1990, p. 196). 

Time Frame 

The i n t e ~ e w s  took place over a penod of five weeks. 

Sample 

Li (198 1) describes snowbali sampling as a non-probabiüty sampling technique which "relies 

on the subjects refening other subjects to the researcher" (p. 3 1). This stridy incorporated a purposeful 

sample selected through a mowball sampling method of seven Amerindians who had successfully 

completed grade 12 andor Ornano Academic Credits (O AC.) and were enrolled in program at 

postsewndq institutions. M a l  respondents were nominateci by universis. profksson and an 

administrator h m  an education authonty. Respondents then in tum nominated other participants. 

Methodology 

The primary rnethod used to coUect data was the interview guide approach (Patton, 1990). 

Patton (1990) defines an intedew guide in the following way: 

An interview guide is a List of questions or issues that are to be explored in the coune 
of an interview. An interview guide is prepared in order to make sure that 



basicdy the same information is obtaùied from a number of people by covering the 
same material. The intenriew guide provides topics or subject areas within which 
the interviewer is fke to explore, probe, and ask questions that wiii elutidate and 
illuminate that padcdar subject. Thus the inte~ewer remains fiee to build a 
conversation wîthin a pariicular subject area, to word questions spontaneously, and 
to establish a conversational style-but with the focus on a pdcuiar subject that 
has been predetermined. (p -28 3) 

The interview guide (Appendix m) was initidy piioted with one participant and a few minor 

revisions were made More the interviews were conducted. 

Data CoUection 

Patton (1990) describes data trianguiation as "the use of a variety of data sources in a 

studyN(p. 187). ui this study, multiple respondents cesponded to the same interview guide. Field 

notes were taken to record obsavations made during the interviews. 

Glaser and Strauss (1%7) advocate the use of memos during data collection to identify 

emerging cateories or themes. This study incorporateci the use of memos which were written as 

categories or themes emerged and to document key points for analysis. A research log was also 

used in this study for refiective as weU as documentation purposes (Gl- and S m ,  1967). 

Data AnaiysU 

The constant comparative method of data d y s i s  was used in the study to identify 

emerging codes, patteras, and themes "yieldïng discussional or propositional theory" (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967, p. 1 15). Glaser and Strauss (1967) id- four stages in the constant comparative 

method: " 1) comparing incidents applicable to each category; 2) integrhg categories and their 

properties; 3) deliniiting the theory-, and 4) writing the thegr"@. 105). They recommend that 

researchers use the foliowing strategies: " 1) while coding an incident for a categoy, compare it 

with the previous incidents in the same and different groups coded in the same megory, aad; 2) 

Stop cochg and record a memo on your ideasN(p. 106). 



Ethical Considerations 

In formed Consent. Respondents w ho met the eligibility cnteria were given/mailed a 

letter (Appendix 1) which explaineci the purpose of the study and invited their participation The 

letter described the benefits of the research and indicated the foilowing: 

O participation was voluntary 

- participants could withdraw at any time without p d t y  

O there were no risks involved 

O a procedure for maintainhg coddentiality and anonymity would be used 

O data coliected would be stored for seven years 

- the study wouid be avdable at the Faculty of Echication library at Lakehead Universiity. 

Participants were also asked to sign the informeci consent fonn (Appaidix II) before the inteniew 

was scheduied. 

ConfidenthJitg and Anonymity. Each respondent was asmeci that the data and their 

identity would be confidentid. Each was assigned a pseudonym which appears on the transcripts, 

the interviews and any reports of the hdings. 

Risks. There were no risks to the participants. Benents 6orn this study included insights 

into the perceptions of academically successtiil Arneruidian students of the relationship between 

traditionai tribal values and secondary school retention. Also, this research conm'butes to the 

embryonic Lit- relevant to Native studmt success in educatioa and may wneibute 

howledge and information which wili S o m  the development of culhirally relevant curriculum, 

materials and progmmhg. 

Storage of Dit.. The data and Sormation collected through this study are being stored 

for seven years in a locked filing dinet in the researcher's home as outiined by Lakehead 

University's Research Integrity Policy (1995). 



1 began by taiking with university and college professon and the aafFat the RWn, Lake 

Ojibway Education Authority for leads to the fia respondent. 

Data Collection 

Participants were asked for permission to tape the interviews. Each respondent was also 

asked to nominate poteutid respondents who were then contactai by the cesearcher. Face to face 

interviews ran an average of two hours and ranged from one and one haif hours [the pilot] to 

three hours. The setting for each interview was a private location cornrenient to the participant. 

For example, interviews took place in the micro teaching lab at Lakehead Univers* and the 

graduate student office at Lakehead University. 

Data AnalysU and Interpntation 

Mer pilothg the ùistniment a few minor changes were made to certah quesûom and 

additional probes were added. Below is an example of the typical use of a probe and a prompt 

during a interview: 
Q. Talk about yow. traditional tribal d e s  and beiiefs or your teachings? 

A. ...asyou 're growzng, a s p ' r e  aging. y m  pick up dfierenf tpes of tradtiooni values 
t h g h o u t  your years. I kmw t h  there me some things that Itm SM Ieaming t d zy .  
But some of the things t h  I was mght w h  I.wmyolug was respct. niat was one of 
the most important th- ... teachings thal my gra?u#notkr gave me... while a lot of 
other ymmg people were out abing what ym would refer to as ... teenage things. 1 w m ' ~  
doing that I *nt a lot of time with my gra?u#nother. And ewn in thUt I was ridiçuled 
because of thar Because I uxd to get teased ... they used to a-s sqy %oh. s k ' s  with 
her COO-COO. She's not cornhg art. Shek a h . y s  with her c ~ o o ' !  ... and l used to be 

PROBE: And wko is ikis? 



As the study proceeded, 1 built into interviews a discussion of findùigs from previous 

interviews as noted on research memos or in the research log. Below is an example ofa typical 

research memo: 

It Ïs appent f iom the interviews to ahte t h  the use of the word "heIief' is confusing ~ h e  
participants as t k y  are Iwking at me wzth bl& stares when asked about their 
traditional trioal vatues a d  betiefs. niey also a& abact it ie, 'Mat do you mean by 
beliefs?" mid they qpear to rzut unakrstarsd what I O@ as an expimation. It carld be 
thril the word '%elÏe#" nee& to be chged or a m d f e r  &d I will need to connrff 
the cornmittee on this. 

Memos were written to trianguiate data across sources and it enableci me to refine 

questions, mostly through the addition of various probes and prompts or alternative words or 

secondary quesrions as the interviews progressed. 

The majority of the &ta anaiysis occmed near the end of the intezYiew stage of the study 

and took close to two moidhs to complete. it was completed in three stages. In the nrst stage, 

traoscripts were read sevaal times. Key words or phrases were written in the margïns of each 

transcnpt. An index of the codes was developed to facilitate trimgdation of respondent 

statements across the sample. It included a list of the key words, ideas or phrases noted in the 

margins of each transcript and cross-referenced by page and paragraph number across the 

tramaipts. The list was revised several times and r d t e d  in thirty-three key points or codes. 

The foilowing are five examples of key points yielded nom the initiai stage of the n>ialvsis: 

1) Weil being of ethnic group. 

3) Loss of traditionai values. 

4) Ride in Amerindian heritage. 

5 )  Identity. 

The second stage of the analysis involved the use of the cornputer word search f'unction. 

Each tfanscript was searched for key words which were initially generated firom the data in 



research memos7 the transcript index or the transcripts. As new information or ideas emerged 

using this approacb it was once again triangulated across transcripts. This second stage added 

another eight salient points tiom the data 

The third phase of the analysis involveci looking at the data generated by each question on 

the i n t e ~ e w  guide. Howwer, this third approach only provided four more meaningfùl ideas tiom 

the data and it was at this point that 1 decided data saturation had been reached. 

The fow-five key points which emerged fkorn the data were then arranged as a lia. 

Related points were clustered to iüuminate the themes as indicated in Figure 1. The themes 

resulthg nom the analysis of data included: fàmily üfi  transitions, strategies for coping, Iife 

experiences, academic experien~es~ traditional tribal vafues, and perceptions of relevancy. These 

themes were aiso compared to the theoretical constructs noted in the review of the titeratwe 

(Brant, 1990; Cajete, 1994; Sprinthall, Spriathall, & ûja, 1994) and SimiIarities and diffaences 

between the f'indings and the exking body of research were no td  

Ln summary7 this qualitative study employed a phmomenological perspective to describe 

the iived experience of the participants. The design of the study was qualitative and emergent 

(Patton, 1990). The perceptions of Amerindian secondary school graduates of the relationship 

between Amerindian traditional triial values and beiiefs and successful retention in secondary 

school was the focus of the study. The inteMew was used as the primary method of data 

collection. Research memos and a research log were aIso used for data collection and analysis 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). A mowbail sampling method (Li, 198 1) was used to Locate seven 

participants who responded to the interview guide (Patton, 1990). The constant comparative 

method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) of data anaiysis was used to i d e  45 key points fiom the 

data. These keypoints were clustered into the themes of ôimily Wé, transitions7 strategies for 

coping, Me experience, academic experience, relevancy of progratmhg and traditional tribal 

values and belids. The themes and similarïties noted between them and the m ~ ~ c t s  discussed 

ftom the relwmt literature are discussed beiow. 



C Q k S  
- imporianœ of f b i i y  relations 
- f m y  relations strained 
- customary parental transferrulg - nomadic lif&y!e/moving 
- Muence of family members 
- non-traditional Amerindian 

- cornfort level 
- attributes 
- interactions limitai 
- social development and relations 
- disappro)ration 
- distant affiIiatioos - motivation 
- ratiode khind cornpkency 

- bavinggo2h 
-team sportslpeer relations 
- mingling or mking 
- balancing acacknics with other SrCtMties - health and fitness 
-talln'ngtocope 

- maturation - sienificant ment 

- les-g style 
-rnostsuçcessCiilcoutses 
- key coqnent 
-Listeners/producuvestudyUme 
- teacm 
- facuLty S-R 
- view of learning 
- orientation tmard erfiK.ation - teaching style - urgency to foiiow through 

- halancing with other cultures 
- loss of traditionai vaiues 
- Language Ioss 
- in scim1 progfanmhg 
- systemic M e r s  
-Ilegativestatistics 
- weii-being of ethnic group 

Theriie 
Family Life 

Transitions 

Strategies for Coping 

Life Experiences 

Academic Experiences 

Traditionai Tribal Values and Beiie& - positive contriion to I W g  
- tesidential schools 
- identiây 
- pfi& in Amerindian heritage 
- c o m m ~ ~ g  ûeyond ordinary  source^ 

- iife path 
Figure 1. Coda as clustend into Themes 



CHAFTER 4 

SUMMARY OF TELE RESEARCH FLNDLNGS 

AND WTERPRETATIONS 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the research hdings. The first section describes the participants in 

the shidy and the themes which emerged. Themes include: f d y  Ne, transitions, strategies for 

coping, Life eXperiences, academic experiences, relevancy of programmin& and traditional tribal 

values. The second section discusses the interpretation of the hdings and any similarities of these 

findings with constnicts Oiscussed in the review of relevant literature. 

Raearch Findbgs 

Participant Profdu 

Belinda is an Ojibway-Cree Native who recently completed grade twelve in Northem 

Manitoba She describes herself as a proud, traditionai Native who spent much of her childhood 

on the reserve. She is in her mid-twenties and singie. Belinda attended a secondary schooi on the 

reserve and moved to the city to attend unbiversity. She is in her first year of a general degree 

program. 

Crystal is an ûjibway Native who completed grade tweive in Northem Manitoba A 

mother of two in her eariy Mes, she describes herseif as a mature, Native woman with a world 

of experiences and advice to o f f i  Crystai spent much of her early years living on a reserve. Her 

f d y  then moved to a rurai municipaüty her father had a change in employment. The 

f d y  also moved so that the childm couid attend school. She lata moved to the City ta 

complete her senior secondary education, Crystal is in h a  finai year of her Bachelor of Education 

degree. 

Amy describes herseü as a fair-skinned Ojibway Native with a new attitude toward school 

and leaming A grade twelve graduate and mother of two, she sees herself as a victirn of teenage 

pregnancy. Amy grew up in a niral municipality situateci within walking distance of h a  Indian 



reserve in Northwestern Ontario. She is in her early thhies and in the process of completing a 

coliege secretarial program. 

kan is a Mohawk Native in her mid-twenties. She paduated ffom grade twelve in 

Ontario and attended m o a  of her secondary schooling on the reserve. She views herseif as 

athletic and outgoing and committed to sechg a brighter friture for both her and her son. She 

grew up on a reserve in Southern Ontario and had close ties with h a  âiendq family, and 

community. She is currently complethg her second year of a Bachelor of Education degree. 

Wesley is an Qibway Native âom Northwestem Ontario- Wesley is single. He is an 

O-AC. graduate &om a private boys schwl. Wesley had limited relationships with f d y  as he 

was growing up. He spent ail of his childhood in a niral muaicipality. He observeci that he has 

had little eXpenence with his own cuitural or spiritual practices umil recedy. Today he is seeking 

to embrace his long overiooked Amerindian heritage. Wesley is in his mid-twenties and in the 

second year of a degree in mechanical engineering. He was the only respondent who could not 

c o d c a t e  in both Erigüsh and a Native hguage. 

Naokwaan is a recent O. AC. graduate fiom Northem Ornano. He is single and speaks 

quite fond& of his childhood years on the r-e. Naokwaan is an Odawa Native who is quite 

involveci with his traditional famiy life and spiritual piactices. He also moved to the ci@ to attend 

both secondary and higher educatioa He is in the fkst year of a Bachelor of Science degree in 

bio-p hysics. 

Stephem, a Mohawk Native and O.Ac. graduate fiorn a n s m e  school in Southem 

Ontaxio, descrik himseif as a non-traditionai Native. He grew up on a reserve in Southem 

Ontario. Stephen is single and in his mid-twenties. He is complaing his final year ofa Bachelor 

of Education degree. 

Themes 

Famüy LX&. The first theme which emerged fkom the data iiiumkmed the nature of 

f d y  We and the influence of fàmiiy and lifestyie on the educatiod endeavours of the 

respondents. AU seven respondents refmed to the influence of famiy members on their 
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academic success. This support came mostiy fiom inmediate family members but included 

extended family members as weli. Naokwaan and Joan discussed how f d y  members Muenced 

their academic goals. 

My father was ah, one of the biggest influences, because whatever, whatever 1 did, as long 
as he was f i e 7  1 was going to go to univers*, you how7 because ah, his father had 
worked very hard and did the same tbing for him and ah, it was just, even ifyou weren't 
going to do anything with that degree7 ifs just good that you have that broader sense of 
ah, your min& opening your mind to new ideas and shifflike that. And so, it was 
sometbing that, and, it was a positive tbing... kre always wanted to go. And he always 
brought that out and 1 was able to do it- (Naokwaan, p. 13) 

I never r d y  thought about goals and ciream and goais, until my sister and I sat 
down one thne and we had a chat and that's what she had told me. And she idluenceci me 
on that and she says " Just hang ont0 it. .. hang ortto your dreams and your goals and you'll 
reach them". . .Shels really aa inspiration for me. (Joan, p. 24) 

Crystal and Beiinda spoke ofthe practice of Native people to have grandparents or 

exîended family members tirlfil the-role of parents: 

.. .I think it's normal .. . how I moved out and 1 went to go live with my grandparents and 
then my auntie and uncle ..A think it's normal for Indiam to move around ... for a child to go 
live with theu ah, extended family. @elin& p. 23) 

On our reserve a lot of the cLiildren are brought up by their grandparents ... (Crystal, p. 
29) 

Howeva, not ail inauences were positive. Crystal's home life was dificuit. Her parents 

were alcohoiics and she had many responsibüities thnist upon ha: 

I was descnibing the whole, the responsibilities that were entrusted upon w at such a 
young age ... Co* home on a Friday afternoon, we used to take our good old tirne about 
getting home because we lmew thet they w d d  never be thae...Sometimes ifwe knew it 
was pay-&y, we'd know thrit there'd be mats there for us and, but we'd still be alone. Ah, 
sometimes we never seen them until late Sunday or they'd wme home Sunday momings 
and we'd just put them to bed and we used to keep the house clean, really immadate 
ciean. 1 thiak bec8use of our, in a seme t was un, we seen it as k ing dirty that they were 
drhkhg so mch that ah, thM keeping the house cleau kind oftook away what we were 
seeing and what we were lMng with Ah, 1 remember one time... we got a little red wagon 
one time fiom my grandparents and they gave us that wagon because we used to cany ah, 
bags of laundry to the laundromat which was iike two, two blocks away. And we used to 
go and 1 rem- we were told never to steal but, at that age when we were young Wre 
that, we'd wait for them to sleep and then we'd dig in their pockets and take thai change 
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but we aiways said k e ,  we were doing this because we were doing the laundry and we 
had to have school clothes and it was aiways like, through our school yean we were 
aiways hihg the fact that our parents were aicoholics. 1 found 1 grew up doing that and 
it wasntt untilI starteci having my own family that 1 r d y  came to realise that, yes they 
were alcohoücs and 1 lived in an alcoholic home and a lot of the things that ah, that were, 
that 1 had to do, I didn't believe that 1 should have been dohg so much for being that 
young you know. I was carhg for my younger brothers and sister and takhg ali the 
responsibilities. 1 remember when we used to have the doon locked and be afiaid of the 
drunks and we'd have &es on our bedroom doon so, if they were having a party they 
wouldn't be ah, they woddn't corne k e  bother, bother them. 1 remember we used to 
sleep on our beds with bats beside our bed in fear that ci& would bother us. But my 
childhood overall is ah, very painnil. But it wasn't until 1 started hving my own kids that 
1 really started deaiing with my own pain because 1 think a lot of whae I'm at today is 
because I never mer want to see my own kids go through that again (Crystal, p. .19) 

Crystal's fàmiy aiso moved fkequenw ". . .fourteen times in aine years. " Crystal 

encourageci her parents to stop drinking. When they diji stop, she believed tint she was influentid 

in their decision. For her, success is linked with her acpaience with her famiy's stniggie in 

overcoming their problans relateci- to alwhol: 

When 1 knew that 1 aaually succeeded was when 1 seen... my parents and they had 
stopped drinking aiready. And ah, 1 lmew then that ab, that my We was tuming around. 
And that success was coming kause, you know with the graduation and them not 
drinking anymore, that ab, for me that was success and that's when 1 knew h t ,  that 
because 1 helped hem You know, 1 helped them stop drinking. And that was ... the most 
important ttiing for me. You know, school was thae and school was there because 1 had 
to go through the system. But at the same the, success for me was them. (Crystal, p. 
40) 

Five respondents iived on reserves but two of them were separateci nom their families to 

attend secondary schools. Stephen noted that for his parents, residmtial schooling resulted in a 

l o s  of tmi i t iod @bal values: 

1 know for me ..Tm the product of ah, residential schoois and like my d e r  and father 
are non-traditionai as a result of residential schools and my grandmother was never taught, 
she used to speak but never tau* another.. . (Stephen, p. 43) 

For ail the respondentq rnoving into secondary school invoived a period of transition. 

Transitions, then, emerged as a theme in participants' e?cperience in secondary school. 

Transitions. For three of the respondents, entry into predomiaanty nomNative 

secondary schools was akin to "culture shock". Naokwaan commented: 
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...if they're brought out of theu reservation and hto another scenatio, another 
nirroundings nich as a predominantly white school or let's say, you know, where white 
students are ah, sometimes that might have some ... being accepted might be a harder thing 
and that might be somahing that, that say's "WeU, oh, you know, these people dont even 
like me. These people look at me funny. I'm not coming here -ore. Itm not goum 
stay in school. ". ..Fitting in, yeah.. .and that's hard.. .lfyou don? fit into your suc~:oundings, 
then what are you doing there? ... If you dont iike it there yodre not gohg to stay. 
(Naokwaan, p. 4 1) 

Like many adolescents, the respondents wanted to "fit in" with their peer group- Naokwaan 

noted that hiibeliefs influenceci his ability to socialize with nonoNative p r s :  

Weil, with my M e &  then I was able to see where ... choosing my fiends 1 guess ki t ' s  
werything that 1 stand for. So ah, you know, if1 was gohg to talk to somebody and ... my 
beliefb were . . . the way I think So, if I express myself in school then it was because of the 
beiiefs that 1 had, you know. So it was ah, definiteiy the beiiefi~ were uiere for me and 
âffkcted everything that 1 dici, because of what I beiiwed ia (Naokmtan, p. 44) 

Beiiuda explaineci that she was shy with non-Natves: 

Ah, it d e s  me feel more at home when 1 am with Native people ... i k d  1 am relaxed and 
tallc out more. But when 1 am with like, Say Merent 0th- people I won? say as much, 1 
dont want to say anything really ... it's me, I get more cornfortable with a Native pason 
tira than I wouid with somebody else. (Behda, p. 4) 

One of the c o n c m  noted by respondents was that they felt distaut or alienated âom 

Native peers. Ioan became very involveci ia sports. She noted that other Native students did not 

participate in this type of actmty: 

Lot of times 1 was f d  in the gym. Like at lunch the, like before a game I was always 
with my teaxq so L was iike Sitting way over here with d my team and then..I wouid look 
over and I'd sec! ail my Native peas and ... walk over there and let them know, "Okay look 
you how, got a game and you know, be there" and [They would say] "Yeah, yeah. Well 
be theretl and "rooting for youn. and so 1 feit Wre a lot of support âom my peers. (Joan, 
P 7) 

about her associations with non-Native p r s  and teachers: 

.. .through my sports L.. associated a lot with the nosNative students only because of 
sports and you how, gohg on tournameats and stuff, you've got to stay overnight and... 
(JO- p. 5 )  



Another concem for respondents was the disapprobation they felt &om the5 ethnic group 

d*g their secondary school years. They commented that being successful at school and being 

Native often conflicted. They met with disapproval and scornful treatment eom other Natives. 

Joan and Amy describeci this experience: 

I would have to say that the jeaiousy of my Native peers. That bothered me a lot ... And it 
made me kind of aâaid of them. (Jorn p. 14) 

... And I had Indians that judged me that way, and they [would comment] "Oh, who does 
she think she is? Miss white girl?" And kre had people actllally do that to me ... (Amy, p. 
35) 

In retrospect, the respondents found that their secondary school expesiences contributed 

to their relations with others and to their soaal deveiopment. Joan said that her experience was a 

"great success" and "a lot of fiin." She attributes her level of cornfort with others to the 

foundations laid in high school. "I can associate and be able to talk with anyone ... and feel 

cordortable with myseif" Wesley noted that while he acquired knowledge which allowed him to 

pursue post-secondary education, "It was almost secondary to learning how to intenict with 

people." &et the, the respondents developed cophg strate@ to facilitate their transitions to 

secondary school. 

Strategies for Copbg. Respondents developed a number of mirent strategies for 

coping in secondary school. These included malang new friends, involvement in sports, and 

Belinda anci Cxystal t&ed about how their involvement in sports contributed to their 

successfbi retention. 

.. .playkg sports and shiff k e  that. Ifs Ore, you got out things, like if you got mad a .  the 
work or something. You can, you'd be playing sports. You'd get ail that energy out. 
(Behda, p. 33) 

1 see myselfbeing very...actively involved in the school because I played aii the sports that 
were being offered there. Through that L w a s  able to establish a lot of fimdships with 
ah, mostly nonoNative people than Native people because of the fact that a lot of my 



Native fiends were no longer there, [they] were u d y  kicked out before Christmas ... 
KWal P. 5 )  

i Spons provided for these Amerindian midents a mechanirm ta cope with xhooi iife pressures 
I 
! while it provided situations wherein they couid enjoy new life experiences. 

Naokwaan taliceci about how he attended to his personal weli being: 

Yeah weU, definitely exercise had a lot to do with [cophg] ... 1 had played a lot of sports 
so, rny physical part was okay. And in terms of emotions ... 1 had to aumire and make sure 
that werything was okay and that, you know, because you can't have any successes you 
know, if you're a wreck or, you know, you're having a hard t h e  emotionally. (Naokwaan, 
P 12) 

Naokwaan describeci how he needed to talk to elders and attend sweatlodges to help maintain the 

spiritual aspect of his life. He refmed to the medicine wheel in his discussion of mahtaining a 

balanceci Mestyle. "Leam to be balanceci. Learn to, you kww, be always be grounded ... make 

sure everythiag was esseatially stable in me. My emotions, my physical part, my aMd, my 

body ... I'm talking about the medicine wheel." Crystal also talked about doing things for herseIf. 

"Eh practicing traditional..things in my home in order to help me to succeed to get, you know 

fiom point 2 t3 goi& b, then and it's helped me." 

Life Experience. The normal process of maturation was a factor in respondmts' 

~ccessfid retention in secondary school. Over the, they developed positive attitudes toward 

1e-g and education. Thfee of the respondents describeci the e f f i  of matufity on their 

perception of schooling: 

1 think [my success in schwi] had a lot to do with growth and mafurity thougiL..As I was 
getting older ... there was certain things that 1 seen that 1 wanted to leani. There were 
certain tbings that I couidn't be bothered. (Crystai, p. 32) 

... Wow, finaly! ... Somewhere I can be me ... and now it's tirne to grow, start growing 
now and 1 . .. everyday 1 was lookùig forward to going back to school.. .just the schooi 
itself and ... gettïng involved in sports. It motivated me. So weryday I looked forward to 
going back, catchhg the bus and going on.. (Joan, p. 4) 

. . .when C was younger, 1 had an attitude . . . so they judged me differedy- And then when 
1 came back [corn a pregnancy departure], it was like 1 was more of an adult and grown 
up and 1 wasn't so cocky and werything- More respect ... (Amy, p. 5 )  



For two of the respondents a signifïcant event in their lives influenceci their decision to 

continue or to persist with thek schooiing. Naokwaan decided to take a year off fkom his midies 

to travel to Europe and to M c a .  When he retumed to secondary school he was more focussed 

on achieving his goals: 

... I was in the high school system I took a year off and ah, so 1 did my grade twehre and 
then I went back for my O.ACs. And ... when I went back ... I was a lot more serious 
about my goals. Because before, I [thought] 1 just [have] to get through highschool or I 
just have to finish this one y=. But now, when 1 came back I was just able to ... knew 
that I was gonna succeed ... because 1 just wanted t .  (Naokwm p. 38) 

Ciystai's attendance in school was sporadic because of h a  family problems. Many of her Native 

firiends dropped out of school or were e>rpeiied. One day, the secondary school principai 

cunikomed her and suggested that she leave the school because she "was wasting the teachers' 

: time" and "was costing the taxpayers a lot of money." He also said that she "would never amount 

to anything." This aitical incident helped her to realïze that she wanted to continw her education 

and that she could succeed: 

And I was told ta leave that school. So with the littie di@@ and pride that 1 had lefi from 
. . . living arnongst non-Native people at that time ... th was one of the driving fiictors 
that ah, 1 started looking into going to school elsewhere- But k e  are also a number of 
other personal things t h  [ o i~enced]  my decision to leave but that was the most ... 1 
think that was the most inaieritiai teason that brought me [to this City]. (Crystaî, p. 4) 

Academic Expcrience. Another factor in respondents' successtiit retention was the 

nature of their academic experïena. Six of the respondents spoke about the positÏve support and 

rapport they had had with fàculty. They explaineci that they were encouraged by individuais who 

believed in them and were cared for by professionais with positive attitudes. Belinda and Wesley 

described the support they rtxeived f?om f à d t ~ ;  

It's my teachas ... 'cause 1 rernemk 1 was talking to one of my teachers and they think, 
even my principals, that 1 am going to go far and just 'cause they believe in me. They ail, 
al i  of them kmda beiieved in me ... (Belinda, p. 29) 

Weii, they had a positive attitude. Again, these things 1 ciidnt kiow what they were cded 
back then, but 1 would say [the two teachers] both had a holistic attitude towards 
teaching. That the whole thing wasn't about just going to school and playing extra- 



cumcular sports. That there were other things at play. They knew about this and they 
knew that this was important in doing weIl. (Wesley, p. 13) 

Wesley also remembered his teachers as people "you could go to" and that "you didn't even have 

to let them know" [the problem]. His comments typified the feelings of most of these respondents 

regarding supportive fanilty. Joan viewed one of her teachers as being "like a mother" and she 

noted that "she was the type of teacher who showed a lot of care for Native students." Stephen, 

on the other hand, descri'bed some ofhis teachers as "social with the shidents a lot more" and 

"involved in a tot of the extracurricular." 

In considerkg their teachets' effectiireness, all of the respondents refened to the t ~ h i n g  

methods as having a positive iduence on their learning. They describeci leaming experiences 

: with teachers that were leamer-centred. Naokwaan d d b e d  his experience: 

My ... grade eleven plqaics teacher brought me um, die fkschation of the unkIlown ... the 
world of physics and how things move and how tbinjp are in this world that are governed 
by laws of nature and not by the laws of man. And that's what 1 redy found interesting 
because in di the other courses ... in social sciences and all th* it taiked about mankind 
and it talked about th& structures. Then 1 was hding in physics I was learning the law of 
the entire universe. The law which we c d d  never break. We could never change and we 
could never cheat. And so she brought me that. She opened up that door for me and ah, 
shce then., hence my ... biological background in physics and I mean ... Weii, she was able 
to accomplish thaf I beliwe, by not being such a dry teacher. And sort of putting physics 
in a philosophicd [paspective] instead of just a . . . m 8 t h d c a i  . . . problem solving b d a  
course. She was able to spark our intaest - spark our imagination. (Naokwaan, p. 6) 

Respondents aedited the teachers for meeting th& needs as leamers. Naoûwaan and 

Wesley descfibed situations whereiu having their leamhg styles acconwodated was essential to 

their successful completion of a ta&: 

And the ones that I was able to ah ... Weil, 1 did equally wd in ail of [the courses] except 
that I didn't have to do much work for the ones that 1 ... codd be creative in ... just being 
able to ah, to probe my own mind for ideas. You how, get into that ah, kuid of zone 1 
guess, zone of thiaking where ah, you cm be c r d v e  and 1 was able to tap into that at an 
early age ... I was kind [of] lucky. (Naokwaan, p.8) 

I think that anythïng that you could either do or you could visualize yourself doing ... you 
could see something behg done ... That hel ped... Yeah, 1 mean, we were always actudy 
doing things in physics but if sotnebody could give you an example of how it related to 
actual something happening, then it was a lot easier. (Wesley, p. 26) 



Four of the respondents describeci themselves as being lineners; five of them said their moa 

productive midy t h e  was in the evenuig. Havkg a quiet workplace, usually the kitchen table, 

was also an important part of these students productive midy practice. 

AU seven respondents shared a cornpetitive orientation toward education. For most, 

having goals and planning ahead was an integral part of their education The respondents ais0 

talked about a nmber ofdifferent courses in which they were most productive or successful. 

These courses included English, social science, worid issues, histodory, physicd education, cirafting, 

law, computers, business and physics. 

Yet no one course seemed to stand out over others. Insteaâ, respondents offered different 

views of the nature o f t h  secoadaq school arperiences. Attitude, Un- personai wefiness, 

r fitting in, peer incentive, and facuty 

their secondary school eXpenences. 

peer pressure: 

. . . because of the population 

support were ail memioned as sieaifitAnt contniutions to 

Stephen, for example, talked about peer incentive through 

was so big ... a Lot of their fnends were graduthg so, you 
know, the pu& was kind of a peer incentive to puil throu gh... (Stephen, p. 30) 

Amy discussed the negative side of peer pressure. For her, peer pressure could lead to situatio~u 

... @Vatives1 want to be like those people. You know, so and so [whose] parents dont 
make them go to school and "1 don? wam to go to school. I want to bang out with this 
person and go hang out a their house". A lot of them sean like W e  gangs and that's 
what 1 cd them . .. Like school packs . . . and it's usuaiIy . . . the very odd times, unless itfs 
Iike white Native k e  me, where it's just a i l  little packs of Natives and thefre [well], I call 
them hwds. (Amy, p. 42) 

Participants also expressed compassion over Native shidents' academic success. There 

was an urgency in their choice of words when they expressed w n m  about the aegative statistics 

on Native students. For these Native students there was a comection between success in school 

and future careers. However- they expressed con- for the weU-behg of their WC group. 

Belinda and Stephen t&ed about their concem: 



What I do, ifs 'cause I dont wam to be another statistic and I want to help ... when you 
read d y o u  know, 1 feei so sad when Natives are . .. Oh my god ... I want to do better, 
you know? I want to help my community and everybody . . . I was reading the statistic . . . 
eight out of ten Native women won't go to university or something Like that ... I don't 
want to be iike that. (Belinda; p. 20) 

. . . I would just like to see a lot more ... mative] people stay in highschool and nicceed. 
(Stephen, p. 43) 

Ioan expressed concern regxding the systemic problems in the education system and the 

perpetuation of Mure transcending generations of Native leamers. She noted: 

... to me, ifs just WLe that's the way it was when 1 was in high school. And it's happening 
now. It's iike time is just repeaMg itselfand that it's tirne, where I see it as, somebody has 
to get in there and somebody has to do something about t. ($04 p. 37) 

Wesley supposed " ... 1 dont think the systern works nght now. no". Crystal ais0 befieved there 

were problems with the education systan " I thhk I would change the barriers that are set. That 

have been set". She discussed her view of the situation: 

WeU you still see the system failug them. You how, Like where I corne fiom, we have a 
high drop out rate of highschool students. What was going on when 1 was in highschool 
... [hasn't] changed today because those -dents are di going through what we went 
through ... sornething that 1 would üke to change is the thUig about the dture. You 
know, the cuitUral differences. (Crystal, p. 32) 

Rdevaacy of Rogirmming. The next theme involved perceptions of relevancy in 

programming. in refiecting upon the integrated school system, four respondents referred to a 

need for balancing their values with those of other cultures. Their wmments highlighted a beiief 

that Native and non-Native views can be complementary. Naokw- Wesley and Stephen 

shared an appreciation for cross-cultural vaiues: 

. . . if something was diffbrent then 1 . . . accepteci W. Because that's what my beiief said . . . 
and I mderstood that 1 should accept a lot of other things. Accept my own. My own is 
what 1 have but 1 a h  can accept ... a bdief of what a Muslim pason would think and is a 
hundreci percent just as vaiid as what 1 think. Then is nothing ... different about it. He is 
or she has got just as much validity as 1 do. (Naokwaan, p. 44) 

Because 1 think for a long time tha it was ... in confiict. Studying and getîing a degree 
and what-not was in confiict with what they saw as traditional vaiues and I think there are 
a lot of sort of forward thinking people, forward thinking elders who do that di dong ... 



Who knew al1 dong that that was important. That ifyou were gohg to live in this world 
that you had to have "white" knowledge in order to accomplish your goals dong with the 
traditionai ways and there were lots of people who said 'no ... you're just mhing your 
heritage' and ai i  those sort ofthiags and sayirig bad things about going to coUege and 
university when 1 don? think that's the case. 1 don? think that's the case at d- But you 
have to be ... the two things are not in codïct and I cmot think of any case where they 
are ever in codlict and it's very important that people realize k t .  That they're not gohg 
to be abandonhg the old ways to go to school. This is just something that gets added. 
(Wesley, p. 32) 

. . . it's the youth ... Native people ... one day these people are going to be leading the 
community- And for them to succeed 1 mean ... there's gotta be a balance somewhere 
between .. . traditionai tribal values and you know, mainsmm society. (Stephen, p. 4 1 ) 

Diversity, according to these respondents, offered the individuai the most dghtened and 

, promishg perspective of the wortd. 

However, some of the respondents expresseci concerns over the relevancy of 

prognunming. Naokwaan, for example, viewed some of his educational experience as amounting 

to "Whatever you're carrying on yoÜr backpack, that's wfiere your knowledge isn and he described 

this experience as "Not redy learning." Crystal noted "1 used to laugh because they [teachers] 

used to always want to fkd an m e r  for everything." She postuiated that "Ifthey would quit 

questioning so much maybe they would leam more ifthey were listening." Crystal described 

situations wherein she felt that she "Alre&y knew what the m e r  was" but kept it to herseIf. 

She aiso spoke of her grandmotheis teachiog 

She left that all up to me to do. She would never give me a direct answer ... it was kind of 
Like "this is what Pm going to teE you" aad them you figure it out as you go dong- 
(CrysiaS p. 12) 

Five respoudents expressed an interest in having traditional tribal values and beliefk present 

in school progntmming. They perceived that these values and beii& provided a positive 

contribution to their overall educatiod' expience. Stephen noted that "From a p m o d  point of 

view there I see ... not enough Native content in high schooP and "It might provide an extra 

initiative to stay in scfi001.~ Wesley, on the 0the.r han4 suggested that " It's not a separate part" 

and he proposed that "[educators] have to incorporate the traditional ways" and that "Everybody 



has to realize that there's a comecfion." Belinda suggested that there needed to be a central 

meeting place for Natives to act as a support mechanism for them: 

. . .if 1 was going to school.. . and there was . . . hardly aay Natives in the schoolI think 
they [would] need ... an organization like . . . a Native organktion where the Native 
students couid go. I think that's good. I think that's what they need. They need .. . 
someone to go and taik to, reaily! (Behda, p. 34) 

Joan, on the other h 4  proposed the following: 

... in the school itself I would have ... more ... Native ... a lot of [activities ke] Native 
awareness week ... promote the Native you know, because the kids are losing their values 
for their culture. (Joan, p. 3 2) 

These comments highlighted the respondent's perceptions of the potential contribution of 

Amerindian values and beiiefk to the secondary school experience. 

Traditional Tribal VaIrils and Beiiefs. The nnal theme arising f?om the data relates to 

traditionai tribal values and Mi&. - Rwpondents expressed interest in knowing about thei. 

Amerindian heritage and the potential contribution of that knowiedge to th& owu self- 

actualizatioe Joan and Crystai, for exampie, spoke of the role of traditional tribal values in the 

1 go into the schools and 1 look around and I says "There's no Native in here. Therels 
nothing. H o w  are these kids? You've got to feel that ... To fina to know who you are. 
And you know, WEe even myseK itls like I'mjust leaming about that now." (Joan, p. 32) 

... I think we're seeing a lot of ah ... people who are tqhg to live a traditional way of He? 
I guess that's basic* what I was saying ... tttey%e med iiving the other way. It's not 
working. The system is not working. Society is fàibg . . . them for wkever reasons. And 
then I see them ... trgiing to fiud themselves, find th& identity within their home. (Crystd, 
P 27) 

Four of the respondents expressed a concern that their own culture is at risk and that it is 

being overlooked by educaton and sotiay as a whole. Stephen note- that "There should be a 

strong push to get it back" and that "It just defines who you are". Belinda argued that "There's 

not enough traditionai values in our school." Naokwaan suggested that "In this s o c i ~  

nowaday S.. . people throw away th& elders into . . . old age. " 



in talking about their concem over cultural los, including a concem over the loss of 

traditional tribal language, respondent exnotions were genuine and reflected a sense of loss- For 

example, Stephen descibd language loss as a problem for him because he was unable to c o h u e  

leamhg his Native laquage in either interniediate or senior years: a 

. . . it relates back to elementary school for me . . . because ah, again 1 dont speak the 
language so ... we were tau@ the language up until grade six ... I think if you chose, you 
could take it in grade seven a bit but in hi& school, that was a problem for me that you 
couldn't continue that. (Stepheo, p. 25) 

Respondents also s h e d  a common interest in th& own heritage and an inherent pride in 

lheir Amerindian ancestry. This pride was apparent in comments made concemllig family values. 

Belinda said "...Pm proud to be an Indiaa rm proud ofbeing traditional . . . . " Amy noted "1 was 

aiways proud of being Indian." 

Respondent wmments also suggested that Native experiences can Wer somewhat fiom 

that of the non-Native leamer. Wesley discussed his perceptions ofthis différence: 

... try and relate what you're iearning to what you know of your traditionai ways ... because 
I think almost everything does relate and 1 think ifyou can see that what youfre studying 
and ahmst no matter what y d r e  studying, you cm connect it with what you leamed. 1 
don't think they hardly teach anythllig at University that doesnt in some way ... I even see 
people who like mdy computers or what not and they say "How can you possibly relate 
that?" and 1 say "ûh, 1 think it's pretty easy" but we were on the forefiont of technology 
basicaiiy for thousands ofyears, how can you say that ... i f1  do good at computers or 
technology or different types of technology that that doesnt directly relate? Well, it 
doesn't . . . diredy relate, but ifs simply a tool b&g, youfre exceilent at computers, you're 
not going to get a job doing computers, that was ... meen yean ago. Now, they're a tool 
in getting things accomplished, the same way as the ... first man pickeâ up a stick and used 
it as a twl, And thatfs all it is ... it's a reaily sophisticated stick So the sarne way that we 
used rocks to scrape meat off of hides, you'd use the cornputer. (Wesley, p. 27) 

Three of the respondenîs expressed the beliefin following a iaepath. Wesley suggested 

"You can relate what are sort of modern careers to traditional paths". Crystd ~ ~ o ~ a a n  a h  

mentioned their belief in a lifepath: 

. . . 1 don't realljj see myseIf as achieving anytbing ... I was given a path and L1m following 
that path. For each obstacle thatfs set in my way, put in my way, if I'm able to overcorne 



that obstacle then, it's a minor achievement. But 1 dont really see a really big achievement 
in my Me. (crystal, p. 14) 

. . . there's dcohoi and there's a lot of factors that affect . .. where you go. Your path and . . . 
you know pregmmcy and a few other things that might inhibit you fkorn ... having that 
god. (Naokwaan, p. 33) 

Three respondents shared a beiief in communicating with people or phenornena beyoad the 

r e a h  of ordinary sources of communication. These beiiefs simply added to their alternative view 

of the world. Cqstal's somewhat lengthy rendition of one ofher cireams provides an example of 

the Amerindian epistemologicai experience: 

1 want to share something with you What brought me to where I am today. There was a 
time in my Me when I was going through ... a lot of conftsion is the word to use. And ... 
iike 1 mentioned earlier that 1 wanted to bec0rne.a lawyer and ah, 1 didn't know what I was 
gohg to do. So one time I had a dream with my grandmother, and we were alongside the 
riverbank on the reserve .. . There was a white wolf and a black wolf standing across the 
river. And ... anishaabek-rmik. They were taiking in Ojibwsy. And ... I was sitting there 
and I d&hY know what 1 wanted to do because I had to decide whether 1 was going to 
apply to Iawschool or I was going to ... I dicint know what 1 was gohg to do basidy. 
And 1 was working for . . . the feds., for nine years while 1 was going to school. I was 
wo- there permanent part time. The job that 1 had there, I ~ 8 ~ 1 1 2  ... bekg there for 
such a long time and deaüng with the people that 1 had to d d  with ... 1 was becoming 
burnt out and I knew 1 ~anded a change in my Me. 1 I e w  there was going to be a change . 

but 1 didn't know when. So one time ... 1 smudged myself More I went to sleep. Because 
my mhd was racing and 1 was always ... 1 was smoking vesy ... heavy at that the.  And I 
had a dream about my grandmother and she ... caw to me. My grandmother, when she 
pas& away, she was buried in ... her traditional ou&. She had ... her hair was grey sillc 
and it was d o m  to her ankles. And in my dream she came to me and I was sitthg by that 
nverbank and 1 was listehg to these two ammals talking and one was trying to convince 
me that this is what 1 should do. But it didn't seem ri& because it, for some reasoa it just 
di& seem ri@ but ... that was the black woE Then the white wolfwas talkuig to me 
and tehg me that, to ask rny ~fsvldmotber because &ers afways around me for guidance 
and she would help me decide in what 1 should do. So anyway, 1 was standing there and 
she came to me. And 1 told her, I said ... that 1 needed help and in my dream 1 codd 
speak my language- And I was talking to her in my language and yet, sometimes when I 
think about that dream 1 can't, ifs just &e I can't say it when I'rn awake ... And yet I was, 
we were having a conversation. And then she went away. She waiked away from me and 
she told me to wait there. And so 1 waited there and then she came back a few minutes 
lata and 1 was watching h a  she was sdhg. She haaded me this 'beshquaygun'.. . 
leather. And it was wrapped up like a present and she told me, she said 'your m e r  is 
right hae'. And îike 1 said 1 was gohg through a lot of confusion. 1 didn't know what 1 
was, i f1 was going to attempt to go to law school or 1 was gohg to be a teacher ... you 



know going into elementary teaching or middle years teaching. And she came to me and 
she gave me that and she said your m e r  is nght here. She said 'buckanonl. Open it. So 
1 opened it and in there was a kids . .. a childrenls elementary book And that was my 
answer there- But you know that was ... the guidance that she gave me. That I was going 
to be going in that direction-.. -that drearn has aiways aood out in rnind because I believe 
that was the guidance, 1 asked for guidance. [t was given to me. It was shown to me and 
it was aii up to me to do and to make the best of it. So tbat dream too also really opened 
my eyes to that ... h d  some direction in my life and I knew who I was. And 1 knew 
where I was going. (Crystai, p. 24) 

Interpretation of Findings 

The themes which emerged in this study included: family üfé. transitions. strategies for 

coping, We experiences, academic expaiences, traditional tribal values and beliefs, and relwancy 

in programming. A number of connections may be drawn between the findings and the studies of 

retention discussed in the review of the literature. 

The review of the iiterature argued that most studies have investigated the problems of 

retention nom a deficit or cuiturai âiscontinuity perspective. This study provides new iaaghts 

into retention by focusing on respondents who had successfiilly completed secondary school. 

Further, it adopted a cultural perspective in its focus on the relationship between traditionai tribal 

values and secondary schooi retention The study was exploratory and the results are not 

generali7abIe although they may be transferable to umilar cases. 

Interwoven through the themes were refkrences both explicit and implicit to traditionai 

tribal values and beliefs. AU seven respondents referred to the influence of hunediate and 

extendeci family membas on their acadexnic success and retention. Both Naokwaan and Joan 

spoke of the infiuence of M y  on their goals. And, while Crystal grew up in a -y with 

alcohoi-related problems, she still had the positive influence of her grandmother to lean on. The 

positive influence of f d y  was consistent across the sample of respondents regardless of the 

history of their homelives. This hdhg is epitomized through Crystal's shared experience of her 

relationship with her grandmother and her grandmotheis profound influence in her Mee Crystal's 

nory of her ciream illumUiates not ody the power of her grandmotheis innuence in her life but the 

depth of Crystal's spintuality as weiî. Her dream is a rich illustration of Cajete's (1994) notions of 



pathway, the reciprocal relationship with nature, communication through the dream or self-tallc 

with the dead, and seeking the highest thought. Crystails dream involved wolves and a message 

regarding her career path coming fiom her deceased grandrnother. It characterized Cajetets 

position that seeking the highest thought "occurs in relatiomhip to other people [*in this case 

Crystal's dead gandmother, and a decision about teaching childm implied through the chiIdrenls 

book], plants [the sacreci herbs cornmonly used for smudging are tobacco, cedar, sage, and 

weetgrass], a n i d s  [the wolves], natural elements [the ciream saMg was near a river and 

interwoven with references to animais, plants, and leather] and phenornena [smudging, Ojibway 

speaking wolves, the implicit ciream message]" (p. 45). 

The role of the M y ,  and particulafly the influence of M y  Me, is important to 

understanding the positive idenMy development of these Amaindiaa learnexs. These connections 

may also eniighten our understanding of the confüct experienced by Amerindian secondary school 

students when faced with the challenge of sorting out two cultural messages. 

R e y k  (1992) describes the infieence of cuiture and M y  Me on the development of a 

strong positive identity for the chiId. Her position is that educators " ... need to reinforce and build 

on the cultural training and messages that the child has previously received'' (p.39). In this study, 

respondents emerged as individuais who had strong positive i d d e s .  This was evident through 

the transitions to semndary school and in the strategies respondents developed to cope with 

environments in which they were members of a minority group. The id3uence of M y  and 

extended famiEy in the lives of these Iearners was ais0 consistent with Reyhner's (1992) view in 

that this idlume on the educational aspirations of these students did not appear to "conflict" 

with or "create resistaace to school". 

Crystal and Ioaa spoke of the role of traditional tribal values in the development of 

identity. The influence of famiy on the identity of tbese Amerindians is consistent with Sprinthall, 

Sprinthall, and Oja's (1994) emphasis that ethnic minorities have to "sa through two sets of 

cultural values and identity optionsN (p. 164): those of the M y  and those ofthek new school 

culture. The authors discussed the importance of allowving the adolescent from an ethnic rninoiity 
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more time to sort out two sets of cultural messages. They viewed this as crucial to identiq 

development and saw the system, rather than the individual, as deficieut in providing resources to 

assist the adolescent in sorthg out questions of dual identity. They discussed identity formation 

for the ethnic minonty in t e m  of dualities: 

... the teenager has to coordinate his or her own emerging identity while interacting with 
an environment of p e r s  and adults that has increasingiy potent innuence. Leaving the 
relative safety ofelementary schooI, the ado1escent Eom an ethnidy devdued 
backgound has fewer resources and a greater task to resolve ... (p. 165) 

These dualities were apparent through the respondents' strategies to cope with th& new 

environment. 

Sprinthall, Sprinthall, and Oja (1994) note that etbnic rninority teenagers must leam "to 

withstand the negative peer pressure and the negative influence ofsome wmmunity adults ...[in 

striving to] reach more advmced fwels of psychologid development ..." (p. 165). S o h g  out 

the mixed messages was important* to the successnil retention of these Amerindian leamers. Each 

found ways to cope with the pressures arising out of the co11.flicting value systems and messages 

they received during their period of transition into secondary school. The wping strategies they 

developed such as tallong to others7 making new fiends, athletics, attending to their weiï being, 

and traditional practices enabled them to enter the "mahtreamN of secondary Me. 

Despite the added pressures âom Native peers7 each of these respondents enlisteci a 

coping strategy in order to sunrive in th& new academic environment. Some of thei. strategies 

involved distanciog themse1ves h m  Native pers. For example, Crystai, han, and Belinda Mced 

about the contniution of sports to th& successfûl retention; but the impiication was that to 

suMve they had to distance ttiemselves âom Native pers who wexe negative. 

Hargreaves and Ead (1990) d i d  adolescent identity formation in terms of three key 

constructs: peer-group membership, psycho-social crises, and rekionship to wiety. 

Adolescents stniggle to sort out th& own roles and values during a period of conflict and 

inconsistency. For aü seven respondents7 going to secondary school involved a crucial period of 

transition which is consistent with Hargreaves and Earl's findiags regarding psycho-social crises, 
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reldonship to societ~ and pet%-group membership. Three of the respondents spoke of the culture 

shck of mition; whiie Naokwaan and Belinda described the influence of personai beliefs or 

shyness on their interactions with others. 
--- 

Sorne of the comment~ madeby the respondents were rerniniscent of Bram's (1990) 

contemion of the presence of a Native value and ethic. Joan and Amy, for example, described the 

scornfiil disapprobation they received from their Native peen for being successful at school. This 

brings to mind Brant's contention of the use of teasing, shamhg or ridide by Natives of each 

other somethes used as a mechanism to promote group cohesiveness. Brant proposed that these 

actions were directed at ensuring that all behaviours remain within the confines of n o m  

estabLished as acceptable within the group (p. 537). in the case of han, Amy and Crystal, teasing 

or statements directed at ridiculing them were used by thek Native peas although it was not 

apparent fkom the data if those efforts were successnil. 

In discussing h a  secondary school experience, Crystai d e s d i  how she "hew the 

answer but never said anyihing." She also spoke about how she felt that teachers couid l e m  to 

Men more - a kind of leam to Men, Men to leam ideology. These statements were reminiscent 

of Brant's (1990) ethic of non-interfaence aimed at discouraging physid, verbal or psychological 

coercion. Crystal's comment about her gmdmother wherein she states "She left it up to me to 

do ...y ou figure it out as you go dongn was also remiriscent of Brant's Native concept of the, 

wherein things are done when the time is ri& as well as the ethic of non-interference. 

In her mi@ Deyhie (1989) fond that "the most dturaily SeCUfe group ... felt legst as 

though schcmi was'irrelevant, atpressed Little "trouble" in school, and dropped out primarily 

because of pregnancy or work ne&" (p. 50). In this study, Amy reporteci le8Mng school early 

because of an unexpected pregnancy and retunied later to complete her ~ e c ~ n d a r y  diplorna This 

is consistent with Deyhle's findings except that Amy did not believe she was "culturally secure." 

Instead, she described herseIf as someone who had had Linle Srpenence with traditional Native 

culture and refemd to herseif as a person who is a "white Native like me". in contrast, although 

Crystai dîd experience trouble, it seemed to be primarily rehed to home. 
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Most respondents' strategies for coping with their new environment reflected a kind of 

traditionai perspective. C rystal and Nao kaan's CO ping strategies were quite consistent with 

Deyhle's (1989) findings in that respect. They appeared to rely on traditional approaches like "the 

medicine wheel" maokwaan] or "praaicuig traditional thùigs ... to help me to succeeà" [Crystal]. 

The other respondents seemed to reiy upon less traditional approaches. Each appiied his/her own 

"personal experience" and strength in findlig measures to cope; a hding consistent with Cajete's 

(1 994) notion of a spintuai and ecological education 

Stephen, Wesley, JO- and Amy, described themselves as "non-traditional"; t h q  were 

les EImiliar with the traditional practices of th& group. While Belinda said she was "proud to be 

traditionai," the hdings suggest a distinction between those respondents whose positive identity 

included the presence of "traditional" srpaience and those whose positive i d e  did not. For 

scample, respondents spoke of cert&n coping strategies which did not appear to be of a 

traditional nature. han Unmersed h m i f  in sports and had few Native associations in the process; 

Beliada taiked about "get[ting] mad at the work" and "get[ting] aU that energy out" through 

sports; Crystal spoke of establishing "a lot of fiiendsbips with. ..mostly nonaNative peoplen 

through sports. But whm h e d  agabit Cajete's (1994) positioa that " ... American tndians and 

other hdigenous groups used rituals, myth, custorns, and life experience to integrate both the 

pro- and content of leamhg into the fabric of their social orgaaUationsW @. 34), the 

suggestion that these Amerindian leamers appiied a i t e d v e  traditional coping stnitegies seems 

l e s  WEely. h e a d ,  it seems more plausible that their "He expaience" included both the 

traditional and non-traditionai and that, in an effort to "integrate both the process and content of 

leamin&" each subscribed to iimer strengths afforded them through th& personai We expenences 

and capabiiities such as athletics or traditionai p d c e s .  

Certain Life experiences also emerged as signifiant in contributhg to the academic success 

of these respondents. Three respondents d i s c d  maturation in t m  of its positive impact on 

their perception of schoolkig while two others describeci sigaifiant life experiences or events 

which were insrnimentai in their decision to persist in secondary school. These h d i n g  are 
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consistent with Cajete's (1994) notion of Pathway in that they illuminate the respondents' interna1 

sense of self-direction or tenacity in sorting out their goals. Wesley, Crystal and Naokwaan 

expressed the belief in following a lifepath This belief in foilowing a lifepath on the part of some 

respondents is consistent with Cajete's own view of a pathway wherein the individual " . . .in every 

leatning process.. .metaphoricaUy travel[s] an intemal, and many times extemal, landscape" (p. 5 5). 

Wodson (1990) investigated how cultural confiïct baween h d t y  and Sioux Man 

students aegatively innuenced the academic performance of indigenous students. She found that a 

Yack ofunderstaplding of culturd conflict on the part of sdiool personnel contributes to student 

f8ihuen (p. 53). Although this finding is reminiscem of C i y d ' s  critical incideni with the 

principal the hdings of this study suggest that Wty may have played a signifiant role in the 

successf'ul retention of these succ& Amerindians. 

Severai positive aspects of academic We stood out in this study. AU of the respondents 

discussed the benefits of leamerantrecl teachers and teaching approahes. Wesley and 

Naokwaan desai'bed how individual teachers accomrnodated their learning styles. This 

contributeci to their l d  of enthusiasrn and inspiration to leam Thus, the hdings illuminate the 

supporthg role of the teacher in the academic lives of these herindians. 

Some of the respondents also talked about having role models. Stephen, in partiailar, 

talked about peer incentive kough peer pressure; whiie Joan discussed how she elected to 

subscribe to the positive relations with non-native peers ignoring the uegative peer pressures and 

scom h m  Native peers. Joan dso tdked about the positive influence of her sister as a role mode1 

as well. The implicit message was that th& role models were their peers through peer pressure 

and not the role rnodels more commoniy thought of such as teachers, sports figures or weil known 

mernbers of the c o d t y .  T b  underscores the potential influence ofpeers at school whüe it 

calls into question the assumption that older role models are crucial to success. 

Respondents expresseci a concern over relevancy in programming. Naohvaan talked 

about "backpack laiowledge" as "not reaiiy ieaniing;" while Crystal expressed apathy over the 

emphasis on the systemic accumulation of knowledge "as if they couldn't sleep at ni@ because 
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they needed to h d  the answer." She suggested that there was too much emphasis on hding 

prescribed solutions to problems and not enough on letting the leamers find their own solutions to 

or interpretations of problems. 'This point is reminiscent of Brant's (1990) ethic ofnon- 

interference; it is also indicative of the conflict she expenenced between her beiief in how content 

should be presented and how she aaually experienced it. 

Respondems expresseci concem over the la& of Native content in the secondary 

c m k d u m u m  In descnig his beiiefs regarciing Native content, Wesley stated "that it's not a 

separaîe part." Ioan meanwhile feit that there was a need "to promote the Naîiven because of the 

loss of values. Four respondents talked about balancïng traditional tribal values with those of 

other cultures; five of the respoadents describecl an interest in having traditional tribal values and 

belid present in school programming. Wesley's beliefk in integration expressed through the story 

about the "sophisticated stick1' or statements such as "white knowledge. .. [as] something that gets 

added" iliustnrtes the potential conneetion to be made across cultures. In rnany WES, 

respondents e v a t d y  found th& niche in the school by integrating the two cultures into a new 

reaiity; a sort of harmonious synthesis of two value systems. Cajete (1994) suggests that this 

phenornenon illuminates the use of "We experience [in this case, academic life experience] to 

integrate both the process and content of leamhg.. . " (p. 34). 

Responderits expressed an interest in th& Amerindian heritage aud pride in being 

Amerindiaa. Their emotions were g e d e  and reflected a sense ofloss about 

concm over loss of culture. Stephm, for example, talked about lmguage loss as a problern for 

him because he wuid not continue learning it in high school. This finding is consistent with 

McDavid and Harari's (1968) finding that 

language p d s  the exchange of ideas between one individuai and anothe r... faciiitating 
the transmission of nilhual ideas, beliefs, and values, over both tirne and space. As a 
cultural produ a... language plays a crucial role in the -011 of cultural traditions 
over the, and in the spread of culture spatiaily through cuitural diffiision. (p. 158) 

For Stephen, language loss may have indeed meaat a loss of cultural information as weU. 



in Kouritzids (1996) study on est language loss, words used by respondents associated to 

language Ioss included griec regret, ro b bed and ioss of soui (p. 1 ). S he also found that older 

respondent feelings on language loss were more poignant and nostalgic than younger ones (p.27). 

In the case of this study Stephen described his inabiiity to continue Native language courses as a 

"probled for him. 

Other respondents also commenteci on their feelings ofloss and concern over their culture: 

Naokwaan described how "people throw away their eiders into old age;" Ioan describeci school 

as a place where "Therets no Native in h m .  There's nothuis;" Bekda suggested "Therets not 

enough traditional values in our school;" Crystal argueci, "1 wouid like to cbange ... the thing about 

the culturai diffixences." Each expression, although unique to each respondent, was consistent 

with the level of emotion and sense ofloss expressed by participants in Kouritzia's study. These 

findings, though "poignam" and "nostalgic" in tiieir own ri& illuminate the respondents' betiefin 

the integration of their CUItural values into the mahstream, Althou& four respondents expressed 

a concern over their CUIture being at risk, Wesley observeci t h  there were siniilarities in 

expexience of Native and nonoNative lmer .  He prescfibed associating the two as an approach 

to inîegrating the two cultures. His rdective and insxshtfiii story about the compter as "a 

sophisticated stick" t e e s  to the capacity to integrate hïs experience with new information. 

Three respondents described a fom ofcotnmUIUcation which involved eitha the drearn 

[Crystal], nature waokwaan], or seifk& to people long dead Wesley and Crystal]. These 

beiiefs are si& to Cajete's (1994) view of a world which is baIanced between the spiritual and 

ecological; they are consistent with Caiete's suppositions regarding Amexindian spiritual and 

ecological foudations of education. Cajete descfibed these fomdatiom as including: "the 

environment, the Mythic, the Artisticlvisionary, and the Afkctive/lco~~l~~lunal'' (p. 37). In this 

study, Naokwaan's beliefin comrnunicating through nature is consistent with Cajete's contention 

regarding a rtciprocai relationship with nature on the part of the person and community. 

Commufllcating through the dream or self-talk with the dead [Crystal and Wesley] is also 

consistent with Cajete's position on seeking the bighest thought wherein the person saives to 
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think of their comrnunity, environment, and selfrichiy (p.46). According to Cajete, this kind of 

thought "occurs in relatiomhip to other people, plants, animais, naturd elements and 

phenornena.. ." (p. 47). 

The beliefS expressed by Wesley, Crystal and Naokwaan are similady consistent with 

McPherson and Rabb's (1993) contention that a Native philosophy considers "a shared notion of 

cosmic harmony, emphasis on experiencing directly powers and visions, and a common view of 

the cycle of Life and death" (p . 2). For Crystal and Wesley, experiencing directly powers aad 

visions could be viewed as their belief in communicaMg with the dead through the dream or seif- 

t a k  For Naokwaan the notion of a cosmic harmony is impl.int in his beliefof communicating 

through nature as though he were intercomected with it. These findings are also reminiscent of 

' E d e ' s  (1995) cniggestion of a distinct aboriginal epistemology as they also reflea an anempt 

"JO understand the reaiity of existence and harmoay with the environment by turning inward 

[providing] a diffèrent incorporeal knowledge paradigm.." (p. 103). Crystai, Naokwaan, and 

Wesley could be viewed as seeking to understand their own r d t i e s  and reaching harmony by 

intemalizing their new environments and firaming them within their own episternologid 

arrangement. These findings underscore the suggestion that traditional t r i i  values and beliefs 

may play a significant role in the epistemological and academic m e n c e  of the Amerindim. 

Summarg 

This chapter presented the hdings and interpretation of the shidy. The role of the M y  

and extendeci nimily membas, the pressutes of adolescent identity formation d u ~ g  a critical 

period of traasitioli, the development of individuaiized coping stmtegies, the supporting role of 

faculty, the concem over c u i t d y  relevant prognunming, and traditional mbai values and beliefs 

were constructs wbich emerged as an imegral part of these respondentsl secondary school 

expmhce and s i@nt  in understanding their succesSnil retention in secondary school. The 

implications of these fïndings for the educator, administrator, f d y  member, student, and 

scholastic researcher are discussed below. 



CHAPTERS 

CONCL USIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Despite ment signs of improvement in the treatment of Native children by educationai 

systems (Kirkness, 1992, Deyhle and Swisher, 1997), Native students continue to exhibit poor 

attendance and rates of attrition fkom secondary school (Leary & Stiegelbauer, 1985; Deyhie, 

1989). Methodological and conceptuai perspectives in research on low retention rate have been 

probletnatic. However, rrsuuchers have suggested that the presence oftraditionai tribal values in 

the home has a sigdicant impact on Native student success in school (Rindone, 1988; Dqrhle, 

1989; Katt, 1995). This study describeci the relationship between traditional tribal values and 

beliefs aud secondary school retention fiom the perspective of recent Amediaa secondary 

school graduates. The study was qualitative with an ernergent design (Patton, 1990). A snowbd 

sarnple (Li 1981) of m e n  recmt Amerindian secondary school graduates responded to the 

interview guide (Patton, 1990). Constant comparative d y s k  (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) was 

the method of data analysis. The findings, although non-generalidle, may be transferable. 

The hdings of the study suggest the following &ors were signifiant to the successfiri 

secondary school retention of these Amerindian students: M y  Me, trmitions, strategies for 

coping, Me experiences, academic experiences, relevancy in progmmmhg, and traditional tribal 

values and beliefs. The role of the fâmily and exîended famiy members emerged as important to 
! understanding the identity and success of these Amerindian students. Respondents developed 

coping strategies to ease the pressures of adolescent identity formation during a crucial period of 

transition. Coping sometimes holved distancing themselves from negative Native peer pressure 

in order to succeed. The supporthg role of teachas through lmer-centred approaches was also 

found to be related to success in school for these respoadents. Each developed a positive 

relatioaship with at least one teacher. Conceni was expressed by respondents regarding 

programming, partidmiy, the need for cuiturally relevant prograinming and approaches 

problem solving which respect the ethic of non-interference (Brant, 1990). Interwoven 
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throughout the themes were implicit and explicit references to traditional tribal values and beliefs. 

Traditional tribal values and beliefs, then, emerged as a signïficant part of the secondary school 

experience for these respondents and important to understanding the successfùi retention of these 

A m e ~ d i a n  mdents in secoodary school. 

Conclusions and Implications 

Previous studies into retention have assumed a deficit or cultural discontinuity perspective 

(Reyhner, 1992; Wdsoq 1992; Ledlow, 1992). This sntdy was a depamue âom them in that it 

explored the lived experience of seva Amerindian secoadary school graduâtes conceming their 

perceptions of  the relationship h e e n  traditiod mial vahies and beliefs and secondary school 

ret ention, 

Consistent wah Rindone's (1988) hypothesis that "the M y  as measured through the 

stability of traditional values, is the key to the academic success of ... high achieving Navajos (p. 

17)," the influence of the M y  and extended family mmbers on the successfiil retention of these 

Amerindians did not appear to contlict with the purpose of school. Instead, M y  members were 

supportive and S e n t i a l  in the academic aspirations of these Amerindian studeats. The inûuence 

of famiy iifè, was also important to understanding the positive identity dwelopment of these 

Amerhdisrn leamers and thev succesdbl secondary school retention. Th& idedty formation 

during transition to secoadary school k ~ l v e d  the negotiation and iotegration of two sets of 

cultural messages and value systems, home and school, into one. Regpondents' previous f d y  

and Me experiences contriuted to the development ofstrong positive identities which 

empowered thern to harmonize and baiance two cultures. 

Respondents had developed positive relations with a least one tacher. These positive 

relations compensateci for other eXpenences where content was emphesued. Naokwaan 

describeci his teacher's iduence on his performance in class through inspiratiord lesson plan 

implementation; wMe Wesley described how technology could be related to Amerindian 

experiences. Both examples illustrate how co~mections can be cirawu between the experiences of 

the k e ~ d i a n  student and new information (content) when presented through a leamer-centred 
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approach. Thus, a positive rapport between teacher and student and holistic or leamer-centred 

teaching methods appear to have contributed to the mccess of some of these Amerindian students- 

Respondents described negative peer pressure from Aboriginal peers. Some of the 

respondents in this study noted how their interactions with non-natives took time to develop during 

the transition period to secondary school. For several, relations with non-Native peers contributed to 

secondary school retention. It is important for schoois and aboriginal organizatiom to provide 

support for Native students to stay in school, to encourage Native students to see retention as positive 

rather than as " betrayaIw of the peer group. 

Respondents' Amerindian worldview was intenvoven with their secondary school experience. 

Epistemology was an intricate part of the fabric of the Native learning experience for Naokwaan, 

Crystai, and Wesley. The study illuminated comections between respondents' Aboriginal worldview 

and their constructions of personal meaning in their secondary school experiences and success. 

Crystal, Wesley, and Naokwaan spoke of their belief in foliowhg a Wepath. They ais0 spoke of how 

they communicated with their environment either through the dream or through nature. Naokwaan 

also reIated new material in science to "Indian thinking" or "philosophy " while Wesley suggested 

" .. .try and relate what you're learning to what you know of your traditionai way's." Crystal actually 

sought and felt she received career advice or direction from her deceased grandmohr through a 

dream. Each of these respondents' view of th& world was framed within an Aboriginal 

Epistemology . 

In articulating Pan-Indian value platfonns, Amerindian cultural values and belïefs might be 

viewed as virtual wehprings for programming content. Stephen said the inclusion of culturaily 

relevant programming might provide 'extra initiative" for the Amerindian student; Wesley and 

Naokwaatl spoke of the value in other cultural views and presmibed Uuegrating new information and 

meaning with their traditional values and beiiefs. Joan, Belinda, and Crystal express& concern 

over the exclusion of dturally relevant materials in programming. Concems over content 

relevancy suggest that these Amerindian learners may have benefited from culturally 
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relevant programming were it available to them Educators, concmed with the successfiil 

retention of Amerindian secondary school students rnight well consider the nature of integration 

aategies - especially strategies used to incorporate the value systems ofeach ethnic group - into 

the planning and irnplementation of both cu.rri~~1u.m and programming. Yet Stephen, Wesley and 

Naokwaan beIieved that crosscultural balance would be a positive tactor in Aboriginal students' 

successftl secondary school retention, that it would enhance Aboriginal students' understanding of 

their own culture and tribal values. The overali implication was that a balance and integration of 

dtures  wouid benefit the leamer. Wrthout fÙrther research directed at detennining the extent of 

culhiral inclusion or omission, both the identity and the seKesteem of our Amerindian leamers 

might well be at risk. 

The limitations of the study outlined in chapter one suggest tbat this study provides a 

Limiteci view of the refatioaship between traditional tribal values and beliefi and secondary school 

retention based upon the perceptions of men Amerindian secondary school graduates. A greater 

depth of undetstanding the retention problem for the Amerindian secondary school student might 

be achieved through M e r  qwlitative research designed to srplore and appreciate the hed 

experience of Amerindian secondary school students and their cuitural identities. 

Recommendations 

Native families, commuluties, orgmizations and school systans have responsibilities in 

promoting the aiccessfiil retention of Amexindian -dents in secondary schools. It is critical that 

these groups work together to develop curricuia, support strategies and networks to promote 

academic success aad an appreciation of Native héritage, culture, values aad beliefs. Such 

collaboration rnay taLe a variety of tom. It is remmendeci that: 

1. Schools and school systems include native repreSentation on parent counciis in 

communities where there are Native populations; 

2. Establish cornmittees whose rnernbers include stakeholder groups to develop 

CUlturaUy relevant programming; 



3. Develop transition programs which help Native snidents to bridge the gap between 

the cultures of home and school; 

4. School Boards establish professional dwelopment programs for elementary and 

secondary teachers on croSS-CUIturai education and learner-centred'approaches 

which recognize and respect a variety of 1e-g styles. 

It is also recommended that Native fimilies, communities, and organhtions: 

5. ' Work with familes and exîended f d e s  on developing positive smitegies to 

promote the academic success oftheir childreq 

6.  Collaborate in the developmmt of information programs for families and 

communities; 

7. Dwelop programs which introduce a d o r  reinforce for students Amerindian 

philosoptry and tribal vahies and instill prïde in their herbage; 

8. Establish rnento~g, or big brotherhig sister networks in which children and 

adolescents are paired with acaiemidy successfiil Abonginai role models. 

Further research is needed into the role of M y  and extended f d y  on positive identity 

development and successfid retention of Native students in secondary schools. As well, research 

should be conducted on the nature of transitions between elementary and secondary school, 

particulady when the transition involves bridging two cultures. Such research would infonn 

stakeholders (home, comrminity, native organizatioions and school systems) of the coping sûategies 

and support systems which work. It is important that research on the reIatiomhip between 

traditional tnbal values and beliefs and successnll retention be cominued to tiirther illuxninate the 

connections. It is recommended, thmefore, t h a ~  : 

9. Longitudinal and exploratory ethnographie and phenomenolo~cal studies be 

undertaken to explore aud describe the factors and processes which conmbute to 

Native *dents1 retention; and that 



IO. Such studies be conceptualired from a positive d e r  than a deficit mode1 with 

respondents who have achieved niccessfùily the negotiation of two cultures and 

academic success. 

Future qualitative studies may provide direction to our intemention and support strategies for 

e h c i n g  the successful retention of the Amerindian leamer while c l m g  our understanding of 

the problem 

Without further research into factors Ùiauencing Amerindian student secondary school 

retention, our knowledge of the situation remains limited. Some of the findings of this study may 

prove to generite a more speedy resolution to the retention situation for Natives &en fiuther 

acploratio~. Factors which may drive friture investigation into rniccesgfiil Amerindian student 

retention include adolescent identity development, interpasonal relatioushr'ps with pers  and 

teachers, the nature of dturaiiy relevant programmhg, and the challenges of transition including 

effective strategies for coping. 
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Appendix 1: Cover Letter 

Dear Participant: 
1 am a graduate student in the Faculty of Education, Lakehead University, where 1 am 

engaging in research into the relationship between Native Student Traditional Tribal Values and 
successful secondary school retention My thesis supervisor is Dr. Mary Clare Cobtiand. 

At present, dthough there is a lot of uiformation available on why midents drop-out, there is 
linle research available on the successfid retention of Native secondary schwl students. nere is 
a need for reseatch into the cuihirally based value systems of Amerindian students and how these 
migbt affkct th& academic success. This research mi@ help educaton by contributing to the 
developrne$ of culturaUy relevant curricuium and materiah. 

1 wodd Iike to interview Native studenîs who have successflllly complet& secondary 
schooVOntario Academic Cr& Competency (O. AC.) programming and are enroiled in poa 
secondary coiiege or University institutions. 

The inthew wouid take approximately 60 minutes and would focus on the aaditioual tribal 
vaiues held by the participant, the type of CUTTicuia in. which he/she was most successful, and 
fàaors which codbuted to native student success and retention. Then also may be some 
participants that I will contact a second time. 1 ask your permission to hclude you as a 
voluntary participant in this study. 

Ifyou give your consent, it is important that you understand the foliowing: 
- There are no risks to you in participating in the study. 
- You have the ri@ to withdraw your consent at any the.  
- Your anonymity and confidentiaiity wiJl be protected. 
- In accordance with the Lakehead University Researcb Lategrity 
Poücy, 1 will store the data secweIy in my home for sevm 
years. 

The study wiu be available in the Fanilty of Education Library at Lakehead University in 
Thunder Bay. 

Ifyou have any questions, please contact M .  James Tumer, at (807) 625-9540 or Dr. Maq 
Clare Courtland, Chair of Graduate Studies in Education at (807) 343-8706. 

Thaak you for y o y  time and cuoperation. 

James W. Tumer 
B.A, B. Ed. 
Graduate student 
Lakehead University 



Appendix II: Consent Form 

Should 1 give my permission to participate, I undentand the following: 

1.1 1 have read the Imer Uifonning me of the research study being conducted by Mr. 
James Tunier. 

1.2 1 understand that this research is being conducted under the supervision of a thesis 
cornmittee and is govemed by the guideiines and procedures for ethical conduct in 

- research on humaa subjects as set out by Lakehead University, in Thunder Bay. 
1.3 1 am aware that there are no Nks to myself and that my participation is voluntary. 
1.4 1 have the right to withdraw rny consent at any the. 
1.5 My anonymity and confidentiality wili be protected. 
1.6 I understaad that interviews and other f o m  of data d be collecteci and 

transcribed and will be stored for men years by the researcher. 

1 agrddo not agree (circle one) to participate in the study. 

(P& m e )  

Date: Signature: 



Appendix ïIk Intemew Guide 

Native Student Traditional Tribal Vaiues 
and Secondary School Retention 

Pseudonym Native Language spoken 
Graduation year Admission year (post Secondary) 
Home cornmunity Male/FemaIe (cucie one) 
Location of post secondary institution 
- O.Ac. grade 12 (ww 
Native Group affiliation: Claa: 
.*..~*~..*.*..........-.~***..~-~.*-~~..~.*..*...*-~*......*~.~....-......~..~..-..*..~*..*...~..~-...-..~~--...*~.*.*.**----*--..-.-*----+------.---- 
1. Secondary School Years 

> What was the location of the secondary school? 
> What were your first impressions of secondary school? 

- P: Thuik back to when you first started grade nine. 
> Describe your p e a  group relations? 

- P: How were your interactions with others at school? 
> Describe your memories of a day at school? 
> Discuss memories of a class that stood out? 
> What were your fâvourite Courses? 

- P: what made them so good? 
> Discuss courses where you felt you were most successfùl? 

- P: what made them succesdûi? 
* Seek to clarify th& role academidy: 

- when did they s u d ?  
- At wbat did they succeed the most? 
- when were they proud of themseives? 
- how did they wpe? 
- who impacted positively upon thdiuences? 
- what bothered t h d c o n a m s  about schooling? 

2. Traditional Tribai Vahies 
> Talk about your Traditionai Tribal Values and Beliefk? 

- P: About your customs, practices and teachings? 
> Talk about yuur chiidhd? 
> What was your colmmuiity Me me? 

- Alt: Describe your community? 
- P: What do people do there? 
- P: What goes on there? 

> Talk about your relationship with your fdy//grandparents and elders. * Seek to iden* customs, p d c e s ,  and beliefk related to thQr native h&tage and clan or 
tribal group: 

- P: what is the guiding force behind what they do? 
- P: is there a code ofconduct in your comrmuiity? 

eg. non-interference, reciprocity with nature, no conflict, etc. 



- P: what do their parentdgrmdparents value in Me? 
- P: what are the n o m  of their tribal group? 

3. Curricula and Instruction 
> Disniss concems about your academic program 
> If you were the principal what would you change? 

- P: What is it about "a" that rnakes you want to change it? 
> Describe yourseif as a i m e r  

- P: What was s u c c d  for you? 
- P: Are you a reader, taiker, studious. .? 

> What advice would you give to a new secondary student? 
> What advice would you give to a native secondary studtmt? 
> What do you thiak about native student success in school? 

- P: How do feel about native student success? 
* Seek to explore their academic Me with th- 

- Who were their supports? 
- P: Ifthey had a bad day at school, who would thq go to? 

- What do they thiak of semndary school y-? 
- What have they gahed âom th& secondary school expaïence? 

: 4. S u d  Retention 
> What were some of your strategies used to cape in overcoming problem areas? 
> What does success in school mean to you? 

- Why did they s u d ?  
- When did they reahe they were going to s u d ?  

> What were some ofyour sîraîegies for success? 
> Eyou were going to write a book on stratees for success in ~ e c ~ n ~  school what would 

you say? 
> Retention has been i d e n a d  as a problem for d v e  hidents. What do you see as some of 

the greatest problems they have to overwme? 
- Alt: Retention = Dropping out = Absenteeism 

> Discuss any relationship th& you sec between traditionai tribal values and beliefs and 
secondary school? 
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