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Abstract 

Throughout the United States, the college dropout rate among American 

Indian/Alaskan Native (AI/AN) students in public universities is the highest 

compared to any other student group. Researchers have identified this problem 

and offered reasons for it, but few have made specific efforts to disrupt the 

continued dropout rates. This article identifies and discusses three 

recommendations to address the dropout problem from a systems, rather than 

individual, perspective: (1) living and learning communities, (2) social belonging 

intervention, and (3) self-regulated learning activities. Studied with minority 

students, these endeavors show promise for retaining underrepresented students, 

specifically AI/AN students. To disrupt the long-term problem of dropouts among 

the AI/AN population, adjustments within public university systems must be part 

of the effort. 

 

Keywords: American Indian, Alaskan Native, retention, living and learning, social 

belonging, self-regulated learning 
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Introduction 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2012), approximately 3 million people 

reported their sole race as American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN), and 2.3 

million people reported their race as combined AI/AN and one or more other 

races. People with “origins in any of the original peoples of North America, South 

America, and Central America, maintaining tribal affiliation or some level of 

community attachment” compose the AI/AN racial group (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2012, p. 1). These numbers indicate a shift from the Census in 2000, in which 2.5 

million people reported their sole race as AI/AN and 4.1 million people reported 

their race as combined AI/AN and one or more other races (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2012). With a combined total of approximately 6 million people, AI/ANs make up 

about 2% of the U.S. population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). There are 566 

federally recognized tribes in the United States and more than 100 state-

recognized tribes. There are also active tribes that exist without any state or 

federal recognition. 

Many perceive AI/ANs as residents of remote reservations, separated from the 

rest of America, but the majority live in urban areas; only about one-third of 

AI/ANs live on reservations and tribal trust lands (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). 

Among the approximate 19 million college students in the United States, AI/ANs 

are the minority within the minority representing just over 250,000 students 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2004). 

High rates of college dropout among AI/AN students throughout public 

universities in the United States are well documented (Braxton, Brier, & Steele, 

2008; Patterson et al., 2013). Retention rates in public higher educational 

institutions differ for all student populations, but, in terms of demographics, the 

gap is greatest among African American, Hispanic, and AI/AN students (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2004). According to Brown and Robinson 

Kurpius (1997), 75%–93% of AI/AN students drop out of college before 

completing their degree. These rates do not include dropout rates in tribal 

colleges, of which there are approximately 36 across 14 states in the United 

States. Tribal colleges have their own set of retention issues, according to recent 

remarks by President Obama: 

Students who study at a Tribal College are eight times less likely to drop 

out of higher education; they continue on to a four-year institution at a 

higher rate than students in community colleges; and nearly 80 percent 

end up in careers that help their tribal nation. (White House, 2009, para. 

21) 
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The United States has a long, troublesome history educating AI/ANs within 

public universities. In the 19
th

 Century the stereotypical ideas and beliefs about 

educating AI/ANs centered on converting so-called savages into English-speaking 

Americans (Ridgeway & Pewewardy, 2004). Between 1880 and 1930, AI/AN the 

U.S. government removed children from their families and relocated to residential 

boarding schools hundreds of miles away. In 1920, boarding school attendance 

for AI/AN children was required by law, and each year, police would round up 

children to be sent to residential schools (Reyhner & Eder, 2004). By 1930, more 

than half of all AI/AN children who attended school did so in these institutions, 

resulting in trauma that lingers into current educational experiences (Evans-

Campbell, Walters, Pearson, & Campbell, 2012). These historical experiences are 

a thread woven into every part of the educational process for AI/AN communities. 

The fact is, AI/AN students who get a high school diploma and begin attending a 

public college have the highest dropout rate compared to any other student 

population, despite being academically capable. A number of reasons contribute 

to this population’s having the highest educational dropout rate in the United 

States. Because public universities serve the majority population so well, with 

White students’ relatively high graduation rate of about 62% (Snyder, Dillow, & 

Hoffman, 2008), it would be easy to focus on the characteristic flaws of the 

minority individual; however, more meaningful discourse can occur regarding 

how to address systematic and institutional dysfunction within public universities. 

This issue of poor AI/AN completion is particularly important in the area of 

STEM education.  The United States is going to need an additional 1 million 

STEM professionals than are currently produced to stay competitive in the global 

marketplace ((President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology 

[PCAST], 2012).  Currently, only 3.3% of AI/AN students earn a four-degree in 

STEM fields (Committee on Underrepresented Groups and the Expansion of the 

Science and Engineering Workforce Pipeline, 2010). 

This article examines three promising strategies that might significantly disrupt 

college dropout among the AI/AN community: (1) living and learning 

communities, (2) social belonging intervention, and (3) incorporating AI/AN 

student learning styles. Each of these efforts has been scientifically tested to be 

effective with the general student population as well as within some minority 

student populations. They also are fairly easy for university programs and 

colleges to incorporate within their existing systems. Equipped with these 

strategies, college programs and schools could significantly reduce AI/AN student 

college dropout. 

Living and Learning Communities 
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There are several different varieties of living and learning communities in the 

current college systems in the United States, but a common theory runs behind 

them all: students will persist and excel in college if they are given the 

opportunity to integrate their social and academic lives (Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005; Pasque & Murphy, 2005). When students join together around commonly 

shared academic or social interests, their college experience is much more likely 

to be positive (Gamson, 2000; Inkelas et al., 2006). Different living and learning 

community models group students according to similar course work, common 

characteristics or interests, participation in similar activities, intensive faculty 

collaborations, or all of these (Stassen, 2003). 

The main goal of a living and learning community is to provide groups of students 

with specialized academic and social services. It is important to balance these 

services between meeting academic standards and ensuring a rich social life while 

in college. Studies have investigated and described different living and learning 

models—from the basic design of shared interest living to its most structured 

settings (i.e., shared interest living with mandatory courses and other required 

activities) (Stassen, 2003). Years of research have determined that, regardless of 

the model’s design or intensity, living and learning communities significantly 

influence a student’s college experience, grade point average (GPA), and 

retention. In other words, students who became involved with living and learning 

community programs, even programs measured to have the least amount of 

structure and intensity, have increased GPAs (Inkelas et al., 2006; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005), higher retention rates (Pasque & Murphy, 2005), and more 

positive experiences in the program (Pike, Schroeder, & Berry, 1997). 

How living and learning communities benefit AI/AN students 

Several studies have addressed the issue of family, community, and cultural 

connectedness and its effect on academic achievement for AI/AN students 

(Brown & Robinson Kurpius, 1997; Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001; Guillory 

& Wolverton, 2008). Living and learning communities are interconnected, 

supportive environments. Along with giving students the opportunity to 

experience college life together, these communities can organize or sponsor 

cultural events that invite students’ families into their academic activities. 

According to Huffman (2008), AI/AN students should find ways to hold on to 

their own cultural identities in academic life. Maintaining cultural identity 

increases students’ self-awareness and the chances that they will complete 

college. Having support within the living and learning program can fulfill the 

need to remain connected culturally and possibly provide more effective supports 

in the form of environments free of issues present in many reservations (e.g., 

extreme poverty, addiction, high rates of joblessness). 
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Also important is the fact that living and learning communities create little to no 

extra expense for universities. Dormitory space already exists that can house 

AI/AN-specific communities. Furthermore, AI/AN students do not rely on 

university resources to develop and maintain connection to their community and 

culture. Rather, the living and learning community of students can create events 

as part of their educational–personal responsibility. 

Social Belonging Intervention 

Social belonging is defined as a perception of having positive relationships with 

other people within one’s community (Cacioppo & Patrick, 2008). A sense of 

social belonging is essential during young adulthood and during times of 

transition into new and unfamiliar communities, such as a college campus. Many 

investigations have suggested that social separation, seclusion, and low social 

status damage well-being (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005), intellectual 

attainment (Walton & Cohen, 2007), and overall mental and physical health 

(Cohen & Janicki-Deverts, 2009; Miller, Rohleder, & Cole, 2009; Uchino, 2006). 

Some of these studies (Williams & Carter-Sowell, 2009) have indicated that a 

single instance of exclusion can destabilize overall well-being, lower intelligence 

test performance, and decrease self-control. Socially stigmatized groups, such as 

AI/AN students and African Americans, might be more uncertain about their 

social belonging in mainstream institutions like college campuses than 

nonminority groups (Walton & Cohen, 2007). Given their frequent 

marginalization, these groups may be skeptical of whether they will fully integrate 

into positive social relationships in certain settings (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 

2002). 

According to Walton and Cohen’s (2011) study, a student’s sense of belonging to 

the college community correlates with their persistence to graduation. In a 

randomized controlled trial, 49 African American and 43 nonminority first-year 

students in the treatment group received a social belonging message framed in a 

way that suggested that all students experience short-lived college adversity 

(Wilson, Damiani, & Shelton, 2002). The researchers were surprised by the 

magnitude of improvement from such simple, brief messages over the three-year 

period of the study. The goal of the study was to test a new intervention for 

minority students, who have the highest dropout rates in American colleges. The 

social belonging intervention improved GPA, health status, and retention and also 

reduced the number of doctor’s visits during students’ time in college. Although 

this intervention has not been tested with AI/AN students, it has the potential to 

significantly improve the academic success of students in this vulnerable 

demographic group. 
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How a social belonging intervention would benefit AI/AN students 

Given the success among other minority groups, universities could start social 

belonging activities directed to AI/ANs immediately. Because AI/AN students are 

the minority within the minority on most college campuses, they could be easily 

identified and supported. For instance, during usual orientation activities, this 

group could have its own event, purposely inviting family and friends. Recruiting 

current AI/AN students, along with all other students, to welcome the new AI/AN 

students to campus would greatly aid in making AI/AN students feel part of their 

new home at the university. These interactions would also provide opportunities 

for current students to share stories of feeling out of place initially but, over time, 

beginning to feel as if they belonged. 

Feelings of belonging are often lowest during the first semester. A system that 

allows older students to check in with the new AI/AN freshmen would reinforce 

the notion that the university is interested and invested in their success. 

Establishing and maintaining at least one connection on campus could be greatly 

beneficial for AI/AN students, who mostly arrive with none. Furthermore, the 

resources required to begin making minority students feel welcomed and as 

though they belong on campus are very few. A few simple acts of kindness from a 

host could significantly increase feelings of belongingness. 

One of the high impact practices shown to promote general college student 

retention and success is faculty contact (Kuh, 2008).  Expanding the scope of a 

social belonging approach by including a faculty mentoring program would be an 

additional means of helping AI/AN students to feel that they belong. 

Incorporating AI/AN Preferred Learning Approaches: Self-Regulated 

Learning and Environmental Fit 

In the late 1980s, a program in the State Universities of New York (SUNY) 

implemented a critical thinking course for undergraduate students. The course 

focused primarily on cognitive psychology and philosophy issues connected with 

the theory of self-regulated learning (SRL). A review of the data revealed a 

significant difference in retention and graduation rates, on average, between the 

students who took the SRL course and those who did not (Ahuna, Tinnesz, & 

VanZile-Tamsen, 2011). With this encouraging data, differences between AI/AN 

students were evaluated by Patterson, Ahuna, Tinnesz,and VanZile-Tamsen 

(2014). 

Compared to the university’s general population, AI/AN students who 

participated in the SRL course had higher retention rates as they progressed, 

higher graduation rates, and higher overall GPAs. The results were the same 
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between AI/AN students who participated and those who did no (Patterson, 

Ahuna, Tinnesz,& VanZile-Tamsen, 2014). 

Given the success of AI/AN students who participated in SRL courses, it is clear 

that certain components of the course connect with this population’s approach to 

thinking and learning. There has been debate regarding whether AI/AN students 

have their own cultural learning styles (Kleinfeld & Nelson, 1991), but other 

research has explored how thinking and learning are grounded in one’s culture 

(Greymorning, 2000). For instance, AI/ANs might impart knowledge through the 

telling of stories. If a group of students learns better when teaching is wrapped 

around a story, that knowledge about learning schemes can be applied in all 

courses. Because the goal of the SRL is to understand a student’s own preferred 

approach to learning while also identifying individual ways to become a more 

active learner, coordination between teaching and learning strategies could benefit 

AI/AN students (Stairs, 1999; Swisher & Pavel, 1994). One of the main reasons 

for dropout among AI/AN students, as well as other students, is unsuitable 

matching of learning styles (Shortman, 1990), specifically the mismatch of a 

student’s preferred learning environment and the actual learning environment 

within a particular classroom (Fraser, 1998a & b). Self-regulated learning courses 

may reduce the conflicting expectations between AI/AN students and instructors 

and, thus, reduce dropout. 

In college and university programs, SRL courses have gained much attention 

since the mid 2000’s. Masui and De Corte (2005) have established that SRL 

increases academic achievement, and Vermunt (2000) studied how SRL boosts 

the idea of lifelong learning. However, academic studies on cultural difference 

and SRL are lacking (Bembenutty, 2007; Pintrich & Zusho, 2007; Schunk, 

Pintrich, & Meece, 2008). According to Pintrich and Zusho (2007) and Schunk et 

al. (2008), the absence of these types of studies indicates that college professors 

might provide insufficient academic guidance to underrepresented students and/or 

may be fostering a learning environment that is not aligned with the preferred 

learning environments of these students (Fraser, 2007). 

The definition of SRL has evolved over time (Aksan, 2009; Zimmerman, 2001; 

Zimmerman & Schunk, 2001), but the common element that unites each 

definition is that students perceive themselves as learners; it is critical that they 

use various processes to regulate their own learning to achieve academic success 

(Zimmerman, 2001). Three major constructs of SRL theory are connected across 

theoretical opinions: (1) the student’s preferred approach to learning, (2) the 

student’s ability to influence and predict his or her daily academic life, and (3) 

peer assessment and feedback (Cassidy, 2011; Perry, 2003; Peterson, Rayner, 

Armstrong, & Deane, 2008; Zimmerman, 2001). Self-regulated learning does not 
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postulate that AI/AN students as a group have their own culturally determined 

learning styles. Rather, it states that each individual has his or her own preferred 

way of learning. Once individuals understand how they prefer to learn and what 

approach leads to the greatest success, they can take that knowledge into any 

learning situation. 

How SRL Benefits AI/AN Students 

Considering the retention, graduation, and GPA benefits AI/AN students gained 

by attending the SRL course, this type of course may benefit other minorities with 

similar college retention and graduation rates. Despite the great success of the 

SRL course since its inception in the 1980s, the  SUNY program terminated the 

course offering because of the downturn in the U.S. economy and university 

resources. Unfortunately, these types of resources for high-risk students are easily 

eliminated when universities are faced with funding crises. 

However, the cost–benefit ratio of understanding and teaching students how the 

students learn could be compelling. A freshman’s early courses could consist of a 

few sessions on the idea behind SRL and some activities that support strategies on 

how students learn. Each individual has both strengths and weaknesses when 

learning new information. Students who are taught and learn their “own learning 

style” can apply this strategy in all courses. Universities could easily incorporate 

SRL activities into freshmen courses with very little system retooling. Asking 

teachers to understand the concept of SRL and to find ways to work it into their 

class sessions might improve academic outcomes for AI/AN students in 

particular, as well as for other students without this knowledge.   Further, faculty 

development programs should include a module on the creation of learning 

environments that are consistent with a broad array of learning preferences, 

particulary in STEM disciplines where the primary mode of instruction continues 

to be lecture (Fairweather, 2005). 

Conclusion 

Uncertainty still surrounds the low retention rates of AI/AN students in U.S. 

universities. Although it is important to continue studying the reasons why so 

many AI/AN students do not remain in college, it is also time to disrupt this 

lingering tragedy with scientifically supported interventions. Living and learning 

communities, social belonging interventions, and a greater incorporation of active 

learning and SRL opportunities can begin to deflect the factors that lead AI/ANs 

to drop out of college and university programs with such a high frequency. 

Although college and university programs have developed strategies to attract and 

enroll minority students, specifically AI/ANs, few strategies have kept them 

enrolled until graduation. By making an effort to develop strategies for retaining 
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AI/AN students, such as those outlined in this article, college and university 

programs could significantly increase retention at minimal expense and finally 

begin to disrupt this decades-old problem. It is an opportunity for current leaders 

in the higher educational system to address the well known issue of low minority 

participation in universities and colleges. 

These recommendations are not without limitations. First, a one-size-fits-all 

approach to dealing with AI/AN dropout may be inadequate on its own. These 

recommendations would have to be adaptable and sensitive to local conditions. 

For instance, differences in living and learning programs for students coming 

from urban versus reservation settings have to be taken into account. Living and 

learning programs cannot totally address the differences in needs between urban 

and rural students. Leaving a rural community and entering a university campus 

results in a more unsettling kind of “cultural shock” compared to entering a 

campus from an urban setting.  

Age also plays an important role in campus life and in decisions to drop out. All 

students benefit when they understand how they learn new material. Socially 

regulated learning efforts are worthy for all ages. However, social belonging and 

living and learning efforts must consider age issues because feelings of 

belongingness among traditional college-aged and older AI/AN students will 

differ. Both age groups seek a sense of belonging within their own unique groups. 

Older adults have trouble feeling like they belonged in a group of teenagers, and 

vice versa.  

Having accepted AI/AN students into their systems, universities have directly 

indicated that these enrolled students have been evaluated as learners and are 

capable of succeeding in that university. Once a student is admitted to a 

university, it is too late to cite the student’s liabilities (e.g., poor preparation) as an 

excuse for that individual’s lack of success. To allow the injustices that result 

from AI/AN college dropout to continue within our own institutions of learning is 

unacceptable. That universities continue to focus on the faults of students when 

they drop out, rather than on the system that has perpetuated this problem, is 

wrong and indefensible. Therefore, it is the responsibility of U.S. public 

universities to implement activities to engage and retain minority groups. 
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