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SUBJECT: Native American Student Preparation & Retention 

 

In 2012-2013, Daniel Palmer conducted a study of American Indian students in the 

Regental system on behalf of the Board of Regents, “Like two different worlds: American Indian 

perspectives on college-going in South Dakota.” In response, a system-wide task force convened 

to make recommendations based upon the findings. In October 2013, the task force presented 

recommendations to the Board (Attachment I). The recommendations included the creation of a 

central position of American Indian Education and Outreach to focus on educating American 

Indian high school students and their families about college readiness and navigating the college 

application and admission processes. In August 2014, the Board of Regents adopted the System 

Strategic Plan which included a priority on increasing the number of degrees awarded to American 

Indian students. 

 

In July 2014, Molly Hall-Martin was hired as the Director of Student Preparation & 

Success, the position created as a result of the recommendation from the “Like Two Different 

Worlds” study. Since that time the position has focused on a number of projects including College 

Application Week, federal grant program coordination, and the Shared Responsibility task force. 

College Application Week has grown from 9 schools in pilot year 2014 to an anticipated 40 schools 

during its third year. Coordination and communication between the various federally funded pre-

college access programs – GEAR UP, TRiO, CACG, and Jump Start – began in the fall of 2014. 

With Black Hills State University assuming responsibility for the GEAR UP program, improved 

communication and coordination between programs is expected to benefit students and schools 

served. The central position has also worked in coordination with the Office of Indian Education 

at the Department of Education (DOE) on a number of initiatives including the South Dakota 

Indian Education Summit and a review of the Indian Education courses offered through Regental 

teacher preparation programs required by the DOE for teacher certification. The Indian Education 

Advisory Committee (IEAC) through the Office of Indian Education has come to serve as an 

advisory committee not only to DOE, but to the central position as well. In addition to 

strengthening relationships with IEAC members, the coming year will include a concerted effort 

to strengthen relationships with tribal colleges and universities, tribal departments of education 

and higher education, and the state Department of Tribal Relations as recommended by the task 

force timeline. 

https://sdbor.edu/mediapubs/documents/AmericanIndianCollegeGoingStudyBOR1213.pdf
https://sdbor.edu/mediapubs/documents/AmericanIndianCollegeGoingStudyBOR1213.pdf
https://www.sdbor.edu/the-board/agendaitems/Documents/2014/October/16_BOR1014.pdf
https://www.sdbor.edu/the-board/agendaitems/Documents/2014/October/16_BOR1014.pdf
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In October 2014, the Regental system, with South Dakota State University as the lead, 

received a First in the World (FITW) grant to create the South Dakota Jump Start program aimed 

at increasing access and success for American Indian and low-income students. The second 

recommendation from the “Like Two Different Worlds” task force was to develop a system-wide 

plan to strengthen retention of American Indian students and request institutional financial 

commitment to continue impactful retention activities previously funded by the College Access 

Challenge Grant program. This recommendation is currently addressed through the Jump Start 

program, but with the Access Advisors concluding their tenure in 2017 and Jump Start Retention 

Advisors concluding their tenure in 2018, this recommendation will require renewed focus. 

 

The third and fourth recommendations for immediate action were to create a South Dakota 

American Indian Services Consortium and for institutions to review policy language for issues of 

inclusivity and commitment to diversity and American Indian students. Multiple conference calls 

have occurred to support this recommendation; however, low participation (in part due to turnover 

and vacancies) has not resulted in substantive progress as yet.. The final recommendation of the 

task force was to conduct a companion study to gain the perspectives of American Indian support 

services staff. This recommendation has not yet been addressed.  

 

Despite years of dedication and work from professionals within the Regental system, there 

are still a number of issues facing American Indian students as it relates to preparation, access, and 

success. Figure 1, taken from the Fall Enrollment Dashboard, shows enrollment trends for 

American Indian students within the Regental system. Additionally, Figure 2, 3 and 4 highlight 

data for this student population aggregated by remedial and non-remedial needs for these students.  

Growing the number of American Indian students continues to be one of the major metrics in the 

Board of Regents strategic plan, and AAC representatives should be prepared to discuss 

institutional and system strategies for continuing to improve the performance of this student 

population.   
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Figure 1. American Indian Student Enrollment by Campus, 2010-2015. 
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American Indian students persist and graduate at significantly lower rates than their white classmates as illustrated in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. American Indian and White Student Persistence and Graduation. 

 
This attainment gap remains even when accounting for the need for remediation as illustrated in Figures 3 and 4. 
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Figure 3. American Indian and White Student Persistence and Graduation, No Remediation. 

 
 

Figure 4. American Indian and White Student Persistence and Graduation, with Remediation. 
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Recommendations to Accompany the Study 
“Like Two Different Worlds: American Indian perspectives on college-going in South Dakota” 

 
October, 2013 

 
In 2012-2013 a study of South Dakota American Indian college students was conducted by Daniel Palmer 
on behalf of the South Dakota Board of Regents (BOR). The findings were presented to AAC and SAC 
and both groups recommended a system-wide task force be convened to review the study and make a 
set of recommendations based upon the findings.   The task force was convened by Sam Gingerich with 
a request to have the recommendations ready for the December BOR Meeting.  Task force members 
included:  Laurie Nichols, chair, SDSU; Urla Marcus, BHSU; Gene Thin Elk, USD; Kari Forbes-Boyte, DSU; 
Calvin Phillip, NSU; Carla Tiu, SDSMT; Charlotte Davidson, SDSU; Katie Boehnke, Daniel Palmer  and Molly 
Weisgram, BOR office. 

 
The task force met four times via conference call during the fall semester.  This document presents 
recommendations which are divided into two groups: 1) recommendations to be implemented 
immediately to gain traction and address immediate needs; and 2) recommendations to be implemented 
over the next 1-3 years which are broader and more systemic in nature, but should not be neglected as 
they have potential for deep and long-lasting impact. 

 
Recommendations for Immediate Action 

 

 
1.   A central position for American Indian Education and Outreach to focus on educating 

American Indian high school students and their families about becoming college ready and 
navigating college application and admission. 

 
We suggest a central office (BOR) position be created for a period of 3 years to serve as a 
liaison to high schools and college-bound American Indian students and their families with 
the goal of navigating college application, financial aid application, scholarship application 
and the other processes necessary to be accepted and ready to go to college.  This person 
will not represent any one university, but will promote post-secondary education and serve 
as a resource for all six campuses.  The success of this position will depend heavily upon 
linkages and coordination with all campuses and often he/she will engage resources (e.g. 
staff, students) from the campuses to assist with information sessions, campus visits, etc. 
Other considerations for this recommendation include: 

 
o This person should be American Indian him/herself and culturally sensitive to the 

realities of Native students and families. 
o While the position will be located at the BOR office in Pierre, the majority of time will be 

spent at high schools and in larger American Indian population centers such as 
reservations to work directly with high school officials, high school students and their 
families. This person must be in communication with high schools and may even bring 
high school officials together for in-service education on assisting college-ready American 
Indian students. 

o Engagement of the campus-based American Indian student network will be critical as 
success will happen only if collaboration between the central position and campus 
professionals occurs. 
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o Integration with staff of Gear Up and TRIO programming as well as with tribal 
college/university staff will be important to ensure this effort compliments and 
supplements existing efforts. 

o The central position’s responsibilities will be to assist high school students in preparing 
for college. This will include working with high school and tribal officials in identifying 
the college-bound American Indian students and assisting these students: 

 Taking the ACT and getting scores submitted to appropriate campus(es); 

 Applying to college(s); 

 Completing the FAFSA; 

 Identifying and applying for scholarships; 

 Completing other applications such as housing, meal plan, summer 
orientation, etc.; and 

 Linking to other campus-based student success programs such as 
summer bridge, TRIO, American Indian Centers/advising, special 
orientation programs, and other campus resources as appropriate. 

 
This position will be funded centrally by the Board office for up to three years with a 
thorough evaluation of effectiveness and impact at the conclusion of each year to 
determine if continuation beyond year 3 is warranted.   AAC, SAC and COPS should be 
engaged in discussion of appropriate metrics to measure impact. 

 
2.   Develop a system-wide plan to strengthen retention of American Indian students and 

request institutional financial commitment to continue highly impactful retention 
activities previously funded by the Campus Access Challenge Grant program. 

 
In Fall 2011 the system admitted 159 American Indian students and in Fall 2012, 90 of these 
students were enrolled for a retention rate of 57%.  At the same time, 4,616 freshmen were 
admitted into the system fall 2011 and fall 2012 3,493 remained for a retention rate of 76%. 
Thus, retention of American Indian students is 19 percentage points lower than all students. 
This discrepancy must be addressed. 

 
College Access Challenge Grants were first awarded to the South Dakota Department of 
Education (DOE) in 2008. The grant was renewed in 2010 and at that time, all institutions 
were invited to participate. Board staff has worked with the DOE to jointly oversee the 
campus projects.  Federal funding has been cut in 2013/2014, but it may be reestablished 
for one final year in 2014-2015. 

 
A coherent, coordinated retention plan must be developed and implemented so as to 
increase retention of American Indian students at our six universities and graduate them in 
4-5 years. While a more detailed study needs to be conducted to create a solid retention 
plan, some of the known elements include: 

 
o Scholarship support to minimize financial barriers; 
o Campus emergency fund to address smaller but critical financial needs as they arise; 
o Special orientation program for Native students; 
o Summer bridge for all Native students (note: this has proven to be highly effective); and 
o Work study employment program which utilizes American Indian students in the 

recruitment of high school students and serves as a role model for these students; 
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3.   South Dakota American Indian Students Services Consortium created to engage campus- 
based professionals whose primary job is working with American Indian students. 

 
Some campuses have devoted student support professionals whose sole responsibility is to 
work with American Indian students (SDSU, USD, BHSU).  Other campuses assist under- 
represented students through Offices of Multicultural Affairs, Offices of the Vice President 
for Student Affairs (NSU, SDSMT), or an academic position (DSU).  Campuses should examine 
the support provided to historically under-represented students and identify a dedicated 
American Indian retention advisor for each campus. 

 
This Consortium will serve as a network of these professionals with a goal that they be 
proactive and intentional about working together to share best practices and resources. 
Suggestions for the Consortium to consider: 

 
o With annual financial support from each regental institution, create a yearly meeting, 

forum or conference to strengthen the network’s professional development. The 
conference will attract a range of professionals who recruit, retain, counsel and otherwise 
work with American Indian students. The conference should rotate across campuses or 
perhaps align with the Department of Education Indian Education Summit. With time, 
South Dakota could become known as a national leader for American Indian student 
services. 

o Evaluate and recommend policies, procedures and guidelines on campuses that act as a 
barrier to American Indian student success. 

o Bring American Indian students together for their own professional development and 
network. 

o Develop a process and plan for system-wide research studies on American Indian student 
development and success. Cultivate innovative research that is indigenous- based that 
contributes new knowledge to the field of American Indian student services. In addition, 
create a process to vet the requests to conduct research for, among and with American 
Indian students. 

o Work to improve data in the Student Information System (SIS) on American Indian 
students; namely, to include a field for tribal affiliation on the regental-wide application 
for admission. 

o Advocate for funds for annual professional involvement in NASPA (National Association 
for Student Personnel Administrators), ACPA (Association for College Personnel 
Administrators) and other key national organizations. 

o Support the central American Indian Outreach position and serve as an advisory 
network to him/her. 

 
4.   Institutional statements of commitment to American Indians students 

 
Each university should review public statements such as mission and vision; strategic plans 
including core values, goals and action steps; and other public documents including graduate 
and undergraduate catalogs for language on inclusion and commitment to 
diversity. In addition, BOR/campus policies and procedures should be reviewed to integrate 
language on inclusion, promote a welcoming environment for all, and to maintain zero 
tolerance for behavior which runs counter to these values. 
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Recommendations to be Implemented over the Next 2-3 Years 
 

1.   Develop an Advisory Committee of high school principals and/or guidance counselors to 
provide counsel, advice and support to the outreach position and Consortium so as to 
further strengthen matriculation of American Indian students to college. 

 
Appendix A presents an analysis of data from 2009-2012 where high schools were identified 
as follows: 

 

o Those high schools with the highest number of 12th graders (seniors) who are American 
Indian. 

o Those high schools with the highest number of American Indian seniors who matriculate 
into the regental system. 

o Those high schools with the highest and lowest percentage of American Indian student 
who matriculate into the regental system. 

 
Selecting representatives from those schools with high matriculation numbers/percentages 
would provide valuable information about what works. These schools would be strategic 
partners for further increasing the number of matriculating students. With time, outreach 
could occur to schools with lower college-going performance so as to strengthen their college 
preparation. 

 
2.   Companion Study 

 
While the current study, “Like two different worlds” sheds invaluable insight from our current 
American Indian students, the task force acknowledges that a companion study should be 
conducted with our university student service providers who work with American Indian 
students to gain their perspectives and knowledge about recruitment and retention issues.  In 
addition, the task force recommends that this survey include key campus 
leaders/administrators to learn about campus capacity for providing services to American 
Indian students, and strategic plans to invest in recruitment and retention of under- 
represented students in the future. 

 
3.   Strengthen Relationships with Tribal Communities 

 
While it is recognized that this is an on-going effort, the BOR system as a whole, including 
each university, must continually work to strengthen relationships with tribal governments, 
tribal colleges and universities, reservation high schools, high schools with significant 
American Indian enrollment, and other tribal entities. 
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