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The frustrated Indian researcher

In this column for November, 1980,1 
wrote about the frustrated Indian 
faculty member. As reported by Patty 
MacNamara, a researcher in higher 
education at UCLA who had surveyed 
150 Indian faculty members, these in
dividuals suffer from some common 
problems regardless of the type of cam
pus (large/small, private/public, etc.).

Some of the problems are an overload 
of work, a lack of recognition from the 
rest of the faculty, isolation, no 
recognition for their work with Indians, 
and a lack of recognition for research on 
Indian issues.

Of the six most mentioned problems, 
the most prevalent was the lack of 
respect from faculty colleagues (32 per
cent), and the sixth most important 
problem was lack of recognition for 
research on Indian issues (15 percent.) 
This last problem would probably have 
been mentioned by more of those sur
veyed, if they had been allowed and en
couraged to conduct research. The fact 
is that most Indian faculty members are 
so overworked, and so little supported 
by the administrators, that they have lit
tle time to do research.

In early April, a group of Indian 
education researchers met in 
Washington with the National Institute 
of Education as part of a project to 
establish the agenda for research on In
dian education that NIE should plan 
for. And while this meeting was more 
narrowingly defined than Ms. Mac- 
Namara’s work on Indian faculty in 
general, there were many problems 
common to those who are actually 
doing research.

Among the common problems of the 
Indian education researcher are

narrowness of vision of dissertation 
committees, stereotyping, overload, the 
low number of Indian colleagues with 
which to exchange ideas and infor
mation, being excluded from the research 
“network,” and the need of the teacher 
of Indian children for material which 
can be used in the classroom rather than 
any need for research results.

The reason for the meeting was to 
establish what particular problems NIE 
would target for research in the years 
ahead, and to identify the major barriers 
to success for Indian students. One of 
the most enlightening aspects of the 
meeting, which I attended, was that many 
of the participants had focused in their 
research on the factors that lead to suc
cess for the Indian student. There have 
been dozens and perhaps hundreds of 
research reports over the years which 
tried to explain why so many Indian 
students dropped out, lost interest, and 
the like, but very few which looked at 
success.

One of the most important results 
reported was that the income and 
education of the mother of the Indian 
student is important in determining 
whether the student will succeed. This 
was reported by three out of six resear
chers who made formal presentations.

Several of the researchers at the 
meeting, even though they were actually 
doing research as well as teaching, were 
highly frustrated individuals. One, for 
instance, reported that he had been 
doing research for ten years, and the 
meeting itself was the first time he had 
been invited to Washington to share his 
work with other researchers. The work 
he has been doing is first-rate, and 
should be shared with hundreds of

people across the nation.
One of the most important barriers, I 

thought, is the lack of a network of 
researchers who could work together, 
exchange ideas, collaborate on research 
projects, and in general be supportive of 
each other. Research is hard work, in
volving many nights and weekends 
around the work table or desk instead of 
being at home with family and friends, 
and it is very easy to give up and not 
conduct research without support from 
others. Ms. MacNamara has already 
demonstrated that the typical non- 
Indian faculty member is not very sup
portive of research on Indian issues, and 
in fact may be opposed to such research.

The only answer, it appears to me, is 
the formation of an Indian research 
group, perhaps as a special group with 
membership in one of the large 
organizations, and holding meetings 
with each other at the same time of the 
other group’s meeting. This way, the 
necessary mentoring (or “ how to break 
into the 'old boy* network” ) and net
working can happen, with the 
established Indian researchers helping 
the younger ones along. Through the 
mail and over the telephone, I help in 
some small ways four different resear
chers in four different states -  North 
Dakota, California, Florida and 
Massachusetts.

But the most important issue of the 
day may be funds to conduct research. 
The tentative effort of NIE to establish 
some targeted areas for research on In
dian education may be cut short; the 
Office of Minority and Women’s 
Programs, which had initiated the effort 
of the Washington meeting, may be cut 
from almost $4 million in its budget to 
well under $1 million. If this cut occurs, 
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PERSONALS...................................................................................... from page t«n
In 1980, Doug again was elected co-captain of the football 
team.

He gives some representation of the Flathead Reservation. 
He is a descendent of Chief Charlo. His great-grandmother, 
Carline Deshaw (Deschamps), moved with her folks, Joseph 
and Mary Rogers Deshaw (Deschamps), in 1887 to Post 
Creek. These people left their home on Burnt Fork (Bitterroot) 
in the forced move.

An unenrolled off-reservation lad, maybe he can be helpful 
here some day on the land of his ancestors.

(Contributed by Walt McDonald, St. Ignatius.)


