
Practices That May Help Prevent 
American Indian Students from 
Dropping Out of High School
This document is based on meeting materials presented to the Oregon 
Graduation and Postsecondary Success Alliance on August 15, 2018. It 
is intended for educators who are planning and implementing strategies 
to increase the graduation rates of American Indian students.

Background

In 2017, REL Northwest convened a group of superintendents from the Beaverton, Bethel, Centennial, 
Eugene 4J, Forest Grove, Hillsboro, and North Clackamas school districts, as well as the Multnomah 
Education Service District, an assistant superintendent from Portland Public Schools, and Oregon’s 
deputy superintendent of public instruction, to examine data on the graduation rates of their 
students. Participants identified four groups with particularly low graduation rates. American Indian 
students were one of these groups. The other groups they identified were students with disabilities 
served in the general education classroom, students in poverty, and Latino males. Separate handouts 
are available for those groups.

A REL Northwest librarian conducted a literature search and identified interventions that have 
been implemented with some evidence of success with these students. This document highlights 
practices that are included in these interventions. The librarian identified very few interventions 
with a strong evidence base (for example, interventions that have been the subject of a random-
ized controlled trial), so we broadened our search to include interventions backed by varying levels 
of evidence.

This document also refers to recommendations from Preventing Dropout in Secondary Schools 
(Rumberger et al., 2017). The What Works Clearinghouse published this “practice guide,” which is 
geared toward educators, administrators, and policymakers and provides recommendations that 
focus on reducing high school dropout rates for all students. Strategies from the guide include 
identifying and advocating for at-risk students, implementing programs to improve behavior and 
social skills, and keeping students engaged in the school environment. The practice guide is pro-
vided separately. All recommendations are listed on page iii of the practice guide. 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_dropout_092617.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_dropout_092617.pdf
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Practices That May Support American Indian Students

Chart 1: Practices used in the reviewed interventions (white boxes with black writing), 
organized in categories (blue boxes) through which the underlying theme of cultural 
relevance is addressed

Curriculum (in line with IES practice guide recommendation 3 on the importance of student 
engagement)

Cultural relevance is critical for teaching American Indian students and can be promoted in different 
ways, such as through the curriculum. Expanded curricular offerings that integrate historical and con-
temporary American Indian history and culture appear to promote the success of American Indian 
students in high school (Johnston-Goodstar & Roholt, 2017).

Teaching (in line with IES practice guide recommendation 3 on the importance of student 
engagement)

Teachers play a key role in promoting cultural relevance. They should understand and demonstrate 
sensitivity to the culture and learning needs of American Indian students and match teaching strat-
egies accordingly to respond to student needs effectively (Morgan, 2009). The traditional American 
school curriculum is often criticized for alienating minority students by not including their cultural 
contributions or respecting their culture fairly or accurately.

Teachers, school administrators, and social workers benefit from professional development to best 
support American Indian students. In particular, it is helpful to make them aware of thoughts and 
actions that might demean or discomfit these students, who frequently experience micro-aggres-
sions and other forms of indignity that hinder their engagement (Johnston-Goodstar & Roholt, 2017).

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_dropout_092617.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_dropout_092617.pdf
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Learning experiences (in line with IES practice guide recommendation 3 on the 
importance of student engagement)

Learning experiences should be culturally relevant. One intervention leverages a photography 
project in which students garner personal and community stories, engage in literary analysis as they 
synthesize information contained in the community-based texts, and sculpt written and spoken 
representations of their understanding (Stanton & Sutton, 2012). Another involved students and the 
community in a participatory, place-based, science research project focused on a resource that has 
important economic, cultural, and spiritual meaning for the community and leveraged a pedagogi-
cal framework derived from an extensive review of the literature on American Indian education that 
focuses on a holistic approach to learning that emphasizes the whole student (Dalbotten et al., 2014).

Effective teaching strategies involve utilizing demonstration, observation, and visualization, which 
reflect the way students are usually taught at home by their parents or elders (Morgan, 2009). 
Educators are encouraged to provide American Indian students with opportunities to reflect, 
leverage their intuition, and work together (Morgan, 2009). Hands-on experiences and teamwork 
are also featured in a culturally grounded precollege access program that informs American Indian 
students about college; encourages them to apply to college; and develops and provides oppor-
tunities to practice skills in test preparation, essay writing, interviewing, and filling out applications 
(Keene, 2016). Notably, students are encouraged to share their heritage in their applications.

Schools and districts can support this work by promoting policies that support culturally responsive 
education (Nelson-Barber & Trumbull, 2015).

This document was prepared under Contract ED-IES-17-C-0009 by Regional Educational Laboratory Northwest, administered by 
Education Northwest. The content does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of IES or the U.S. Department of Education, 
nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_dropout_092617.pdf
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