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Foreword
Accelerated learning opportunities, such as the College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP)
Program, International Baccalaureate (IB), and concurrent or dual enrollment programs, are
designed to introduce high school students to a college curriculum that may allow them to
earn college-level credit. Among the benefits of a challenging curriculum are increased
academic preparation for college, fewer students enrolled in postsecondary remedial
education, and a potential head start on earning college credit.

Too often, however, low-income and minority students are not afforded the same
opportunities to enroll and succeed in these programs as their middle- or high-income
majority counterparts. There tends to be a large disparity in access to and participation in
academically challenging courses; although the percentage of students from ethnic minority
groups participating in AP has risen in recent years, these groups still remain
underrepresented. Among the ethnic minority groups most severely underrepresented in AP
courses are American Indian students; their participation in AP courses is lower than any
other ethnic minority group in the U.S.

This study is designed to address this critically important issue by examining American
Indian student participation in AP programs and other accelerated learning opportunities and
develop a context for understanding American Indian student access and participation in
several Western states.

Sponsoring this study is the Western Consortium for Accelerated Learning Opportunities (WCALO), a
cooperative effort administered by the Colorado Department of Education and the Western
Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE). Funded by the U.S. Department of
Education’s Advanced Placement Incentive Program (APIP), WCALO is a partnership
involving nine states — Arizona, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Montana, New Mexico, Oregon,
South Dakota, and Utah — whose purpose is to increase the successful participation of low-
income students in advanced placement courses and examinations.

David E. Longanecker
Executive Director
Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE)
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Executive Summary
Accelerated learning opportunities, such as the College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP)
Program, International Baccalaureate (IB), and concurrent or dual enrollment programs,
expose high school students to a college curriculum that may allow them to earn college-
level credit. Among the benefits of a challenging curriculum are increased academic
preparation for college, fewer students enrolled in postsecondary remedial education, and a
potential head start on earning college credit.

A disparity of access to and participation in accelerated learning opportunities, however, is
seen across historically underrepresented ethnic minority and economically disadvantaged
students, including American Indians.  In fact, American Indian student access to and
participation in AP courses is lower than that of any other ethnic minority group in the U.S.

As part of the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education’s (WICHE) project,
Western Consortium for Accelerated Learning Opportunities (WCALO), funded by the Advanced
Placement Incentive Program (APIP) within the U.S. Department of Education, this study
examines American Indian student participation in accelerated learning opportunities.
Organized into two sections—a report on the findings with policy considerations and a
discussion of relevant research—the study is designed to develop a context for understanding
American Indian student access to and participation in accelerated learning programs in
several Western states.

To determine whether American Indian students participate in accelerated learning
opportunities, and how successfully, a study of seven states — Arizona, Colorado, New
Mexico, Idaho, Oregon, Montana, and South Dakota — was conducted.  The study was based
primarily on site visits and interviews of students, teachers, counselors, parents, and
community educators in 15 public high schools serving high proportions of American Indian
students on or near Indian reservations. Of the schools selected, seven were on Indian
reservations and eight were near Indian reservations. These schools served tribal
communities that include Navajo, Hopi, Zuni, Ute, Pueblo, Apache, Northern Cheyenne,
Crow, Flathead, Salish Kootenai, Blackfeet, and Assiniboine.  The interviews centered on
access, participation, and issues and challenges facing American Indian students.

The findings of this study are consistent with those of other studies conducted on American
Indian education. Access to an accelerated curriculum, like AP courses, is minimally available
to American Indian students; participation in AP is limited and fraught with failure; and
American Indian communities are concerned about larger educational issues beyond the
participation of their children in AP programs. This does not minimize the need for many
accelerated learning opportunities, such as IB and concurrent or dual enrollment programs
for American Indian students; but it emphasizes the importance of putting these findings into
the larger context of American Indian education.

The following policy considerations are offered to assist schools and districts with building
effective programs that produce high achievement with American Indian students leading to
successful participation in AP and accelerated learning programs.

To prepare all American Indian students to be high achievers, elementary, secondary, and
college educators should articulate and implement clearly aligned learning goals that
intentionally guide American Indian students and lead to high achievement.

To encourage more parental involvement and better community-school relationships,
state policy should support equitable partnerships between schools, parents, and the
American Indian community.
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To better educate all children and integrate culturally based curriculum and cultural-
learning models into school curriculum and programs, including accelerated learning
opportunities, state policy should support opportunities for understanding AP
curriculum within a holistic and cultural framework for learning.

To profile the actual experiences of American Indian students in diverse Indian
community settings, states should collect disaggregated data to monitor disparity among
all student groups for entry and completion of AP courses and generate complementary
data, such as case studies or portfolios.

To strengthen teaching and learning leading to high achievement among American Indian
students and the closing of the achievement gap, states should develop and support
ongoing professional development for all teachers.

To help American Indian students achieve at high levels, states should expand incentives
designed to increase the number of American Indian students in AP and accelerated
learning programs, strengthen programs that support and build capacity for teachers
teaching in AP programs, and develop data tracking and data collection systems that
provide benchmarks for improvement in these areas.

The second part of the report—the discussion of relevant research—examines the current
body of research on American Indian student participation in accelerated learning programs
and is organized around four major research topics on American Indian and Alaska Native
education: educational achievement and outcomes; Native language and culture; educational
resources; and educational standards and assessments. Since virtually no research literature
exists specific to the topic of American Indian student participation in AP programs, this
discussion examines American Indian education as it relates to American Indian and Alaska
Native student achievement.

American Indian education is an important issue in the West, where there are a majority of
Indian reservations that have significant political ties to federal and state governments. In
developing initiatives to strengthen AP and accelerated learning programs, attention should
be given to the fundamental issues and concerns raised in this study.
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Introduction
This study examines American Indian student participation in Advanced Placement (AP)
programs and other accelerated learning opportunities.1 It is designed to develop a context for
understanding American Indian student access to and participation in AP programs in several
Western states. To conduct a study on any aspect of American Indian education requires an
understanding of its unique history, its specific context, and the complexity of its political,
social, economic, and cultural issues.

The history and experience of American Indian and Alaska Native education has been tied to a
long history of federal policy for American Indian and Alaska Native peoples.2 As educators
and policymakers grapple with inequities in American Indian education, they must recognize
and consider the many issues faced by American Indian peoples and address their concerns,
recommendations, and involvement. Only in recent history have the voices of American
Indian people been recognized as legitimate in defining American Indian education. As a
result, American Indian education is no longer defined through a cultural-deficit model in
which culture is a barrier, but rather through a model in which culture is seen as a strength
and an asset.

Maintaining a cultural identity and preserving the cultures of American Indian tribes are
highly important, as each generation changes, becoming more highly acculturated and
assimilated to mainstream American culture. American Indian people and their nations
acknowledge these transitions and understand the value of education, maintaining goals for
their children to graduate from high school and succeed in college. Tribal nations recognize
the need for future generations of leaders who are able to live and work in mainstream society
while also contributing to building and strengthening their tribal communities, meeting
community needs for teachers, lawyers, doctors, engineers, scientists, and other
professionals.

The discussion of relevant research in the second part of this report generally indicates a
severe lack of research and data about American Indian education. Increasing numbers of
American Indian educators, however, are conducting research studies and developing strong
recommendations for American Indian education. Several themes, reflecting priorities and
key issues, consistently emerge in more recent research reports conducted by American
Indian educators. They include the following.

Educational achievement of American Indian students needs to be strengthened, with
outcomes clearly defined to assure academic achievement and attainment and to reflect
the culturally based educational goals of the tribal communities from which students
come.

Integrating American Indian language and culture to strengthen educational achievement
is necessary and highly important to American Indian people for cultural survival.

Adequate and appropriate educational resources are needed to create dynamic learning
environments for American Indian students. Resources range from qualified teachers and
transportation to challenging curricula and adequate classroom materials.

Standards-based reform and the changes taking place in schools significantly impact
American Indian students and should be used to improve their education and hold
schools accountable for providing the programs and support necessary for American
Indian children to achieve.

As American Indian educators and researchers increasingly contribute to the field of
American Indian education, their concerns will be addressed and recommendations
followed. It is important to understand that American Indian education is unique and
different than mainstream American education. The status borne out of early treaties, U.S.
federal Indian policies, and the self determination and cultural survival of American Indians

Serving American
Indian Students:
Participation in
Accelerated Learning
Opportunities



Serving American Indian Students
2

has to be recognized and considered. Any educational movement or initiative that may impact
American Indian education requires critical examination of its intention and involvement of
American Indian people in the process. Much more current research and data collection is
needed to inform American Indian educational policy and practice. The orientation of
research on American Indian education should be based on success and self determination. As
schools and states build educational programs that strengthen Native student educational
success, the complex context has to be considered. More research is certainly needed at the
secondary level to better reflect the success of American Indian high school graduates and
their postsecondary attainment.

This study examines one segment of American Indian education that pertains to the
participation of students in AP programs. Although this report offers valuable information on
the issues and unique circumstances facing American Indian students in AP programs, it is
important to keep in mind that the limited scope of this review also limits its applicability.
For example, this study focuses on American Indian students in the lower 48 states; thus its
findings may not be relevant to Alaska Native students, particularly given the comparatively
remote communities in which many of them live. Furthermore, this study focuses on formal
Advanced Placement, which means that the efficacy for American Indian students of other
accelerated learning opportunities, such as the International Baccalaureate and concurrent or
dual enrollment programs, is not examined. While inferences can logically be drawn, and
often are, it should be kept in mind that these may or may not be borne out in true
experience.

Rationale and Methodology
The purpose of the College Board’s AP Program is to introduce students to a college
curriculum that allows them to earn college-level credit while still in high school through
AP courses and exams that have a high academic standard. AP courses are intended to improve
students’ skills and build confidence in their ability to succeed in college. The disparity of
access to and participation in more academically challenging courses, like AP, is seen across
historically underrepresented ethnic minority student populations, including American
Indian and economically disadvantaged students. The College Board reports that in 2002 the
percentage of students from ethnic minority groups has increased; but these groups still
remain underrepresented in AP courses.3

American Indian student access to and participation in AP courses is lower than that of any
other ethnic minority group in the U.S. According to the College Board’s data of minority
ethnic groups taking AP exams from 1979 to 2002, less than 1 percent of American Indian
students take AP exams.4 There are between 300,000 and 400,000 American Indian and Alaska
Native children of school age. Of these children, between 85 and 90 percent are educated in
public schools.5 Yet these students, on average, tend to take less rigorous classes, are less
likely to graduate from high school, and if they do graduate are less likely to go on to college.
Less than 10 percent of American Indian and Alaska Native students take college preparatory
math, and 30 percent take no math at all. Almost one-third do not enroll in a science course.
Only 60 percent of American Indians graduate from high school, compared to 75 percent in
the America population as a whole. And only 17 percent of American Indians and Alaska
Natives enroll in college, less than half the national average. As a result, many opportunities
for college preparation have been closed to American Indian students, who often are marked
for remediation programs rather than for mainstream classes, let alone advanced ones.6

To determine whether American Indian students participate in accelerated learning
opportunities, and how successfully, a study of seven states — Arizona, Colorado, New
Mexico, Idaho, Oregon, Montana, and South Dakota — was conducted.
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Although a general body of research indicates disparity in access and participation of minority
students and economically disadvantaged students in AP courses, there is limited research
specifically on American Indian student participation. As a result, this study was conducted
primarily through site visits and interviews. Students, teachers, counselors, parents, and
community educators in 15 public high schools serving high proportions of American Indian
students on or near Indian reservations were interviewed. Since at the time of this study most
of the states were not systematically collecting comprehensive or disaggregated data on AP
programs in high schools, high schools were identified by their location on or near Indian
reservations or via state or school personnel, including American Indian education specialists
and American Indian Advisory Committee members. Of the schools selected, seven were on
Indian reservations and eight were near Indian reservations and served a high number of
American Indian students. These schools served tribal communities that include Navajo,
Hopi, Zuni, Ute, Pueblo, Apache, Northern Cheyenne, Crow, Flathead, Salish Kootenai,
Blackfeet, and Assiniboine.

The interviews were all conversations and focused on the following questions:

Access — Does your school offer AP courses and opportunities to take the AP tests?

Participation — How many American Indian students take AP courses and tests? How
are students recruited into these courses? What are the academic requirements needed to
take AP courses? How successful are students in completing and passing the courses and
taking the tests? Does taking AP courses make a difference to a student — how so or why
not?

Issues and Challenges — What factors challenge or become barriers to successful
participation in AP programs (socioeconomic, cultural)? What factors are supportive?

Cultural sensitivity to different communication approaches and the awareness of skepticism
of yet another person doing a study on Indian people was important to the process. The
findings reflect both the quantitative dimensions and the qualitative nature of this study.

Additional information collected by the College Board on AP exams taken by race and
ethnicity in each state and data collected from state departments of education and the state
higher education executive offices were used to provide a broader state context and regional
profile for the study.

Findings
The findings of this study are consistent with those of other studies conducted on American
Indian education. Access to AP courses is minimally available to American Indian students;
participation in AP is limited and fraught with failure; and American Indian communities are
concerned about larger educational issues beyond the participation of their children in AP
programs. This does not minimize the need for many accelerated learning opportunities,
such as concurrent or dual enrollment and IB programs for American Indian students; but it
emphasizes the importance of putting these findings into the larger context of American
Indian education.

 Access

Schools serving high populations of American Indian students offer either no AP programs or
courses or a very limited number of AP courses. In the rare instances where a full AP
program is offered, very few American Indian students participate. Since there are almost no
AP courses available in schools serving high populations of American Indian students, it is
not surprising that very few American Indian students participate in these courses.
Additionally, many access issues for American Indian students are tied to the comprehensive
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issues concerning all of American Indian education (see the Issues and Challenges section
below for a full discussion). The aspirations of high-achieving American Indian students, like
those of low-income and rural students in general, are unfulfilled, usually due to the few
educational resources available to them. In addition, for students who do have access to AP
courses, family educational resources, including the level of education of parents, can
contribute to lowered expectations.

Schools that participate in state initiatives to strengthen AP programs tend to have higher than
usual numbers of American Indian students taking AP courses. Although no exemplary
programs serving American Indian students were identified, some states participating in
initiatives like the WCALO project have been able to increase the number of schools offering
AP programs and to strengthen existing AP programs. For example, New Mexico is
developing a comprehensive AP initiative that is impacting programs in schools serving
American Indian students. Although the numbers of participating students have not reached
parity, they do represent an increase. The state has developed AP data tracking and collection
systems that provide needed information to address issues of access. New Mexico’s efforts
are significant, given that most states do not collect disaggregated data on high school AP
programs.

 Participation

The number of American Indian students taking AP courses is disproportionately low
compared to White students. American Indian students generally are not academically
prepared to take AP courses. Even those who are better prepared academically often lack
confidence in their ability to succeed. Many American Indian students in AP courses indicate
that the classes are too difficult for them, and they are concerned about failing. A majority of
American Indian students taking AP courses either do not take the exam or do not pass it.
Teachers indicated that 80 percent or more of the students who take the exam fail (this
number is not statistically verifiable).

There are a few exceptions to these findings, however. The students who are performing well
in AP classes feel that they are being challenged. In a few exceptional cases, students took AP
courses, passed the exams, and used the credits for college entrance. These exceptional
students were academically prepared, understood how AP courses benefited their college
entry, and had strong parental support. Those American Indian students who succeeded and
often excelled in AP courses demonstrated that success required not only individual ability
and persistence but also the development of school and family resources.

Some students who are enrolled in AP courses feel that they have been recommended for
these classes because they are socially outgoing and participate in extracurricular activities
rather than because of their academic performance. These students do not perform well in AP.
However, the problem is systemic rather than individual — the system seems to set these
students up for failure — and it reflects the need for professional development, greater
academic expectations, well-developed requirements, and better student academic
preparation.

Summer enrichment programs that take students away from their local communities have
played a major role in providing academic support and opportunities for them to experience a
college campus environment. Although the academic quality of these programs varies, they
have served a significant purpose. High-achieving students tend to participate in summer
academic programs like Indian Upward Bound, math and science enrichment camps
sponsored by colleges and universities, and the American Indian Science and Engineering
Society (AISES). Both parents and students believe that any summer academic opportunity is
key to their continued academic success, especially for students who are in schools with few
educational resources.
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 Issues and Challenges

In addition to concerns regarding access and participation, there were many other issues and
challenges raised by those interviewed for this study. They include the following.

 Parental Involvement: Parents are concerned about how well their students are doing in AP
courses, honors classes, or gifted programs but often are given few opportunities to express
that concern or to be more actively involved in their children’s learning and in schools. Both
professional educators and the parents themselves understand that a more active role for
parents in supporting students in AP courses is crucial to student success. Parents of
American Indian students do not feel that they are being included in decision-making about
their students or in how the school accommodates their children.

 College Orientation: Orientation for parents and students to AP programs, college
requirements, and admission processes is woefully lacking. Parents need more information
about college preparation and the admission process, particularly when ACT or SAT exams
will be given. Most importantly, parents must become equal partners with the school in
setting educational goals, in tracking student progress, and in creating an environment where
student success is expected.

 Availability and Quality of Gifted Programs: Parents are concerned about the availability and
quality of gifted programs, as well as other accelerated learning programs for gifted students.
Parents recognize that high achieving students’ educational needs are not being adequately
met. Parents assume that AP courses are for “gifted” students. The term “gifted” in this
context is used as an umbrella term to mean any high-achieving student and may not be
consistent with how the term is used in educational communities. Whether the language is
technically accurate or not, what the American Indian community is concerned with is
improving K-12 education for all children as well as gifted students.

 Early Opportunities: College preparatory opportunities and courses for all students must
occur early in a student’s education. Emphasis on college does not occur until students are
juniors or seniors and usually occurs about the time that they begin thinking about taking the
ACT and SAT exams— too late for intervention or increased preparation.

 Cultural Sustainability: Parents, tribal leaders, and community members all are concerned
with the loss of language and culture among young American Indian students. This is a major
concern among parents and community members, even in schools where AP programs are
more successful. In some areas, this is a highly contentious issue dividing schools and
communities.

 Community-Based Problems: Parents and tribal leaders are concerned about community-based
problems, such as drugs and other substance abuse, alcoholism, and youth gangs. All of these
problems interfere with quality education and good community and family life.

 Interrelated Issues: Both parents and tribal educators are concerned about student achievement,
health and wellness issues, disabilities, school environment, and quality education for all
American Indian students. They feel that these issues must be addressed comprehensively to
support student achievement and targeted education programs such as AP.

 Teacher Preparation: The quality of teacher preparation to teach AP courses and the lack of
subject-area specialists impact AP course offerings, instruction, and student achievement.

 School Accountability: All public schools serving American Indian students need to be held
more accountable for dropout and success rates of these students. They also must be able to
track their American Indian students’ progress in postsecondary education.

 Negative Stereotyping: Negative stereotyping of American Indians results in low expectations
for students in some communities and schools. This has serious consequences for American
Indian students’ self-esteem and learning. An extensive discussion of the negative social
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impact of prejudice, discrimination, and White privilege on American Indian student success
is beyond the scope of this study, but it can not be ignored either. Other problems in the
schools are White curricular ethnocentrism, low school responsiveness to American Indian
community involvement, poor teaching techniques, and lack of school accountability.
Educational discrimination in the form of cultural bias in standards and testing are part of the
problem.

The failure of schools to proactively reach out to involve the American Indian community in
enhancing college readiness, poor teaching from often ill-prepared teachers, and the lack of
school accountability all contribute to a sour atmosphere that hampers American Indian
students’ ability to succeed in accelerated learning programs, such as that provided through
the AP program.

Policy Considerations
In this study, unwavering commitment to support successful American Indian student
achievement and to close the achievement gap between American Indian students and other
populations of students is a priority. The following six considerations are offered to assist
schools and districts with building effective programs that result in high achievement among
American Indian students leading to successful participation in AP and accelerated learning
programs.

To prepare all American Indian students to be high achievers, elementary,
secondary, and college educators should articulate and implement clearly aligned
learning goals that intentionally guide American Indian students and lead to high
achievement.

A major reason American Indian students do not participate in AP courses and/or take AP
exams is poor academic preparation, beginning early in elementary school and becoming
exacerbated as students progress through middle and high school. Unless comprehensive
action that involves a coordinated effort at all educational levels is taken, expecting increased
student participation in AP programs is unrealistic. Recognizing the unique educational
needs of American Indian students, state-based AP initiatives could become major catalysts in
advocating higher quality education, school/state accountability, and improved student
performance. Aligning these activities to ensure student success, however, will require the
collaboration of many levels of educators, including state departments of education, state
higher education executive offices, school districts, and colleges and universities.

Possible strategies include:

Prepare and support all students to achieve at high levels early in elementary and middle
school through exposure to advanced curriculum and motivational frameworks for
learning.

Ensure that American Indian students gain successful levels of competencies in basic
academic subject areas (i.e., mathematics, reading, and writing) beginning in elementary
grades and continuing through middle and high school.

Coordinate continuous conversations and planning between elementary and high school
teachers and college faculty and administrators at all levels, leading to high achievement
for American Indian students.

To encourage more parental involvement and better community-school
relationships, state policy should support equitable partnerships between schools,
parents, and the American Indian community.

Parents’ involvement in their children’s education strengthens student performance, schools,
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and ultimately communities. Parents understand the need to be involved in schools and want
to be; however, little opportunity is provided for their involvement in academic and other
school policy matters. Parental participation often takes the form of parent committees who
advise principals and schools but have no power for decision and policymaking. American
Indian parents are concerned and assertive about school policy issues and academic
opportunities for their children. They provide links to other community-based entities and
to tribal education. Developing processes for parents to be involved at the schools and as
members of boards of education is critical.

A primary role parents have is to motivate and support their children academically. Parents
who do not have high school or college-level education do not always have the educational
resources to assist their students with homework or give them accurate advice. Often these
parents are unaware of the academic requirements for high school graduation and college
preparation or the process for applying to college, including applying for financial aid.
Strengthening American Indian student participation in AP programs requires strengthening
parents’ roles and their capacity to academically support their children. Letting parents know
about the role that AP courses and tests have in college preparation is important. States could
provide funding opportunities and incentives for the development of programs to support
creative parent-school partnerships and initiatives related to AP programs and other college
preparatory efforts.

Possible strategies include:

Develop ways to involve families at every level of the public school and provide
opportunities for them to actively engage the school community.

Involve parent representatives in school policy meetings regarding academics and AP, as
well as other accelerated learning opportunities.

Enable equitable partnerships between schools and parents in setting educational goals,
in tracking student progress, and creating a school and home environment where student
success is expected.

Develop programs aimed at strengthening parents’ ability to support students’
educational development and to motivate them.

Provide well-planned orientations to AP programs and other accelerated learning
opportunities for parents and students.

Provide information to parents and students about college requirements and admission
processes early in students’ high school experience. Dates to take ACT and SAT exams
should be publicized throughout the community.

To better educate all children and integrate culturally based curriculum and
cultural-learning models into school curriculum and programs, including
accelerated learning opportunities, state policy should support opportunities for
understanding AP curriculum within a holistic and cultural framework for learning.

Many of the issues and concerns that parents and tribal leaders expressed could and should be
addressed within a holistic approach to accelerated learning. To recap, parents and tribal
leaders want all of their children to be academically challenged; they want their “gifted”
children to receive special learning opportunities; they want the problems of the American
Indian student, including substance abuse and youth gangs, to be addressed in the schools;
and most importantly, they want the schools to assist them in teaching their children
American Indian culture and languages. This is a huge task, including evaluating curriculum
for White ethnocentrism and creating new curriculum or rewriting it with more culturally
appropriate courses. This task requires vision, expertise, and hard work. Local schools cannot
do this task alone, nor can American Indian educators. American Indian and other
professional educators need to engage in ongoing conversations with local and regional



Serving American Indian Students
8

Indian organizations in order to create regular and accelerated learning curricula that meet the
needs of Indian students. This is an enormous task, given the diversity of Indian cultures.

Possible strategies include:

Develop values for achievement that reflect an integration of American Indian cultural
values and mainstream American educational success.

Develop relevancy between academic subject matter, cultural and community values,
postsecondary educational opportunities, and career development.

Work with the American Indian communities for assistance in integrating cultural
content, community relevance and service, and tribal values and practices.

Evaluate curricular offerings for mainstream American ethnocentrism and work to create
a more culturally significant curriculum for American Indian students.

Create opportunities whereby American Indian and White professional educators work
together to make changes in curriculum used by schools with predominant American
Indian populations.

To profile the actual experiences of American Indian students in diverse Indian
community settings, states should collect disaggregated data to monitor disparity
among all student groups for entry and completion of AP courses and generate
complementary data, such as case studies or portfolios.

Developing data systems and collecting data, as well as developing complementary forms of
assessment, such as case studies or portfolios, are essential tasks in support of this goal. Using
multiple, alternative forms of assessment better assists in capturing and interpreting the
complexity and diversity of American Indian education. Building a culture of evidence and
developing a comprehensive understanding of the experiences of American Indian students in
schools and their participation in educational programs like the AP program will better
inform states and schools and lead to responsive systemic change. These types of assessment
can also be used to leverage school improvement and school reform in the climate of the
federal No Child Left Behind Act.

Possible strategies include:

Systematically identify and use multiple assessments that evaluate student skills and
experiences in various ways and that do not reflect cultural bias.

Develop data tracking and data collection systems that provide good information about
American Indian participation in accelerated learning programs.

Track dropout and success rates for American Indian students, as well as progress in
postsecondary education. Report these rates to the community on a regular basis.

Acknowledge and celebrate student achievements and school success in the community.

To strengthen teaching and learning leading to high achievement among American
Indian students and the closing of the achievement gap, states should develop and
support ongoing professional development for all teachers.

Strengthening teaching and learning is key to the success of American Indian education in
several capacities. To teach American Indian students, teachers must be knowledgeable in
their subject area, highly interdisciplinary, motivational, cross-culturally competent, able to
develop relationships with students and parents, and have an understanding of the
communities within which they work. They must be able to work with a range of learners
and learning styles, language differences, cultural differences, and learning disabilities, as well
as to deal with problems such as alcohol and drug abuse, as their effects spill into the
classroom. The demands on teachers require continual professional development and in-
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service time to strengthen teaching and service. Problems on American Indian reservations
and in rural areas with teacher shortages, incompetent teachers, a lack of teachers with
sufficient content knowledge, unmotivated teachers, racism, and other factors all impact
education in general and the possibility of developing accelerated learning programs in
particular. Preparing teachers to work on American Indian reservations or in schools near
reservations with American Indian student populations should be a state priority and should
be reflected in the curriculum of schools of education and the required licensure to teach.

Possible strategies include:

Provide professional development so that teachers can strengthen their subject matter
knowledge.

Provide professional development that prepares teachers for working with American
Indian students and with communities and cultures other than their own.

Provide professional development that strengthens teachers’ knowledge and
competencies in pedagogical frameworks for motivation, learning, and assessment.

Recognize the importance of dynamic teachers and counselors who can support school-
family-community relations and who will encourage students to participate in summer
academic and college preparatory work.

To help American Indian students achieve at high levels, states should expand
incentives designed to increase the number of American Indian students in AP and
accelerated learning programs, strengthen programs that support and build
capacity for teachers teaching in AP programs, and develop data tracking and data
collection systems that provide benchmarks for improvement in these areas.

Although the argument is being made for addressing American Indian education in general,
there still exists a need to increase American Indian student participation in AP programs.
States participating in WCALO are beginning to address many of the issues raised around
access, participation, and capacity building in schools and states. These efforts will impact
American Indian participation, but ultimately, an effort targeted to the particular needs of
American Indian education will be required.

Possible strategies include:

Expand statewide incentives designed to increase the number of American Indian
students taking AP courses and exams.

Expand statewide initiatives specifically designed to strengthen teaching capacity for
teaching AP courses and working with American Indian students.

Target high schools on and off reservations serving American Indian students to develop
pre-AP and AP programs.

Identify high schools serving high populations of American Indian students to develop
and pilot unique and creative pre-AP and AP programs.

Improve recruitment and follow-up of American Indian students who attend summer
enrichment programs and connect them to accelerated learning programs.
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Conclusion
The participation of American Indian students in accelerated learning programs like
the AP program remains disheartening, even more so as one considers the larger
historical and contemporary context of American Indian education. The many
challenges facing American Indian people and Native tribes are increasing at
alarming rates as the complexities of the world increase. For many American Indian
people, education is seen as critical to both cultural and economic survival. In order
to fully participate in and benefit from American education, American Indian people
have to be highly involved in defining and designing education from planning and
policy development to curriculum development and teaching. The idea that good
schools and good teaching make the difference may not fully address the problems
of American Indian students. Rather, intentional initiatives and deliberately focused
efforts are required to meet the unique educational needs of this population.

This study focusing on the participation of American Indian students in AP
programs was framed around three major concerns: access; participation; and issues
and challenges. The summary of findings supports the fact that there are unique
educational issues in American Indian education, but also offers insight in addressing
access and participation in AP programs.

Access to quality AP programs and academic preparation is a problem. The number
of American Indian students taking AP courses is disproportionately low compared
to the number of  White students. Furthermore, American Indian students generally
are not academically prepared to take AP courses. Preparation needs to be addressed
early, in elementary and middle school, where attention to academic preparation
should be deliberate and designed to track all students into high-potential learning
programs. The quality of AP programs and the quality of teaching impacts access as
well as successful participation. Lack of competent teachers in subject areas, as well
as the lack of resources, support, and infrastructure, all affect access. Parents have
few ways to be involved in schools and limited capacity to assist their children’s
education. Yet parents are highly concerned about education and want to be
involved. They see education as a holistic process that includes family, culture, and
community health. The strong belief that education should serve to strengthen the
community is often at odds with the American values of education, which promote
individual success and competition. Parents are aware that, to be involved, they need
more information about and resources on schools and educational practices; at the
same time they feel they have much to offer as well.

Language and culture are critical to the education of American Indian students. Every
tribal community views this issue as cultural survival and sees the role of schools as
extremely important in assisting cultural sustainability. American schools typically
work to assimilate Indian children into American culture and have little relevancy to
native culture and community. Education is critical to Indian people; but it needs to
serve the dual purpose of equipping students for survival in mainstream society and
helping them maintain their cultural identity.

Racism and biased stereotypes about American Indian people are still prevalent.
Misperceptions about American Indian families and communities lead to self-
esteem and identity issues, a sense of failure, a lack of strong expectations, and other
problems. Schools cannot assume that times are better for Indian people and
children when many images, movies, mascots, textbooks, social attitudes, and beliefs
maintain racist views of Indian people. Strong efforts to counteract racism and dispel
stereotypes need to occur regularly.
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Finally, school accountability processes that evaluate school performance and outcomes in
educating American Indian students are critical. School accountability should include
accountability to the communities that the schools serve. The policy trends in mainstream
American education can provide an opportunity to improve American Indian education if
they deliberately target the unique concerns of American Indian education. Too many policies
and task force efforts on American Indian education have come and gone with no
comprehensive results.

American Indian education is a very important issue in the Western states, where there are a
majority of Indian reservations that have significant political ties to federal and state
governments. Very often, the American Indian student population is considered so small that
it is grouped with other populations, usually Hispanics. This practice of aggregated data does
not provide the type of evidence needed for an in-depth study of American Indian education,
nor does it fully tell the story. In developing initiatives to strengthen AP programs and
accelerated learning opportunities, and when creating other educational improvement efforts
as well, attention has to be given to the fundamental issues and concerns raised in this study.
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Background
Developing a research agenda for American Indian and Alaska Native education is a complex
and challenging process. While such an agenda is critically needed to improve educational
achievement, it remains subjected to a long history of federal Indian education policy.
Educational research has been “on” American Indian education rather than “for” American
Indian education, creating a discourse that focuses on a cultural-deficit model and on the
failure to succeed or assimilate in the dominant society. Two recent reports call for an active
American Indian and Alaska Native education research agenda that addresses American Indian
education issues and moves research into practice: they are American Indian and Alaska Native
Education Research Agenda, commissioned by a federal interagency task force under the U.S.
Department of Education; and Developing a New Research Agenda for American Indian and Alaska
Native Education, prepared by a group of Indian educators at a research conference sponsored
by the Catching the Dream organization.7

Both reports identify similar priority research topics. They reflect the needs, concerns and
voices of the diversity of American Indian and Alaska Native tribes, communities, and
parents. These groups are demanding quality education and the successful participation of
their children in the educational process, as well as an education that contributes to
strengthening their cultural lives and communities. The multiple issues that must be
understood and addressed by schools in order to meet these challenges are complex. Within
this complexity, the participation of American Indian students in Advanced Placement (AP)
programs, or lack of it, can be examined.

Purpose and Method
The purpose of this discussion of relevant literature is to examine the current body of
research on American Indian student participation in accelerated learning programs, such as
AP, and the social and cultural factors affecting their participation. Virtually no research
literature exists specific to the topic of American Indian student participation in AP
programs, so a more comprehensive discussion of American Indian education is examined as
it relates to American Indian and Alaska Native student achievement.

The discussion is narrowed to the research literature that supports the issues and concerns in
the two educational research agenda reports mentioned above. These reports reflect
American Indian and Alaska Native people determining their educational needs and calling
for research and educational strategies that will be effective in integrating cultural strengths
with academics in order to improve student academic preparation. American Indian and
Alaska Native researchers stress the importance of better national research and data collection
that moves from a deficit model to a success model; they also emphasize the notion that
academic preparation of American Indian and Alaska Native students for postsecondary
attainment should consider their unique educational status and history.

This discussion of relevant research is organized around four major research topics on
American Indian and Alaska Native education: educational achievement and outcomes;
Native language and culture; educational resources; and educational standards and
assessments. These topics have been identified in the research agenda reports as ones that
impact American Indian student achievement and college preparation.

Literature and information was gathered from the Educational Resources Information Center
(ERIC) database, the Clearinghouse on Rural Education and Small Schools, the Bureau of
Indian Affairs’ Office of Indian Education, journals on American Indian education, TRIO
program reports (Upward Bound), organizational publications and reports (Education Trust,
College Board, American Indian Science and Engineering Society (AISES), Education
Development Center, Regional Education Laboratories), and other sources, including

Discussion of Relevant
Research
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bibliographies and conversations with individuals at state departments of education and state
higher education executive offices.

The study of American Indian student preparation calls attention to the need to better prepare
American Indian and Alaska Native students for the rigor of college academics and
encourages students to participate in college preparatory classes. The extent to which high
schools are preparing American Indian and Alaska Native students for college is dismal. In a
recent study surveying 16 Western states, only 17 percent of Indian students were enrolling in
college; less than 10 percent of Indian students were taking college preparatory math; and 30
percent were taking no math at all. Almost one-third of Indian students were not enrolled in a
science course and only 1 percent were enrolled in AP classes. Many opportunities for
college preparation were closed to Indian students, who were often marked for remediation
programs instead of mainstream or advanced classes.8

Discussion of Research Topics
The following section is a discussion of the four major research topics on American Indian
and Alaska Native education: educational achievement and outcomes; Native language and
culture; educational resources; and educational standards and assessments.

 Educational Achievement and Outcomes

American Indian and Alaska Native people and their nations value education and maintain
goals for their children to graduate from high school and succeed in college. Tribal nations
recognize the need for future generations of leaders who are able to live and work both in
mainstream society and contribute to building and strengthening their tribal communities,
meeting the community needs for teachers, lawyers, doctors, engineers, scientists and other
professionals. According to the American Indian Science and Engineering Society (AISES),
“Indian people want their children to value their culture and traditions, but they also want
their children to have basic academic competencies and subject-matter knowledge. Among
the critical issues for American Indians is how to reconcile Indian spiritual values and formal
education.” 9

The tension that exists between the schools American Indian and Alaska Native peoples
reflects not only the history of schooling of Native people but also contemporary Native
peoples’ struggle to sustain their culture and simultaneously successfully live in mainstream
American society. The assimilation agenda of American schooling has continuously
threatened Native peoples’ cultural survival and, ironically, is now more important than ever
for cultural survival. The possibilities for addressing the problems in American Indian
education are to be found in Indigenous paradigms of education that integrate cultural ways of
knowing with mainstream academics.10 American Indian and Alaska Native educators have
been voicing their concerns over the failure of American schooling to seriously address
Native education. They assert the future work of education must be based on cultural survival
in two worlds — the Indian world and that of mainstream society. And education must be
based on American Indian and Alaska Native sovereignty and self-determination.

American Indian education values a holistic, lifelong learning that benefits the people and
their communities and ensures spiritual survival. Schooling in the United States is based on
individualism and competition that prepares students to leave their communities and
compete in American society.11 American Indian and Alaska Native students, whether they
live in urban centers or on reservations, have not succeeded in American schools, whose
values and purpose are culturally incongruent with their cultures. Research suggests that the
average American Indian or Alaska Native student tends to demonstrate lower achievement
levels than members of other groups. National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
results for fourth graders show that American Indian and Alaska Native students score below
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basic levels in reading and math.12  Other differences exist between the American Indian and
Alaska Native population and the general population in educational attainment. Using
enrollment data and diploma counts collected by the U.S. Department of Education’s
Common Core of Data (CCD), the graduation rate of American Indian students today is 54
percent, compared to 70 percent for White students.13 American Indian and Alaska Native
students are less frequently college bound, and their SAT and ACT scores are lower than
national norms.14

While the statistics convey a dismal picture, researchers have found that that American Indian
and Alaska Native students can perform as well as members of other groups under certain
conditions. Students appear to do particularly well in situations where students’ culture is
valued or where Native parents are actively involved. In one study on motivation, Navajo
students placed a high value on education, finishing high school and going on with further
education.15 Despite high dropout rates, poverty, lack of motivation, and other impediments
to success, there was a substantial group of successful students. Students in the study who
perceived their futures as related to the value of school had greater intention of completing
schooling despite indicators of cultural differences.16 Research shows that some students
with cultural backgrounds different from the school they attend realize they can work well in
two cultures, that of the school and that of the home. Adopting strategies for school success
does not necessarily mean acculturation to broadly based White values.17

The question of who defines educational achievement and outcomes is important in
determining the success of American Indian and Alaska Native education. In the decades
following World War II, American Indian and Alaska Native leaders fought for legislation to
protect their rights to self-determination.18 With the successful passage of the Indian
Education Act of 1972 (P.L. 92-318 as amended) and the Indian Self-Determination and
Education Assistance Act of 1975 (P.L. 93S638), a new era began in American Indian education.
The past three decades have seen a variety of efforts to restore and revitalize Native languages
and cultures through the schools.19 Through such efforts, a growing number of Native
students have the opportunity to use Indigenous knowledge and language to meet both local
and Western education goals.20 This both/and paradigm supports an educational approach that
values both Native and Western knowledge.21

Concurrent with this movement to connect Native and Western culture has been a
reevaluation of what is considered appropriate academic knowledge.22 Research conducted in
Alaska with Yup’ik Eskimo students found that rural Yup’ik students outperformed students
from an Alaskan regional center on a test of practical knowledge.23 Yup’ik elders, researchers,
and teachers have demonstrated how to connect practical and cultural knowledge to a
school’s math curriculum.24 Exemplary programs integrating cultural-based knowledge into
mainstream education have advanced American Indian education, and although improvements
are still needed, a growing number of schools have dramatically improved academic
achievement among Native students.25 Education programs incorporating Native culture and
values are important attributes of today’s American Indian education programs and will
continue to be the preferred direction of American Indian education.26

 Native Language and Culture

Native people see the role of Native languages and cultures as crucial to cultural survival and
to contemporary education. This need is consistently raised in American Indian and Alaska
Native education agendas. In recent years, many American Indians and Alaska Natives have
been actively seeking ways to preserve and revitalize their cultural heritages and establish
their distinctness from the dominant American cultural orientation.27 The challenge to this
agenda is the increasing diversity of American Indian people and where they live. There are
over 500 Indian tribes in the United States today, and they differ in language, economic and
governmental systems, history, traditional customs, and religious beliefs.28 In addition to
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these major differences between tribes, the complex and continuously evolving relationship
of Indian peoples with the majority society has resulted in great diversity of cultural
orientations among members of individual tribes as well.29 A continuum exists between a
very traditional orientation to Indian cultural values and practices at one extreme and the
complete assimilation into a mainstream American cultural orientation at the other extreme.
Most American Indian people function somewhere between these two extremes, and none
have completely avoided being affected by the dominant American culture.30 Many are
beginning to forge new cultural identities that include knowing and valuing both traditional
and current ways.31

Educators and parents assert two views about the proper role of Native language and culture
in schools. The first perspective centers on the notion that in situations where the schools
serve predominantly Indian students and are possibly Indian controlled, American Indian
language and culture should be pervasive and structure the overall education experience to
reflect local ways of knowing. The second is that in schools where Indian students are not in
the majority, American Indian and Alaska Native students’ cultural identity, histories, and
lived experiences should be respected and included in the curriculum as a part of the
multicultural agenda.32

Educational research has established that Native culture and language are essential in Native
children’s acquisition of knowledge and high academic achievement.33 The importance of
culture as a contributing factor to student performance and positive engagement in the
classroom is well-documented.34 A significant factor in the academic underachievement of
American Indian and Alaska Native students is suggested to be a result of the incompatibility
of their cultural values with their experiences in mainstream classrooms.35 Native educators
and parents who want students to succeed academically share some mainstream educational
values that are embedded in the educational system. Both the mainstream educational goals
and the contributions of home culture should be integrated to facilitate academic
achievement.36

Today, many American Indian and Alaska Native communities are employing a both/and
approach in their school systems. Research indicates that exemplary schools that integrate
both Native and Western approaches to education meet two of three of the following criteria:

The program involves community/tribally controlled schools.

The program uses Indigenous culture and language.

Students must show a significant and measurable gain in academic achievement.37

Schools that nurture bilingual and bicultural perspectives have shown improvements in
learning environments and academic success.38 By providing place- and community-based
curriculum and instruction, teachers can provide students with relevant, practical, and
motivating education where learners can actively participate in shaping their own education.39

 Educational Resources

Adequate and appropriate educational resources are needed to create dynamic learning
environments for American Indian and Alaska Native students. Resources that range from
qualified teachers to adequate transportation, from curricula to classroom materials, have
been an ongoing challenge in American Indian and Alaska Native education. Unfortunately,
most American Indian and Alaska Native students receive inferior education, partly as a result
of inadequate educational resources in schools or on reservations.

Better-prepared teachers and increased numbers of Native teachers are the most critical
needs. Many non-Native teachers lack adequate preparation to teach in culturally different
settings, especially on Indian reservations. Too often, they have very little contact with the
communities in which they teach and lack understanding of the culture of the students, and
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may even hold negative stereotypes of American Indians and Alaska Natives. The lack of
Native teachers, especially adequately prepared ones, remains problematic. The rate of
teacher turnover is high due to a host of problems, including isolation in rural areas.

According to the National Center for Education Statistics’ Schools and Staffing Survey, less than
0.8 percent of the nation’s public school teachers are American Indians or Alaska Natives
(compared to about 1.1 percent of the students). They are less likely than White or African-
American teachers to have advanced degrees or certificates and are more likely to be in their
first 10 years of teaching. According to D. Michael Pavel, “The quality of students’
educational experiences is determined, in large part, by the learning environment principals
and teachers create. The need for Native educators who can serve as positive role models and
catalysts for improvement in administration and teaching is ongoing.”40 Schools serving high
percentages of American Indians and Alaska Natives need to increase the number of American
Indian and Alaska Native administrators and teachers who are tribally enrolled.41 Widely
accepted strategies to improve American Indian and Alaska Native student learning outcomes
include increasing the number of Native teachers and increasing the number of teachers,
Native as well as non-Native, who are properly trained to meet the needs of Native
students.42 Teachers’ knowledge of Native language and culture can positively influence
schools, students, and communities.43

 Educational Standards and Assessments

Standards-based reform and the changes taking place in schools are significantly impacting
American Indian and Alaska Native students. American Indian and Alaska Native students are
facing an unprecedented series of tests to determine their levels of proficiency at local, state,
and national levels. Standards-based reform efforts can help improve American Indian
education with new standards and assessments, but only if schools are held accountable and
the blame for poor performance is not placed on the students.44 The literature suggests that
educational reform should be systematically and intentionally designed to meet the needs of
Native students. As new or alternative assessments are developed, the effort to improve
cultural relevance must involve parents and tribal community members.45

Educators concerned about standards-based reform argue that schools will focus on teaching
to the tests and the problems in American Indian education will continue. According to
Cornel Pewewardy, “All of the restructuring in the world will be of no benefit to children if
the philosophy, theory, assumptions, and definitions are flawed or invalid. Native educators
and parents know the problems and their causes.”46 Native educators have long raised the
questions of cultural bias in testing and cultural exclusion in testing. The following
questions, raised by Native educators at the “Developing a New Research Agenda for
American Indian and Alaska Native Education” conference in 2000, signal the concern and
attention needed to be given to standards and assessment:

Were content and performance standards developed with the input of American Indian
and Alaska Native people?

Were standards and assessment systems reviewed and approved by American Indian and
Alaska Native educators?

What is the relationship between parents and the community’s views of success and
standards and assessment systems?

How do schools, parents, and communities divide responsibilities to produce successful
students?

Are standards meaningful for students to survive in two worlds?

Do standards include student skills to sustain community?
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Research and lessons learned in the effective schools research initiative of the Office of
Indian Education Programs and the Goals 2000: Educate America Act have resulted in school
reform and in curriculum and assessment improvement in Bureau of Indian Affairs–
supported schools. The “Learning Record” assessment, adopted as a new assessment system
and now being implemented, has the opportunity to provide new insights to improve cultural
relevance of curricula and assessment.47 E.T. Estrin and S. Nelson-Barber assert, “Many
Native students are thriving in programs that are based on culturally responsive curriculum,
instruction and assessment. And — fortuitously — the current climate of reform provides all
of us an opportunity to reexamine old assumptions and develop new bases of knowledge
from which to re-create instruction and assessment.”48

        Conclusion
As American Indian and Alaska Native educators and researchers increasingly contribute to
the field of American Indian and Alaska Native education, issues, concerns, and needs of
American Indian and Alaska Native peoples, tribes, and communities will be better met. It is
important to understand that American Indian and Alaska Native education is unique, and
different from mainstream American education. This fact, borne out in treaties, U.S. federal
Indian policies, and the survival of American Indian and Alaska Native peoples, has to be
recognized and considered.

Any educational movement or initiative that may impact American Indian and Alaska Native
education requires a critical examination of its intention and requires involvement of Native
peoples in the process. Much more research and data collection is needed to inform
educational policy and practice, and the orientation of educational research of American
Indian and Alaska Native education should be based on success and self-determination. As
schools and states build educational programs that strengthen Native students educational
success, the complexity of the issues minimally addressed in this discussion of relevant
research needs to be considered. More research is needed at the secondary level to better
reflect the success of American Indian and Alaska Native high school graduates and
postsecondary attainment.
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