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The Tribally Controlled Colleges 
in the 1980s: Higher Education’s 
Best Kept Secret 

NORMAN T. OPPELT 

The late 1960s and early 1970s saw a major change in American 
Indian education. This change was the advent of self- 
determination in education for some western American Indians. 
Rough Rock Demonstration School (1966) and Ramah High 
School (1970), located on different sections of the huge Navajo 
Reservation, were the first modern American Indian controlled 
elementary and secondary schools. 

At the higher education level, the founding of sixteen tribally 
controlled colleges on western reservations between 1968 and 
1978 has initiated self-determination in American Indian post- 
secondary education. Little research has been done on these 
schools; in fact, they are unknown to many persons in the field 
of higher education. Other than persons who have worked at 
these colleges, few educators know of their importance in Ameri- 
can Indian education. This article has been written to inform 
interested persons about the present status of these tribal col- 
leges, their progress and problems, and to speculate about their 
future . I  

The first tribally controlled college, Navajo Community Col- 
lege, was chartered by the Navajo Tribe in 1968. Classes were 
first offered in 1969 at the small reservation town of Many Farms 
where NCC shared facilities with the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ 
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secondary school. The motivation for founding Navajo Commu- 
nity College was the realization by many Navajos that existing 
off-reservation White institutions were not meeting the post- 
secondary education needs of most Navajos2 There were too 
many dropouts, wasted human resources and the preservation 
and transmission of the Navajo language and traditional culture 
was discouraged. The Navajo wanted their own college, planned 
and controlled by their people. They believed that an American 
Indian controlled college on the reservation would provide ser- 
vices to the tribe and would encourage educated Navajos to 
return to their homeland where they would provide resident ex- 
pertise in a number of fields. 

In its first few years Navajo Community College was funded 
by various federal sources, small donations from the private sec- 
tor and allocations from the Navajo Tribe. Most of these funds 
were intended for the establishment of the College, not perma- 
nent operating funds. Therefore, a more stable source of fund- 
ing was needed for the College to continue to operate. This need 
was partially met throught the passage of Public Law 89-192, the 
Navajo Community College Assistance Act of 197L3 This Act 
provided that federal funds could be appropriated for operation 
and capital construction at NCC. The operating funds were based 
on the number of full-time equivalent American Indian students 
enrolled each fiscal year. It was still necessary to lobby for fund- 
ing of this act on an annual basis, but this legislation provided 
a more stable and unified source of funds than the previous tem- 
porary, scattered sources. The passage of P.L. 89-192 was a mile- 
stone in American Indian higher education because it set a 
precedent for the direct federal funding of an American Indian 
controlled institution of higher education. 

In 1971 leaders at Navajo Community College began making 
plans for a new permanent campus at Tsaile Lake. This campus 
was occupied in 1973 and is still the only comprehensive campus 
built specifically for a tribally controlled college. The site at Tsaile 
has great natural beauty but is isolated from services, transpor- 
taion and population centers. It provides a good environment for 
learning and is truly a representative reservation location. 
However, there are disadvantages in travel to and from the col- 
lege, and the costs of materials and services are exceptionally 
high. 
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The first president of Navajo Community College was Robert 
Roessel, a non-Indian, who was formerly the director of Rough 
Rock Demonstration School. Roessel, an energetic, outspoken 
advocate of American Indian self-determination, was one of the 
persons most responsible for the founding of Navajo Commu- 
nity College and for its growth in the early years. Roessel’s en- 
thusiasm and uncompromising nature eventually caused some 
of the Navajo leaders to believe he was taking over too much 
authority in administering the college. They wanted more Ameri- 
can Indian control at the executive level and decided non-Indians 
on the faculty should not have a vote on major policy decisions. 
This decision and curricular disagreements brought about Roes- 
sel’s resignation in 1969. Ned Hatathli, a Navajo, was appointed 
as the second president of Navajo Community College in 1969. 
Unfortunately, Hatathli met an untimely death in 1971, depriv- 
ing the Navajo People of a strong leader in education. Hatathli 
was succeeded by two Navajo chief executives who were poorly 
prepared to administer an institution of higher education. Their 
administrations were marked by turmoil, high faculty turnover, 
poor management and low morale. In 1981 Dean Jackson, a well- 
qualified Navajo, was appointed president, and it appeared that 
Navajo Community College had a Navajo leader who would be 
able to guide the college through the difficult decade of the 1980s. 

Since 1968 Navajo Community College has grown sigruficantly 
in enrollment, but the exact rate of growth cannot be determined 
because accurate enrollment figures are not available.* As will be 
explained, this lack of reliable enrollment data has had an effect 
on the funding of Navajo Community College. 

Although Navajo Community College has offered some classes 
off campus, it is basically a centralized, residential post-secondary 
institution. It is based on the traditional concept that students 
should come to the college and live there while working toward 
their educational goals. It is probable, however, that Navajo 
Community College, located on the huge Navajo Reservation 
with its poor roads, lack of public transportation and highly dis- 
persed population, would serve its people better with a less cen- 
tralized organization. In 1973 a branch of Navajo Community 
College was established at Shiprock, New Mexico, in the north- 
east section of the reservation. This branch, located near a major 
reservation population and employment center, has appreciably 



30 AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL 

improved the accessibility of programs for Navajos and others 
living in this area. 

The enrollment over the years at Navajo Community College 
has been approximately 85 percent Navajo, 10 percent other In- 
dians, and 5 percent non-Indians. The students are primarily in 
their late 20s and early 30s, as the college has attracted relatively 
few recent high school graduates. Many of the students are 
American Indians who have not previously had access to higher 
education or have attended off-reservation colleges and dropped 
out for various reasons. The overall satisfaction of the students 
at Navajo Community College is fairly high except for the isola- 
tion and the lack of breadth in the curriculum and activities.5 
Hard data on the outcomes for students at Navajo Community 
College are not available, and a follow-up study of graduates and 
dropouts needs to be done. 

Navajo Community College has had a core of dedicated faculty 
and staff over the years. The majority of this group is Navajo, but 
there have been a few non-Indians who have persisted and made 
a major contribution in spite of the isolation and other conditions 
which promote a high turnover among non-Indians. The ad- 
ministration of Navajo Community College in recent years has 
been composed almost entirely of Navajos. As they have gained 
experience theireffectiveness has improved. At times the Navajo 
Tribal Council and its chairman have been overly involved in de- 
cision making at Navajo Community College, making it very 
difficult for the administrators to carry out their responsibilities. 
The tribal chairman and other Navajo officials have controlled the 
appointment of Navajo Community College administrators, who 
are sometimes chosen on the basis of personal or family connec- 
tions rather than their qualifications for the position. As of 1983 
this appears to be less common, and hopefully the change of 
tribal chairmen with the election of Peterson Zah will put a stop 
to the former nepotistic practices. 

The second and third tribally controlled colleges to be estab- 
lished were Oglala Sioux Community College (1970) and Sinte 
Gleska College (1971) founded on the adjacent Pine Ridge and 
Rosebud Reservations in southern South Dakota. Differing from 
Navajo Community College, which had no official ties with an 
existing institution, these two Sioux colleges were associated 
through bilateral agreements with established institutions. Sinte 
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Gleska had bilateral agreements with Black Hills State College, 
Spearfish and the University of South Dakota, VermiUion; OgIala 
Sioux Community College was associated with The University 
of Colorado, Boulder, South Dakota State University, Brookings, 
and the University of South Dakota. Both of these tribal schools 
soon became successful candidates for accreditation with the 
North Central Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools 
and, henceforth, were able to offer accreditated Associate 
Degrees. In 1983 Sinte Gleska became the first Indian controlled 
college to attain full accreditation at both the Associate and 
Bachelor’s Degree levels. 

The motivations for founding these two Sioux colleges were 
similar to those for the founding of Navajo Community College. 
The tribal leaders on these reservations wanted to provide op- 
portunities for their people to prepare themselves for better jobs 
or to go on to a four-year degree. Cultural preservation and ser- 
vice to the tribe were also major objectives of Oglala Sioux Com- 
munity College and Sinte Gleska College. The organization of 
these two colleges differed in an important way from that of 
NCC. They developed dispersed delivery systems for their 
courses, programs and services6 Rather than a central campus 
to which students must come to take courses or obtain services, 
these two Sioux colleges have a central administrative office but 
offer classes and services at a number of learning centers 
throughout the reservation. This enables working students or 
parents of young children to enroll in convenient courses near 
their homes. This also makes it unnecessary to build residence 
halls and other costly facilities for a residential campus. There are 
some problems incumbent in a dispersed system of higher edu- 
cation. Coordination and communication among faculty and stu- 
dents is difficult in a highly decentralized format. 

Both of the first two Sioux tribal colleges benefitted from strong 
leadership by American Indians and a few non-Indians in their 
development. At Sinte Gleska, Stanley Red Bird, Gerald Mohott 
and Lionel Bordeaux were three of the leaders in the first few 
years, and Gerald One Feather, Virgd Kills Straight and Thomas 
Shortbull were the leaders mainly responsible for the early suc- 
cess of Oglala Sioux Community College. A unique characteristic 
of Sinte Gleska is the humanistic viewpoint of most of its faculty 
since its establishment. They have stressed a broader education 
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than the other American Indian colleges with an emphasis on the 
development of problem solving skills to develop future Ameri- 
can Indian leaders rather than the narrow vocational skills 
emphasized at most other tribal colleges.’ 

Soon after the founding of the first three tribally controlled col- 
leges, a number of other western tribes moved toward the estab- 
lishment of colleges on their reservations. Table #1 lists these 
schools in chronological order with characteristics of size, loca- 
tion, funding and accreditation status. The tribes chartering col- 
leges were mainly those in the Northern Plains or adjacent prairie 
tribes to the east. The two exceptions were the Lummi Tribe in 
the northwest corner of the State of Washington and more re- 
cently the L’Anse View< Desert Band of the Chippewa in the 
Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Ojibwa Community College was 
founded in 1975 and offered classes until 1980 when the finan- 
cial crisis in Michigan forced Michigan Tech, the sponsoring in- 
stitution, to terminate its classes on the reservation. 

Examination of the publications of sixteen of the tribally con- 
trolled colleges and interviews with administrators and faculty 
at thirteen of these schools made it evident that they share four 
broad objectives. These are (1) vocational education, (2) general 
or transfer education, (3) preservation and transmission of the 
tribal culture and (4) service to the tribe(s). A number of other 
objectives are stated in the publications of these colleges, but they 
can nearly all be subsumed under these four broad categories. 
A fifth objective that is important at one or two institutions is 
faculty research and publication. This is most important at Sinte 
Gleska with its bachelor degree programs and the influences of 
some of its faculty and staff who were educated at research 
oriented universities ,B 

The emphasis on the four objectives listed above at all of the 
tribal colleges is indicative of the similar educational and related 
social needs of these tribes and their peoples. It may also be that 
having access to the written objectives of Navajo Community 
College and the early Sioux colleges has influenced the stated ob- 
jectives of the later colleges. The priorities among these four ob- 
jectives vary somewhat among the tribal colleges. The two given 
top priority at nearly all of these schools are vocational education 
and general or transfer education. Preservation of the tribal cul- 
ture is in third place at most of these colleges and service to the 
tribe@) is a distant fourth. The conditions peculiar to some of the 
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tribes influence how much emphasis is placed on the latter two 
objectives. At several schools the stated objectives of the college 
do not coincide with the actual programs and the allocation of 
resources. This may have resulted from prematurely written ob- 
jectives, changes in the tribe’s conditions, or the present adminis- 
tration and staff differing with the framers of the original goals 
and objectives. It would be advisable for each of the tribally con- 
trolled colleges’ administrators, faculty and students to examine 
their written objectives and, if necessary, revise them in accord 
with their current priorities, practices and goals. 

In order to be of maximum service to the tribal members and 
meet the objectives discussed above, it is necessary for a tribally 
controlled college to be accredited. During the 1970s American 
Indian higher education leaders were discussing the feasibility 
of forming a new, separate accrediting agency for the accredita- 
tion of tribally controlled colleges. Some American Indian 
leaders, under the coordination of the staff of the American In- 
dian Higher Education Consortium, began plans to form such an 
association. Proponents of this plan believed that, because the 
existing accrediting associations were devised to accredit tradi- 
tional White institutions, they were not appropriate to serve as 
accrediting agencies for the new, unique American Indian col- 
leges. It was feared that, in order to receive accreditation from 
one of the existing regional associations, an American Indian col- 
lege might be forced to give up its unique characteristics such as 
flexibility in admissions and programs, teachers who lacked 
formal credentials, and other differences which enabled them to 
meet the special needs of American Indians on reservations. Two 
other major concerns were the high cost of attaining accredita- 
tion and the excessive time it would take to become fully 
accredited .9 

Concurrently with planning for formation of their own accredit- 
ing association, the tribally controlled colleges began applying for 
candidacy for accreditation with their regional associations, i.e., 
North Central Association of Schools and Colleges or the North- 
west Association of Schools and Colleges. Through bilateral 
agreements with accredited colleges in their area, all of the tribal 
colleges, except Navajo Community College which was already 
accredited, were able to offer accredited courses, and their stu- 
dents received Associate Degrees through the sponsoring insti- 
tution(s). In 1976 Navajo Community College became the first 
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tribally controlled college to be fully accredited to offer Associ- 
ate Degrees. The other tribal colleges applied for candidacy sta- 
tus with their regional associations and, as of 1982, eleven of 
these colleges had attained candidacy status, enabling them to 
offer accredited courses and Associate Degrees as independent 
institutions on a temporary basis. Several of these schools were 
to be eligible for full accreditation in the near future and were 
confident of attaining this status. The five colleges which were 
not accredited in 1982 were among the more recently chartered 
colleges. They were affiliated with accredited colleges and were 
corresponding with their regional associations to plan for a visi- 
tation for candidate status. The American Indian Higher Educa- 
tion Consortium assisted all of the tribal colleges in their self 
studies and other efforts to attain accreditation. The accreditation 
status of all of the tribally controlled colleges as of 1982 is shown 
in Table #l. 

The fears of the administrators and staff members at the tribal 
colleges concerning the difficulties of attaining accreditation by 
the existing agencies have, in large, not been realized. They have 
been allowed to retain most of their uniqueness, and the majority 
of the faculty believe the self studies required for application have 
been benefiaal to their college. It has taken longer and cost more 
than they would have preferred, but it has enabled the schools 
to increase their status and effectiveness in serving their students. 
Had a separate association been formed to accredit the tribal col- 
leges, it is likely that it-and the colleges it accredited-would not 
have been fully accepted by the higher education establishment. 
A few of the tribal colleges may have problems becoming fully 
accredited, but it appears that the formation of a separate ac- 
crediting association is now unnecessary and has little support 
among the administrators and faculty of the tribally controlled 
colleges.10 

As of 1982 the physical facilities of most of the tribally con- 
trolled colleges were barely adequate to allow them to provide 
the education necessary for their students. By the standards of 
general community colleges their buildings, equipment and 
library holdings would be judged very poor, but considering the 
overall condition of facilities on the reservations and the fact that 
most of the programs are dispersed and therefore do not need 
the extensive physical facilities of a residential college, they are 
marginally adequate. According to the administrators and faculty 
of the tribal colleges and my observations in 1982, the greatest 
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needs are for more and better classrooms and laboratory space. 
Many of the tribal colleges cannot offer all needed classes because 
they do not have sufficient or adequate classrooms. Library fa- 
cilities and holdings are also inadequate at the majority of these 
schools. This is particularly critical on reservations where there 
is no public library in the vicinity. Another need at several of the 
colleges is some type of student lounge or student union and a 
gymnasium for physical education classes and recreational 
activities. 

The best physical facilities are at Navajo Community College 
which has the necessary physical facilities for its residential 
campus. Oglala Sioux Community College and Salish Kootenai 
College have modern administration buildings with classrooms, 
laboratories, offices and meeting room. Two of the tribal colleges 
have sites and plans for new campuses, but the cutback in fed- 
eral spending in the early 1980s made it unlikely that they would 
be able to implement their plans in the near future. Most of the 
tribal college administrators and faculty took the view that the 
human resources are more important than expensive physical 
plants and, although they need better facilities, they will make 
do with what they have. 

Insufficient financial support has been the single most serious 
problem in the establishment and development of the tribally 
controlled colleges. The two most common sources of funding 
for public two-year colleges, taxation of real property and state 
appropriations, are not available to tribal colleges. American In- 
dians cannot place taxes on their federal reservation lands, and 
the states do not consider tribally controlled colleges eligible for 
most state funding. None of the tribes, except the Navajo, have 
large enough capital resources to provide any significant finan- 
cial assistance to their college. Also, the poverty of nearly all 
reservation American Indians prevents them from paying even 
the relatively low tuition of a two-year college. Therefore, the 
tribal colleges must rely on federal funding plus grants from pri- 
vate foundations or individuals. 

Nearly all of the tribal colleges received grants from Title I11 of 
the Higher Education Act of 1965 to establish and develop their 
institutions. At most of these colleges the Title I11 Grant, known 
as a Strengthening Developing Institutions Program, was granted 
to a sponsoring accredited college or university for the develop- 
ment of the tribal college. At developing non-Indian institutions 
the Title I11 grants were most commonly awarded directly to the 
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institution.11 The reluctance to make awards directly to the new 
tribally controlled colleges is indicative of a discriminatory lack 
of confidence in American Indians to manage their own higher 
education. Other federal funds have come from Community 
Action Programs, vocational education grants, Adult Basic Edu- 
cation, Snyder Act (P.L. 93-368), Public Health Service, Title IV 
of the Indian Education Act and a variety of other smaller grants. 
The tribal colleges have also received student financial aid funds 
from the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the tribes and vocational pro- 
grams such as the Comprehensive Employment Training Act. 
Most of these federal allocations are "soft monies," meaning 
there is no guarantee they will continue to be available beyond 
the current funding period. 

At a few of the tribal colleges donations or grants from private 
foundations or individuals helped support specific programs or 
services. These grants were primarily to provide seed money and 
were not intended to be a continuing source of support. In re- 
cent years most tribal colleges have sought to increase private 
funding, but this source appears unlikely to provide any stable 
financial resources for these institutions. 

For most of their existence, each fiscal year has been a finan- 
cial crisis for the tribal colleges. Funding for most programs has 
been, at most, on an annual basis, making it impossible to do any 
long-range planning, Each year faculty and staff had to wait for 
most of the year to find out if they would be employed for the 
next fiscal year. A more stable source of funding was badly 
needed to provide more continuity for these struggling colleges. 

This source was finally provided, in part, by the passage of the 
Tribally Controlled Community College Assistance Act of 1978 
(P.L. 95-471). After much effort, the American Indian leaders and 
other supporters, with the coordination of the staff of the Ameri- 
can Indian Higher Education Consortium, pushed through this 
landmark legislation in American Indian self-determination in 
higher education.*2 This Act provided for grants to qualified col- 
leges for their operation and improvement based on a maximum 
of $4,OOO for each full-time equivalent American Indian student 
in attendance. During fiscal 1980, when the first year appropri- 
ations were made, twelve colleges were ruled eligible to receive 
these funds. These schools received a total of $10,405,999 based 
on an aggregate of 2,917 full-time equivalent American Indian 
students, plus $l,OOO,OOO for technical assistance and feasibility 
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studies.I3 It was later determined that the 1,600 full-time equiva- 
lent American Indian students reported at Navajo Community 
College was an innacurate number and that, rather than being 
entitled to $6,405,000, the college should have been granted only 
$2,500,000 based on approximately 793 FTE American Indian stu- 
dents. The federal government did not attempt to have any 
money refunded or to deduct any from subsequent appropria- 
t ion~. '~  In this case the college benefitted, but more commonly 
the errors have caused the American Indian colleges to receive 
less money than they are entitled to. 

The actual average amount appropriated to the twelve colleges 
in fiscal year 1980 was $3,567 per American Indian FIE. The 
amount appropriated to each of the eligible tribal colleges in fiscal 
year 1980 is shown in Table #l. The appropriations received from 
P.L. 95-471 in 1980 constituted from one-fourth to one-half of the 
operating funds at each of the tribal colleges. Administrators at 
several of the schools stated that these funds saved their college 
from having to close due to lack of funds. Although leaders at 
the tribal colleges must still put much time and effort into the an- 
nual battle for funding of P.L. 95-471, it has been much more 
productive than their previous searches for smaller, scattered 
funding sources. 

Two accredited two-year colleges, College of Ganado, Ganado, 
Arizona, and Deganeweda-Quetzalquotl (D-Q) University, 
Davis, California, changed the composition of their governing 
boards and became chartered by American Indian tribes in the 
late 1970s primarily to qualdy for P.L. 95-471 funding.15 College 
of Ganado was founded in 1970 as a Presbyterian college to serve 
American Indians in northeastern Arizona. It was chartered in 
1979 by the Hopi Tribe, and 90 percent of its students are Ameri- 
can Indians. D-Q University was founded in 1971 as an indepen- 
dent institution for the post-secondary education of Chicanos and 
American Indians in California. In 1977 D-Q University became 
chartered by the Hoopa Valley and Soboba Indian Tribes and 
since this time the enrollment has been mainly composed of In- 
dians. It has been a very controversial institution since its incep- 
tion. The federal government has claimed that the administration 
at D-Q University has violated the lease agreement on its feder- 
ally owned site by leasing some of its 643 acres for non- 
educational purposes and that the college has not met the 
minimal enrollment of 200 students to retain its lease. The leaders 
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at D-Q University including former Chancellor Dennis Banks, a 
controversial former American Indian Movement leader, claim 
the government authorities are harassing the college in order to 
force its closure. In spite of the continuing reports in the local 
newspapers of its imminent demise, as of early 1984 D-Q Univer- 
sity was still open and fully accredited by the Western Associa- 
tion of Schools and Colleges. 

The financial recession of the early 1980s and the decreased 
support for minority programs by the federal administration in- 
dicate that the financial problems of the tribal colleges will con- 
tinue in the coming years. All American Indian tribal leaders and 
their supporters must continue to work at protecting the fund- 
ing for P.L. 95-471 and searching out new sources of funding for 
the tribally controlled colleges. 

Enrollments at all of the tribally controlled colleges, except 
Navajo Community College, are small. They varied in 1979, from 
51 students at Little Hoop Community College to 480 at Sinte 
Gleska College. Navajo Community College had an estimated 
enrollment of 1,118 in 1979. The average enrollment for the 19 
tribal colleges listed in Table #1 is 257. 

American Indians are the most underrepresented of any major 
minority group in the United States.16 Fewer American Indians, 
male and female, attend institutions of higher education than do 
Blacks or Hispanics. At all tribally controlled colleges women out- 
number men, at one school as much as five to one. This is partly 
due to the programs offered at the majority of these schools. At 
most tribal colleges the vocational programs are primarily those 
that are traditionally female, such as secretarial, teaching, health 
and social services. It is evident that these programs reflect the 
majority of job opportunities for college trained persons on these 
reservations. The traditionally male job opportunities tend to be 
in ranching, forestry, roadwork, unskilled labor and other occu- 
pations not requiring post-secondary education. 

However, even at the tribal colleges with traditionally male pro- 
grams located on reservations with some job opportunities in 
these fields, women outnumber men in the student body. A pos- 
sible explanation for this is that early marriage and child bearing 
among reservation American Indian women has prevented them 
from going away from the reservation to attend college, and that 
now for the first time they have an opporh~nity to pursue post- 
secondary education. Another cultural factor suggested by some 
tribal college administrators is that most young American Indian 
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men prefer active unskilled jobs and do not see attending college 
as leading to the type of work they want to do. A few schools are 
concerned about the preponderance of women in their enroll- 
ments and are adding programs in hopes of attracting more men. 
Additional study of potential students needs to be done on reser- 
vations to determine the reasons for the high proportion of 
women. This will enable those schools that want more male stu- 
dents to make the necessary changes. 

The percentage of American Indians in the student bodies at 
the tribal colleges varies from 80 percent to almost 100 percent. 
The proportion of American Indian students has an important 
effect on funding because appropriations from P.L. 95-471 are 
based on the number of full-time equivalent American Indian stu- 
dents. A relatively large percentage of non-Indian students 
would raise educational expenses without adding commensurate 
funds. If a tribal college enrollment reached more than 50 per- 
cent non-Indians it would not be eligible to receive funds from 
P.L. 95-471. The average age of students at tribal colleges ranges 
from the late 20s to the early 30s, which is similar to other two- 
year colleges. A high proportion of the students are working and 
have children. The model student at a tribal college is a thirty- 
year-old married woman with two or more children. She is work- 
ing, is often the sole support of her dependents, has poor 
academic preparation and an annual income well below the 
poverty level. It is obvious why such a person has not been able 
to attend a traditional off-reservation college. The tribal college 
must be flexible and innovative in its admissions policies, pro- 
grams, regulations and services to accommodate the special cir- 
cumstances and needs of such a student. 

What enables these students with so many barriers to the at- 
tainment of a post-secondary education to persist and complete 
a post-secondary program? The students attending tribally con- 
trolled colleges are characterized by the ability to survive in a 
difficult and sometimes hostile environment. Their life ex- 
periences, as small minorities in a White society, have instilled 
in many of them a patience and perseverance which stands them 
well in their often long and always difficult path to higher edu- 
cation. They are mature persons who must be highly motivated 
and resourceful to overcome their handicaps. The moral support 
of an extended family group is often a major source of motiva- 
tion to initiate and persist in a program that may require six years 
to complete a two-year college degree. 
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The foregoing gives a brief description of the nineteen tribally 
controlled colleges existing in 1983 in regard to their history, 
objectives, accreditation, facilities, financing, students, faculty 
and administration. 

In the fifteen years since the founding of Navajo Community 
College, what strengths and weaknesses have become evident 
in these unique schools? The weaknesses of the tribal colleges are 
mainly associated with the lack of sufficient financial support. 
The Tribally Controlled Community College Assistance Act of 
1978 (P.L. 95-471) has provided a more stable funding base, but 
administrators at these schools still see low funding as the major 
obstacle to attaining their goals in service to American Indians 
and to the chartering tribes. In mid 1983 the continuance of fund- 
ing from P.L. 95-471 was in jeopardy when President Ronald 
Reagan vetoed the spending because it would set an unwise 
precedent of federal responsibility for the support of American 
Indian higher education.” Fortunately, in late 1983 the Congress 
passed a bill to authorize federal aid, including operating funds 
for the tribally controlled colleges through 1987. This legislation 
also provided for a study of facilities at the colleges and estab- 
lished an endowment fund that requires the colleges to raise 
matching funds from private sources. This bill indicated the will- 
ingness of Congress to continue support of the tribal colleges for 
the next few years.’* 

Inadequate physical facilities are a serious weakness of most 
of the tribal colleges. Only Navajo Community College has ade- 
quate buildings, equipment, library facilities and other physical 
facilities for its programs. 

In the area of personnel there are still some administrators who 
lack the training andlor experience to effectively administer a 
two-year college. Overall faculty preparation and morale are good 
as of the early 1980s, but turnover of non-Indian faculty is still 
high at a few schools, making continuity difficult to maintain. 

Difficulties in attaining accreditation have been considered a 
problem for the tribal colleges in the past, but the progress most 
of these schools have made toward becoming accredited by their 
regional association has made the formation of a separate agency 
for the accreditations of tribal colleges unnecessary. 

In spite of the weaknesses mentioned above the strengths of 
the tribal colleges greatly outweigh their deficiencies. The major 
strength is that the local control of these colleges enables them 
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to meet the unique educational needs of reservation American 
Indians better than any existing institution of higher education. 
Having an accessible, low cost college on their reservation makes 
post-secondary education actually available to these persons for 
the first time. The flexibility of admissions, programs and services 
enables the tribal colleges to meet the previously described needs 
of American Indian students. Preliminary studies of students at 
the tribal colleges indicate that they have a much lower attrition 
rate than do American Indian students at predominantly White 
institutions. It also appears from incomplete data that American 
Indians who transfer from tribal colleges to four-year schools 
have higher retention rates than those who go directly from a 
reservation high school to an off-reservation college or university. 

Another important strength of the tribally controlled colleges 
is their commitment to the preservation and transmission of the 
tribal cultures of the American Indians they serve. How well this 
is being accomplished is difficult to assess, but preliminary ob- 
servations indicate that this effort is having a positive influence 
on the preservation of American Indian languages, arts and 
crafts, religious ceremonies and other aspects of the culture. At 
least, the American Indian students are not forced to attend a col- 
lege where their tribal heritage is ignored or actively repressed. 

Another advantage of the tribal colleges is that they are provid- 
ing jobs for educated American Indians on the reservations; help- 
ing to stem the “brain drain” which has been occurring for many 
years. In the past few college educated American Indians 
returned to their reservations because there were few jobs which 
enabled them to fully use their education. Also, the faculty, ad- 
ministration and staff of the tribal colleges are providing resident 
expertise beyond their educational responsibilities. On several 
reservations tribal college employees are serving in local and state 
elective offices, which gives American Indians better represen- 
tation in local and state political decisions. 

Prior to the establishment of the tribally controlled colleges, the 
western reservations had a variety of uncoordinated courses, 
workshops and educational services offered by various area col- 
leges and universities. Now the tribal colleges have provided 
coordination and centralization of these post-secondary efforts. 
This has resulted in better and more economical post-secondary 
education programs and services for American Indians and non- 
Indians residing on the reservations. 
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As of 1984, the tribally controlled colleges are contributing sig- 
nificantly to the post-secondary education of reservation Ameri- 
can Indians and to the development of their reservations. They 
are the first solid evidence that the United States will support the 
long-denied self-determination in higher education for American 
Indians. Their success in the future is dependent upon continued 
federal funding and their ability to accommodate to the chang- 
ing educational needs of reservation American Indians. 
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