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The participation of American Indian students in colleges across
the United States brings a wealth of cultural experiences and
strengths to the learning environment. However, American Indian
students have experienced failure in the educational systems and
record the lowest degree completion rates in higher education. To
understand this phenomenon, this article features an intimate
examination of the student experience utilizing narrative inquiry.




Historically, the education of American Indians has been conducted without
Indian input, thus nurturing a sense of detachment and distrust of the
educational system for many families and communities. Cultural identity has
proved to be a barrier for American Indians in higher education as they face
cultural insecurity when trying to maintain their identity and deal with pressure
to conform to the university culture. Further, many American Indian students
face greater financial barriers because of their low socio-economic status.

The literature found common themes of academic preparedness,
sociodemographic characteristics, cultural values and strengths,
self-efficacy, personal disposition, and the college experience that affect
an American Indian students’ persistence.




In an attempt to understand the winding pathways of success for American Indian students in
higher education, the fundamental question of the study was: What factors impact American
Indian students’ enrollment and persistence in graduate school? With this question as the focus,
common themes were created to understand and appreciate American Indian students’ educational
journeys. This qualitative study delved into the personal educational journeys of seven American
Indian students using a phenomenological approach* and a narrative inquiry method**.
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Predominantly, participants identified the lack of financial support, lack of
cultural competency, emotional distress, time poverty, afraid to ask for help,
afraid to succeed, and navigating through the college processes as barriers
to their educational success.

Additionally, the participants’ narratives identify themes of
persistence that include the importance of having a role model, fear of
failure, making the family proud, advancement opportunities, and
support from family, friends, and cohorts.




Popular barriers in past research have agreed that historical trauma,
cultural beliefs, racism, achievement gap, poverty, family
commitment, the lack of preparedness, lack of financial and family
support, lack of role models, emotional distress, and the high school
and college experience all impact American Indian student success.

To increase the retention rate among American Indian
students, it is necessary that the learning campus
environment meets the needs of the American Indians,
both socially and academically.

With dropout rates that continue to rise, American Indians have a
significantly lower college enrollment rate than any other ethnic group in
the United States (Keith et al., 2016). This article offered an example of
how narrative inquiry can be utilized in a qualitative study to identify
barriers and persistence factors.
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