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Tribal Colleges and Universities:
A Critical Link in Indian Education and Workforce Development

By Breanna Gervais, Serra Hoagland and Adrian Leighton, Chair, Natural Resources Department,

Salish Kootenai College, Pablo, Montana

T‘ibal Colleges and Universities
(TCU) can act as mechanisms of cultural
preservation by promoting higher educa-
tion among Indian people and improving
economic conditions of tribal commu-
nities. By integrating tribal culture and
traditions with western science educa-
tion, 37 TCUs' provide a variety of bach-
elors, associates degrees and certificates
in the natural resource fields uniquely
customized to reflect Native perspective.
On average, 400 students (Native and
non-Native) each year are enrolled in
natural resources degrees at 23 TCUs.2
Many TCUs, located in rural areas, serve
communities that suffer from high rates
of poverty and unemployment® by pro-
viding a conduit for advanced education
and jobs. Many
native students
enrolled at
TCUs
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have pursued non-traditional educational
pathways. For example, the median age
of a TCU student is approximately 30,
predominately female, first generation,
low income, with dependents.*

TCU natural resource programs are
helping to provide tribes with a skilled
workforce, knowledgeable in the unique
obstacles, opportunities and successes of
natural resource management on tribal
lands. However, the ability of TCUs to
create programs to educate the future
workforce of foresters is being compro-
mised by funding shortfalls. For example,
Title ITI-A program funding for TCUs
was cut by 11% in 2011 and 16% in 20125,
Many TCUs accommodate the special
needs of their student populations by
providing childcare services, flexible
tutoring schedules, small and flexible
classes, peer and faculty mentoring and
scholarship opportunities.®

Fortunately, the critical link that TCUs
provide in developing a strong tribal
workforce may be gaining recognition
and political support. In December of
2011 President Obama signed Executive
Order 13592, which stated, “Federal
agencies must help improve educational
opportunities provided to all AI/AN
students...attending postsecondary
institutions including TCUs.” In 2011 the
Bureau of Indian Education and DOI, the
agencies charged with oversight of opera-
tions at Haskell Indian Nation University
and Southwestern Indian Polytechnic
Institute, entered into a Memorandum
Of Understanding to (1) advance the
capability of TCUs to attain educational
excellence, so that TCU students can
fully participate in the U.S. workforce,
including in natural resource field and (2)
promote enriching outdoor experiences,
natural resources and technology career
pathways among students attending
TCUs. However, neither of the above
schools currently have accredited forestry
programs. Salish Kootenai College (SKC)
operates the only baccalaureate pro-
gram in forestry at an Indian college.
SKC has developed culturally in-

Leech Lake TribalCollege at Cass
Lake, Minnesota offers several
associates degrees including
forestry, natural science, law
enforcement and business
management. College photo
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Sitting Bull College at Fort Yates, North Dakota offers a wide variety of undergraduate and graduate degree programs. College photo

formed curriculum including a class that
focuses entirely on tribal forest manage-
ment. Currently there are approximately
100 Native students from over 20 tribes
enrolled in natural resource degrees at
the college. SKC has formed partnerships
with the BIA Division of Forestry and
Wildland Fire Management, the USFS
Office of Tribal Relations, University of
Washington and Montana State Univer-
sity, among others, to give the students

a variety of experiences in research and
land management,

TCUs that offer Associate degrees in
natural resources are also working with -
agencies and universities to broaden the
student experience. Stone Child College
partnered with the Globe Program to give
students field and lab research experience
in climate change and soil science fields.”
The National Center for Earth-surface
Dynamics, Fond du Lac Resource tribal
community college, Fond du Lac Re-
source Management and University of
Minnesota Natural Resources Research
Institute collaborated to identify best
management practices to restore wild
rice on regional lakes.® Little Big Horn
College, with help from a USDA Tribal
Colleges Education Equity Grant, the
Oglala Lakota College and the National
Science Foundation, has been able to
provide students with ecological field and
research experience related to cotton-
wood woodlands management.® More

Cheyenne Arapaho Tribal College is housed
at Southwest Oklahoma State University in
Weatherford, Oklahoma. College photo

recently in 2013, North Dakota State
Legislature authorized workforce devel-
opment grants to the state’s five TCUs.®
With these partnerships and others, TCUs
have created an educational environment
where intertribal forestry and other natu-
ral resource issues can be examined with
numerous benefits to students, tribes and
surrounding communities.
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