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Commentary on the Recruitment and 
Retention of American Indian and 
Alaska Native Students in California 
Postsecondary Education Institutions

Randall Akee, Theresa Stewart-Ambo, and Heather Torres

On October 15–16, 2019, the American Indian Studies Center and interdepart-
mental program at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) convened 

a two-day symposium, “Lighting a Path Forward: UC Land Grants, Public Memory, 
and Tovaangar” (“Lighting a Path Forward”), organized by Professor Mishuana 
Goeman, special advisor to the UCLA chancellor on Native American and Indigenous 
Affairs. On October 15, three panels discussed UCLA’s centennial anniversary with 
respect to California Indians, the current state of relationships and projects between 
tribal communities and University of California institutions, and future innovative 
practices working with tribal communities. On October 16, symposium participants 
and facilitators explored three policy topics related to American Indians and Alaska 
Natives, the state of California, and its university systems.1 The three policy topics 
were divided into separate workshop tracks. Track 1 was titled, “Creating Guidelines 
for Community Engagement Classes in the UC/Working with Tribal Communities”; 

Randall Akee (Native Hawaiian) is an associate professor in the department of Public Policy 
and interdepartmental program in American Indian studies at the University of California, 
Los Angeles. He is also chair of the American Indian Studies Interdepartmental Program. 
Theresa Stewart-Ambo (Luiseño, Tongva) is an assistant professor in the Education studies 
program at the University of California, San Diego. She holds a PhD in Education from University 
of California, Los Angeles, an MEd in Student Affairs, and a BA in American Indian studies. 
Heather Torres (San Ildefonso Pueblo, Diné) is the program director at the Tribal Law and 
Policy Institute. Previously, she served as director of Native Student Programs at the University 
of Redlands. Heather holds a JD specializing in Critical Race Studies, an MA in Collaborative 
Educational Leadership, and a BA in English and American Indian studies. Authors’ names are in 
alphabetical order and all contributed equally to the writing of this commentary.
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Track 2, “Recruitment and Retention of American Indian/Alaska Native Students”; 
and Track 3, “Determining Cultural Affiliation toward Repatriation and Cultural 
Heritage Protection.” The authors facilitated workshop Track 2 and this commentary 
will therefore highlight the discussion and outcomes of “Recruitment and Retention of 
American Indian/Alaska Native Students.”

In Track 2, we engaged twenty different individuals drawn from various post-
secondary educational institutions and Indigenous communities and nations across 
California. The purpose of our track was to engage practices already in place for 
recruitment and retention policies for the American Indian and Alaska Native popula-
tion in postsecondary institutions in California. We also aimed to identify important 
gaps and areas for improvement. We started the session by introducing ourselves and 
our work as scholars, administrators, and community members to gauge the level of 
knowledge and experience in the room. Our track was composed of American Indian 
and Alaska Native and non-American Indian and Alaska Native individuals with a 
wealth of professional experience and employment in American Indian and Alaska 
Native education, with some working entirely in the California Community College 
(CCC), California State University (CSU) and University of California (UC) systems. 
Introductions were followed by a brief review of the role of facilitators and partici-
pants, as well as the purpose of the day’s discussion.

In the morning session of Track 2, we identified broad topics, concerns, and issues. 
Students from UCLA School of Law’s Human Rights in Action clinic provided 
a summary of selected existing research, outlining four primary themes related to 
the recruitment and retention of American Indian and Alaska Native students in 
postsecondary educational institutions. The four themes, gleaned from the students’ 
review of the literature, were (1) community; (2) academic and application support; 
(3) financial aid; and (4) data collection and analysis. These themes were derived from 
observing recurrent topics and words in the literature. The law students also shared a 
newly created chart listing existing recruitment and retention efforts across the UC, 
CSU, and CCC campuses based on existing online documentation and resources (see 
appendix). Session facilitators provided the students with suggestions and guidance in 
the collection of this information in the weeks leading up to the convening in order 
to create these documents. All literature reviewed in preparation for Track 2 was also 
available for participants’ viewing before the symposium.

Overview Of the QuestiOns

As outlined above, Track 2 of “Lighting a Path Forward” focused on the recruitment 
and retention of American Indian and Alaska Natives in the UC, CSU and CCC 
systems. The UCLA American Indian Studies Center and program provided discus-
sion questions for Track 2:

(1) What do admissions officers throughout the UC system need to consider?
(2) What do faculty and campus administrators need to know to ensure the 
success of students?
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(3) What are some best practices in American Indian and Alaska Native recruit-
ment and retention?

In facilitation, these questions were reframed as an open brainstorm of issues affecting 
recruitment and retention, which were later filtered for small group discussion and 
proposal of policy interventions. The group’s methodologies are discussed at greater 
length later in this commentary.

The goal of this commentary is to provide university systems and individual insti-
tutions in California with policy and practice recommendations that usher campuses 
into a new era of serving American Indian and Alaska Native students. Universities 
continue to falter in meeting the academic, social, cultural, financial, and personal 
needs of American Indian and Alaska Native students. This can be distinguished 
by the perpetually stagnant (and at times decreasing) number of American Indian 
and Alaska Native matriculants across university systems, particularly in California. 
For example, according to a report by the California Indian Culture and Sovereignty 
Center at CSU San Marcos, the number of American Indian and Alaska Native 
first-time, full-time freshmen enrolled across the CSUs declined from 365 in 2008 to 
142 in 2009, and never fully rebounded, with enrollment hovering at 151 students in 
2015.2 Likewise, the UC system enrolled 161 first-time, full-time freshmen in 2008. 
While enrollment for American Indian and Alaska Natives increased the subsequent 
year (2008) to 209 students, it later plummeted to 125 students in 2015. Similarly, 
the 2004 graduation rates for American Indian and Alaska Natives in four, five, and 
six years from UC campuses was 48 percent, 69 percent and 71 percent respectively, 
often lower than, or tied with, African American/Black and Chicanx/Latinx students.3 
Based on these numbers, it is evident additional efforts are needed to improve the 
access, transition, experience and outcomes of matriculating undergraduate and grad-
uate students, including the management of student data. Moreover, it is urgent 
to address American Indian and Alaska Native student needs, with calls for minor 
adjustments to ongoing practices and major interventions for others. This commentary 
offers suggestions for both.

brief Overview Of seleCted literAture

Broadly speaking, literature on American Indian and Alaska Native students in post-
secondary education continues to be scarce compared to other underrepresented 
populations. Quantitative research frequently reduces American Indian and Alaska 
Natives to an asterisk (discussed more later), whereby these students are unable to be 
shown in descriptive statistics and rendered “statistically insignificant” in demographic 
reporting.4 While there is increasing qualitative research on this topic, as quantitative 
analysis is often lacking due to the paucity of data, scholars argue that existing litera-
ture on college retention and completion often fails to address the unique political, 
social, and cultural factors impacting American Indian and Alaska Native under-
graduate and graduate students.5

A review of selected existing literature on recruitment and retention, literature 
that looks more closely at the political, social, and cultural factors impacting American 
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Indian and Alaska Native students, produced the following key themes shown in 
figure 1 below: Community; Academic and Application Support; Financial Aid; Data 
Collection and Analysis. Students from UCLA School of Law’s Human Rights in 
Action Clinic provided the summary of these key themes from the selected literature. 
We used this summary of concepts and themes to guide the discussion with our 
participants in Track 2. Our intention was to provide a brief overview on these topical 

areas that offer some foundation for the following discussion of policy and practice 
recommendations. A visual of the key themes and concepts are provided below.

For a more in-depth review of literature, we direct you to a recently published 
report on American Indian and Alaska Native student access, transition, belonging, 
and completion by Indigenous higher education scholars Nicole Alia Salis Reyes and 
Heather Shotton.6

COmmunity: CreAting A COmmunity fOr indigenOus students 
On CAmPus And COnneCtiOns tO Other indigenOus COmmunities

If we are to situate American Indian and Alaska Native students within academia, it is 
important to first acknowledge that US colleges and universities were not constructed 
with Indigenous students in mind, but rather are an extension of settler colonialism.7 
Many American Indian and Alaska Native students experience dissonance when 
attending college because the environment is inherently different and unfamiliar.8 
Multiple factors influence students’ success once in college, including role models, 
campus space,9 and giving back to one’s community.10

Research indicates that welcoming and nurturing environments for American 
Indian and Alaska Native students are an essential component of ensuring their success. 
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Additional research indicates faculty and staff are a critical part of student success.11 
Likewise, peer-to-peer relationships help students develop a sense of belonging on 
campus.12 Campus spaces such as multicultural or American Indian and Alaska Native-
specific student resource centers also help in fostering students’ sense of belonging.13

Connection to community has also been identified as a key element of students’ 
motivation and success. Termed in the literature as “giving back,” this is a rich area 
of scholarship arguing that despite hardships, American Indian and Alaska Native 
students pursue and persist in college because of their desire to give back to American 
Indian and Alaska Native communities broadly, and tribal communities specifically.14

Academic and Application Support: Enhancing Academic Support for 
Current Students and Admissions Support for Prospective Students
In 2019, the American Indian College Fund (AICF) issued a Declaration of Native 
Purpose in Higher Education. Having gathered educators from across the nation, the 
AICF offered a poignant declaration on American Indian and Alaska Native rights to 
education, stating, “We believe that Native American students have a right to a higher 
education and to attend any college or university of their choice.”15 As strategies to 
implement this declaration, the AICF offered to examine and expand curriculum offer-
ings to include American Indian and Alaska Native knowledges; connect recruitment, 
admissions, and matriculation for American Indian and Alaska Native students from 
all geographic locations, whether on-reservation, urban, or rural; and remove obstacles 
to enrollment like discriminatory admissions policies.16 This call for a clear path to 
enrollment and graduation responds to the need expressed in the literature for both 
application support and academic support in order to address recruitment and reten-
tion issues facing American Indian and Alaska Native students.

There are myriad factors affecting American Indian and Alaska Native students’ 
college success, such as schooling environments from pre-K through 12th grade, socio-
economic status, gaps in college readiness and preparedness, and finances.17 To address 
those challenges, American Indian and Alaska Native communities and organizations 
have focused on developing American Indian and Alaska Native college access and 
college student support programs. College Horizons, Inc. has distinguished itself as 
an organization offering two American Indian and Alaska Native undergraduate and 
graduate preparation programs that expose students to campus life, introduce students 
to institutional representatives, and assist students in application preparation.18 
Participation in such programs has been noted to support students’ transition into 
their first year of college and instill a culture of giving back.19 It is critical to consider 
opportunities for students to engage in giving back when providing academic support 
to American Indian and Alaska Native college students, whether through mentorship 
of younger students or breaking stereotypes. For example, at UCLA, several student-
run American Indian and Alaska Native support systems engage American Indian 
and Alaska Native students in student retention efforts through peer mentorship,20 
and also assist in recruitment efforts in partnership with the UCLA Native American 
admissions recruiter by offering tutoring services and college preparation workshops.21 
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Several other examples can be found across the CCC, CSU, private, and UC systems 
(see appendix).

A strong institutional commitment to consistently and appropriately fund 
programs is an important component to designing and implementing academic and 
application support programs. Programs should (1) be funded based on community 
impact;22 (2) work with American Indian and Alaska Native nations throughout 
design and implementation;23 and (3) value and utilize American Indian and Alaska 
Native social and cultural capital, including campus American Indian and Alaska 
Native staff and faculty.24

Financial Aid: Addressing Issues of Financial Aid and Postsecondary 
Education Costs
The rising costs of higher education create access barriers for students across the 
country, which are compounded by families experiencing slow rates of household 
income growth and expansion of wealth inequality.25 Literature targeting the financial 
aid experiences of American Indian and Alaska Native students is limited.26 However, 
the availability of financial aid and knowledge of how to access financial aid have been 
shown to be factors affecting access to higher education for American Indian and 
Alaska Native students.27 These factors underscore the importance of academic and 
application support, including information on financial resources. This can include 
employing staff who know about funding sources for American Indian and Alaska 
Native students and also examining how the institution communicates those sources 
(i.e., expanding beyond internet-reliant media).28

Additionally, current literature details financial aid practices colleges and universi-
ties can implement to assist American Indian and Alaska Native students. Possible 
assistance can include tuition waivers for American Indian and Alaska Native 
students29 and establishment of institutional scholarships as a direct response to 
institutions benefiting from land grants and the dispossession of tribal lands.30 These 
efforts are in addition to federal, state, and tribal governments continuing to offer 
aid currently accessed by American Indian and Alaska Native students, including 
federal and state need-based and merit-based grants, federal work study, and tribal 
scholarships.31 Types of financial aid should also go beyond tuition and fees, given 
that despite such aid students struggle to meet basic living expenses and other school-
related expenses such as books, technology, supplies, and transportation.32 Some 
programs serving American Indian and Alaska Native students are able to offer 
textbooks for students or assist with a textbook-loaning service.33 Overall, more data 
is needed to understand and meet the financial needs of American Indian and Alaska 
Native students more fully.34

Data Collection and Analysis: American Indian and Alaska Native 
Postsecondary Data Collection, Analysis, and Reporting
Jameson D. Lopez and Scott C. Marley point to the many complexities of data collec-
tion on American Indian and Alaska Native in postsecondary educational data.35 In 
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the application process, there is a need to collect data on students’ tribal affiliation—
data that follows the student from the system level to campuses. This initial collection 
would aid in the subsequent analysis of applicants, admits, enrollees, retention and 
graduation. At the moment, no public/standardized practice to track American Indian 
and Alaska Native students exists. As a result, student numbers are inconsistent year 
to year. Additionally, students who self-identify as American Indian and Alaska Native 
but are not identified as American Indian and Alaska Native by their institutions do 
not receive information about services essential to their success.

Moreover, the transition of campuses to Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSI), 
particularly in California and across the UC, complicates the tracking of American 
Indian and Alaska Native students who identify as multi-racial, in this case Hispanic 
or Latinx and American Indian and Alaska Native. Consequently, students who iden-
tify as two or more races, one being American Indian and Alaska Native, students may 
not be counted as American Indian and Alaska Native nor will they receive institu-
tional services information where applicable.

Last, there is a need to conduct a system and campus level assessment of American 
Indian and Alaska Native campus services, as well as examine how this popu-
lace is experiencing their respective campuses. Reported in the Diverse Learning 
Environment survey conducted at UCLA, American Indian and Alaska Native and 
Black students reported greater experiences of discrimination and bias compared to 
white students. This same study also showed that American Indian and Alaska Native 
students self-reported the highest level of negative cross-racial interactions and experi-
ences of harassment.36 This report is one of the few that contains separate information 
for American Indian and Alaska Native students. Other system-wide and campus-
specific surveys, such as the University of California Undergraduate Experience Survey 
(UCUES), do not yield high enough response rate from American Indian and Alaska 
Native students to be included as a separate group for analysis. As such, how American 
Indian and Alaska Native students experience campus life, particularly in the UC and 
CSU systems, is poorly understood.

fACilitAtiOn methOd

Using the literature presented to guide our conversation, we invited participants to 
identify existing topics, concerns, and issues that affect recruitment and retention for 
American Indian and Alaska Native students in postsecondary institutions. These 
topics were connected to professional experiences that participants face working as 
student affairs practitioners, university faculty, and staff. Using Post-It notes, partici-
pants were asked to list as many of their concerns and place them on the board at the 
front of the room for collective sharing and review. As the three track facilitators, we 
organized those notes under several broad categories such as data collection, campus 
climate, student development, retention and graduation, and outreach.

Once this was complete, we asked the participants to vote (two votes each) for 
their two highest priority issues. The purpose of voting on issues was to focus the 
conversation on a couple of important topics for the remainder of the workshop. 
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Ultimately, the group came to agreement on the following eleven topics (with a few 
modifications of topical placement):

1. Data collection (3 votes)
2. Indigenous-centered (1 vote)
3. Institutional support (6 votes)
4. Campus climate (2 votes)
5. Educational faculty and Campus (4 votes)
6. Community space
7. Safety (0 votes)
8. Research collaboration (0 votes)
9. Student success and development (5 votes)
10. Retention (0 votes)
11. Access, outreach and recruitment (5 votes)

The three topics that received the highest vote counts were “Institutional support,” 
“Student success and development,” and “Access, outreach and recruitment.” With a 
tied vote count, “Student success and development” and “Access, outreach and recruit-
ment” were categorized as “Student Support” for group discussion.

We separated the participants into two groups in order to discuss “Institutional 
Support” and “Student Support” for the remaining time. We discussed and recom-
mended strategies to address the topics of institutional and student support for 
recruiting and retaining American Indian students. Each group worked collectively 
at a round table and devised or described existing programs or strategies related to 
these topics. The two groups reached a consensus regarding the pressing issues for 
American Indian and Alaska Native student recruitment and retention on postsec-
ondary campuses. Our group members identified various methods to address these 
concerns and issues. It was important that all participants be able to participate, 
contribute, understand, and agree with the offered solutions and methods devel-
oped by the group. For every concern, a solution was offered that paralleled the 
literature or had some grounding in existing practices. In the cases where there was 
limited literature, such as the development of tribal liaison positions, solutions were 
offered based on existing programs at institutions or from participant experien-
tial knowledge.

Once the work was independently completed in each group, the two groups 
reported their findings and recommendations. Although the groups were separated 
topically, the reports from the two groups overlapped on many aspects of strategy and 
methodology. Finally, we shared our full set of findings to the entire group of sympo-
sium attendees, including those who worked in Track 1 and Track 3. The following 
policy and practice recommendations stem from participants’ discussion and also 
incorporates scholarly research and exemplar practices.
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results And OutPut

The two reports on interventions from both discussion groups, “Institutional Support” 
and “Student Support,” were merged to create a final table of interventions. The table is 
organized into five topic areas, grouped by the facilitators for ease of use. Those topic 
areas are “Campus Space or Location;” “Employment or Positions;” “Funding Requests 
and Training;” “Data or Information Changes;” and “Community Engagement.” The 
term intervention was selected by facilitators to highlight the necessity of “preventing” 
or “altering” a current course of action, in this case American Indian and Alaska Native 
recruitment and retention, through practice and policy changes. This term also draws 
in early, intensive, and continuous intervention student-retention models and strate-
gies.37 Under each topic a specific intervention is introduced, followed by a justification 
and strategy to approach for implementation.

Campus Space or Location
This topic area refers to the necessity of having a dedicated space or location for 
American Indian and Alaska Native students to gather, to study, and to have events 
specific to their needs in these postsecondary institutions.

Employment or Positions
This topic area focuses on the role that faculty and staff play in improving the recruit-
ment and retention of American Indian and Alaska Native students.

tAble 1 
imPOrtAnCe Of dediCAted AmeriCAn indiAn And AlAskA nAtive sPACe

Intervention Justification Strategy

AIAN Student Resource Center and a 
Dedicated Indoor Space

To strengthen AIAN students’ sense of 
belonging and recognize that they conduct 
themselves in a familial style.

Chancellor to determine space 
and facility management. 
Capital campaign for Central 
Development.

Outdoor Space To connect AIAN students to campus and 
provide off campus community access to 
campus.

Kitchen Space To address food sovereignty and insecurity; 
provide the opportunity to revitalize or retain 
traditional diets; and acknowledge cultural 
connections to food and gathering.

Technology Space To increase academic confidence and security; 
provide support for collective and collaborative 
research; and ensure access to learning 
materials (e.g. printing, computers, internet). 

AIAN Student Housing Facilities in a Living 
and Learning Community

To implement a high impact practice for AIAN 
student success.
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tAble 2 
the rOle Of fACulty And stAff in AiAn reCruitment And retentiOn

Intervention Justification Strategy

Elder in residence To foster essential intergenerational connections 
important to identity formation; emphasize 
and respect the traditional role of education; 
connect students to a local tribal community and 
reinforce familial connections.

Connect to local and other tribal communities. 

Mental health/behavioral 
counselor

To improve the mental and physical health of 
students through traditional and/or culturally 
relevant/centered methods of care especially 
when attached to the AIAN Resource Center.

University of California Office of the President 
(UCOP) mandated more mental health officers. 
There should be more AIAN hired. Chancellors 
on each campus.

Academic counselor To improve the academic performance and 
navigational experience of students through 
culturally relevant and specific academic support 
services.

Identify existing resources at the institution-
level for adding this position at partial time or 
full-time. 

Financial aid counselor To improve the financial security of students 
and ease communication to tribal governments 
and AIAN non-profit organizations with an 
individual steeped in protocols and knowledge 
and AIAN aid resources and procedures.

Identify existing resources at the institution-
level for adding this position at partial time or 
full-time. 

Data analyst To provide university personnel data on 
applicants, admits, enrollment, retention, and 
completion. Individual knowledgeable/trained/
specializing in the complexities of tribal and 
self-identification. 

UCOP already conducts data analysis for 
the entire system. This would require further 
advocacy efforts for the UCOP to provide 
additional data, reporting and information on the 
current status of AIAN students.

Multi-level Staffing 
(Director, Assistant 
Director)

To respond to land-grant obligation to work 
with diverse AIAN students and communities; 
strengthen alumni relationships; provide students 
work opportunities during their time on campus.

Chancellor.

Professional Development 
for Staff

To promote AIAN professional development; 
value staff; ensure staff productivity in their 
capacities; increase staff wellbeing.

Chancellor.

Develop ally training To enhance cultural competency of staff; increase 
support and maximize the assistance from diverse 
groups; improve the overall campus climate for 
AIAN students; advance campus diversity equity 
and inclusion commitments.

Equity, Inclusion and Diversity Office and Tribal 
communities.

Dedicated AIAN 
Admissions Recruiter

To provide a connection to AIAN communities, 
families, and networks; communicate cultural 
connections.

Approach to enrollment management; Vice 
President of enrollment.

Appoint a faculty member  
as Special Advisor to the 
Chancellor (housed at the 
level of the chancellor) and 
a full-time staff member 
to facilitate development 
of nation-to-nation 
relationships with local and 
other Native tribes

To respond to land-grant obligation to serve the 
public good by serving Native nations and Native 
students; in particular, the Tribe associated with 
the lands occupied by the institution.

 Chancellor.
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Funding Requests and Training
This topic area relates to the crucial need for funding to support activities as well as 
the training requirements for existing university staff and administrators. Interventions 
include training that institutions should regularly offer to tribal communities.

tAble 3 
trAining needed fOr university stAff And AdministrAtOrs And 

COmmunity members

Item Justification Strategy

Permanent Funding To ensure continuity and not rely on grant 
funding; show institutional commitment.

Chancellor and UCOP.

Programming Budget To provide programs to support the 
students and the space (both cultural and/
or academic).

Chancellor and UCOP.

Resources for fees and housing To support student recruitment, retention 
and success.

Approach University Development and 
Financial Aid.

Tuition waivers for California AIAN 
students from all California tribal nations, 
regardless of a tribe’s federal recognition 
status

To respond to Land-grant obligation to 
serve AIAN nations and communities, 
particularly the Tribe associated with the 
lands occupied by the institution.

 Chancellor and UCOP.

Cluster hire of AIAN faculty To help with creating critical mass, 
recruitment and retention of AIAN 
students who need faculty mentors and 
role models.

 Chancellor and Provost.

College 101 Training for Tribes that 
discusses financial aid and fellowships

To enhance tribal-university- relationships. Program staff and Financial Aid.

AIAN 101 professional development 
training for ALL staff especially Faculty 
and Counselors 

To improve the experience and success of 
existing AIAN students on campus. 

Cross-collaborations pushed by 
Administration, across Academic and 
Student Affairs divisions; Mandatory 
training.

Intervention Justification Strategy

Tribal Liaison To increase the information flow and 
communication between the university and local 
tribal communities and tribal nations. 

Chancellor and UCOP; Reporting to the 
Chancellor.

Tribal Advisory Council on 
which the Liaison and the 
Special Advisor will serve, 
along with other local tribal 
and Native community 
leaders

To meet Land-grant obligations and honor 
the land and people; increase and demonstrate 
accountability to the local community; enrich 
the diversity for the campus as a whole; develop 
pathways to postsecondary programs.

Chancellor and UCOP; Reporting to the 
Chancellor.
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Data or Information Changes
This topic area addresses the need for improved data and information for American 
Indian and Alaska Native students. The lack of accessible and timely data in addi-
tion to definitional differences make it quite difficult to assess program effectiveness 
and overall success in recruitment and retainment of American Indian and Alaska 
Native students.

Community Engagement
This topic area addresses the reciprocal nature of the relationships between the univer-
sity and American Indian and Alaska Native communities and/or American Indian 
and Alaska Native nations.

mAtrix Of existing AmeriCAn indiAn And AlAskA nAtive PrOgrAms

In the attached appendix, we provide the matrix assembled by UCLA Law School 
students for existing American Indian and Alaska Native programs within California 
institutions of higher learning. This information was compiled from online resources 

tAble 5 
reCiPrOCAl relAtiOnshiPs: the university And  

AmeriCAn indiAn And AlAskA nAtive COmmunities And/Or nAtiOns

Generate protocols for appropriate 
interactions with AIAN Nations

To demonstrate respect, cultural 
competency and acknowledge land-grant 
obligations.

Campus Government/External Relations. 

Adopt a community-approved land 
acknowledgment statement involving local 
tribe(s) and staff such as a Tribal Liaison 
and/or Tribal Advisory Council 

To demonstrate respect, cultural 
competency and acknowledge land-grant 
obligations.

University-wide, Equity, Inclusion and 
Diversity Office.

tAble 4 
the need fOr imPrOved dAtA And infOrmAtiOn fOr AmeriCAn indiAn 

And AlAskA nAtive students

Item Justification Strategy

Academic Data To assess progress and allow for early 
intervention; demonstrate need for 
funding of student services.

UCOP Data.

Additional question on the system-wide 
admissions application about how AIAN 
applicants want to be identified

To have more accurate counts of AIAN 
student applicants and understanding 
of AIAN students and their tribal/
community affiliations.

Enrollment Management or Director of 
Admissions.

Annual data regarding all students who 
list AIAN or AIAN and another race 

To have more accurate counts of 
AIAN student numbers that will aid in 
documenting students’ success and in 
retention.

 UCOP Data.
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at the institutions’ websites. The matrix compiles results for the UC, CSU, a couple 
of private institutions, and community colleges. The matrix contains information, 
where available, on the American Indian and Alaska Native program name, existing 
recruitment efforts, year program started, and location of recruitment efforts (organi-
zationally). These institutions were selected because they serve the largest proportion 
of students in California, as these are the public institutions of higher education. We 
have included private institutions with a known reputation for serving the American 
Indian and Alaska Native student population and for having existing programs and/
or services. The chart should be useful for researchers, policymakers, and educators 
seeking to examine the types of programs and services already in place at institutions 
of higher education in California. Of note, the campuses of CSU San Marcos and UC 
Davis were often referenced during group discussion as campuses successfully imple-
menting some of the identified interventions. Of course, this chart only represents the 
best available information at the current time and will be subject to change over time.

COnClusiOn

Our commentary is intended to accomplish several tasks. The first was to identify 
important and recurrent themes in the existing academic literature on recruitment 
and retention of American Indian and Alaska Native students in higher education. 
Through a survey of selected literature that looks more closely at the political, social, 
and cultural factors impacting American Indian and Alaska Native students, four 
common themes emerged and grounded our workshop track discussions. The themes 
focused primarily on different types of support that are required to improve American 
Indian and Alaska Native recruitment and retention. The first was the importance of 
creating a community for the American Indian and Alaska Native population in these 
spaces. The second was a need for institutional academic support and admissions 
support. The third theme focused on financing support for these endeavors. The final 
theme was the importance (and the lack of ) data to identify trends and changes in 
enrollment, application, and graduation for these otherwise-overlooked populations.

The second task was to engage the participants in our workshop and collect their 
thoughts and input on best practices for improving American Indian and Alaska Native 
recruitment and retention in California institutions of higher education. We identified 
five areas where specific program and policy interventions would lead to improved 
American Indian and Alaska Native recruitment and retention. The first area focused 
on dedicating campus space for the American Indian and Alaska Native population and 
for hosting events and activities. The second area focused on increasing and improving 
staff and faculty on campuses for American Indian and Alaska Native programs and 
services. The third area for intervention focused on increasing funding mechanisms for 
American Indian and Alaska Native students to attend and graduate from these higher 
education institutions. The fourth area focused on the need for better and timely data 
to assess changes in this population in a consistent manner over time and educational 
institutions. Finally, the fifth area focused on community engagement and involvement 
in various aspects of recruitment, programming, and event planning.
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Finally, we have provided an initial overview of existing American Indian and 
Alaska Native programs and services at the various UC, CSU, private, and CCC 
institutions in California. While this is not an exhaustive list, it provides some basic 
information on currently existing programs and services for American Indian and 
Alaska Native student populations advertised on their respective websites.
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