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Abstract - Tribal college students (Native American students in the United States) have the highest college drop rates in the 

nation.  This has negative impacts on future employment and socioeconomic prospects.  One known factor is failure to engage 

with academic work.  This paper discusses the use of experiential pedagogy in a First Year Experience class Spring 2019.  An 

experimental pedagogy using a research process template was designed to accommodate the curricular requirements of the 

FYEX course.  This pedagogy was implemented with an initial ten students.  Four students completed the course.  This paper 

details their experiences, the depth of their learning, and the challenges for experiential pedagogy in this setting. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Red Lake Nation College (RLNC) has been in 

existence since 2001 and is currently a candidate for 

accreditation with the Higher Learning Commission.  

RLNC primarily serves an isolated Native American 

reservation in northern Minnesota and its role as a 

culturally intact institution of higher learning is 

critically important to surrounding communities. 

Tribal Archives, Gym, Daycare Center, Headstart 

Program and Ojibwe Language Immersion are all 

housed in the college and the college hosts many 

functions which benefit the extended community. In 

2017, only 17% Native American students continue 

their education after high school [1]. While Native 

American/Alaskan Indian college drop out rates vary 

between 75% and 93% across all types of colleges, 

students who attend Tribal Colleges, according to 

President Obama, […] are eight times less likely to 

drop out of higher education; they continue on to a 

four-year institution at a higher rate than students in 

community colleges; and nearly 80 percent end up in 

careers that help their tribal nation. (White House, 

2009, para. 21) [2]. 

Detractors from college completion at mainstream 

colleges for Native American students include 

socialization issues, learning style differences, lack of 

mentoring support, social isolation, and inadequate 

core area preparation at high school level. At Tribal 

Colleges inadequate core area preparation, 

externalities that affect school/life balance, 

predominance of non-traditional students at Tribal 

Colleges, difficulties in hiring qualified educators, 

inadequate college resources [3] and learning 

environments that are mismatched to student needs 

and style of learning [2]. These factors are common 

across the relatively small literature on Native 

American students from a deficit perspective. Less 

common is a positive perspective on the traditional 

values, knowledge and life skills that Native American 

culture can bring to the classroom[4].  Self-regulated 

Learning (SRL), active learning and culturally 

relevant learning environments are recognized as 

having positive effect on increasing retention among 

Native American students [1]-[4].   

RLNC has invested in resources to remediate 1) 

deficits in core preparation with the Learning Center 

complete with tutors, remedial classes in English and 

Math, 2) social deficits with advisors and programs to 

assist students with emergency financial crisis, family 

crisis, homelessness, and food insecurity, and 3) 

deficits in attracting quality educators. High caliber 

instructors and education professionals have been 

hired to steer RLNC student development progress.   

As a Tribal College RLNC is rooted in traditional 

culture and incorporates traditional knowledge, life 

skills and Ojibwe values into its curriculum. Efforts 

are ongoing to strengthen and expand curriculum and 

assessment protocols.  To this end administration 

welcomes innovative course design. This paper 

investigates a case of one such innovation – the 

inaugural semester of a culturally situated experiential 

First Year Experience course. 

 

II. COURSE DESIGN 

 

In Spring semester 2019, a First Year Experience class 

at Red Lake Nation College in Minnesota, USA, was 

selected to apply experiential pedagogy. The aims of 

experiential pedagogy were to engage students in real 

life application of academic knowledge, integrate 

curriculum into a practicum experience, and to situate 

the learning experience (at least in part) within a 

traditional organization on the reservation. Red Lake 

Fishery (RLF) was chosen because it was unique to 

the reservation, it had been in operation for decades 

and it practiced cultural traditions. RLF agreed to host 

students on several site visits. The learning outcomes 

for the course were many and varied, from writing and 

oral communication, to computer  skills, Excel 

spreadsheets and APA formatting, to time 

management, accessing resources, and goal setting – 
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all linked to Ojibwe values. A research process 

pedagogy afforded means to embed most of these skill 

sets.  

The course was segmented into three modules, 

specifically, 1) Campus Resources and Terminology, 

2) Research Process, and 3) Additional Skills.  The 

first module introduced the students to all the campus 

resources, through Treasure Hunt game, introduction 

to computer lab and login procedures, terminology 

used in academia, and an introduction to social 

organization – groups, communities, institutions. The 

second module, the research process, was the longest 

module Students were actively engaged in learning 

what it is to do research. Instead of assignments, they 

produced deliverables, performing the steps of a 

research protocol: 

 Composing group letter requesting access to RLF 

 Ethics in research/Ojibwe principles, 

 Different ways of knowing 

 Library/online research on RLF / annotated 

bibliography 

 APA reference and intext citation 

 Fieldnotes – onsite observation and reflection 

 Developing and administering survey 

 Follow up in person interview (personal stories) 

 Codebook, variables, data entry Excel, basic 

analysis 

 Onsite service learning – various tasks at the 

fishery. 

 Combining sources – ethnographic essay of RLF 

 Oral report to RLF and feast to honor participant 

hosts. 

 

Throughout it was made clear that students were not 

actually „doing research‟ but engaging in hands on 

learning about the research process.  This module was 

the most important to „living the lessons‟ in that all the 

work students did revolved around the fishery.  And 

the fishery was known to them…and they to the 

fishery people.   

 

Three of the students were fishermen, earning some of 

their livelihood from seasonal fishing and in that way, 

they were connected to the fishery directly.  Another 

student had family working at the fishery – an indirect 

connection.  All students knew someone connected to 

the fishery.  The students were somewhat „at home‟ 

when at the fishery even though they were learning 

things about the fishery that they hadn‟t known before.  

It was important to them that they perform well and 

honorably – and this was a good fit with the learning 

styles and environment needed. 

The third module explored interest areas through basic 

occupational and personality tests, as well as degree 

planning, scholarships, college comparisons/transfer, 

application letters, goal statements, and resumes. 

Student progress was monitored continuously with 

monthly summaries. 

III. MONTHLY PROGRESS SUMMARIES  

 

A. January 2019 

Enrolled students N = 10. Attendance 100% 

 

B. February 2019 

Two weeks of severe weather = 4 cancelled classes. 

Three students did not return to school and were 

administratively dropped as „inactive‟.  N = 7.   Last 

week of Module 1 and first week of Module 2 were 

delivered online.  Some students fell behind because 

they had no home computer.      

            

C. March 2019 

Of the 7 students, 2 fell behind then stopped attending 

class after Spring Break (March 11 – 16); they were  

administratively withdrawn before Midterm (mid 

March).    

N = 5.   Attendance for on-site visits at the fishery 

were robust for the first three visits (Tour and 

observation; survey; personal interviews).  Midterm 

exam grades ranged from 83% - 97% with no curve.   

 

D. April 2019 

Two students missed several classes due to family 

emergencies.  One elected to withdraw. The other 

remained enrolled but continued to miss classes. Some 

attempt was made to catch up on work. But after 

Easter this student did not return to class yet remains 

enrolled. No further work was completed. Module 2 

was completed with 3 students giving oral reports to 

RLF.  

 

E. May 2019 

N = 4.   Two students fell behind in work and catch up 

classes are scheduled.   Module 3 comprised the 

remaining two weeks of semester.  

 

End of term grades:  A = 1      B = 2       D = 1 

 

It is interesting to note that at Midterm, there were 3 

A‟s and 2 B‟s.  One A and two B‟s were consistent, 

but two A level students were lost – one to attrition 

and the other to non-completion of work and absences 

resulting in a D. It is noteworthy that the two students 

affected by family crisis were females. Table I shows 

the completion of the course by gender and student 

classification. 

 

IV. ASSESSING THE COURSE 

 

End of term curriculum assessments were completed. 

These were based on rubrics for deliverables 

(assignments) in the course.  

Out of a 5 – point scale, with 0 = no progress; 1 = 

elemental; 2 = developing; 3 = competent; 4 = 

proficient; 5 = exemplary, the percentage of the class 

achieving proficiency level in the learning outcomes 

were:   
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1) Students will engage in the use of technology           

100% 

2) Students will apply academic skills in community  

setting through research process practicum              

100% 

3) Students will examine Ojibwe values and 

recognize them in growth as students and citizens     

50% 

4) Students will identify relationships between  

personal, academic and career goals                             

75% 

5) Students will access appropriate campus 

resources for academic success                                                         

75% 

6) Students will use personal learning style study 

skills to adapt to various learning situations                 

75%   

 
Table I   Completion by gender and student classification 

 
 

It is important to note that while Mastery (proficiency) 

was not achieved in all measures, no student had 

scores below 3 (competent). Another noteworthy 

point is that the lower score on Learning Outcome #3, 

is due to students simply not addressing this 

dimension in their deliverables even when specifically 

asked in the instructions.  

This is at odds with observations of their behaviors 

and actions in class and in the field and may be the 

result of this measure being so embedded that there is 

no objectification of it.                                   

In addition to end of term curriculum assessments, 

students completed a feedback form to capture their 

perceptions of the course and in particular Module 2 – 

the research process. A series of 7 Likert style 

questions (on a 5- point scale where 1 = strongly 

disagree and 5 = strongly agree) were asked achieving 

the following averages: 

1) I can see how the research process method teaches 

skills and concepts needed for success in 

college.4.6 

2) I found the research process partnership with Red 

Lake Fishery made the academic work more 

interesting.4.3 

3) The research assignments in the course were too 

hard or time consuming for an FYEX class.2.3 

4) I enjoyed visits to the Fishery because I learned 

things I wouldn‟t have learned in a regular FYEX 

class.5.0 

5) Putting the research portfolio together helped me 

see the continuity of the process.4.0 

6) The research process helped me see how Ojibwe 

values can be applied in research and other 

academic work.4.0 

7) I would recommend experiential learning be used 

in other courses.4.3 

 

The next series of questions asked for longer answers.  

Students found the annotated bibliography, acquiring 

computer skills, and essay writing to be the most 

challenging.  Writing showed up again as the least 

favorite task in the class. One student listed the Excel 

spreadsheet only because they were already proficient 

and thought it a waste of time. Three acquired skills 

were listed as the most important to them:   

1)  taking notes learned to save time / need in other 

classes  

2)  APA format and MS Word / need in other classes  

3) observation before opinion / let the evidence speak 

When asked how they felt about what they had 

accomplished in class, students responded: “I feel 

proud of what I accomplished because I have been out 

of school for almost 25 years. I showed through hard 

work and determination that I can still be successful”; 

“I feel „ace‟ because without this class I wouldn‟t have 

talked to a group of people”; “Awesome. I‟m more 

prepared to continue.”  

The favorite task or activity was time at the fishery, in 

particular the service-learning day where students got 

to try different stations (receiving and sorting fish, 

descaling, filleting and cutting the cheeks out). They 

also described the most prevalent impediments to 

attending class as lack of transportation, weather, 

family crisis or responsibilities. 

 

 
 Fig. 1   Students’ perception of skill acquisition by percent. 

 

Students made additional comments throughout the 

semester: “I got to see and learn different aspects of 

the fishing industry and our lake.  

It was gratifying to be able to work alongside the 

fishery workers” … “I like getting out of the 

classroom” … “I fish but I didn‟t know the all the parts 

to the Fishery” … “I didn‟t know there were so many 

steps to research” … “We showed respect by feasting 

with them (Fishery) and I felt good about that” … “I 

was having an emotional day yesterday, was a 

Memorial Day for an event that happened in Iraq. 

Having been able to speak and deliver a thank you 

message to the fisheries really helped. College can 

really help a person deal with life at times too.” 
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V. CONCLUSIONS 

 

Assessments and student comments show that the 

FYEX experiential pedagogy is of high value to the 

students who completed the course. Attrition (drops) 

can be attributed to the unusually severe weather, and 

family/life crises.  

 

The drop rate of 60% in this FYEX class was lower 

than expected and retention higher at 40%. That 

student perception of skill attainment is lower than 

actual assessment shows the need to build student 

confidence.   

Situating curriculum more deeply in Ojibwe culture 

with academic linkage to traditional knowledge is the 

supported pathway. 
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