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For Native Students,
Education’s Promise Has
Long Been Broken
By KELLY FIELD

Charnelle Bear Medicine, a senior at Browning
High School on the Blackfeet Indian Reservation,
practices running hurdles. She plans to attend the
U. of Montana in the fall. Nationwide, American
Indian students as a group have the highest
high-school dropout rate and the lowest collegeenrollment rate.
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browning, Mont.
t’s prom night at Browning High School on
the Blackfeet Indian Reservation in Montana,
and the first cars are just starting to pull up
in front of an angular entrance that was built
to resemble a teepee. The students, clad in sequins and lace, black tuxes and white suits, emerge
from their cars into the glare of spotlights and
flashing cameras.
Smiling and waving, they walk the red carpet
past parents and siblings who crowd behind the
velvet ropes, calling out their names, while teachers valet-park their cars. Librarian-turned-paparazzo Amy Andreas snaps their pictures, and
the students head into the school, passing Cyrus,
the drug-sniffing golden retriever, and several cops
wearing bulletproof vests and holstered guns.
When they reach the cafeteria, the students sign
a “safe and sober” pledge. Prom is one of a dozen
nights a year when the reservation is dry — graduation is another — and signs warn that “drinking
and driving leads to empty lodges.” After another
photo shoot, the couples cross the cafeteria stage,
the crowd cheering as they’re introduced.
Prom is a big deal in this windswept community
on the eastern edge of Glacier National Park, and
the whole town has turned out.
Charnelle Bear Medicine, a slim runner in a turquoise and black sequined dress and stilettos, is on
hand, with her boyfriend, Sean. So is Treyace Yellow Owl, this year’s Miss Blackfeet, looking glamorous in a floor-length strapless silver gown. In a
few months, they’ll both head to the University of
Montana, four hours and a million miles from the
reservation where they’ve grown up.
But other students are less certain what the future holds. ShawnTyana Bullshoe, who is deciding
between two tribal colleges, hasn’t come to prom.
(“I’d rather be at a powwow than prom,” she explains later.) Neither has William Righthand, a
homeless student who attends one of the town’s
two alternative high schools, and isn’t sure what
he’ll do after graduation.
Tomorrow morning, after the all-night parties
and bonfires, many of the students at prom will
return to crowded homes and chaotic lives — to
moms who use meth, dads who drink, and grandparents who gamble too much. To cousins who
can’t find jobs and siblings struggling with suicidal thoughts. But on prom night, they’re celebrities, and everyone — from parents to principals —
wants to make sure they feel special.
Welcome to Browning, Montana, where the
prairie meets the mountains, and a close-knit
community confronts crippling poverty and the
social problems that often come with it. Getting
through high school here isn’t easy: Only about 60
percent of the almost 550 students here graduate
on time. Making it through college is even tougher.
The Blackfeet have lived in the Rocky Mountain
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Charnelle Bear Medicine hopes to return to the
reservation as a counselor after attending college:
“I want to be a safe haven for kids.”
region for more than 10,000 years. For most of
that time, the tribe was nomadic, hunting buffalo
across the northern plains. Their name is thought
to have come from the color of the tribe’s moccasins, which were darkened or painted with ashes.
Today the Blackfeet reservation covers roughly one and a half million acres, stretching from
northwestern Montana to the Canadian border.
Roughly 10,500 people live on the reservation, including almost 7,500 members of the Blackfeet
tribe, according to the Census Bureau. The population is young — the median age is just 29 — and
poor: The median household income is around
$30,000. More than a third of families with children under the age of 18 live below the poverty
line.
In many ways, Browning is a microcosm of Indian country, its struggles repeated on reservations
nationwide. Those challenges — poverty, joblessness, addiction, and abuse — are at the heart of the
worst educational outcomes in the country.
As a group, American Indian and Alaska Native
students have the highest high-school dropout rate
— 6.7 percent, double the national average — and
the lowest graduation rate, at 70 percent. They are
the least likely to enroll in college, and the second
least likely to graduate on time, just behind black
students.
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Yet because Native American students make up
just 1 percent of the high-school and college population, they’re often overlooked in discussions
about the nation’s achievement gap, which tend to
focus on the divide between white students and
their black and Hispanic peers.
Raising the graduation rate for American Indians has become a priority of the Obama administration, which has created a national network of
Native youth and moved to expand Indian control
over schools run by the federal Bureau of Indian
Education. The White House has pushed states
and schools to teach more Native language and
culture, and has visited reservations across the
country on a “listening tour” with tribal youth and
leaders.
But look at the state of Native education today,
and it’s clear that closing that achievement gap
won’t be easy. Bringing American Indians to college will
take more than outreach and entreaties
to states and schools.
It will mean changing attitudes about
the value of education
— attitudes that, in
towns like Browning,
have been shaped by
decades of destructive
federal policy. And
it will mean dealing
with the poverty and
disenfranchisement
those policies have
left behind.

vanished entirely.
It wasn’t until middle school that she met a
counselor who made her comfortable. “She told me
to talk when I was ready, and didn’t force me or get
mad if I stayed silent,” she says.
These days she’s feeling optimistic about her
future. She’s got a kind boyfriend who runs, too,
and she has finally opened up at school after a lifetime of being shy. She’s researching post-traumatic
stress disorder — a condition she was diagnosed
with in preschool — and will present the findings
to college students in Bozeman this summer.
And she’s excited to trade the tedium of rural
life for the excitement of Missoula. “There’s nothing to do around here except cruise around, play
pool, or go bowling,” she says, lounging on the risers during chorus class while the teacher grades
papers. Because there are so few options for entertainment, “people find
stuff to do, and it’s
usually alcohol and
drugs — weed and
meth.”
Ms. Bear Medicine
already knows a bit
about Missoula: She
spent six weeks there
last summer through
an Upward Bound
program, and she fell
in love with the “chill”
vibe. “Its nickname is
‘the hippie town,’” she
says with a smile.
But the University of Montana has
also been the site of
a string of sexual assaults. That worries
Charnelle’s mom,
Charlene Cadotte, 55,
who raised her youngest daughter and a grandson
one month younger “like twins,” with a strict Catholic upbringing.
“I’m really proud of her, but it’s scary,” she says.
“I don’t know if I watch too much TV, but you
know what they say about college campuses.” Her
biggest fear, she confides after some hesitation, is
that Charnelle might get raped again.
Still, she’s glad to see her daughter leave the reservation, which she sees as irredeemably corrupt.
Last fall a teenager who had been a classmate
of Charnelle’s broke into Ms. Cadotte’s house to
steal her TV. At first she thought the prowler was
a ghost, so she had her grandson say a prayer for
her; then she saw the young man, cowering under
the table, a butcher knife in his hand. She grabbed
a bat from Charnelle’s room and kept him there
until the cops finally arrived.
“It never changes,” says Ms. Cadotte, sitting

“I’m really proud of
her, but it’s scary.
I don’t know if I
watch too much TV,
but you know what
they say about
college campuses.”

S

pring arrived
early in Browning this year,
and with it came senioritis. Outside the main high
school, in April, the pale fields are streaked with
melting snow; inside Katherine Bell’s morning AP
English class, many seats are empty, the students
tardy.
Charnelle Bear Medicine — teal nails, braces,
hair in a bun — sits in the front row, listening to
Aerosmith’s “Dream On” through an earbud and
copying definitions of “strong verbs for essay writing” — juxtapose, imply, evoke.
On the white board at the front of the classroom,
there’s a quote: “Everyone is Fighting a Battle You
Know Nothing About; Be Kind Always. Always.”
Ms. Bear Medicine, who excels at poetry, volleyball, and hurdles, has fought her share of battles. Raped at age 4 by a family friend, later molested by a female cousin, she struggled for years
with insecurity and social anxiety. Most of the
counselors she saw weren’t helpful, she said; one
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Native languages are part of the curriculum at Browning High School.

at her kitchen table in the small gray house
where she is now raising another granddaughter,
5-year-old Angel. “Nothing has ever been done
about nothing.”

M

any of the problems that plague Native
education — and Native families — can
be traced back to shortly after the Civil
War, when the U.S. government rounded up Native American children and sent them to boarding
schools to become “civilized.”
The government’s goal, as Col. Richard Pratt,
founder of the first school, Carlisle Indian Industrial School, explained it, was to “kill the Indian,
save the man.” At Carlisle and at schools modeled
after it, managed by the Bureau of Indian Affairs,
Native students were forced to cut their hair, given European names, and forbidden from speaking
their native language.
Public opinion started to shift in the 1920s,
when Lewis Meriam, a University of Chicago researcher, documented forced child labor, malnutrition, and “deplorable health conditions” at the
federally managed boarding schools. The “Meriam
report” prompted the government to close several boarding schools and open dozens of reservation-based day schools.
But the transformation was not complete. In
1969 a Senate panel led by Edward M. Kennedy
issued a report that condemned the nation’s “coer-
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cive” policies toward educating American Indians
and called for “increased Indian participation and
control of their own educational programs.” It proposed sweeping reforms and a federal investment
on par with the Marshall Plan.
Almost five decades later, there are signs of
progress. When the Kennedy report came out,
one-third of Native students were still enrolled in
schools run by the Bureau of Indian Education.
Today, while the bureau educates a little more than
40,000 American Indian and Alaska Native students at 183 schools, 92 percent of Native students
attend public school. Tribes run two-thirds of the
federally financed schools, thanks to a shift toward
self-determination that began in the 1970s.
Yet even today, so-called bureau schools have
some of the nation’s worst graduation rates. Onethird of the buildings are listed by the government
as being in poor condition, with leaking foundations and roofs, rotten floors, fallen ceilings, and
broken water heaters.
Two years ago, the White House called for transforming the bureau and transferring more control
over the schools to tribes. But the plan has met
with skepticism from some Native Americans,
with at least one tribe suing to stop it.
“We have zero credibility with them. They see us
as the devil,” said Don Yu, a former adviser to the
Education and Interior Departments who led the
federal redesign. “When you step into their shoes, I
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wouldn’t trust us, either.”
The only physical remnant of the boarding-school era left in Browning is a dormitory on
the outskirts of town where some students sleep
during the week.
But the era has left its scars on the Blackfeet and
other tribes. Social workers call it “historical trauma,” a collective wounding that spans generations.
In Browning, educators and tribal leaders talk
about families who “don’t value education” or “don’t
believe in it.”

B

rowning’s main street, Central Avenue, is a
mix of souvenir shops and small businesses
like Native Life Fabric, Gifts, and Espresso,
where a sign on the door advises patrons to call “in
case of a knitting emergency.” Stray dogs roam
the streets, drinking out of mud puddles and
dodging cars. At both ends of the road, there’s a
casino. Most of the patrons are locals, not tourists, and none of the proceeds go to the schools.
Small houses and trailers, many of them rundown, many housing multiple generations, line
blocks that branch off both sides of the avenue.
Tires on some of the roofs provide protection
against the near-constant wind.
The middle-school track where Charnelle practices is peeling and littered with trash. But the
high school, built seven years ago with federal
aid that the school board saved up and borrowed
against, is gleaming. There wasn’t enough money
for an auditorium, so the school uses the cafeteria for events. Still, the board came up with $2
million for a gym. Basketball is huge here, as in
much of Indian country, and “they would have
crucified us if we didn’t build a gym,” says Brian
Gallup, a member of the school board.
Most public schools on reservations get federal
grants for serving large numbers of low-income
and Native youth. But their lifeblood is the Impact Aid program, which provides grants to districts with large blocks of tax-exempt land, such as
military installations and Indian reservations.
In theory, impact aid is supposed to reimburse
districts for all the lost revenue caused by the lack
of a tax base. But in recent years, Congress has
covered just half of that estimated loss, prompting
complaints by advocates that the government has
abandoned its obligation to provide an education
to all Native youth — a responsibility established
under a series of treaties it signed with tribes decades ago.
In 2007 Montana policy makers passed a law
that gave school districts an additional $200 per
American Indian student — part of an effort to
help them close the state’s achievement gap. In the
years since, the state has given grants to districts
that are working to raise their graduation rates,
and has provided millions of dollars to some of
the worst-performing schools through a federally

8
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funded turnaround program.
Since 2009 the state has cut its dropout rate by
one third. But disproportionate shares of Native
students still aren’t graduating. While American
Indians make up 11 percent of Montana’s public-school population, they account for almost 30
percent of the dropouts.
Those statistics mirror national trends. For years
policy makers have struggled to close the achievement gap between black and brown students and
their white peers.
The 2001 No Child Left Behind Act required
schools to bring all students up to grade level on
math and reading by 2014. The law also required
states to have “highly qualified teachers” in every
classroom. During the more than a decade the law

“I have a student
who came in this
week tired because
he stayed up the night
before with his mom
who was coming off
meth, and he thought
she might die.”
was in effect, high-school graduation rates and
test scores rose, and longstanding gaps separating most minority students from their white peers
started to narrow.
But Native students stagnated. In 2015, American Indian students’ scores on the ACT reached a
five-year low. While nearly three-quarters of Native test-takers that year aspired to attend college
or grad school, only 18 percent of them were academically prepared for college coursework, according to the test company.
Under No Child, the Browning school district
standardized its curriculum, expanded its counseling services, and lowered its high-school dropout
rate, says Jason Andreas, the assistant superintendent. But the law also put new pressures on teachers and administrators, who were expected to “do
better with no more money,” he says.
Over the past 10 years, Browning’s high school
has gone through five principals. Next year, 22 per-

t h e c h ro n ic l e o f h ig h e r e duc a t io n

/

m a rch 2017

REBECCA DROBIS FOR THE CHRONICLE

Treyace Yellow Owl, 18, just finished her term as Miss Blackfeet. Her goal after college is to become a
bilingual speech pathologist, working in her community “to break our chains of historical trauma.”

cent of the district’s 170 certified teachers will be
new.
Persuading teachers and administrators to move
to Browning — and stay there — has never been
easy. Housing is scarce, rents are high, and salaries
are relatively low. The closest Walmart is an hour
and a half away. Outsiders often don’t last.
“Most people come for an interesting experience,
and then leave after a year or two,” said Ms. Andreas, the librarian, who moved to Browning from
Cincinnati with her husband 15 years ago. “The
kids are so used to the revolving door.”

T

he Blackfeet reservation isn’t just a
tough place to teach; it’s a tough place to
grow up, too.
In 2012 researchers from the National Native
Children’s Trauma Center at the University of
Montana screened middle schoolers in Browning for a behavioral intervention for trauma.
Two-thirds of seventh graders reported that they
had seen someone get beaten up in the past year;
15 percent had been beaten up themselves. Fifteen percent also said they didn’t feel safe in their
schools.
The stresses that many Native students experience at home and at school show up in their high
rates of alcohol and drug abuse, depression, and
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suicide. The suicide rate among American Indians aged 15 to 24 is four times the national rate,
according to a 2014 report by the Indian Health
Service. At Browning High School, counselors sent
eight students to treatment for suicidal thoughts
during the 2015 academic year.
Kathy Broere, one of six counselors working in
the main high school, estimates that 99 percent of
its 428 students have family members who struggle with addictions of one form or another. “I have
a student who came in this week tired because he
stayed up the night before with his mom who was
coming off meth, and he thought she might die,”
she says.
In April, Ms. Broere and another counselor visited classrooms to show students a TED talk by a
depressed young comic and to try to dispel some
of the stigma around mental illness. “This is real,”
she tells students in an AP history class. “Survival
looks different for our students.”
But Treyace Yellow Owl, a popular basketball
player, isn’t buying it. Halfway through the presentation she walks out. “Blackfeet don’t believe in depression,” she explains later. “Grandpa said it’s the
white man’s way of thinking. It’s weak.”
Ms. Yellow Owl, who will join Ms. Bear Medicine at the University of Montana in the fall, lives
now with her mother and her stepdad, a tribal cop.
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But she was brought up by her mother’s grandparents — a “grandparent baby,” in Blackfeet lingo —
and she was her great grandfather’s favorite. It was
he, a fluent speaker of Blackfeet, who instilled in
her a love of the language.
Until ninth grade, she attended the Cuts Wood
School, a language-immersion school in Browning.
When she was 8, she was inducted into the Piikani
Society, which aims to sustain the Blackfeet culture.
Now, at 18, Ms. Yellow Owl is finishing up her
term as Miss Blackfeet, a role in which she serves
as an ambassador for the tribe, saying prayers at
community events. Though she’s still a teenager, she’s considered an elder by the tribe because
she knows her language and culture. She’s taking
classes at Blackfeet Community College to become
a certified teacher of Blackfeet. Her goal is to become a bilingual speech pathologist, working in
her community “to break our chains of historical
trauma.”
Ms. Yellow Owl had planned to enroll in the
community college, where her mother works as
a program coordinator. But she recently decided
to head to Missoula instead. When she broke the
news to her mother, a “huge fight” ensued, she says.
Alicia Yellow Owl, 39, Treyace’s mother and a
former academic counselor, says she’s seen too
many Blackfeet students head off to a four-year
college only to return a few months later, in debt
and bad academic standing, “with their tails be-

tween their legs.”
“It’s a culture shock for them,” she says, over
lunch at the casino. “Here everybody is related to
everybody. It’s hard not having that security.”
“I always preach it to any student, not just my
own,” she says: “Go to BCC first.”
But Treyace, whose Blackfeet name, Aakaikakatosaakii, means “Many Stars Woman,” is done
with the petty dramas of high school and eager to
escape the watchful eyes of her many relatives. She
says she’s “more than ready to be out on my own.”
Still, she says she won’t feel like a failure if she
decides to quit.
“I know who I am, and I know I can always come
back here,” she says. “If all else fails, I can always
come home.”

W

hen students struggle at Browning
High School — academically, socially, or
emotionally — counselors refer them to
one of the district’s two alternative schools: Project
Choices and Blackfeet Learning Academy.
The schools, which were created more than a decade ago, have different structures, but both take a
“trauma-informed” approach to educating.
Trauma-informed instruction, an approach
that’s catching on nationally, is a philosophy of how
teachers should interact with students. It emphasizes compassion over control, prioritizes emotional growth over academic success, and aims to understand students’ misbehavior, not just correct it.

William Righthand, 20, attends
an alternative high school in
Browning, where he lives with
his parents in a motel room. The
hardest part about growing up
on the reservation is “watching
everybody drink their lives away,”
he says.

GREG LINDSTROM, FLATHEAD BEACON
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ShawnTyana Bullshoe (center right) has helped teach drumming classes at the high school since she was
a freshman. She plans to attend a tribal college, where other people “will understand coming from a
reservation,” she says.
Matthew Johnson, the director of the schools, calls
it “unconditional positive regard.”
Teachers at the schools don’t get in power
struggles with students. When students explode,
teachers wait until they calm down, and then ask
what’s wrong.
When students don’t show up — which happens
often — school leaders don’t threaten to turn them
in to the tribal court for truancy, like they used to.
Instead, Mr. Johnson or one of the district’s two
full-time “attendance officers” will find them and
ask them to return. “We operate on mutual respect,” he said. “We can’t yell at kids and expect
them to talk to us with respect.”
That’s a sharp contrast with mainstream
schools, where Native students are disproportionately suspended and expelled. Nationwide, public
schools suspend American Indian boys at twice
the rate of white boys, and American Indian girls
at three times the rate of white girls, according to
the Education Department’s Office for Civil Rights.
This often causes them to fall behind in school, increasing their odds of dropping out.
Project Choices is so called because it gives
students control over whether they join the program, and whether they stay or return to the
main high school. Roughly 60 percent of the students make it to graduation; just 25 or 30 percent go on to college.
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This year there are 70 students in the program.
One of them is William Righthand.
Mr. Righthand, 20, takes his courses online. He
says he prefers the “freedom” of independent study
over the structure of mainstream education.
In his old school, in Great Falls, “I was always
showing up late, getting in trouble,” he says as he
sits at a red picnic table, a laptop in front of him.
Here, “I get to work at my own pace, by myself.”
Both Mr. Righthand’s parents are unemployed,
and the family survives on food stamps. For now,
they have a roof over their heads — a one-bedroom
unit in a rundown motel that sits in a potholed
parking lot behind the pizza joint. It’s far from a
permanent home. There’s no shower, and some of
the windows are missing.
The official unemployment rate on the reservation is 21 percent, according to the Census Bureau.
But that doesn’t include the more than 40 percent
of residents who are over the age of 16 that the government considers “not in the labor force,” either
because they couldn’t find work, or because they’re
ill or disabled, retired, caring for children or other
family members, or going to school. Locals say the
actual jobless rate is much higher.
Mr. Righthand says the hardest part of growing up on the reservation has been “watching good
people turn bad — people I looked up to.”
“It’s watching everybody drink their lives away,”
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ShawnTyana Bullshoe, who comes
from a long line of religious leaders,
plans to attend a tribal college and
then return to Browning. “A lot of
people think it’s bad coming back,”
she says, but “this is where I like
to be.”

he says “It’s losing people you love.”
Mr. Righthand hopes to attend
college one day, but he hasn’t applied
anywhere yet. He thinks he might
like to become a carpenter or welder,
maybe a graphic artist. His ultimate
dream is to become the CEO of a
T-shirt design firm.
Back in Mr. Johnson’s office, he
shows off some of his paintings and
ink drawings. “People like my art,” he
says. In one picture, colorful abstract
designs burst forth from a spray can
suspended in space. Mr. Righthand
says it represents exploding creativity.
Another painting takes on bullying, showing a gun pointing backwards over the text “words backfire.”
It’s about suicide, but he didn’t want
to say so outright. “It’s too sensitive,”
he explains.
Mr. Righthand had a cousin who
committed suicide, he says. His uncle’s girlfriend drowned in her own
vomit in her sleep when she was
drunk.
“Art is an outlet for me,” he says.
“When I draw, I feel unstoppable. Tupac said art
can change the world. I think it can.”

T

he walls of the counseling offices at Browning High School are lined with college pennants from across the country. This year
there’s one student who is going as far away as
Dartmouth College, in New Hampshire.
But the reality is that most students on the reservation stick much closer to home. Last year 64
students — two-thirds of the graduating class of
2015 — enrolled in college. Half of them went to
Blackfeet Community College, and 11 percent went
to Salish Kootenai College, another tribal college.
Twenty percent headed off to the University of
Montana or Missoula College, its two-year unit;
another 13 percent went to Montana State University. Just three students left the state.
Melanie Magee, coordinator of the Gear Up college-prep program for the Browning schools, said
she and other counselors encourage many students
to try a tribal or community college before at-
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tempting a four-year institution. In her annual presentation to seniors, she does a Jeff Foxworthy-inspired routine: “If you can’t do your own laundry,
you’re probably not ready for a four-year college. If
your parents wake you up in the morning, you’re
probably not ready for a four-year college.”
“We’ve found that a lot of 18-year-olds want to
get as far away from home as possible, but some of
them just aren’t mature enough for it,” she said.
Many lack the academic preparation as well.
Last year 64 percent of Browning High School students who attended a state public college took a
remedial class in math; 36 percent took a remedial
class in English.
Tribal colleges offer students familiarity and
the kind of personalized instruction that is rare
at large universities. That’s part of the appeal for
ShawnTyana Bullshoe, who has helped teach the
school’s Blackfeet language and drumming classes
since she was a freshman.
Tribal college “will be easier because I will be
around people who will understand coming from
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a reservation,” says Ms. Bullshoe, who has glasses,
braces, and thick hair that she wears in a braid.
She sits in a circle with six other students, banging on a powwow drum made of buffalo hide and
wood, while Stan Whiteman, the teacher, leads the
class in chanting and song. The noise is deafening.
Periodically, Mr. Whiteman stops singing and demands the name of the song and its composer.
Ms. Bullshoe knows them all, but stays silent,
letting other students try to answer. She comes
from a long line of religious leaders and “bundle holders” — people entrusted with some of the
tribe’s most sacred ceremonial objects.
Last year she was crowned Miss Blackfoot Canada, a title that represents the four bands of the
Blackfeet tribe in the United States and Canada. During her senior year, she’d often get pulled
from class to attend an event in Calgary that
night.
“I had to put the title before anything else,” says
Ms. Bullshoe, whose native name is Sun Woman.
Last month, at Browning’s annual Indian
Days celebration, she won the contest to succeed
Treyace as the next Miss Blackfeet. That means
she’ll stay home this fall to fulfill her duties and go
to Blackfeet Community College, rather than Salish Kootenai, a more diverse tribal college a couple hours away. She hopes to transfer to a teaching
program at a four-year college eventually.
Ultimately, Ms. Bullshoe plans to return to the
reservation to take over the language and drumming classes when Mr. Whiteman retires. “A lot of
people think it’s bad coming back, but there’s a lot
to Browning,” she says. “We are a close-knit community. This is where I like to be.”

Charnelle Bear Medicine, who has taken four
AP courses, is confident she’ll be able to handle the
academic rigor of the University of Montana. But
she knows she’ll worry about her mom, who suffers
from a painful joint condition that makes it hard
for her to work.
Like ShawnTyana, Charnelle plans to return to
the reservation. Once she earns a master’s degree,
she wants to be the counselor she wishes she’d had
when she was young. “I want to be a safe haven for

“Art is an outlet
for me. When I draw,
I feel unstoppable.”
kids,” she says.
But her mother, Ms. Cadotte, who has lived on
the reservation her whole life, isn’t so sure that’s
the best plan. Before Charnelle, Ms. Cadotte raised
two older sons who have been in and out of jail. She
thinks her daughter should “go explore the world.”
“It’s awesome that she wants to come back” to
help the community, Ms. Cadotte says. “But in my
own opinion, I wouldn’t come back.”

This story was produced with support from the
Education Writers Association Reporting Fellowship program.
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Leaving the
Reservation
Photographs by
Rebecca Drobis for The Chronicle

C

Bear Medicine, 18, just
graduated from Browning High
School on the Blackfeet Indian
Reservation in Northwest Montana.
Her childhood wasn’t easy — she was raped by
a family friend at age 4, and later molested by a
female cousin — but she’s made it through high
school on time, and is feeling hopeful about the
future. In the fall of 2016, she’ll head to the University of Montana, where Native Americans
make up about 3 percent of the student body, according to the Education Department. She plans
to return to the reservation after college to
become a counselor. “I want to be a safe
haven for kids,” she says.
harnelle

Originally published on July 26, 2016
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Charnelle competes in hurdles at a track meet in Polson, Mont. “Sprinting is like therapy for me,” says Charnelle, who hasn’t had
much luck with traditional therapy. Running is big in Browning; the gymnasium is filled with banners celebrating the high school’s
cross-country championships. Harry Barnes, chairman of the Blackfeet Tribal Business Council, thinks running is in Browning
students’ DNA, a legacy of the tribes’ buffalo-hunting past.

Between her races at the Polson
High School track meet, Charnelle
crams for her coming precalculus
exam. Charnelle does OK in math,
but her real passion is poetry.
“She’s a really good poet,” says
Katherine Bell, her AP English
teacher.
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Charnelle shares her anxiety
about the coming weeks with
her AP English teacher, Ms.
Bell. This fall, she’ll head to
the University of Montana,
four hours from home. Though
she feels academically
prepared for college, she
knows she’ll be homesick
and worry about her mom,
Charlene, who suffers from
a painful joint condition that
recently forced her to quit her
jobs as a kitchen worker and
part-time firefighter. Charlene,
who struggled with alcohol in
the past, refuses to take pain
pills because she “wouldn’t
want to get addicted.”

Charnelle discusses her coming precalculus final exam with her teacher, John Parente.
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Charnelle and her boyfriend, Sean Lewis, a distance runner, wait to take their official varsity track team photograph. Before the
couple started dating, Charnelle checked with her mom to make sure they weren’t related. “We have a joke around here: ‘Don’t
date your cousin,’” she said. Sean, 17, will be a junior at Browning High School next year, but the couple is hoping to make the longdistance relationship work.

After track practice,
Charnelle hangs out in her
kitchen with her mother,
Charlene Cadotte, 55, and
her niece, Angel, 5, who
lives with them because
her father (Charnelle’s older
brother) is incarcerated.
Charlene says her mom,
a high-school dropout
who got her associate
degree two years ago, is
an inspiration to her. “She
makes me see what’s
possible,” said Charnelle.
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Charnelle gazes out
across her yard and
laments that there
is nothing to do in
Browning except get into
trouble. She estimates
that 70 to 80 percent
of her peers smoke pot
or use meth. For fun,
she and her friends
will cruise around, play
pool, or go bowling. She
is looking forward to a
fresh start in Missoula in
the fall.

Charnelle stays after track practice ends to jump extra hurdles in preparation for the coming Montana state divisional competition.
She plans to return to Browning after she graduates college, to work as a counselor to children who have been abused. But her mom,
who has spent her whole life on the reservation, is urging her to “explore the world.”
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‘Stereotypes Are at the Center’:
a White House Official on Why Native
Students Often Struggle
By KELLY FIELD

W

hen the newly minted Secrehigher education. The other was that I lacked the
tary of Education John B. King
respect for education. I valued it at a surface level,
Jr. visited the Pine Ridge reserhaving come from a family with expectations to go
vation in South Dakota in May
to college, and knowing that it would contribute to
to talk to students there, he was
my mobility. But sports were what really drove me
struck by the “hopelessness” that many of the stuto perform at the minimum level.
dents expressed.
It was a tough time for me at Idaho State UniThe secretary spoke with students who had
versity [Mr. Mendoza’s first stop]. At that time I
lost friends to suicide and substance abuse. He
entered an auditorium of 300 or so students, and
heard about the reservation’s
there was just the overwhelmhigh high-school dropout
ing sense of everything — the
rate and low employment
content, structure, timelines
rate. And he saw the extreme
— being so foreign to me, very
poverty in which many of the
intense, and not relevant to
students lived.
the communities I came from.
“You could see the scope of
That is what many of our
the challenges the kids faced,”
Native youth deal with — behe said.
ing thrust into an environWilliam Mendoza, execment that they are not adeutive director of the White
quately prepared to navigate,
House’s Initiative on Ameriand that does not relate to
can Indian and Alaska Native
who they are.
Education, has experienced
I was at Idaho State for a
those challenges firsthand —
year before I transferred. For
first as a child growing up on
all intents and purposes, I
the Pine Ridge and Rosebud
majored in open-gym basketSioux reservations, later as a
ball. My religion was basketteacher and principal to Naball, in the face of not being
MICHAEL COLELLA
tive American students.
able to find myself through a
William Mendoza, executive director
In an interview, he talked
connection to Idaho State. For
of the White House’s Initiative on
about his circuitous route to
me, it was an experience of
American Indian and Alaska Native
a college degree and what
isolation and falling short. My
Education, grew up on reservations in
the White House is doing to
first semester was an exercise
South Dakota.
try to close the achievement
in probation. The second segap between Native students
mester didn’t amount to much
and their peers. The conversation has been editmore, and then I was suspended.
ed for clarity and length.
Q. What happened next?
Q. What barriers do Native American students
A. I worked for a few years after that in Denver,
face when it comes to graduating high school
in every odd job I could think of. Then I hit that
and college? What hurdles did you face?
other glass ceiling, of being a person of color withA. I actually attended three tribal colleges and two
out a degree. I knew I needed to go back to school.
mainstream institutions — so the journey for me
There weren’t any other institutions that would
was five institutions and eight years to secure the
take me, apart from tribal colleges, because of my
four-year degree, about double the time.
financial-aid liabilities. So I enrolled in Haskell
Coming out of school, I faced two stark realiIndian Nations University.
ties. One was that I was not prepared to navigate
There I discovered the diversity of tribal nations,
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and was able to think about how different tribal
nations are, thinking about the notion of self-determination. It was an opportunity to attend
school with students from around the country, and
it blew my mind — not only the shared experiences, but the diversity of experiences. As I learned
more about other tribes, education became key.
It is upstream to all the issues we face: economic
development, justice, health care. All of those are
symptoms of a lack of a strong education system.
It became a catalyzing moment for me to become
a teacher.
Q. You studied at several tribal colleges. What
sets them apart from mainstream institutions?
A. Tribal colleges have played an important role in
supplementing the shortcomings of our schools in
providing a cultural foundation.
It was the right kind of environment for me to
exercise who I was. As I travel the country talking
to Native youth, I hear similar anxieties, similar
stories. The pathways back to those [mainstream]
institutions often tend to be tribal colleges, whose
explicit mission is to provide students with a
well-rounded education, and to equip them to navigate mainstream institutions.
I want to borrow from an African-American
student I met who talked about the differences
between mainstream colleges and HBCUs. Going to a mainstream college, he said, you theorize
about what it means to be African-American, and
what African-American communities need. In an
HBCU, you live that.
I would say the same is true for tribal colleges. These students see themselves as a closeknit family. In a tribal college, you’re side by side
with Native students; the curriculum is designed
for you. Every aspect of the institution lives and
breathes nation-building. Its mission is to provide
a life-building experience about what it means to
be of tribal descent.
Then there’s just the place. Tribal colleges are
in the heart of Indian country, so they’re working
right in the midst of tribal nations. That’s important to the populations they serve.
Q. What — and who — is to blame for the
achievement gap between Native students and
their peers?
A. One of the key things is stereotypes. Seemingly
innocuous stereotypes account for one of the biggest
barriers for our students in navigating institutions
that are not tribally controlled. What we are seeing
is gaps of information about Native Americans, misinformation that confuses students, and in many

instances harmful information — information that
stops in the 18th century, and never speaks to anything other than resistance and activism. That is
certainly part of our history, but not all of it.
This leaves the population nearly invisible. It
manifests in teacher and peer behavior, in terms of
discipline and bullying. School discipline and bullying are a tremendous concern. Stereotypes are at
the center.
If there is stereotyping in resources and content, so is there in imagery and symbolism — in
dehumanizing mascots and logos. Research tells
us that this has an effect on all learners and a compounding effect on Native students. These harmful
images and symbols speak for our youth, for our
tribal nations, long before they get an opportunity
to speak for themselves. They render individuals
incapable of recognizing that we are still here, that
we have a vibrant, living society that is not stuck in
an 18th-century existence.
Q. What have you been doing at the White
House to help close the achievement gap?
A. Our efforts have been working to address not
only resource challenges, but also the systems that
bear the burden of responsibility for replicating
practices.
We’re building tribal capacity — working with
tribal leaders to give them a more meaningful role
in local and state education, through STEP grants
and Sovereignty in Indian Education grants. We
provided the largest increase in Title VII dollars
since its inception.
Our next work will be calling upon decision-makers to listen to Native youth. The conversations change when we can create a safe and
welcoming environment for youth to express their
challenges. We cannot public-comment our way to
understanding what they’re dealing with. They are
so protective of their communities, even if they’re
falling short. They have been so focused on survival that we need to take a unique approach to understanding students.
We set out a framework for engaging with Native youth. They were difficult conversations. We
had to have elders encourage youth to share their
stories, to trust us. We had to get rid of the panel
format and get down to their level. We had a conversation on their terms.
The key thing I heard was stereotypes. Imagery and symbolism matters. It’s limiting their opportunities. It’s on their teachers that they’re the
savages, the redskins, the squaws. That relates to
their invisibility in general, and they face real retaliation when they raise these issues.
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For Native Students,
a Deepening Divide
By KELLY FIELD

T

gap between Native American
students and their peers starts young, and persists through college. On nearly every measure of
student success, from test scores to college completion, Native students have stagnated, and in some cases
are falling further behind.
he achievement

Test Scores
From elementary through high school, Native students are more likely than white students to score “below
basic” on the math and reading portions of the National Assessment of Educational Progress, and less likely to score “at or above proficient.” Here is how they did at three grade levels in 2015.

4th Grade
White

Native

50%
51%
48%
40

46%

30
31%
20

23%

21%

21%

10
10%

Math: Below Basic

Math: At or above
proficient

Reading: Below
basic

Reading: At or
above proficient

source: National Center for Education Statistics
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8th Grade
White

Native

50%

40

43%

44%

43%
37%

30

20

22%

20%

18%

15%

10

Math: Below Basic

Math: At or above
proficient

Reading: Below
basic

Reading: At or
above proficient

source: National Center for Education Statistics

12th Grade
White

Native

50%

54%
46%

40

30

20

35%

32%

28%

27%
21%

10

10%
Math: Below Basic

Math: At or above
proficient

Reading: Below
basic

Reading: At or
above proficient

source: National Center for Education Statistics
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National On-Time Graduation Rate
Native students — a group that includes American Indians and Alaska Natives — had the lowest on-time
high-school graduation rate of any racial subgroup, at 70 percent, in 2013-14.

80%

89%

87%
76%

73%

70%

60

40

20

Asian/Pacific
Islander

White

Hispanic

Black

American Indian/
Alaskan Native

source: National Center for Education Statistics

Montana’s
On-Time
Graduation
Rate
In Montana, where 11 percent of
students are American Indian,
just 65 percent of Native students
graduated from high school on
time in 2013-14, compared with
88 percent of white students.

80%

83.3%

60

65.0%

40

20

White

American Indian/Alaskan
Native
source: National Center for Education Statistics
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Status Dropout Rate
In 2014, more than 11 percent of Native students between the ages of 16 and 24 were not enrolled in college
and did not have a high-school diploma — a status dropout rate of 11 percent, nearly double the national
average.

11.3%

10%

10.4%

10.2%

6.8%
6%

5
4.3%
2.5%

White

Black

Hispanic

Asian

Pacific
Islander

American
Indian/Alaskan
Native

Total

source: National Center for Education Statistics

College Enrollment
In 2014, only a quarter of Native students between the ages of 18 and 24 were enrolled in a degree-granting postsecondary institution — the lowest rate of any racial subgroup.

65.3%

60%

40

44.4%

42.1%
35.6%

35.4%
30.5%

20

24.9%

White

Black

Hispanic

Asian

Pacific
Islander

American
Indian/Alaskan
Native

Total

source: National Center for Education Statistics
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College Completion
Native students graduate college at roughly the same rate as black students. Just under a quarter of firsttime, full-time students who started at four-year institutions in 2008 graduated on time. Six years in, 41
percent of those Native students had graduated.
On-time

5 years
0%

6 years
10

20

30

40

50

60

70%

43.7%
59.5%

White

62.9%

21.4%
35.7%

Black

40.8%

30.4%
41.7%

Hispanic

52.5%

47.7%
65.7%

Asian

70.5%

26.7%
43.8%

Pacific Islander

49.6%

23.0%
American
Indian/Alaskan
Native

36.3%
40.6%

39.8%
Total

55.3%
59.4%

source: National Center for Education Statistics
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College Attainment
Over the past decade, the share of 25- to 29-year olds with bachelor’s degrees or higher increased for all
racial and ethnic groups except for American Indians and Alaska Natives. At the same time, the divide between white students and their minority peers deepened — nowhere so sharply as between white students
and Native students, where the gap in bachelor’s attainment grew almost 10 percentage points.
2005

70%
60
60.0%

2015

62.8%

50
40

43.0%

30
20

35.6%

34.5%

28.8%
21.3%
16.4% 15.3%

10

16.4%

17.6%

11.2%

Total

American
Indian/Alaskan
Native

Asian/Pacific
Islander

Hispanic

Black

White

source: National Center for Education Statistics

That same pattern could be seen for individuals with an associate degree or higher, where the gap between
whites and Native Americans grew by 12 percentage points

2005

70%
66.4%

60

2015

68.9%

50

54%
45.7%

40
30

43.9%
37.3%
31.1%

20

24.4%

25.7%

26.5%

22.3%
17.3%

10

Total

American
Indian/Alaskan
Native

Asian/Pacific
Islander

Hispanic

Black

White

source: National Center for Education Statistics
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Charnelle Bear Medicine visits the American Indian student-services office at the U.
of Montana. Toward the end
of the semester, she wrote
on Facebook that she “didn’t
think college was going to
be so hard.”

REBECCA DROBIS FOR THE CHRONICLE

Fighting Long Odds
What one semester reveals about Native American students’
struggle to succeed in college
By KELLY FIELD
Missoula, Mont.
harnelle Bear Medicine isn’t really a
football fan. She doesn’t know the fight
song, doesn’t understand the rules, and
only just learned that they have homecoming in college, too. Where she grew
up, on the Blackfeet Indian Reservation in northwest Montana, basketball was king.
Still, Ms. Bear Medicine likes seeing the “crazy fans” and a high-school friend who plays clarinet in the University of Montana band. And she’s
a little awed by the pageantry of Division I sports
— the helicopter flyover, the booming cannon, the
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lighting of the “M” on the slope of nearby Mount
Sentinel.
So on a sunny day in October, she’s put on a
Grizzly tank top, stuck a paw tattoo on her cheek,
and come to the football stadium with her highschool boyfriend, Sean Lewis, to watch Montana
take on Southern Utah in the homecoming game.
Mr. Lewis, who moved to the city to live with his
brother in September, after his family got evicted
from their home, doesn’t have a tattoo, so Ms. Bear
Medicine plants a lipstick kiss on his cheek. They
hold hands for most of the game. They even clap
holding hands.
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The next section over, Treyace Yellow Owl is
standing in a group of Native American students
from Browning, Mont., that includes two of her
cousins and some seniors who graduated from
high school with her older sister. They’re dressed
like all the other students, in jeans and maroon-and-silver Grizzly attire. But they stick out, a
pocket of brown in a sea of white faces.
Like Ms. Bear Medicine, Ms. Yellow Owl is
“more of a basketball girl,” but she likes to come
watch the running back, who is Native. “I’m really
proud that there’s an Indian on the team,” she says.
Six months ago, the two women were seniors
at Browning High School, where nearly all their
classmates were Blackfeet. They were eager to escape the watchful eyes of their moms and aunties;
ready to trade the tedium of rural life for the excitement of the city.
Now, they’re freshmen at a large public college,
learning to navigate a campus that is just four
hours from home but feels like a different world.
Here, just 3 percent of students are Native, and the
culture centers on individual success, rewarding
those who distinguish themselves academically
or otherwise. It’s a sharp contrast to the tight-knit
reservation, where a commitment to the community is the top priority.
Statistically speaking, Ms. Bear Medicine and
Ms. Yellow Owl are already success stories. In
2014, only a quarter of American Indian and Alas-

ka Native students between the ages of 18 and 24
were enrolled in a degree-granting postsecondary institution — the lowest rate of any racial subgroup.
If the pair make it through college in four years,
it will be an even bigger feat. Less than a quarter
of Native students who began a bachelor’s program
in 2008 graduated on time; just over 40 percent
finished in six years.
This is the story of how Ms. Bear Medicine,
Ms. Yellow Owl, and two other students from the
Blackfeet Reservation are trying to beat those
odds. Three are succeeding; one is not. Yet all of
them show in their own way the steep climb Native
students face to turn the promise of education into
a reality.

I

n her “Communicative Sciences and Disorders”
lecture, where she’s the only Native American,
Ms. Yellow Owl is all business. She listens intently, raises her hand often, and takes detailed
notes in multicolored ink — alternating pens for
main topics, subtopics, and definitions.
But in her Blackfoot language class, where a
quarter of the 20 or so students are from Browning and her cousin, Jesse DesRosier, is the teaching assistant, Ms. Yellow Owl relaxes. She watches
videos on the cracked screen of her phone, checks
out Snapchat pics of her friends with animal faces,
inserts a bellybutton ring. The Browning kids sit

REBECCA DROBIS FOR THE CHRONICLE

Treyace Yellow Owl (right) practices words for parts of the face in a Blackfoot language class at the U. of
Montana. Even with classes like these, Native American students who grew up in tight-knit communities can
experience profound culture shock when they start college.
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Charnelle Bear Medicine (right) left her home on the Blackfeet Indian Reservation to enroll in the U. of
Montana this past fall. Her boyfriend from high school, Sean Lewis, moved to Missoula around the same
time, to live with his brother after his family got evicted.
together in the back row, teasing each other as the
professor pins up pictures of weather.
“Iksstoyi — it’s cold,” the professor intones,
pointing to a picture of snow. “Iksstoyi,” the students repeat. She explains that in Blackfoot, people don’t ask, “How old are you?,” they ask how
many winters you have survived.
“Then I must be a year younger, since I spent a
year in Arizona,” jokes Zachary Wagner, a highschool classmate of Ms. Yellow Owl’s.
The class is too basic for Ms. Yellow Owl, who
attended a Blackfoot immersion school through
eighth grade; she took it because it’s the only one
being offered and because it’s a “double dipper,”
counting toward her general-education requirements as well as her speech-pathology major.
Between classes, Ms. Yellow Owl heads to the
Native American Center, a striking building at the
heart of the campus that opened in 2010. She says
the staff there helped her drop a class and fixed a
problem with her financial aid more quickly than
the student-aid office could.
“When you need something, it’s easier to go
through Natives,” Ms. Yellow Owl explains. “It’s
just natural to come here — I feel safe.”
Royelle Bundy, director of American Indian
student services, says the center aims to provide a
“home away from home” for Native students, recreating the extended family and support system they
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grew up with. In addition to serving as a gathering
space, it offers a mentoring program, weekly beading sessions, and help navigating an unfamiliar —
and often alienating — culture and bureaucracy.
“Mainstream culture is ‘sink or swim’ — it’s ‘fly
birdie,’” says Michelle Guzman, academic adviser
for Native American studies. “For some of our students, it’s a culture shock.”
For Native students, the mainstream emphasis
on competition and individual accomplishment is
often at odds with the reason they pursued postsecondary education in the first place — to serve
their communities, says Bryan Brayboy, a professor of indigenous education and justice at Arizona
State University.
“The academic aggression necessary to succeed
is anathema to many indigenous ways of being,” he
writes in his book, Postsecondary Education for
American Indian and Alaska Natives.
The transition to a predominantly white institution like the University of Montana can be especially jarring for Native students who grew up on
reservations surrounded by American Indians, as
Ms. Yellow Owl and Ms. Bear Medicine did.
Mr. DesRosier, Ms. Yellow Owl’s cousin and a
senior who served in the Marines before starting
college, describes the experience as “going from
being just an Indian to being the Indian” in the
classroom.
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You’re no longer just another student, but a presumed spokesman for all Native people, expected
“to represent your whole community, your whole
culture, and all nations,” he explains.
“We’re supposed to be the voice of our nations,
instead of ourselves,” he says.
Last year his brother’s girlfriend, Turquoise Devereaux, interviewed Native students about their
experiences at the university for a social-work
class. Ms. Devereaux,
who is now the program coordinator for
American Indian student services, found
that students felt stereotyped and tokenized
by their professors and
peers. They told her
that their efforts to
challenge those stereotypes were distracting
from their academic
performance and taking an emotional toll.
“As students, we often have to teach more
than we’re learning,” says Mr. DesRosier.
But Ms. Yellow Owl, who lives in an off-campus
apartment with Mr. DesRosier and his brother,
M.J., says the adjustment to college has been easier than she’d expected.
“I really thought I would experience a culture
shock, but I didn’t,” she says. “There are so many
Browning people here that it feels like home.”

izing. Ms. Bear Medicine gives herself four hours
of study time on Monday and Wednesday, and
more on Tuesday and Thursday, when she has fewer classes. Across Saturday and Sunday, she writes
“party/extracurricular” in big letters. A little later,
she adds an hour for church.
Her other midterms are harder. She ends up
with a C-minus in psychology and in journalism,
and a B-plus in her study-skills class. She misses
her goal of all B’s, and
resolves to “work harder
for the finals.”
Still, she decides to
drop poetry, her favorite
course, because it’s interfering with her writing class, where she’s
working on a midterm
paper on fetal alcohol
syndrome. In comments
on that paper, her professor praises her for
“comparing the issue
across multiple cultures,” while urging her
to “go deeper on your
analysis” and not rely too heavily on quotes.
“Make sure your own voice doesn’t get lost in
here,” he writes.

“The sad thing
about Native kids
is things like that
happen, and it’s
the norm.”

F

or Ms. Bear Medicine, who was raised with
lots of rules, the hardest part of college has
been managing her newfound freedom. In
high school, her teachers and her strict Catholic
mother made sure she kept up with her assignments. But here, in Missoula, “there’s nobody to
tell me what to do,” and it scares her a little.
She’s trying to balance school and socializing,
but like many college students, she stays up too
late, watching Netflix and hanging out with her
dormmate and her boyfriend, who is attending
high school nearby. On Facebook, friends post pictures of her sleeping in class.
Now it’s midterms week, and Ms. Bear Medicine is worried. She says she was awake from 2 to 4
a.m., unable to sleep.
“I get really bad test anxiety,” she says. “I overthink it, and I start telling myself I’m going to fail.”
In her study-skills course, provided as part of
the federal TRIO program for disadvantaged students, she takes out a brand-new No. 2 pencil and
exhales. She finishes the exam in 15 minutes, and
declares it easy.
After the test, the students fill out a weekly
schedule with slots for class, studying, and social-
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or many Native students, a public university
like Montana is out of reach, whether for academic or financial reasons. Half of all Native
students are enrolled in community colleges. But
the odds of success are even longer there than for
those at more selective institutions — less than a
quarter of Native students complete an associate
degree in three years.
Back in Browning, ShawnTyana Bullshoe, a
high-school classmate of the Ms. Bear Medicine
and Ms. Yellow Owl, has chosen to go to Blackfeet
Community College, which infuses its curriculum
with tribal culture and language, in part to retain
students.
On a Thursday in October, Ms. Bullshoe is
chopping green onions in a round room with air
vents in the floor and geometric patterns on the
walls. It’s a space designed for drying meat and for
smudging — burning dried herbs to purify a person or a place — and it’s where Ms. Bullshoe and
the other 11 members of the Piikani culture club
gather for their weekly meeting (the Piikani are
the branch of the Blackfeet living in Northwest
Montana).
Today, for “Soup Thursday,” it’s also a place
for preparing soup. Each week, the tribal college
serves up free soup and sandwiches to roughly 300
local residents, rotating the responsibility among
the eight “societies” that students, faculty, and staff
are assigned to based on their discipline or prefer-
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ShawnTyana Bullshoe, who was crowned Miss Blackfeet in July, attends Blackfeel Community College. The
college maintains a strong focus on tribal culture.

ence. This week it’s the Beaver Society’s turn.
In 2015, two-thirds of the students who graduated from Browning High School enrolled in college. Half of them went to Blackfeet Community
College, and 11 percent went to Salish Kootenai
College, another tribal college. High-school administrators are still tracking the class of 2016, but
the numbers are likely to be similar.
Ms. Bullshoe, who is living at home with her
parents, three younger siblings, and 13 dogs (including nine puppies), was supposed to have a
Blackfeet-history class this morning, with her
aunt, Marilyn Bullshoe. But her mom needed the
car to go to her job at the nursing home, so she was
stuck until a cousin came to pick her up.
While Ms. Bullshoe chops, another student
makes grilled cheese on a panini press and the
Piikani culture club’s president, Dannette Spotted Horse, puts her 2-year-old daughter down for
a nap on a pair of couch cushions covered with a
Denver Broncos blanket. Ms. Spotted Horse lies
down to encourage her daughter to sleep, but it
doesn’t work. The toddler, Genesis, pops up, and
pretending to be a puppy, laps fruit punch from a
paper cup.
Marilyn Bullshoe, ShawnTyana’s aunt, comes
into the room and says a prayer for Ms. Spotted
Horse, who is stressed about the “negativity” that
outsiders are directing at club leaders. The aunt
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passes her hands over Ms. Spotted Horse’s head
and torso to calm her, telling her that “you can’t
take on other people’s problems.” Later, she says,
she will burn sage for her. The younger Ms. Bullshoe says she has some sage, and asks if her aunt
wants the male or female plant.
This weekend Ms. Bullshoe plans to head to a
powwow in Canada. Since she was crowned Miss
Blackfeet, in July, replacing Ms. Yellow Owl, she’s
traveled almost every weekend. Sometimes the
tribe will give her money to help with gas and
food; if it’s not enough to cover her expenses, she’ll
raise funds herself. Right now, she’s selling banana
bread for $3 a small loaf, $7 a large.
Ms. Bullshoe is also trying to get more involved
in the community, she says, through suicide- and
drug-prevention groups. She’s been visiting local schools, talking about how she overcame being bullied as a child, and telling them about her
brother, who tried to commit suicide last year,
while he was still in middle school. She’s urging
them to resist the lure of drugs and alcohol, and to
draw strength from their cultural identity.
“Growing up on a small reservation, we see a lot
of drug and alcohol abuse,” she says. “I’m teaching
them that it’s OK to say no — and that starting at
BCC is not such a bad thing.”
Even so, she doesn’t plan on sticking around
Browning forever. Next fall she’s going to compete
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for the crown of Calgary Stampede Indian Princess. If she wins, she’ll get to travel the world as a
representative of the First Nations; if she loses, she
may transfer to the University of Washington. Her
ultimate goal is to become Miss Indian World.
“Grandma says I’m on a winning streak,” she
says of her Miss Blackfeet title, her fourth pageant
win in four years, “but I don’t know how long it
will last.”

A

s a group, American Indians and Alaska
Natives make up less than 1 percent of the
college-going population, roughly 150,000
students. That small sample size means that
they’re often excluded from statistics on student
outcomes, and overlooked in conversations about
the nation’s racial achievement gap. Researchers
refer to this as the “asterisk problem.”
The data that does exist isn’t encouraging. While
college enrollment rates have increased for all races
over the past 25 years, they’ve grown the least for
Native students. In 2014, American Indians and
Alaska Natives trailed
Black and Hispanic
students in college enrollment by 10 percentage points.
Those Native students who do enroll are
concentrated in community colleges, and
are underrepresented
in the top public universities. In 2014, 18
percent of the nation’s
college students were
enrolled in top research universities, but
just 8 percent of Native
students were, according to the Education Trust.
Those disparities matter because research
shows that students who attend more selective institutions are more likely to graduate. The fact that
Native Americans and other minorities are overrepresented in two-year colleges and regional publics only deepens the divide in college attainment.
And large numbers of Native students aren’t
even making it through high school. According to
the latest federal statistics, more than 11 percent
of Native students between the ages of 16 and 24
are not enrolled in college and do not have a highschool diploma — a “status dropout rate” of 11 percent, nearly double the national average.
William Righthand is one of them. Last spring
the 20-year-old was living in a run-down motel
with his parents and taking online classes through
Project Choices, one of Browning’s two alternative-education programs. He dreamed of escaping
Browning, of becoming an artist, or starting his
own T-shirt design company. He had just two and

a half credits left to graduate.
But six months later, Mr. Righthand is missing.
He hasn’t shown up for classes all fall, and he is
rumored to be in living in Great Falls, two hours
south of Browning. Charlie Speicher, a counselor
at Project Choices, said he last saw Mr. Righthand
in June, when he ran into him on the street.
“He looked like he was homeless, like he was
struggling to find food, to find shelter, and to stay
clean,” he said.
Even Mr. Righthand’s father, who is still living
in the motel, doesn’t know where he’s living, or
with whom. “I don’t know where he’s at,” he says,
through a closed door.
Mr. Speicher thinks he might be found on Hill
57, a sandstone-capped plateau in Great Falls
where there had historically been a Native encampment. But there isn’t much of anything on the
hill now, apart from two houses with long gravel
driveways and signs warning that trespassers will
be shot.
A mail carrier delivering letters at the base of
the hill isn’t aware
of anyone else
living up there;
neither are the
bartender or the
patrons at the
Halftime Sports
Grill, in the hill’s
shadow. They say
the hill is privately owned now.
There’s a McDonald’s in
town where Mr.
Righthand’s cousin used to work,
but he isn’t there
anymore, and none of the employees recognize his
name.
When Ms. Yellow Owl finds out that Mr.
Righthand, her high-school classmate, has vanished, she’s sad but not surprised.
“The sad thing about Native kids is things like
that happen, and it’s the norm,” she says. “He was
the statistic where that was going to happen.”

“Mainstream
culture is sink or
swim. ... For some
of our students, it’s
a culture shock.”
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n Missoula, Ms. Bear Medicine is struggling a
little too, and running the risk of losing financial aid.
By the end of the semester, she has dropped psychology, in addition to poetry. She says she knew
she was failing the class and didn’t want to jeopardize her state merit scholarship, which requires a
2.5 GPA. She finishes with a B-plus in writing, an
A-minus in TRIO study skills, and a passing grade
in journalism. Determined to do better next semester, she drops her journalism double major to
focus on psychology.
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In a Facebook message, she writes that she
“didn’t think college was going to be so hard.” She
says she has struggled to find “the balance between
having a social life and school life.”
“Sometimes my social life took over, and sometimes my school life took over. Both just resulted
in either me feeling overwhelmed with my schoolwork or feeling left out when your friends go out,”
she says. “I definitely learned some lessons, and
I’m still trying to find that balance.”
Ms. Bear Medicine says she misses her 6-yearold niece, Angel, who called her crying the other
day, and her mom, who texts often. But neither she
nor Mr. Lewis, her boyfriend, miss Browning, a
town they describe as dirty, dangerous, and boring
— “kind of a shithole,” as Mr. Lewis puts it.
In Browning, “almost every day you’re expecting
a fight,” says Mr. Lewis, who joined a gang when
he was 8 and still has a facial twitch from the beating he took when he left it, at age 10.
Missoula, Mr. Lewis says, is cleaner, safer, and
“there’s stuff to do.”
He adds: “Here, I’m more chill, though I’m still
on guard.”
But Ms. Bear Medicine says she doesn’t hate
Browning, despite its faults. She says she still plans
to return to the reservation after graduation. Ms.
Yellow Owl, who wants to be a bilingual speech pathologist, still intends to go home after college, too.
In the end, that commitment to their commu-

nities may be what helps them get through the
challenges that lie ahead, in their next three and a
half years of college. Mr. Brayboy’s research shows
that Native students who are devoted to serving
their home communities are more likely to graduate than are those who are focused on individual
achievement.
“You’re less lonely when you’re on a mission,”
says Mr. Brayboy, the Arizona State researcher.
For Ms. Bear Medicine, that mission is to work
as a therapist to Native children who have been
abused.
Like her boyfriend, she didn’t have the easiest
upbringing. Raped at age 4 by a family friend, later molested by a female cousin, she struggled for
years with insecurity and social anxiety.
But here, in college, she seems to have found
some degree of peace.
One Sunday, she and Mr. Lewis visit a corn
maze on the edge of Missoula to give her a break
from her studies. There, they toss tufts of hay at
each other in the maze and linger at a petting zoo,
feeding and caressing the farm animals. Ms. Bear
Medicine says the smell of hay makes her miss riding horses.
“I could stay here all day,” she says.

This story was produced with support from the
Education Writers Association Reporting Fellowship program.

Originally published on January 8, 2017
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Charnelle Bear Medicine (second from left), who grew up on the Blackfeet Indian Reservation, walks with friends on the campus of
the U. of Montana.

How 2 Colleges Help
Native Students Succeed
By KELLY FIELD

T

he University of Montana and
Blackfeet Community College are vastly different institutions in size and mission. Yet both in their own way try to
create a welcoming environment for Native American students that helps them to succeed.
Here are how the two colleges support Native stu-
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dents, as well as some of the struggles the institutions face in graduating them.

UNIVERSITY OF MONTANA
The first thing most visitors to the University
of Montana notice is the white concrete “M” that
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looms over the campus, at the top of Mount Sentinel. A Missoula landmark since 1908, the “M” is
a widely recognized symbol of the college, and the
city itself.
But the university’s most distinctive building
is probably the Payne Family Native American
Center, a 12-sided structure that sits on the main
quad on the site of a historic Salish encampment.
Opened in 2010, it’s unlike the classic brick buildings that surround it — and that’s intentional,
says William Brown, administrator of the Native
American-studies department.
When college leaders were planning the building, they invited tribal elders to tour the campus
and asked which architectural elements they’d
like to incorporate into the structure, Mr. Brown
says. The elders wanted nothing of the campus’s
traditional buildings, which “reminded them of
boarding school,” he says. “They wanted something loudly indigenous.”
With that in mind, the university built a center
that honors Native design throughout, from the
main entrance, which opens to the east to greet
the sun, to the long skylight that resembles the slit
of a teepee’s smoke hole. The domed roof mimics
the inside of a hand drum; the frosted windows
evoke sweat lodges.
“There’s always been this separation of home
and school, and this brings them back into one
space,” says Mr. Brown. “It helps with retention.”
According to the university, there are 600 Native students on campus, accounting for 5 percent
of the student body (the federal tally, which does
not include “multiracial” students, is 3 percent).
It’s a small share, but it’s high given that Native
students make up less than 1 percent of undergraduates nationwide. And when it comes to recruiting and serving Native students, the institution is ahead of most of its peers.
Each fall Emily Ferguson-Steger, interim director of admissions, visits every reservation-based
high school and tribal college in the state to talk
about enrolling in — or transferring to — the university. She walks applicants through the process,
and teaches them the language of federal financial
aid, so they won’t be intimidated by the jargon, as
she once was.
“When I first heard EFC [expected family contribution], the first thing I thought of was KFC
chicken,” Ms. Ferguson-Steger recalls, with a
laugh.
She says she urges many students to start at
a tribal college first, like she did. The university
has transfer agreements with every tribal college
in the state. Students who plan to transfer to the
university from a tribal college can apply as early
as their first semester, and be co-advised by their
home campus and Montana until they make the
move.
When Native students arrive on campus, they
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are provided with mentors, cultural activities, and
a “loudly indigenous” place where they can gather
— the Native American Center. To introduce students to the broader campus community, the center hosts “Soup Wednesday” events in the rotunda,
offering a free meal to any student who shows up.
The president and the deans take turns serving
the soup. Ms. Ferguson-Steger says the bi-weekly
event “breaks down walls.”
“Students can be in a center that makes them
comfortable, and also integrate and feel that
they’re part of a whole,” she says.
This year staff in American Indian student services began giving presentations to other departments on cultural sensitivity and historic trauma
in Native communities. They’re urging faculty and
administrators to reject the stereotypes — both
positive and negative — about Native students, to
treat them as individuals, not as statistics.
But even with these efforts, the University of
Montana struggles to graduate its Native students. Just 15 percent of Native students in the
2009 cohort of first-time, full-time students finished within six years, compared with half of

“Students can be in
a center that makes
them comfortable,
and also integrate
and feel that they’re
part of a whole.”
white students.
One problem, Ms. Ferguson-Steger says, is that
Native students are often pulled back to the reservation by family obligations or feelings of guilt
about leaving for college. “It feels selfish, because
we’re doing something for ourselves,” she says.
“Unfortunately, when one student leaves [for college], their cousin leaves, or their brother or sister
leaves. It’s a bit of a systemic problem.”
On recruiting trips, she tells prospective students what she wishes she’d been told when she
was young: that there will be family members who
will criticize their decision to leave — aunts, and
cousins who will complain when they miss birthdays and funerals because of midterms. She reminds them that they’re getting an education not
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just for themselves, but for their grandparents,
who didn’t have the same opportunity. And she
promises them it will all be worth it.
“You are going to get people saying, ‘You’re
turning your back on us, you care more about your
white education than us,’” she says. “But know
that it’s coming from a place of love. And when it
comes to graduation, they will be there.”

BLACKFEET COMMUNITY
COLLEGE
On a mound of earth at the edge of Blackfeet
Community College, a cluster of blue-painted
rocks form the letters “BCC.” To get to it, you have
to cross a trash-filled marsh. It’s a far cry from the
iconic “M” four hours south.
But the log and wood buildings that make up
the campus core are modern, and the tribal college is growing, with a health-sciences building under construction. Financially, it’s in better
shape than many of its peers.
Ninety-seven percent of the almost 500 students here are Native, as is 91 percent of the faculty, and most are from the Blackfeet Indian Reservation. Everyone is required to take classes in the
history and language of the Piikani — the branch
of the Blackfeet living in Northwest Montana —
but Native culture and folklore are infused across
the curriculum, in math lessons on teepee geometry and in chemistry labs where students make a
painkiller from willows.
There aren’t many fluent speakers of Blackfoot
on campus today, but the college tries to instill the
basics, sending students a “word of the day,” and
posting inspirational sayings in Blackfoot in the
hallways: “Stay healthy,” “laugh often,” “never give
up” — mii-noh-mat-skoh-tsit.
Two years ago, the college adopted the Blackfeet
“society” model, as part of an effort to strengthen
students’ sense of belonging and community. The
eight societies, which are named for animals important to the Piikani, offer both social and financial support, providing struggling students with
gift certificates, gas cards — even holiday gifts.
The climate at Blackfeet Community College is
informal and familiar. Professors joke around with
students, and people wander in and out of classrooms. Tardiness is tolerated, but when students
miss a class, professors will call to find out why —
and will often offer a ride or other way to help.
Billy Jo Kipp, president of the college, says its
ties to the reservation where it’s based are one of
its biggest strengths.
“Tribal colleges know the environment and the
unique challenges that students come from,” she
says. “They accept students where they’re at.”
But those ties also bring some challenges. The
Blackfeet reservation, in northwest Montana, is
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poor and geographically isolated, with low levels
of educational attainment. Sixty percent of students are the first in their family to attend college,
and two-thirds of them are unemployed.
Recruiting faculty from beyond the reservation
can be difficult, because Browning is remote and
salaries are low, in the $30,000-40,000 range,
Ms. Kipp says. Those who accept the job are often
asked to teach outside their area of expertise, and
to take on social-service roles, such as soup preparation.
The Board of Trustees is appointed by the
Blackfeet Tribal Business Council, and leadership
decisions are often political; when Ms. Kipp took
office in 2011, the college had been through nine
presidents in 11 years.
The leadership turnover and the faculty challenges hamper the college as it looks to improve
its to low graduation rate. Less than half of students return after the first year, and only 13 percent graduate within three years, according to

“Tribal colleges know
the environment and
the unique challenges
that students come from.
They accept students
where they’re at.”
federal statistics.
Ms. Kipp says such statistics ignore the fact that
many students drop out and return repeatedly,
taking longer than three years to complete their
programs. They also overlook the key role that
Blackfeet Community College and its peers play in
community service and tribal education.
In the 2015 academic year, tribal colleges
served more than 160,000 individuals through
community education and outreach — 10 times
the number they enrolled that fall, according to
the American Indian Higher Education Consortium. That programming included things like
health screenings, financial-literacy courses, and
programs for youth.
The failure of government officials and accreditors to acknowledge these contributions and recognize other successes has led some tribal-college
advocates to call for the creation of a separate accreditor for tribal colleges — or at least a supple-
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mental one.
“The way we define success is different than
most of the rest of higher education,” says Cheryl
Crazy Bull, president of the American Indian College Fund, the nation’s largest charity supporting
Native students. For some tribal college students,
“achieving their educational or life dream might
take 10 years.”
“We need to look at metrics in the context of
mission,” says Ms. Crazy Bull.
Paul Willeto, a professor of arts and humanities at Diné College, in Arizona, the country’s
oldest tribal college, says creating a tribal-college
accreditor is about living up to the ideal of tribal self-determination. Allowing tribal colleges
to monitor themselves would finally give Native
Americans the sovereignty they sought in higher
education when they created the colleges in the
1970s.
“The current higher-education accreditation

systems are grounded in Euro-American values
and elitism,” Mr. Willeto says. Those values “are
not always congruent with tribal nation-building
efforts.”
An independent tribal-college accreditor would
“recognize and validate tribal cultural practices
and standards,” he says.
But Ms. Kipp says she’s ambivalent about the
idea. She worries that creating a separate accreditor for tribal colleges might send the message that
the institutions want to be held to a lower standard than mainstream institutions.
Still, she wishes that the existing accreditors
would look beyond graduation rates to more intangible outcomes — things like improved living
skills and social consciousness.
“Students who attend tribal colleges are committed to the collective improvement of the tribe
and the reservation,” she says. “This is not measured by non-Native colleges.”

Originally published on January 8, 2017
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‘Recruitment to Native Communities
Has Got to Be Different’
By KELLY FIELD

E

ach summer, the College Horizons program brings between 200 and 300 Native American high-school students from
across the country to college campuses
for a crash course in college admissions,
financial aid, and campus culture. At the workshops, faculty and staff members from colleges
and schools across the country tutor students in
choosing the right institution and confronting stereotypes in the classroom, among other topics.
More than 40 selective colleges and universities
partner with the program, sending staff members
from admissions, financial aid, student services,
career services, and Native American studies to
the five-day event. Nearly all of the students who
have completed the program have gone on to fouryear colleges, and 85 percent of them have graduated within five years.
In an interview with The
Chronicle, Carmen Lopez,
executive director of College Horizons, talks about
the misconceptions that
many Native American students have about college;
what colleges are getting
wrong when it comes to recruiting them; and how the
program prepares participants for life at predominantly white institutions.
The interview has been edited for length and clarity.
Q. You teach Native
American students
how to navigate the college-application process.
What do you find that students misunderstand, or
don’t know, about applying to college?

Carmen Lopez

A. For sure, financial aid. It’s kind of a mystery.
Then it’s the assumptions and myths — that college is way too expensive, or that they should only
look at community colleges or a state institution.
We help them understand what financial aid is,
what EFC [expected family contribution] means.
Five years ago, we started requiring parental tax
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info as part of the application, so we could advise
students on building college lists.
The colleges we partner with are able to pretty much meet full demonstrated need. I want to
make sure that for those students where there is
the right academic and social mix, that partner
colleges are on their list. I need students to understand that a college that’s $60,000 a year might be
more affordable than their in-state institution.
Then, it’s test-taking — only one-third have past
test exposure. Pre-SAT or ACT. We have the Princeton Review Foundation come in to do test-taking
strategies. Help them understand what preparation means, what scoring means, which courses
they should be taking.
Q. How do you help them find the right fit?
A. We give them exposure
to different types of colleges
that are out there. Most
students will have their understanding from family
and from where students
are going from high school.
It’s sometimes based on
sports. There’s a huge gap
for 3,000 colleges out there.
To find what matches me
— that is an introspective
question. Who am I? We
don’t ask them that in high
school. It requires them
to think about what kind
of kid am I, and what other kinds of kids do I want
to be around? It’s understanding the diversity of
colleges that are out there
and expanding those horizons. They might not know
about what Bowdoin is, or
what an Ivy League insti-

tution is.
We have them fill out a battery of questions. We
have a map of the U.S. and tell them to cross out
areas of the country they would not consider attending. Then we ask what type of support system
they’d need. Are you OK being one of a handful of
Native students with no Native program or stud-
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ies? Or do you need a strong Native community
around you?
Q. What are some of the hopes and fears that
these students express when it comes to college?
A. One of the most beautiful things students will
write about is about how attaining a degree is going to contribute back to their community. They
might talk about diabetes, sexual assault, domestic
violence, suicide. They are addressing the realities
of their community, writing about how they can
help with this. That’s what distinguishes the students in my program — they’re approaching colleges not from an individualistic place. They’re already thinking about their community, about giving back. They survived it, so now they’re thinking
about, How can I help solve the problem?
Their biggest fear is, How can I pay for this?
There’s a tension of wanting to go explore, but
they’re also nervous about being homesick. There’s
the cultural side of, How do I maintain my connections to my language, culture, community?
Q. You’ve said successful students like the ones
you accept into your program aren’t on colleges’
radar. Why is that?
A. First, the outreach in recruitment to Native
communities has got to be different than the traditional recruitment that colleges embark upon.
When you are traveling to certain states, you
might expect that students will be on your website,
signing up for tours, that they will come to you.
But with Native communities, they’re not being
told “go sign up.”
Then, a lot of colleges go to schools where
they’ve identified an academic caliber. They will
hit the private institutions, the independent
schools, a few publics, but not some of schools with
a higher Native population. That’s the job of the institution, to better reach out to students. That’s a
legacy of trust.
We do that legwork — we go to schools with
Native populations, with Indian education coordinators, to tribal education departments. Most
colleges would never go through a tribal education
department, but that’s the exact place you’d want
to build relationships, the department providing
scholarships and resources.
The recruitment has to look different because
you’re building relationships and trust with a
community. It’s not just an individual-student approach. It has to be a community-based approach
to recruitment.
Another reason they’re overlooked and undermatched is because of testing. Colleges are identi-

fying prospects based on the PSAT. So if our Native students aren’t taking tests in 10th grade, and
not getting on profile lists that colleges purchase,
they’re not seen as traditional prospects.
Q. About students: You told NPR in a recent interview that you’re “prepping them for the blows
they’re going to take when they arrive on their
college campuses.” What sort of blows are you
talking about, and how do you prepare them?
A. Another part of what we do is transitioning to
college. We have a professor from the host college
come lecture to the students. It’s exposure to what
does a professor look like, sound like, talk like?
Then we go into being a Native student on a predominantly white campus. The majority of the colleges are predominantly white, or at least non-Native. So we need to talk to our students, especially
those coming from reservations. We need to talk
with them about what’s it going to be like when
you become the 1 percent on your college campus.
We talk about that, open up with our individual
experiences of going to college, the racism we experienced, the ignorance we experienced, the bigotry we experienced.
It can happen in a social setting, but it’s also the
ignorance of professors. It’s putting students on
the spot to speak to certain things. Or challenging
students’ understanding of the issue versus a Western anthropological or historical view.
It’s talking about when you’re invisible as a Native, and when you are fighting to be seen, and you
want to academically be seen. If a college is teaching U.S. history and never mentions Native history, it is not teaching it properly.
Then it’s being homesick, or how you might be
treated when you go home. Do you see family differently through an educated lens? And if you talk
about it, are you seen as thinking you’re too good,
or white?
Q. College Horizons’ motto is “College Pride,
Native Pride!” What does that mean to you?
A. It’s an understanding that when we’re thinking about what is knowledge on our Western side,
higher education means seeking new knowledge.
From a Native side, we also have this cultural
knowledge that has informed us since time immemorial, and that is just as important as Western
education. At College Horizons, we believe we can
have both of these things. We can have the Western education, and we can also have the traditional
education. Sometimes they’re going to collide, but
I don’t think Native students should have to make
a choice between them.
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