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The Policing of Native Bodies and Minds:
Perspectives on Schooling from American
Indian Youth

PATRICIA D. QUIJADA CERECER
University of Texas at San Antonio

Research indicates that high school campus climates are contentious for students
of color, particularly as they negotiate institutional and personal racism. Un-
fortunately, minimal research centers on the experiences of American Indian
youth. In response, this qualitative study explores American Indian responses
to hostile campus climates. Using a Tribal Critical Race Theory framework,
this article examines hostile school policies and leadership practices and student
responses in a public high school with a majority population of American Indian
students who reside on a reservation. Two main themes emerged: (a) the school
neglected students’ educational needs and views, and (b) the school marginalized
Native students through specific policies. As this study demonstrates, American
Indian youth’s daily encounters in a racially charged high school environment
affect their identities and well-being. Implications and recommendations for
research, policy, and practice are included.

Introduction

High school persistence and graduation rates for American Indian youth
continue to be an alarming issue for educators.1 Nationwide, just 64.2% of
eligible American Indian youth graduated from high school in 2008; in New
Mexico, the rate was astoundingly low at 53% (US Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics 2011).2 In the United States, Amer-
ican Indian students are the least likely to graduate from high school (Brayboy
et al. 2012). These alarming statistics indicate that Native youth face serious
challenges in high school environments.

Educational disparities for American Indian students result from racial in-
equities that continue to exist in the United States. Researchers affirm that
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racially charged educational environments and microaggressions emerging
from these contexts affect retention rates for students of color (Pierce 1978;
Solórzano et al. 2000). For example, on school campuses, students of color
report how microaggressions or similar acts negatively affect their persistence
in school. The most common microaggressions include (a) institutionally based
assumptions of intellectual inferiority for students of color that are manifested
in poor faculty-student interactions, (b) campus climate issues, (c) faculty, staff,
and student epistemologies that link students of color to criminality, (d ) campus
climate and classroom dynamics that assume universality of the black Amer-
ican experience in the United States, and (e) assumed superiority of white
cultural values and communication styles (Sue et al. 2008). Another example
of microaggressions occurring at the state level is Arizona’s recent legislation
to ban curricula and books by people of color (State of Arizona House of
Representatives 2010; Sue et al. 2007). This is an example of institutionally
based incidents and legislation that have the potential to affect the educational
persistence of all students, including American Indians (Brayboy 2005b; Dey-
hle 1992; Faircloth and Hamm 2005; Lee 2011; Quijada Cerecer 2011).

Moreover, the mass media supports and fuels the engagement of race-based
culturally deficient narratives that affect American Indian students. The
media’s role in perpetuating the identity of Indigenous peoples as continuously
engaging in risky social behaviors is evident in advertisements, movies, tele-
vision, and social media. Rather than highlighting the noteworthy accom-
plishments of American Indians in the news or textbooks or their role as
foundational and ongoing agents of change in the United States, the media
seems to reify the social construction of American Indians as being disengaged
from the educational process and indifferent to their career development. The
invisibility of these historical and current contributions promotes the dominant
discourse defining the identity of American Indian students in deficient ways,
negating their academic potential in schools and hindering their persistence
along the educational path.

Accordingly, the dominant group establishes the status quo, defining stu-
dents’ normative academic development and behavior in schools. This un-
relenting doctrine endorses a universal paradigm that frames the identity
development of Indigenous students as disinterested in acquiring academic
knowledge or furthering their career goals in school contexts (Villegas et al.
2008). Critical reflection on how educational policies implicate institutional

PATRICIA D. QUIJADA CERECER is an assistant professor in the Educational
Psychology Department at the University of Texas at San Antonio. Her re-
search centers on examining structural inequities affecting Indigenous students
in P–20 systems and strengthening community/family-school partnership pro-
grams for American Indians and Latinas/os in K–12.

This content downloaded from 23.235.32.0 on Wed, 4 Nov 2015 11:44:20 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Quijada Cerecer

AUGUST 2013 593

practices and the academic opportunities made available to American Indians
happens rarely among school leaders. Xenophobic objectives and the guiding
principles driving institutional culture and practices remain unexamined yet
are critical in understanding persistence rates of Native students in schools.

This article examines how school policies and leadership practices in a
public school affect a group of American Indian high school students who are
members of a Pueblo Nation. To frame this study and the corresponding set
of issues, I combine insights employed by critical Indigenous scholars from
the following areas: decolonizing methodologies (Grande 2004; Smith 1999),
structural racism and educational campus climates (Solórzano 1997; Solórzano
et al. 2000), and educational researchers who employ Tribal Critical Race
Theory (Brayboy 2005a, 2005b; Brayboy and Maughan 2009; Castagno and
Lee 2007; Rogers and Jaime 2010). Analysis reveals how school policies and
leadership practices have assimilationist underpinnings that create hostile en-
vironments for these youth, negatively affecting their identities as learners.
The consequence for American Indian students manifests in their educational
and career goals.

In this study, students at Hilltop High School resisted withdrawing from
school because they had strong aspirations to enhance their lives by pursuing
careers that require postsecondary education.3 These students reflected on
their lived experiences with family, friends, and peers and in schools. The
Indigenous knowledge shared by their families and communities informed
their dialogue and critical reflection. The data reveal that students have agency,
reflect on and contribute knowledge in familial and educational contexts, and
most important, are proactive. These findings confirm prior research showing
that Native youth find ways to resist the emotional and psychological distress
caused by racially charged and hostile school environments (Battiste 2008;
Brayboy 2005b; Lee 2011; Lee and Quijada Cerecer 2010; Quijada Cerecer
2011). In this study, Native students revealed how staff, teachers, and students
dismissed their Indigenous knowledge through (a) the way(s) in which rela-
tionships are formed and sustained and (b) school policies and rules specifically
related to order and discipline. These analyses provided an understanding of
whose knowledge is validated at Hilltop High School. The narratives also
provided insight into the complex process of building relationships with stu-
dents in school settings and how these relationships affect the persistence and
departure rates of American Indian youth in P–20 school systems. Findings
demonstrate how leadership practices reinforce an institutional structure that
dismisses Indigenous knowledge and perpetuates institutional racism. These
counterstories illuminate how American Indian youth engage in transfor-
mational resistance as they navigate treacherous school climates and persist
through graduation.

This article is organized as follows. First, an understanding of the educa-
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tional crisis occurring among American Indian youth and how it affects their
persistence through graduation from high school is provided. This section is
followed by an articulation of the theoretical framework as well as a review
of the literature documenting how educational environments affect the edu-
cational persistence of American Indian students. Third, the methodology
section describes how data were collected, analyzed, and used to construct
this study. Immediately after this section is a discussion detailing the two main
themes that emerged from these data: (a) the school’s neglect of the students’
educational needs and views and (b) the school’s policing of Native bodies
through particular policies. Finally, implications and recommendations for
research, policy, and practice are included.

Theoretical Framework

Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit; Brayboy 2005a) is the principal the-
oretical framework guiding this study. Although nine elements frame TribalCrit,
only four were used to conceptualize the experiences of the American Indian
youth participating in this study (Brayboy 2005a). Emerging from Critical
Race Theory in education (Ladson-Billings and Tate 1995), TribalCrit asserts
that colonization and racism are endemic to society and are critical to un-
derstand when examining the educational experiences of Indigenous peoples
(Brayboy 2005a). Colonization refers to the dominant epistemology governing
society and institutional structures. For example, educational institutions are
governed by the dominant epistemology; therefore, knowledge is not contex-
tualized. This historical convention endorsing academic knowledge as being
universal continues to be preserved nationally and manifested in policies such
as No Child Left Behind. At the local level, colonization is manifested through
school-based policies and rules and institutional organizations.

Colonization is endemic in today’s society. The overall goal of education
for American Indians has been to assimilate Native peoples, in order to align
personal characteristics, attributes, and ways of being and living in the world
with the dominant members of society. Racism and colonization of Indigenous
peoples are central to the lived experiences of American Indian students.
Within educational contexts, the historical purpose of schools for American
Indian students was forced assimilation of the cultural values and language
of the dominant members of society—whites. A boarding school initiative was
the primary strategy used to achieve this goal (Lomawaima and McCarty
2002). Currently, No Child Left Behind policies and a failure to create dual-
language programs to preserve Indigenous languages reflect how colonization
manifests in schools today. Consequently, it is important to ask: Whose knowl-
edge is validated in school systems? How does this universal endorsement of
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academic knowledge influence (a) the formation of educational policies, (b) the
implementation or endorsement of educational practices, (c) curricular issues,
and (d ) access and retention issues in P–20 systems?

This study demonstrates how American Indians function as active change
agents by disrupting the privileging of a knowledge system with assimilationist
underpinnings. This study also legitimizes the academic experiences of Native
youth attending a public high school. This is important, given that slightly
more than 90% of American Indian youth attend public schools (US De-
partment of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2005). When
legitimizing American Indian youth and their engagement in high school, an
opportunity for educators also exists to validate Indigenous Knowledge Sys-
tems (IKS) and the respective sociocultural, political, and historical factors
that help form these systems. For Native youth, validating the three forms of
knowledge (i.e., cultural, academic, and survival) fosters an understanding of
how youth experience race and racism in high school.

TribalCrit further advocates that federal policy endorsing sovereignty rights
among federally recognized nations include all American Indian tribes. (The
federal government currently recognizes just 565 tribal nations.) While sov-
ereignty is the all-encompassing goal for tribal nations, attaining tribal au-
tonomy, self-determination, and self-identification for each nation is equally
critical. Federal membership status positions Indigenous peoples in a liminal
space, whereby they are forced to negotiate tribal autonomy. Tribal autonomy
grants tribal nations the right to engage in political dialogue with the United
States as equals; in other words, the interaction occurs on a nation-to-nation
level (Deloria and Wilkins 1999; Lomawaima and McCarty 2002; Wilkins and
Lomawaima 2001).

Tribal autonomy provides tribal leaders with the right to propose, establish,
or modify legal regulations without permission from the US government, thus
legitimizing the status of tribal nations. Finally, self-determination provides
tribal nations agency to determine how tribal autonomy becomes operation-
alized. In effect, self-determination rejects “the guardian/ward relationship
currently in place between the U.S. government and tribal nations” (Brayboy
2005a, 434). In combination, these elements of TribalCrit build on one another
and work toward strengthening the foundational goal of tribal sovereignty for
Indigenous peoples.

TribalCrit further advocates that culture, power, and knowledge systems be
assessed through the lived experiences of Indigenous peoples, underscoring a
critical need to examine the sociohistorical contexts; political systems; and
cultural, survival, and academic knowledge systems (Brayboy 2005a). Cultural
knowledge is an understanding of the nuanced meanings of particular
traditions; tribal, community, familial, and individual responsibilities; and ways
of being and knowing in the world that make an individual a member of a
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tribal nation. Survival knowledge is an understanding of how change can be
accomplished and is characterized by willingness to change, adapt, and adjust
in order to move forward as individuals and communities. Academic knowl-
edge is acquired from educational institutions (Brayboy 2005a). The knowledge
systems are distinct, and each is viewed as being equally important to the
identity development of Indigenous peoples.

Literature Review

A review of the literature suggests that race is a dominant construct affecting
Indigenous youth’s identity development. Studies confirm a preponderance
of discriminatory acts toward American Indian students (Brayboy 2005a; Dey-
hle 1992, 1995; Lee 2011; Lomawaima and McCarty 2006; Quijada Cerecer
2011). However, rather than focusing on individual acts of discrimination, this
study explores how structural racism frames and enables institutional practices
and policies to continue to emerge as a systemic process. Structural racism
accounts for many (but not all) of the educational disparities between American
Indians and whites (Demmert and Towner 2003; Pewewardy 1994) and affects
adult-youth relationships and persistence rates for American Indian students.

Structural Racism and American Indian Students

An element of structural racism explores how the production of knowledge
for American Indian youth is evaluated in ways that undermine American
Indian youth’s epistemologies or ways of knowing. The Indigenous knowledge
(Battiste 1998, 2008; Brayboy 2008; Brayboy and Maughan 2009; Cajete
2000; Villegas et al. 2008) that youth bring to school each day remains invisible
in curricula, textbooks, and policies. For example, Arizona recently passed
legislation (i.e., HB 2181) making it illegal to have textbooks, literature, or
any books containing multicultural themes or content in public schools (State
of Arizona House of Representatives 2010). This legislation challenges the
circulation of scholarly research and publications and community mobilization
efforts to strengthen connections among culturally relevant curricula, text-
books, and schools. Given these efforts, it is critically urgent for educational
institutions, school leaders, teachers, counselors, and other adults working in
schools to validate the sociocultural histories, community knowledge, values,
and dynamic and complex ways Indigenous youth engage in life today (Bray-
boy 2008; Lee and Quijada Cerecer 2010; Pewewardy and Hammer 2003;
Quijada Cerecer 2011).

The Indigenous languages and socialization practices of American Indian
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youth are indeed valuable forms of academic and cultural knowledge. Al-
though IKS are a strong foundational element informing the identity devel-
opment of Indigenous youth in public schools, identity is mainly validated
through cultural celebrations, festivals, and American Indian heritage months
(Lee 2011). These practices reify stereotypes and marginalize the behaviors
of American Indian youth, diminishing their academic identities as students.
At issue is the struggle to dismantle such policy initiatives that currently struc-
ture schools and move toward culturally responsive pedagogical and leadership
practices that embody IKS holistically. The power struggle between Indigenous
and academic knowledge systems is evident in the ongoing standardization of
curricula, policies, and assessments in schools.

Decolonizing Methodologies and Pedagogies

To date, Indigenous scholars have worked toward decolonizing methodologies,
pedagogies, and analyses to create culturally responsive educational institutions
for Indigenous communities (Grande 2004; Lomawaima and McCarty 2006;
Smith 1999). In fact, research centering on race and the colonization of In-
digenous peoples reveals an existing hierarchy among knowledge systems in
American schools (Brayboy 2005a; Deloria 1970; Grande 2004; Vizenor
1998). Brayboy and Maughan (2009) discuss how “an Indigenous teacher can
demonstrate that her students can see that being smart and [Indian] can go
hand-in-hand” (17). Consequently, scholars find that omitting IKS in schools
perpetuates the deficient construction of Native student identities, both as
youth and as learners.

In contrast, culturally responsive education for Indigenous youth embodies
the importance and effectiveness of incorporating pedagogical practices that
legitimize various knowledge systems simultaneously, such as Indigenous and
academic knowledge systems (Brayboy and Maughan 2009; Demmert and
Towner 2003). The assimilationist ideology that structured boarding schools
continues to perpetuate inequality in public schools today (Lomawaima and
McCarty 2006). This ideology marginalizes American Indian students and
other students of color by privileging whites (Brayboy and Maughan 2009).
Lee (2011) asserts that Native peoples are “recognized as First Americans, but
often not as citizens with contemporary lives who simultaneously participate
in our Native family and community life and in the larger mainstream Amer-
ican life” (276). This manifests itself in the omission of Native peoples in
curriculum, textbooks, and current events. Thus, the construction of Native
youth identities today is based on historically misrepresented images and in-
terpretations. These images and interpretations are not representative of Native
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peoples’ engagement and participation in contemporary life, which embodies
mainstream media, technology, and scientific advancements.

Youth Identity Formation and Agency

Identity formation is fluid and constantly changing over time and in various
contexts (Holland et al. 1998). Identity formation encompasses culture, gender,
class, ethnicity, race, sexuality, and physical ableness (Collins 2000; Hurtado
2003). This intersectionality framework disrupts traditional paradigms that
frame identity as an individual process in which traits emerge as a person
develops through a set of universal stages. These traditional paradigms use
white middle-class values and culture as the normative standard, positioning
identity formation for people of color in the United States in culturally deficient
ways (Valencia and Solorzáno 1997).

Social identity is critical for people of color in the United States because
it legitimizes membership in a social group or category while validating related
emotions. This perspective recognizes social and physical characteristics, such
as race, ethnicity, language, and skin color, as being influential in the con-
struction of social identities (Hurtado et al. 2009).

Holland et al. (1998) asserted that examining “the development of identities
and agency specific to practices and activities situated in historically contingent,
socially enacted, culturally constructed worlds” is critical (7). Therefore, to
understand identity formation among Indigenous people, it is important to
consider the historical, social, and political contexts of colonization, racism,
and oppression. For American Indians, understanding the foundational cul-
tural identities in the specific worlds they navigate (Holland et al. 1998) is
essential to understanding their student identities and school-based experiences
and recognizes how their identities have been constructed by and positioned
against white middle-class values and culture. Although these dynamics per-
petuate educational inequities for students of color in schools, youth enact
their agency as students and demonstrate their awareness of how these ra-
cialized dynamics manifest in school leadership practices and climate (Cas-
tagno and Lee 2007; Lee and Quijada Cerecer 2010).

This study focuses on the experiences of Native youth in high schools and
contributes to research on the persistence of American Indian students along
the educational pathway to college. Most studies employing TribalCrit frame-
works examine the impact of structural racism on American Indians’ edu-
cational experiences in colleges or universities (Brayboy 2005a; Castagno and
Lee 2007). This study contributes to the literature by applying TribalCrit in
a high school context.
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Methodology

This study draws on data from a 5–year qualitative study of Native students
who self-identified as Pueblo youth and attended a public high school in New
Mexico.4 The larger corpus of data includes semistructured interviews and
focus groups with youth and educators. Participant observations, field notes,
archival data, and analytical memos were also part of the study. I formed an
initial relationship with parents and members of the community during the
first phase of the project when I examined the construction of parenting
relationships between Native parents and teenage children who were attending
a public high school. During the second phase of the project, I examined how
youth experienced adult-youth relationships in the campus climate of a public
high school. For both phases, I lived in the immediate area or stayed on the
reservation.

The research questions that guided this study were (a) How do school
policies and rules affect adult-youth relationships for American Indian youth?
and (b) How do leadership practices affect adult-youth relationships and cam-
pus climate for American Indian students? A few parents, teachers, and tribal
members were also interviewed for this project. The study’s limitations cen-
tered on expanding its scope to include more parent and community partic-
ipants. Had I spent more time in the field, I could have devoted additional
time to interviewing the participants’ community and family members. Doing
so would have provided insight on the role(s) of family and community in the
youth’s education, thereby strengthening our understanding of the tribal-com-
munity-school relationship.

The Study’s Contexts: The School and the Reservation

Participants were required to attend a public high school and to live or have
lived on one of the reservations neighboring the high school for at least 10
years. These criteria were established to capture perspectives of students who
had lived on the reservation for most of their lives. Hilltop High School’s
enrollment was approximately 190 students, including American Indians
(66%), Latinas/os (21%), and whites (13%); 48% were female, and 52% were
male. The principal, counselor, and most of the teachers were white.

Participants

Twenty-one students (11 females and 10 males) participated in the study. A
member of the tribal nation, who was also a teacher, introduced me to the
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school and community more than 12 years ago. The teacher assisted in iden-
tifying students to participate in the study.

Although the students and I met formally one-on-one and as a group at
school each week, I would often see them at the reservation after school or
on weekends. Our group meeting was always held in the same place (outside
in the courtyard near the basketball courts) unless it was rainy. We sat around
a patio table; some students sat on the table, others on the bench. For our
individual meetings, we met in a small conference room assigned to me by
the school.

I recognized the students from the youth center where I would watch (and
often play) intramural volleyball and basketball and from another project I
completed involving parent-youth relationships. In fact, some of the youth’s
families had established relationships with one another. I was the only indi-
vidual that the youth did not know well. While some of the participants knew
me, others knew of me because I had been in the community working with
some parents on a related research project. During our initial meeting, one
of the students, William (a junior) asked, “Are you Indian?” I replied, “My
father was Cupeño Indian, part of the Mission Indians in southern California,
and my mother is Mexican. I identify as a Chicana.” I continued to share,
“I am bilingual in Spanish yet never learned my father’s language. His lan-
guage is only spoken by a few elders.” Youth in this project were not fluent
in their native language. Some of the students understood a few words, yet
all recognized that the language was vanishing and took interest in revitali-
zation efforts in the community. This initial gathering was the beginning of
an important relationship with the youth.

During our meetings, I asked students questions about their school expe-
riences. The questions were organized by theme, to capture information re-
lated to campus and classroom climate and systemic issues in their P–12
experiences. As a group, we agreed to create questions to ask each other in
advance. The students posed questions that centered on learning more about
my academic experience in college. I shared my experiences as an under-
graduate and graduate student. The students also shared details about their
academic experiences in high school. While the majority of these meetings
were audio or video recorded, some were not. For all meetings I took extensive
field notes after we parted ways.

Data Analysis

Data for this study came from interviews and focus groups with Pueblo students
as well as participant observations at Hilltop High School. Data analysis in-
corporated counterstorytelling methodological tools to identify themes that
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challenged the majoritarian story as told by Native youth and youth of color
(Delgado 1989; Delgado and Stefancic 2000). Through storytelling, Native
youth in this study were able to reflect on their school-based experiences,
relationships with other adults at the school, and the impact of these rela-
tionships on them. Storytelling is particularly insightful and empowering for
Native youth because this process legitimizes their experiences. The narratives
that emerged illuminate coping strategies that the Native youth employed in
a racially charged high school campus climate. These narratives demonstrate
the impact that campus climate and institutional policies, particularly those
aimed at enhancing “normal” development, have on Native youth’s school
experiences. This research unveils a narrative that runs counter to the
“neutral” tone embedded throughout institutional policies alleging to foster
healthy academic identities for all students; instead, the youth’s experiences
and voices illustrate how campus climates and institutional policies restrict
and control Native students.

Findings

Neglecting Native American Students’ Educational Needs and Views

According to participants, Hilltop High School’s leadership practices and cur-
riculum did not reflect Native views of the world or lived experiences. For
the most part, students were not involved in identifying innovative ways to
improve the school by modifying policies or student activities. Shelly, a tenth
grader, captured the group’s sentiment during our initial focus group by stating,
“Wow! You want to know about us? How we feel about school? I have never
been asked about my experiences in school. You are the first person at this
high school to ever ask me about my experiences in school. . . . I think they
[principals/teachers] think they know what is best for us. We are here to learn
. . . and I get it, but I also know what I like, what we like and what we don’t
like about being here.” It is disheartening to think that Shelly was so sur-
prised—even shocked—that an adult would be interested in her views about
her experiences. In this quote, she gives the school leadership the benefit of
the doubt by speculating that school leaders know what is best for students.
For these students, the school leadership implemented institutional practices
as they saw fit, yet student input was never sought to determine whether
students had a different perspective or ideas to enhance their objectives. Shelly
emphasized her cohort’s interest in learning and right to an education when
she said, “We are here to learn.”

The Native youth’s views revealed how they made sense of the teaching
and learning that took place at Hilltop. Students expressed that they were
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cognizant of the nuanced ways race and colonization intersected with the
school curriculum and practices. For example, William, an eleventh grader,
asked poignant questions during a weekly meeting in the courtyard: “Why do
we have to learn the White man’s way? Why can’t we learn our way?”
William’s questions demonstrate his awareness that normative ways of learning
continue to be racialized, and these systemic inequities continue to be endorsed
by the school. His making a distinction between the “White man’s” and “our”
way signals that he understands that his racial identity is constructed against
that of a white male norm. Moreover, because school practices can socialize
youth to adopt particular identities, his question underscores the notion that
schools expect Native American youth to learn and adopt a white identity as
student learners. In other words, schools expect Native youth to assimilate.

As stated previously, American schools privilege and promote particular
bodies of knowledge that reflect the dominant culture (Brayboy and Maughan
2009; Faircloth 2009). Recognizing this, William continued to share: “We
should learn about our history and people. We never get to learn about this.
If we aren’t taught about our history at home, we don’t even learn anything.”
The omission of Native history from the school curriculum is not a new or
diminishing practice; unfortunately, it is common and evident in history and
social studies textbooks.

In fact, the recent banning of the renowned Native American author Sher-
man Alexie’s books in Arizona (Rothschild 2012) is an example of this common
and disturbing practice. Earlier, HB 2281 initiated a ban of multicultural
textbooks in the Tucson Unified School District, alleging that the books “pro-
moted ethnic solidarity instead of the treatment of pupils as individuals” (State
of Arizona House of Representatives 2010, 2). The banned list included a
number of publications by Native scholars, such as Rethinking Columbus (Big-
elow 1991), “A Barbie-Doll Pocahontas” (Pewewardy 2011), “The Delight
Song of Tsoai-Talee” (N. Scott Momaday 1976, 2009), and Ceremony (Silko
1977). The ban on books has prompted many educators to advocate against
this legislation. Research asserts the importance of culturally responsive schools
and teachers engaging in culturally relevant pedagogy to increase the academic
success of American Indian students (Brayboy and Maughan 2009; Lee 2011;
Quijada Cerecer 2011).

William’s words underscore the significance of these debates about curric-
ulum. The fact that American Indian students are seldom afforded oppor-
tunities to learn about their history and people is a detriment to all students.
It is important to point out that while William noticed how the school cur-
riculum omitted the contributions of Native Americans, his family members
taught him the history of his people. As a politically conscious student, however,
he was concerned about other Native American youth who may not have
engaged in such conversations at home.
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Most students shared that they were not motivated to engage in the learning
process at Hilltop. For instance, William shared that his English teacher, Mr.
Thompson, allowed him to sketch pictures rather than write a research paper
during class. He recounted: “I would go to class every day. One day I didn’t
get what the teacher was talking about so I decided to draw. I was surprised
that he didn’t get mad at me. He never yelled at me or anything. He never
asked me to stop. He never even asked me to do my English work . . . but
you know, I’m used to teachers not really caring about that kinda stuff.”

Although William demonstrated his commitment to his education by ac-
tively attending class daily, his narrative attests to the fact that the classroom
was not always beneficial to his learning and development. This became
notable when he was presented with challenging academic material that he
struggled to understand. When students who are accustomed to understanding
class assignments are faced with something they do not comprehend, they
typically ask teachers for help. However, students who require clarification on
a lesson may also be reluctant to solicit assistance from their teacher. Some
students have internalized the dominant narrative, characterizing their identity
as deficient student learners. William resisted asking for clarification by en-
gaging in art, an alternative classroom activity. William’s narrative exemplifies
how he has internalized teacher-student interactions in school by expecting
his teacher to respond with anger. Yet, it is important to note how Mr. Thomp-
son supported his disengagement in the class assignment by giving him “per-
mission to fail” (Ladson-Billings 2002, 110). The teacher’s response to Wil-
liam’s disengagement is a form of benign neglect—a neglect to which William
has sadly become accustomed in his interactions with teachers.

When William was asked why he thought his teacher never asked him to
work on his writing project, he said, “Well . . . I am not much of a writer, I
guess . . . maybe . . . maybe he thinks I want to be an artist like my cousin.
. . . I find myself sketching in class . . . so my teacher says he’d rather see
me working on something than just sit here and do nothing.” William’s nar-
rative centers on Mr. Thompson’s engagement with him as a student learner
in class. While William justifies why Mr. Thompson allows him to draw by
mentioning the artists in his family, his narrative reveals that Mr. Thompson
does not care whether he learns the content of the English course. Rather,
Mr. Thompson views William as an artist, not as a student learner and writer.
In fact, Mr. Thompson is more concerned about having students appear to
be engaged in learning, even if not in the content area of the class. Mr.
Thompson’s pedagogical practices are centered on maintaining order in the
classroom rather than on the curriculum.

Mr. Thompson’s preconceived notion of Native youth as disinterested in
academics and disengaged from the learning process is a result of the dominant
discourse perpetuating stereotypes and Mr. Thompson’s inability to reflect on
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his own pedagogical practices and their impact on students. The English class
is critical for William, as it will strengthen his academic skills next year and
in college. While Mr. Thompson has two advanced degrees and professional
experiences that include teaching at the college level, he does not engage
William’s learning in an advanced and critical way. Mr. Thompson does not
employ culturally relevant pedagogical practices (Ladson-Billings 1994), nor
does he legitimize the contributions William is making as a student learner.

These experiences reveal the tensions between educators’ responsibility to
graduate high school students and the degree to which race affects the con-
struction of Indigenous youth’s academic identities. This narrative reinforces
how the racial stereotypes and universal constructions defining active learners
in school contexts perpetuate teachers’ beliefs that Indigenous youth do not
contribute toward the production of new knowledge in classrooms. When
interviewed, Mr. Thompson argued that his classes are “very similar to a
university class. . . . This prepares them for the university system where students
are expected to do the work independently and progress is not monitored on
a daily basis.”

However, some students who sought Mr. Thompson’s expertise to help
refine their research topics, the structure of their papers, and their writing
styles shared that he often became upset at them for asking too many questions
and not taking responsibility for their learning process or the development of
their academic identities. It becomes critical to examine how these students
demonstrate agency despite not being legitimized as student learners by Mr.
Thompson. While Mr. Thompson understood the importance of improving
students’ writing skills for their academic/future careers, he did not initiate
his agency and power as a teacher to refine his pedagogical practices to engage
Indigenous youth in the academic material, thus negatively affecting their
educational trajectories.

In addition to their awareness of curricular issues and teaching practices,
American Indian youth were conscious of the numerous ways the rules and
procedures endorsed by the leadership at the high school distanced them from
the learning process and, by extension, graduation. They were conscious of how
these actions could affect their future educational opportunities and careers.
The construction of this group of students’ identities as student learners was
influenced by their racialized identities as Native youth. The next section elab-
orates on how the construction of students’ racialized identities affects policies.

Institutional Racist Practices: Policing of Native Bodies through School Policies

At Hilltop High School, the youth raised concerns regarding certain school
policies targeting American Indian students in problematic ways. The school
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leadership decided to modify policies as a safeguard measure to deter potential
behavioral problems. As a result, the high school implemented a disciplinary
model that included hiring a part-time police officer and enforcing a dress
code for all students. Shawna, an eleventh grader, was shocked when she
attended the first day of school and saw a police officer: “I couldn’t believe
it! Why? . . . Why do we need a police officer? We were all asking why. We
were surprised.” Neither parents nor students were notified of this action before
the first day of school. Furthermore, the need for that type of security was
not clear, as the school itself is quite small (approximately 190 students total)
and did not have a history of violence or security issues.

The hiring of the police officer seemed to be in direct conflict with the
perceived level of actual violent acts on campus. At Hilltop, student tensions
were neither visible nor documented by school staff. Staff reiterated how hostile
tensions among students rarely manifested into physical fights or argumen-
tativeness toward each other. Teachers, administrators, and students mutually
agreed the last fight at the school was 3 years ago. Collectively, students and
staff agreed that the safety of students or teachers and staff was never a concern.

Ms. Williams, an art teacher, stated, “There seems to be a disagreement
between the hiring of a police officer. I am not in agreement. The students
would benefit from curricular resources, not a police officer.” Ms. Luis shared,
“I am disappointed in the decision to hire a police officer. There haven’t been
any fights or gang-related activities. The dress code and hiring of a police
officer are at odds with the current campus climate.” Students were not in-
volved in gangs, and major tensions between students were virtually nonex-
istent.

The school’s decision to use limited financial resources to hire a police
officer to secure the campus puzzled students. Even more astounding was the
fact that the decision came at the end of a highly regulated fiscal year in which
school budgets were reduced and affected Hilltop’s curriculum, programmatic
student activities, and campus-based resources. Mary Ann shared, “There are
gangs in city schools, so I get why you should hire a policeman. But here we
don’t have those problems. We feel safe. . . . It is just weird to have someone
sitting there all day long.” For these students, Hilltop was a secure campus
environment. Physical fighting, weapons, and gang violence often found in
urban high schools were nonexistent at Hilltop, indicating that the safety of
students or faculty was not a prevalent issue. The lack of violence at Hilltop
High School caused participants to wonder whether it was their racial identities
as American Indians that caused the school leadership to implement these
decisions.

The dress code was another school policy aimed at regulating American
Indian students. In response to this policy, William, an eleventh grader, stated,
“I don’t get it. Last year the school created a dress code. We have to wear
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khaki pants every day. We can’t wear jeans. They want to make our school
like the city school. We’re not like that. We haven’t had a fight in three years.
Why [are they doing this]?” William and other students commented on how
dress codes were implemented in urban schools to deter gang violence but
were unnecessary in their small rural high school.

Unfortunately, administrators and school leaders did not consider how hir-
ing a police officer and proposing a dress code policy in a school without
significant behavioral problems would affect the identities of American Indian
students. The dress code had assimilationist underpinnings when contextual-
ized in a high school not prone to violence. Mandating a dress code in a
school that has been free of any prevalent gang violence is exerting power
and privilege over students for no apparent reason. Students at Hilltop must
conform and wear the uniform of khaki pants, despite their ability to cooperate
and collaborate with one another. These decisions inhibit the youth’s ability
to demonstrate collaboration among peers and not engage in disruptive be-
havior. The decisions made by the school leadership team reflect a disturbing
display of power similar to the dehumanizing educational practices used in
boarding schools to assimilate Native children.

Historically, school uniform policies have been implemented in schools lo-
cated in urban rather than rural areas (Bodine 2003). At the federal level and
at some state levels, school uniform issues are administered by offices respon-
sible for managing safety, gangs and violence, and drug-free initiatives (Bodine
2003). Why might a rural school with no history of violence implement these
policies? Bodine offered that “financially pressed school districts may empha-
size gangs and violence in an attempt to attract funding, since the idea of
children as threat and threatened can compel governmental responses when
other needs of schools and children do not” (49). While it is not certain whether
Hilltop intentionally used this strategy, it is an important possibility to consider,
given the financial crisis during the year the police officer was hired. Bodine
further asserted: “The gangs and violence rhetoric in situations where there
is no such threat is particularly unfortunate because gangs may be perceived
as code for ethnic minorities. Increased public discourse on gangs and violence
permeating the months of community debates which typically precede a de-
cision to adopt uniforms may intensify the distorted cultural image of menacing
minority males, especially for children whose cognitive map of their society
is in the process of formation” (50).

Youth who participated in this qualitative study described the impact of
these decisions on their identities as students. Students characterized the school
uniform policy as depicting them as violent youth, further marginalizing them
from school and the educational opportunities available to them. For many,
these policy changes at Hilltop High were subtle yet covert ways of camou-
flaging prejudice toward Indigenous youth by requiring them to assimilate
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into the dominant culture’s construction of what it means to be a youth and
a student. Students were required to embody universal school behaviors that
challenged and marginalized their cultural knowledge, values, and agency as
Indigenous youth. According to the students, these recent structural changes
were the school’s mechanism for implementing surveillance measures to closely
monitor their bodies and their minds. Moreover, these policies indicate that
the school’s leadership was ascribing deficient identities onto the Native Amer-
ican youth’s brown bodies. By hiring a policeman and enforcing a dress code,
those in leadership were unwittingly constructing these youth as potential
violent criminals and gang members (Bodine 2003). In other words, it was a
form of “subtractive schooling” (Valenzuela 1999, 27) characterized by the
fracturing of ethnic identities and the reinforcement of stereotypes.

In their struggle to understand the reasons for these structural changes, the
youth talked to their teachers and other adults. Although teachers also ques-
tioned the school policy and its impact on students, they did not work with
students to change it. Instead, the teachers relied on preconceived notions of
activism. For example, Mr. Thompson, a white eleventh-grade teacher, re-
counted: “I encouraged the students to attend the school board meetings and
share their opposition to the dress code policy with the board members. Did
they do it? No—only one student showed up. . . . They are just not interested
. . . no oompf to do stuff . . . very passive students. . . . Recent removal of
Native history from texts is another example of how these youth just don’t
care. Half the world is protesting and these kids haven’t any desire to do so.”

Mr. Thompson described this group of Native students as “passive” and
“not interested” in actively working on changing the dress code policy. His
narrative reinforces how traditionally developmental paradigms fault students,
families, and their respective cultures for not taking an active role in chal-
lenging systemic inequities. These paradigms privilege institutional policies
and leadership practices in school as normative and the identities of students
of color as deficient (Massey and Denton 1993; Ogbu 1990; Valencia 2010).
Mr. Thompson criticized Hilltop students for not organizing a protest, thus
shifting responsibility to the students, rather than seizing the opportunity to
engage in critical dialogues with them on the implications of the dress code
and the hiring of a police officer at Hilltop. These dialogues could have served
as a catalyst for brainstorming about the various ways students could express
their opposition and assert their agency as students. Facilitating a classroom
dialogue on the issue of security and safety could have generated student input
and affirmed the students’ ideas and values in the classroom. Critically re-
flecting on his own biases and ways of engaging in advocacy would have
revealed his privilege as a white man. These biases embodied by Mr. Thomp-
son and the institution may serve as political blinders that prevent educators
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from understanding how these traditional ways of demonstrating advocacy
through protests may not be appropriate for some students.

Daily sociocultural context is critical for educators to understand and place
at the center of leadership and pedagogical practices. For this group of students,
protesting as defined by Mr. Thompson may have resulted in positive outcomes
in urban areas due to access to social networks. However, the ways in which
American Indian youth demonstrate activism are not viewed as legitimate.
Mr. Thompson’s narrative reinforces traditional, culturally deficient devel-
opmental paradigms (D’Souza 1995; Hernstein and Murray 1994; Ogbu 1990)
that fault the students and their culture for not actively trying to change policy.
This dominant narrative universalizing student learners reinforces stereotypes
that position the identities of Native American students as passive and dis-
engaged from the learning process. This leads to leadership practices that
serve to reinforce stereotypes and potentially can be internalized by Native
American youth as stereotype threats (Steele 1997). American Indian students
often internalize these messages from educators and educational institutions,
causing them to believe they are not smart enough, thereby limiting their
academic potential and motivation to succeed in school. Students affected by
stereotype threats often disengage from school-community culture and are
often labeled by educators as being academically unmotivated or disinterested
in furthering their educational goals. Such interactions universalize behavioral
characteristics of academically successful students and reinforce the dominant
narrative.

If IKS were valued and endorsed by educational institutions as critically
important and integrated into curricula, students would be able to generate
options for becoming active agents for change. Conversations with educators
could have empowered youth to take their actions further. Yet Mr. Thompson’s
privilege as a white teacher limited his ability to see how his power restricted
his ability to see the activism exerted by the students. Furthermore, his con-
struction of Native American students’ lack of agency reinforced his hegemonic
adult framing of the youth’s identity as noncontributing citizens.

Discussion

This study examined how a group of American Indian students are affected
by institutional practices designed to bring discipline and order to the school.
The leadership practices exerted at this high school affected the campus cli-
mate and educational experiences for Native American youth. Specifically,
this study contributes to the production of new knowledge that can be used
to improve educational environments for American Indian youth in high
school.
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Data from this study demonstrate how American Indian youth are aware
of the covert, racially charged institutional policies and leadership practices
that affect their persistence rates and engagement in P–20 systems. The notion
of bringing order and discipline to a high school with almost no history of
student violence demonstrates covert hostility toward American Indian stu-
dents. The dress code and hiring of a police officer reflect how the assimi-
lationist ideologies internalized by the leadership team are manifest in practices
and school structure. Rather than leadership’s affirming and legitimizing In-
digenous students’ cultural ways of being and knowledge, students were forced
to transform their ways of being (e.g., language, dress, and learning styles)
and conform to dominant ideologies in order to demonstrate that they have
the potential to be academically successful and be considered for academic
opportunities beyond high school.

These racial microaggressions take a toll on Indigenous youth over time.
Psychological effects such as heightened emotional distress are associated with
positioning one’s culture in deficient ways (Valencia 2010). Cumulatively, racial
microaggressions further affect Native American students by cultivating a neg-
ative, racially charged campus climate that leads to low self-esteem, self-doubt,
and diminished academic motivation and performance (Smith 1999; Solór-
zano et al. 2000). These acts of stripping away cultural knowledge, histories,
and pride are violent acts against IKS and Indigenous youth’s ways of being
in the world. Moreover, the policies and rules implemented by the school
leadership manifest in a hidden curriculum that seeks to socialize students to
embrace and legitimize a universal system of knowledge. In doing so, Indig-
enous knowledge is marginalized or becomes invisible to educational insti-
tutions and to society. The Native youth in this study resisted these institutional
acts of violence by building strong peer networks and remaining conscious of
how the rules and policies at Hilltop were disrupting their engagement in the
learning process and their educational pathways.

The findings in this study raise issues that are important to consider as
schools work toward building culturally inclusive high school environments
that diminish structural racism and produce socially conscious and productive
citizens. The narratives of these youth should motivate school leaders and
policy makers to reflect on the nuanced ways policies and rules are racialized
and affect Indigenous youth’s (and their respective families and communities)
engagement in schools and potential contributions as productive citizens.

The experiences of this group of Indigenous youth exemplify how their
behaviors and attributes are aligned with and characteristic of how educational
institutions have constructed the identities of successful student learners. Spe-
cifically, their descriptions of school experiences detail how preconceived no-
tions of Native academic contributions affect their engagement and ability to
persist in high school. These findings underscore the importance of examining
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sociocultural, historical, and political contexts when assessing the educational
experiences and identity development of Native youth. Doing so will legitimize
the Indigenous knowledge (Moll et al. 1992) youth bring to school contexts.
Incorporating such knowledge in policy formation and leadership practices
will strengthen student-teacher relationships and foster a healthier campus
climate for all students. Ultimately, these analyses may lead to a (re)conceptuali-
zation of the dynamic ways in which institutional structures and culture affect
policy formation and student persistence rates, as well as faculty, administra-
tors, staff, and students.

These findings will assist in building relationships among students, teachers,
staff, and community members in educational contexts, legitimizing IKS in
schools, and developing more culturally responsive policies. Over time, these
findings will help create less hostile campus environments for American Indian
youth, build campus community across racial groups, and recognize the knowl-
edge Indigenous youth bring to school settings as being equally important to
the academic knowledge students learn in classrooms and in schools.

Implications for Research

This research study on how Native American youth cope with racialized
identities, discrimination, marginalization, and racism as students in an ed-
ucational setting provides insight into how to transform educational policies
and institutional practices. Institutional changes have the potential to increase
graduation rates for American Indian high school students and facilitate their
subsequent transition to postsecondary institutions. Future research exploring
American Indian students’ experiences in racially hostile schools and the nu-
anced ways in which students resist such hostility will further illuminate how
policies and leadership practices surreptitiously perpetuate such climates for
American Indian students. Finally, more studies on how to build and strengthen
culturally responsive schools are needed.

Implications for School Administrators

School administrators must (re)examine the mission of the school to produce
citizens who actively create better lives for themselves and for others. The
mission of the school must be closely aligned with leadership and pedagogical
practices that affect strategic objectives. For example, school leadership must
engage in culturally responsive schooling and endorse and support critical
pedagogical practices that engage students in a culturally responsive curric-
ulum, multicultural and social justice centered student activities, leadership
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practices, and civic engagement. These must be assessed and closely monitored
to ensure that optimal graduation rates and postsecondary educational op-
portunities are maximized.

Embedded in critically (re)assessing the mission of the school is reflection
on Indigenous youth’s identities as individuals and students and as participants
in a collective youth culture. Youth are extremely influential and have the
power to create change, yet deficient constructions of youth as passive, un-
motivated, and carefree linger and become epistemological roadblocks for
schools. In essence, schools rarely view American Indian students as change
agents and knowledge producers or as a central force with whom to build
alliances in order to transform and enhance the educational experiences for
all student learners (Lee and Quijada Cerecer 2010).

Second, professional development opportunities must be offered to school
administrators, teachers, counselors, and staff on building culturally responsive
schools, engaging in transformative leadership, and implementing culturally
responsive pedagogical practices. Central to each of these areas are critical
dialogues that disrupt the perception that teaching about culture entails teach-
ing another subject (Castagno and Brayboy 2008). Rather, training should
focus on understanding and transforming institutional and social inequities to
create a foundation for including students of color as active participants in
school culture (Lee 2011). Equally important, research exploring American
Indian student experiences in racially hostile schools will further illuminate
the surreptitious ways policies and leadership practices create hostile climates.

These ongoing forums will enable administrators and teachers to critically
reflect on and (re)assess how to engage with standardized policies and pro-
cedures effectively. The hiring of a police officer at Hilltop High School and
the implementation of a dress code show how such policies and procedures
were endorsed under the guise of bringing discipline and order to the school;
unfortunately, they also reinforce assimilationist ideologies and violent prac-
tices, such as the eradication of language and sociocultural practices (Loma-
waima and McCarty 2002) that inhibit the academic development of Indig-
enous youth. The implications of these school rules and leadership practices
diminished the student identities of this group of American Indian youth.

Third, schools should establish student advisory committees that report to
the principal and assistant principal. Providing this type of forum affirms
American Indian youth and their role as students. Equally important, it for-
malizes communication between administrators and students and provides a
forum for discussing school experiences and increasing engagement in learning
and social activities. These activities, when institutionalized, also affect and
strengthen teacher-student relationships. Students on such committees are
provided with multiple opportunities to engage in mutually reciprocal dia-
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logues on salient issues and serve as active agents of change in their educational
setting.

Finally, the school administration must build alliances with students’ families
and communities. The formation of an advisory committee of Indigenous
parents that reports to the principal and assistant principal is extremely im-
portant. Such a committee would provide input and advise school leadership
on goals and objectives that could be enhanced over a specified time period.
The advisory committee could also identify and comment on the nuanced
ways that curricula, policies and procedures, academic honors, and extracur-
ricular activities legitimize the Indigenous knowledge youth bring to school.
Bridging Indigenous knowledge with academic knowledge would foster healthy
identity development for youth, academic achievement, and civic engagement
among students (Brayboy and Maughan 2009; Faircloth and Tippeconnic
2010).

Collectively, these strategies would provide culturally responsive insight into
the developmental impact of school-based policies and procedures on campus
climate and Indigenous students. Moreover, these strategies would strengthen
P–20 systems for Indigenous youth. If implemented, it is anticipated that these
strategies would increase high school persistence and graduation rates and the
number of students pursuing postsecondary educational opportunities.

Implications for Teachers

Similarly, teachers must engage in a reciprocal dialogue with students about
issues that could potentially harm their academic achievement and identities.
Earlier in the discussion, Mr. Thompson expressed disappointment with the
students for not collectively advocating against the dress code policy. Yet, Mr.
Thompson did not seize this opportunity to collaborate with the students on
the range of ways in which they could express their opposition. Teachers,
families, and community members could have built a coalition with students,
and through these critical dialogues, students could have expressed their op-
position and collectively identified ways to express their perspective.

In sum, multiple resources are available to help administrators and teachers
create or strengthen culturally responsive school climates by engaging, em-
powering, and legitimizing Indigenous students’ voices and their perspective
on issues such as these. For example, teachers could engage students as par-
ticipatory action researchers to critically understand local, community, and
national educational issues (Morrell and Duncan-Andrade 2008; Tuck 2009).
Students could examine sociocultural contexts, historical issues, and leadership
practices against the backdrop of school-based rules in education. In their role
as researchers, Native students would foster the development of IKS and
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provide leaders with opportunities to critically examine the interactions be-
tween Indigenous students and educational institutions.

Notes

1. The terms “American Indian,” “Native American,” and “Indigenous” are used
interchangeably, as these are common terms used among Native peoples in the South-
west. I capitalize the identities of Indigenous and Native peoples in recognition of
Native communities in the United States and throughout the world who assert their
rights as sovereign nations and peoples. I also align myself in solidarity with the United
Nations’ usage of the term to recognize and legitimize Indigenous peoples as the original
inhabitants of all lands.

2. National Center for Education Statistics data for American Indians include Alaska
Natives.

3. Hilltop High School is a pseudonym used to preserve the anonymity of the high
school. Youth and school staff members were also issued pseudonyms to protect their
identities.

4. There are a total of 19 Pueblo Nations in New Mexico. Each of the 19 nations
has its own tribal government and is considered a distinct community. The demo-
graphics for each nation vary in population size and other variables. I intentionally
do not provide the name of the specific Pueblo Nation(s), to ensure participant ano-
nymity.
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