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LIFE ON THE OTHER SIDE:
ALASKA NATIVE TEACHER EDUCATION STUDENTS AND
THE UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA FAIRBANKS

by
Carol Barnhardt

ABSTRACT

This study examines the conditions that contribute to the success of indigenous minority
students in higher education by focusing on the experiences of 50 Alaska Native teacher
education students who graduated from the University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF) between
1989 and 1993. Although the number of Alaska Native students enrolled at UAF has
increased in the past 10 years, the percentage of graduates continues to be significantly lower -
than their percentage of the student and state population.

The study addresses the quéstion: what factors have contributed to the academic success
of Alaska Native teacher education graduates at UAF? 1t includes three components: a brief
history of schooling for Alaska Native people; a description of the programs, student services
and academic coursework at UAF designed to respond to the interests and needs of Alaska
Native students; and a review and analysis of the experiences of 50 Alaska Native teacher
education students based on data obtained through interviews, reviews of student records and
participant observation.

The study identifies multiple factors that have contributed to the academic success of
Alaska Native students, including the following: a teaching and learning environment
responsive to the interests and needs of culturally diverse students; student support services
respectful of the interests and needs of culturally diverse students; strong family and
community support; supportive prior school and life experiences; and exceptional individual
efforts. Accommodations and adaptations by both the students and the institution were
essential. Recommendations are made for institutions, faculty, students and communities who
are interested in developing campus environments where Alaska Native, and other cultural

minority students, can be fully represented, respected, involved and successful.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

I have heard it said by some parents speaking about the return of their children from
school that they had changed. One young lady told me that to cope in her new
environment while attending college, she had to become “mean.” She told me that after
growing up being taught in the Yup’ik custom to be humble, kind and friendly, she
discovered that life on the other side was not the same. She said she had to become
another person, an opposite of herself. In this way she survives college. (Active, 1992)

During thg time I was intervicwing Alaska Native students for this study, the above
comments by John Active, a Yup’ik Eskimo commentator for a radio and TV station in the
rural community of Bethel, appeared in the Fairbanks newspaper. As I read the article I
realized that he was describing some of the same issues that were central to my research
project. His examples of the contradictions between traditional Yup’ik ways of teaching and
learning and formal Western ways, and the iraages provoked by his articles resonated with the
stories being told to me by Native students at the University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF).

The issues raised by Active are similar to those expressed by many Alaska Native
students, parents and commuhity members that I have worked with during the 24 years I have
been involved with education in Alaska. I have frequently heard students talk or write about
the notion of duality, or life in two worlds, and papers with titles like “Not In Two Worlds
But One” (Jones-Sparck, 1992), “Does One Way of Life Have to Die So Another Can Live?”
(Yupiktak Bista, 1977), and “Conflicting Visions in Alaska Native Education” (Dauenhauer,
1982) have surfaced with remarkable regularity since Western education was introduced in
Alaska 100 years ago.

Thz dilemmas inherent in living in two worlds are frequently discussed not only by
Alaska Native people, but by others who are also vigorously involved in debates about the
implications of this duality for higher education institutions. Three weeks after John Active’s
article was published in the Fairbanks newspaper, an article entitled “Professors Caution UAF

on Student Diversity Goal” described the response of several faculty members to some of the
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goals proposed by the UAF Strategic Leadership Planning Board—a university-wide group.
charged with charting the future of the institution (Troyer, 1992). The goal they were
responding to stated that UAF should strive to “become a model demonstrating how gender,
racial and cultural diversity strengthen a university and society” and should strive to “make
UAF the first choice for Alaska Natives.” However, a prominent faculty member challenged
the wisdom of the recommendation by stating that “a strict student diversity goal could hurt
the university,” and he supported his view by stating that “the undergraduate program of the
University of California at Berkeley is in ‘shambles’ because it has tried 100 hard to have
proportional representation in the student body.” Another professor said that “giving breaks to
minority students will diminish their accomplishments,” and he indicated that the Board was
“developing a problem where there’s not a problem” (Troyer, 1992).

The diversity debate within the UAF community is a reflection of what has been
occurring with increasing frequency and stridency in both national and international arenas.
People on both sides of the debate are advocating the kind of campus community that will
reflect their belief system. However, when the values and priorities are polarized at opposite
ends of a continuum, as frequently happens on culturallyl heterogeneous campuses like UAF,
itis difficult to find common ground between the “ivory tower” tradition and the demands for
equal opportunity and recognition.

The overall intent of this study is to better understand what John Active means by “life
on the other side.” To address this question, I first review aspects of the history of schooling
for Alaska Native people and examine the development of Alaska Native programs and
student services for University of Alaska Fairbanks students. The core of the project is an
account of the experiences of 50 Alaska Native teacher education graduates. I seek to
determine what it was in their experiences that contributed to their acadeniic success. In so
doing, I look beyond the long standing conventional question of How College Affects
Students, (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991), and also ask “How Do Students Affect Colleges?”




In addressing questions such as these in higher education, previous researchers have

" often made an observation similar to that by Irving Spitzberg and Virginia Thorndike (1992)

who, following their extensive analysis of current issues in higher education studies, said
“Everywhere we looked we found both paradox and promise” (p. xv). A comment by Eber
Hampton, president of Saskatchewan Indian Federated College at the University of Regina,
captured the essence of this paradox when he described education for Native pcoplé as “both
the problem and the solution” (1993). Through this research I have attempted to identify some
of the problems that exist in, and some of the promising practices that are available to,
institutions and minority students who wish to contribute to the development of campus
communities where all students have the opportunity to participate and be successful—

campuses where minority students do not have to become an opposite of themselves in order

to succeed.

The University of Alaska Fairbanks as a Microcosm

The title of the book The Racial Crisis in American Higher Education (Altbach &
Lomotey, 1991) does not understate the current status of “the minority issue” on many
American campuses, as viewed from the perspective of academics and non-academics alike.
The attempts by institutions to respond to the presence of culturally diverse student
populations has stimulated heated debates about minority issues, and many of these
discussions are taking place in very public and politicized arenas. Assumptions about the
fundamental goals anc structvres of Western highcr education institutions are increasingly
being questioned almos* everywhere. Few institutions have been successful in determining
when, how, or whether to reorganize for diversity. In the book Campus Life: In Search of
Community, Ernest Boyer of the Camnegie Foundation states that:

Diversity has . . . dramatically changed the culture of American higher education. . ..

For the first 200 years, college students appeared socially and economically to be very

much alike. . . . Today, men and women students come from almost every racial and

ethnic group in the country and from every other nation in the world. While colleges and

universities celebrate this pluzatism, the harsh truth is that, thus far, many campuses

have not been particularly successful in building larger loyalties within a diverse student
body, and tiiere is disturbing evidence that deeply ingrained prejudices persist. Faculty,
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administrators, and students are now asking whether community can be achieved.
(Camnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1990, p. 4)

The University of Alaska Fairbanks provides a useful setting in which to examine higher
education’s response tc a changing student population because in many ways itis a
microcosm of public higher education institutions. Although the University of Alaska began
as a single-campus land-grant College of Agriculture and Mining in Fairbanks in 1917, it has
since evolved into a complex statewide university system. There are urban campuses in
Fairbanks (UAF), Anchorage (UAA) and Juneau (University of Alaska Southeast, UAS) and
multiple rural campuses and centers located throughout the state. Each of the three urban
campuses has its own chancellor, and the offices of the University of Alaska Statewide
president and administration are located in Fairbanks.

UAF is identified as “the flagship campus” within the University of Alaska system
because it is the only doctoral granting institution in the state (with approximately 10 Ph.D.s
each year), the site of an internationally recognized Geophysical Institute established by the
United States Congress in 1946, and the focal point for Alaska’s land- sea- and space-grant
efforts. In 1987 UAF was also designated as the unit responsible for nearly all of the
statewide system’s rural programs and campuses. With its mandate to serve and provide
educational programs and services for most of the rural areas of the state, as well as for
campus-based students in Fairbanks, UAF has evolved into an institution that provides a wide
variety of programs. It offers 9 technical and vocational certificates, 13 associate degrees,
undergraduate degrees in more than 70 fields of study (with 75 majors), master’s degrees in
over 50 fields, and 7 doctoral programs—primarily in science fields.

Like universitics elsewhere in the United States, the UAF student population has
become far more heterogeneous than at any time previvusly, with a student body that is
diverse with respect to age, gender, class, ethnicity, culture, and race. According to the UAF
1992-93 Undergraduate Catalog and the UAF 1992 Fact Book, the following demographics
described UAF in the fall of 1991.

« Total enrollment was 8,891 students (including rural and urban campuses)




« There were 5 branch campuses, 4 of which were in rural areas
« Enrollment on the Fairbanks campus was 5,712
« Approximately 3,600 (40%) were full-time students
* 58 percent were female, 42 percent were male
~ * Average age was 30

+ 89 percent were Alaska residents, 8 percent were from other states, 3 percent were
from foreign countries

« 92 percent were undergraduate students, 8 percent were graduate students

Alaska Native students are the largest ethnic and cultural minority group at UAF. In
1993, approximately 450 were students on the Fairbanks campus (about 9 percent), and an
additional 850 were enrolled through the rural campuses. - ‘er ninety percent of Alaska
Native students on the Fairbanks campus were enrolled as full-time students. The next largest
ethnic groups at UAF were Asians (2 percent), Blacks (2 percent), and Hispanics (2 percent),
nearly all of whom were on the Fairbanks campus. There were 262 international students
from 45 countries, and they represented 21 percent of the graduate student population. The
countries with the largest representations were China (30 percent of the international student
population), Canada (20 percent), and India (14 percent). Twelve percent of UAF students
came from outside of Alaska, and on the Fairbanks campus, students from California,
Washington, Oregon and New York made up about one third of ail out-of-state students.
Many out-of-state students were spouses, or children, of military personnel stationed at army
or air-force bases in the Fairbanks area.

Although accurate statistics are extremely difficult to obtain and verify, the data available
suggest that the actual number, and the percentage, of Native students relative to the total
enrollment at UAF make it one of the highest concentration of Native American students at
any public four-year institution in the United States. Like Native American students in higher
education institutions elsewhere in the United States, more Alaska Native students are
participating in, and graduating from, UAF programs than at any time in the past (Fries, 1987;
Mingle, 1987; U.S. Department of Education, 1990a; 1990b; University of Alaska Fairbanks
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Fact Book, 1993; Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education & The College Board,

1991). Yet disproportionately high numbers of Native students (in comparison to the overall
population) continue to leave the university system each year before completing their
programs, and the percent of Alaska Native graduates (5 percent average over the past 15
years) is about half of their proportion of the overall enrollment. At the same time, several
political and institutional interest groups in Alaska, including the University of Alaska Board
of Regents, the 12 Alaska Native regional corporations, and the National Education
Association/Alaska, have publicly stated their strong support for policies, programs and
practices that will lead to increased opportunities and greater success in higher education for
more Alaska Native people.

There is an especially urgent concern about the small number of Native people with
teaching degrees. Approximately 4.0 percent of the teachers in Alaska are Native, while
Native people comprise 15.6 percent of the total state population. The pressure for a greater
number of Native teachers is especially strong in rural areas where the Native population is
concentrated, and where there has been a history of high teacher turnover rates and perennial
shortages. Teachers who are currently recruited from urban Alaska or from the Lower 48
states do not usually stay long in Alaska Native villages because of the geographic and cultural
isolation (Dickerson, 1980). Numerous reports have indicated that the best way to address the
major problems caused by the shortages and high turnover rates is to increase the number of
people in rural teaching positions who are knowledgeable about rural Alaska, and who have
first-hand familiarity with, and long-term commitments to village people and the rural
environment. Historically, Alaska Native students have enrolled in the teacher education
program in greater numbers than in any other program on the UAF campus. Recently,
however, the percentage and actual number of Native students choosing teacher education is
decreasing—a nationwide trend for all minority students (Blankenship et al, 1992; Education
Commission of the States, 1990; Futrell, 1989; James, 1993).




Like elsewhere, information currently available about the experiences of Alaska Native

_ students at UAF is primarily quantitative, and these data serve as the basis for making most

decisions about programs and policies. There is little written documentation or research that
has attempted to provide explanations for these statistics. This study has beén designed to
provide such information. It is intended to increase our understanding of what the statiﬁtics
mean for the UAF community, as welil as for other instituﬁons that are developing programs
and policies for changing student populations—especially other public institutions where a
significant number of minority students are enrolled. Concerned groups within institutions
include students, faculty, student services personnel, administrators, and policy making
bodies at different levels (e.g. departments, colleges, central administration, student
government groups, faculty senate, Board of Regents). Interested groups external to the
institution include state agencies involved in education, governing and policy-making bodies,
Native for-profit and non-profit organizations, employers, school districts, parents and school
boards.

Overview of the Research Process

The specific intent of this study is to systematically determine what factors contributed to
the academic success of 50 Alaska Native teacher education students at the University of
Alaska Fairbanks. It is a research question that has grown out of many years of work with
Native and non-Native students in a variety of Alaskan educational settings in my roles as a
university _instructor and researcher, and as a result of my associations with First Nations
people in Canada and Maori people in New Zealand.

The impetus for this specific question emerged from my experiences with students on
the Fairbanks campus of UAF, following several years of work with students who were in
off-campus, rural settings. On the Fairbanks campus one of thc most frequently discussed
topics in faculty meetings and seminars has been how to improve the recruitment and retention
rates of Alaska Native students. Many of the policies and practices developed to respond to

this concern have been based on research findings about the variables that lead to success in
4
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higher education for traditional college students in the United States. Those most frequently
referred to include high school preparation, standardized test scores, financial security, and
qualified faculty. '

During the first few semesters I taught on the Fan'banks campus I had the opportunity to
work with several Alaska Native students who theoretically were “low risks,” because they
met the criteria considered important for predicting success in college. These students came to
UAF from demanding high schools with high GPAs and good test scores. They had more-
than-adequate financial aid packages, and they had the opportunity to work with academically-
qualified instructors. And yet, in spite of fitting the profile of a-student-likely-to-succeed,
many of these students did not successfully complete their first year at UAF, and several
others chose to leave the univer_sity even after successfully completing three or four years. It
became evident to me that the typical reasons for “dropping out,” and the university’s
subsequent reliance on traditional solutions, did. not provide an adequate explanation or
solution for the disproportionately low retention and graduation rates of Alaska Native
students at UAF.

Because of my previous experiences with students in rural areas, I was aware that
several conditions for Alaska Natives were quite different on the Fairbanks campus than in
rural areas. In Fairﬁanks, Native students were a minority; most lived on campus and were
full-time students; and few had extended family, community, linguistic or cultural support
systems available in the Fairbanks region. It seemed evident that these were important
variables for a program, department or institution to consider if it desired to make changes that
would respond to, and respect, a non-traditional student population that included a large
number of cultural minority students.

My research chalienge therefore was to make a contribution to the “recruitment and
retention” debate by designing a study that would help identify factors that contributed to the
academic success of Alaska Native students—i.e. make an effort to learn more about “life on

the other side.” In order to accomplish this, I knew that the study would have to be
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comprehensive enough to allow me to look for and identify factors that may not have been

considércd in previous studies, and it would have to take into account the influence of those
conditions that are specific to Alaska, and to Alaska Native people, because of the state’s
unique economic, geographic, and educational environment.

I chose to focus my attention on the experiences of students who had already
demonstrated they could “survive” in college because this allowed me to draw upon the
insights and experiences of successful Alaska Native students. I would thus have the
opportunity to learn more about “what really worked” as opposed to the more traditional
approach in which the focus is on students who drop-out. In addition, because I had worked
with many Native students who had left the university, I was well aware of the difficulties I
would face if I attempted to locate a representative group of students who had left UAF before
graduation, and the time and money necessary to interview these students would have
required a considerable amount of outside funding.

As well as drawing upon what I have learned from my teaching and research
experiences in both on- and off-campus environments at UAF, I have relied upon an eclectic
body of academic literature to help develop and organize my study. The literature I found
most useful, as described in Chapter 2, came from people whose professional work crossed
academic disciplines and addressed ssues in a holistic and contextually sensitive manner.
Specific fields of study I draw from include: (1) higher education and minority students, (2)
comparative education, (3) the history of Native American education, and (4) anthropology
and education. These four areas were most instrumental in contributing to the development of
the conceptual base for my research and to the organization of a methodological framework
relevant to my research question.

In Chapter 3 I identify the following considerations as central to framing and conducting
my research, as well as thinking through issues related to interpretation and analysis.

* No single discipline provides an appropriate theoretical and methodological framework

for addressing my research question. Therefore, an interdisciplinary approach has
been used to develop and implement my research design.
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* Culture has been a central construct in the research question I posed, and an
ethnographic research approach, from a cultural anthropology tradition, has provided
both a way of thinking and a methodology that best facilitates the kind of cultural
analysis necessary for this study.

» Native Americans, and Alaska Natives specifically, need to be recognized as
distinctive from other minority groups in the United States. For my purposes it is not
appropriate to conduct a study in which Alaska Natives are represented as members of
a single classification of people referred to as “minorities.” It has been important to
identify some of the beliefs and values that Native Americans share; recognize and be
sensitive to fundamental differences among the 400 tribal groups in the Lower 48 and
the 20 distinct cuitural groups of Alaska Native people; and be cognizant of some of
the special economic, geographic and educational conditions that exist in the State of
Alaska.

~

Research Components
Based on these considerations, I determined that the following three research
components were necessary to provide the kind of data that would enable me to respond to my

research question, and to provide a frame of anaiysis for the issues raised.

1. Historical Account of Schooling for Alaska Native People

A small, but significant, component of my research design has been the preparation of a
brief historical account of schooling for Alaska Native people. This is included in Chapter 4
and is presented in the wider framework of federal Native American policies. This chapter
provides information on the contemporary social, political and economic conditions that are
critical for understanding and interpreting some of the unique ciicumstances of the Alaska
context.

Providing the historical context of Native American/Alaska Native schooling is
important in examining the experiences of Alaska Native students at UAF for the following
reasons: (1) despite the unique legal standing recognizing the aboriginal rights of Native
people and the federal government’s binding treaty obligations to Native Americans (which
have been extended in large part to Alaska Natives), there continue to be many
misunderstandings about the status and rights of Alaska Natives with regard to public
education, health, social and economic services; (2) the history of Native American education

is not the same as the history of Alaska Native education, and the differences are significant;
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(3) students’ prior schooling experiences influence their performance in a university setting,
and the schooling experiences of many Alaska Native students at UAF are different from
those of most other students in the United States; and (4) even though Alaska is the state with
the largest percentage of Native Americans and the fifth largest numerically, most of the books
written about Native education focus on Indian education in the Lower 48 states.

Chapter 4 provides the necessary context for understanding and interpreting the
assumptions that have guided the development of policies, programs and services for Alaska

Native students at UAF, and the schooling experiences of Native students currently enrolled at
UAF.

The second component of this study is a review and discussion of the development of
Alaska Native programs, student services and academic coursework on the Fairbanks Campus
of UAF. In Chapter 5, I examine the UAF campus context and describe UAF’s responses to
its changing student population in relation to those made in other institutions. The discussion
makes it evident that conflicts have developed within the UAF community as it has attempted
to balance its role as a research university with its obligations as a comprehensive land grant
institution which is charged with the responsibility of meeting the needs of all of the citizens
of the state—including an increasingly heterogeneous student population. Descriptions of
Alaska Native programs, student services and coursework, and a review of the ambiguity that
has surrounded their development and continuation, make it evident that this contextual
information is essential for understanding and interpreting the students’ experiences that are

presented in Chapters 6 and 7.
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3. University Experi £ 50 Alaska Native Teacher Education Grad

The third and most significant component of this study consists of the documentation
and analysis of the experiences of Alaska Native students who completed the majority of their
academic work on the Fairbanks campus of UAF and graduated with a major or 2 minor in
teacher education between May of 1989 and May of 1993—50 students in all. Although much
of the research in this study is applicable to students in any academic field of study, I chose to
limit the group to teacher education students as a way to reduce the variables, and in
recognition of the fact that the university experiences of students in a teacher education
program are different to the extent that they are required to spend a significant amount of time
outside the university setting while completing student teaching and other practicum
experiences.

I use “graduation” as my operational definition of academic success because it provides
a logical and discrete means of identifying a group of students, and it is the most frequently
used criterion of success in higher education research. This is in no way meant to imply that
students who did not graduate were “failures.” I believe that Alaska Native students have
many reasons for coming to, and leaving, the university that do not lend themselves to
conventional notions of success or failure.

Using students’ university records, I assembled a data base for all 50 students on 84
variables (e.g. age, first language, courses taken, major, semesters in attendance, home
community, GPA, high school size, attendance at other universities, test scores). I gathered
additional in-depth experiential data from 24 students through open-ended interviews.

- I also drew upon my many years of experience with both Native and non-Native
students in a variety of roles, including instructor for teacher education courses, instructor for
an Alaska Native high school bridging program, academic advisor, faculty advisor for a
Native student education association, pre-school and special education teacher, and researcher

in six studies related to Alaska Native education. Chapters 6 and 7 are built upon information

12

20




‘

that has been integrated from the data base, from student interviews and from my role as a

participant observer.

~ The final chapter is a synthesis of Chapters 1 through 7 presented as a summary of the
factors that helped the 50 students in this group to be academically successful, and as a set of
recommendations that can be used by institutions, faculty, students and communities who are
interested in developing campuses where Alaska Native, and other cultural minority students,
can be fully represented, respected, involved and successful. |
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CHAPTER 2
MINORITY STUDENTS AND HIGHER EDUCATION

In May of 1993, at the International Conference on Higher Education and Indigenous
People, representatives of higher education institutions in Australia, Canada, Guatamala, New
Zealand, Russia and the United States came together in Anchorage, Alaska to discuss issues
of common concern. In the final session of the conference, Turoa Royal, a Maori delegate
from the University of Raukawa (Te Wanagna o Raukawa) in New Zealand, reflected upon
the events of the four-day conference, and summarized the sentiment of many of the
participants when he said, “I thought Maori people were the only ones that had these
problems, but I find the issues that confront us are shared by the world. . . We have a
commonality of challenges” (Royal, 1993). |

We can all learn a great deal from reading about and observing higher education efforts
in other communities, countries and continents. What is happening at the University of Alaska
Fairbanks, and other United States’ institutions today, is not unique, although for participants
in the midst of an institutional controversy it may seem so. Therefore, it is essential that we
listen: to, and learn from, the experiences of people in other institutions in other places. It
would be foolish not to share our problems and our concerns, but more importantly, it would
be shortsighted not to share our solutions. With academic disciplinary boundaries shifting
almost as rapidly as countries’ political boundaries, and with technology allowing for fast and
inexpensive communication, even in many areas of the Third World, it is essential that we
understand our shared history and begin to connect more with one another as we seek
solutions to common concerns.

In this chapter I examine the literature that has helped me to better understand: (1) the
higher education experiences of indigenous people in other countries and minority groups in

the United States, and (2) the variety of research approaches that have been used to document
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those experiences. The insights drawn from this literature have contributed to the development
of my research design and have provided a larger context in which to interpret the experiences
of indigenous people in Alaska.

Comparative Education: A Commonality of Challenges
The literature that usually falls under the label of “‘comparative education” refers, in its
broadest connotation, to an eclectic body of work that focuses upon the experiences of people
in educational institutions across a wide variety of national contexts. The comparative
education literature that has been most useful for this research has been that which describes
the efforts of people in Third World countries who are struggling to develop higher education
institutions that will respond to the needs of their own people in their own way, as well as that
of indigenous people in wﬁat is sometimes described as the Fourth World (i.e. colonized
people within industrialized nations) who are actively involved in their own institutional
development efforts. A review of some of the comparative education literature reveals strong
| parallels between the experiences and contexts of Alaska Native people and those of people in
many Third and Fourth World countries who are making the transition from colonial status to
independent self-government and who are in the process of developing higher education
institutions that are responsive to the needs of their own diverse cultures.
The cross-national higher education literature provides information on alternative types

of educational initiatives and allows us to examine United States policies and practices with a
broader, and hopefully less ethnocentric, viewpoint. This literature also makes it apparent that
many of the issues faced by Alaska Natives are frequently more similar to those of indigenous
people in other industrialized countries (e.g. Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Norway,
Sweden) than to other minority groups in the United States. The perspectives drawn from
comparative education have provided me not only with information relevant to my research
study, but more importantly with an expanded conceptual framework in which to conduct my

research. Many people who work and write in this field address education issues from a
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holistic, relational, interpretive, and participatory perspective, all of which I have found
especially helpful in shaping my own theoretical concepts and research methodologies.

The theoretical and analytical work of Philip Altbach addressing higher education in
Third World settings (1974, 1979, 1982, 1989, 1992) has been especially relevant to my
research. His work highlights the fact that in most Third World countries that have gained
independence over the past 50 years, the establishment of a national university system has
been one of the primary arenas of conflict between Western and non-Western ideological and
institutional perspectives. Altbach’s global orientation is also clearly evident in the
comparative analysis he brings to bear in his case studies of racial divisions at Columbia,
Stanford, Arizona State and Comell (Altbach & Lobotney, 1991).

John Ogbu, whose interdisciplinary orientation spans the fields of anthropology and
education, comparative education, and sociology of education, offers additional comparative
perspectives that are relevant to my research, particularly in his work on the participation of
minority groups in formal education systems (1983, 1987, 1992). His typology of minority
groups is perhaps the most widely recognized—and most frequently debated—component of
his research. He distinguishes between three categories of minorities: autonomous minorities
(i.e. Jews, Mormons); immigrant/voluntary minorities (i.e. Asians, Italian Americans,
Hispanics); and subordinate/involuntary/castelike minorities (i.e. people who did not choose
to become members of a particular society, such as Blacks and indigenous peoples). This
typology has relevance for my research primarily because it helps identify qualities and
distinctions between and among minority groups that need to be taken into account in research
related to minorities and schooling. This is a particularly important consideration in Alaska
where many of the policies affecting the state’s largest minority group, Alaska Natives, have
"been modeled after those designed for other minorities in the United Statcs, especi~lly Blacks
and Hispanics. Even policies developed to serve Indian people in the Lower 48 do not always
translate well to Alaska Natives. There are numerous problems inherent in adopting policies

based on the generic label of minority status, but this is a practice that is frequently followed
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in schools throughout the United States. Ogbu’s work lays the groundwork for the
importance of paying attention to the complex variables that need to be taken into account in
this particular area. _

Several African writers, including Alf Andrew Heggoy (1984), Ali Mazrui (1984) and
Issa Omari (1991), have also provided useful perspectives for examining contemporary issues
facing minority students in higher education. (Although frequently used even in Third World
literature, the term minority is a curiously inappropriate label for people who represent 99
percent of the population in their own homelands.) The many issues examined by these and
other authors suggest that there are fundamental differences that surface when noh-Westem
people attempt to utilize Western institutions to address their own unique culturally-based
needs and aspirations. Their writings reaffirm that the challenges of developing appropriate
and meaningful higher education systems in countries with culturally heterogeneous non-
‘Western populations are many of the same challenges faced by minority groups and
institutions in the United States. Issues related to equity, hegemony and human rights are
common features of the debate as policy-makers make choices about programs and services.
The challenges of resolving fundamental tensions between rural and urban, traditional and
modern, tribal and individual, subsistence and market-based, become readily apparent when
attempts are made to develop a monolithic system in which diverse groups of people can
participate equally.

The powerful and convincing parallels in the issues that confront Alaska Natives at UAF
and indigenous people in other parts of the world became quite evident during presentations at
the 1993 International Conference on Higher Education for Indigenous People in Anchorage,
Alaska. Many of the speakers from the six countries represented focused on one or more of
the following themes during their presentations (all of which have direct relevance to Alaska):
(1) a shared history of oppression and forced assimilation, (2) “flaxroots/grassroots” reform
movements, and (3) backlash or “whitelash.” Because the insights of these participants have

direct bearing on issues related to minority participation and success in majority institutions,

17




but are not yet published, I have summarized some of the relevant points from the oral
presentations.

In a keynote address, Ranganui Walker, Head of the Maori Studies Department at the
University of Auckland, documented the repercussions of colonial expansion for indigenous
people in countries around the world. These included disease, population collapse, religious
conversion, treaty-making, military invasion, culwral erosion, language: decline and
suppression, and political subjugation—all consequences that are =asily verified for Alaska
Natives and American Indians as well. Verna Vos, Director of the Institute of Applied
Aborignal Studies at Edith Cowan University in Western Australia, reminded people that it is
not necessary to go back to early colonial times to document oppression as she described how
Aboriginal people were not allowed to become citizens of Australia until 1967.

Sonny Mikaere from the Te Rangakura Teacher Training Institute in New Zealand
described several reform movements, which he referred to as “flaxroots” initiatives that have
been responsible for changing conditions in Maori educational institutions. These programs,
such as the very successful Te Kohango Reo (Language Nest) pre-school Maori language |
programs, have been initiated, controlled and managed by the Maori people themselves.
Walker, too, emphasized the critical importance of the efforts of people outside the |
mainstream system, and pointed to the development of the Te Kohango Reo as an example of
one of the “biggest political movements in New Zealand.”

Mikaere also talked about the “whitelash” (i.e. backlash) that has developed in many
places where indigenous reforms have been successfully initiated. He provided examples of
ways in which universities are showing their reluctance to adopt or support programs that
challenge the standard way of doing things and described how he and his colleagues are
pursuing the development of an International Certificate for Indigenous Studies with
accreditation through an intemational indigenous body. Margaret Valadian, Director of the
Aboriginal Education Centre’ at the University of Wollongong, reinforced this position when
she stated that Australian Aboriginals must custom design their higher education programs.
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“This does not mean that we have to discard our heritage. Rather it means that what we learn
has to be added to, or accommodated within, the pre-existing framework of our own
educational background. . . . We need to reconnect the grandparent generation and the student
generation today. We can do this through higher education by linking the principles and
practice of the traditional past with the technology and new knowledge of today. . . .[Elders]
should not have to be the unsung informants of others. They should be recognized and
recorded as educators in their own right.”

Walker described some of the unwritten policies that are operative in higher education
today and indicated that in many institutions the only indigenous people that are hired are
those “whose value system is Pakeha” or European. He indicated that “indigenous university
appointments are conservative,” and faculty who pose no threat _and who will “continue with
the hegemonic role” are appointed. He also commented that “isolated appointments [for |
indigenous faculty in university systems] are very lonely jobs.”

Representatives from several First Nations higher education programs in Canada
contributed information on a variety of initiatives that have been implemented in mainstream
institutional settings to support goals that First Nations people have identified as important
(Kirkness & R. Barnhardt, 1991; Tehenepee, 1992). Verna Kirkness, who was director of
the First Nations House of Learning at the University of British Columbia, described one of
the most important functions of First Nations programs as “demystifying the university to
First Nations’ communities and demystifying the communities to the university” and she
identified “peer support and a physical place where people can meet” as being crucial to the
success of First Nations students in university settings.

Some of the underlying assumptions that appear in the comparative education literature
as well as in many of the presentations at the International Conference, can be summarized as

follows.

¢ Cross-cultural and cross-national comparisons of educational systems must be made
in a spirit of cooperation and collaboration, rather than being judgmental and
evaluative. The goal is to learn from one another, not to develop a single prescriptive
solution.
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* A pluralistic perspective is essential. This is expressed by support and advocacy for
the legitimacy of a wide range of world views, and a respect for diversity and
heterogeneity. ‘

« Research and analysis should be collaborative and participatory whenever appropriate
(i.e. from UNESCO officials working with education ministry personnel at the
national level to classroom teachers working with parents and students at the local
level). A spirit of mutual learning must be evident.

o Cultural analysis provides a primary basis for explaining, predicting, and planning.

* Research must be drawn from a multi-disciplinary perspective.

Even a brief review of the comparative education literature and the emerging work of
indigenous people in higher education confirms that the world has become small enough, and
interdependent enough, that it is now essential (and not just an academic luxury) that we draw
upon the perspectives and resources of people from multiple disciplines and from other A
countries in order to address what the comparative educator Bruce Fuller (1991) describes as
“deepening and collectively-held social problems.” His comments reinforce the necessity of
thinking globally while acting locally.

The contradiction between the press for modemnity versus respect for local pluralism

confronts Third-World states with particular clarity. Yet central governments throughout

Europe and North America also are struggling for legitimacy in the face of growing

counterforces: a broadening rainbow of ethnic diversity, an increasing political strength

of pluralistic groups, a widening recognition that central bureaucracies erode local
community, and a failure of individualistic action (via markets) to address deepening,

collectively-held social problems (p. 136).

The insights about the best ways to solve issues related to accommodating diversity in higher

education at home just might corae from afar.

Minority Students in Higher Education in the United States
In this section I present a brief overview of what we know about the participation and
experiences of minority students in higher education in the United States and how we know it.
I also examine some of the implications of changing demographics and changing research
approaches for policy and practice.
The overall system of higher education in the United States is the largest in the world,

and one of the most complex. In contrast to the centralized systeins in most countries, higher
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education in the United States has evolved into a highly diversified system that includes over
3,500 distinct institutions. Although higher education has been established in the United
States for 345 years (since the founding of Harvard College in 1645), some of the most
dramatic changes have occurred in the past 50 years. The purposes, goals and structures of -
contemporary American higher education institutions have been subjected to continuing
challenges since the end of WW II when the first wave of “non-traditional” students appeared
on American campuses as a result of the GI Bill (Boyer, 1987; Carnegie Foundation, 1990;
Geiger, 1986; Kerr, 1991; Mayhew, 1969; P. Smith, 1990).

One of the most consequential forces impacting higher education in the United States has
occurred because of the significant change in the demographics of student populations and the
shift from a fairly homogeneous group of young white students to a far more diverse group of
students with regard to gender, age, race, ethnicity, culture and religion. Females now
account for over 50 percent of undergraduate enrollment. Ethnic and cultural minority students
represent approximately 18 percent of the total higher education population, and in some
traditionally mainstream (or “majority”) institutions (e.g. University of California at Berkeley,
University of California at L.os Angeles) Caucasian students are now a minority (Bunzel,
1992; Cass & Cass-Liepmann, 1994; Chronicle of Higher Education Aimanac, 1990; United
States Department of Education, 1990a, 1990b).

The increase in enrollment of ethnic and cultural minority students in higher education
came about in the 1960s and 1970s, parallel with the Civil Rights Movement and the Great
Society Programs. In much of the early literature that described these changes, minority
students were frequently melded together and characterized as members of a single group of
“minority students.” The groups most commonly placed in this classification and identified as
“minorities” were Blacks, Hispanics and Native Americans, with little mention of Asian-
Americans. (The term “minority” was, and continues to be, used almost exclusively to
describe racial, ethnic or cultural groups whose minority status is based not only on numerical

representation, but on political, economic and social status relative to a white majority.)
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Some studies did include data which distinguished students as members of distinct racial
or ethnic groups (Altman & Snyder, 1970; Astin, 1982; Brown & Stent, 1977). However,
most related to policies and programs for Black students—a logical development since they
reépresented the largest ethnic minority group in the United States at the time and because they
played the leading roles in the legal and political events of the Civil Rights era (e.g. Fleming,
Gill & Swinton, 1978; Thomas, 1981). Sociologists, in particular, made significant research
contributions to the literature about Black students in higher education as even a cursory
review of sociology journals from this period will confirm. Many of these studies were ofa
quantitative nature where the focus of analysis was on two areas of students’ university
experiences: access and outcome—with little attention given to that which occurred in
between. There was much less written about students from other minority groups, especially
Native Americans who had only minimal represeﬁtation in higher education institutions at the

time.

Q T D l .
During the late 1980s and now in the 1990s, additional minority-related issues.have
moved into a central position and are at the heart of higher education challenges, as the

following recent comments suggest.

* Racial tensions have become a crisis on some campuses, and sadly, we [have gained]
the unmistakable impression that the push for social justice that so shaped the priorities
of higher education during the 1960s has dramatically diminished. (Boyer, 1990, p. 2)

* The central message is that higher education, in its policies toward minorities and its
treatment of them, has been found wanting, and that there have been, and will be,
even more serious consequences. . . the greatest single imperative before American
higher education currently is to improve its performance in this crucial area. (Kerr,
1991 in Altbach & Lomotey, p. vii)

* America is moving backward—not forward—in its effort to achieve the full
participation of minority citizens in the life and prosperity of the nation. . . . The issue
of minority participation is higher education’s most important priority. (Commission
on Minority Participation in Educadon and American Life, 1988)

Support for minority students in higher education in the 1960s and 1970s was followed

by a period of retrenchment and backlash during the Reagan and Bush administrations. Their
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policies openly supported legal and legislative action that challenged some of the educational
initiatives of the original Civil Rights Movement, such as affirmative action, bilingual
education, desegregation measures, and race-specific financial aid policies. Durihg the later
years of the Reagan/Bush era, the academic debate about minority student participation was
fueled and brought to the public’s attention by the widely distributed writings of conservative
social critics such as Allan Bloom (1987), Dinesh D’Soza (1991), E. D. Hirsch (1987), R.
Kimball (1992) and Charles Sykes (1988) with their attacks on multiculturalism and their
arguments that liberal politics had corrupted colleges and universities in the United States.
The increase of racially-related incidents on campuses all across the United States, and
subsequent analyses of these actions, suggests that many people who thought the minority
problem might simply “go away” after the 1960s, or those who operated with the belief that
all minorities would meld into the mythical melting pot, are now having to face the
demographic reality that the White non-Latino population continues to decline in relation to
other racial/ethnic groups (Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education & The
College Board, 1991). In fact, the number and proportion of minority people in the United
States has continued to increase rapidly and predictions are that by the year 2000, 1in 3
United States citizens will identify themselves as a member of an ethnic minority group. The
Black population increased 12 percent between 1980 and 1990 and continues to be the largest
racial minority group with 12 percent of the nation’s population. The Hispanic population
increased 53 percent, and in 1990 represented over 9 percent of the total population. Asian
Americans are the fastest-growing population group in the United States today, mostly
through immigration, and they now represent approximately 3 percent of the population. The
American Indian/Alaskan Native population is the smallest racial/ethnic group in the United
States, but it increased significantly (21 percent) between 1980 and 1990, and today there are
more than 2 million Native Americans, or about 2 percent of the United States population.

(Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education & The College Board, 1991).
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Although there are increasing numbers of students from these minority groups
participating in higher education and moving into positions of influence throughout society
today, there is strong evidence to suggest that Blacks, Hispanics and Native Americans
continue to be disproportionately under-represented and do not have equal access to, and/or
opportunities for success in, education or employment (Green, 1989; Mingle, 1987; United

States Department of Education, 1990a, 1990b; Western Interstate Commission for Higher
Education and The College Board, 1991)'.

Expanded Research Approaches

Exnest Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini (1991) identified some of the inherent problems
that have prevented us from gaining a befter understanding of minority studentsf participation
in higher education after they examined nearly 3,000 higher education research studies. They
concluded that “The evidence [in these studies] has a bias because it focuses largely on non-
minority students of traditional college age” (p. 13). They called for more holistic and
interdisciplinary approaches and expressed concern that “a number of {the 3,000] studies
reflect little familiarity with the knowledge base outs. de the author’s main disciplinary
paradigm” (p. 633). They recommended that researchers bring a new orientation to their
studies and begin to look for and be sensitive to what they describe as “indirect causes” for
student success or failure by extending their research designs to include more than traditional
cause and effect relationships.

Patrick Callan, vice president of the Education Commission of the States, identifies
another problem that has continued to impede our ability to develop appropriate policies and
programs for minority students, and that is the serious lack of accurate statistical information.

We have been greatly disturbed by the lack of current data on enrollments, degrees and

other facets of American higher education that provide a portrait of the progress made by

minorities. With the enormity of the task facing American higher education in evaluating
its success in the recruitment, retention and graduation of minorities, this should no
longer be tolerated. Too often the parties involved—the institutions which collect the
data, the states which compile it and the federal government which reports it—have
approached the issue from a ‘compliance’ perspective.

This is not enough. Commitment, not compliance, will be needed to turn the
American dream into an American reality. (Mingle, 1987, p. v.)

)
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Researchers from a broader range of social science disciplines are beginning to respond
to the call for more encompassing and expanded research approaches by moving beyond the
highly visible and easily quantifiable indicators. There is evidence of this shift in an increasing
number of long-term, qualitative, interdisciplinary studies.

Some of the groups that have been most instrumental in providing impetus and support
for a more integrated and holistic approach to research on minority student participation in
higher education include the American Council on Education (ACE), the Education
Commission of the States (ECS) and the State Higher Education Executive Officers
(SHEEO). The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, through its direct
support of research in higher education, also provides indirect support for research related to
minority participation and success in colleges and universities. In addition, Change: The
Magazine of Higher Leamning, which is bublished under the editorial leadership of the
American Association for Higher Education (AAHE), has devoted some issues to matters of
minority participation in higher education (e.g. Volume 24, Number 1, 1992; Volume 25,
Number 2, 1993).

In 1987 the Board of Directors of the American Council on Education convened a
special meeting to consider how higher education could take a leadership role in “rekindling
the naﬁoﬁ’s commitment to the full participation of minority citizens” (Green, p.vii). From
this meeting the ACE Board and the Education Commission of the States initiated the
“Commission on Minority Participation in Education and American Life,” out of which came
the report, One-Third of a Nation (1988). The message of the report was that “America is
moving backward—not forward—in its efforts to achieve the full participation of minority
citizens in the life and prosperity of the nation” (p. 3). One of the direct outcomes of this
assessment was the commissioning of Minorities on Campus: A Handbook for Enhancing
Diversity (Green, ed., 1989). This handbook provides information on strategies that have
worked on .. variety of campuses and suggests that the conditions for successfully involving

minority students hinge on three variables: involvement and commitment of college and

25
33




)
I

university administrative leaders, development of an integrated approach to change, and
institutional change. The American Council on Education also makes an on-going contribution
by publishing an annual status report on minority participation in education.

The Education Commission of the States (ECS) is a nonprofit, nationwide interstate
compact formed in 1965, whose primary purpose is to help govemors, state legislators, state
education officials and others develop policies to improve the quality of education at all levels.
Forty-nine states, the District of Columbia, American Samoa, Puerto Rico and the Virgin
Islands are members (Montana is not). This group’s work on minority issues in higher
education has generated a series of reports, journal articles and books (e.g. Richardson, 1989,
1990, 1991; Richardson, Matthews & Finney, 1992; Richardson & Skinner, 1990, 1991;
Mingle, 1987). The State Higher Education Executive Officers is a nationwide association of
the chief executive officers serving state-level coordinating boards and governing boards
associated with post secondary education. Their membership includes 49 states, the district of
Columbia, Puerto Rico and the Canadian province of Quebec.

In 1987 fwo reports were jointly published by the Education Commission of the States
and the State Higher Education Executive Officers timat advocated strongly for state
government involvement and leadership in helping minorities to achieve full participation in
higher education. In Focus on Minorities: Trends in Higher Education Participation and
Success, James Mingle provides a statistical overview of the status of minorities in higher
education over the past 30 years and provides accompanying interpretive information. His
report makes clear that “progress is distressingly stalled,” and there is “strong evidence that
we are losing ground in the effort to make full participation of minority students in colleges
and universities a reality.” Mingle states that “America faces not only a moral mandate but an
economic necessity when it seeks to include all of its citizens in a quality post secondary
education . . . [if we fail to do so] we will not only create a permanent underclass of American
citizens but also risk social and economic dissolution that will affect us all” (1987, p. v).

Although the report shows that overall minority enrollment increased 21 percent from 1976 to
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1984 (nearly three times the rate of Whites), much of the increase occurred before 1980, and
from 1980 to 1984, Black enrollment declined, as did that of Native Americans. Mingle also
indicates that the few research studies he was able to find and review “are in no way |
conclusive about the institutional factors that lead to minority academic success. Most
institutional efforts remain unevaluated” (p. 23).

The companion piece, Focus on Minorities: Synopsis of State Higher Education
Initiatives (Mingle, 1987), was prepared with information gathered from a survey of the State
Higher Education Executive Officers members which asked aboat state- or system-level
initiatives targeted at minorities. Thirty-three states responded to the survey (Alaska was not
one of them), and the report provides summaries of the major initiatives in each of the
fesponding states, but not at specific institutions. It includes a list of documents that are
available from each state, and provides a useful sampling of initiatives and addresses for
resource material.

In 1989 the National Task Force for Minority Achievement in Higher Education was
formed by the American Council on Education and the State Higher Education Executive
Officers to identify and advance policies that contribute to the participation and achievement of
minority students in higher education. The group included educators and state policy makers
who worked together for a year and a half. Their final report (National Task Force for
Minority Achievement in Higher Education, 1990) concludes that full minority participation
and achievement requires coordinated and sustained commitment from states and universities,
and the role of the federal government should be to stimulate and support policies and
practices in states and on campuses that “offer the greatest promise for successfully educating
more minority students” (p. v).

The work of Richard Richardson and several colleagues, through the Education
Commission of the States and in conjunction with the former National Center for
Postsecondary Governance and Finance at Arizona State University, provides not only

information, but a useful research model for studying the issue of minority participation. They

27 35




conducted a major five-year study that included case studies of 10 public colleges and
universities with good records of graduating African Americans, Hispanics or American
Indians (Richardson and Skinner, 1991). The information from these case studies was then
used to develop a survey in which 142 public, four-year institutions in 10 states provided
information about the institutional practices associated with high or improved “equity
outcomes™ during the 1980s. These 10 states were home to 42 percent of the nation’s
population in 1985, and together they enrolled 39 percent of all American Indian college
students, 42 percent of all African Americans, and 72 percent of all Hispanics.

Richardson’s final report of this five-year study, Promoting Fair College Outcomes:
Leaming From the Experiences of the Past Decade (1991), includes both a micro and macro
analysis of the data. His conclusions correspond with those of several other recent studies that
have sought to identify characteristics of programs and policies leading to increased equity in
access, retention, achievement and outcome for minority students (e.g. Green, 1989; Smith,
1989; Spitzberg and Thorndike, 1992). He states that higher levels of administrative
commitment, greater use of strategic planning, more careful attention to institutional outcomes
for minorities, and greater emphasis on staff diversity were present in those institutions that
recorded the greatest gains in participation and graduation rates for African Americans and
Hispanics. These institutions also reported more extensive and more systematic use of
strategies to: (1) reduce barriers to minority participation, (2) help students achieve high
expectations, and (3) make learning environments more responsive to cultural diversity (1990,
p. vi). He concludes that the results of this investigation “demonstrate clearly that diversity
and quality need not be pursued as mutually exclusive objectives. Given a supportive state
climate, institutions can attain both through committed leadership and systematic
interventions” (p. vii). In a related article, Richardson and Skinner (1990) recommend a more
careful analysis 6f “relevant practices in the experiences of other institutions” and deride much

of the current literature on minority higher education because it suggests “ready-made
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‘cookbook’ strategies that can be used without regard for the unique circumstances of each
college” (p. 507).

Richardson’s holistic and interdisciplinary approach to research design and analysis
reflects a constructive response to some of the weaknesses identified by Pascarella and
Terenzini (1991) in their review and analysis of research on students’ experiences in colleges;
mostly notably the tendency of researchers to rely on a positivistic, quantitative approach to
inquiry. Although they conclude that this paradigm served researchers well in the past, they
state that important “fine-grained” work is called for now, and they refer to the “important
inroads that are being made by scholars trained as sociologists and anthropologists” (p. 632).

Although the work of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching has not
focused specifically on minority students, the research supported by this group has
contributed significantly to a better understanding of the experiences of minority students on
campuses in the United States. In 1990, the Foundation cooperated with the American
Council on Education and published a special report Campus Life: In Search of Community.
This report proposed six principles that “defined the kind of community every college and
university should strive to be.” Their third principle states that a college or university must be
‘“‘a just community, a place where the sacredness of the person is honored and where diversity
is aggressively pursued” (p. 7). The authors of the report argue that in the coming decade
colleges and universities must “commit themselves to increase the enrollment of minority
students so that their participation in higher education at least matches their representation in
the population . . . this vision of the college or university as a just community must be
aggressively pursued, since it is becoming increasingly apparent that time is running out” (p.
35).

In 1992, Irving Spitzberg and Virginia Thorndike, the two principal researchers on the
year-long Carnegie Study, published their own book, Creating Communication on College
Campuses. The book is based upon material from the original Carnegie study and from the
results of three national surveys conducted in 1989: an update of the 1984 Carnegie survey,
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“The Condition of the Professoriate,” a joint survey with the American Council on Education
in which college and university presidents were asked about their views on the current
condition of student life, and a survey of chief student affairs officers organized by the
National Association of Student Personnel Administratoxs'in cooperation with the American
Council on Education.

Spitzberg and Thorndike’s (1992) effort to examine “undergraduate experience of
community” by using the following three foci makes their book especially relevant for those
of us interested in the factors that influence the experiences of minority students in higher
education: (1) student diversity, particularly racial and ethnic diversity and the climate on
campus for women students; (2) individual and small-group rights and responsibilities in
relation to institutional authority; (3) student-faculty relations and the learning community.
Their recommendations call for creating a “revitalized, pluralistic learning community, not
looking backward to a Golden Age that never was” (p. xv). They emphasize that, although “a
house divided against itself cannot stand,” universities today are “pluralistic houses [that]
must contain rooms of their own for the many subcommunities that wish to express their
difference” (p. 190).

Finally, Daryl Smith’s book, The Challenge of Diversity: Involvement or Alienation in
the Academy?, commissioned by the ERIC Clearinghouse for Higher Education (1989),
provides a comprehensive review of the ways that institutions can improve the experiences of
minority students—and more specifically, how they can organize for diversity. Like
Richardson, Smith examines the implications of the perceived conflict between quality and
diversity and concludes that this misperception is one of “the most compelling arguments for
reshaping questions and discourse about this topic. . . it requires a reframing of meaning of
quality, definition of standards, performance criteria and assessment” (p. vii). The question
that she raises in the title of her book became a central theme for my research, as it framed the
issues institutions face in their attempts to develop campus environments where all students

can be fully represented and successful.

30 3(\




Native Americans in Higher Education

The literature focusing specifically on Native Americans in higher education appears to
have followed a pattern similar to that addressing the participation of other minority students
in higher education. Much of the material written in the last three decades provides detailed
descriptions of new and innovative programs for Native American students, but there are few
long term, qualitative research studies. Many of the writings suggest a sense of optimism—a
conviction that Native students can, and will, be successful if universities make changes that
take into account their special interests. The Journal of American Indian Education and the
Tribal College: Journal of American Indian Higher Education provide an important forum for
the circulation of many of these ideas (Beaty & Chiste, 1986; Brown, 1980; Clark, 1972;
Crum, 1989; Davis, 1992; Falk & Aitken, 1984; Forbes, 1985; Garcia & Eubank, 1976;
Hornett, 1989; Knowles, Gill, Beauvais & Medearis, 1992; Lin, 1990; Otis, 1980; Patton &
Edington, 1973; Reyhner, Lee & Gabbard, 1993; Wells, 1989).

In the last few years, however, there has been a shift in both the content and tone of
some of the academic writings about Native American education. Articles have taken on a
more critical perspective, and alternative explanations for the continued low participation and
lack of success of Native American students in higher education are being offered.
Recommendations are moving beyond the surface-level changes that institutions can make to
far more complex issues related to cultural discontinvity, empowerment, legacies of
colonialism, and individual and institutional racism (Adams, 1988; Carnegie Foundation,
1989; Duchene, 1988; Hampton, 1989; Jensen, 1984; Kawagley, 1994; Kidwell, 1991;
Locust, 1988; Pottinger, 1989; Tierney, 1991, 1992, 1993b; Tierney & Wright, 1991,
Wright, 1990).

Kathryn Tijerina and Paul Biemer’s work (1988), and also that of Vine Deloria (1991),
provide syntheses and overviews of many of the issues currently being addressed by those
writing about Native Americans and higher education. They present interpretations that

resonate with the voices of many other contemporary writers, and their analyses serve as a
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link between earlier studies and the more current ones. Some of the key issues they address
include the significant differences and discontinuities between Ngtive American cultures and
the majority culture as reflected in schools and universities, the movement away from
affirmative action and preference for Native hire by the federal government, growing national
indifference to civil rights, and increasing tolerance of institutional racism. The title of the
Tijerina and Biemer article “The Dance of Indian Higher Education: One Step Forward and
Two Steps Back” (1988) captures well the current status of Native American higher education
programs and policies as depicted in several recent works. |
William Tierney’s recent (1992) study on Native Americans in higher education, Qfficial
Encouragement: Institutional Discouragement, reinforces Tijerina and Biermer’s assessment.
He examines the experiences of undergraduate Native American students enrolled in a variety
of different higher education institutional settings and challenges the “persistence” theories of
Vincent Tinto (1987) who asserts that students must “socially as well as physically
disassoc:ate themselves from the communities of the past” in order to be successful in
university settings. He refutes this argument and suggests instead that there are alternative
routes to success when institutions build environments where the lives of minority students
are “celebrated and affirned throughout the culture of the institution (1993b, p. 322). His
recommendations call for actions that lead to organizational change and student empowerment.
Academe must do more than officially encourage students to attend college on
mainstream society’s terms, for when this is done Indian students generally encounter
institutional discouragement. Instead, participants in academic organizations need to
develop rituals of empowerment that enable American Indian students to celebrate their
culture and become critically engaged in the life of the institution, their tribes, their
families, and themselves. To do so offers American society vast potential for the 21st
century and fulfills an obligation to Native Americans that has yet to be met. (p. 165)
Don-Paul Benjamin and Stephen Chambers (1989) work represents another study that
attempts to look beyond statistics to explain students’ experiences. They conducted a four-
year research project with 70 Native American freshmen who entered a four-year
comprehensive university in the fall of 1984. During the study, they identified patterns

. regarding persistence and attainment of both Native American and non-Native American
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students that contradicted some of the commonly-held assumptions in higher education about
what it takes to succeed in college. They found that “something else appears to be operating
among Native Americans; something for which present measures appear unable to account”
(p. 12). In an effort to identify that “something else,” they interviewed 11 students and
organized the interviews according to three themes (which appear to have been identified by
the researchers prior to the interviews). They included frequency and reasons for “going
home” “aring school times, consequences of late recruitment practices for otherwise non-
college bound students, and the tension for students that cémes with efforts to adopt
university “white” traits while attempting to maintain their traditional perspectives. Based on
the interviews and other data they gathered, they concluded that they would need to expand
their study to a larger group and take “‘a cross-cultural/multi-cultural approach” in order to _
develop a model that would account for cultural diversity (p. 21). They concluded that “Native
Americans differ in persistence and educational attainment from most college students
(including other ethnic minorities) and the reascns for these differences are not readily
apparent” (p. 3). Their findings clearly indicate the need for continued research addressing the
inconclusiveness they identified in their own research. It is hoped that my study will shed
some light on these questions and offer insight into factors that contribute to Native student
success at UAF,

Published information about Alaska Native student participation in higher education
includes quantitative reports such as those that have provided general demographic
information about the educational status of ethnic and racial minorities in Alaska (e.g.
Kleinfeld, Gorsuch & Kerr, 1988), and an examination of postsecondary success rates of
Native students based on the relationship between test scores, courses taken and grade point
averages (e.g. Kleinfeld and Kohout, 1974). Studies and articles offering a more qualitative,
descriptive perspective include those that focus on the experience of Alaska Native students
participating in the UAF off-campus Cross-Cultural Education Development Program/X-CED
(e.g. R. Bamnhardt, 1977, in press; Harrison, 1982; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; Lipka,
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1990, 1991, 1994; Madsen, 1990); and others that include information, but do not necessarily
focus, on some of the experiences of Alaska Native students on the Fairbanks campus (e.g.
Delpit, 1988; Gilmore & Smith, 1989; Scollon, 1981). A doctoral dissertation by Louis
Jacquot in 1974 provides historical information on the context of higher education for Alaska
Native students prfor to 1972. Current doctoral research by Wendy Esmailka (1994) on the
experiences of Athabaskan female students at UAF and by Michael Jennings on the

devel ~ment of rural campuses in the UAF system will provide important additional
contemporary perspectives.

Comments

Several patterns emerge from this review of the status of cultural minority students in
higher education, and from the brief examination of some of the research approaches being
used to document these experiences. It is evident that there is no disagreement among experts
about the changing demographics, and although the voices of those who are threatened by
increasing diversity and the notion of multiculturalism are louder than in the past, there i: little
debate, or doubt, that issues surrounding diversity have assumed a central position in the
policy making arenas of institutions, countries and worldwide organizations.

We also know that colleges and universities are having only minimal success in their
attempts to provide environments that encourage and allow students from cultural minority
groups to stay in school and to graduate. It is clear that in many institutions more time and
resources are used for recruiting additional students than are used for helping those who are
already enrolled. In most colleges and universities where “success” has been achieved,
students have borne the major responsibility in adapting to meet the demands of the
universities, but there is an emerging call for institutions to begin to accommodate and share
responsibility for change.

The area in which there is the most agmcm-cnt, however, revolves around what we do
not know. The fact that we have so little accurate information or “empirical evidence” upon

which to build policies and programs is highlighted in nearly every study. People deride not
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only the ambiguity and inaccuracy of the statistical information on minority students, but
increasingly demand qualitative studies that will provide explanations for the trends suggested
by the quantitative data. Few studies examine the issue of minority participation from the
perspective of the student as well as the institution.

Many studies of minority students and higher education continue to meld together
students from all ethnic and racial groups, while only a relatively small number provide an in-
depth analysis of the experiences of single minority groups. This is especially true for
minority students who attend school in a majority setting. Native American swdents are
frequently not included in larger studies of minority students, and only rarely do the few
studies that focus specifically on Native American students in higher education include Alaska
Naﬁv&. The cross-national literature that focuses on the experiences of indigenous people in
higher education is more likely to include reference to Alaska Natives than most of the United
States-oriented studies of minority education. Many program and policy decisions,
unfortunately, continue to be made on the basis of myths and stereotypes.

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) state unequivocally that the future direction for research
should be that growing proportion of students whom we have typically classified as
“nontraditional,” but who are rapidly becoming the majority participants in the American post
secondary system. They caution that “Some of our most cherished notions about the
determinants of impact may have little relevance to these students,” and they indicate that
researchers may need to revise their traditional ideas about what the impact of college really
means for nontraditional students (p. 632). In'addition, they offer the following suggestions
about how this research should be done.

An important direction of future research on college impact should be a greater

dependence on naturalistic and qualitative methodologies. When employed judiciously,

such approaches are capable of providing greater sensitivity to many of the subtle and
fine-grained complexities of college impact than more traditional quantitative
approaches. Naturalistic inquiries may be particularly sensitive to the detection of the
kinds of indirect and conditional effects. We anticipate that in the next decade important

contributions to our understanding of college impacts will be yielded by naturalistic
investigations. (p. 634)
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In the following chapter, I respond to Pascarella’s and Terenzini’s challenge by
describing how the research tradition of anthropology and education has contributed to the
development of the conceptual base for my research on Alaska Native students’ experiences in

higher education.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH DESIGN

Prior to leaving for graduate stu&y at the University of British Columbia (UBC), I had
questions in mind for a research study, and I had some ideas about how I might go about
finding answers to my questions. As indicated previously, my interests revolved around the
question, What factors contribute to the academic success of Alaska Native teacher education
students at the University of Alaska Fairbanks 7 which had grown out of my university
teaching and research experiences with Native and non-Native students over a ten-year period.
The issues I wanted to address were drawn from a “practical wisdom” perspective (McMillan
& Schumacher, 1989, p. 4) gained from working closely with students within the university
system. My concerns were a product of the kind of “ordinary knowledge” that Charles
Lindblom and David Cohen (1979) describe as being an important tool for'social scientists in
addition to the “professional social inquiry” methods that are most frequently used for
addressing social problems.

This common sense knowledge led me to recognize that insights and explanadons about
UAF programs and students’ experiences would require a research design that would allow
me to gather accurate data on UAF programs and policies, and detailed information on the
experiences of a representative sample of successful Alaska Native students. In addition, it
would be essential that I do whatever I could to ensure that this research would “do no harm”
to the participants (Sizer, 1990).

Experiences in other educational arenas also influenced the formation of my questions
and research design. I had been involved in education in various professional capacities for
twenty-two years before beginning work on my Ph.D. In all of my teaching and research
experiences I had worked with students and colleagues who were members of ethnic minority

groups, and this helped to shape my notions of teaching and learning in a variety of ways. My
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work, as a speech pathologist, with Black students and Black teachers in the inner-city
schools of Baltimore, Maryland led me to seriously question the behavioral conditioning
model as the dominant model of education at the time (and the accompanying view that
cultural and linguistic differences were deficits to be overcome); my teaching experiences with
deaf and hard-of-hearing students in Fairbanks propelled me into sociolinguistics; and my
work with Alaska Native students, teachers and faculty at the University of Alaska moved me
toward ethnography in a cultural anthropology tradition. While living in New Zealand and
Canada, my personal and professional experiences with Maori and First Nations people
provided the impetus to look to comparative education, and particularly to the experiences of
other indigenous people. In each of these educational settings, an overriding and always
lingering question has been “why aren’t public school systems able to serve certain groups of
students as well as others?” In each of the settings in which I worked, the people whose ideés
made the most sense to me were those who were asking contextual and mlﬁonﬂ questions
within a qualitative framework, and generally from a tradition of cultural anthropology and/or
sociolinguistics. 'Iherefére when I began my doctoral work at UBC, I came with some
familiarity of qualitative research based on past experience, and some expertise in the field of
sociolinguistics from the- work I completed for my master’s degree (C. Barnhardt, 1981), but
with no real understanding of how all of the various research traditions fit together. What I
assumed was that I needed a research design that would allow me to do the following.

* Study a complex and dynamic social system

* Use culture as the framework for interpretation

* Conduct my research over an extended period of time

* Convey respect for the participants
The approach that appeared to be best suited to these needs was some variation of
ethnography.

During my first year at UBC I spent a great deal of time thinking and learning about

formal research traditions—and I focused on trying to understand how my intuitive hunches
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fit or did not fit with: (1) acade nic research models in the social sciences, particularly in
educational research; and (2) research that had been done previously with minority students in
higher education. As is evident from the literature review in Chapter 2, there are few
precedents for doing qualitative research in higher education—most research has been
quantitative in origin and most data have béen drawn from the experiences of traditional
mainstream students. The primary studies used to explain success and failure in higher
education have been based on samples that have not included accurate representations of
minority students. As William Tierney (1993b) makes evident in his analysis of Vincent
Tinto’s (1987) conventional explanatory model, and as Ernest Pascarella and Patrick
Terenzini (1991) indicate in their work, the majority of research methodologies are simply not
adequate to explain the experiences of cultural, ethnic and racial minority students in today’s
colleges and universities.

During my first doctoral seminar at UBC we were asked to introduce ourselves and to
share something about the research issues and methodologies in which we were interested.
Although some students’ research ideas were more clearly formulated than others, all nine of
us said that we were interested in using some form of qualitative methodology, and several of
us described what we wanted to do as ethnography. The nods of agreement and
acknowledgment from the three faculty members (representing the disciplines of history,
philosophy and sociology) suggested approval for the direction in which we were interested in
moving. Similar exchanges occurred in other classes, with students expressing an interest in
doing qualitative research, with a particular emphasis on ethnography, and there was general
agreement and approval from faculty members. I moved ahead and began to develop my
research plans, naively assuming that the terms we were all brandishing about, especially
qualitative and ethnographic, implied at least some consensus about what it was we wanted to
do and how we would go about doing it. How mistaken I was.

By the end of my second term, I realized that faculty members from the education

departments and from other social science disciplines had quite different perspectives on
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qualitative research in general and ethnography in particular, and several were not aware of
alternative perspectives outside their own area of interest. Faculty members and visiting
scholars with backgrounds in sociology, and especially those from the British “new school,”
touted Paul Willis’ work (1977) as the seminal model of ethnographic work and assumed that
all graduate students would be able to carry on academic conversations about “the lads” in
Willis’ study. Educators with a critical theory perspective linked ethnography with
empowerment, and those with a neo-Marxist and/or feminist perspective focused primarily on
gender, social class and race issues, with some advocating radical activist ethnography asa
means of correcting imbalances in the social system. Educational psychologists, and other
faculty with more traditional training, discussed ethnography as an approach that could add to,
or build upon, quantitative studies, and they offered new techniques for analysis such as
programs for computer coding of open-ended interviews. Educational historians either
embraced ethnography because it reflected features of their own methodologies, or became
defensive because, although it appeared to be similar, it was not the same. Comparative
education practitioners had a more eclectic approach and endorsed the multiple perspectives
and realities reflected in ethnography, while cultural anthropologists focused on cross-cultural
comparisons, cultural interpretation, and the anthropology of education. No one talked about
sociolinguistics or the ethnography of communication. ‘

Initially, I was somewhat surprised about the wide-ranging sets of definitions and
criteria used to describe “good” ethnography, and I wondered why there was not more
interdisciplinary awareness and cross-fertilization. A year later, after weaving my way
through a myriad of seminars, lectures, assignments, journal articles, books, and discussions
with students and faculty members, I realized that what I was experiencing at the University
of British Columbia was a microcosm of the debates taking place throughout the academic
world of educational research in the 1990s. My personal puzzlement over “the real meaning”

of ethnography simply reflected the reality of a still-evolving field of qualitative
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research processes, methodologies and products. Evidence for, and details of, this debate can
be found in a myriad of studies (e.g. Adler & Adler, 1987; Atkinson, Delamont &
Hammersley 1988; Eisner & Peshkin 1990; Erickson, 1986; Gage, 1989; Howe & Eisenhart,
1990; Jackson, 1990; Jacob, 1988; LeCompte, Millory & Preissle, 1992; LeCompte &
Preissle, 1993; Mehan, 1992; Paulston, 1991; Sherman & Webb, 1988; Spindler, 1987; Van
Maanen, 1988; Wolcott, 1990, 1992, 1994).

Unlike the more conventional notion of graduate study, many of us today are pursuing
an academic career backwards—at least according to the traditional linear models that
recommend and presume theory before practice. My previous experiences with
“ethnographic” research had occurred primarily with people in éducation who were working
from a cultural anthropology perspective, whereas at the University of British Columbia most
of the graduate education faculty that I worked with had their disciplinary roots in sociology.
"This forced me to try and make sense of where these different views of ethnography did, or
did not, fit together—and where all of this fit within the larger qu2litative framework I had in
mind for my own research.

In this chapter, therefore, I review and describe: (1) general trends within the qualitative
educational research community, (2) my own research design/methodology, and (3) how and
why my methodology fits into the ethnographic tradition as practiced in cultural anthropology
and the subfield of anthropology and education.

Qualitative Educational Research: Multiple Approaches
Several of the social and political events of the 1960s (e.g. the Civil Rights Movement,
the Great Society programs) had a significant influence in shaping what I perceive to be some
of the major trends within the “qualitative community,” particularly on those members of the
community who were interested in education. (I have deliberately chosen community in an
attempt to move beyond the roadblocks that so often dominate any discussions in which the
term paradigm is used, and as a recognition of the shifting boundaries of academic

disciplines—the “blurred genres” that Clifford Geertz describes (1983).) The trends that I
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perceive to be occurring within the qualitative community include: (1) a movement from a
debate on quantitative vs. qualitative to a debate within the qualitative community; (2) an
opportunity for educators to choose from a much broader selection of options for research and
writing; and (3) an increased focus on the actual writing process.

The vocabulary used today to describe non-quantitative approaches to educational
research and evaluation is confusing, but it is also informative. Discussions of terminology
are now almost mandatory in education research books that include the term “qualitative” in
their title (e.g. Eisner & Peshkin, 1990, LeCompte & Preissle, 1993; Marshall & Rossman,
1989; Sherman & Webb, 1988; Wolcott, 1994) and in general research textbooks (Borg &
Gall, 1983; LeCompte, Millroy & Preissle, 1992; McMillan & Schumacher, 1989).
Unforwnately, in many qualitative studies themselves, the choice of labels is not even
addressed. These new labels do however provide important clues about the development of
the qualitative communiiy, the nature of the evolving debate, and the new range of options for
people interested in qualitative research. Even a quick review of the following labels, which I
have gathered from people and texts, provides clues about the emerging qualitative
community, and its processes and products. The following terms were all used to describe
qualitative research. They were used as independent nouns or as a modifier of the word
research or evaluation: action research, case study, constructivist, connoisseurship, critical
ethnography, ethnology, ethnography, ethnography for empowerment, ethnography of
communication, ethnomethodology, feminist, field research, field studies, interpretive
ethnography, Marxist ethnography, micro-cthnography, naturalistic, non-interventionist,
participant-observation, participatory research, phenomenology, postmodernism, symbolic
interactionist and holistic.

What does such a list tell us? The qualitative community is attracting people from a
wider variety of epistemological and theoretical perspectives, boundaries are expanding and
being crossed, and the legitimate options and space in which to work and write have

increased. This list also suggests that the most interesting current debate has shifted from the
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original quantitative/objective vs. qualitative/subjective debate to one within the qualitative
community itself. Perhaps we have already moved into what N. L. Gage (1989) describes as
a possible “peaceful reconciliation” (his “second stage™) of the “paradigm wars” of the 1970s
and 1980s. Other evidence of a shift in the debate includes the presence of new or changed
journals m which the focus is intentionally qualitative. In just the past few years The
Intemational Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education was initiated with international and
interdisciplinary boards of editors; and the Journal of Urban Studies changed its name to the
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, made its editorial board explicitly interdisciplinary,
and issued a statement that it is “the first journal in sociology dedicated to ethnography” (Adler
& Adler, 1987, p. 4). In university settings, an increasing number of options are available for
students and faculty who are interested in qualitative research, and advertisements for some
faculty positions now specifically call for qualitative expertise. The requirements for graduate
students in the educational policy program at the University of British Columbia appear to be
representative of programs in many other research universities where the introductory
graduate research class is co-taught by faculty members with qualitative and quantitative
expertise and the primary research textbook includes a substantial qualitative research section
(McMillan and Schumacher, 1989).

Although these examples do indicate substantive change in the place and position of
qualitative research and evaluation practices, it is important to locate these changes within the
larger educational research community and realize that the quantitative community continues to
have a disproportionate influence in most education settings. The large percentage of articles
published in the main education research journals and the presentations at many educational
professional meetings continue to be quantitative. A large percentage of government research
money continu