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ABSTRACT 

 

One method by which student success or failure is measured is whether or not 

students graduate or dropout.  The current educational policy, No Child Left Behind Act 

of 2001, aims to close the achievement gap among different ethnic groups.  Despite these 

goals, American Indian students have the highest dropout rate and lowest graduation rate 

in the country.  For well over a century, federal educational policy has failed to meet the 

educational needs of American Indian students.  This research project shows the need for 

perspectives to change in terms of “dropping out” and “graduating” in order to address 

and improve the success rates for Native American students in K-12 public schools.  This 

thesis focuses on urban Native American student schooling experiences, calling for a 

need to avoid labeling students and for schools to place a greater emphasis on building 

positive interpersonal relationships with students and families. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1:1 Background of the Researcher 

 

 This thesis project has been shaped by my personal experiences as a graduate 

student at the University of Arizona.  I believe it is important to briefly discuss my 

personal experiences to set up a context for this project.  I entered the American Indian 

Studies Program at the University of Arizona in 2008 after earning my Bachelor’s Degree 

in Secondary Education, Social Studies at the University of Kentucky.  I made the 

decision to pursue a Master’s Degree in American Indian Studies after struggling with 

issues in classroom teaching, largely due to the inability to incorporate American Indian 

history into the curriculum.  This struggle led me to the American Indian Studies 

Master’s Degree Program where I initially chose to focus on American Indian 

Educational Policy, specifically Title VII of No Child Left Behind. 

 The first year of my Master’s research I focused heavily on American Indian 

Educational Policy, studying over a century of issues in American Indian education.  My 

studies were primarily related to the removal of Native language and culture and the 

restraints current educational policy has on implementing culturally and linguistically 

relevant/ responsive curriculum in schools today.  Most of the current research points 

directly to issues with the current education policy of No Child Left Behind, Title VII. 

 Following my first year of graduate school, I felt I had a strong understanding of 

the literature on American Indian education policy, but no “real world” experience in 

American Indian education.  During the Fall of 2009, I decided to take a job in American 

Indian education to gain a better understanding of how a NCLB Title VII program 
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functions on a day to day basis and get “real world” experience.  I accepted a position as 

a Native American Student Advisor with in the school district where the study was 

conducted and have been working in this position for three and a half years now.  I have 

learned many things in this position.  Overall, this position has confirmed many of the 

same issues that were discussed in prior research including financial restraints, 

difficulties in the implementation of culturally and linguistically relevant curriculum, the 

low priority given by the school district to Native education, and large achievement gaps; 

including high “dropout” rates and low graduation rates. 

 More specifically, working as a Native American Student Advisor I saw many 

Native American students struggle, but I also saw many of these students overcome 

adversity and succeed in school.  These observations lea me to my overarching research 

question: Why are some Native American students able to succeed in school and earn 

their high school diploma while other students leave school early?  I worked closely with 

all of the Native American students in one of the high schools in the school district, 

building relationships with the students, their families, mentoring students, and serving as 

a liaison between the students and families and the school.  The goals of my position are 

to increase Native student graduation rates, improve academic achievement and 

attendance, and decrease behavior referrals.  I have had great success in all of these areas 

despite the restrains of the school district and educational policies that I largely attribute 

to the positive relationships that I have been able to develop with the students, their 

families, and tribal communities.  It is through this process and these personal 

experiences that this thesis project was formed and has taken shape. 
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1:2 Road Map of Thesis 

 

 This project calls for a change in how we perceive American Indian students in 

school and a shift in dropout prevention pedagogy for Native students.  The next two 

chapters analyze the terminology currently used in the dropout/graduate discourse as well 

as in the previous literature.  In Chapter 2, I take a closer look at the terminology being 

used in schools and research and focus a discussion on the power these terms can have on 

the success or failure of students.  I redefine “dropouts” and “graduates” as “school 

leavers” and “school stayers” and demonstrate why school leaving cannot be viewed as 

an event, but instead as a process.  In Chapter 3 I review the previous literature regarding 

school leaving and staying and focus specifically on literature on American Indian 

dropout/graduation.  The literature review highlights the trends in dropout/graduation 

research and how this research trend has evolved over time.  The literature review 

demonstrates previous and current data regarding American Indian dropout/graduation 

rates and how little they have changed over time. 

 Previous literature has shown gaps in American Indian dropout/graduation 

research.  Prior research has focused primarily on American Indian students attending 

reservation schools; however, with the majority of Natives living in urban areas today, 

there is a need to gain a greater understanding of urban American Indian students 

schooling experiences.  The focus of this research project is to gain an understanding of 

urban Native students attending a school district in the Southwestern United States.  In 

Chapter 4 I present the methodology for this project.  Interviews were conducted with 

both current students and students who graduated from a high school in the school 
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district.  The interviews’ aim was to gain an understand ing of Native students’ schooling 

experiences in the school district by asking semi-structured interview questions on 4 

areas that I identified as figuring significantly in their experiences: family/home, faculty 

and staff, student body, and self. 

 The interviews provided valuable data regarding the students’ schooling 

experiences.  In Chapter 5 I discuss the themes that emerged from the interviews 

conducted that revealed students as having numerous support systems-- from their 

families, from the school faculty and staff, and from the student body-- as well as from an 

understanding of self.  In Chapter 6 I present the analyses of the interviews, how they 

related to the previous literature and recommends changes for the school district and 

future research.  The analysis calls for a need to change how we approach and utilize 

future dropout/graduation research, focusing on student resiliency, not failures to inform 

development of best practices in classroom teaching.  
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CHAPTER TWO: TERMINOLOGY 
 

Our supreme reliance on individuals means that we look at students as individually 

responsible for their success in school.  We lack complex understandings of how 
individual, family, community, school and societal factors interact to create school 
failure of some students.  It is much easier for us to look at something internal to the 

students than endemic in this thing we call school culture. 
(Ladson-Billings 2006, 106) 

 

 Carefully examining the terminology that is used in the discussion of “dropouts” 

and “graduates” is vital to understand ing the ways students are viewed by teachers and 

administrators in a school setting, and I maintain the fact that- the very act of labeling 

students with terms such as “dropout” or “graduate” can contribute to students leaving or 

completing high school.  Before discussing concepts such as “dropout rate” or 

“graduation rate” of American Indian students, it is important to identify and define 

several common terms and the context in which they are used.  These terms are socially 

and culturally constructed notions of success and failure (Dei 1997; Kana’iaupuni 2005; 

Lightfoot 2004).  These socially constructed terms are complex and full of meaning, 

providing power and control to those in charge.  They are used as tools to shift blame and 

accountability to individuals who often do not have power or control.  According to 

Lightfoot, “Socially loaded terms… are multiple, and they are laden with power 

implications.  Such terms are like portfolios, which have been stuffed with complex, 

varied, and power-laden meanings.”  Lightfoot continues, “because the metaphors and 

other imagery we use to apply terms…to particular groups are used so habitually that 

they become invisible, they are difficult to question and difficult to change” (Lightfoot 

2004, 92).  It is because of this that it is important to acknowledge particular terms and 



12 
 

their meanings that are common in the discussion of school leaving and completion 

before addressing the topic and its impact.  These terms help to provide insight into the 

“dropout crisis” of American Indian youth. 

 Labeling is a typical practice in schools, predominant in school research and is 

often unavoidable.  Several terms that are commonly associated with groups of students 

and their academic outcomes will be defined in this discussion.  These terms include: 

“dropout,” “at-risk,” “graduate,” “push out,” “pull out,” “fade out,” and “tracked out”.  

The first three terms refer to student actions and imply that the academic outcome is the 

responsibility of the student while the latter terms imply that the school is largely 

responsible for the students’ actions.  The use of some terms and labels in schools shifts 

the blame from the school to the student- bringing up the question of accountability for 

students’ education.  In this chapter, I first look at the issues and potential problems of 

labeling students with these socially constructed terms and then define these terms and 

the potential impact they can have on a student’s educational experiences. 

2:1 Issues of Labeling 
 

 Every day in schools, students are labeled and grouped into categories by teachers 

and their peers.  Students place labels on each other and are grouped or group themselves 

into social categories that often remain for their entire high school career.  Penelope 

Eckert discusses labeling in her ethnography, Jocks and Burnouts: Social Categories and 

Identity in the High School.  Eckert suggests that students are placed into categories by 

one another, often based on the socioeconomic status of their families, and their social 
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mobility is restricted within these categories.  Social labels dictate practically every 

aspect of a student’s life within the school.  Not only are these labels used among peers, 

they are also used by teachers and administrators (Eckert 1989).  These labels have the 

potential to place a student in a constrained role, shaping their interactions with the 

school with little or no control in their schooling. 

 Teachers and administrators have the potential to affect a student positively or 

negatively in schools.  I argue that the potential impact a teacher or administration can 

have on a student begins with labeling.  These labels can be positive, such as “gifted” and 

“talented,” or negative, such as “at-risk” or a “problem child” and define student 

perceptions about themselves and others (Gates 2010).  Based on labels early on, students 

are “tracked,” or placed into particular academic programs, throughout their academic 

career, such as special education or gifted programs.  Student are assigned labels and 

“tracks” that are then placed into school records which follow them from grade to grade 

and school to school throughout their academic career (Smith et al. 1993, 211). 

 Labeling students has the potential to perpetuate their role as a student and 

encourage both positive and negative behaviors.  Gates explains three theories that 

describe the impact labels can have on students in the article, “Children with Gifts and 

Talents: Looking Beyond Traditional Labels.”  Labeling Theory “suggests that a label of 

deviant ascribed to a person increases the deviance exhibited by the individual” (Gates 

2010, 201).  Control theory suggests “that the more deviant the labeled person becomes, 

the further he detaches himself from the population, resulting in social isolation” (201).  

Finally, the Pygmalion effect shows “the potential that teachers have to influence the 



14 
 

performance of students based on what they perceive about them” (201).  These three 

theories show that teachers have a powerful ability to influence the performance of their 

students and their self perceptions (Pygmalion effect) and perpetuate a particular 

behavior through labeling, shifting control from student to school.  The student having 

little agency in their schooling experience due to labeling, places the accountability of the 

student on the school. 

Issues with Teachers Labeling Students- “Culture” as an Example 
 

 While labeling happens every day in school, in this section I will focus on one 

study by Gloria Ladson-Billings that looks at some of the effects teachers can have on 

students by labeling them.  In the article, “It’s Not the Culture of Poverty, It’s the Poverty 

of Culture:  The Problem with Teacher Education”  Ladson-Billings looks at teachers’ 

perceptions of minority students and the use of the term “culture” to explain patterns of 

student behaviors that are not consistent with the school expectations, or that teachers are 

not able to explain.  Ladson-Billings states:   

The problem of culture in teaching is not merely one of exclusion.  It is also one 

of overdetermination.  What I mean by this is that culture is randomly and 

regularly used to explain everything.  So at the same moment teacher education 

students learn nothing about culture, they use it with authority as one of the 

primary explanations for everything from school failure to problems with 

behavior management and discipline (Ladson-Billings 2006, 104). 
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This idea explains how teachers often label and overdetermine issues of minority students 

as only culture issues, pointing at the student’s culture as the center of their inability to 

perform “successfully” in school, thus shifting the blame from the teacher or the school 

to the student, his/her family, and the student’s community.  This shifts the responsibility 

to correct the problem to the student, family, and communit, and diverting the 

responsibility away from the school.  It is here, as Lightfoot stated, terms such as 

“culture” are “socially loaded terms… are multiple, and they are laden with power 

implications” (Lightfoot 2004, 92).  In terms of schooling, culture is never the answer 

unless the students are white and English speaking (Ladson-Billings 2006, 106).   

 In everyday conversation, the term culture is commonly used to explain many 

behaviors of minority students, but the term is often used incorrectly.  The term has 

become a loaded, socially constructed term used by teachers.  Ladson-Billings further 

states, “Culture is that exotic element possessed by ‘minorities’… It is also the 

convenient explanation for why some students cannot achieve success in the classroom” 

(107).  By applying the term “culture” to student behaviors shifts the blame from the 

school and teachers to the students and their families, and allows the school to avoid 

recognizing other factors such as socioeconomic or family obligations that may impact a 

student’s ability to perform in school.  This shifting also gives the school the option to 

avoid addressing any barriers that may be in the way of a student achieving in school. 

2:2 Shifting the Blame- Defining Terms 
 
 The practice of categorizing and labeling students by schools and teachers can be 

seen as a method to shift blame for failure to a student and give power to the school.  It is 
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important to define these terms commonly used by schools to understand the impact these 

terms can have on students and demonstrate how one term can have powerful 

implications that can create or perpetuate a particular behavior, such as “dropping out.”  

Ladson-Billings provides an example of how blame can be shifted to either empower or 

harm an individual.  The example states, “I allowed my partner to abuse me because I had 

a low self-esteem” or “I was abused by my partner because he’s a jerk who has decided 

to work though his own shortcomings by taking advantage of me.  The society says he 

should make a certain amount of money to take care of his family.  He doesn’t make it 

and I am a constant reminder of his failure but I’m and okay person” (Ladson-Billings 

2006, 106).  The first example takes power away from the individual abused; however, 

the second example gives power to the individual and attempts to provide an explanation 

for a behavior.  In the next section I take a look at various terms such as, “dropout” and 

“pushout,” and show how some terms can be use to blame an individual while the other 

attempts to shift power back to the individual and attempt to see an explanation for why 

the student was unable to succeed. 

Defining “Dropout,” “Graduate,” and Other Terms 
 

We regularly hear talk about students dropping out as if it was a totally 

independent action- a choice, even if a misguided one, which is considered and 
carried out.  What we will consider in the following examples are ways in which 

schools benignly arrange for this to happen.  A range of ethnographic research 
has suggested that tracking, sorting and labeling are means to this end.  Done 
with often the best of intentions, that is to provide appropriate ‘help’, students 

find themselves assigned and ascribed to low tracks and special education classes 
which maximize the likelihood of school failure, low literacy achievement and 

dropping out of school. 
(Gilmore and Smith 1989, 83) 
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 There have been many terms used to define those who leave school before they 

obtain a high school diploma.  This group of individual are most commonly known as 

“dropouts”.  Beginning in the late 1980s and early 1990s, research on explaining reasons 

why students leave school has shifted from solely calling students “dropouts” to labeling 

students who leave school as “pushouts”/ “pullouts,” “fade outs,” “tracked outs,” and 

“school leavers.”  However, from the Department of Education to local school districts, 

the common label used for students who leave school before earning a high school 

diploma is “dropout.” 

 The term “drop out” can be difficult to define because of the deep, socially 

constructed meanings within the term.  “Drop out” is the term used by most education 

institutions and researchers to label students who do not complete high school.  The use 

of the term “dropout” does three things, 1) it only explains the action of leaving school 

and not the reasons for leaving, 2) it places the blame on the individual, suggesting 

student choice, and 3) it is often associated with failure.  Gilmore and Smith explain that 

the phrase, “‘dropping out’, suggests a set of assumptions about both the actors and the 

act as well as the situation or place being dropped out of” (Gilmore and Smith 1989, 80).  

In Dei’s, Reconstructing Dropout, Dei uses a student’s response to the term to 

demonstrate the common view of dropping out as student choice: “…it’s like if… you 

drop out, it means that you don’t want to come to school or you choose not to come to 

school.  And it’s up to you, it’s your decision.  Nobody won’t force you to go” (Dei 1997, 

48).  Looking at research on labeling and drop out terminology demonstrates that leaving 
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school is not always a student choice, and that there are often more complex reason why 

students do not complete high school. 

 In terms of defining “dropout” from the federal government’s stand point, under 

No Child Left Behind, there is not a consistent definition.  To develop the best definition 

of a “dropout,” we must first look at how NCLB defines a “graduate.”  NCLB states 

graduation rates are “defined as the percentage of students who graduate from secondary 

school with a regular diploma in the standard number of years” (P.L. 107-110 115 STAT. 

1447).1  Based on this definition, it can be assumed that “dropout rates” are defined as the 

percentage of students who do not graduate from secondary school with a regular 

diploma or those who do graduate with a regular diploma, but in a time that exceeds the 

standard number of years.  This definition is problematic in many ways and would lower 

graduation rates significantly if schools accurately reported statistics based on this 

definition.  Any student who is placed on a special education track can be labeled as a 

“dropout” and any student who has been retained can also be labeled as a “dropout” 

(Gilmore and Smith 1989; Gates 2010).  This definition implies a student may receive a 

high school diploma, but still be considered a “dropout.” 

 By looking at how the term “graduate” is defined locates where the term 

“dropout” becomes problematic.  Can a student who does not earn a “regular” high 

school diploma or a student who earns a high school diploma in 5 years truly be 

                                                 
1
 NCLB also indicates that graduation rates are calculated according to National Center for Education 

Statistics definition of “graduation rates”.  NCES computes graduation and dropout rates using the 

Cumulative Promotion Index (CPI).  With the development of NCLB, the administration allowed the states 

to used NCES’s definition or “another definition”.  These regulations were partially corrected in December 

2002 when the states were told that the “other definitions” that could be used could only be definitio ns that 

were more accurate, measuring graduation rates based on the number of students who enter high school 

(Orfield 2004).  For further discussion of NCES CPI see literature review. 
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considered a “dropout”?  Logic would have one assume that if a student does not earn a 

high school diploma, then they must be a dropout, making the combined graduation and 

dropout rates total 100 percent.  This is rarely the case (Orfield 2004).  For example, the 

school district in which this study was conducted, graduation rates for Native American 

students in 2008 was 58% while the dropout rate for Native students in the same year was 

7.8%.  This places 34.2% of Native American high school students in a 

dropout/graduation purgatory; they are neither dropouts nor graduates.  Where will these 

students fall in the statistics when they either graduate or leave school?  Can we classify 

these students as “dropouts” because they did not earn a diploma in the standard number 

of years?  

Inconsistencies in dropout/graduation data calls for a need to reexamine how we 

label “school leavers” in a way that better explains why students leave school or do not 

earn a high school diploma and identifies the missing group of students who are not 

considered dropouts or graduates.  Using the term “dropout” to describe a student who 

leaves school without earning a regular high school diploma ignores the reasons why 

students leave school while placing full blame and responsibility on the students.  There 

are a variety of other terms that have been created by researchers that provide a better 

understanding and explanation of students who do not earn a high school diploma.  Often 

these terms demonstrate that leaving school is not student choice, but through labeling, 

students are placed on a path to dropout. 

“Tracked Out” 
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 The path towards leaving school prematurely can begin early on in a student’s 

schooling.  When students enter schools they are commonly grouped with other students 

based on ability.  Ability grouping, or tracking, places students in particular programs 

with in school based on their academic ability (often measured through standardized 

testing).  Some of these programs include special education, gifted and talented, and 

English language learner programs.  Tracking has been a common practice in schools 

since the first half of the 20th century when public education became available to all 

children and increased with the development of intelligence testing.  Tracking has been 

highly criticized with opponents stating “that it denies equality of educational opportunity 

to many young people, limiting their life chances and increasing social exclusion” (Ireson 

and Hallam 2001; 1).  While those in support feel that “selection enables teaching to be 

more effectively geared for pupils of differing abilities, allowing the most able to reach 

the highest standards” (1). 

 With an increased emphasis on disaggregation of data, research has shown that 

tracking can be problematic for minority students.  Minority students are overrepresented 

on low track paths such as special education and English language learners (Collins 2003; 

Faircloth and Farkas 2008; Gilmore and Smith 1989).  Gilmore and Smith state, “once 

ascribed to the track, there is little opportunity to switch tracks, be reassessed unbiased or 

literally ‘escape’.  The low track path through school tends to be a shorter one, generally 

leads to an early exit from school” (Gilmore and Smith 1989, 83).  Researchers such as 

Collins, Faircloth and Farkas, Gates, and Gilmore and Smith demonstrate how tracking 

can be problematic and becomes an issues of labeling.  Through labeling, students and 
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families have little determination over their own education and are often stuck in these 

categories early in their schooling. 

The Special Education Track- An Example of “Tracking Out” 
 
 Special education programs are beneficial to meeting the special needs of many 

students.  However, special education programs also become problematic due to the over 

classification or representation of minority students in special education tracks2, some of 

whom are mislabeled as having a disability.  Students who have been placed in special 

education programs at an early age face long term disadvantages.  Faircloth and Farkas 

state, “empirical studies indicate that students who are diagnosed with disabilities 

continue to face considerable disadvantages later in life.  Students classified as learning 

disabled exhibit dropout rates exceeding 30 percent” (Faircloth and Farkas 2008; 499).3  

These statistics show that labeling and tracking students at an early age follows the 

student throughout their schooling and beyond, increasing their likelihood to leave school 

earlier than students on non special education tracks.  This data also shows that special 

                                                 
2
 “Evidence of AI/AN overrepresentation in special education programs can be observed in comparisons of 

ethnicity-specific special education placement rates: 13.8 percent of AI/AN students who attend public 

schools received special education services, compared with 12.4 percent of blacks, 8.7 percent of non -

Hispanic whites, 8.2 percent of Hispanics, and 4.5 percent of Asian/Pacific Islanders” (Faircloth and Farkas 

2008; 502). 
3
  

 Graduated with a standard diploma Dropped out 

Race/ethnicity Number Percentage Number Percentage 

American 

Indian/Alaska Native 

2,533 41.9 3,157 52.2 

Asian/Pacific Islander 3,583 60.6 1,652 28.0 

Black (not Hispanic) 27,999 36.5 34,085 44.5 

Hispanic 24,087 47.5 22,073 43.5 

White (not Hispanic) 132,714 56.8 79,220 33.9 

 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, Data  Analysis System 

(DANS), Table AD4 in vol. 2. These data are for the 50 states, D.C., Puerto Rico, and the outlying areas. 
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education tracks are used primarily for labeling students and doing little to meet the needs 

of the students so they are able to earn a high school diploma. 

 Special education tracking is a district wide issue; however, tracking can be 

challenged on an individualized basis by students and parents, giving individuals the 

power to change tracks, but keeping the majority of special education students on that 

track throughout their schooling career.  Gilmore and Smith provide an example of a 

parent challenging one of her children’s placement in a lower track.  The student was 

unable to meet the qualifications to be placed in the districts magnet school due to low 

achievement scores.  The parent challenged the school fearing the temporary placement 

would become permanent.  The student was placed in the magnet track and a year later 

the student was able to score in the ninety-fifth percentile in the California achievement 

tests.  It can only be speculated what would have happened with the student if he were to 

remain in the lower tracked program, but this case points out several assumptions on the 

effects of tracking.  First, this example shows us that students are sometimes 

misclassified and their abilities change if placed in a challenging environment.  Second, 

research shows once a student is placed in a “track” there is little mobility and chance to 

change tracks.  If the student were to remain in the lower track, he would have a high 

probability to remain on the lower track until he left school.  The student’s probability for 

graduation also decreases.  Once again, this example shows that “tracking” is primarily 

used for labeling students and not necessarily for meeting student needs.  As a result, 

students have little control on their labels or tracks in schools and students placed on low 

tracks face a high probability of being “tracked out”. 
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“Pushout”/ “Pullout”- How Schools Deal With Problem Students 
 
 Just as the term “dropout” becomes problematic and offensive when directed 

towards students who have left school before earning a high school diploma (Brandt 

1992), the term “pushout” or “pullout” can be equally offensive when directed towards a 

school because the blame is shifted away from the student to the school.  Due to the term 

“pushout” placing blame on the school, the term is rarely mentioned by districts, but is 

used by researchers as a better term to explain why students leave school before 

graduation (Haley 2006; Weber 1987; West 1991).  There are several definitions for 

“pushouts,” that all deal with removing problem students from school.  Weber (1987) 

defines “pushouts” as undesirable students (i.e., those removed by suspension from 

school).  Haley has created a definition of “pushout” based on previous literature, 

defining “pushouts” as “expelled students; disruptive students; undesirable students; 

rightfully or not, perceive the school as and/or its personnel as hostile” (Hayes 2006; 

135).  Similar to students who have been “tracked out”, first discussed in 1973 in the 

report, The Student Pushout, there is a disproportionate number of minority students who 

have been pushed out.  This suggests that there are discriminatory disciplinary procedures 

that deny students the right to an education, giving schools the choice who they keep in 

the school and who they remove, or “pushout” (Dorn 1996; 123). 

“Fading Out”- Students Dropping Out While Staying In 

 

 Often students who are labeled as “dropouts”, actually “dropout” of school before 

they physically leave the school.  There are several terms used to describe these students 

who become disengaged from school and then eventually leave.  Hayes, West, and Weber 
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describe several of these terms, including: “disaffiliates” or students who no longer wish 

to be associated with the school (Hayes 2006; West 1991; Weber 1987).  “Quiet or 

Invisible Dropouts” are defined as “stoic students that go unnoticed until they drop out; 

low achievers who experience continued failure” (Hayes 2006, 135).  These two terms 

can be grouped into the most common term for students who “dropout” before they 

actually leave school, “fade outs.” 

 Most students who leave school before earning a high school diploma can be 

considered “fade outs.”  Hayes defines a “fade out” as a decision to leave school that 

does not occur at a particular time, instead it is a gradual occurrence and a less conscious 

choice (Hayes 2006).  In Reconstructing Dropout, Dei, Mazzuca, McIsaac, and Zine 

describe the majority of students who leave school are actually fade outs.  Reconstructing 

Dropout suggests there is a path towards dropping out of school that indicates that there 

is not one key factor as to why many students leave school, but actually an accumulation 

of events.  Part of the process of leaving school before graduation is the process of 

becoming disengaged, being there in body but not in spirit (Dei et. al. 1997, 47). 

 The term “fade out” can be a useful term in dropout/graduation discussions 

because of its ability to describe the process of leaving school.  “Fade out” also become 

an empowering term for educators and students by suggesting there is a process to 

leaving school, thus there is also an opportunity for intervention before the student 

leaves.  The term “fade out” is not focused around blame or labeling as much as 

“dropout” or “pushout” either, although a “fade out” can also be a “pushout.”  For these 
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reasons, the development of the term “fade out” becomes an appropriate or a more useful 

term in the discussion of why students leave school prematurely. 

2:3 Conclusion 
 

 The discussion of dropout/graduation terminology focuses primarily on labeling 

and blaming.  Research has shown the effects labeling can have on students, whether 

positive or negative.  When students are assigned a label, they are often required to carry 

that label with them throughout school, often dictating a student’s experience in school.  

The terminology also looks at who is responsible for a student leaving before earning a 

high school diploma.  By simply looking at particular terms used in the 

dropout/graduation discussion we learn leaving school is usually not a student choice, 

there are other factors that lead to school leaving that student have little control over.  

Terminology also suggests that schools need to begin taking a greater level of 

responsibility, and that there are possibilities for interventions and “dropout” prevention 

long before a student makes the final decision to leave school. 

 Defining these terms has allowed for me to examine all of these terms associated 

with dropout/ graduation rates in the most appropriate context in this thesis.  While it has 

been established the “dropout” is a problematic term, it is the only term used within 

schools among administration and is seemingly be unavoidable to use at times.  In this 

thesis, “dropout” will be primarily used among school administration and in the 

discussion of school statistics.  Terms such as “pushout”/”pullout” “tracked out” and 

“fade out” will be used to describe why students are unable to attain a high school 

diploma.  When addressing students and parents who have not earned a high school 
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diploma terms such as “dropout” will be avoided and be replaced with “school leavers”.  

It is important to recognize the power implications of these terms so they are used in an 

appropriate context. 
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CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 Nationally, American Indians continue to have one of the highest dropout and 

lowest graduation rates of all ethnic groups.  Decades of reports indicate little, if any 

change in the dropout/graduation statistics for American Indian students.  Federal 

education policies such as No Child Left Behind (2001) aim to “to close the achievement 

gap with accountability, flexibility, and choice, so that no child is left behind” (P.L. 107-

110) and meet the educational needs of “low achieving children in our nation’s highest-

poverty schools, limited English proficient children, migratory children, children with 

disabilities, Indian children, neglected or delinquent children, and young children in need 

of reading assistance” (P.L. 107 – 110).  In spite of these claims, NCLB, like other 

federal education policies appears to fail to meet the educational needs of American 

Indian students. 

 The purpose of this literature review is to highlight previous and current research 

on American Indian education as it relates to dropout and graduation rates.  In the 

literature review I will first discuss statistics regarding dropout/graduation rates of 

American Indian students in comparison with other ethnic groups.  It will then look at the 

literature discussing educational policy, specifically No Child Left Behind, as it relates to 

graduation and dropouts.  Finally, I will analyze the literature discussing why students 

leave school as well as factors that contribute to students graduating from high school. 
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3:1 Historical Data 

1960s 

 Little has changed in the dropout/graduation statistics concerning American 

Indians since the 1960s except that the amount of data collected has increased.  

Numerous studies have been conducted by both the federal government and independent 

researchers discussing the failures of and need for changes in American Indian education.  

Failures have been documented since the Meriam Report of 1928.   While not directly 

discussing dropout/graduation rates, the Report indicated that students were poorly 

prepared when they left school for employment on or off the reservation (Meriam Report 

1928, 14) and were often unable to attain any form of education beyond boarding schools 

due to the lack of accreditation of the boarding schools (35).  When the Senate 

Committee on Labor and Public Welfare published a similar report forty years later in 

1969, titled, Indian Education: A National Tragedy—A National Challenge  little had 

changed.  Indian Education indicated a lack of educational performance, under funding, 

lack of culturally relevant curriculum, and lack of student engagement in the Indian 

schools (Indian Education: A National Tragedy 1968). 

 Beginning with Indian Education: A National Tragedy, the literature increasingly 

focused on dropout/graduation statistics.  In the 1960s the nation began to emphasize 

high school graduation and the phrase “dropout” “emerged to become the dominant term 

describing those who leave school before receiving a diploma” (Dorn 1996, 3).  Research 

interest in dropout rates has waxed and waned from the 1960s until 2010.     Indian 

Education cites that “the average education level for all Indians under Federal 

supervision is 5 years”, “more than one out of five Indian men have less than 5 years of 
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schooling”, and “the dropout rate for Indians are twice the national average” (Indian 

Education xii).  Swisher and Hoisch have highlighted several independent research 

reports of particular schools and regions from the 1960s that mirrors the findings in 

Indian Education and show similar statistics for schools today.  An example of research 

highlighted by Swisher and Hoisch is a 1964 study by Kutsche showing that students 

attending Cherokee High School, a BIA school, had a dropout rate of 17.9% compared to 

8.0% from students attending a non-Indian high school, consistent with placing Indian 

school dropout rates at twice the national average (Swisher and Hoisch 1992). 

1970s 
 

 By the end of the 1960s, research interest in dropout rates diminished nationally, 

including research on American Indian dropouts.  Dorn indicates this trend in dropout 

research, in his own review of “dropouts” in the 1960, Creating the Dropout.  The chart 

below indicates literature discussing high school “dropout” between 1945- 1969: 

Titles on Dropping Out or Equivalent Subjects 

Years All titles “Dropout” in title Proportion with 

“dropout” 

1945-49 21 7 33% 

1950-54 72 23 32% 

1955-59 69 31 45% 

1960-61 36 24 67% 

1962-63 140 115 82% 
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1964-65 166 86 52% 

1966-67 96 53 55% 

1968-69 76 20 26% 

 (Dorn 1996, 67) 

By the 1970s, Swisher and Hoisch found only one study of American Indian student 

dropout rates.  In 1974, Horton and Annalora conducted a study at Ft. Wingate High 

School, a BIA school in Gallup, New Mexico.  The research was questionable due to the 

short duration of the study (only during the fall semester).  Horton and Annalora 

indicated that the dropout rate at Ft. Wingate High School was 26%; however, the data is 

considered flawed due to counting transfer students as dropouts. 

1980s 
 

 The 1980s saw another resurgence of dropout research nationally, with a different 

approach.  The literature indicates researchers began asking the question, Why do 

students leave school before graduation?   Studies such as Michelle Fine’s (1985) 

“Dropping out of High School: An Inside Look” and the Stanford Centennial Conference 

on education-children at-risk, which produced the report What do Anthropologist Have to 

Say About Dropouts? (1988) focused on urban minority populations.   Like Fine’s 

studies, the Stanford Conference began to reconsider the term “dropping out” and moved 

away from the previous deficit model, which “ascribes school failure to deficits the child 

brings to school, such as IQ, and not the total context within which a child functions” 

(Trueba, Spindler and Spindler 1988, 1).  Research generated from this conference and 

time period, such as Gilmore and Smith (1989) criticized previous research and statistics 
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for failing to “capture subsequent events in the lives of the dropout” (Gilmore and Smith 

1989, 82).   Gilmore and Smith further argued, “We regularly hear talk about students 

dropping out as if it was a totally independent action—a choice, even if a misguided one, 

which is considered and carried out” (83).  In fact dropping out of still is often not an 

independent action or student choice.  Often the school has control in many ways such as 

ability grouping- placing some students on low educational tracks that are often over 

represented by minority students, and that often lead to an early exit from school.  A 

better label for this process is being “tracked out” or “pushed out” rather than “dropped 

out” (83).4 

 The literature on American Indian students remained consistent with other 

dropout research during the 1980s.  Swisher and Hoisch highlight several projects during 

this time period including Navajo Students At Risk, conducted by Platero, Brandt, 

Witherspoon, and Wong in 1986.  Not only did the report determine the Navajo student 

dropout rates (31%), surveys were given to 670 stayers and 219 dropouts to determine 

causes for dropping out and recommendations for preventative programs.  Similar to 

Navajo Students at Risk, Deyhle conducted a 4 year ethnographic study on Navajo and 

Ute school leavers.  Not only did Deyhle identify dropout/ graduation rates for each 

cohort during the 4 years, the students were tracked beyond the traditional 4 years to 

calculate graduation rates of students who took extra years to graduate or received a 

GED.  Deyhle’s study also included interviews with students who dropped out.  These 

                                                 
4
 For further discussion, see Terminology section. 



32 
 

studies highlighted the persistence of the students to graduate5 and interviews with 

students to identify students’ personal experiences with schooling (Swisher and Hoish 

1992). 

1990s 
 

 The literature in the 1990s continued the research trends from the 1980s, 

exploring reasons why students were leaving school before earning a high school 

diploma.  Scholars continued to move away from the deficit model that blames the 

student for their inability to attain a high school diploma, and focused on schools’ failure 

to meet student educational needs.  The literature points to complicating issues in the 

schools, such as ability grouping or tracking, students’ schooling experiences, 

institutional characteristics, and cultural discontinuity.  The majority of the literature 

suggested a new view point of school personnel, moving away from the negative effects 

of labeling students as “dropouts” and restructuring of schools and programs in order to 

address the “dropout crisis” (Ledlow 1992; Roderick 1993; Smith, Gilmore, Goldman, 

and McDermott 1993; West 1991).  These view points were also consistent with literature 

concerning specifically American Indian students leaving school. 

 In May of 1992, the Journal of American Indian Education published a special 

issue focused on American Indian dropout research.  The literature indicated a level of 

disconnect American Indian students have from school, often pointing to cultural 

discontinuity between the Native students and the schools they attend (Bowker 1992; 

Brandt 1992; Ledlow 1992; Swisher and Hoisch 1992).  Brandt stated, “Most of the 

                                                 
5
  Dehyle notes that half the students who dropped out in her study did so in the  12

th
 grade. 
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literature on American Indian dropouts is confined to qualitative, ethnographic studies.  A 

common theme throughout the research addresses the cultural differences and/or ‘cultural 

deprivation’ of the Indian child, the racial biases of White teachers, negative self-image, 

drug/alcohol abuse, and language barriers” (Brandt 1992).  These studies indicated that 

the schools failed to meet the needs of their students and as a result, American Indian 

students left school before earning a high school diploma.  Much of the literature in the 

1990s has become the frame work for researchers from 2000 to 2010 with the new 

emphasis on dropout/graduation rates.  

3:2 Native American Student Dropout/ Graduation Rates Today 

 

 Today, Native American students still have the highest dropout and lowest 

graduation rates in the United States.  No Child Left Behind’s requirements for 

disaggregated data based on ethnicity have resulted in a large amount of literature 

discussing students’ academic achievement, including dropout and graduation data based 

on ethnicity.  It was not until the 2000s that statistics on American Indian students were 

considered separately from other minority groups.  Prior to this time, American Indian 

students were grouped within the “other” category along with “Asians”.  With American 

Indian students consistently having the highest dropout rates and lowest graduation rates 

of any ethnic group and Asians having the lowest dropout rates and highest graduation 

rates, educational statistics in the “other” category probably did not create an accurate 

picture.  The majority of the data comes from the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) Common Core Data (CCD) creating a consistency in the data and focusing on 
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five major ethnic categories: American Indian/Alaskan Native, Asian/Pacific Islander, 

Hispanic, Black (not Hispanic), and White (not Hispanic). NCES CCD has used the 

Cumulative Promotion Index (CPI) to calculate graduation rates to create a consistency in 

defining a graduate (Figure 1).  Many researchers and institutions have become reliant on 

this data since the passage of NCLB and has eliminated many discrepancies or 

inconsistencies at least on the national level(Faircloth and Tippeconic 2010; Orfield 

2004; CollegeBoard 2010). 

Figure 1. Cumulative Promotion Index Formula. 

Source: Swanson, Christopher.  Who Graduates? Who Doesn’t?: A Statistical Portrait of 

Public High School Graduation, Class of 2001.  The Urban Institute, Education Policy 
Center, 2003.   

 

CPI formula example 2002-2003 school year 

 

Source: Faircloth, Susan C. and Tippeconnic III, John W.  “The Dropout/Graduation 

Crisis Among American Indian and Alaskan Native Students: Failure to Respond Place 
the Furture of Native Peoples at Risk”.  The Civil Rights Project and Pennsylvania State 

University Center for the Study of Leadership in American Indian Education, 2001. 
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 With the most current statistics released by the NCES CCD, the charts indicate 

Native students lag significantly behind the state average graduation rates in most states.  

When the data are disaggregated based on ethnicity, the statistics also show significant 

gaps between American Indian students and other minorities.  These statistics also show 

the gap to be more significant in some states than others.  Take into consideration states 

with high Native populations such as Arizona with a 6% Native population.  In SY 2007-

2008, 56.3 percent of American Indian students graduated from high school.  The 

minority group with the second lowest graduation rates was Hispanics whose graduation 

rates were 10 percentage points higher than American Indians.  Refer to Figure 2 for 

graduation statistics for other states.  That data also indicates consistency with dropout 

rates as well.  American Indian students also have the highest dropout rates in the state of 

Arizona (11.4%).  Native student dropout rate is 4 percentage point higher than the 

second highest ethnicity, Hispanics (7.3%) and 5 percentage points higher than the state 

average. 
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Figure 2. 
Graduation Rates (Average Freshman Graduation Rates) 

Table by State      

School Year 2007-2008     

STATE AVERAGE AI/AN 

ASIAN/ 

PAC ISL BLACK HISPANIC 

WHT NON-

HISPANIC 

AK 69.1 51.9 76.6 51.8 90.7 70.3 

AL 69 82.3 87.3 60.6 62.2 73.9 

AR 76.4 86.9 100 70.2 77.9 77.7 

AZ 70.7 56.3 98.5 76.9 66.7 73.6 

CA 71.2 65.3 91.1 57.4 61.2 80.1 

CO 75.4 62 92.1 65.1 56.7 82.9 

CT 82.2 65.8 99 71.1 65.8 87.5 

DC 56 100 74.4 58.8 54.2 88.9 

DE 72.1      

FL 66.9 70.3 91.4 55.7 63.9 70.1 

GA 65.4 72.1 92.9 57.4 55.4 70.7 

HI 76 80.3 77.3 69.6 71.3 72.7 

IA 86.4 63.6 93.2 71.9 70.2 88 

ID 80.1 65.8 91.5 78.2 68.7 81.7 

IL 80.4 95.8 100 61.5 69.6 87.7 

IN 74.1 69.8 100 52.6 66.6 75.9 

KS 79.1 63.9 93.4 64.7 62.2 82.4 

KY 74.4 51 100 67.8 75.6 74.2 

LA 63.5 65.2 86.1 53.3 72.3 71.9 

MA 81.5 66.8 89.1 69.6 64.7 84.4 

MD 80.4 73.4 100 73 75.9 84.9 

ME 79.1      

MI 76.3 66.6 94.8 59.2 63.8 81.6 

MN 86.4 55.6 87.9 66.6 62.3 90.3 

MO 82.4 93.2 100 68 83.6 85.2 

MS 63.9 58 88.3 60.5 65.9 67 

MT 82 63.3 100 64.6 69.5 84.7 

NC 72.8 60.7 86.9 61.9 63.7 77.3 

ND 83.8 47 85.9 95.1 63.7 87.8 

NE 83.8 55.1 97.8 57 67.2 88.6 

NH 83.4 60 99.2 100 48.1 83.3 

NJ 84.6 100 100 72.9 76.4 88.3 

NM 66.8 61 100 71.4 62.3 74.7 

NV 51.3      

NY 70.8 55.5 84.2 54.7 53.1 82.7 

OH 79 74.1 95.3 55.5 65.6 84.4 

OK 78 76.4 100 72.4 73 79 

OR 76.7 62.8 91.2 65.8 71 77.1 

PA 82.7 63.8 100 64.5 67.8 86.9 

RI 76.4 78 74.4 74.7 70.1 79 
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SC       

SD 84.4 51.3 97.4 85.6 73.3 88.3 

TN 74.9 71.9 94.3 67.4 72.3 77.3 

TX 73.1 80.1 98.6 65.7 65.9 81.6 

UT 74.3 57.6 73.5 54.4 50.6 77.9 

VA 77 55.2 99.1 65.3 70.5 80.8 

VT 89.3 83.9 81.8 91.2 100 81.1 

WA 71.9 50.6 84.4 58.2 60.3 73.6 

WI 89.6 73.9 97.5 63.1 75 94 

WV 77.3 70 100 72.3 87.8 77.3 

WY 76 38.5 98.5 61.8 65.5 78.5 

AVG 75.966 67.50213 92.44468 66.74468 68.08723 80.59140 

 
 

 

Dropout Rates 

Table by State      

School Year 2007-2008     

STATE AI/AN  
ASIAN/  
PAC ISL  BLACK  HISPANIC  

WHT NON-
HISPANIC 

TOT 
DROPOUT 
RATE  

AK 12.2 6.9 9.6 7.5 5.1 7.3 

AL 1.8 1.1 2.2 2.2 2.1 2.2 

AR 4.9 2.8 6.7 5.1 4 4.7 

AZ 11.4 3.8 7.1 7.3 5.6 6.7 

CA 6.6 2.3 9 6 3.1 5 

CO 11.3 3.8 10.6 12.1 3.9 6.4 

CT 2.5 1.5 5.6 6.1 1.6 2.8 

DC      5.5 

DE 9.4  7.7 8.2 4.9 6 

FL 2.5 1.1 4.7 3.7 2.1 3.3 

GA 3.6 1.3 4.6 4.8 3.6 4.3 

HI 7.2 5.1 7.3 6.7 5.9 5.4 

IA 9.1 2.6 6.2 6.1 2.5 2.9 

ID 2.3 1.2 1.9 3.5 1.8 2 

IL 3.8 1.7 9.1 7.3 2.2 5.2 

IN 3.6 0.7 2.8 2.4 1.6 1.7 

KS 3.9 1.5 3.6 3.9 2.1 2.5 

KY 2.5 1.6 4.8 4.6 2.4 2.8 

LA 7.2 3.4 10.9 7.8 4.8 7.5 

MA 7.5 2.1 5.9 8.3 2.3 3.4 

MD      3.6 

ME 5.8 3.7 5.4 7 4.3 4.4 

MI 8.3 3.6 12.6 10.3 4.3 6.2 

MN 11.6 3.1 7.1 7.5 1.8 2.8 

MO 3.7 2.7 12.9 7.2 3.2 4.9 
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MS 3 2 5.6 3.9 3.6 4.6 

MT 11.7 4.1 6.3 6.5 4.4 5.2 

NC 7.7 2 6.2 7.6 4.4 5.2 

ND 7.3 4.5 3.9 4.4 1.8 2.4 

NE 7.6 1.4 6 4.8 1.8 2.5 

NH 8.3 1.4 9.6 3.1 2.9 3 

NJ 2.7 0.5 2.8 3.1 1 1.7 

NM 9.2 3.2 5.9 5.3 3.5 5.2 

NV 4.9 3.4 6.3 6.7 3.9 5.1 

NY 5.7 2.4 6.2 6.1 2.4 3.9 

OH 8.2 1.8 10.1 8.5 2.9 4.3 

OK 3.3 2.3 3.5 5.2 2.8 3.1 

OR 6.1 2.7 7.9 6.7 3.1 3.8 

PA 4.1 1.6 5.7 6.9 1.7 2.6 

RI 10.3 4.8 7.8 8.2 4.3 5.3 

SC 0 1.8 4.3 5.3 3.5 3.9 

SD 9.9 2 2.4 4 1.4 2.3 

TN 4.7 2.1 7.7 5.3 2.5 3.9 

TX 3.2 1.3 6.3 5.3 1.8 4 

UT 7.5 3.9 6.6 8 3.4 4.2 

VA 3.8 1.3 4 5.4 1.9 2.7 

VT       

WA 11.3 4 8.9 8 5 5.7 

WI 5.8 2 7.8 5.4 1.4 2.3 

WV 6.5 1.3 5 3.8 4.4 4.4 

WY 11 2 8.1 8 4.5 5 

       

       

       

       

 NOTES: Numbers reported represent valid responses.   
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 The dropout/graduation statistics provide insight into where American Indian 

students stand in relation to other ethnic groups by state and nationally.  While the data 

provides information on where Native students stand and demonstrates that these wide 

gaps in dropout and graduation rates are an issue, this data provides little explanation as 

to why these numbers are disproportionate.  However, some statistics begin to give some 

insight into the question.  Figure 3 provides data on graduation rates relationship to 

socioeconomic status.  The steepness of the slopes in the graph demonstrates the strength 

of the relationship between district poverty (measured by percent of students using Free 

or Reduced Lunch or FRL) and graduation rates for each major ethnic group.  This graph 

demonstrates two things.  First, the two populations with the highest graduation rates 

nationally will never intersect with other ethnic groups, meaning Asians and Whites will 

always have a higher graduation rates than Blacks, Hispanics, and American Indians 

regardless of poverty levels.  Second, the slopes of each ethnic group indicates Black’s 

graduation rates are strongly associated with socioeconomic status.  The average 

graduation rate of Black students in districts with a zero percent of students receiving 

FRL is just under 70% while districts with 100% of students receiving FRL will expect to 

graduate only 50% of students showing a 20% change in graduation rates for Blacks as a 

result of socioeconomic status.  In contrast, American Indian students show only a small 

relationship between socioeconomic status and graduation rates.  Native students in 

districts with zero percent of students receiving FRL can expect to graduate just under 

60% of students while districts with 100% of Native students receiving FRL can expect 
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to graduate just over 50% of students; showing less than 10% change in graduation rates 

for American Indian students as a result of socioeconomic status (Swanson 2003). 

 

 The statistical data provided by the National Center for Education Statistics 

provides insight into the current state of the gap in graduation and dropout rates between 

Native and other students.  The data also tells us that for American Indian students, 

socioeconomic status is not as strongly associated with graduation rates as other ethnic 

groups, implying that there are other reasons why American Indian students are not 

graduating at the national average.  This demonstrates a need to extend research beyond 

analysis of statistical data.  Needed research requires speaking with students, teachers, 
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administrators, and families to understand why some students do not graduate from high 

school. 

3:3 Why Do Some American Indian Students Leave School/ Why Do Some American 
Indian Students Stay? 

 While a large body of research discusses dropout/graduation rates of American 

Indian students, very little research addresses why some students earn a high school 

diploma while others leave school before earning a diploma.  Most of the literature 

published addressing the issue of why Native students stay or leave was in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s.  Much of this literature can be applied to data related to 

dropout/graduation statistics for American Indian students in 2010 as well.  Several 

themes emerge from the previous literature relating to lack of student engagement and 

feelings of disconnect from the school.  Most literature relates to lack of student choice in 

leaving and students being “pushed out”. 

 Faircloth and Tippeconnic single out two primary factors from the literature 

explaining why students’ drop out: “school level factors” and “student level factors”.   

School level factors associated with American Indian students dropping out include “ 

large schools, a perceived lack of empathy among teachers, passive teaching methods, 

irrelevant curriculum, inappropriate testing, tracking, and lack of parent involvement” 

(Faircloth and Tippeconnic 2009, 28).  In a similar review of studies by Swisher and 

Hoisch , several “school related factors” that lead to American Indian students dropping 

out included,  student and teacher relationships.  An example from a Montana high 

school, with a dropout rate of 60%, indicated seven factors students reported as to why 
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they dropped out of school, 5 of the 7 dealt with issues in the school.  These included: 

Teachers do not care about the students, teachers do not provide enough assistance, 

disagreements with teachers, school is not important to what I want to do in life, and 

school is not important to me as a Native American.  The two issues outside of school 

included problems at home and lack of encouragement from parents (Swisher and Hoisch 

1992).  All of these factors point to students’ feelings of disconnection from the school 

and factors beyond student control, thus feelings of being “pushed out.” 

 Even when looking at Faircloth and Tippeconnic’s “student level factors”, there 

are also themes of being “pushed out.”  The table below list themes from Swisher and 

Hoish and Faircloth and Tippeconnic’s reviews on reasons why students leave school: 

 

Reasons for Leaving School Literary Sources 

Feeling unwanted or “pushed out” of 
school 

Wax 1967; Swisher and Hoisch 1992; 
Deyhle 1989 

Poor quality of student- teacher 

relationships 

Brandt 1992; Coloarci, 1983; Swisher and 

Hoisch 1992 

Lack of parental support 

Peer pressure 

Colodarci, 1983; Swisher and Hoisch 1992 

Boredom 

Problems with other students 

Discipline problems 

Platero et al 1986; Swisher and Hoisch 

1992; Milone 1983; Ledlow 1992; Brandit 
1992;  

Difficulty with classes and with reading Dehyle 1989; Brandt 1992 
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Responsibilities at home or on the job 

Distance from school 

Pregnancy 

Poor attendance Platero et al 1986; Swisher and Hoisch 
1992; Milone 1983; Ledlow 1992; Brandt 
1992; Bowker 1992 

Lack of future plans or goals Chan and Osthimer 1983; Bowker 1992 

Grade retention Eberhard 1989; Bowker 1992 

Student mobility Swisher and Hoisch 1992; Eberhard 1989 

Legal Problems 

Substance and alcohol abuse 

Frustrations related to student being older 

than other students 

Lack of adequate transportation 

Medical reasons 

Brandt 1992 

Language barriers Bowker 1992; Brandt 1992 

High rates of suspension and expulsion Swisher, Hoisch and Pavel 1991; Freeman 
and Fox 2005) 

 

While these factors for leaving school are labeled as “student level” factors, students have 

very little control over the majority of these factors.  These factors indicate leaving 

school is a process and not a singular event, creating a space for intervention before a 

student leaves school.  The research indicates the reasons for leaving school are complex 

and vary from student to student. 
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 The previous research tells us several things about American Indian students’ 

experiences in schools.  The student responses appear to be consistent with the statistical 

data.  This can be seen by comparing the relationships between the ratios of American 

Indian students receiving free or reduced lunch to graduation rates (Figure 3).  The 

relationship between Native student graduation rates and poverty is significantly smaller 

than Black students, and smaller than Asian and White students.  While also looking at 

students’ reported reasons for leaving school before earning a high school diploma, the 

responses by the students do not relate poverty directly to their reasons for leaving 

school.  This suggests that there are more significant factors that contribute to American 

Indian students leaving school before earning a high school diploma. 

 One common theme that the majority of researchers on American Indian dropouts 

have is a need for culturally relevant/ responsive schooling (Bowker 1992; Faircloth and 

Tippeconnic 2010; Ledlow 1992).  Literature on American Indian education beyond 

dropout/ graduation research calls for culturally/linguistically relevant schooling for 

American Indian students, while criticizing along schools misconceptions and lack of 

understanding of culture.  Despite the abundance of research on the benefits of culturally 

relevant curriculum for Native students, at the school level, culture is often still 

misconstrued as poverty, and poverty is misconstrued as culture.  One result is the 

common misunderstanding that culture and poverty constitute the primary excuses for 

student failure. (Hermes 2005; Ladson-Billings 2004). 
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 At the federal and state level, the call for culturally responsive schools seems to 

also be ignored through the current federal education policy, No Child Left Behind Act of 

2001.  Despite the complexity of the “dropout issue”, with multiple factors associated 

with school leaving and each school leavers decision and circumstances to “dropping 

out” different, NCLB appears to be moving in the opposite direction.  The literature on 

NCLB as it relates to Native students focuses on two primary issues, standardization and 

the lack of culturally/linguistically relevant curriculum. 

3:4 No Child Left Behind’s Impact on American Indian Students 
 

 Many scholars have identified past failures in the federal government’s 

educational policies for American Indian students and discussed why these policies have 

failed.  An emerging body of literature proposes solutions to help Native students succeed 

in the Western academic world while maintaining their heritage cultures and languages.  

In 2001, the federal government implemented the No Child Left Behind Act with the 

intent to help every child in the United States, including American Indians, succeed in 

school.  The federal government has recognized the importance of including American 

Indian language and culture programs in the schools under Title VII of NCLB and 

Executive Orders 13096 and 13270, but still leaves no room for the programs to be 

implemented.  As McCarty states, “Among the ‘low stakes’ subject matter to be sidelined 

are precisely those culturally related activities the law ostensibly endorses” (McCarty 

2008: 2).  As a result the Act appears to be doing just the opposite of what is intended: it 

is widening the educational gap between minorities and white, middle class students. 
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 The widening of the educational gap is due to NCLB’s requirement of assessing 

children, teachers, and schools through the use of standardized tests.  By 2008, the No 

Child Left Behind Act had come under a great deal of criticism.  Many scholars have 

recognized the negative effects the Act has had on American Indian students and the need 

to either revise or repeal the Act.  Standardization practices are resulting in the 

continuation of the assimilation policy put in place over a century ago due to the 

culturally biased nature of standardized exams. 

 In their book To Remain an Indian, Lomawaima and McCarty argue that 

standardization practices are not a new phenomenon.  Educational institutions have 

created the myth that students are one-dimensional learners as a response to serving 

classrooms with diverse students.  Lomawaima and McCarty state, “Simplifying students 

appears to make a teacher’s life easier” (Lomawaima and McCarty 2006: 22).  

Simplification and standardization have existed since the federal government’s 

assimilation and boarding school period.  American Indian boarding schools’ purpose, in 

theory, was to destroy the cultures of the students and have them embrace “white” 

society.  This was accomplished, in part, through standardization of the schools and 

students, allowing very little room for individual expression.  Every aspect of the 

children’s lives was centered around conforming to the standards of middle class 

American culture.  As a result, student’s resistance was prevalent and the educational 

policy ultimately failed. 

  Despite the failure of the boarding schools, almost a century later, the federal 

government continues to support educational programs that are reliant on standardization 
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practices. The No Child Left Behind Act is completely reliant on the use of standardized 

tests to assess the achievement of students and schools.  This is problematic for, as 

Nelson-Barber and Trumbull state, “an educational system that increasingly relies on test-

based accountability and confers on testing a major role as an indicator and promoter of 

educational change can itself marginalize students” (Nelson-Barber and Trumbull 2007: 

133).  American Indian students are one of the groups that are marginalized by NCLB.  

As was the case in  the boarding schools a century ago, Native communities are forced to 

conform to federal regulations that “require scripts, uniformity, and remediation.  Such 

regulations work to standardize not only practices but peoples” (Watanabe 2008: 119).  

This means of assessment and standardization results in American Indian students being 

left behind.   

Many scholars argue that American Indian students are being left behind due to a 

lack of culturally and linguistically relevant curricula despite the provisions of Title VII 

of the Act.   A culturally and linguistically relevant curriculum is directly correlated to 

the success of Native students.  Nelson- Barber and Solano- Flores conducted a study 

investigating ways in which “thinking, communication, and learning styles inherent to 

students’ culture influenced how they interpreted and responded to test items” (Nelson-

Barber 2007: 135).  The study was conducted with students from four different cultural 

groups.  The results of the students’ responses to tests were heavily reliant on their 

cultural backgrounds. Despite this evidence, educational institutions curriculum still 

caters to middle class Euro-American students who are not explicitly targeted by the Act 

instead of who NCLB is intended to serve.  According to Lomawaima and McCarty, 
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numerous studies around the world document the inappropriateness of standardized 

testing to measure minority students’ ability and achievement.  “Nevertheless, English 

standardized tests continue to be the ‘gold standard’ for evaluating all student’s 

educational progress, regardless of their language proficiency or cultural background vis-

à-vis the instrument” (Lomawaima and McCarty 2006: 154).  The policy does not assist 

those in need, but rewards those who already have and helps them to “acquire additional 

status and privilege” (Watanabe 2008: 122). 

In 2005, the National Indian Education Association (NIEA) published the 

“Preliminary Report on No Child Left Behind in Indian Country” based on eleven 

hearings across the country with testimonies from tribal leaders, school administrators, 

teachers, parents, and students.  One common theme within the report was that NCLB 

was responsible for a lack of culturally and linguistically relevant curriculum in the 

schools.  According to the report, the majority of those testifying stated that the lack of 

culturally relevant curriculum is due to NCLB’s emphasis on testing (NIEA 2005). 

Schools are dependent on students’ success on “high stakes” standardized tests 

forcing them to neglect other, non-tested areas of academics, such as social studies, and 

to create a climate of  “teaching the test” in order for the schools to receive funding.  

“Teaching the test” can also create a false sense of achievement.  Robert Patrick looks at 

this issue in his article “Perspectives on Change: A Continued Struggle for Academic 

Success and Cultural Relevancy at an American Indian School in the Midst of No Child 

Left Behind,” a case study of a Navajo elementary school that was failing under NCLB.  

The study revealed that the school’s test scores began to increase when the teachers were 
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required to teach the test.  While students were able to improve scores on the state 

mandated tests, language and culture programs were pushed aside (Patrick 2008: 14).  

Language proficiency was deeply affected because under NCLB, all tests are English 

only; giving a greater advantage to those whose primary language is English.  Language 

is known to be a critical factor in a student’s success on any standardized test. 

Sundy Watanabe’s article (2008) has analyzed how language and culture affects 

not only students but teachers as well.  NCLB calls for “highly qualified” teachers; 

however, the production of “highly qualified” teachers is problematic and culturally 

biased.  A teacher must have a bachelor’s degree, full state certification, and “must 

demonstrate competency, as defined by the state, in each academic subject he or she 

teaches” (Watanabe 2008: 122).  Potential teachers are also required to pass the PRAXIS 

I, a standardized test used to evaluate basic math, reading, and writing skills.  This 

standardized test is culturally biased and has prevented Native American individuals, who 

can teach culturally and linguistically relevant curriculum, from being allowed in the 

classroom.  Watanabe argues that the test assumes that the person taking the test has a K- 

12 educational background, “which in turn presumes fluent knowledge of predominantly 

White cultural norms and terminology” (Watanabe 2008: 123).  Before NCLB, 81 

percent of minority students who applied to the teaching program at Indiana University 

were admitted, after NCLB and its use of the PRAXIS exam only 36 percent of minority 

students were admitted.  Selecting teachers only through the use of the PRAXIS exams is 

preventing American Indians, who could otherwise become effective teachers and teach 
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relevant material that would result in the success of Native American students, from 

becoming educators. 

Nelson-Barber and Elise Trumbull (2008) recognize the need for culturally 

relevant curriculum for Native American students, most of whom they argue would be 

best taught by Native American teachers.  This study looks at how American Indian 

students are assessed in school and how programs can be implemented so children can 

succeed.  In order to understand how children can succeed, the authors first look at why 

children are not succeeding.  They conclude that biases exist in testing in terms of: test 

content, test language, test format, test scoring, test-score interpretation, and test use.  

The article explains one way how exams are biased against Native students is test format.  

Nelson-Barber and Trumbull state, “Some common formats (multiple choice and 

true/false, etc.) are less preferred by American Indian/Alaskan Native students because 

they force a single answer rather than reflection and respect for more than one 

perspective” (Nelson-Barber and Trumbull 2008: 138).  This study shows that there are 

multiple dimensions along which standardized tests are culturally biased, further 

reinforcing the negative effects NCLB has on Native students. 

 There are many known ways to help students improve in schools and to assess 

their improvement without the use of culturally biased standardized tests.  Lomawaima 

and McCarty, Nelson-Barber and Trumbull, and Watanabe all propose using methods 

that have produced results in the past.  Lomawaima and McCarty refer to the successes of 

immersion and bilingual/bicultural schools, especially the Window Rock Unified School 

District on the Navajo reservation (Lomawaima and McCarty 2006: 143).  Nelson-Barber 
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and Trumbull have also used a study on the Navajo reservation in which teachers gave 

fourth- grade students the task to write a narrative about a hero that was either a well 

known figure or someone the student knew.  The narratives incorporated a visual, 

symbolic illustration of the hero’s traits that allowed their narratives to be “evaluated in 

terms of both ‘school’ literacy standards and Navajo storytelling standards” (Nelson-

Barber and Trumbull 2007: 141).  Watanabe looks at how the Teacher Training Program 

for American Indians (TTAI) will help prospective American Indian teachers succeed.  

Watanabe suggests that the prospective American Indian teachers in the program already 

have cultural and linguistic knowledge for teaching their students; their primary need is 

to pass the PRAXIS.  The program does assist the students in passing; however, this is 

still just essentially “teaching the test” (Watanabe 2008: 126).  Despite the results of 

these studies, NCLB policy of standardization is still used in the assessment of all 

students and is proving to be harmful to American Indian students. 

3:5 Conclusion 

 
 The literature demonstrates the numerous studies that have been conducted over 

that past 50 years on American Indian education.  The literature shows that despite an 

increase in research over time, little has changed in regards to American Indian dropout 

and graduation rates.  However, the previous research has provided valuable information 

on the current status of American Indian high school students and why American Indian 

students leave school early.  This thesis project attempts to fill in the gaps that are 

missing from the research by moving away from a deficit model that is seen in the 

majority of the research; focusing more on the successes of students rather than failures.  
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The majority of the research also focuses on students living on the reservation as opposed 

to urban areas.  With over 60% of Native American’s living in urban areas, this project 

helps to fill in this gap by focusing only on American Indian students living in an urban 

area.  The data from the literature and these gaps have helped to shape this current thesis 

project. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY 
 

The thesis project was conducted in a local unified school district in the 

Southwestern United States.  The local school district has a significant Native American 

student population (approximately 6% of the student body).  Approximately 850 Native 

American students enrolled in 2010 in the school district.  The school district in 2007-

2008 reported a 74% graduation rate and 7.4% dropout rate for Native American 

students.  As a measurement for socioeconomic status, the school district reported 

83.39% of all students were eligible for Free or Reduced Lunch (FRL) for the 2007-2008 

school year.  This allowed for a sample of students with a similar socioeconomic 

background.  The school district boundaries encompass both a city as well as a local 

reservation. Since prior research has focused on primarily Native American schooling 

experiences on reservations, this case study focused solely on urban Native American 

students in the school district.   

4:1 Research Design 

 
I elected a qualitative design to gather data.  A qualitative method was chosen to 

provide student voice and personal experiences to understanding why some students are 

able to graduate while others leave school before earning a high school diploma.  

Marshall and Rossman explain that qualitative research is “intrigued by the complexity of 

social interactions expressed in daily life and by the meanings that the participants 

themselves attribute to these interactions” (Marshall and Rossman 2, 2006).  The 

previous literature regarding “dropout/graduation” indicates the complexity of the issue 

and multiple factors that contribute to school leaving or completion.  The holistic nature 
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of qualitative research will allow for the case study to address the complexity and 

multiple components of a student’s experience, including family/home, faculty and staff, 

peers, and self. 

The interview method was elected over other methods to allow participants to 

freely discuss their personal school experiences.  The interview method was also chosen 

over other methods to model previous literature (Bowker 1992; Brandt 1992).  Open 

ended interview questions were used to allow participants to explain in their own words, 

at any length their experiences.  The researcher also recognizes some participants would 

not speak as freely as others, or may stray off topic; in these scenarios probing questions 

were asked as well.  The probing questions were designed around themes that previous 

research has identified as important.  Interviewees were also able to elect not to respond 

to questions.6 

4:2 Participants and Settings 

 

The school district selected was located in the Southwestern United States.  I am 

currently employed at the site, which allowed for easier access to the site as well as 

knowledge of the diverse populations the school serves.  The interviews were conducted 

in 2 primary locations:  the Native American Education Program’s (NAEP) Offices at 

two of the high schools.  Participants had the opportunity to select the site where they felt 

the most comfortable, or selected an alternate location.  Interview locations were familiar 

to the participants; these were locales where students, current or past, had met with 

                                                 
6
 See Appendix for Interview Questions  
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NAEP’s advisors.  Interviewees have interacted with a NAEP advisor at least once at 

their respective high school.   

I interviewed 4 current students and 3 graduates in the school district’s database 

which was provided by the district’s IT department to generate a pool of potential 

applicants.  The database contains information on all students, including contact 

information on students enrolled in the district from 2002 to present.  I recruited study 

participants who were in the Class of 2008 and Class of 2009, recruiting both those who 

graduated and who dropped out of school.  I also recruited current students who have 

been enrolled in high school since 2008.  In addition to mailings and phone calls to 

potential participants, the district’s NAEP also mails a monthly newsletter through which 

I recruited participants.  Participants were also recruited via the social network site, 

Facebook. 

A total of 7 people between the ages of 16 and 22, identified by the district as 

Native American (regardless of tribal affiliation) were interviewed.  This included 3 

participants who have graduated from high school in the district in either the Class of 

2008 or Class of 2009 and 4 who were currently enrolled in high school in the district and 

who have attended high school in the district since 2008.  Participants from the Class of 

2008 or Class of 2009 who have left school in the district, have not reenrolled in the 

district or any other school, and have not received a high school diploma according to 

district reporting methods (“dropouts”) were recruited; however, I was unable make 

contact to interview anyone.   With 83.39% of students in the District being FRL eligible, 

the sample of participants will be from a similar socioeconomic background. 
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Participants were screened for eligibility using the school district’s digital student 

record system, Infinite Campus.  The database can be filtered for students meeting the 

criteria listed above for graduates, dropouts, and current students in the district.  The 

district used this database to provide me with a report of qualifying individuals, school 

enrollment status, and contact information.  Participants were recruited based on the 

report provided by the school district.  Potential participant were also recruited though the 

NAEPs monthly newsletter.  It was hoped that potential interviewees who may be 

interested in the study and are not present in the district’s digital record system will 

identify themselves; however, there was no response from this method.  There also was 

no response from graduates and dropouts from recruiting on Facbook.  Potential subjects 

who fell under the “graduate” category were classified as “graduated” from a high school 

in school district in either the Class of 2008 or Class of 2009 and labeled as such under 

their “end status” in the report.  Potential subjects in the “dropout” category were 

previous students in the district whose last school attended was in a district high school in 

either the Class of 2008 or Class of 2009  and end status is labeled as a “dropout”.  

Potential subjects in the “current student” category were identified with in the report 

based on their “start status”.  The students were identified based on start status if they 

have been enrolled in a district high school from August 2009 or earlier, meaning the 

current student has attended the high school since August 2009 or before.  The report 

indicates in the “start status” the date the student enrolled in the school. 

 A total of 163 potential subjects were identified in the report provided by the 

school district; including 42 current students, 42 graduates, and 79 “dropouts”.  Once the 
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potential subjects were identified, they were recruited.  All potential subjects were 

divided into their respective category were randomly selected from each for recruitment.    

Following IRB approval, recruitment and interviews began.  Potential subjects were be 

recruited via mail and phone calls.  An advertisement was also included in the NAEP’s 

monthly newsletter.  Due to changes in phone numbers and addresses with graduates and 

“dropouts”, a recruitment letter was also send to potential participants via social media 

site, Facebook.  Phone calls were the only successful form of contact of participants. 

I interviewed 7 participants concerning their experiences relating to their 

education.  The students were asked structured interview questions to gain basic 

background information, as well as open- ended questions.  The structured interview 

questions were used to gain basic demographic information.  The open ended interview 

questions were used to gain an understanding of a participant’s educational experiences 

relating to four major themes identified in the literature review: Family/ Home, Faculty/ 

Staff, Student Body/ Peers, and Self.  These themes are expanded from Faircloth and 

Tippeconnic’s (2009) “student level factors” (Family/Home and Self) and “school level 

factors” (Faculty/ Staff and Student Body/ Peers). 

Anonymity of participants was maintained throughout the research process.  At the 

research site, the interviews took place in a private setting, familiar to the participant.  All 

identifying information was stored separately from the interview and transcripts.  No 

names were used on transcripts.  Participant names were coded as Student 1, Student 2, 

etc.  When a family member, friend, or teacher’s name was mentioned, the name was not 

used; the name is listed only as the relationship, i.e. “[Teacher] has always encouraged 
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me to do well in school.”  When the research project is completed all data that is 

associated with individual students and identifiers will be destroyed, including interview 

tapes and student names and contact information.  Raw information collected from 

interviews, including transcripts, is stored in a locked file cabinet that is maintained by 

the principal investigator, away from the school district and will be destroyed in 5 years.  

4:3 Data Analysis 

 
 Following the interviews of all of the participants, the interviews were 

transcribed.  The researcher identified common themes within the research for all 

participants’ as well as common themes for participants in their respective category.    

The data was also organized by participants’ educational experiences with in the 4 

categories:  Family/ Home, Faculty/ Staff, Student Body/ Peers, and Self.  The data was 

analyzed to see if the responses from the interviewees match themes from the literature.  

The data indicated reasons students may have for dropping out or being pushed out or 

graduating from school in an urban, multicultural school district.  The data elicited 

themes that contributed to students staying in school and graduating from high school.  

Basic demographic data provided additional identifying demographic information that 

may contribute to developing a Native American student profile: graduation from high 

school, including student mobility, tribal affiliation, sex, and whether the interviewee was 

urban or reservation resident.   

The qualitative data resulting from the interviews, following transcription, was 

coded for common themes about schooling experiences.  The data fell under 4 major 

themes: Family/Home, Faculty/Staff, Student Body/Peers, and Self.  The coding of the 
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data consisted of color coding common patterns and topics within the 4 major themes of 

the interview questions.  The topics that emerged in Family/Home: Parental Involvement, 

Extracurricular Activities, Culture, and Family Obligations.  Faculty and Staff included: 

Individual Support and Lack of Support and Discrimination.  Student Body included:  

Relationships with Friends and Cliques.  Self included self-awareness and the importance 

of education.  Using color coding allowed for the researcher to place the data in the 

appropriate category even if, for example if the interviewee discussed a topic regarding 

family during the “Student Body/Peers” section of the interview. 

The data from the interviews provided themes that were consistent with the 

previous qualitative research discussed in the literature review as well as new themes.  

While only 7 students were interviewed in this study the interviewees’ responses 

addressed several common topics, suggesting the sample size was large enough to draw 

some conclusions.  The following chapter will discuss the results that emerged from the 

qualitative research and common themes that emerged from the interviews.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: RESULTS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 
 

 American Indian students have the highest dropout rates of any ethnic group in 

the state which the study was conducted. The school district is not any different.  The 

reasons Native students reported that they leave school in the school district are 

consistent with previous research including pregnancy, lack of transportation, working, 

lack of attendance, and suspensions.  The report generated by the school district about 

American Indian students who graduated and dropped out in the 2008 and 2009 cohort 

included 80 students who were reported as “dropouts” and 43 who were reported as 

graduates.  The report also listed 43 current students who were attending a high school in 

the school district since 2008. 

 The process of contacting potential participants proved to be rather difficult for 

graduates and especially difficult for those who had left school.  This was to be expected 

due to the 3- 4 years of time that had elapsed since the school district had the students’ 

last known contact information.  Only one school leaver was successfully contacted; 

however, s/he did not show up to the interview and could not be reached to reschedule.  

As a result, 7 people were interviewed, including 4 current students (Cohort 2012) and 3 

graduates.  The interviewees generated valuable insights into why some American Indian 

students in the school district graduate from high school, despite reporting events or 

challenges similar to those reported by individuals who left school before earning a high 

school diploma. 

 The group of seven interviewees provided a strong sample of the school district’s 

urban American Indian students.  The participants included 2 males and 5 females; this is 
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to be expected due to American Indian females having a higher graduation rate than 

males.  They were representative of the state’s Native American population, including 

three Tohono O’odham, two Pascua Yaqui, a Navajo, and a Hopi; the majority of the 

interviews were with individuals from tribal communities near the school district where 

the study was conducted.  Both high schools within the school district were represented 

with 4 participants from one of the high schools and 3 from the other; the first high 

school has a slightly higher American Indian population. 

 The interviews themselves demonstrated a high level of diversity in individual 

and family experience; however, in terms of students’ success, there were several 

similarities.  As could be expected when interviewing students and young adults, some 

interviewees spoke at length, while other gave brief responses.  However, it may be 

worth noting that the Pascua Yaqui and Navajo students had significantly longer 

interviews (averaging 39 minutes) than the Tohono O’odham or Hopi students (22.75 

minutes).  This could possibly cultural differences or simply be individual difference. 

 The interviews covered 4 different topics, including: family and home, faculty 

and staff, student body, and self.  The following sections will discuss some of the themes 

that emerged from the interviews, well as my observations made as a Native American 

Student Advisor working for the school district’s Native American Education Program.  

Each section demonstrates unique, individual experiences as well as commonalities 

among the interviewees that led to their graduation.   

5:1 Family and Home 
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 The interviewees demonstrated diversity in family and home structure.  All of the 

participants except one indicated there were family members other than immediate family 

(Mother, Father, Sister, and Brother) living in the home, including a Grandparent, Aunt/ 

Uncle, Niece/ Nephew or Cousin.  Three of the seven participants, from Pascua Yaqui 

and Hopi households stated that both biological parents were living in the home.  When 

asked if their parent(s) or guardian(s) graduated from high school, the participants 

indicated that 6 had graduated from high school and 6 did not graduate from high school.7  

Both of the males who were interviewed expressed their families and their own desire to 

work while in high school to help support the family.  The females did not work while 

they were in high school, nor did their families expect them to work while in school. 

Parental Involvement 

 
 Despite the diversity in family structure, the interviewees reported similar family 

support systems and household responsibilities.  Although many low income schools tend 

to view their students’ families as “lacking” and assume little parental involvement 

(Lightfoot 2004), this proved not to be the case with the individuals who were 

interviewed.  All interviewees indicated a high level of parental involvement in their 

education.  All of the participants indicated that they spoke with their guardians and other 

individuals in the home about school regularly.  Most directly stated that they talked to 

them about school on a daily basis; one student when asked “how often do they talk to 

you about school?”, stated, “Uh, usually on a daily basis.  About a few times a day in just 

                                                 
7
 Two eventually received their GED and one graduated from Job Corps.  Parent/Guardian “dropout” 

grades that were indicated include 8
th

, 9
th

, 10
th

, and 12
th

 grade. 
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regular school and a few times a week in college” (Student 4).  Many others responded 

similarly, they not only discussed the day-to-day details of high school, but also discuss 

their academic future including college. 

 One interview strikingly demonstrated that parents in low- income schools can be 

deeply involved in their children’s education.  The student was having a difficult time in 

her Geometry class because of numerous substitute teachers in the class for over a month 

at the time of the interview.  When she was asked how often she talked to her parents 

about school, she responded,  

Like every day when I get home… Like, oh, the typical stuff.  Like right now my 

classes, the only thing we are really focusing on is my Geometry class because, 

like we don’t really have a teacher.  We only have subs because our last teacher 

quit.  So my mom wrote a letter to the principal saying that if it doesn’t get fixed, 

then she’s going to like take it bigger than that, because, like, it’s not fair to us 

that we don’t have a teacher (Student 2). 

 The student continued that her mother would talk to her frequently about school to 

assure she was learning while she was in school and would occasionally write letters to 

the principal and meet with the principal if she felt her daughter was not receiving the 

education she believed she deserved.  Based on the student’s response, for future 

research, it would be valuable to directly ask interviewees questions related to parental 

involvement in school.  All of the interviewees focused on parent/guardian expectations 

of them in terms of school; I believe if they were asked directly if their parents/guardian 
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were involved or attempted to be involved in the school, the majority would have 

indicated at least some level of involvement. 

 All of the participants stated that at least one of their parents/guardians discussed 

their own personal experiences at school with them.  As expected with the even 

distribution of the number of parents/guardians who have graduated from high school, 

school experiences were both positive and negative.  As previous research discusses 

reasons for Native American school leaving, parent/guardian reasons for school leaving 

were similar: working, drugs/alcohol, and family issues.  There were two significant 

themes that emerged from the discussions on parent/guardian schooling experiences that 

provided valuable insight into the question, Why do some students graduate from high 

school, while others leave school before earning their diploma?  Like most of the 

interviewees, the parents/guardians were faced with a critical decision at some point 

during their schooling to either stay or leave. 

 One reoccurring response by some of the interviewees whose parents/guardians 

left school early was “school was never really an option.”  Most of the parents/guardians 

discussed with their children their experiences with drugs and alcohol in the home and 

absence of parental support.  Some of them fell into drug and alcohol abuse themselves, 

while others discussed taking on adult responsibilities at a young age to support the 

family and take care of younger siblings.  One student discussed her mother’s experience 

saying, 

My mom didn’t really have a normal experiences cause of her family… Their dad 

was always like drinking and like she would have to watch, like she would have 
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to make food and she was only like in elementary school and like middle school 

and like she would have to do like grown up things already (Student 3).  

 Another student discussed how his father’s father passed away when he was only 12 and 

as a result he had to work 2 or 3 jobs to help support the family. 

 The majority of the parents/guardians who did graduate from school also 

discussed the presence of drugs and alcohol in the home or the absence of family 

members.  The difference between the “stayers” and “leavers” was that the “leavers” felt 

school wasn’t an option and while they were in school they felt it was a negative 

experience.  For the “stayers”, school was an escape and a welcomed positive experience.  

One graduate, while discussing her stepmother’s boarding school experience said, “She 

talked about how she liked school.  She enjoyed it because she would always get away 

from home and she enjoyed the freedom she had because she went to school kind of far 

away from home.  And she didn’t really enjoy being home because nobody was ever 

really there, like her parents, so for her to go to school, she liked it she said” (Graduate 

3).  Another student’s mother was sent to boarding school along with her sisters because 

“her parents were really into drinking and gambling and what not” (Student 1). 

 Many of the students, like their parents/guardians, were faced with challenges and 

difficult events in their lives at home.  All of these events could fit within one of the 

categories for reasons American Indian students leave school; however, all of these 

students were on track to or have completed high school.   

Extracurricular Activities 
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Another significant factor to note in regards to graduation is gaining access or 

attempting to gain access to extracurricular activities.  All of the interviewees, except for 

one, reported that they were involved in or have at least attempted to be involved in some 

form of extracurricular activity.8  In addition to the interviewees participating in 

extracurricular activities, when parents/guardians discussed their schooling experiences 

with them, some of the parents/guardians who graduated from high school mentioned 

they were also involved in extracurricular activities.  Of the 6 parents/guardians who 

graduated from high school 4 specifically mentioned to their children that they were 

involved in an extracurricular activity as well.9  Extracurricular activities varied including 

sports, music, arts, clubs, and cultural groups. 

The degree of extra-curricular participation reported in this study appears to be 

new information that is lacking from previous research on reasons Native American 

students leave school early.  While interviewees did not directly relate it to reasons for 

graduation, all of the interviewees and their parents/guardians who graduated discussed 

extracurricular activities and those who did not graduate did not discuss extracurricular 

activities.  It is also important to note that full access to an extracurricular activity may 

not necessarily be necessary for a positive impact, but just the attempt or effort to gain 

access.  Several participants mentioned they tried to participate in different clubs, but for 

one reason or another they did not remain in the club.  One student stated,  

                                                 
8
 One student stated that she did not participate in a club or sport; however, she said that she would stay 

after school with her boyfriend, who had an additional class, everyday to help him with his class and help 

him to graduate. 
9
 It is important to note that the interviewees were not asked the question directly if their parents were 

involved in any extracurricular activities.  For future research, this could be a valuable interview question.  
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For a time I was in a poetry club here at [Name of High School Attended].  A lot 

of, some of the founding members, including myself, had already graduated, with 

the exception of me.  Now there is just mainly underclassmen, which I kind of 

find nerve wracking and annoying so I tend to exclude myself from that.  Other 

than that, I’ve looked into other clubs and what not, but they have not piqued my 

interest (Student 1).   

Another said, “Well I did join a traditional dancing group, but that fell apart” (Graduate 

1).  These examples show that students many not need to be necessarily actively involved 

in a club or organization through- out their high school career to have a greater chance at 

graduating, but place a greater importance in actively seeking inclusion in the school. 

Actively seeking inclusion in a part of the school may be one critical component for 

Native American student graduation.  A majority of the interviewees did not participate 

in an extracurricular activity for their entire high school career.  Only one student, who 

was in marching band, stated they were in the same activity their entire time in high 

school.   

Participation and graduation does not necessarily mean that students found their 

schooling experience to be positive.  When discussing parents schooling experiences, one 

student discussed her dad’s high school experience, “Uh, he just talked about that it was 

kind of hard for him because he used to get high a lot.  But they [father and mother] use 

to play sports, they both used to play basketball… Yeah but my dad transferred a lot so I 

don’t know what school besides that.”  When asked if he considered his schooling 

positive or negative, she stated, “I don’t know, probably negative” (Student 2).  
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Culture 
 

 When discussing culture, the participant’s responses appear to be similar to their 

responses regarding extracurricular activities in that several students were trying to gain 

access to their culture.  All of the students appeared to have some level of understanding 

of their culture, but living in an urban area, students appeared to share some level of 

difficulty taking part in cultural activities.  Two primary themes emerged from the 

interview in regards to culture: All students identified some form of cultural obligations 

and a few students had difficulty accessing culture. 

 Reported cultural obligations varied from individual to individual.  Some of the 

interviewees reported specific cultural obligations such as, practicing speaking Navajo, 

an annual pilgrimage to Magdalena, Mexico (Tohono O’odham), and funeral/death 

anniversary preparation (Tohono O’odham).  Another student spoke more generally with 

implications of  a pan-Indian theme by stating, “I think that I don’t really pay attention to 

my cultural stuff, but I think that what I do show my culture, like where I came from. I 

try to get into more Native American, you know, social stuff” (Pascua Yaqui) (Student 

4).   One student (Pascua Yaqui) explained how culture was part of her everyday life and 

not really related to specific cultural obligations.  She explained to me that “it’s all 

around us.  We don’t actually like physically do it.  We just like, you can like, like its 

around us.  We put stuff around our house, like the food we make, like my grandma and 

grandpa tell us stories and stuff, and we have like parties and stuff” (Student 3).  I believe 

this student has a strong self-awareness of herself and culture recognizing that culture is 

all around her and part of her everyday life.  Although other participants pointed to 
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specific obligations, it is likely that their obligations also extended into their everyday life 

as well. 

 A few of the students briefly discussed their attempts to further access parts of 

their culture.  One Tohono O’odham graduate discussed her attempt to join a traditional 

dance group; however, the group fell apart.  A Hopi student explained that she was not as 

involved in her culture because she did not live close to home (First Mesa); however, her 

family would occasionally take trips home.  The Navajo student interviewed went in to 

detail by discussing his difficulties in finding other Navajos in his area and trying to find 

someone he can speak Navajo with.  He also discussed his struggles trying to be a part of 

other tribal communities in the area, specifically Tohono O’odham.  He explained,  

I’ve just been hanging around a lot of the O’odhams down here.  I’ve been going 

to powwows um, rain ceremonies they have, sweats, sweat lodge, things like that.  

I would be interested in participating in, but there are times when just being 

interested isn’t enough.  They would rather you be a member of the tribe in order 

to participate, which I can respect.  I understand that.  But it does kind of bum me 

out a little bit because um, up north, the youth up there, they don’t really give 

culture much thought.  They will be proud of being Navajo or Native, but they 

wouldn’t be proud enough to participate in tradition or anything like that (Student 

1). 

This student’s experience indicated the desire to access his culture and struggles that 

many Native American students face living in an urban area, far from home, admiring 

and trying to gain access to those who live in or close to their homes. 
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Family Obligations 
 
 During the family/home portion of the interview, all of the participants discussed 

several family obligations.  The family obligations included care for younger or older 

family members, household duties, and helping the family financially.  All of the students 

stated that they were required to help with the cooking and cleaning at home.  Two of the 

students also discussed caring for their own children and all of the participants were 

partially responsible for the care of younger siblings, cousins, grandparent, aunts or 

uncles living in the house.  Both of the males interviewed were also expected to help the 

family financially.  One of the males worked with his father on the weekends, usually 

about 10 hours per week, helping with DJ gigs.  The other, while not employed, was 

required to actively seek employment. 

5:2 Faculty and Staff 

 
 Questions regarding faculty and staff were the second part of the interviews that 

were conducted.  Participants were asked a series of question regarding their relationships 

with the faculty and staff working in the high schools in the school district.  All of the 

students discussed individuals who supported them in school and had a direct impact on 

their success in school.  A few students also indicated there was a lack of support from 

some faculty and staff, and that on some occasions they were discriminated against.  This 

section will discuss the themes of individual support from faculty and staff as well as the 

lack of support and/or discrimination. 
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Individual Support 

 

 When the participants were asked questions regarding faculty and staff, all of the 

students were able to point to individuals who supported them while they were in school.  

The participants rarely discussed the subjects that were taught by their teachers, rather 

they explained in detail how the teacher supported them and pushed them to succeed.  As 

much as the participants would discuss the support from individuals in the school, only a 

few of the students mentioned the subject taught.  Prior to the interviews, I expected that 

at least a few of the participants would discuss their favorite subjects and that being part 

of their reason why they admired the teacher, or they would discuss what classes they 

received “As” in and that would be a reason they admired the teacher.  Rather, all of the 

participants discussed the individual who pushed them to succeed and those who spent 

time with them individually inside and outside of the classroom. 

 The responses from the interviews indicate that support from faculty and staff is 

beneficial to help Native American students succeed in school.  The participants were not 

looking for the easy class or most lenient teacher so they could just get by, instead, they 

indicated that they wanted support and wanted to be pushed to do well.  When asked if 

there were any employees at the school who supported them, many of the students would 

point to a specific individual and to not only how they supported them, but also how they 

pushed them to succeed.  One student explained,  

You know I have a counselor that calls me out, I have [a Native American Student 

Advisor], she makes sure, when I ask her, she makes sure I’m on top of things, 
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and ah, my teachers they try to have me understand, you know, make sure I get it 

so I can, so I can get the grade good.  But they also push me and expect a lot of 

stuff out of me which you know kind of gives me, I guess real world experiences 

for work and college because you know, people, they aren’t going to be too 

lenient when it comes to grades and all that so it give me a good push (Student 4). 

Another student, when asked if s/he felt employees supported students at the school 

stated in reference to me working as the students Native American Student Advisor, 

“Yeah, you, because no matter what we do, you were there for us and kept pushing us.  

When we needed help, we would go to you and you would help us” (Graduate 2).  Other 

participants discussed teachers recommending them for college level classes or teachers 

pushing them to improve their attendance. 

 All of the participants were able to find at least one employee in the school who 

supported them beyond the classroom.  A student explained, “I like all my teachers, but I 

like them when they can do more for a student than just teach” (Student 3).  Another 

student explained to me that “it’s a bit refreshing that, to be able to talk to someone who 

is actually employed by the school that actually understands, I guess you would say just 

being Native.”  He continued saying, “Coming in and talking with [the Native American 

Student Advisor] and being able to say I did this and that and this happened and I am 

going to do this because of that.  It’s nice to have somebody that can understand where 

you are coming from and it gives you a bit of a boost every now and then to have that 

there” (Student 1).  There were also two students who had babies while they were still in 

school, and who discussed the support they receive from an employee in the Teenage 
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Parent Program provided by the school district.  The participant responses demonstrate 

the effect teachers and other employee can have on the success of a student through 

personal relationships and by challenging students. 

Lack of Support and Discrimination 

 

 Although all of the participants discussed a high level of support from individuals 

working in the school, there were many who also indicated a lack of support and feelings 

of being discriminated against.  These accounts ranged from being very vague and 

general to detailed and specific accounts.  Many of the participants reported skipping a 

class either directly due to a teacher or because of external issues they felt that it wouldn’t 

be beneficial for them to attend the class.  One could assume that the students who had a 

deeper relationship with their teacher would have been more likely and comfortable 

attending the class despite issues at home for example.  Several students also indicated 

that some groups of students were treated differently than others. 

 Other students gave accounts of perceived discrimination or being stereotyped for 

being Native.   

There are sometimes that I’ve gone to class a bit late and I would assume just 

because a dark skinned, my dark, my skin tone, the way I talk with a bit of an 

accent that you can till that I’m Native. Or long hair, anything that it may be.  I 

feel that my teacher would see that, would assume that, or would say that, ‘are 

you going to be one of those students?’  They’re assuming that all of these 

different factors relate to being Native would connect me to any other student that 

would be slacking off or failing or being a trouble maker (Student 1). 
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While this student felt that some of his teachers viewed him as a poor student and a 

trouble maker, he felt other teachers viewed him as “exotic”.  He stated, “When teachers, 

when you show a cultural pride being Native, there are a lot of teachers, students, all of 

the above that are really interested in that and treat you like some exotic animal that was 

imported and they’re like, “Oh my god what is that, or what is this?” (Student 1).  

Another student also had similar feelings saying that students were treated differently 

explaining that “it has a lot to do with racial backgrounds” (Student 2). 

 While only two students indicated they were discriminated against because they 

were Native, other discussed a lack of support from some teachers.  Some participants 

felt as if some of their teachers didn’t care about them.  One stated, “I just, the teacher 

was just like didn’t know what he was doing or he was like he didn’t care.  Well if he 

didn’t care, why should I care?” (Student 3).  Another student discussed a teacher that he 

had who was “self-absorbed” and would spend most of the class time talking about 

herself.  Despite several instances of feeling there was a lack of support or feeling 

discriminated against by faculty and staff at school, the students always went back to 

discuss individuals who supported them. 

5:3 Student Body 
 

 The third portion of the interview asked the participants various questions 

regarding their peers at school.  In this portion of the interview, participants discussed the 

social structure of the school they attended and where they felt they fit within the school.  

Participants also explained their relationship with their friends at the school.  The 

accounts of the social structure varied from student to student, indicating different groups 
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or cliques, and the way they interacted with other students.  Despite the variations and 

interviewees belonging to different groups of students, they all indicated they fit in with 

the overall social structure of the school.  All of the participants, with the exception of 

one, had a friend or friends who graduated and a friend or friends who left school before 

earning a diploma.  Two primary themes emerged from the interviews that will be 

discussed in this section: relationship with friends and cliques. 

Relationships with Friends 

 
 Despite the participants reporting they associated with different groups of 

students, all of them discussed the support they received from their friends.  The 

interviewees had diverse personalities; some were quiet, reserved, and preferred to spend 

most of their time to themselves, while others were outgoing and associated with larger 

groups. Some projected a high level of self confidence, while others were insecure about 

themselves.  Some performed highly in academics, taking AP (advanced placement) and 

honors courses, other were enrolled in general education course, while others had specific 

learning disabilities and enrolled in special education classes.  Some had gotten in to 

significant trouble while at school, while others had no reported behavior issues.  

However, all of these students were able to find a place to fit in while in high school and 

find a positive peer support system. 

 The participants appeared to view their friends as an extension of their families 

while they are in school.  Many of the participants stated that their friends helped to 

provide academic support to one another by helping with homework, class assignments, 

or discussing college.  As one student explained, “We don’t like let each other copy, but 
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like we’re like ‘oh, I’ll help you then’” (Student 3).  The interviewees appeared to 

associate with those who could provide this support.  All of the participants except for 

one stated that they had friends that dropped out of school, most discussed that although 

they still associated with these individuals, they have spent less time with them since they 

have left school and associate more with their friends who have graduated or are still in 

school. 

While some participants discussed their friends’ expectations of them in school, 

the friend’s primary role appears to be a social support group.  When participants were 

asked if they talked to their friends about school, a common response would be “Uh, I’d 

say all the time.  Out of school we would get together and hang out and talk about school, 

but not anything about a subject, but just about school” (Graduate 3) or “in terms of 

talking about school, it would only come up in regards to important assignments or 

financial aid or anything else that would be important kind of like that, but nothing really 

specific.  Only about 5- 10 minutes then we would be into another topic” (Student 1).  I 

believe these responses indicate that although they report discussing school, 

conversations are directed more towards the social aspects of school. 

Cliques 
 

 All of the participants indicated that there were several different groups of 

students or cliques.  The cliques were identified in several different ways.  Some 

identified cliques based on ethnicity, Native and Hispanic.  Other discussed cliques by 

activities that they participate in including, gang members, skaters, athletes, drug users, 

and social outcasts.  Yet, others discussed cliques based on academic grouping from 
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special education students to honors/AP students.  The majority of the participants 

grouped themselves either ethnically or academically.10  This appears to be consistent 

with personal observations as the Native American Student Advisor in one of the schools. 

5:4 Self 

 

 Questions regarding personal views of self and views of education was the final 

portion of the interviews.  Interviewees were asked four primary questions in this section: 

to describe themselves, the importance of education, if the school was/has provided them 

with what they need to be successful, and if there was anything they feel the school 

should have provided them.  Based on the participants’ responses, it appeared they all had 

a strong sense of self-awareness, while stressing the importance of family, success in 

school, and goals for the future.11  Interviewees’ responses reinforced family and peer 

support; as one student stated,  

Like, care a lot for my sister and my brothers and for people.  So like if my 

brothers or my sister are having trouble in school, like, I help them, I help them 

because that’s like what I was brought up to do… But, like, I don’t know, I like 

being, like, I like being myself, like around people… I like helping my boyfriend 

a lot and all the friends that I have and hum, let me think.  I really care for what I 

want to become in life (Student 3).  

                                                 
10

 One participant reported they preferred to keep to themselves, but also reported that they associate  with 

all groups of students at the school.  One student reported that they did not have friends at the school, they 

were considered acquaintances.  In other portions of the interviews he discussed associating with the Native 

group of students. 
11

 One participant chose not to answer the question. 
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 Several other participants stressed how much they enjoyed helping others and supporting 

their friends.  One of the teenage mothers stated, “I’m not very outgoing and I keep to 

myself mostly.  Maybe shy if I don’t really know you.  Um, I’m married, I have a 

daughter.  Uh, I still want to um go to college.  Um, I enjoy being a mom and a wife” 

(Graduate 3).  These responses demonstrate the impact that family, faculty and staff, and 

peer support have on students, proving them a positive self image, hope for the future, 

and the desire to support others as well. 

 All of the participants felt education was important to their lives. In many of the 

responses discussed the need for education to become self sufficient and for financial 

security; however, many felt the importance of education went beyond the financial 

benefits.  One student explained that school goes beyond grades, “They want socially 

rounded people to like you know, I guess charismatic enough to have people like, you 

know, not just be like ‘he’s crude or rude’ and all that.  So I think that education is a lot 

more important to me now, but I also feel like, I guess not just money, but also security is 

an important thing” (Student 3).  Others discussed the achievement of completing school.  

One graduate expressed this by saying, “Because it’s something that you completed and 

it’s not very easy to do it when you have family members and troubles in your life” 

(Graduate 3).  Another student stated that school is important “because it makes you feel 

successful and have a better life than what my parents had” (Student 2). 

 Participants were also asked what the school has provided them.  In their 

responses they discussed the preparation for college and employment, “you know, just a 

bit of everything in order to better understand what would come after high school.  A bit 
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more preparation for life, as so many people say” (Student 1).  A graduate felt the school 

“provided me with privacy, it provided me help if I needed it, uh with what I needed.  I 

think I needed to just get away from things like, um when I was at school, I always 

thought of school as a place, that if I’m having a problem at home or trouble at home, I’d 

come to school and always thought it was better to get away from all that” (Graduate 3).  

This comment is a reminder that for some, not only does school provide students with 

academic support, but it can also be a stable environment.  Most of the participants were 

satisfied with what the school has provided them, only a few wished the school could 

have provided additional resources such as books. 

5:5 Conclusions 

 
 The data generated from the interviews has provided valuable information into 

students’ school experiences in the school district in which the study was conducted.  The 

interviews have helped to create a stronger understanding of students’ schooling 

experiences in several aspects of their lives including: family/home, faculty and staff, 

student body/peers, and self.  While discussing the topic of family/home, interviewees 

demonstrated that there was a high level of parental involvement, extracurricular 

activities were a key factor in their success in school, there was a greater need for access 

to culture, and students had several family obligations while in school.  While discussing 

faculty and staff, interviewees demonstrated the impact positive, personal relationships 

with faculty and staff members have on students and the lack of support and 

discrimination some individuals showed towards students.  The discussion of the student 

body demonstrated the importance of positive relationships with friends and also the 
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cliques that exists within the schools.  Finally, while discussing self, interviewees 

demonstrated the significance of self-awareness and the importance of receiving a high 

school education.  This data has allowed for a greater understanding of students personal 

schooling experiences.  The final chapter builds on the interviewees responses and 

provides recommendations for schools to improve student schooling experiences, thus 

helping to increase graduation rates for Native American students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



81 
 

CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 This case study of Native American school “stayers” and “leavers” in a school 

district in the Southwest United States provides greater insight into Native student 

persistence and suggests the need for researchers and educators to move away from 

deficit models and move toward placing greater focus on student resiliency and 

persistence.  A majority of previous research focuses on Native American school leaving 

and little on persistence.  While there is a wide achievement gap between Native students 

and other ethnic groups, and a high number of school leavers, there are also numerous 

stories of Native resiliency and persistence.  Prior research has focused on identifying 

barriers that contribute to Native American school leaving; however, this research project 

demonstrates that students are able to persist despite these obstacles.  

 While it is important to have an understanding of the barriers that Native 

American students face in school today; in order to facilitate student success, it is also 

important to focus on Native student stories of resiliency and ability to overcome 

different obstacles in order to succeed.   Student success or failure is a complex, multi-

faceted phenomena that is not decided by a single even, but an accumulation of events.  

Student success or failure does not depend solely on an individual, but rather is reliant on 

the student, family, faculty and staff, and peers.  As Ladson-Billings explains: 

Our supreme reliance on individuals means that we look at students as 

individually responsible for their success in school.  We lack complex 

understandings of how individual, family, community, school and societal factors 

interact to create school failure of some students.  It is much easier for use to look 
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at something internal to the students than endemic in this thing we call school 

culture. 

        (Ladson-Billings 2006, 106) 
 

This research project reinforces Ladson-Billings’ statement by showing the role family, 

faculty and staff, peers, and self in an individual student’s success in school. 

 The complexity of student experience in school means multiple levels of support 

and change from the schools to increase the probability for Native American student 

success in high school and decrease the number of school leavers.  In order to create 

change, schools need to first rethink the terminology that is used in the discussion of 

“dropping out” or “school leaving”.  Once schools change the terminology and labeling 

they can they begin developing programs and systems to better meet the needs of Native 

American students.  This section will build on previous research on the terminology and 

literature as it pertains to Native school staying and leaving as it relates to the findings in 

the interviews of this current project to demonstrate the need to shift our way of thinking 

about school leaving by focusing on Native student success and graduation.  Finally, 

recommendations will be provided to increase American Indian student graduation rates. 

6:1 Terminology and Labeling 

 
 Prior research has the tendency to focus heavily on American Indian student 

dropout rates.  Two of the most recent publications, “The Educational Crisis Facing 

Young Men of Color” (CollegeBoard 2010) and “The Dropout/Graduation Crisis Among 

American Indian and Alaskan Native Student: Failure to Respond Places the Future of 
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Native Peoples at Risk” (Faricloth and Tippeconnic 2010), while valid articles that 

provide substantial, informative insight into why students may leave school before 

earning a high school diploma,  do not explain how students are able to overcome the 

same factors and graduate.  Understanding student successes it what will allow us to 

better provide resources for those in school and prevent them from becoming another 

American Indian dropout statistic. 

 It is important to remember the negative effect labeling can have on student 

persistence.  The Labeling Theory “suggest that a label of a deviant ascribed to person 

increases the deviance exhibited by the individual” (Gates 2010, 201).  We must also 

recall the Control Theory which suggests “that the more deviant the labeled person 

becomes, the further he detaches himself from the population, resulting in social 

isolation” (201) and also the Pygmalion effect which shows “the potential that teachers 

have to influence the performance of students based on what they perceive about them” 

(201).  These three theories can be applied to this current project as well the previous 

research, specifically in looking at the reasons the school and literature reports why 

Native American students leave school before earning a high school diploma.  These 

theories can apply specifically to “student level factors” which include pregnancy, 

substance and alcohol abuse, lack of adequate transportation or poor attendance, high 

rates of suspension and expulsion, and responsibilities at home or on the job.  All of these 

factors have been reported by both graduates and dropouts. 

Student Level Factors 

 



84 
 

 While many of the Native American students in the school district have 

encountered these “student level factors”, including those who were interviewed in this 

project, many of these students have been able to earn their high school diploma.  Of the 

80 reported dropouts in the school district, 4 reported their reason for leaving as working, 

13 due to attendance, 3 due to suspension, and 2 due to pregnancy.  However, for the 7 

students and graduates who were interviewed 2 stated they were working or were seeking 

employment, 2 reported pregnancy, 1 reported suspension, and 1 reported attendance 

issues.  This data shows that, like prior research, that school leaving is more of a process 

and not a singular event.  This means there is an opportunity for an intervention before 

students feel they need to leave school before earning their diploma. 

 The reasons listed for school leaving become more of an “at-risk” factor rather 

than an event for school leaving.  For those who left school early, their reasons then 

become a final event that resulted in their leaving and demonstrate a possible failure to 

intervene prior to the event.  This can be best exemplified by those who were 

interviewed, who meet the “at-risk” factors, ability to earn a high school diploma.   

An example is when I was about to graduate, a bunch of teachers were trying to 

get me to be there more often because I was missing a bunch of school.  I had 

people that would encourage me to come on time and for me to graduate.  I mean 

even from the beginning of the school year they would always tell me to make 

sure you’re here all the time, like my teacher, [teacher’s name], would always tell 

me to be here and when I’m ever late, I could come and talk to her to see if I 

missed anything so she can get me caught up in class and yeah (Graduate 3). 
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This example shows interventions by teachers early in the school year.  Although it 

appears by this interview that the attendance issue was not completely corrected by 

graduation, it demonstrates the teachers’ persistence and support was enough to carry the 

student to graduation. 

 This allows for the argument of reconsidering ascribing certain labels as reasons 

for school leaving.  As Lightfoot explains, “because the metaphors and other imagery we 

use to apply terms… to particular groups are used so habitually that they become 

invisible, they are difficult to question and difficult to change” (Lightfoot 2004, 92).  

Consider teenage pregnancy as an example: early school leaving is one of the first things 

that comes to the mind of many in this type of situation.  Looking solely at the data 

provided by school district and the students who were interviewed 50% (2) left school 

early due to pregnancy and 50% (2) were able to earn their high school diploma.  

Although we do not know the story of those who left school early, based on the 

interviews of the two who were able to graduate, pregnancy was never considered an “at 

risk” factor or reason to leave school to them, rather it was more of a factor that provided 

the 2 students with the strength and motivation need to graduate.  Labeling pregnancy as 

a reason for school leaving takes away from the experiences and success of the two 

students (along with many others) who did graduate and allows it to be a socially 

acceptable (or at least tolerated or expected) reason for school leaving. 

School Level Factors 

 
 School level factors for school leaving can be viewed as an institutionalized form 

of labeling.  These school level factors include a perceived lack of empathy among 
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teacher, passive teaching methods, irrelevant curriculum, inappropriate testing, tracking, 

and lack of parental involvement (Faircloth and Tippeconnic 2009, 28).  All of these 

school level factors that were discussed in the literature also were present in some form 

during the interviews for this research project.  This section will briefly discuss and 

provide examples of how American Indian students are affected by these labels.  

Culturally Responsive Teaching 

 
 Literature on American Indian education often points to the need for 

culturally/linguistically relevant schooling in order for students to succeed in school.  

Even the current federal education policy, No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, recognizes 

the need for culturally relevant school for American Indian students; however, the 

literature shows that schools continue to fall short of fully implementing culturally 

responsive school for Native students.  As a result of this, 4 of the school related factors 

for early school leaving can be due to the lack of culturally responsive teaching that 

include a perceived lack of empathy among teacher, passive teaching methods, irrelevant 

curriculum, and inappropriate testing (which can lead to tracking).  While all of the 

participants in this study graduated or were on track to graduate, these themes of early 

school leaving or “at-risk” factors were present in many of the interviews. 

 One theme that emerged in several of the interviews was the participants struggle 

to access culture.  While they all reported they had some access to their culture, many 

demonstrated a desire to gain greater access.  This appeared to be especially true for the 

two students who lived the furthest from home (one Navajo and one Hopi).  They both 

expressed difficulties due to distance from home, perceived discrimination from teachers, 
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and grouped themselves with the “Native clique” at school.  In addition to this, most of 

the students expressed the importance of their Native American Student Advisor at their 

school and their ability to understand their perspectives.  Another student discussed in 

detail her placement in a special education program and the struggles she and her mother 

had with teachers and attempts to access an appropriate education.  With the literature on 

the misrepresentation of Native students placed in special education programs and 

disproportionally high percentage of Native American dropout rates in special education 

programs (52.2%), leaves the idea open the possibility of irrelevant curriculum, 

inappropriate testing, and tracking (Faircloth and Farkas 2008, 502 and U.S. Department 

of Education). 

 Prior research and the interviews from this study demonstrate there is still a strong 

need for culturally responsive teaching.  Culturally responsive teaching would include 

culturally relevant curriculum for American Indian students as well as professional 

development for teachers on culturally appropriate teaching practices.  The development 

of culturally responsive schooling would help alleviate many of the school related “at-

risk” factors for American Indian school leaving. 

Parental Involvement 

 

 Parental involvement is another critical “at-risk” factor when it comes to early 

school leaving for American Indian students.  For the purpose of this argument, parental 

involvement would include the entire family.  As shown from the interviews in this study, 

students’ are often raised by grandparents, aunts, uncles, and older siblings to name a 

few.  Each family member plays a role in the schooling of an individual.  The research 
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demonstrates the importance of the relationship between parent involvement and student 

success.  In this study, family played a large role in all of the individual participants’ 

successes in school. 

 The important issue to address here is how school label parent involvement or 

lack of parent involvement.  There is a risk of parental or families believing they are 

heavily involved in their child’s education while at the same time, the school may 

perceive a lack of parental involvement, in turn placing a false “at-risk” label on a 

student, thus increasing the risk of early school leaving when there was not a true “risk”.  

All of the interviewees indicated that their families were involved in their education, 

speaking to them frequently about school.  Research indicates that schools do not always 

view this a parental involvement.  Ryan, Casas, Kelly-Vance and Ryalls (2010) explain 

this in their article “Parent Involvement and views of School Success” that “parental 

involvement has often been defined in terms of activities that are visible to school 

personnel and other parents.”  They continue:  

We believe that the research and public emphasis on parent involvement has come 

at the expense of attention to the role that others may play in children’s education.  

Indeed, some have argued that the emphasis on parent as opposed to other’ 

involvement reflects a White American cultural belief that parents, but not 

siblings, extended family members, child-care providers, or neighbors, bear the 

responsibility for the well-being of children (393). 
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This should serve as a reminder for schools to be cautious regarding what they perceive 

as parental involvement and avoid the labeling of lack of parental involvement as a 

reason for school leaving just because a parent is not visibly involved with the school. 

6:2 Recommendations 

 

 The previous literature and responses from the interviews in this project confirm 

that school leaving and school staying are complex processes and cannot be viewed as a 

singular event.  This realization provides schools with numerous opportunities to 

intervene before a student makes the final decision to leave school.  Schools and 

researchers need to first move away from labeling students by reason for leaving school.  

While these reasons are definitely “at-risk” factors, labeling these as reasons for school 

leaving negates the idea that school leaving is a process and not a singular event and 

labeling can create socially acceptable reasons for leaving school.  Once reasons for 

leaving school are viewed as “at-risk” factors, appropriate “dropout” prevention 

programs and interventions can be implemented.  

 Due to the complexity of school leaving and the various “at risk” factors, schools 

need to implement a variety of interventions and support systems.  These interventions 

and support systems also need to be implemented early on during the child’s schooling 

well before they reach the final event that ultimately leads to early school leaving.  

Systems need to be implemented in the 4 components of the student’s school experience: 

family/home, faculty and staff, student body, and self.  This section will discuss 

recommendations for these 4 components. 



90 
 

Family/Home 

 

 Family and home life was critical in all of the participants’ success in school.  

Multiple family members were responsible in the participants’ schooling, while at the 

same time, the participants’ had responsibilities at home.  While this support may not be 

visible on the surface for the schools for various reasons, including cultural differences, it 

is critical for the schools to find the family support systems along with the students’ 

family responsibilities.  Gonzales, Moll, and Amanti’s (2005) Funds of Knowledge 

provides a theory and insight in to building of the strengths of the family and community 

and bringing these strengths into the school.  Amanti states,  

That’s what our fieldwork experience of visiting our students’ homes is all about.  

It allows us to gain firsthand knowledge of our students and their families rather 

than accepting the second- or thirdhand accounts of researchers… Classroom 

teaching and learning that developed from the Funds of Knowledge project has 

included the knowledge encompassed in our students’ homes and lives… We also 

say that no matter what background our students have, there is knowledge in their 

home that can be tapped into and used in the classroom (132). 

Building on students’ and families’ funds of knowledge helps reduces several of the “at 

risk” factors that are associated with Native students leaving school early.  The Funds of 

Knowledge approach will allow students a stronger understanding where their family 

support is, recognize the strengths of their family and empower the student by creating 

relevant curricula in the classroom. 
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 Schools must move away from a “deficit” model of parent involvement.  

Evidence on high levels of parental involvement is present with in this research; however, 

it appears schools do not perceive this as parental involvement.  Reyhner (1992) explains 

a schools perception of parental involvement, stating, 

They [school officials and teachers] really want parents as cake bakers and cops.  

That is their idea.  They send home recipes and say “This is what we want your 

kid to look like.  You feed him and clothe him, you bathe him- make sure he 

doesn’t have any lice- send him to school on time, pick him up, come to back-to-

school night and open house, and let us do our song and dance.  We will send him 

the homework and you can sign off.  You are the cop.”  So your kid is on 

probation at home.  This sets up a very negative relationship. (7) 

This idea appears to be true in most low-income minority schools (Lightfoot 2004; 

Reyhner 1992).  Using a “Funds of Knowledge” framework would allow schools to build 

off the parents and families strengths and empowering parents to have real decision 

making power in their child’s education. 

 It would be a great benefit for schools and student success to focus on increasing 

parental involvement for American Indian students.  Just as the research project showed 

that students desire to access extracurricular activities at the school, I believe parents are 

trying to access the school as well.  School officials need to recognize this desire to 

access the school and acknowledge the knowledge that parents have to offer to the 

school.  Schools need to understand that a school-family relationship must be reciprocal, 

parents cannot be simply “cake bakers and cops”.  What this means is that schools cannot 
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place expectations on parents and expect parents to fulfill these expectations if the school 

is not willing to meet parents needs.  An example of this is home visits.  While schools 

can expect parents/families to attend school functions such as an “open house” or “meet 

your teacher”, it should also be expected that teachers and administrators attend 

community functions and visit the family’s home when possible. 

 It is important to remember that a reciprocal relationship is beyond being just 

present.  All too often, from my experience working within one of the schools in the 

study, teacher to parent contact is typically negative.  Phone calls are made due to 

negative behavior by the parents’ child and if the behavior is extreme enough, a home 

visit may be warranted.  This is now what parents expect.  It’s not hard to wonder why 

parent turn out can often be low at “parent-teacher nights”.  While these teacher- parent 

contacts may be necessary, in order to facilitate a positive, reciprocal relationship schools 

need to place a greater emphasis on positive contact during home visits and phone calls.  

Positive contacts can result in positive interactions and turn outs during school sponsored 

events. 

 Freng, Freng, and Moore (2006) have provided an ideal model that schools can 

use to increase parental involvement and create reciprocal relationships between the 

school, family, and community.  Freng, Freng, and Moore use Epstein’s (1995) Model of 

Overlapping Spheres to demonstrate a reciprocal model of parental involvement.  All too 

often in school systems teachers and parents are placed in separate spheres and never 

overlap, this appears to be true in this case study as well.  Freng et al explain, “An 

example of separate spheres of influence might include a teacher saying ‘if the family 



93 
 

would just do its job, we could do our job’ or parents saying ‘I raised this child, now it’s 

your turn to educate them’.”  (Freng, Freng, Moore 2006, 60).  On the other hand, 

Epstein’s Model of Overlapping Spheres (Figure 4) allows parents to work as partners 

with the school.  The school is then no longer separate from the home; teachers are able 

to bring the school to the home through home visits and homework assignments that are 

supported by the family.  The parents are also able to bring their knowledge to the school 

by incorporating culture in the classroom or participation in parent committees. 

 

Figure 4. 

Epstein’s (1995) Model of Overlapping Spheres 

 

 

 Epstein’s Model of Overlapping Spheres allows for Family, Community, and 

School to work together as partners, removing the idea of separation and feelings that the 

Family 

School Community 
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family and school are in competition with one another.  In this model, family and school 

are able to work together in areas such as homework, home visits, and parent- teacher 

conferences.  Family, community, and school are able to work together with the 

integration of language and culture in the classrooms.  Epstein’s model allows for each 

sphere to work together in a reciprocal relationship by sharing their knowledge and 

strengths; avoiding competition and negative interactions. 

Faculty and Staff 

 
 In addition to a strong family support system, all of the interviewees indicated 

they received support from faculty and staff members.  The faculty and staff support 

extended beyond academic support, as one student stated, “I like all my teachers, but I 

like them when they can do more for a student than just teach” (Student 3).  The teachers 

that the participants identified were the teachers that went beyond teaching to provide 

individual support and encouragement to their students.  Participants attributed the 

faculty and staff support and understanding of where they are coming from as a reason 

for their success in school.  This is an important factor in reducing “at risk” factors and 

suggests a need for professional development trainings for teachers in cultural sensitivity 

and understanding Native student populations at the school.  The interviews have shown 

that students attribute their success more to individuals rather than just academic content.  

It is typically the teacher that initially engages the student and then they become engaged 

in the subject.  This suggests the need for both faculty and staff to have a greater 

understanding of the students they serve in order to build strong personal relationships 

with their students. 
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 Schools need to place a greater emphasis on the development of interpersonal 

relationships with the students and recognize the role student- teacher relationships play 

in the success of students.  Schools can accomplish this in two steps, incorporating 

interpersonal relationships in professional development sessions and teacher evaluations.  

The development of interpersonal relationships with students can be natural for some 

teachers, while very difficult for others, and still some may feel relationships may not be 

significant.    Many teachers are focused solely on subject matter of what they are 

teachers; however, as this research project demonstrates, Native students appear to 

attribute interpersonal relationships developed with teachers as the reason for their 

success.  Once a positive relationship has been established between the teacher and the 

student, the student will then become willing to learn the subject that is being taught.  

This calls for a greater need for schools to focus on the in importance of interpersonal 

relationships between teachers and students.  This can be done by first identifying 

characteristics of positive interpersonal relationships, then providing professional 

development sessions for teachers, and finally holding teachers accountable in 

developing these relationships by incorporating these characteristics in teacher 

evaluations. 

 Carl Rogers (1962) developed a hypothesis that “the relationship he [the teacher] 

forms with each student—brief or continuing—is more important than his knowledge of 

test and measurements, the adequacy of his record keeping, the theories he hold, the 

accuracy with which he is able to predict academic success, or the school in which he 

received his training” (Rogers 1962, 417).  Rogers continues to highlight the 
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characteristics of a positive interpersonal relationship: congruence, empathy, positive 

regard, unconditionality of regard, and the client’s (or student’s) perception.  It is 

believed that the faculty and staff member that the interviewees discussed in this project 

naturally exhibited these characteristics.  However, for other, it may not come natural or 

this idea may not have been considered, so it is important to take a moment and define 

each of these characteristics. 

 Rogers identifies the first characteristic of an interpersonal relationship as 

congruence.  Congruence is when the teacher is genuine in the relationship with the client 

and without “’front’ or façade, openly being the feelings and attitudes which at that 

moment are flowing in him” (417).  Congruence suggests interacting with students on a 

person- to- person basis and not creating a separation between teacher and student.  Like 

Epstein’s Model, the two spheres cannot be separate, they must overlap.  This is what the 

student was talking about when she said “I like them when they can do more for a student 

than just teach” (Student 3).  When teachers are taking time to do more than just teach, 

taking interest in students’ lives, they are demonstrating congruence. 

 Empathy is the second characteristic of an interpersonal relationship discussed by 

Rogers.  Empathy is the ability of the teacher to sense the students’ feelings, 

understandings, and views and understand their feelings as if they were the teachers own.  

One student provide an example of a staff member demonstrating empathy stating, 

“Coming in and talking with [the Native American Student Advisor] and being able to 

say I did this and that and this happened and I am going to do this because of that.  It’s 

nice to have somebody that can understand where you are coming from and it gives you a 
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bit of a boost every now and then to have that there” (Student 1).  Demonstrating 

empathy within a relationship has the ability to give students a “boost” and motivate 

student, while a lack of empathy can create the feelings such as “Well if he didn’t care, 

why should I care?” (Student 3). 

 Positive regard is the third characteristic of an interpersonal relationship.  Positive 

regard for a student is the teacher’s ability to have a positive, genuine, caring attitude 

toward a student.  This project demonstrates the importance of positive regard in the 

discussion of labeling.  The continuation of labeling prevents teachers from being able to 

hold their students in positive regard by predetermining a label for a student before the 

teacher is able to begin to form the relationship with the student.  As one student stated, 

“They’re assuming that all of these different factors relate to being Native would connect 

me to any other student that would be slacking off or failing or being a trouble maker” 

(Student 1).  One graduate was able to demonstrate positive regard when asked if they 

felt like employees supported her, she stated, “Yeah, you, because no matter what we do, 

you were there for us and kept pushing us.  When we needed help we would go to you 

and you would help us” (Graduate 2).  Not only is a positive regard an important 

characteristic, Roger expands on this with a fourth characteristic of unconditional regard.  

This means the teacher does not accept certain feelings for the student and disapprove 

others, he does not make judgments, the teacher feels an unconditional positive regard for 

the student (Rogers 1962). 

 Finally, the fifth characteristic of an interpersonal relationship is the student 

perception.  This is the only characteristic that is reliant on the student.  This 



98 
 

characteristic requires the student to at least some degree perceive the genuineness, 

empathy, and positive regard of the teacher.  However, this also has implication for the 

teacher as well.  The teacher must be aware of what his/her student perceives as 

genuineness, empathy, and positive regard.  Cultural differences and understandings have 

the potential to create misunderstandings.  With a basic understanding of the 

characteristics of interpersonal relationships, schools can then create professional 

development session for teachers demonstrating the power interpersonal relationships can 

have on students.  Schools also have the power to hold teachers accountable to creating 

these relationships through teacher evaluations and classroom observations. 

Student Body 

 
 All students desire to find a sense of place and belonging within the school.  This 

need has resulted in numerous groups or cliques of students who have banded together 

based on some similarities to support one another inside and outside of school.  Based on 

the interview responses, it does not appear to be significant which group students become 

a part of, but that students fit in a group.  The school can intervene at this level with 

various clubs, organizations, school events, and sports.   

The interviews have also shown the significance of extracurricular activities for 

student success.  The interviews have also shown that several students were trying to gain 

access, but were never able to fully gain access throughout high school.  This 

demonstrates a need for additional clubs or organizations that are able to meet the needs 

of students that did not feel a part of any of the other clubs or organizations available by 

the school.  With the number of interviewees discussing their attempts at trying to access 
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clubs, culture, and associating with Native American groups of students at school, it 

could be a great benefit to some students by creating a Native American student 

organization that is sponsored by someone at the school.  In addition to creating new 

organizations or clubs, it is also important for the schools to recognize the value they 

have towards reducing school leaving and become more accepting of students attempting 

to join school clubs and organizations. 

Self 
 
 Finally, the development of a sense of self is critical to student success in school.  

All of the participants who were interviewed demonstrated they had a strong sense of self 

by knowing their role within the school and within the family.  All of the participants 

valued education and had an understanding of the role education would play in their 

future.  Assuring all of the students needs are meet in the home and family, with the 

faculty and staff, and student body; students will build a strong sense of self and their role 

within the school and at home reducing the number of “at risk” factors for American 

Indian school leaving. 

Responsibilities of the Tribes 

 
 Not only do the schools have the obligation of meeting the needs of the students, 

the tribes also have the obligation to assure their students’ needs are being met.  The 

school district in which the study took place is a good example for this need.  Although 

some of the students attending the school district currently live on the reservation, a 

majority of the Native American students in the school district are urban students.  The 
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tribes that are nearest to the school district and with the most amounts of students in the 

district also contribute a significant amount of financial support to the school district 

through casino revenues as well as donations.  This leaves tribes with an obligation to 

assure all tribal members that the tribe is utilizing their money appropriately by assuring 

all their students’ needs are being met and they are able to graduate from high school.  

Tribes can accomplish this by holding school districts accountable for the education of 

Native American students. 

 One way that tribal governments can hold school districts accountable is through 

Memorandums of Understandings (MOUs).  These MOUs become legal binding 

agreements.  A MOU between a tribal government and a school district has the power to 

do two things: hold school districts accountable for the education of tribal members and 

allow tribal leaders, elders, and educators to enter the school to work with tribal 

members.  Tribal governments are able to hold schools district accountable by providing 

financial support to districts and assuring the schools are providing appropriate services 

to their students and providing tribes with data supporting Native student achievement.  

Beyond financial agreements though MOUs, a MOU can also be used to allow tribal 

members to provide services to students inside the school, helping to avoid “separate 

spheres” and encourage the overlapping of spheres.  Tribal governments have the 

potential to play a large role in the education of tribal member by forming MOUs with 

school districts.  

6:3 Conclusion 
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 The school has the potential to reduce the number of “at risk” school leaving 

factors for American Indian students.  Reducing these risks begins with labeling.  Based 

on the interviews conducted in this project and personal observation in my role as a 

Native American Student Advisor in the school district for over three years, Native 

students have demonstrated persistence and resilience against challenging situations and 

institutional biases both within and without the school.  Students attending the school 

district have met all of the “at risk” factors listed in the literature and there have been 

numerous accounts of those who have “overcome” these challenges and graduated.  

Labeling reasons for school leaving such as “Responsibilities at home or one the job, 

distance from school, pregnancy, poor attendance, substance and alcohol abuse, and 

suspension” to name a few, draws away from the experience of the students who are able 

to overcome these obstacles and earn their high school diploma.  Student success and 

resilience should be highlighted as reasons why American Indian students succeed in 

school and not as reasons for leaving school. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Family/ Home 
 

 Who do you live with or do you live on your own?  Who were you raised by? 
o Did your parent(s)/guardian(s) graduate from high school? 

o What is the furthest education they received? What is the highest grade they 
completed? 

 What are your parents’/guardians’ expectations of you in school? 

o What responsibilities do you have at home? 
o How often do they talk to you about school? 

o Are there books in the home? 
o Do they ever discuss college with you? 
o How would you describe the importance of school to your parents? 

o Have your parents discussed their experiences in school with you?  Can you 
discuss some of these experiences? 

o Were your parents’ school experiences positive or negative?  Did they enjoy 
school or dislike it? 

o What would you say your parents talked about most in terms of school? 

 Grades, attendance, listening to teachers, short comings of the school, 
etc. 

 Do you have any other brothers, sisters, cousins, or others in the home who have 
attended or are attending school? 

o Did they graduate? 
o How would you describe their experiences at school? 
o How often do you discuss school with your siblings? 

 Can you talk to me about your life outside of school? 
o What do you do when you are not in school?   

o Tell me about your relationship with family members and friends?  What are 
their expectations of you?  What are your expectations of them? 

 

 Outside of school, what other responsibilities do you have? 
o Do you participate in a sport or club? 

o Take care of younger siblings?  Older family member?  Or other household 
duties? 

o Cultural obligations? 
o Do you work? 

 How many hours do you work a week? 

 Why do you have a job? 
 

Faculty and Staff 
 

 What are your feelings about faculty and staff at your school? 
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o Overall would you feel employees are supportive of you?  Can you discuss a 
specific time or example? 

o Do you feel some students are treated equally or differently? 

 Do your teachers keep you engaged in the classroom? 

o Have you ever skipped a class?  Why?  Was it because of a teacher(s)? 
o Have you had a teacher who motivated you to do well and attend class? 

o Are there any classes you like more than others?  
o Are there any classes you dislike? 
o What about teachers? 

 Have you ever been in trouble at school? 
o How did the administrators treat the situation?  Do you feel you were treated 

fairly? 
 
Student Body 

 

 What is your relationship with other students at school? 

o Tell me about your relationship with your friends at school. 
o Have any of your friends dropped out of school?  Graduated? 

o How often do you and your friends talk about school? 
o Do you feel you and your friends support one another? 

 Can you discuss the social structure of the school? 

o Tell me about different groups of students.  Where do they hang out?  What 
do they do at school and outside of school?  How do they interact with 

teachers?  Other groups? 
o Where do you and your friends fit in with the school? 

o Do you feel comfortable at school? 
 
 

Self 
 

 Can you tell me about yourself? 

 Do you believe education is important to your life?  Why? 

 Do you feel the school is currently providing you with what you need to be successful 
in life? 

o What is the school providing you? 
o What do you feel is missing from the school? 

 

 
Question specific to graduates: 

 
 What were some of the most significant factors that helped you to succeed in school 

and graduate? 
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