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 Rising six stories out of the barren desert landscape of Tsaile, Arizona, the Ned Hatathli 

Cultural Center overshadows the largest of Diné College’s seven campuses.
1
  Modeled after the 

eight-sided hogan, the glass and concrete structure is home to The Center for Diné Studies as 

well as a museum of Navajo art and artifacts.
2
  The Center’s imposing presence is a testament to 

the symbolic role that Native American cultures play in the institutional lives of the U.S.’s Tribal 

Colleges and Universities (TCUs).  In a statement of their college’s philosophy, the leaders of 

Diné affirmed that “it is absolutely necessary for every individual to respect and understand his 

culture and his heritage; he must have faith in the future of his society.”
3
  For students and 

faculty on Diné’s main campus, the Ned Hatathli Cultural Center, a synthesis of Navajo forms 

and modern materials, is an embodiment of that future.     

 Born out of the political sensibilities of the Red Power Movement,
4
 the harsh realities of 

reservation poverty, and decades of failed federal policies, Tribal Colleges have embodied the 

new trend toward self-determination for Native Americans in education.  Although the majority 

were founded in the 1970s and 1980s, it was in the 1990s that the first TCUs achieved the 

financial security and the stability necessary to elaborate on their sense of cultural mission.  The 

                                                           
1
Norman T. Oppelt, The Tribally Controlled Indian College: The Beginnings of Self-Determination in American Indian 

Education (Scottsdale, AZ: Diné College Press, 1990), 35. 
2
 Ibid., 35-36. 

3
 Navajo Community College, Institutional Self-evaluation Report (STsaile, AZ: Author, 197QW6), 5. 

4
 The Red Power movement was an ethnically-based identity movement that focused on promoting the civil and 

cultural rights of Native Americans.  The occupation of Alcatraz Island in 1969 by Native American protestors is 
generally considered the symbolic beginning of the movement.  Joane Nagel, American Indian Ethnic Renewal: Red 
Power and the Resurgence of Identity and Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 163-164.   
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Clinton Administration’s Executive Order for Tribal Colleges and Universities made additional 

sources of federal funding available to TCUs just as Welfare Reform reached reservation 

communities causing a surge in enrollment.
5
  Increased visibility and the creation of the 

American Indian College Fund (AICF) in 1989 helped secure grant monies from the Kellogg 

Foundation, the Lilly Endowment, and numerous other private organizations.
6
  In this context, 

many tribal colleges chose to focus on expanding their Indian studies programs and amplifying 

cultural preservation efforts.  “Culture,” always acknowledged as an essential concept to the 

tribal college mission, became an unavoidable topic for discussion as the movement gained 

legitimacy.  A specific language to describe the relationship between culture and TCUs began to 

appear in literature produced by AICF and the American Indian Higher Education Consortium 

(AIHEC), Clinton administration policy papers, and newspaper and scholarly articles.  In this 

language, the term “culture” nearly always referred to the traditional cultures of specific Native 

American tribes and was typically juxtaposed with a generalized conception of “Western” or 

“mainstream American culture.”  Efforts by TCUs to preserve and revitalize these various 

cultures reflected the desire among segments of the Native American population to distance 

themselves from what they perceived as a monolithic American mainstream gradually 

encroaching on their cultural space.  This essay will argue that the incorporation of what Tribal 

Colleges have labeled “Native American culture” into their educational missions, relationship 

with the federal government, curricula, hiring practices, institutional structures, and architecture 

constituted a unique form of political action.  By valorizing tribal arts, literatures, values, and 

                                                           
5
 Report, American Indian Higher Education Consortium, “Tribal Colleges and Welfare Reform,” October 1997, 

folder “Native American- Tribal Colleges *2+” OA/ID 20851, Mary Smith, Subject File, Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F 
(unclassified textual), William Clinton Presidential Library. 
6
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epistemologies, TCUs have positioned themselves as the defenders of Native American cultural 

autonomy.  They have attempted to carve out a sovereign cultural space to match the political 

sovereignty of the reservation, and have done so in the face of pressure from the U.S. 

government, accreditation agencies, and other colleges and universities to adhere to a 

standardized model of higher education.   

 

 All Tribal Colleges and Universities have integrated a cultural agenda into their sense of 

purpose as institutions of higher learning.  Richard Littlebear, the current president of Chief Dull 

Knife College in Montana, furnishes the following definition of culture: 

“Culture” seems to be those artifacts, social phenomena, and ideas that one 

cherishes, that one builds belief systems and values. “Culture” seems to be 

those words, artifacts, social mores, and phenomena that people feel they must 

protect.
7
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

However, in order to examine how their pursuit of a cultural mission translated into political 

action, it is first necessary to discuss how exactly Tribal College communities constructed the 

concept of “culture.”  Borrowing from Clifford Geertz’s definition, sociologist Joane Nagel 

emphasizes the double-edged nature of culture, arguing that “culture is the construction of the 

self and society.”
8
  In the case of Native Americans at TCUs, this process has involved placing 

themselves in relation not only to their own tribal societies but also to the notion of an ever-

present American mainstream.  Anne Sward Hansen, former vice-president of the AICF board 

described the experience of Native American students at TCUs as “the first time that they have a 

                                                           
7
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balance between their culture and dominant society.”
9
  TCUs have also tended to reify and 

objectify cultural knowledge.  By asserting ownership over and assigning value to traditional 

arts, literature, values, and epistemologies, TCUs  have worked toward establishing a space in 

which tribal cultures are able to hold their ground against Western culture.  In their respective 

communities, TCUs are the primary agents involved in the creation and the protection of this 

space. They are also invested with the authority to determine what types of knowledge are 

worthy of preservation and promotion.   As a result, the “culture” referred to at TCUs is nearly 

always traditional tribal culture, itself an ambiguously constructed concept.  Though a few 

colleges are intertribal, the majority of Native American controlled institutions are thoroughly 

devoted to the language and culture of the specific communities that they serve.  However, 

instructors and administrators frequently switch back and forth, claiming that their institutions 

serve and preserve both an “Indian perspective” and a “Navajo, Sioux, or Chippewa 

perspective.”
10

          

 In a recently published collection of essays written to “tell the story…and the vision of 

the tribal college movement,”
11

 scholars Maenette Benham and Henrietta Mann speak to the 

issue of cultural possession.  They argue that “native communities have the right to own their 

culture and language.”
12

 While such a statement smacks of cultural chauvinism, Benham and 

Mann see establishing an Indian prerogative as a means of resisting “an external monolingual 

language education that places the control of native language and culture in the hands of 

                                                           
9
 Michel Marriott, “Tribal Network is Nurturing Minds,” The New York Times, Janurary 23, 1991, late edition.  
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Wayne J. Stein, “Indian/Tribal Studies Programs in the Tribally Controlled Community Colleges,” Wicazo Sa 

Review 2, no. 2 (1986): 31; Paul Boyer, Native American Colleges: Progress and Prospects (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass Inc., Publishers, 1997), 66. 
11

 Gerald E. Gipp, Foreword, The Renaissance of American Indian Higher Education: Capturing the Dream, ed. 
Maenette K.P. Benham and Wayne J. Stein (Mahwah, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc., 2003), xv. 
12

 Maenette K.P. Benham and Henrietta Mann, “Culture and Language Matters: Defining, Implementing, and 
Evaluating,” in The Renaissance of American Indian Higher Education: Capturing the Dream, ed. Maenette K.P. 
Benham and Wayne J. Stein (Mahwah, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc., 2003), 169. 
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nonindigenous governing institutions.”
13

  Asserting ownership of cultural knowledge is a matter 

both of assigning value and of carving out a sovereign domain.  While tribes possess the legal 

right to self-determination, this does not in itself prevent the imposition of Western values, 

philosophies, and languages on the cultural space of Native Americans communities.  On many 

of today’s reservations, TCUs have become responsible for setting and indeed “defending” the 

boundaries of this cultural space.  This defense has frequently placed TCUs in conflict with 

accreditation agencies and other non-tribal institutions, and power struggles have resulted over 

the right to define what knowledge is worthy of instruction and who may serve as a legitimate 

instructor.     

 In 1996, TCUs enrolled 24,363 undergraduate and 260 graduate students, up from only 

around 10,000 in 1989.
14

  Still, this figure represented only about 7 percent of the total number of 

Native Americans students pursuing postsecondary degrees that year.
15

  Such statistics belie the 

true impact of TCUs on reservation communities, but they do explain in part the tensions 

between advocates of assimilation and traditionalists, concerned with preserving the cultural 

distinctiveness and separateness of Native peoples.
16

  Since the beginning of the tribal college 

movement in 1968, TCUs have remained definitively in the camp of the latter.  As Paul Boyer 

noted in a special report on Tribal Colleges, “their first loyalty was to the members and culture of 

their tribal nation, making them institutions of opportunity not assimilation.”
17

  Most TCUs, 

however, have adopted a more nuanced sense of purpose in line with their role as agents of 

                                                           
13

Ibid.  
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 American Indian Higher Education Consortium, “How Many Students Do Tribal Colleges Serve,” (October 1998), 
http://www.aihec.org/colleges/documents/StudentsServed.pdf; Paul Boyer, Native American Colleges: Progress 
and Prospects (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, 1997), 35. 
15

 American Indian Higher Education Consortium, “How Many Students Do Tribal Colleges Serve,” (October 1998), 
http://www.aihec.org/colleges/documents/StudentsServed.pdf. 
16

 Robert J. Havighurst, “Indian Education Since 1960,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science 436 (Mar., 1978): 13. 
17

 Paul Boyer, Tribal Colleges: Shaping the Future of Native America (Lawrenceville, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1989), 25. 
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economic development on reservations.  In a 1999 report, the American Indian Higher Education 

Consortium identified the “dual mission” of TCUs as “[rebuilding , reinforcing and exploring] 

traditional tribal cultures, using uniquely designed curricula and institutional settings” and 

“[addressing] Western models of learning by providing traditional disciplinary courses that are 

transferable to four year institutions.”
18

  Implicit in this language is the notion that some aspects 

of Western-style education must be incorporated into tribal education, not for their usefulness but 

to accommodate the dominant society.  Later in the same report, the Consortium notes that 

“Tribal Colleges have frequently turned to non-Indian instructors who have Ph.D.s” due to 

pressure from accreditation organizations to hire certified faculty.
19

  Both statements depict 

TCUs as balancing their commitment to self-determination and cultural autonomy with the 

realities of functioning in a system based on the values of the Western Academy.  Employing 

non-Indian instructors and abiding by mainstream institutional standards dampens the political 

message TCUs have attempted to communicate: that the education of Native American students 

is the prerogative of Native American communities. 

   Supporters of the Tribal College Movement have often articulated their sense of cultural 

mission in the language of violent struggle.  An instructor at Saginaw Chippewa Tribal College, 

George Roy explained his college’s efforts to preserve traditional practices in the following 

terms: 

The first thing I tell my students at the beginning of each semester is that we're 

fighting a battle to hold onto our own cultural identity…Language is the glue that 

holds our culture together….The stakes are very high, and I think most of us who 

                                                           
18

 Report,  American Indian Higher Education Consortium and The Institute for Higher Education Policy, Tribal 
Colleges an Introduction, page A-3, folder “Education-White House Initiatives on Tribal Colleges and Universities,” 
ID: 102303 Old OA: 17895 Box 014 OA: 17893, Kendra Brooks, Domestic Policy Council,   Systematic Processed 
Collections, William Clinton Presidential Library. 
19

 Ibid., F-1 
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teach Native American languages and culture in the Great Lakes realize that 

we're fighting an uphill battle to preserve our own heritage.
20

 

The allusion to armed conflict recalls the centuries of violent confrontation between Native 

American and European peoples on the continent, and also reflects the very real sense of cultural 

endangerment felt by many at TCUs.  Statements such as these reify the concept of “culture,” 

suggesting that it can be owned, defended, or protected.  Employing warlike metaphors also 

implies the presence of an enemy, of forces intent on chipping away at a culturally constituted 

American Indian identity.  The reality that fewer children are learning tribal languages, oral 

traditions, and crafts does not exist in a void, but is rather a product of institutional factors (and 

in the past, direct government action) that have threatened to squeeze Native American cultures 

out of existence.  Acknowledging these factors, TCUs have defined their cultural mission in 

opposition to a history of government suppression and imposed dependency.          

 Beginning in the 1970s, the federal government, an institution previously devoted to the 

eradication of tribal cultures and the assimilation of tribal populations, became involved in 

efforts to protect and maintain Native American languages and cultures through its support for 

TCUs.  The Indian Education Act of 1972 signaled an official shift in government policy towards 

self-determination, and the Tribally Controlled Community College Assistance Act of 1978 

secured annual federal funding for TCUs.  By 1989, there were twenty-seven established TCUs, 

and the following decade would see the creation of an additional four.  Of these thirty-one 

institutions, all but three had received full accreditation by 1999.  Since the official shift towards 

self-determination for Native Americans in education in the 1970s, the relationship between the 

federal government and tribally controlled institutions has been replete with contradictions.  

Although Congress has authorized basic funding for TCU operations, the government has 

                                                           
20

 Emphasis added. Tom Nugent, “As Tribal Speakers Dwindle, a Rush to Teach their Words: Native American 
Languages at Risk,” The Boston Globe, May 31, 2005, National/Foreign section.  
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repeatedly failed to address what Lomawaima and McCarty call “the reality of an entrenched 

federal bureaucracy that, despite its public rhetoric, has stifled and sabotaged self-determination 

at every turn.”
21

  Such accusations refer largely to the activities of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, 

which “rarely advocates on behalf of the Tribal Colleges and Universities”
 22

 and has frequently 

moved to block congressional funding increases.    

 Another major change occurred in 1996 with the Clinton administration’s Executive 

Order for Tribal Colleges and Universities, which reaffirmed the responsibility of all federal 

agencies to support TCUs.  In keeping with the administration’s general focus on racial issues, 

the Executive Order followed close on the heels of two previous orders, one for Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities and the other for majority Hispanic serving institutions.
23

  

Unlike the other two orders, however,  Clinton’s  Executive Order for TCUs explicitly 

acknowledged the centrality of “culture” to the Tribal College mission, listing as one of its six 

goals “[promoting] the preservation and revitalization of American Indian and Alaskan Native 

cultural traditions.”
24

  However, the text of the Order is silent as to why maintaining tribal 

languages and cultures is identified as a priority.  The administration’s call to back cultural and 

linguistic programs received far less attention than the more pragmatic functions of tribal 

colleges.   Statements of support for the Order from members of Congress emphasized the need 

for increased federal aid to TCUs on the basis of their contributions to local economic 

                                                           
21

 K. Tsianina Lomawaima and Teresa L. McCarty, “When Tribal Sovereignty Challenges Democracy: American 
Indian Education and the Democratic Ideal,” American Educational Research Journal 39, no. 2 (Summer, 2002): 
283. 
22

 Statement of the American Indian Higher Education Consortium presented by Dr. Gerald “Carty” Monette, AIHEC 
Executive Committee Member and President, Turtle Mountain Community College, Presented to the United States 
Senate Committee on Indian Affairs July 1, 1999, folder “Native American- Tribal Colleges *2+” OA/ID 20851, Mary 
Smith, Subject File, Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F (unclassified textual), William Clinton Presidential Library. 
23

 Executive Order no. 12,876 Federal Register 58, no. 212 (November 1993), http://www.archives.gov/federal-
register/executive-orders/pdf/12876.pdf; Executive Order no. 12,900, Federal Register 59, no. 37 (February 1994), 
http://www.dotcr.ost.dot.gov/documents/ycr/eo12900.pdf. 
24

 Executive Order no. 13,021, Federal Register 61, no. 206 (October 1996): 54929-54932. 
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development and their success in graduating underprivileged Native American students over 

their cultural mission.
25

  The Executive Order also stopped short of recognizing that the federal 

government might have an inherent responsibility to protect tribal languages and cultures 

decimated by decades of BIA-run education.
26

  However, the Clinton administration did confront 

the political implications of the government’s relationship with TCUs indirectly by instructing 

federal agencies to back their cultural missions, which are essentially political in nature.     

 Even with this support, the responses of federal agencies to the Order were uneven.  In a 

1998 Memorandum, Carrie Billy, the director of the White House Initiative on TCUs, listed the 

six “theme areas” of the Initiative as outlined in the Executive Order.  Of these, five (technology, 

science and math, economic development, community development, and health) focused on 

improving the material conditions and skills of Native Americans through support for Tribal 

College programs.
27

  The last (education/ language and culture) mimicked the text of the 

Executive Order, pledging “to help tribal colleges preserve and promote their native languages 

and culture.”
28

 Federal agencies such as the Department of Agriculture and the National Science 

Foundation answered the Initiative’s call by making more funding available to TCUs for 

agricultural research programs and the training of math and science teachers.
29

  Only the 

                                                           
25

 Letter, Earl Pomeroy to William Clinton, August 29, 1995, folder “Executive Order on Tribal Colleges *1+” OA/ID 
8433, Tom Shea, Subject File, Chief of Staff, 2006-0197-F (unclassified textual), William Clinton Presidential Library; 
Letter, Numerous members of Congress to Carol Rasco, December 14, 1995, folder “Executive Order on Tribal 
Colleges *1+” OA/ID 8433, Tom Shea, Subject File, Chief of Staff, 2006-0197-F (unclassified textual), William Clinton 
Presidential Library; Letter, John McCain and Daniel Inoute to William Clinton, December 13, 1995, folder 
“Executive Order on Tribal Colleges *1+” OA/ID 8433, Tom Shea, Subject File, Chief of Staff, 2006-0197-F 
(unclassified textual), William Clinton Presidential Library.   
26

 Paul Boyer, Native American Colleges: Progress and Prospects (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, 1997), 
15-17.  
27

 Memorandum,  Carrie Billy to Mary Smith, September 2, 1998,  folder “Native American- Tribal Colleges *1+” 
OA/ID 20851, Mary Smith, Subject File, Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F (unclassified textual), William Clinton 
Presidential Library.  
28

 Ibid., 4. 
29

 Ibid., 7-8. 
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Department of Justice explicitly supported the cultural mission of TCUs with its plan to design 

volunteer programs that involve elders and traditional leaders and are “aimed at revitalizing 

tribal communities and strengthen [sic] culture.”
30

  Similarly, an earlier bulletin put out by the 

Department of Education described TCUs as having “a commitment to a holistic approach to 

education that preserves and strengthens their uniqueness as Indian people.”
31

  This notion that a 

cultural education from a Tribal College or University cannot only “strengthen the culture” of 

Native American communities, but actually enhance their distinctiveness as a people has wider 

implications than the Department of Education may have intended.   Such wording suggests a 

process of de-assimilation, or disengagement from the American mainstream, and a cultivation 

of the uniquely “Indian.”  Although this is in fact fairly close to the mark in terms of the actual 

political goals of tribal institutions, the Department of Education likely did not intend to 

encourage TCUs to move further from the standardized models of higher education.       

 Later in the same document in a section on “equipping Native American students with the 

tools they need to become productive members of the 21
st
 century workforce,” the Department 

lists “language and culture programs” as essential to capacity building.
32

  This suggestion that a 

strong sense cultural identity may make Native Americans more desirable employees represents 

one of several attempts to justify preservation/revitalization efforts at TCUs on a practical level 

while ignoring their political implications.  AIHEC reports sent to the White House put forth the 

notion that economic development on reservations is impossible without exercising a degree of 

cultural sensitivity unique to TCUs and that a cultural education may actually help reduce 

                                                           
30

 Mission Statement, Department of Justice, “Volunteer to End Tribal Violence” Initiative, March 20, 1998, folder 
“Native American- Tribal Colleges *2+” OA/ID 20851, Mary Smith, Subject File, Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F 
(unclassified textual), William Clinton Presidential Library. 
31

 Emphasis added. “Priorities of Tribal Colleges,” Department of Education, March 30, 1998, folder “Native 
American- Tribal Colleges *2+” OA/ID 20851, Mary Smith, Subject File, Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F (unclassified 
textual), William Clinton Presidential Library.  
32

 Ibid. 
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dropout rates.
33

  During the mid-nineties, multiple studies, such as Goddard and Shields (1997), 

indicated that “the more students are steeped in their own language and culture, the better they 

achieve academically and economically.”
34

  More recent research performed with students from 

three reservations in the Upper Mid-West has suggested that among Native American children, 

strong scholastic performance correlates with “involvement in traditional American Indian 

activities, identification with American Indian culture, and traditional spiritual involvement.”
35

  

Other documents related to the Executive Order discuss the “cultural impact” of health related 

issues and the “cultural implications” of land usage.
36

  By highlighting these more tangible 

reasons for encouraging a strong sense of cultural engagement among Native Americans, federal 

agencies avoided the political motives behind the incorporation of tribal cultures into all aspects 

of institutional life at TCUs.               

 Throughout the drafting and implementation process of the Executive Order, cultural 

concerns took a back seat to the “problems of transportation infrastructure, violence, drug abuse, 

law enforcement, housing.”
37

  Making these pragmatic issues the primary justification for the 

Order did not contradict the political agenda of TCUs, so much as ignore it.   Nearly all tribally 

                                                           
33

 Report, American Indian Higher Education Consortium and The Institute for Higher Education Policy, Tribal 
College Contributions to Local Economic Development, page 29, folder “Education-White House Initiatives on Tribal 
Colleges and Universities,” ID: 102303 Old OA: 17895 Box 014 OA: 17893, Kendra Brooks, Domestic Policy Council,   
Systematic Processed Collections, William Clinton Presidential Library. 
34

 Goddard and Shields, “An Ethnocultural Comparison of Empowerment Between Two Districts: Learning from an 
American Indian and a Canadian First Nations School District,” Journal of American Indian Education 36, no. 2 
(1997): 42. See also C. Ward, “American Indian High School Completion in Rural Southeastern Montana,” Rural 
Sociology 60, no. 3 (1995): 416-434; L. Van Hamme, “American Indian Cultures in the Classroom,” Journal of 
American Indian Education 35, no. 2 (1996): 21-35. 
35

Les B. Whitbeck, Dan R. Hoyt, Jerry D. Stubben and Teresa LaFromboise, “Traditional Culture and Academic 
Success among American Indian Children in the Upper Midwest,” Journal of American Indian Education 40, no. 2 
(2001): 7, 12.  
36

 Priorities “Priorities of Tribal Colleges,” Department of Education, March 30, 1998, folder “Native American- 
Tribal Colleges *2+” OA/ID 20851, Mary Smith, Subject File, Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F (unclassified textual), 
William Clinton Presidential Library. 
37

 Memorandum,  Carrie Billy to Mary Smith, September 2, 1998,  folder “Native American- Tribal Colleges *1+” 
OA/ID 20851, Mary Smith, Subject File, Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F (unclassified textual), William Clinton 
Presidential Library. 
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controlled institutions consider economic development and addressing challenges such as 

reservation poverty and alcoholism part of their mission on the reservation.  However, the 

strategies employed by TCUs are intended to further a “holistic approach to development, which 

is culturally appropriate and ecologically prudent,”
38

 and not to replicate the past failures of 

federal development policies. The aim, as stated in an AIHEC report, is to “integrate cultural 

relevance into their [TCUs’] development efforts, as tribal traditions and values permeate the 

curricula and learning styles of the colleges.”
39

  By highlighting their sensitivity to the cultural 

needs of reservation communities, TCUs have presented themselves as viable alternatives to the 

federal government as leaders in economic development.  As a result of their association with 

traditional Native American cultures, tribal institutions have gained legitimacy, which has 

enabled them to assume roles formerly held by government agencies, such as providing health 

services and encouraging entrepreneurship.
40

        

  By focusing on economic development, the Executive Order and the Equity in 

Educational Land-Grant Status Act of 1994 encouraged federal agencies to provided tribal 

institutions with multiple new sources of funding.  However, the benefits of financial security 

and recognition were balanced with a partial loss of institutional autonomy.    Unlike the annual 

funding provided to TCUs by Congress as a result of the Tribally Controlled Community College 

Assistance Act, money provided by federal agencies was contingent on TCU participation in 

various agency programs.  This gave government bureaucrats the opportunity to weigh in on the 

structural development of TCUs, and to formulate their own strategies for designing curricula, 

                                                           
38

 Report, American Indian Higher Education Consortium and The Institute for Higher Education Policy, Tribal 
College Contributions to Local Economic Development, page 3, folder “Education-White House Initiatives on Tribal 
Colleges and Universities,” ID: 102303 Old OA: 17895 Box 014 OA: 17893, Kendra Brooks, Domestic Policy Council,   
Systematic Processed Collections, William Clinton Presidential Library. 
39

 Ibid., 11. 
40

 A Letter Report From the Steering Committee for Engineering Studies at Tribal Colleges, Engineering Studies at 
Tribal Colleges and Universities (Washington, D.C.: National Academies Press, 2006), 13-16. 
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building campus infrastructures, and improving the academic standing of Tribal Colleges.   The 

Department of the Interior, for example, answered the call of the Executive Order by 

encouraging tribal college students to participate in its own Minority Interns Program.
41

  Other 

departments become more deeply involved with TCUs at an institutional level.  The Department 

of Agriculture agreed to work toward incorporating agricultural programs into TCU curricula 

while helping Native Americans in general to “become better stewards of their land and natural 

resources.”
42

  Also, in what appeared to be a direct attempt to bring TCUs into the fold of 

mainstream institutions, the Department of Energy vowed to “implement a comprehensive 

science education program with TCUs.”
43

  Such efforts by federal agencies, though perhaps 

well-intentioned, represented encroachments on TCU autonomy, and potentially even threats to 

their mission of developing academic programs based not on normative Western standards, but 

the philosophies and traditions of the various tribes they serve. 

 However, TCUs have resisted the state’s incursions into their academic territory by 

injecting specific federally funded programs, which were designed to promote economic 

development and vocational training, with elements of tribal cultures.  As a result, tribally 

controlled colleges have put a check on government interference in their institutional structures, 

and have maintained the appearance of tribal sovereignty in education.  This was the case for 

many programs created after Congress extended land grant status to thirty tribal colleges through 

                                                           
41

 The Department of the Interior, The Department of the Interior’s Response to Executive Order 13021, folder 
“Native American- Tribal Colleges *2+,” OA/ID 20851, Mary Smith, Subject File, Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F 
(unclassified textual), William Clinton Presidential Library.  
42

 Memorandum of Agreement, between the USDA and AIHEC, folder “Native American- Tribal Colleges *2+” OA/ID 
20851, Mary Smith, Subject File, Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F (unclassified textual), William Clinton Presidential 
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43
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Higher Education Consortium, folder “Native American- Tribal Colleges *2+” OA/ID 20851, Mary Smith, Subject File, 
Council’s Office, 2006-0197-F (unclassified textual), William Clinton Presidential Library. 
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the Land-Grant Status Act.
44

  Responding to the act, the USDA made funds available to TCUs 

for a number of agriculture related programs, such as Cankdeska Cikana Community College 

Food Science program, which applied modern preparation techniques to Dakota recipes and 

ingredients.
45

  Another Land grant program at Fort Belknap College focused on using GIS 

technology to mark the position of sites with cultural, historical, and ethno-botanical relevance 

on the reservation.
46

  In each case, Tribal Colleges managed to infuse government-supported 

programs with their tribally-specific cultural agenda.  By incorporating cultural components into 

programs designed by federal agencies, TCUs delivered a clear political message that despite 

financial dependency, they would not allow the U.S. government to shape the nature of their 

institutional lives.  

 The federal government is not the only institution whose influence TCUs have challenged 

as part of their cultural missions.  Since the advent of tribally controlled higher education, 

accreditation agencies have frequently put pressure on TCUs “to justify courses, teaching 

methods, administrative structures and intrinsic cultural values to visiting evaluators who are 

often unfamiliar with American Indian communities.”
47

  Accreditation difficulties have been 

subtly impacting the cultural studies curricula of many TCUs for decades.  During the 1990s, for 

example, TCUs that had received accreditation offered fewer courses in Indian studies, than non-

accredited institutions.
48

  For a time, AIHEC considered setting up its own accreditation 

organization to service TCUs, but this aim was abandoned for fear of destroying the credibility 
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that tribal institutions had already painstakingly built up within the higher education system.
49

  

Instead TCUs chose to adopt aspects of the Western model of education to accomplish the 

economic goals of reservation communities in desperate need of vocational and academic 

training.  As a result of this compromise with an institution of the dominant society (American 

higher education), processes such as curriculum design, instructor certification, and pedagogy 

have become all the more political.  The choices that tribal institutions have made in each of 

these areas reflect a strong consciousness of Native Americans’ status in the U.S. in modern 

times and throughout history.    

 Unlike other minority serving institutions, TCUs are engines of nationalism.  According 

to Janine Pease Pretty On Top, president of Little Big Horn College located on the Crow 

reservation in southern Montana, her tribal college is “like a national university…like those 

national universities in Latin America. We exist for the preservation and the protection and, you 

might even say, the defense of the country. We're not just a neighborhood literacy center.”
50

  

Given such sentiments, it is unsurprising that curriculum building, especially in the field of 

Indian studies, has been a highly political process for TCUs.  From the beginning of the 

movement in the late sixties, Indian studies programs have remained the raison dô°tre of tribal 

institutions and are nearly always the last to be affected by colleges’ financial woes.
51

  However, 

as late as 1997, less than two-thirds of all TCUs offered a degree, diploma, or certificate in 

Indian or tribal language studies.
52

  This reflects, at least in part, the difficulties of shaping 
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cultural studies curricula to meet the Western academic standards set by accreditation 

organizations.
53

 However, AIHEC was active during the 1990’s, advocating a “strong ethnic 

education” for Native Americans.
54

  In 1997, the Consortium and other tribal organizations 

supported a statement of federal education policy that encouraged non-tribal institutions to 

accept academic credits in Native American language and culture courses.
55

  By teaching tribal 

arts, literatures, philosophies, and languages, TCUs have both labeled this subject matter as 

knowledge worthy of instruction and attempted to assert ownership and control over these 

expressions of culture.   

 TCUs have been preoccupied with elevating Native American culture to the level of 

Western culture since the beginning of the Tribal College movement.  From 1992 to 2002, there 

was a sharp rise in the number of Native American cultural studies courses offered at TCUs.
56

  

Seen against the backdrop of years of government repression of tribal languages and cultures, 

this trend constitutes a unique form of political action.   In its mission statement, Oglala Lakota 

College pledges “to promote the study of the Lakota culture as an area of study in itself.”
57

  

Likewise, Stone Child College lists “[preserving], [perpetuating], and [promoting] research of 
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the Chippewa-Cree culture and language”
58

 as a major goal of the institution.   These attempts to 

validate Lakota, Chippewa, and Cree culture as subjects worthy of academic attention are 

political in the sense that they both emphasize the value of a Native American perspective and 

assert the right of TCUs to play a role in the study of American Indian civilizations.  

  By highlighting research as a central focus of TCUs, Native American communities help 

assure that they are not left out of the academic conversations surrounding tribal cultures.  

Tensions between Native Americans and non-Indian anthropologists and historians have 

produced numerous conflicts over the ownership of cultural and historical knowledge.
59

  Salish 

Kootenai College’s commitment to “present an accurate telling of tribal history so Indian and 

non-Indian will have a better understanding of each other” reflects the desire of many TCUs to 

influence broad academic debates pertaining to Native American societies.
 60

   Similarly, concern 

with establishing tribal sovereignty over historical knowledge prompted Wayne J. Stein, a Native 

American scholar and one time president of AIHEC, to describe TCUs as the places where “the 

true history of the tribes are [sic] being told.”
61

 This “true history” is defined primarily in 

opposition to the version of American history taught to American Indian students attending BIA 

and Indian boarding schools in the first half of the twentieth century, one from which they and 

their forefathers were almost totally absent.
62

  As with many other aspects of the Tribal College 

mission, the urge to rewrite the history of Native American tribes is a political reaction to 

decades of government policies that wrought havoc on the cultural landscape of reservations.   

                                                           
58

 Stone Child College, “Philosophy and Goals,” Stone Child College, http://www.stonechild.edu/PG.htm.  
59

 Terri Castaneda, “Salvaging the Anthropologist-Other at California’s Tribal College,” American Indian Quarterly 
26, no. 2 (Spring, 2002): 308-319. 
60

 Wayne J. Stein, “Indian/Tribal Studies Programs in the Tribally Controlled Community Colleges,” Wicazo Sa 
Review 2, no. 2 (1986): 31. 
61

Ibid., 32. 
62

 T.L. McCarty and Fred Bia, A Place to Be Navajo: Rough Rock and the Struggle for Self-determination in 
Indigenous Schooling (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc., 2002), 40-47. 



Williford 18 
 

 Elevating Native American cultural practices has also helped TCUs carve out a niche in 

reservation communities where “education, once viewed by many Indians as a means of cultural 

genocide, now builds Indian pride.”
63

  Even those students who enter TCUs without a formed 

interest in cultural studies are often required to take courses in Native arts, literatures, and 

languages.  At Oglala Lakota College, for example, students pursuing pre-engineering degrees 

are obligated to earn 15 credits in Lakota studies in addition to 34 credits in math and science.
64

  

Authenticity has been a major concern in designing cultural studies curricula. Courses are meant 

to mimic as closely as possible traditional styles of instruction. To this end, Bay Mills 

Community College in Minnesota has offered an Anishnaabek literature course taught only 

during the winter months since traditionally the stories were only to be told while snow covered 

the ground.
65

  Most cultural studies and arts courses are tribally specific.  Northwest Indian 

College in Washington teaches a style of canoe carving and wood working unique to the Lummi 

people of the region.
66

 TCUs have also taken every opportunity to make foundational courses 

relevant and applicable to local communities.  For example, Fort Belknap College in Montana 

created a course on the economic history of the Fort Belknap reservation.
67

  In each instance, 

TCUs have striven to prove that it is not necessary to step outside the reservation or to leave 

behind tribal traditions to enjoy a stimulating academic experience.  Establishing the value of 

                                                           
63

Jeff Kleinhuizen, “Tribal colleges combine academics and heritage,” USA Today, May 7, 1991. Final edition.    
64

 A Letter Report From the Steering Committee for Engineering Studies at Tribal Colleges, Engineering Studies at 
Tribal Colleges and Universities (Washington, D.C.: National Academies Press, 2006), 13. 
65

 Report,  American Indian Higher Education Consortium and The Institute for Higher Education Policy, Tribal 
Colleges an Introduction, page B-1, folder “Education-White House Initiatives on Tribal Colleges and Universities,” 
ID: 102303 Old OA: 17895 Box 014 OA: 17893, Kendra Brooks, Domestic Policy Council,   Systematic Processed 
Collections, William Clinton Presidential Library. 
66

 Paul Boyer, Tribal Colleges: Shaping the Future of Native America (Lawrenceville, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1989), 53. 
67

 Report,  American Indian Higher Education Consortium and The Institute for Higher Education Policy, Tribal 
Colleges an Introduction, page B-1, folder “Education-White House Initiatives on Tribal Colleges and Universities,” 
ID: 102303 Old OA: 17895 Box 014 OA: 17893, Kendra Brooks, Domestic Policy Council,   Systematic Processed 
Collections, William Clinton Presidential Library. 



Williford 19 
 

certain kinds of traditional cultural knowledge is tantamount to drawing the boundaries of a 

Native American cultural space.  When TCU instructors teach Indian studies courses, they are 

communicating that knowledge once thought of as a hindrance to assimilation will not be 

allowed to die out.     

 At the vast majority of TCUs, the cultural agenda of tribes have meshed with the larger 

developmental goals of reservation communities to spawn curricula that are grounded in both 

cultural and vocational studies.  This is not the case, however, at the Institute of American Indian 

Arts (IAIA) in Sante Fe, New Mexico.  Originally founded by the Department of the Interior 

during the 1960s, the college became a fully independent, intertribal institution in 1988.  It 

remains the sole Tribal College dedicated exclusively to the study of American Indian traditional 

arts and cultures.
68

  Every course taught at IAIA aims at the validation of knowledge and 

practices formerly considered barriers to the assimilation of Native peoples and, thus, targets for 

suppression by the federal government.  In its mission statement, IAIA labels tribal arts, 

languages, and material culture the “living legacy” of the American Indian population.
69

  The 

institute also engages directly with issues of cultural ownership, offering courses such as 

Museum Studies 110 “Reclaiming Our Cultures: Intro to repatriation & research.”
70

  Also, unlike 

TCUs on isolated rural reservations, IAIA is located in a major metropolitan area and therefore 

ideally positioned to publically validate indigenous artistic traditions.      

 In 2006, Sociologist Wade M. Cole published a study comparing the prevalence of 

ethnocentric courses in the curricula of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 
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and TCUs.  For the purposes of the study Wade defined “ethnocentric” courses as those “which 

focus on only one minority group, are revolutionary, exclusionary, univocal, and separatist”
71

  

Using these guidelines Cole established that “On average, 19.5 percent of the courses at tribal 

colleges included ethnocentric content, compared with only 2.5 percent at black colleges.”
72

  On 

the whole, Tribal college curricula contained ten times as many “ethnocentric” courses as 

curricula at mainstream institutions.
73

  Wade postulated that “this finding could be attributed to 

the quasi-sovereign legal status of Indian tribes, which, like other sovereigns, are invested with 

the authority to define what counts as legitimate knowledge.”
74

  This observation helps 

illuminate the political mechanism behind heavily ethnocentric curricula.  Determining what 

kinds of knowledge are not only legitimate but worthy of academic study, constitutes a political 

action on the part of TCUs and the communities they serve.  The teaching of tribal languages, 

crafts, and oral traditions, especially those with dwindling numbers of practitioners, is a means of 

defying the trend towards standardization in education and resisting the pull of isomorphism.
75

    

 Tribal language studies at TCUs have also generated a separate but connected set of 

questions with regard to culture legitimacy, preservation, and ownership.  Years of English-only 

policies in BIA and other reservation schools combined with other institutional pressures have 

had a disastrous impact on Native American languages.  Of the 175 native tongues still spoken in 

the U.S., ninety percent are likely to become extinct sometime in the next half-century.
76

  Even 

communities with the largest numbers of speakers, such as the Navajo, Cree, and Ojibwe 
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(Chippewa) tribes, have witnessed sharp declines in the number children learning the tribal 

language as their first language.
77

  Since these tribal languages typically constitute the strongest 

link between today’s Native Americans and traditional cultures, they represent a critical area of 

focus for advocates of ethnic renewal and revitalization.
78

  Tribal Colleges wield an impressive 

degree of influence in the realm of reservation language politics.  In addition to providing their 

own language instruction programs, they also train bilingual teachers to serve in reservation 

schools, produce written materials connected to the study of tribal languages, and advance 

linguistic research.  In each of these actions, TCUs have worked to construct and maintain a 

cultural space for tribal languages while cementing their own status in reservation communities.     

 For many Native Americans the teaching of a tribal language, even use of a tribal 

language has become a political statement.
79

  The terminology that appears in numerous 

government documents stressing the “revitalization and preservation” of native languages is 

perhaps inappropriate given the political sentiments of many American Indians regarding their 

mother tongues.  In the words of one member of the Passamaquoddy tribe, “We don’t want to 

preserve the goddam language; we want to speak it.”
80

  The challenge for many native speakers 

and learners has been finding a sufficient number of social situations in which to use the tribal 

language.  Since TCUs service communities that possess varying levels of fluency in their 

traditional languages, their responses to this challenge have been varied.  In March of 1999, 

KABU Dakota Radio began broadcasting with the support of Cankdeska Cikana Community 
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College.
81

  In addition to covering local news, the station also provided language classes and 

interviews with tribal elders, all presented in Dakota.
82

  At Little Big Horn College in Montana, 

where Crow is the first language of three fourths of the student body, most of the administrative 

functions of the college are performed in Crow.
83

  A similar situation exists at Stone Child 

College where “77% [of students] are of limited English proficiency.”
84

   At many TCUs, 

however, English is the predominate language used on campus and in the community, making 

the roles of tribal elders and other fluent speakers all the more essential.  For some Native 

American students who enter TCUs without a firm grasp of their tribe’s language, linguistic 

instruction is not simply a matter of course but part of the process of adopting a new ethnic 

identity.  In strikingly nationalistic language, one Native American instructor recalled how the 

sound of the drum and the Ojibwe language awakened his “blood memory.”
85

  To a greater 

extent than traditional arts, tribal languages serve as the basis for distinct communal identity, 

especially when the community of speakers is small and geographically isolated.  For this reason, 

Tribal College support for Native American languages is political in the sense that it helps 

maintain the distinctive ethnic identities of tribes.       

 In the past few decades, many tribally controlled institutions have expanded their scope 

to make language programs available to the community as a whole and not just to enrolled 

students.  Fort Peck Community College in Montana, offers Dakota and Nakota immersion 

programs for pre-schoolers as well as instruction for parents on how to best “facilitate…language 
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acquisition in the home environment.”
86

  The program also incorporates traditional storytelling, 

games, crafts, and cooking to give a context to language instruction.
87

  At the Sitting High 

Cultural Center connected to Fort Belknap College, second- and third-grade students 

participating in the Gros Ventre language immersion program are tutored in other subjects as 

well.
88

  Tribally controlled higher education has also had a substantial indirect impact on how 

traditional languages are taught in the community.  Through bilingual teacher training programs, 

which supply a large percentage of language teachers to local school systems,
89

 TCUs have 

extended their influence over the linguistic lives of the tribes that they serve into every level of 

the educational process.  The cultural agenda of many TCUs have also significantly influenced 

such training programs.  In a 1992 speech, Thomas Lewis, then vice-president of Diné College 

affirmed “that the knowledge of Navajo culture, language and S'a' ah Naagh'ai Bik'eh 

Hozh'o'on
90

 is necessary for anyone involved in the Teacher Education Program.”
91

  Such 

statements suggest that TCUs encourage the construction of a strong ethnic identity among their 

student bodies.  

 In certain cases, the political mission of TCUs has been brought to bear on tribal 

languages themselves.  Turtle Mountain Community College in North Dakota was responsible 
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for producing a Chippewa-Cree dictionary, a process which involved determining the Ojibwe 

and Cree equivalents for modern terms taken from English.
92

  Linguistic research performed by 

scholars at TCUs also has a political component.  As with non-Indian anthropologists, linguists 

have frequently been less than sensitive in their documentation of endangered Native American 

languages.
93

  Scholars at Tribal Colleges, however, have argued that the Academy has an 

obligation to Native Americans beyond simply recording dying languages.   Lomawaima and 

McCarty have applauded the efforts of the American Indian Language Development Institute, 

MI,T and other universities, which have “publicly valorized Indigenous languages and identities” 

and have made graduating Native American PhDs in linguistics a priority.
94

  American Indian 

linguists, such as Dr. Ofelia Zepeda have also remarked on the degree of danger posed to Native 

Americans by linguistic decline and have noted the necessity of “[planning] for…linguistic 

survival…because a lot of times, linguistic survival is considered the same as cultural or tribal 

survival."
95

  TCUs are uniquely positioned to oversee the documentation of endangered tribal 

languages, and many have gone to great lengths to record languages spoken by only a few elders 

in their communities.
96

  In this way, they have attempted to control the process of linguistic 

preservation, taking it out of the hands of non-Indian linguists at mainstream institutions.  
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 While the incorporation of tribal language studies into their curricula has certainly 

created difficulties at some TCUs, this process has brought on fewer conflicts with mainstream 

academia, where scholars typically acknowledge the potentially catastrophic outcomes of 

language endangerment and extinction. In contrast, the certification of non-credentialed tribal 

elders to teach courses on Indian literatures, oral history, and ethno-science has been a major 

point of contention between TCUs and accreditation agencies. In 1997, a proposed statement of 

federal Indian education policy endorsed by AIHEC urged state governments to “[accept] tribal 

certification of native language and culture instructors.”
97

  Elder-based instruction holds a special 

significance for TCUs as the main form of traditional Native American education.
98

  However, 

by enlisting keepers of traditional knowledge to fill academic positions, TCUs recast the role of 

the scholar in a manner that some academics have found threatening.  Elders bring a “holistic, 

circular world view of ancestors” to the classroom, which is not necessarily in keeping with the 

linear, Western notion of progress.
 99

  In their traditional capacity, elders primarily transmit 

established wisdom rather than generate new knowledge and insight.
100

  This is not to suggest 

that there is not a creative impetus behind elder-based teaching, but rather that insight grows out 

of the interchange between teacher and student (not scholar and scholar).
101

  Such roles for tribal 
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elders suggest a fundamentally different philosophy of education in which teaching is primarily a 

matter of passing on accepted knowledge.
102

        

 The employment of tribal elders reflects both the necessity of staffing cultural studies 

programs and the desire among TCU administrators to legitimate traditional knowledge and 

ways of knowing.  Not only have elder-instructors bypassed the mainstream certification process, 

but they are typically the members of reservation communities the furthest from the orbit of what 

is perceived as a monolithic American culture.  By promoting elders as valid instructors, TCUs 

have implied that a familiarity with cultures outside the reservation is neither essential nor 

necessarily preferable among college faculty.   In addition to their teaching duties, elders at some 

tribal institutions, such as Chief Dull Knife College, have also served in advisory positions, 

weighing in on administrative issues connected to the college.
103

  Hiring elders also sends a 

political message to the reservation community and to outsiders that traditional leaders have 

reclaimed their historical roles, once usurped by BIA officials.
104

  The presence of elder-

instructors on TCU campuses has also helped to change the image of education on reservations.  

As a former president of Little Big Horn College pointed out, “Lots of people here have viewed 

education as the white man's thing.”
105

  Unlike certified Native American faculty who represent a 

dynamic view of tribal cultures and a blending of Western elements, elders embody the notion of 

a static, pure culture, and therefore lend a degree of authenticity to TCUs.   The inclusion of 
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traditional leaders also serves a symbolic function given the demographic makeup of most TCU 

faculties.  In 1997, only a third of all instructors at Tribal Colleges were Native American.
106

   

 While incorporating Native American studies, tribal languages, and elder-instructors into 

their curricula involves the adaptation of cultural elements, which are primarily expressive, many 

TCUs have sought to integrate the constitutive aspects of tribal cultures as well.  Diné College, 

always at the vanguard, was one of the first TCUs to design an entire curriculum centered around 

the “Navajo perspective.”
107

  In the early nineties, Diné opened an office of educational 

philosophy to “develop a methodology that will apply traditional Navajo philosophy to the 

management of the school.”
108

  As part of the new curriculum the college, began to offer a 

course in Navajo astronomy, which blended aspects of Western physics with traditional Navajo 

conceptions of the cosmos.
109

   Labeled a science course, the class was structured according to 

the Navajo calendar, used no textbooks, and was taught partially by tribal elders.
110

 Another 

example was the creation of the “Manager as Warrior” business curriculum at Oglala Lakota 

College, which attempted to “to apply traditional Indian values to modern business 

management.”
 111

  Former instructor, Tom Allen developed the program to challenge the notion 

that American Indian culture is “contradictory to being a good citizen or a productive 

                                                           
106

 Paul Boyer, Native American Colleges: Progress and Prospects (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, 
1997), 32. 
107

 Ibid., 66. 
108

 Report,  American Indian Higher Education Consortium and The Institute for Higher Education Policy, Tribal 
Colleges an Introduction, page B-2, folder “Education-White House Initiatives on Tribal Colleges and Universities,” 
ID: 102303 Old OA: 17895 Box 014 OA: 17893, Kendra Brooks, Domestic Policy Council,   Systematic Processed 
Collections, William Clinton Presidential Library. 
109

 Paul Boyer, Native American Colleges: Progress and Prospects (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, 
1997), 66. 
110

 Ibid. 
111

 Michael Kenny, “A college where the emphasis is on tribal values,” The Boston Globe, November 25, 1992, city 
edition.  



Williford 28 
 

manager.”
112

  Courses such as these have enabled TCU students to “'[learn] the skills of the 

dominant society without adopting the values,” a goal highlighted by AIHEC member, 

Georgianna Tiger.
113

  Incorporating culture in this way has allowed to Tribal Colleges to teach 

math, science, and business courses while simultaneously disavowing the “culture” that some 

Native Americans feel is attached to these subjects.  This strategy reveals a firm opposition to 

assimilation in all its forms.  As was the case with academic and vocational programs sponsored 

by the federal government, the infusion of Native philosophies and ways of knowing into 

business, technology, and science curricula symbolically reduces TCU dependency on the world 

outside the realm of tribal cultures.   

 Inserting Native American worldviews and values into TCU curricula is an important 

step in the valorization of the “Indian perspective.”  However, at a deeper level, the ultimate goal 

of the Tribal College movement is not the integration of tribal philosophies into the Western 

model of higher education, but creation of a new model based on a fundamentally Native 

American epistemology, a Tribal Academy.
114

  Funding provided by the Native American 

Higher Education Initiative, started in 1994 by the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, allowed many 

TCUs to move towards adopting a Native epistemological model for education.
115

 Scholarly 

debates over how to synthesize such a model and translate it into a practicable system are still in 

the early stages, but have rapidly intensified in the past few years.  Benham and Mann’s model 
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emphasizes first recognizing and then evaluating the “philosophical and spiritual constructs of 

one's culture and language.”
116

  In terms of the pragmatic implementation of a Native American 

pedagogy, they suggest the use of “activities that stress teamwork instead of individual 

competition” and retreat programs which immerse students in their native languages and cultures 

for extended periods of time.
117

    

 Christensen is more specific as to how Native American values and views of knowledge 

can form the basis for teaching methods.  In what she refers to as the circular technique, 

knowledge is borne out of the reciprocal exchange of information that occurs between elder and 

pupil.
118

  Another method, spiral communication, is connected to the practice of storytelling.  

The teacher occupies the center of a circle of students, and “spirals” back and forth requesting 

the input of each student.
119

  This style of teaching emphasizes the “freedom to choose meanings 

from stories…the personal sovereignty and living context of the individual.”
120

  Both models 

struggle with the question of how to construct a Native approach to evaluating student 

performance, the concept of evaluation being closely linked to Western education.   Christensen 

does, however, propose a role for tribal elders in the grading and assessment process.
121

  Efforts 

to create a uniquely Native American pedagogy represent a near total rejection of Western 

culture and standards by TCUs.  Pursuing the doctrine of self-determination to its logical 

conclusion, scholars of Native American education have envisioned a scenario in which both 

expressive and constitutive elements tribal cultures have supremacy on the reservation.  
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Although debates over how to construct a pedagogy from tribal epistemologies have taken place 

at an esoteric level, they are nonetheless political in the sense that they aim at complete cultural 

autonomy for Native Americans in all aspects of the educational process.   

 While many academics connected to the Tribal College Movement such as Christensen, 

Benham, Mann, Wayne J. Stein, and others have advocated for a transition to a thoroughly 

Native American epistemological model to serve as the basis for tribal higher education, not all 

TCUs have adopted this goal.  Turtle Mountain Community College, which once professed to 

"reflect in all its curriculum the Indian perspective”
 122

 has since altered its mission statement.  

The college now boasts “a curriculum wherein Indian tribal studies are an integral part of all 

courses offered as well as history, values, methods, and culture of Western society.”
123

  This 

statement serves as a reminder that in spite of Native American sovereignty, self-determination, 

and the isolation of many reservation communities, TCUs are still inexorably connected to 

mainstream higher education and still adhere somewhat to a standardized model. 

       Just as tribally controlled institutions have managed to carve out a unique cultural space 

within the higher education system by merging Native American philosophies and values with 

Western models when necessary, so too have they used architecture and design to accomplish the 

same goal in a physical space.  Literature produced by the American Indian Higher Education 

Consortium has frequently referred to TCUs as “repositories of cultural knowledge.”
124

  In the 

past two decades, especially, this function has become imprinted on Tribal College campuses.  
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Pavel, Inglebret, and Banks have described “the campuses, buildings, halls, and 

offices…adorned with heroes from the past, respected elders, and other people who made 

tremendous sacrifices…these people are still recognized and valued for their cultural 

symbolism.”
125

  Moreover, the political goals of Tribal Colleges have been articulated in the 

architecture of their campuses.  Blending motifs from traditional tribal cultures with modern 

construction methods and materials establishes the aesthetic legitimacy of Native American 

forms.  At the same time, avoiding design elements considered too “Western” is another way of 

asserting the autonomy and separateness of tribes.     

  Efforts to produce a distinctly Native American approach to architecture have spawned a 

number of structures whose designs reflect a political intent.  Located at the geographical center 

of the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, Piya Wiconi houses the central administrative offices of 

Oglala Lakota College in South Dakota.  The center’s architect Sun Rhodes presented the 

following justification for the Piya Wiconi’s rounded angles and curving walls: 

The circle, a derivative of the earth, is the symbol of continuance, rejuvenation, 

and renewal.  Like the earth it has a connotation of goodness and 

wholeness…Indians have a revulsion to walls, square boxes and especially 

corners.  When Indians begin to live in square boxes they will no longer be 

Indians.
126

 

According to Rhodes, Piya Wiconi, though built of modern materials, is true to an “Indian” 

aesthetic.  In this view, Indian identity, despite its fluidity, is irrevocably linked to certain 

architectural forms, which themselves embody an essentially Native American worldview.  As 

with other aspects of the cultural/political missions of TCUs, Native American styles derive 

much of their political meaning from what they are not.  The “revulsion to walls” that Sun 

Rhodes describes amounts to a rejection of forms designated as being “Western” and hence 
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inappropriate for use by Native Americans.   The use of stylistic elements, which have been 

labeled as “Indian,” in designing tribal campuses is also part of the political process of 

symbolically elevating tribal cultures to the level of Western culture.  

  During the 1990’s, several tribal colleges constructed cultural centers with assistance 

from the AIHEC Cultural Centers Initiative and financial backing provided by the Kellogg 

Foundation and the Carrier Corporation.
 127

   Like Piya Wiconi, these centers adapted Native 

American themes such as circles, turtles, and octagons into their designs.
128

  Going a step further, 

however, several TCUs, including Bay Mills Community College in Michigan and Fond du Lac 

Tribal and Community College in Minnesota, constructed log cabins on campus in which to 

deposit their tribes’ sacred objects.
129

  These centers also played a role in the political 

“reclaiming” of tribal culture, as repositories for artifacts and remains repatriated from museum 

collections.
130

  Lionel Bordeaux, president of the Sinte Gleska University, envisioned his 

institution’s Cultural Center, also a log-cabin structure, as “a connection to our past. It represents 

who we are and where we came from and where we are going.”
131

  Occasionally, TCUs have 

juxtaposed structures built using traditional methods with modern versions, which incorporate 

tribal styles to serve a symbolic purpose.  The hogan-esque Ned Hatathli Cultural Center, 

mentioned earlier, is located near an actual hogan built of wood and packed earth, which Navajo 

students and faculty use for religious purposes.
132

  These two structures embody the dynamic and 

the static approaches to incorporating traditional cultures respectively.  Both mark Diné 
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College’s Tsaile campus as an environment where power is in the hands of individuals with a 

commitment to Navajo traditions, values, and distinctiveness.  By avoiding architecture that may 

resemble structures at non-tribal colleges and instead relying on traditional Native American 

designs for inspiration, TCUs have symbolically distanced themselves from the notion of a 

monolithic mainstream and provided physical references for their uniqueness as institutions.   

 Cultural centers like those at Diné and Fond du Lac are not the only structures on TCU 

campuses endowed with a political significance for Native American students and faculty.  The 

now-defunct D-Q University campus in California contained several structures that were once 

part of a military base, and The United Tribes Technical College in North Dakota operates in an 

abandoned Army fort.
 133

 Also, the administrative offices of Sinte Gleska College in South 

Dakota were once located in a local Bureau of Indian Affairs building.
134

 Although many of 

these institutions have occupied old government buildings for lack of funding to construct their 

own facilities, there is also a pleasant irony in the fact the Native Americans students have 

reclaimed spaces that symbolize the past subjugation of their nations and the dependence of their 

people on the U.S. government.       

  

 The infusion of traditional Native American tribal arts, languages, worldviews, and 

epistemologies into every aspect of institutional life at Tribal Colleges and Universities has been 

a thoroughly political process.  By contrasting tribal cultures with a generalized interpretation of 

“American culture,” TCUs have portrayed Native American nations as distinct and autonomous 

societies separate from but connected to a dominant “American society.”  TCUs have used 
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Indian studies and tribal language courses, elder-based instruction, curricula inspired by Native 

values and philosophies, and architecture to define and defend the boundaries of a cultural space 

from the perceived influence of the “American mainstream.”  The increased contact between 

tribal institutions and government agencies as a result of the Land Grant Status Act and The 

Clinton administration’s Executive Order for TCUs has brought the political implications of this 

cultural space to light.  By inserting cultural elements into federally funded programs, TCUs 

have limited the scope of government interference in their institutional structures.  “Culture” 

regardless of how it is constructed in specific contexts has enabled TCUs to communicate a 

potent political message both within and beyond the confines of the reservation.  

 


