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EMAIL/FAX/CALL-IN INSTRUCTIONS

There are three ways in which you can interact with the panelists:

E-MAIL:  Before AND DURING the program, you may email your
questions to the panelists at starlink@dcccd.edu.

FAX:    Before April 7, fax to 972.669.6699

  On April 7, fax to 972.669.6633

CALL: You are encouraged at any time during the program to call in
your questions and comments.

    The toll-free telephone number for call-in questions is:

 1.800.745.0371

HOW IT WORKS: Your call will be answered by a member of our staff, who will ask for your
name and site location. You will then be put on hold. While you are on hold, you will be able
to hear the videoconference through the telephone. Stay on the line so we can communi-
cate with you if necessary.

If your call should be accidentally disconnected, call again and tell the operator you were
disconnected while waiting to ask a question.

When prompted or introduced by the program host, give your name and site location, and
state your questions as clearly and succinctly as you can. Please be aware that while you
are asking your question and while it is being answered you will be “on the air.” Please
remain on the line until your question has been answered and your call has been
disconnected.

BETTER AUDIO: To minimize the possibility of any technical or program difficulties that may
be caused by audio feedback, we suggest you locate the telephone away from the audio
speaker at your site.

Macintosh II
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FAX QUESTION SHEET

FAX:  972.669.6633

:emaN

:etatS,ytiC,etiSgniweiV

:tnemmoCronoitseuQ

   Enter  your question or comment below in 25 words or less and print clearly so that the
moderator can read the question.
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center on the college student experience, the sociology of the academic profession,
and academic course-level processes. He has published over 60 refereed journal
articles and book chapters on topics related to these areas of research interest.
Professor Braxton has also coauthored Toward Understanding and Reducing
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Braxton serves as a Consulting Editor for the Journal of Higher Education and
Research in Higher Education and is a member of the Editorial Board of The Jour-
nal of College Student Retention.

Iris HeavyRunner is National Resilience Resource Center Senior Fellow and the
originator of a student retention model successfully in operation at various tribal
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included in a forthcoming book entitled Telling Tongues: Language, Power and
Identity in America Latino.

William Wenrich, Chancellor Emeritus,  Dallas County Commumity College
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FACULTY TEACHING SKILLS AND THEIR INFLUENCE ON THE
COLLEGE STUDENT DEPARTURE PROCESS
by John M. Braxton

College student departure poses a long-standing problem to both scholars and practitioners.
Scholars seek explanations and practitioners seek solutions to manage the enrollments of their
colleges and universities. Economic, organizational, psychological, and sociological theoretical
perspectives have been advanced to account for college student departure (Tinto, 1986, 1993).
However, Tinto’s Interactionalist Theory of college student departure has nearparadigmatic stature
(more than 400 citations to the theory) in the study of this perplexing problem (Braxton, Sullivan, &
Johnson, 1997). However, the specific factors that have influenced Tinto’s concepts of academic
and social integration remain largely unconsidered.

Tinto has revised his theory in minor ways (1986, 1993) since 1975. However, his 1975 set of
formulations is rudimentary and has taken the ensuing form. Students enter college with various
individual characteristics that play a part in the college student departure process. These student
entry characteristics include family background characteristics (e.g., socioeconomic status, paren-
tal educational level), individual attributes (e.g., academic ability, race and gender) and precollege
experiences(e.g., high school academic achievement).

Such student entry characteristics directly influence students’ initial commitments to the institution
and to the goal of college graduation. Tinto (1975) also postulated that student entry characteristics
directly affect the departure decision. Initial commitment to the institution as well as initial commit-
ment to the goal of graduation from college affect the student’s degree of integration into the aca-
demic and social systems of a college or university. Academic integration is characterized by
structural and normative dimensions. Structural integration involves the meeting of explicit stan-
dards of the college or university, whereas normative integration pertains to an individual’s identifi-
cation with the normative structure of the academic system (Tinto, 1975, p. 104). Social integration
pertains to the degree of congruency between the individual student and the social system of a
college or university. Mechanisms of social integration include informal peer group associations,
extracurricular activities, and interactions with faculty and administrators (Tinto, 1975, p. 107).

Academic and social integration affect the formation of subsequent commitments to the institution
and to the goal of college graduation. To elaborate, the greater the student’s level of academic
integration, the greater the level of subsequent commitment to the goal of college graduation.
Moreover, the greater the student’s level of social integration, the greater the level of their subse-
quent commitment to the focal college or university (Tinto, 1975, p. 110). Both subsequent commit-
ments are also shaped by the student’s initial level of commitments. The greater the levels of institu-
tional commitment and commitment to the goal of college graduation, the greater the likelihood the
individual will persist in college. These formulations yield 13 testable propositions.

The empirical validity of these 13 propositions has been assessed by Braxton et al. (1997). They
found strong empirical backing for 5 of these 13 propositions. Aggregate support here was based
on all tests of a given proposition. Thus, tests carried out in different types of colleges and universi-
ties and different groups of students were included. Empirical support was defined as strong by
Braxton et al. if 66% or more of three or more tests of a proposition were statistically significant. Put
differently, strong affirmation meant that support for a given proposition was replicated in two thirds
or more of the empirical tests of it.
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Four of these robustly affirmed propositions are connected in a logical way. Put in narrative form,
these propositions read: Students enter college with various characteristics that affect their initial
level of commitment to their college or university. Their initial level of commitment also influences
their subsequent level of commitment to their college or university. Subsequent institutional commit-
ment is also positively influenced by social integration. The greater their level of subsequent institu-
tional commitment, the greater the likelihood that students will persist in college.

Although academic integration fails to garner strong empirical affirmation, social integration re-
mains an important and unexplained construct in the college student departure process. An under-
standing of the various influences on social integration is necessary to further advance our under-
standing of the college student departure process.

Recently, however, the role of the classroom in the college student departure process has begun to
receive consideration. For example, Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, and Pascarella (1996) examined
the direct influence of classroom-based academic experiences on students’ departure decisions.
Hurtado and Carter (1997) conducted empirical work treating the influences between social inte-
gration and students’ discussions about course content that occur outside the classroom. Even
Tinto (1997) has strongly asserted that if social integration is to occur, it must occur in the class-
room (p.599). The classroom serves as a gateway for student involvement in the academic and
social communities of a college (Tinto, Goodsell, & Russo, 1993). Thus, the college classroom
constitutes one possible source of influence on social integration, subsequent institutional commit-
ment, and college departure.

Tinto (1997) has argued that the structure of course activities plays an important part in college
student departure. To elaborate, he has contended that course activities that emphasize collabora-
tive learning among peers lead to the development of networks of peer support which connect
students with the broader social communities of a college or university. Such connections beyond
the classroom foster academic and social integration. Academic and social integration lead to
subsequent commitments, which, in turn, increase the likelihood of student persistence.

Like collaborative learning, faculty teaching skills may also exercise an influence on college student
departure decisions. Such teaching skills include organization, preparation, and clarity. These
faculty teaching skills positively influence student course achievement (Cohen, 1981; Feldman,
1989), general cognitive skills, and critical thinking skills (Pascarella, Edison, Nora, Hagedorn, &
Braxton, 1996). Consequently, students who take courses from faculty members who frequently
exhibit such skills may be more likely to invest the psychological energy necessary to establish
membership in the social communities of their college or university. As Astin (1984) asserts, in-
volvement depends on the amount of physical and psychological energy students expend in differ-
ent objects related to the college or university environment. Thus, students of faculty who exhibit the
aforementioned teaching skills also may have more time for participation in such communities
because they feel more confident and relaxed about their academic achievement. Conversely,
students who experience academic difficulty in their courses may become socially isolated in order
to devote more time to their studies.

In addition, student participation with peers can be a negative experience if poorly managed by the
faculty member. The instructor’s ability to handle conflict and make group work a meaningful and
collaborative enterprise may exert a strong influence on a student’s tie to her or his peers. Lack of
instructional clarity may give rise to confusion and again detract from their experience together.
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Thus, clarity and organization and preparation may directly affect social integration and indirectly
affect subsequent institutional commitment and student departure decisions.

Based on the research cited above, it appears that students’ social connection with their institution
may actually be impacted by their inclass experiences. Thus, the focus of this inquiry was to exam-
ine the influence of faculty teaching skills on social integration, subsequent institutional commit-
ment, and student departure decisions.

METHOD

Participants

The sample studied consisted of 696 first-time, full-time students (44.9% of the entering class) who
provided data at each of three times during their first year. The selection of first-year students for
use in this study does indicate a focus on a time of high levels of student development. This is an
essential population to consider though, as a multitude of departure decisions occur in the first
year. As Tinto (1993, p. 14) notes, 26.8% of students at 4-year institutions withdraw in the first year.

This study was conducted at a highly selective, private research I university. A research university
characterized as being highly selective in undergraduate admissions offers a rigorous test of the
influence of faculty teaching skills on social integration, subsequent institutional commitment, and
student departure decisions. Good teaching skills are more important for the academic achieve-
ment of less able college students than for highly able college students, as academically talented
students are better able to learn course content without their benefit. Therefore, faculty teaching
skills may exert an even stronger influence on student departure decisions in less selective col-
leges and univershies if such influences are observed in a highly selective university. Thus, a rigor-
ous test is afforded by using highly selective collegiate institutions as a setting.

For this study, a longitudinal panel was constructed from the administration of three survey instru-
ments at different times during the students’ first year of college. Students completed the Student
Information Form (SIF) of the Cooperative Institutional Research Program of UCLA/ACE in August
1995 at the end of orientation for first-year students. Of the 1,547 students in the freshman class,
1,343 gave permission for the institution to use their survey responses for research purposes
(86.2%). Two other surveys were given to students as part of an institutional review. Participation
again was voluntary, and the sole compensation was snacks available during the sessions. First-
year students completed the Early Collegiate Experiences Survey (ECES) in their living units in
late October, 1995. A total of 1,237 usable surveys were returned for a response rate of 79.9%.
Finally, students completed the Freshman Year Survey (FYS) in March 1996 using the same proce-
dure as was used with the ECES. A total of 1,061 surveys were returned, a response rate of
68.5%. Data from all three collection points were matched and merged into one data set along with
other institutional data.

This sample was generally representative of the school’s population. 51 % of the sample were
female, and 52% of the first-year students were female; 84% of the sample were White and 80% of
the first-year students were White. Students at this institution came from affluent backgrounds and
about one-half of the respondents reported annual family incomes in excess of $100,000. They
were also high achievers academically, with a mean self-reported high school grade point average
(GPA) falling in the A- range.
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Instruments

The SEF instrument consisted of 39 main question areas, with the number of questions totaling
approximately 130. Scales were largely fill-inthe-bubble type of questions, mainly on scales of three
or four. Students were asked an array of demographic information, as well as the level of impor-
tance of several factors in their college attendance decisions and in their personal lives. The ECES
posed 152 questions with most answers falling on a scale of 1 to 4. Students were asked to re-
spond to what level they agreed with questions, how frequently they engaged in certain behavior,
and on a 5 point scale to rate their satisfaction with their institution. The FYS again corresponded
highly to the ECES in format, but with only 95 items.

Procedures

The three surveys employed in this study-SIF, ECES, and FYS-were used to construct the following
six sets of variables: (a) student background characteristics including race, gender, parental in-
come, parental educational level, high school GPA, and SAT composite score; (b) initial institu-
tional commitments; (c) faculty teaching skills; (d) social integration; (e) subsequent institutional
commitment; and (f) departure decisions. The SIF was used to measure the six student back-
ground characteristics and initial institutional commitment. Faculty teaching skills were
operationalized using survey items derived from the ECES. The six student background character-
istics correspond to those characteristics delineated by Tinto (1975). Specifically, race, gender and
SATComposite score are individual attributes, whereas parental income and parental educational
level are family background characteristics. High school GPA is an indicator of precollege school-
ing experiences.

The endogenous variables were computed on the basis of multiple items. Social integration (alpha
= 0.76), subsequent institutional commitment (alpha = 0.72), and departure decisions were mea-
sured using items derived from the FYS. With the exception of faculty teaching skills, these variable
sets coincided with the strongly supported propositions of Tinto’s theory discerned by Braxton et al.
(1997).

The ECES items employed to measure the student perceptions of two types of faculty teaching
skills-(a) organization and preparation (alpha = 0.84) and (b) instructional clarity and skill (alpha =
0.85)-parallel the survey items used by Pascarella et al. (1996) to operationalize these skills. The
survey items used to measure social integration and subsequent institutional commitment were
obtained from Pascarella and Terenzini (1980), who identified two subscales that measure social
integration: peer group interactions and out-of-class interactions with faculty. See Table 1 for the
operational definitions for the specific variables included in each variable set.

This study operationalized departure decisions as a student’s intent to return (alpha = 0.89). This
proxy measure of college student departure is well supported by research that demonstrates a
strong relationship between intentions and actual persistence (Bean, 1980, 1983; Pascarella,
Duby, & Iverson, 1983; Voorhees, 1987; and Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler, 1992). The
items used to operationalize this variable were obtained from Bean (1980, 1983).

Path analysis using ordinary least squares multiple regression was used to test the formulations
derived from our theoretical framework. Exogenous variables include six student background
characteristics, and the endogenous variables were initial institutional commitment, the two mea-
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Table 1.  Listing and Definition of Variables

Exogenous Variables

Parental income SIF item: 1 = estimated parental income less than $6,000, 14 = $200,000 or more.
High school GPA SIF item: self-reported; 1 = D, 8 = A or A+
Gender SIF item: 1 = male, 2 = female
Race SIF item: 1 = white, 2 = non-white
Parent’s education Composite of two SIF items (one for father’s level and the other for the mother’s level):

2 = grammar school or less for both parents, 16 = graduate work for both parents.
Composite SIF item: SAT verbal and math scores or converted ACT score.
   SAT score
 Initial institutional SIF item: student’s choice of institution (1 = 3rd, 4 = 1st).
   commitment

Endogenous Variables

Composite of five ECES items measuring how frequently the respondent observed the follow-
ing activities in their Fall semester classes (1 = never, 4 = very often): (a) presentation of
material is well organized; (b) instructors are well prepared for class; (c) class time is used
effectively; (d) course requirements are clearly explained; and (e) instructors have a good
command of what they are teaching.

Composite of five ECES items measuring how frequently the respondent observed the follow-
ing activities in their Fall semester classes (1 = never, 4 = very often): (a) instructors give
clear examples; (b) instructors make good use of examples to get difficult points across; (c)
instructors effectively review and summarize the material; (d) instructors interpret abstract
ideas and theories clearly; and (e) instructors answer students’ questions in a way that helps
students understand the materials.

A composite of two FYS subscales: peer group relations and out-of-class interactions with
faculty members.  For both subscales, respondents indicate how much they agree with each
item (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree).  Peer group relations: (a) interpersonal
relationships with students yields positive intellectual growth; (b) has developed close per-
sonal relationships with a student; (c) interpersonal relationships with students yields positive
personal growth; (d) difficult to make friends (reverse scored), and (e) few students would
listen and help if I have a problem (reverse scored).  The Cronbach alpha estimate for this
subscale is 0.76.

Out-of-class informal interactions with faculty: (a) satisfied with opportunity to meet and
interact informally with faculty; (b) developed close relationship with at least one faculty
member; (c) nonclassroom interactions with faculty have had a positive influence on my
intellectual growth and my interest in ideas; (d) nonclassroom interactions with faculty have
had a positive influence on my personal growth, values and attitudes; and (e) nonclass
interactions with faculty have had a positive influence on my career goals and aspirations.
Alpha estimate for this subscale is 0.82.

A composite of three FYS items indicating how well the respondents agree (1 = strongly
disagree, 4 = strongly agree) with the following statements: (a) It is not important to graduate
from this university (reverse scored); (b) I am confident I made the right decision to attend this
university; and (c) I am sure that this university is the right place for me.

A composite of three FYS items that index the likelihood that a respondent will reenroll at the
focal university next Fall: (a) 1 = extremely unlikely, 5 = extremely likely; (b) 1 = certain not to
reenroll, 5 = certain to reenroll; and (c) 1 = no chance, 5 = 100% sure to reenroll.

Organization
  and preparedness

Instructional skill
  and clarity

Social integration

Subsequent
  institutional
  committment

Intent to reenroll
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sures of faculty teaching skills, social integration, subsequent institutional commitment, and depar-
ture decisions. To test the theoretical formulations of this study, six structural equations were esti-
mated using GEMINI (Wolfle & Ethington, 1985), a FORTRAN program based on the formulations
of Sobel (1982). Direct, indirect and total effects of each of the constructs included in the model
were estimated using GEMINI. The criterion used to identify statistically reliable direct and indirect
effects was the .05 level of statistical significance.

An alternative statistical technique would have been to use LISREL. However, the major character-
istics of LISREL were not needed to test the theoretical framework of this study. More specifically,
we did not need to use the measurement component of LISREL as we already had scales that had
previously been constructed. We also did not wish to correlate the error terms of the various vari-
ables because several of the measures used in this study have not previously been used in reten-
tion research. Thus, a baseline of research is needed before error terms are correlated. Moreover,
we wished to have the effects of all the variables identified rather than to constrain the estimation of
some effects.

RESULTS

We used our model to examine the impact of teaching preparedness and clarity upon student
social integration and intent to reenroll at a particular institution. To analyze all possible vectors of
influence, we considered six student entry characteristics, or exogenous variables, as well as six
endogenous variables; each of these is defined in Table 1. The means, standard deviations, and
correlations of all 12 variables can be found in Table 2.

We examined both direct and indirect effects of teaching skills on social integration, which are
listed in Table 3 and Table 4, respectively. To consider the direct effects of this model, we tested six
regression formulas on each of the endogenous variables, as well as initial institutional commit-
ment. With the exception of the regression of the exogenous variables on instructional skill and
clarity, all the regressions were significant.

Land (1969) has indicated that for path analysis, beta levels that are smaller in size than .05-even if
they are significant-are trivial. Therefore, given the power of our model derived from our large
sample size, we do not discuss relationships that have beta weights with absolute values smaller
than .05.

As our focus is the impact of teaching skills on social integration, subsequent institutional commit-
ment, and intent to reenroll, the findings are divided into three subsections corresponding to these
variables.

Social Integration

In considering social integration, we were specifically concerned with direct effects. The OLS
regression conducted on social integration was significant at the p < .001 level, with an RI value of
0.103

The regression on social integration included each of the exogenous variables, in addition to initial
institutional commitment, and the measures of organization and preparedness and instructional skill
and clarity. Organization and preparedness was found to be significant, and its value was positive
(Beta = .116, p < .001). Thus, the more the students perceived faculty to be well organized and
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prepared, the greater the level of students’ social integration. Instructional skill and clarity also had
a positive significant relationship with social integration (Beta = .125, p < .001).

Subsequent Institutional Commitment

In examining subsequent institutional commitment, we expected social integration to directly and
positively influence subsequent institutional commitment (see Figure 1). As indicated in Table 3,
social integration did indeed have a positive influence on subsequent institutional commitment
(Beta = .604, p <.001), providing extra support for the findings of Braxton et al. (1997) findings. In
total, the direct effects had an R^sup 2^ value of 0.414.

Organization and preparedness also exerted a positive significant direct (Beta = .082, p < .001)
and indirect (Beta = .070, p < .001) effect on subsequent institutional commitment. The more
organized and prepared the faculty member, then, the greater the subsequent institutional commit-
ment of the student. Instructional skill and clarity had only a significant indirect effect (Beta = .076, p
< .001), also in the positive direction.

Intent to Reenroll

We found that social integration had positive direct and indirect effects on intent to reenroll (Beta =
.133, p < .001;Beta= .306, p < .001 respectively). Subsequent institutional commitment also ex-
erted a positive significant influence on intent to reenroll (Beta = .506, p < .001), as expected.

Organization and preparedness (Beta = .092, p < .001) had a positive and significant indirect
effect on intent to reenroll. Also, the level of instructional skill and clarity indirectly (13 = .061, p <
.001) and positively effects the students’ intent to reenroll.

DISCUSSION

An examination of the overall pattern of findings provides strong general support for the proposed
model. The two measures of student perceptions of faculty teaching skills-organization and prepa-
ration as well as instructional skill and clarity-demonstrate positive effects on social integration,
subsequent institutional commitment, and on intent to reenroll. Clearly, the more students per-
ceived that their instructors demonstrated these teaching skills, the more likely these same stu-
dents were to become socially integrated, to feel committed to the institution, and to intend to
reenroll at their institution. As suggested earlier in the paper, students who have instructors that
demonstrate increased levels of organization and preparation along with higher levels of instruc-
tional skill and clarity may be able to spend more psychological energy on social integration than
those students whose instructors are less capable in these areas. Moreover, these students may
have more time out-of-class to spend in social interaction because they have to spend less time
understanding what is expected of them in class. Students who perceive that their instructors lack
proficiency in these teaching skills may be spending more time and energy on their academic
work, leaving less time for positive social interactions.

Organization and preparation and instructional skill and clarity, in addition to having positive direct
effects on social integration, both demonstrated positive indirect effects on subsequent institutional
commitment and intent to reenroll. This seems consistent with the positive effects of these vari-
ables on social integration, which then serves as the modifying variable through which the subse-
quent indirect effects exerted by the two teaching skills variables impact commitment and intent to
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reenroll. Interestingly, the variable measuring organization and preparation had a statistically
significant positive direct effect on subsequent institutional commitment, whereas instructional
skill and clarity exerted a positive direct effect on intent to reenroll. The presence of these direct
effects suggests that faculty teaching skills, or at least student perceptions of those skills, directly
affect students’ desire to persist at a given institution. The strong positive role played by both
measures provides strong support for paying more attention to the centrality of the classroom
experience as a key factor in the persistence process.

Several important implications for policy, practice, and research arise from these findings. First,
more attention needs to be given to (a) what happens inside the classroom and (b) the relation-
ship between in-class and out-of-class student experiences as important parts of the persistence
process. Moreover, this study extends previous formulations about the role of the classroom
experience in the persistence process by examining the importance of two teaching skills, orga-
nization and preparation and instructional skill and clarity. Previous researchers have connected
in-class experiences and subsequent levels of social integration as a precursor to persistence,
but have emphasized active and collaborative learning as sources of social integration. The
findings from this study suggest that the classroom is a more complex source of social integra-
tion and that basic teaching skills affect how students become engaged with the broader social
community of their institution. As such, decision-makers on campus who are concerned about
and responsible for student persistence need to pay more attention to what happens in the
classroom.

If the link exists, as this study suggests, between faculty teaching skills and student persistence
then faculty development issues need to be connected with campus retention issues. Faculty
need to be made aware that in-class experiences have wide-ranging effects extending beyond
academic life to impact students’ social integration, institutional commitment, and intent to per-
sist. Additionally, student evaluations of faculty should include items that measure students’
perceptions of faculty organization and preparedness and their level of instructional skill and
clarity.

These findings have implications for academic advising as well. Clearly, aspects of the class-
room process-faculty organization and preparation and instructional skill and clarityplay an im-
portant role in promoting student success. Academic advisors, as part of their advising process,
should encourage students to select professors who are proficient in these areas. To effectively
accomplish this, academic advisors and faculty need to communicate not only about course
content but about course process as well.

Individuals who develop structured nonclassroom learning opportunities (e.g., student leadership
workshops, orientation sessions, academic support service sessions, etc.) may also want to
consider these skills when selecting instructors. Researchers may want to study how the teaching
skills examined in this study contribute to the effectiveness of nonclassroom instructional activi-
ties as opportunities to promote social integration and student persistence. The extent to which
facilitators and instructors in structured nonclassroom learning activities can be organized and
prepared and have instructional clarity and skill may have positive benefits for students in terms
of increased potential to become socially integrated. This suggests that campus educators-
whether they are primarily student affairs administrators or faculty-need to know how to compe-
tently organize and prepare for academic and cocurricular instructional sessions and in how to
effectively instruct with skill and clarity. This may require additional in-service training for some
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educators and suggests that future college educators may need some basic training in these
competency areas as part of their graduate programs.

Furthermore, institutional leaders who are concerned about student persistence may want to be
more inclusive of faculty in developing retention strategies. Many institutions have made retention
primarily the responsibility of the enrollment management team, which is typically composed of
administrators. Given the apparent importance of faculty in promoting social integration, subse-
quent levels of institutional commitment, and intent to reenroll, clearly faculty should be given
greater consideration as key components in the persistence process on campuses where such
recognition does not already exist. Faculty need to be aware that inclass experiences affect stu-
dents’ social integration and commitment to the institution in addition to the direct learning ben-
efits.

The connection between faculty skills and students’ social integration suggests that the student
experience may be much more seamless than it is often conceptualized in many models. The
findings from this study indicate a need to pay more attention to how the learning environment
inside each classroom affects the process of social integration into the campus community. More-
over, if stronger teaching skills are leading to increased social integration, the effect of in-class
experiences on formal and informal out-of-class activities may have been underemphasized on
most college and university campuses. Existing literature contains a wealth of information about
the importance of the outof-class experience as a supplement to and support for the academic
experience of students (e.g., Baxter Magolda, 1992; Kuh, 1993, 1995; Pascarella, 1985; Terenzini,
Springer, Pascarella, & Nora, 1995; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996), yet
very few researchers have examined how the in-class academic experience affects important
aspects of the out-of-class collegiate experience. These findings indicate that more research in
this area is warranted.

Institutions that promote strong teaching skills, like organization and preparation and instructional
skill and clarity, are likely to reap the twin benefits of increased student persistence and greater
student learning. Students may also realize these same benefits on an individual level. Clearly, if
the findings from this study are found to be generally consistent, higher education administrators
and faculty can become even more confident that increased attention to faculty teaching skills has
the potential to accrue benefits for both individual students and for the postsecondary educational
institutions they attend.

Several limitations to this research moderate the discussion, implications, and conclusions for
practice derived from its findings. First, intent to return constitutes a proxy measure for actual
student persistence. Consequently, the findings of this study pertain to a student’s likelihood of
departure rather than their actual departure. Second, only the likelihood of persisting from the first
year to the second year of college is addressed in this study. Moreover, students who withdraw
and reenroll at the focal university are not included (Eckland, 1964). In addition, firstyear students
may benefit more in their learning from such teaching skills than students who are in their second,
third, or fourth years of college. First-year students are more likely to exhibit characteristics of the
dualistic stage of Perry’s theory of intellectual and ethical development (1970). The faculty teaching
skills of organization and preparation as well as of clarity and skill may provide a better match for
the cognitive stage of first-year students than for more advanced college students. Thus, the influ-
ence of faculty teaching skills on student departure decisions may differ for more advanced stu-
dents than for first-year students.
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Yet another limitation is that this study was conducted at a single research-oriented, highly selective
residential university. Thus, the findings of this study may not be generalizable to other types of
colleges and universities. Specifically, the institutional context of a highly selective and affluent
student population may not transfer well to other sites. However, single institutional studies are
more in keeping with the underlying assumptions of Tinto’s theory as an explanation of the longitu-
dinal process of student departure within a given college or university (1993). As such, Tinto has
asserted that his theory “is not a systems model of departure” (p. 112).
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UNDERSTANDING AND REDUCING COLLEGE STUDENT DEPARTURE
 by John M Braxton, Amy S. Hirschy, and Shederick A. McClendon

Reducing Institutional Rates of Departure

This chapter offers an overarching recommendation and a set of specific recommendations for
institutional policy and practice that take the form of powerful levers of institutional action. We offer
recommendations to reduce student departure for residential colleges and universities, commuter
colleges and universities, and for racial or ethnic minority students. We do not present specific
recommendations to guide policy and practice to reduce student departure at the level of state
systems of higher education. Nevertheless, some recommendations may also apply at this level.

An Overarching Recommendation

We assert that institutional efforts to reduce student departure should use an integrated design
approach. By integrated design, we mean that all institutional policies and practices developed to
reduce student departure are intentional and require coordination to ensure that guidelines for the
development of such policies and practices are steadfastly followed by designated institutional
officers. An integrated design approach adheres to the following seven guidelines:

1. Many small policy levers rather than one single policy lever should be developed.
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991, p. 655) contend that many small policy levers may be more
effective in achieving an institutional goal than one single large-scale policy lever. The ill-
structured nature of the problem of college student departure also suggests the use of multiple
policy levers.

2. The policies and practices developed should embrace one or more of Tinto’s three prin-
ciples of effective retention. His first principle stipulates that institutions must espouse an
enduring commitment to students served by the institution (Tinto, 1993, p. 146). His second
principle ordains that an institution must be committed to the education of all its students. This
commitment places importance on student learning. Effective retention programs strive to
integrate all students into the social and academic communities of a college or university.
Such programs encourage the development of personal bonds among students, faculty,
administrators, and staff of the college or university. Such is Tinto’s third principle of effective
retention.

3. The president, chief academic officer, and chief student affairs officer of an institution must
embrace and support the policies and practices developed to reduce institutional depar-
ture. The notion of the commitment of the institution to student welfare identified by Braxton
and Hirschy (forthcoming) receives reinforcement in this guideline.

4. All members of the college community need to have a stake in the success of policies and
practices to reduce student departure. Put differently, administrators, faculty, and staff mem-
bers must demonstrate a commitment to the policies and practices developed. Their day-to-
day actions and interactions with students should demonstrate a commitment to the policies
and practiced developed. The notion of institutional integrity delineated by Braxton and
Hirschy (forthcoming) finds palpable expression in adherence to this guideline. Likewise, this
guidelines bolsters commitment of the institution to the welfare of its students.
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5. Policies and practices should empower students to take responsibility for their own
college success. Several of the exemplary student retention programs involve students’
taking the initiative to help themselves and their peers meet their educational goals. The
Decision Tree program provides an example of students’ responding to a caring offer
made by college staff. Many retention programs feature peer support, including the Cam-
pus Retention Committee, C.L.A.S.S., and the FAST project.

6. Some student departure may be in the best interest of the student or the institution (Tinto,
1982). The reduction of unnecessary student departure should be the goal of policies and
practices.

7. Enacted policies and practices should be assessed for their effectiveness. This guideline
echoes our fourth general recommendation for further scholarship advanced in the previ-
ous chapter.

Powerful  Institutional Levers of Action

The specific recommendations for policy and practice that we present in this section constitute
many shall levers of action directed toward the goal of reducing institutional student departure. We
characterize these levers of action as powerful because they flow from research findings reviewed
in this monograph and adhere to one or more of Tinto’s three principles of effective retention
(Braxton and Mundy, 2001-2002). Colleges and universities serious about reducing their rates of
student departure should implement the vast majority of these recommendations. Moreover, the
guidelines for an integrated design in policies and practices to reduce institutional departure
should also be followed.

Braxton and Mundy (2001-2002) advance forty-seven recommendations that, they assert, hold
promise for reducing institutional rates of student departure, as they follow one or more of Tinto’s
principles of effective retention and spring from research findings. These recommendations were
derived from articles appearing in a special issue of Journal of College Student Retention
(Braxton, 2001-2002) titles “Using Theory and Research to Improve College Student Retention.”
We present many of these recommendations offered by Braxton and Mundy and advance others
derived from the literature and research findings reviewed in this volume. The findings of research
reviewed in this volume also back the recommendations put forth by Braxton and Mundy. We
present recommendations to foster student retention pertinent to residential colleges and universi-
ties, commuter colleges and universities, and to racial or ethnic minority students.

In addition to recommendations tailored for these different types of colleges and universities and
for racial or ethnic minority students, we also offer recommendations that promote student reten-
tion in both residential and commuter colleges and universities. Put differently, the following rec-
ommendations pertain to both residential and commuter colleges and universities, whereas
subsequent recommendations apply specifically to residential or commuter collegiate institutions.

Financial aid should be awarded to students demonstrating financial need.

College and university administrators, faculty, and staff frequently view financial aid as an
admissions recruitment tool. However, it also plays a significant role in the retention of stu-
dents. Accordingly, Braxton and McClendon (2001-2002) stress that every effort should be
made to award  financial aid to each aid applicant that demonstrates financial need. They



“Keeping ‘Em Once You’ve Got ‘Em, II”                                                                                             27

point out that applicants who demonstrate low levels of need should receive aid, as such
individuals are frequently expected to secure a small amount of financial resources they
need to attend a particular college or university. Satisfaction with the costs of attending a
particular college or university result from such efforts. Braxton and Mundy (2001 – 2002)
also recommend such institutional efforts. Individual colleges and universities must make
commitment to the welfare of their students an abiding concern. The growth and develop-
ment of its students, the high value placed on students as individuals and members of
groups, and the equal treatment and respect for the individual student constitute ways in
which a o\college or university demonstrates commitment to the welfare of its students. We
offer an array of recommendations that demonstrate an institution’s commitment to the
welfare of its students. These recommendations stem from two aspects of such a commit-
ment: a concern for the growth and development of students, and the high value placed on
students.

Student Growth and Development

The teaching practices of faculty play a significant role in fostering the growth and devel-
opment of students. Accordingly, we offer the following specific recommendations:

Institutional Policies and practices should encourage faculty members to improve on
existing teaching methods and skills or to acquire new ones. Faculty development
activities and the faculty reward system must stimulate faculty to refine or learn new
teaching methods and skills. For example, faculty development workshops and seminars
should concentrate on active learning techniques in general and cooperative/collabora-
tive learning in particular. Some positive weight in the faculty reward system (for ex-
ample, reappointment, annual salary, tenure and promotion decisions) should be
given to faculty members who use teaching methods that facilitate student retention
(Braxton and McClendon, 2001-2002; Braxton and Mundy, 2001-2002). The assess-
ment of faculty teaching role performance should include indices of the teaching skills
of instructional clarity and organization and preparation as well as indices of active
learning (Braxton and McClendon, 2001-2002; Braxton and Mundy, 2001-2002).

Valuing Students

The high value placed on students, respect for the student as an individual, and the equal
treatment of students receive reinforcement through the following recommendations:

The campus environment should be characterized by its fairness toward students
(Berger. 2001-2003). Specifically, rules and regulations governing student life should
be enforced in a fair manner (Braxton and McClendon, 2001-2002; Braxton and Mundy,
2001-2002). Clear and effective lines of communication about the goals, values,
policies, and procedures of the institution should be developed to keep students ap-
praised of matters important to them (Berger, 2001-2002; Braxton and McClendon,
2001-2002; Braxton and Mundy, 2001-2002). At a minimum, students should be kept
informed of rules and regulations important to them. Students should be given opportu-
nities to participate in organizational decision making (Berger, 2001-202; Braxton and
Mundy, 2001-2002). Institutional integrity should be an enduring concern of the indi-
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vidual college or university. As discussed elsewhere in this volume, a college or university
that demonstrates a steadfast adherence to its stated mission and goals is an institution of
high institutional integrity. The decisions and actions of the administrators, faculty, and staff
of an institution determine the integrity of a given college or university (Braxton and Hirschy,
forthcoming) Specifically, an institution can exhibit institutional integrity by following these
two recommendations:

The mission of the college or university should function as a foundation for decision
making and administrative action. Put differently, colleges and universities must be true to
their missions by enacting policies and procedures congruent with the mission and goals of
the institution (Kuh, 2001-2002).

Prospective student applicants must receive an accurate picture of the academic and
social dimensions of a college or university. Specifically, recruitment activities and publica-
tions must accurately represent the institution. Moreover, prospective students should be
encouraged to visit the campus (Braxton and McClendon, 2001-2002; Braxton and Mundy,
2001-2002).

Residential Colleges and Universities

The programs conducted in residential colleges and universities described in the previous
chapter provide the basis for institutional actions to reduce student departure. In addition to
the implementation of these programs, we offer recommendations that flow from three of
the six possible sources of influence on social integration included in the revision of Tinto’s
interactionalist theory we presented earlier. Accordingly, we group the recommendations for
reducing institutional rates of student departure in residential colleges and universities
according to these three possible sources of influence on social integration. These sources
of influence spring from research findings.

Communal Potential

As stated previously, communal potential finds expression as a student’s perception that a
subgroup of students with attitudes, values, beliefs, and goals similar to those of other
students exists on campus. The following recommendations assist students in assessing
whether they anticipate membership in such an affinity group or cultural enclave:

Orientation programs for first-year students should provide several opportunities for
students to socially interact with their peers (Braxton and McClendon, 2001-2002; Braxton
and Mundy, 2001-2002). Residential colleges and universities should require all first- and
second-year students to reside in a college or university residence hall. Residence halls
should also provide opportunities for social interaction among residents (Braxton and
McClendon, 2001-2002; Braxton and Mundy, 2001-2002). A sense of community should
characterize each residence hall. The method of assigning first-year students to residence
halls should facilitate the development of a sense of community (Braxton and McClendon,
2001-2002; Braxton and Mundy. 2001-2002).
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Proactive Social Adjustment

As indicated previously in this volume, students who adjust to college in proactive ways
demonstrate this possible source of influence on social integration. More specifically,
proactive social adjustments entail engagement in anticipatory socialization behaviors to
ready oneself for college and the use of stress coping strategies that respond to stress in a
positive way. The recommendations we advance strive toward helping students adjust to
college in proactive rather than reactive ways.

To assist students in their anticipatory socialization efforts, we strongly recommend that
student participation in orientation programs for first-year students be mandatory. By
requiring participation in orientation, students engaged in anticipatory behaviors will have
their needs met. Those students not prone toward anticipatory socialization behaviors will
benefit from the information they receive through orientation activities

Students can acquire a  knowledge of various stress coping strategies. Students can learn
proactive strategies, in particular. Accordingly, we suggest that colleges and universities
offer workshops to students on coping with stress (Braxton and McClendon, 2001-2002;
Braxton and Mundy, 2001-2002).

Psychosocial Engagement

As described elsewhere in this volume, psychosocial engagement pertains to the amount
of psychological energy students expend in meeting new friends, participating in the social
life of their college or university, and taking part in campus extracurricular activities. We
highly recommend that colleges and universities develop ways to foster the involvement of
students through participation in campus extracurricular activities, interactions with peers,
and interactions with faculty members. Astin (1984, p.298) maintains that the assessment
of institutional policies and practices should focus on their effectiveness in increasing
student involvement. Findings reviewed in this monograph give rise to this recommenda-
tion.

 The crux of two previously advanced recommendations also foster psychosocial engage-
ment in all students as well as meet the needs of students entering college with a well-
developed desire to expend the needed psychological energy for engagement in the social
communities of their college. These slightly altered recommendations are:

Orientation programs for first-year students should provide several opportunities during
the academic year for students to socially interact with their peers (Braxton and
McClendon, 2001-2002; Braxton and Mundy, 2001-2002). Residence halls might also
sponsor some extracurricular activities such as intramural athletic competition.
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Commuter Colleges and Universities

In the previous chapter, we describe programs conducted in commuter colleges and univer-
sities. We urge commuter institutions to consider the implementation of one or more of
these programs. We also proffer recommendations that stem from two sources of influence
embedded in the theory of student departure we propose in the chapter “Student Departure
in Commuter Colleges and Universities.” These sources of influence are communities of
learning and support from significant others for attending college.Communities of Learn-
ing

In the theory of student departure from commuter colleges and universities we advance in
this volume, communities of learning play a central role in the retention of students. Accord-
ingly, we advance with great vigor the following recommendations:

Commuter colleges and universities should develop learning communities. As stated
elsewhere in this volume, learning communities involve the block scheduling of courses so
that the same students take several courses together. A theme usually undergirds these
courses. Cooperative learning methods should be the primary method of instruction used in
these courses. This recommendation stems from research by Tinto (1997).

Support from Significant Others

The support of parents, spouses, and friends plays a significant part in both the theory of
student departure we advance in this volume and Bean and Metzner’s conceptual model
(1985). For some students enrolled in commuter institutions, this needed support already
exists. For others, such support must develop. The recommendations we suggest seek to
develop such needed support for college attendance by significant others. We present
these recommendations in two categories: developing support from spouses/life partners
and developing support from parents.

Developing Support from Spouses/Life Partners.  Support from spouses or life part-
ners may develop if some stresses and burdens associated with college attendance lessen.
The following recommendations aim to reduce the burdens or stresses placed on family life
associated with college attendance.

Commuter colleges and universities should develop academic spaces and support
service for commuter students. Such academic space and support services should include
physical spaces for students to type papers, study, make copies, and print materials. Such
spaces should be open to students in the evenings and on weekends. Commuter colleges
and universities should offer courses at a variety of times to accommodate the work
schedules and family obligations of their students. The availability of food services should
match the times courses are offered. (Andreas, 1983). To be sure, the vast majority of
commuter institutions have flexible course offerings and food service hours. Nevertheless,
college administrators and faculty must work together to ensure that sections of required
courses are offered during the day and evening and on weekends to accommodate the
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needs of commuter students. Commuter colleges and universities should develop on-
campus employment opportunities for their students (Rue and Ludt, 1983). On-campus
employment alleviates some of the stress of commuting to school and going to work off
campus. Commuter colleges and universities should develop child-care services for their
students. The availability of drop-in day-care services would reduce some of the stress of
having children and attending college. Commuter colleges and universities should include
spouses and life partners in the orientation programs for new students. Programs for
spouses and life partners should focus on information about the institution, the stresses
associated with college attendance, and the availability of services designed to help com-
muter students.

Developing Parental Support. Adequate financial aid and the opportunity for on-campus
employment serve to develop parental support for college attendance. Jacoby (1983) points
out, however, that commuter institutions should forge parental identification with the institu-
tion. She notes that many students enrolled in commuter colleges and universities are first-
generation college students. The parents of such students may question the value of college
attendance. Consequently, the development of parental identification with the focal college
may foster parental support for college attendance.

Identification with the college may develop through orientation programs for new students.
Thus, we recommend:

Commuter colleges and universities should encourage parents to attend new student
orientation. Such orientation programs should also include sessions designed to inform
parents about the college and the stresses of college attendance (Jacoby, 1983).

Administrators, faculty, and staff of commuter colleges and universities should make
parents feel welcome when they attend college functions. Parents, like students, should feel
part of the college community.

Reducing the Departure of Racial or Ethnic Minority Students

The marked difference between the departure rates of racial or ethnic minority students in
contrast to white students necessitates the development of approaches to reducing their
departure rates. The recommendations offered above should foster the retention of students
from racial or ethnic minority groups, but the difference in departure rates suggests the need
for additional remedies. Accordingly, we offer the following recommendations.

Colleges and universities must enroll and retain a critical mass of racial or ethnic minority
students. In particular, residential colleges and universities must enroll a sufficient number of
minority students to ensure the formation of cultural enclaves or affinity groups comprised of
such students. Colleges and universities should embrace a diverse student body. Embrac-
ing diversity should receive reinforcement by inviting speakers, holding programs, and
conducting workshops that honor the history and cultures of different racial or ethnic groups
on campus (Braxton and McClendon, 2001-2002; Braxton and Mundy, 2001-2002). Col-
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leges and universities should implement Tierney’s intervention model for “at-risk stu-
dents.”  Tierney (2000) developed his model from research on college preparation pro-
grams. He posits that at-risk students are more likely to persist in college if the receive
affirmation of their identities and experience incorporation into the cultures of their college
or university. He proposes an intervention model based on this underlying assumption.
Thus, we assert that colleges and universities should implement the model developed by
Tierney to reduce the departure rate of such students. We encourage individuals interested
in implementing this model to read the chapter titled “Power, Identity, and the Dilemma of
College Student Departure” in Reworking the Student Departure Puzzle (Braxton, 2000c).

Although students from racial or ethnic minority groups enroll in both residential and com-
muter colleges and universities, some of the recommendations for practice we advance for
commuter colleges and universities also apply, in full force, to such groups of college
students. Those recommendations focusing on support from significant others seem
particularly relevant. Support and involvement from the communities where such students
reside is also of critical importance (Tierney, 2000).

Reductions in institutional rates of departure depend on the implementation of the recom-
mendations we advance in this chapter by individual colleges and universities. Improve-
ment in the collegiate experience for many college students depends of the efforts of
scholars and practitioners concerned with the student departure puzzle.
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MAP OF TRIBAL COLLEGES
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• Extended Kinship 

System
• Elder Advisors
• Friends
• Family Cultural 

Activities



“Keeping ‘Em Once You’ve Got ‘Em, II”                                                                                             35

TRADITIONAL NATIVE CULTURE AND RESILIENCE
by Iris HeavyRunner and Joann Sebastian Morris

Cultural resilience is a relatively new term, but it is a concept that predates the so called “discovery”
of our people. The elders teach us that our children are gifts from the Creator and it is the family,
community, school, and tribe’s responsibility to nurture, protect, and guide them. We have long
recognized how important it is for children to have people in their lives who nurture their spirit, stand
by them, encourage and support them. This traditional process is what contemporary researchers,
educators, and social service providers are now calling fostering resilience. Thus, resilience is not
new to our people; it is a concept that has been taught for centuries. The word is new; the meaning
is old.

Our world view is the cultural lens through which we understand where we came from, where we are
today, and where we are going. Our cultural identity is our source of strength. In historical times the
cultures and world views of tribal peoples were regarded by non-Indians as impediments to the
speedy assimilation of the young. Regrettably, remnants of such viewpoints continue to be held by
some professionals who impact the lives of contemporary Indian youth. It is critical that researchers,
educators, and social service providers recognize the valid and positive role culture plays in sup-
porting Indian youth and tapping their resilience.

A culture’s world view is grounded in fundamental beliefs which guide and shape life experiences of
young people. It is not easy to summarize fundamental Indian values and beliefs because there are
554 federally recognized tribes in the U.S. alone and an almost equal number in Canada. In spite of
tribal differences, there are shared core values, beliefs and behaviors. Ten are highlighted here to
guide our thinking about innate or natural, cultural resilience: spirituality, child-rearing/extended
family, veneration of age/wisdom/tradition, respect for nature, generosity and sharing, cooperation/
group harmony, autonomy/respect for others, composure/patience, relativity of time, and non-verbal
communication. Educators and others must understand that the values held by Native children are
interrelated.

Spirituality is a fundamental, continuous part of our lives. In traditional times, spirituality was inte-
gral to one’s daily life. Embodied in Native spirituality is the concept of interconnectedness. The
spiritual nature of all living things was recognized and respected. The mystical aspects of life were
openly discussed. A strong ceremonial practice was interwoven into the cycle of seasons. Ceremo-
nies marked important times in our people’s lives, such as children’s naming ceremonies or pu-
berty rites.

We believe that spirituality is at the core of our survival. Many Native educators agree that our
spirituality has been the cornerstone of our survival through generations of adversity and oppres-
sion. Most traditional people approach Indian spirituality with tremendous care and respect. It is
very important that educators and other service providers recognize its value while also respecting
the private nature of our spiritual beliefs and practices. Basil Johnson, (Ojibway), explains the deep
personal nature of traditional spirituality.

“To understand the origin and the nature of life, existence, and death, the Ojibway speaking
peoples conducted inquiries within the soul-spirit that was the very depth of their being.
Through dream or vision quest they elicited revelation-knowledge that they then commemo-
rated and perpetuated in story and re-enacted in ritual. But in addition to insight, they also  
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gained a reverence for the mystery of life which animated all things: human-kind, animal-
kind, plant-kind, and the very earth itself.”

- Johnson, (1982, p. 7)

Spirituality is one of four essential parts of our world view philosophy. The others are the mental,
emotional and physical aspects of life. All four dimensions must be kept in balance. A child is born
with a natural capacity or resilience evidenced in all four dimensions. This resilience is our innate
capacity for well-being. Enroute to unlocking community resilience, our goal is for children to
recognize when they are out of balance, understand what caused the imbalance and learn how to
regain balance. Dr. Roger Mills calls this “healthy thought recognition.”

We have a variety of strategies or cultural ways to teach healthy balance. Joseph Epes Brown,
reveals, “one of the symbols that expresses most completely the Plains Indian concept of the
relationship between human beings and the world of nature surrounding them is the cross in-
scribed within the circle” (Brown, 1988, p. 34). In some tribes we use the medicine wheel to help
young people understand the interconnectedness of the mind, spirit, heart and body.

What is often termed the “Red Road” philosophy has been articulated well by Isna Iciga (Gene
Thin Elk):

“The Red Road is a holistic approach to mental, physical, spiritual and emotional wellness
based on Native American healing concepts and traditions, having prayer as the basis of
all healing. Native American psychology is essential in reaching the inner person (spirit)
using specific sound, movement, and color. All these essences are present in the Medicine
Wheel, which is innate to Native Americans. The traditions and values of the Native Ameri-
can People ensure balance by living these cultural traditions through the Red Road. Heal-
ing is a way of life for the Native American who understands and lives the cultural traditions
and values” 

- Aborgast, (1995, p. 319)

Our traditional philosophy is holistic. The contemporary health realization work of Dr. Roger Mills is
very helpful in explaining the role of thinking in our experiences. This is one example of the under-
standing we want children to have about their natural resilience.

Our culture is rich with ways to teach children the world view philosophy or the good way of life.
These include using our traditional languages, ceremonies, dances, blood/clan systems, music/
arts, medicine, foods’ clothing, and more. Our children’s cultural strength or resilience can also be
fostered by the oral tradition of storytelling. Children learn to listen with patience and respect. Our
stories can be told over and over; they are developmental. At every step we learn something new.
In essence we grow up with our stories. They are protective factors that convey culturally specific
high expectations, caring, support, and opportunities for participation.

The traditional Indian family unit is the extended family. Each child has an abundance of blood
and clan relatives to share the responsibility of child-rearing. Elders hand down tribal legends,
history and traditions and, therefore, are treated with tremendous respect. Our belief in the sa-
credness of all creation causes us to view ourselves as caretakers of the natural realm. Recog-
nizing the connection with others, emphasis is placed on sharing material possessions. In our
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world view, it is more important to be a good person than to acquire material goods. Natural
cooperation among group members takes precedence over competition. Harmony within the
group is all-important. Balance and harmony are maintained by not imposing on an individual’s
rights or beliefs. Being quiet and still is not uncomfortable to Indian people. We are comfort-
able with silence and talking for the sake of talking was not our way. Time is viewed as flowing
and always with us. We learn to follow nature’s rhythm.

Educators and others working with Indian youth who demonstrate respect for these fundamental
values, beliefs and behaviors, foster resilience. They can build on young peoples’ connection to all
other living entities, encourage and openly discuss their spiritual development; recognize the vital
role played by elders, aunts, uncles, and other blood or clan relatives and seek their involvement.
We also can make use of the outdoors, encourage generosity of spirit, incorporate more coopera-
tive learning activities, respect the individual, allow for a longer response time, be more flexible
with timelines, and respect that learning can also occur through listening and in silence.

Taken as a whole these traditional values and beliefs are the cultural foundation which, if re-
spected, extends high expectations; caring, supportive relationships and meaningful opportunities
for participation to Native children. We believe when these innate, cultural protective factors are
brought into play, the natural resilience of children will be realized. Our beliefs, values, or philoso-
phy must be incorporated into any work done with our children. Social service providers, educa-
tors, and others must help Indian families become safe and secure places for children. Research-
ers and evaluators need to use culturally competent research and evaluation designs in Native
schools and communities to capture and interpret the essence of our growth accurately.

Cultural teachings unearth individual resilience as documented with many personal
stories in Wounded Warriors by Doyle Arbogast. These interviewed individuals
found - “what their ancestors always knew-that the pathways to peace, balance, and
living are found by taking responsibility to honor the beauty, spirit, and the mystery of
their own heritage” 

- Arbogast, (1995, p. 1)

Cultural practices unlock our human potential. Sisoka Luta, (Jerome Kills Small)
states, “through the drum I feel the Native American part of my spirituality. I have a
special bond with it. I know that a lot of the others find the greater part of their
strength in other things like the sweatlodge and the pipe. For me, I get my strength
from the drum.”

 - Arbogast, (1995, p. 145)

Sungmanitu Hanska, (Long Coyote) says, “getting involved and attending things that
are part of my people’s ways have been incredibly significant. I have a seed inside
that needs to be nourished before it will grow. When this seed gets a little nourish-
ment, like permission and encouragement, or an invitation for myself to nourish it, it
begins to sprout. I am beginning to understand that the seed is my Spirit” 

- Arbogast, (1995, p. 84)
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We believe this is the innate health or resilience Dr. Roger Mills, Bonnie Bernard, and others de-
scribe.

Candace Fleming (Kickapoo/Oneida/Cherokee), explains, “In an attempt to depart
from lifestyles and situations that compromise well-being, Indians... [Native Ameri-
cans/Alaska Natives/First Nations] have begun to identify for themselves culturally
congruent values and behaviors that enhance life for the individual, the family, and the
community ... A balanced treatment ... needs to focus on the resiliency, strengths, and
significant contributions” 

- Fleming, (1992, p. 137).

In our work with 20 national Native educators/trainers we found agreement that our tribal identity,
spirituality, elders, ceremonies and rituals, humor, oral tradition, family, and support networks are
essential protective strategies. These are the things that have kept us strong. A study in progress
with the Minneapolis-based Healthy Nations collaborative surveyed 136 Native program directors
and front-line workers. They indicate they draw tremendous strength from family support systems,
caring communities, strong identities, spirituality, and cultural values, world view, ceremonies, and
traditions. These resources foster our cultural resilience.

Our recent training experiences indicate Native prevention workers find the term resilience helpful.
One participant said, “Now I have a word for what I have always known and struggled to explain to
the children and adults I work with.” Resilience helps us assist students in reconnecting with our
cultural strength. Our work in Red Lake, Minnesota, has been resilience-based. We are pleased to
see that a hopeful resilience message, well grounded in local cultural traditions, frees educators,
social service providers and tribal community members to view future possibilities with excitement
and energy. Our innate human capacity for transformation and change, our resilience, is ever
present; like the circle of life it is unbroken and unending. Black Elk describes the circle of strength
this way:

“You have noticed that everything an Indian does is in a circle, and that is because the
Power of the World always works in circles, and everything tries to be round. In the old days
when we were a strong and happy people, all our power came to us from the sacred hoop of
the nation, and so long as the hoop was unbroken, the people flourished. The flowering tree
was the living center of the hoop, and the circle of the four quarters nourished it. The east
gave peace and light, the south gave warmth, the west gave rain, and the north with its cold
and mighty wind gave strength and endurance. This knowledge came to us from the outer
world with our religion. Everything the power of the world does is done in a circle. The sky is
round, and I have heard that the earth is round like a ball, and so are all the stars. The wind,
in its greatest power, whirls. Birds make their nests in circles, for theirs is the same religion
as ours. The sun comes forth and goes down again in a circle. The moon does the same,
and both are round. Even the seasons form a great circle in their changing, and always
come back again to where they were. The life of a man is a circle from childhood to child-
hood, and so it is in everything where power moves” 

 - Brown, (1988, p. 35)
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We wish to acknowledge our appreciation for our cross cultural collaboration with Kathy Marshall
at the University of Minnesota, Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement, Safe
and Drug Free Schools Project. It has made our ongoing work and this article possible. Such joint
efforts serve the needs of all children well.
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‘MIRACLE SURVIVORS’:
PROMOTING RESILIENCE IN INDIAN STUDENTS
by Iris HeavyRunner and Kathy Marshall

(Author’s foreward:  This article is no accident.  WE believe this is the time and the place to
discuss cultural resilience.  We come to this subject as grandmothers, as family members who
have lost those dearest to us, as women dedicated to improving the lives of others.  We write as
dear friends and colleagues who have bridged the gap between our two cultures since 1991.
WE write from our hearts because that is where the spirit of healing and wholeness resides.
This is a time of grave need in our country and in the lives of students, families, and communi-
ties.  We call you to remember the strength you have and at times may have forgotten.  May
these words spark a fire in your heart and lead you to find your own natural resilience and to
faster it in others.)

Renae Merrick, a young diabetic student from Fort Berthold Community College, spoke at an
American Indian College Fund event honoring outstanding tribal college students in 2001.  Her
story revealed her determination to complete her nursing degree.  She cared fro her diabetic
father while attending college in North Dakota.  Through her tears she expressed her deep feel-
ings for her father and her heartfelt wish to prevent diabetes among her people.  She spoke of how
challenging this was for her and encouraged other students to not give up.

As students accepted their awards, they talked about being inspired by family members, by faith,
and by sobriety.  Tribal college students often travel long distances to attend.  Most are the first in
their families to attend college, and after completing their associate degrees, many continue on
into graduate school.  Frequently tribal college students are single parents, who often care for
other family members while also participating in student clubs or extracurricular activities.

What explains a student’s educational persistence in the face of odds like these?  How did Renae
Merrick balance being a full-time caregiver and a full-time student?  Although they have not neces-
sarily used the word in the past, we believe tribal colleges foster the natural resilience of Native
American young people.  For the 200 years before the Navajo Nation opened the first tribal col-
lege in 1968, higher education was an Anglo institution with compulsory Western methods of
learning that attempted to eradicate tribal culture.  As a result, American Indian students left main-
stream institutions at high rates without graduating.  When tribes built their colleges and universi-
ties, they wanted institutions that could strengthen reservation economics and tribal culture without
forcing assimilation.  With programs built from an indigenous framework, the colleges naturally
promote student resilience.

FROM RESILIENCE TO CULTURAL RESILIENCE

We like to think about resilience in a positive, proactive way.  Resilience is the natural, human
capacity to navigate life well.  It is something every human being has – wisdom, common sense.  It
means coming to know how you think, who you are spiritually, where you come from , and where
you are going.  The key is learning how to utilize innate resilience, which is the birthright of every
human being.  It involves understanding our inner spirit and finding a sense of direction.

Formal resilience research began about 50 years ago; initially researchers measured why some
individuals did well and other did not.  Seminal researchers like Emmy Werner, Norman Garmezy,
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Michael Rutter, and Ann Masten began by studying the relationship between adaptation and
adversity.  Masten now says that the great surprise of resilience research is its ordinariness.
Resilience does not come from rare and special qualities.  She suspects future research will
explore quality parenting, social support networks, financial resources, sense of humor, spiritual-
ity, community, and other factors.

In our work with American Indian people, we have utilized existing resilience research as the
foundation and then taken it a step further and identified cultural factors that nurture, encourage,
and support Indian students, families and communities.  These systems assist individuals in
tapping their natural common sense and wisdom.

In 1993, our work with Native prevention specialists identified cultural factors they felt were essen-
tial to preventing alcohol and drug abuse in Indian families and communities:

· Spirituality

· Family Strength

· Elders

· Ceremonial Rituals

· Oral Traditions

· Tribal Identity

            · Support Networks

To date little has been published about spiritual protective factors.  Indian people believe spiritual-
ity has been the cornerstone of their survival through generations of adversity and oppression.
Spirituality includes our interconnectedness with each other (relationships), the sacredness of our
inner spirit, our efforts to nurture and renew ourselves daily (prayer), balance and harmony
(awareness), and our responsibility to be lifelong learners (growth).

The mission statements of tribal colleges were built on a spiritual foundation.  This is why they
provide such rich environments for nurturing student and family resilience.  Where else can we
find such knowledge, expertise, and commitment to teaching our way of life and to supporting
students?

We believe fostering student cultural resilience should be a priority for tribal colleges and other
educational institutions serving Native people.  A resilience  perspective increases the collective
ability of individuals, families, communities, and tribes to realize the best in themselves – and to
assist others.

Although American Indian students are often identified as “at risk, “ we do not believe any person
is “damaged goods.”  Seeing students as damaged actually harms their chances of success.
We see students as “at promise” instead.  We must see possibilities, not problems.  Resilience
is more than overcoming stress and trauma, although that is a basic part of it.  In our wok we point
people to their natural health, which is always spiritually based.  Tapping resilience is an inside-
out process.
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RESILIENCE AT WORK

We have demonstrated these theories in our work with the Family Education Model at Montana
tribal colleges and with the National Resilience Resource Center.  Participants in center trainings
say they experience increased reflection and spirituality, an improved sense of personal well-being,
better relationships with others, and greater satisfaction with their environments.

The Family Education Model (FEM) shifts the emphasis from dropouts to college students who
persevere using a family-centered approach.  Based upon research with students on a daily basis,
the model builds retention interventions focused on students’ strengths.  With support from the
Kellogg Foundation, the FEM was developed by four Montana tribal colleges (Blackfeet Commu-
nity College, Fort Peck Community College, Salish Kootenai College, and Stone Child College).
The components of the model are 1) culturally-specific family activities that invite the families of
students to the campus, 2) counseling strategies that take into consideration family issues, 3)
formal or informal mentoring, 4) seminars or workshops on family life skills, 5) networking, and 6)
evaluation.  (See TCJ, Vol. 12, N.4, pp. 10-13.)

In fact, tribal colleges have been providing resilience-based retention strategies for years without
formally referring to it as such.  FEM presented an opportunity to formalize what tribal college staff
and faculty have been doing.  Although initially conceived as a model for tribal colleges, the Family
Education Model has been adapted by mainstream institutions serving indigenous students.

To be most effective, colleges and universities must provide the customary protective factors
(caring support, opportunities for participation, and encouraging high expectations) and also help
the student recognize the crucial role their own thinking plays.  How many times have we seen a
student appear to have all available supports and still fail because he or she cannot see the possi-
bilities?  Sometimes they lack the internal perspective that brings positive results.  Michael Rutter
in Great Britain stresses that the individual ultimately decides how to respond to the environment.

ANCIENT CONCEPTS

While the strengths-based resilience approach is a new paradigm for some higher education
professionals, it is an ancient concept to indigenous people.  Rufus Good Striker (Blood), a board
member with Red Crow Community College in Alberta, Canada, says it reminds him of the things
our old people taught us.  Asked about Blackfeet words for resilience, Floyd HeavyRunner and
Stuart Bear Shield, bilingual consultants at Blackfeet Community College in Browning, MT, share
stories of relatives who were ill and then miraculously recovered.  Pi saats si kaa moo taan means
“miracle survivors.”

Both agreed this strength came from traditional teaching, their family, and their faith in the grandfa-
thers: “So when students are going to school they have to draw upon that internal strength of their
ancestors.  Maybe school at times can feel like their life is on the line . . . yet, it is only one part of
living in this world.”

An avid hockey player in his youth, Stuart Bear Shield remembers his grandfather faithfully attend-
ing his games and encouraging him with the words ma too maat soahk si (don’t give up).  The
words of his grandfather (who was blind) continue to compel him to try harder.  Floyd HeavyRunner
said, “When you offer your tobacco . . . .turning back is not an option . . . there is no giving up.”



“Keeping ‘Em Once You’ve Got ‘Em, II”                                                                                             43

By better understanding a culture’s worldview – our way of surviving and thriving, we learn to
nurture future generations.  Native culture provides important protective factors that foster natural
resilience.  At the 2001 awards banquet, Dr. Richard Little Bear, president of Dull Knife Memorial
College in Montana, voiced high expectations of tribal college students: “Don’t let being a single
parent, the first in your family to go to college, or struggles with family addictions deter you from
your education.  Chase your goals.  Once you achieve them . . . set some more goals.”

Iris HeavyRunner (Blackfeet/Crow) is a Bush Leadership Fellow affiliated with Fort Peck Commu-
nity College in Poplar, MT.  She is completing her Ph.D. in social work at the University of Minne-
sota.  Kathy Marshall is executive director of the National Resilience Resource Center (NRRC) at
the University of Minnesota’s College of Continuing Education.  She has developed the NRRC
Resilience/Health Realization program and an organizational Framework for Tapping Resilience.

For more information, see <www.fpcc.edu/fem/index.htm> for the Family Education Model and
see <www.cce.umn.edu/nrrc> for the National Resilience Resource Center, University of Minne-
sota.  Also see the Resource Guide in this issue.  The NRRC has a list of resources on its
website.

Tribal colleges have been providing resilience-based retention strategies for years without for-
mally referring to it as such.
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LEARNING PYRAMID



“Keeping ‘Em Once You’ve Got ‘Em, II”                                                                                             45

NVC ORGANIZATIONAL CHART
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UPCOMING PROGRAMS
LIVE VIA SATELLITE AND THE INTERNET
(all times are 1:30-3:00 PM CT unless otherwise indicated)

APR. 21, 2005 PEDAGOGY 102 FOR DISTANCE LEARNING FACULTY
JUNE 8, 2005 DISTANCE LEARNING NURSING RE-ENTRY PROJECT, PART 2

Streaming Videos

APRIL 2005 EDUCATING THE NETGEN: STRATEGIES THAT WORK
MAY 2005 TEACHING AT A DISTANCE
JUNE 2005 SUCCESSFULLY INVOLVING FACULTY IN YOUR CONTINUOUS IMPROVE

MENT PROGRAM
JULY 2005 SUCCESSFUL STUDENT RECRUITMENT PROGRAMS
AUGUST 2005 CREATIVE STRATEGIES FOR TOUGH FINANCIAL TIMES

For detailed programming information please visit our website at www.starlinktraining.org or contact
us directly at starlink@dcccd.edu or 972-669-6502.

*Denotes a seminar produced by Dallas TeleLearning
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EVALUATE “KEEPING ‘EM ONCE YOU’VE GOT ‘EM, II”
On a scale of 1-5, with 5 being the highest, rate the videoconference in terms of its value to you.

    Excellent        Poor

Timeliness of topic 5 4 3 2 1

Program’s format 5 4 3 2 1

Moderator 5 4 3 2 1

Panelists or Instructor 5 4 3 2 1

Handouts 5 4 3 2 1

Technical quality 5 4 3 2 1

Overall evaluation of program 5 4 3 2 1

Local site activities were held? _____YES _____NO

1. Institution name:________________________________________________

2.   My current position is:  (circle one)

a.   Faculty c.  Classified Staff

b.   Administrator/Professional Staff d.  Other___________________

3. What did you like most about the videoconference?

4.   What could have been done to make it more valuable to you?

5.   What topics would you like to see addressed in future videoconferences?

Return to:  STARLINK, 9596 Walnut St., Dallas, TX 75243.




