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A Summary of Research and Publications
on Early Childhood for
American Indian and Alaska Native Children

INTRODUCTION

Throughout its 35-year history, Head Start has been the nation’s cornerstone of services for low-
income children and their families. Its basic principles have been models for countless other
programs designed to improve the circumstances and opportunities that vulnerable populations
face. Today, Head Start and Early Head Start programs provide comprehensive child development
services for children between birth and age 5, pregnant women, and their families. Head Start is
child focused and has the overall goal of helping children from low-income families become ready
to attend and succeed at school. Administered by the Head Start Bureau in the Administration on
Children, Youth and Families (ACYF),' funds are provided through grants to local public
agencies, private organizations, Indian tribes, and school systems. These organizations, in turn,
operate Head Start programs. They provide services in the areas of education and early childhood
development; medical, dental, and mental health; nutrition; and parent involvement. An
underlying premise of Head Start services is that they should be appropriate for the child’s and
family’s developmental, ethnic, cultural, and linguistic heritage and experience.

Children are eligible to enroll in Head Start if their families meet certain income guidelines. In
fiscal year 2000, Head Start served over 850,000 children in over 18,000 centers at a cost per child
of approximately $6,000. In addition to direct program services, the Head Start Bureau sponsors
training and technical assistance activities; supports research, demonstration, and evaluation
projects; and monitors programs for compliance and quality. In fiscal year 2000, total Head Start
program costs came to about $5.3 billion (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).

Head Start for American Indian and Alaska Native Children

To serve American Indian and Alaska Native children, the Head Start Bureau created Region XI,
which currently provides funding directly to 153 tribal grantees in 27 states. These grantees serve
over 25,000 American Indian and Alaska Native children.” The Region XI grantees are often
unique in that they tend to be located in rural, remote locations, and programs in these areas are
often affected by challenges associated with their geographic location, such as limited
transportation, limited resources (e.g., the pool of qualified teachers may be small), and relatively
small numbers of children to enroll in preschool.

" ACYF is an agency of the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) in the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services (DHHS).

? An additional number of American Indian and Alaska Native children receive services from Head Start programs
outside Region XI.




Research on Head Start

A substantial research enterprise has been attached to Head Start and other early childhood
programs, providing information of significant value. Perhaps the most important finding, based
on a comprehensive review of 36 studies, is that early childhood care and education “can produce
large effects on 1Q during the early childhood years and sizable persistent effects on achievement,
grade retention, special education, high school graduation, and socialization . . . These effects are
large enough and persistent enough to make a meaningful difference in the lives of children from
low-income families: for many children, preschool programs can mean the difference between
failing and passing, regular or special education, staying out of trouble or becoming involved in
crime and delinquency, dropping out or graduating from high school” (Barnett, 1995, p. 43).’

Research-based information has been used by Head Start to enhance services and structures to
better serve children and families in terms of their abilities, needs, and development. For example,
the Family and Child Experiences Study (FACES) is a national longitudinal study that describes
the characteristics, experiences, and outcomes for children and families in Head Start. Information
is being collected for a nationally representative sample of 40 Head Start programs and 3,200
children and parents at their entry into the program, for one or two years of the children’s
participation in the program, and at the end of the kindergarten year. The study is providing
important information linking quality and outcomes for children in Head Start. Findings show that
Head Start helps children’s development and school readiness skills, most Head Start parents are
involved with the program and are very satisfied with services their children receive, higher levels
of teacher education are associated with higher levels of classroom quality, and higher quality
Head Start classrooms are linked with greater educational progress for children (Zill et al., 2001).

The Early Head Start Research and Evaluation Project measured a broad range of outcomes,
collecting extensive information about programs and individual families’ experiences with them
and conducting analyses to link program intervention with child and family outcomes. The study
included 3,000 families living in 17 diverse communities. The research design had a dynamic and
iterative evaluation process for continuous program improvement and an impact evaluation to
identify outcomes for infants and toddlers in Early Head Start. Findings from the evaluation show
that children in Early Head Start, as compared to their peers not in the program, have greater
cognitive development scores, score higher on measures of language development, and
demonstrate more positive social-emotional development (Love et al., 2002).

The congressionally mandated longitudinal study of the impact of Head Start is currently being
designed. The study will involve 5,000 to 6,000 three- and four-year-old children from a stratified
national sample of grantees/delegate agencies. This effort will study school readiness outcomes
and collect information to understand under which conditions Head Start works best and for which
children.

? Research has also noted a fade-out effect, whereby the gains demonstrated by Head Start children do not persist
consistently over time. The literature is replete with discussions on the phenomenon, ranging from possible explanations
to questions about flaws in the research. See, for example, Barnett, 1995.
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American Indian and Alaska Native (AI-AN) children have not always been the direct
beneficiaries of knowledge that has been gained through research. Very little evidence has been
systematically gathered from Head Start programs that serve these children. To date,
understanding the differences across and within AI-AN populations has remained largely outside
the body of knowledge derived from systematic, large-scale research on early childhood
development. To the extent that studies have been conducted, they often are ethnographic or case
studies, which, although rich with detail and understanding, may be limited in their generalizability
and are not necessarily the best method for producing knowledge that can be turned into strategies
to better serve American Indian and Alaska Native children.

There is a strong consensus that American Indian and Alaska Native children bring unique aspects
of their culture and background into Head Start. Based on studies and practitioners’ observations,
it is likely that many American Indian and Alaska Native children have learning approaches,
develop language skills, exhibit behavioral characteristics, and are affected by health matters in
ways that are different from those of other racial and ethnic groups. Moreover, American Indian
and Alaska Native children differ from each other across tribal and ancestral affiliations and across
the cultural norms that affect their families and the types of environments in which they live.* Any
research efforts must take into account the unique cultural characteristics of the children and
families served as well as the goals and directions of the local communities in which they live.

To provide appropriate, relevant Head Start services, programs must accommodate the unique
characteristics of AI-AN children. Understanding and building on these unique characteristics
may be especially timely, given the emphasis currently placed on measuring outcomes that is
affecting all Head Start programs (and all educational programs, too).

THE AMERICAN INDIAN-ALASKA NATIVE HEAD START RESEARCH AND OUTCOMES
ASSESSMENT

The Head Start Bureau is assisting local programs in improving their assessment of child outcomes
and program assessment efforts by providing guidance, resource materials, and training and
technical assistance. The National Head Start Child Development Institute held in December 2000
included presentations and materials on screening and ongoing assessment of children and
strategies to link assessment and program intervention. The Head Start Bureau has developed and
disseminated publications on innovative and exemplary practices in screening and assessment and
on ways local programs can use assessment information to improve program quality and
effectiveness.

New legislative provisions also require that program monitoring procedures include a review and
assessment of program effectiveness using results-based performance measures. To ensure
compliance with the new regulation, the Head Start Bureau developed a new outcome-based

* One particular challenge in describing and assessing early childhood education for American Indian and Alaska Native
populations is to recognize their uniqueness while avoiding any overgeneralization about their distinctiveness; if this
challenge is not met, the analyst risks stereotyping, with attendant adverse consequences.




program assessment monitoring system (PRISM) and began using it in October 2000. Federal
staff and review teams work in partnership with local program staff to conduct PRISM reviews in
a holistic, systems-based approach. In addition, the Administration for Children and Families
(ACF) is conducting several national evaluation studies, as noted above, to track and analyze
connections between program quality and outcomes.

American Indian-Alaska Native Head Start programs need to be included in the Head Start
Bureau’s efforts to improve accountability by strengthening screening and assessment of child
outcomes and program monitoring. Such activities, however, must be conducted in a manner that
takes into account the unique cultural values of tribes implementing Head Start programs.
Although tribal Head Start programs have the same requirements for assessing program outcomes
as other Head Start programs, little is known about current practices in assessing children’s
progress at the program level among tribal Head Start programs. For example, are the instruments,
measures, and procedures being used to assess child outcomes in tribal Head Start programs
culturally appropriate?

Current national research and evaluation activities of Head Start described above typically exclude
tribal programs from the population eligible for inclusion in the samples, in part because of
methodological issues raised by the inclusion of tribal programs, and in part because legislative
mandates have specifically excluded tribal programs from certain national Head Start research and
evaluation activities (Sec. 649, Head Start Authorization Act, October 27, 1998). At the same
time, legislative provisions require the study of Head Start programs for American Indian and
Alaska Native children. To meet this requirement, it is necessary to study American Indian-Alaska
Native Head Start programs in a separate effort from other national research and evaluation studies
of Head Start programs. Cultural issues must be addressed in the development of methodologies,
sampling procedures, and data collection instruments for use in conducting research among tribal
Head Start programs. Differences among American Indian and Alaska Native groups must be
acknowledged and respected in developing the methodology and conducting the research.

Most importantly, tribal communities must have a significant voice in how the research is designed
and conducted. To support the development and implementation of research within and by tribal
communities, ACF needs to collect information on the research needs and priorities of tribal Head
Start programs. Little is known about the kinds of research studies currently being conducted by
tribal Head Start programs, experiences of tribal programs in research partnerships with colleges
and universities, and ways that ACF might support these partnerships.

In 2001, the Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, began a two-year initiative to review existing information and explore research needs for
American Indian-Alaska Native Head Start programs.” The goal of the project is to develop
research responsive to the needs of American Indian and Alaska Native Head Start programs—
research that (1) takes into account the unique cultural environments and values of these

> Although a majority of United States residents who identify themselves as American Indian or Alaska Native reside in
urban areas (Forquera, 2001), the vast majority of AI-AN Head Start programs are located in more rural, reservation-
based settings. Because the emphasis of this project is on Head Start programs, this synthesis focuses on early childhood
education for American Indians and Alaska Natives outside of urban areas.




populations and (2) provides information that programs can use to improve services provided to
children and families.

To begin addressing the gaps in research, the ACF initiative will synthesize research findings;
collect information through listening sessions with tribal leaders, elders, parents, and staff from
American Indian and Alaska Native Head Start programs; and consult with experts in early
childhood education for American Indians and Alaska Natives. The project will address the
following questions:

®  What are the research priorities and needs of American Indian and Alaska Native programs?

®  What issues should be considered in conducting research in American Indian and Alaska
Native Head Start programs?

® How can ACF support partnerships between researchers and American Indian-Alaska Native
Head Start programs?

® To what extent are culturally appropriate instruments, measures, and procedures available to
assess child outcomes?

®  What technical assistance would be helpful for program staff in terms of conducting
developmental screenings and assessing child outcomes?

Findings from the work will produce directions for developing scientifically valid information that
can be used to address matters of consequence for American Indian-Alaska Native Head Start
programs, particularly with regard to identifying effective procedures and practices for enhancing
child development and promoting school readiness.

THE SYNTHESIS

This synthesis was prepared as background for the project. Given the project’s emphasis on
outcomes for children and Head Start’s commitment to helping young children become ready to
attend school, it focuses on educational and health services and topical areas related to those
services. Relevant studies, articles, reports, theses and dissertations, unpublished documents, and
other materials were obtained, and then information from these publications was combined. The
task involved more than a standard literature review because documents needed for the project
were found as both published and unpublished literature.

To identify documents for this project, a wide net was cast that went beyond standard methods. In
addition to securing materials through reviews of federally sponsored research, professional
journals, and academic reports, the methods included the following:

®  contacting authors of important works to determine if they are conducting similar studies or
know of others who are;




®  querying representatives of professional associations that are affiliated with AI-AN populations
or Head Start programs;

B getting in touch with the network of professionals interested in the subject;
®  while attending conferences and other meetings, asking participants for recommendations; and

®  consulting with researchers conducting Head Start-sponsored studies.

This synthesis presents a summary of the information contained in the materials identified. It is
organized around major topics that reflect the emphases of both this project and extant knowledge.
Below, information is presented about culturally appropriate curricula and practices, language
acquisition, teacher training, parent involvement, assessment tools and practices, health and
physical well-being, and mental health. We emphasize that information on these topics is
presented only as authors’ reports of their findings; we do not draw any conclusions or make any
inferences of our own. The synthesis concludes with a discussion of research methods.

The synthesis centers on the research literature while providing lessons from the non-research
publications as well. Information on each topic discussed below is organized into two segments:
the first segment summarizes issues and observations from position papers, opinions, experiences,
and syntheses; the second segment presents, in the style of an annotated bibliography, information
from research studies.

To determine what constitutes research for inclusion in this synthesis, decision rules were
established:

1. The material had to be based on data, either quantitative or qualitative data.

2. Some information had to be provided about the population studied, sample size, and research
methods used.

3. In most cases, studies had to be completed within the past 25 years. This time frame was
established to accommodate both environmental changes (e.g., the spread of electronic media)
and advances in research methods and educational practices (e.g., the adoption of
developmentally appropriate approaches for early childhood education). Exceptions were
made for seminal pieces that are still relevant.

4. Materials that qualified under the three rules above were included if they had some bearing on
the education or health of young American Indian and Alaska Native children.




CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE CURRICULA AND PRACTICES
Issues and Observations

Head Start endorses the use of culturally appropriate curricula and practices to help provide
contextual links for children’s schoolwork. Many observers and educators have noted the
importance of providing culturally appropriate curricula for American Indian and Alaska Native
children:

®  Including Native language and culture in the curriculum is a way to provide social, historical,
and emotional links that aid in children’s achievement in school. Developing culturally
appropriate curricula should involve a team approach, including students in teacher training
programs, local teachers and educational administrators, elders, community members, and
university-based staff (Allen, 1997; Ball and Pence, 1999; Jordan, 1995; Rinehart et al., 2002;
Watahomigie and McCarty, 1994).

®  Schools have an important role in restoring Native languages (Holm and Holm, 1995; Peacock
and Day, 1999), although some members of some tribal communities have expressed
opposition to teaching components of the culture (especially religious and ceremonial
functions) in the schools (Batchelder and Markel, 1997).

®  Many authors note that AI-AN children bring their cultural backgrounds into school, and they
also note that the way much American education is typically provided may not be fully
compatible with the learning styles of AI-AN children. “Native students learn in styles unique
to their cultural upbringing . . . [and their] learning styles . . . are directly impacted by
language, culture, spirituality, communication styles, and more” (Tunley-Daymude and Begay-
Campbell, 2000). Some curriculum developers have postulated that underachievement,
absenteeism, high dropout rates, and lack of parental involvement are linked to inconsistencies
between cultural values of AI-AN children and traditional school curricula (Joe, 1994; Stokes,
1997).

®  Teaching styles and classroom instructional practices need to reflect the learning styles of Al-
AN children, who are likely to demonstrate more engagement in classroom instruction and
activities when the teaching style and instructional practices fit their cultural backgrounds
(Deyhle and Swisher, 1997; Estrin and Nelson-Barber, 1995; Swisher and Deyhle, 1987;
Tharp, 1994; Tharp and Yamauchi, 1994). A preference for an “observational” or visual
learning approach has been described among several AI-AN populations, including the
Eskimo, Kwakuitl, Navajo, Oglala Sioux, Pueblo, Yaqui, and Yup’ik (Deyhle and Swisher,
1997; Harris, 1985; Nelson and Lalemi, 1991; Preston, 1991; Suina and Smolkin, 1994;
Swisher and Deyhle, 1987; Tempest, 1998; Wax et al., 1989). Cooperative learning and
experienced-based learning activities have been seen as appropriate for AI-AN children, as
have the incorporation of other traditions, such as storytelling and culturally relevant materials
(Preston, 1991).

" Caution should be used in generalizing findings about characteristics to groups of children
because that could result in stereotypes, discrimination, or erroneous explanations about school

failure (Swisher, 1991).
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LANGUAGE AND LITERACY ACQUISITION

Issues and Observations

Children typically master language by the time they enter elementary school at age five or six, so
those who experience delays in developing English language skills are at a distinct disadvantage in
both their ability to learn and to perform according to mainstream expectations.

Commentators on AI-AN education point to a lack of information about the effect of diverse
cultural and linguistic environments on language development (Robinson-Zanartu, 1996;
Swisher and Deyhle, 1987).

Many call for system-wide reform that would lessen the tendency to characterize culturally
based language differences as deficits and build on the strengths that Native children bring to
their education, but there is a notable absence of specific proposals for how this might be
accomplished, largely because the research base on language development necessary to inform
such proposals remains in the very preliminary stages (Talley, 1994).

The strong oral tradition among some tribes provides the opportunity to ground literacy
development in children’s family and community relationships (Zepeda, 1995).

The research base on language acquisition among AI-AN children is heavily concentrated in
the area of assessment. Research specifically addressing the actual language development
status of these children is virtually absent, mainly because educational researchers have only
recently begun to join the field (Harris, 1985; Long, 1998).
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TEACHER TRAINING AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Issues and Observations

The quality of service that teachers and educators provide greatly influences the quality of
education for children. Observers and Indian educators agree that training for teachers is critical to
improving education for American Indian and Alaska Native children of all ages (Swisher, 1994;
U.S. Department of Education, 1991):

Given the importance attached to preserving and maintaining Native languages, many educators
are turning to Native language speakers for classroom assistance or instruction. Although they
may have rich cultural backgrounds, not all are trained as teachers (Peacock and Day, 1999).

American Indian teachers and staff, often members of the local community, represent a strong
presence in AI-AN Head Start programs (Anziano and Terminello, 1993; Tigges and Zastrow,
1981).

Many Head Start staff began as volunteers in the program (Anziano and Terminello, 1993).

Programs that build and enhance the Native culture and language depend on a stable, consistent
group of local educators (Begay et al., 1995).
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PARENT INVOLVEMENT
Issues and Observations

Parent involvement has been a fundamental principle of Head Start since its inception. Parents may
engage in a variety of activities, including child development and education, health and nutrition,
mental health education, community advocacy, program oversight, and transition practices; they are
encouraged to be present in the classrooms (including as paid paraprofessional staff) and to
participate in special school events; and some become involved in decision-making opportunities to
shape program content by participating in Parent Committees and serving on the Policy Council.

®  Current challenges for AI-AN parents include a continued feeling of alienation from the
education system, sometimes because families perceive that their culture and values are not
respected or understood. Many AI-AN adults feel alienated from and distrustful of the
educational system, particularly public schools, because of the incompatibility between their
culture and that of the school, racism, and history (Deyhle, 1991; Robinson-Zanartu and Majel-
Dixon, 1993).

®  Barriers to AI-AN parent involvement may include staff and parental attitudes, mobility, lack of
choice among schools for children to attend, family dynamics, and a lack of understanding
among educators regarding tribal culture (Butterfield and Pepper, 1991).

®  Very few parent education programs have been developed specifically for an Al population, and
no studies have been conducted on their efficacy (Gorman and Balter, 1997).
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ASSESSMENT TOOLS AND PRACTICES
Issues and Observations

Making sure that children are prepared for school has been emphasized as a priority by parents,
educators, policymakers, and presidents. Whether children are ready to learn when they reach
school can be determined only when the concept is properly defined and assessed (Schweinhart,
1993). Several materials observe that there may be a mismatch between the learning styles of Al-
AN children and tests intended to determine their knowledge:

®  American Indian and Alaska Native people share with other minority groups the concern that IQ
scores and results from achievement tests have not recognized potential bias against speakers of
other languages and people who are not members of a Caucasian, middle-class culture (Deyhle
and Swisher, 1997).

" Observers note that standardized assessment methods may be inadequate as indicators of
American Indian and Alaska Native children’s abilities because the tools do not match the
culture, language patterns, learning styles, and strengths of AI-AN children (Banks and
Neisworth, 1995; Bordeaux, 1995; Estrin and Nelson-Barber, 1995; Harris, 1985). Others
caution, however, not to use test bias to reject standardized assessments (Shields, 1997).

B Relatedly, there are concerns that some assessors may attribute low scores or measures to an Al-
AN child’s culture or use of “Indian English,” when the child has a genuine lack or disability
that should be addressed (Harris, 1985; Saxton, 2001).

®  Among many AI-AN populations, the extent of acquired knowledge is often demonstrated in
actual practice, rather than measured through assessments and test scores (Estrin and Nelson-
Barber, 1995; Kawagley and Barnhardt, 1998).

" Although creating locally developed norms for standardized assessments may produce a better
fit to measure the abilities of certain populations, some caution against this practice because it
may lower expectations for those populations (Harris, 1985).
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HEALTH AND PHYSICAL WELL-BEING

Issues and Observations

American Indian and Alaska Native children face a number of health issues, often at rates
disproportionate to the rest of the United States population. Studies have shown that AI-AN
children have higher rates of speech disorders, lower respiratory tract infections, fetal alcohol
syndrome, diabetes mellitus, and obesity. Early intervention programs and other medical services
are sometimes underutilized by AI-AN families, possibly due to such factors as lack of access and
equity (Sontag and Schacht, 1993). Observations regarding the health and physical well-being of
AI-AN children include the following:

Many health disparities may be attributable to socioeconomic and environmental factors. For
example, poverty, rather than race or genotype, is the major factor associated with fetal alcohol
syndrome (FAS) (Abel, 1995). Populations characterized by lower socioeconomic status,
including American Indians and African Americans, may have incidence rates as much as ten
times higher than middle-to-upper socioeconomic status populations. Among Alaska Natives,
the rate of FAS is estimated to be even higher (Egeland et al., 1998). Other risk factors—
including smoking, poor nutrition, poor health, increased stress, and use of other drugs—may
exacerbate the effects of heavy alcohol consumption, resulting in increased FAS (Abel, 2000;
Abel, 1998; Abel, 1995; Abel et al., 2002; Cassano et al., 1990; Hingson et al., 1982; Kennedy,
1984; Kuzma and Sokol, 1982; Olsen et al., 1991; Polednak, 1991; Westphal, 2000).

AI-AN children have higher rates of hospitalization for respiratory illnesses such as wheezing
illnesses (Liu et al., 2000), Haemophilus influenzae (Millar et al., 2000), hepatitis A (Welty et
al., 1996), and middle respiratory tract infections such as bronchiolitis (Lowther et al., 2000).
Use of vaccines, when available, and disease prevention programs have led to a reduction in
diseases (Millar et al., 2000; Lowther et al., 2000).

AI-AN children may be prone to a greater incidence of speech disorders than the general
population. In some children, speech disorders may result from recurrent otitis media with
effusion (middle ear infections) and as such may be preventable. Research has found a link
between OME and speech disorders in a sample of Al children in Head Start (McShane and
Mitchell, 1979; Shriberg et al., 2000); children may also experience learning problems linked to
middle ear infections, particularly with word recognition and spelling (Scaldwell and Frame,
1985).

AI-AN children have higher rates of obesity than other populations (Zephier et al., 1999),
contributing to the development of diseases such as diabetes mellitus. Various studies assessing
diet choices (Koehler et al., 2000) and developing interventions for young children, such as the
Pathways obesity prevention program (Davis et al., 1999), seek to provide further understanding
and reduction of obesity and obesity-related diseases.
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MENTAL HEALTH
Issues and Observations

American Indian and Alaska Native children’s mental health is an area in need of additional study
and has been described as the largest unmet health need for Indian people today (Neligh, 1990).
Researchers have noted that AI-AN children may experience high rates of various disturbances,
including developmental delays, learning disorders, mental retardation, affective disorders, attention
deficit disorders, anxiety, phobic disorders, conduct disorders, other “personality” disorders, and
substance abuse problems (Manson et al., 1997; Neligh, 1990). Other studies, however, have noted
that previous perceptions of higher rates of mental illness or disorders among AI-AN children are
not supported by the data or may be due to misdiagnoses attributable to problems with a given
assessment tool.

B The mental health needs of American Indian communities need to be studied from both an
individual developmental and an epidemiological point of view (Berlin, 1983).

®  Early intervention with preschool children may be effective for dealing with developmental
disturbances (Berlin, 1983; Clay, 1998; Paul, 1991), but caution should be used in interpreting
test scores that may not accurately reflect children’s abilities (Brachlow et al., 2001; Crowe et
al., 1999; Plank, 2001).

® AI-AN children may experience higher rates of depression, abuse, and neglect, and abused or
neglected children are more prone to behavioral problems, psychiatric symptoms, and risk-
taking behaviors (Piasecki et al., 1989; Manson et al., 1997).

®  Symptoms of attention deficit disorder and hyperactivity, which are problems affecting some
children, their families, and their schooling, are not culture bound (Beiser et al., 2000).

®  All mothers of children in Head Start may face challenges such as chronic health problems,
homelessness, and very low income. These challenges, in turn, have been found to be risk
factors for depression across all racial and ethnic populations. Programs aimed at decreasing
poverty, improving maternal support, and providing medical care may help improve conditions
for mothers at risk for depression (Lanzi et al., 1999).
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CONDUCTING RESEARCH

Currently, there is literature on research among American Indian and Alaska Native children,
fostered largely by Native researchers, that argues cogently for four changes in the lenses through
which questions are formed, services are devised, and research is conducted (Deyhle and Swisher,
1997; Moreno, 1991; Running Wolf et al., 2002; Strang and von Glatz, n.d.):

1. Research should emphasize understanding the strengths these children bring to their educational
experiences and life paths, rather than examining information and knowledge to determine
“what’s wrong” with AI-AN children and youths. In short, this suggests changing the paradigm
from a deficit model to an assets model.

2. Research should focus on examining the institutions and practices that serve these children,
rather than examining data and drawing conclusions that something in the AI-AN experience
leads to academic underperformance and school failure. Supporters of this perspective suggest
that if institutions and practices more closely built on the learning styles and life experiences of
AI-AN children, those children would achieve far greater success.

3. Research should carefully consider whether measures and expectations are accurate for the
population under study, especially since they are often compared against measures and
expectations derived from other groups (e.g., middle-class majority culture).

4. Research should empower American Indian and Alaska Native communities through efforts
such as community advisory groups to guide the work and capacity-building among local
populations to conduct their own studies.

Below, we present information about conducting research among AI-AN populations and then
conclude with comments on the content and quality of the existing knowledge base.

The Practice of Conducting Research Among American Indian and Alaska Native
Populations

Contemporary research among American Indian and Alaska Native populations is affected by the
experience of those communities (“Our Voices, Our Vision,” cited in Swisher, 1996):

Just as the exploitation of American Indian land and resources is of value to corporate
America, research and publishing is valuable to non-Indian scholars. As a result of
racism, greed, and distorted perceptions of Native realities, Indian culture as an
economic commodity has been exploited by the dominant society with considerable
damage to Indian people. Tribal people need to safeguard the borders of their cultural
domains against research and publishing incursions.

Existing publications are replete with discussions about ways to conduct research in “Indian
Country.” A number of recent materials carry very clear messages that to be considered valid and
reliable, research must be conducted by those who fully comprehend the historical experiences of
AI-AN populations, recognize that tribes are sovereign nations, respect the culture, and actively
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demonstrate respect for tribal members (e.g., Swisher, 1996). Other materials, particularly those
discussing health-related research point out additional factors to consider: the need for researchers
to obtain permission from the tribe to conduct the work, the role of local Institutional Review
Boards or similar entities, the importance of engaging tribal and community input, compensation
for tribes and participants, confidentiality of tribes and individuals, and responsiveness to questions
of interest to the tribal community (Norton and Manson, 1996).

As part of the report from the Indian Nations at Risk Task Force, strategies for appropriately
evaluating early childhood education were listed as follows (Paul, 1991, p. 12):

®  Study participants should use their language of choice.

" People affected by early childhood education should have their perceptions incorporated into
studies.

" High priority should be attached to cultural values, and evaluation procedures should respect
them.

B Research should incorporate cultural relevance.

® Evaluation procedures should be developed by, or in consultation with, people involved in the
education process.

®  The evaluation design should be created within the processes being studied.
®  Results should not be published as negative reflections on the groups being studied.
" Shared, culturally driven values should be used for community education.

®  Evaluations should establish guidelines for the next wave of research.

A recent report from a Federal Interagency Task Force responsible for Executive Order 13096,
American Indian and Alaska Native Education, contains a research agenda, along with a set of
guidelines for conducting research among AI-AN populations. The assumptions for conducting
studies include the following: research should include a focus on success, researchers must respect
tribal sovereignty, and research needs to be sensitive to tribal differences (Strang and von Glatz,
n.d.).

One study on an evaluation of a Head Start program, although conducted more than 20 years ago,
contains the steps that the researchers followed to determine whether Head Start met the needs of
children, whether the Head Start program was successful, the problems teachers had, and if the tribe
should administer Head Start itself (Tigges and Zastrow, 1981). To conduct the project, the
evaluators discussed it with tribal officials, reviewed literature, and developed the research design.
The research design included (1) identifying issues to be studied that were the priority of tribal
officials; (2) determining the methods that would be used (e.g., time frame for interviews, use of
verbal rather than written questionnaires, confidentiality, and avoiding comparisons of Head Start
classrooms); (3) clarifying the effect that the allowed methods would have on the evaluation; and
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(4) establishing procedures for gathering information. The evaluators concluded that the project
responded to the information needs of the tribe and was conducted within the rules established by
those requesting the study. They note that their approach (Tigges and Zastrow, 1981, p.12):

.. . was successful because evaluators frequently do find themselves in [a] social
context different than the one in which they were trained to be evaluators, and
occasionally, very different from the social context in which the concepts of social
science research were developed. However, this difference is rarely accounted for in
the evaluation they are asked to do. That is, evaluators are asked to do acceptable
social science evaluations of programs whose participants are from a culture with basic
assumptions different than those of Western science.

Some Native researchers and commentators have expressed very strong opinions about the way
research should be conducted. They note, for example, that much of the qualitative work conducted
is “presented from an outsider’s perspective” (Swisher, 1996):

If non-Indian educators have been involved in Indian education because they believe
in Indian people and want them to be empowered, they must now demonstrate that
belief by stepping aside. They must begin to question their motives beyond wanting to
do something to improve education for Indian people. In writing about Indian
education, they must now defer to Indian authors, or at least co-author in a secondary
position . . . Much of what has been written is historically accurate and not harmful or
offensive; it is sensitively, and in some cases beautifully, done. What is missing is the
passion from within and the authority to ask new and different questions based on
histories and experiences as indigenous people.

Even members of the American Indian-Alaska Native community have experienced challenges in
conducting research among indigenous populations. For example, (Brayboy and Deyhle, 2000):

Bryan McKinley Brayboy (Lumbee Cheraw): I have worked hard to develop a
balance between being a good researcher and a “good Indian” simultaneously. Many
traditional methods of conducting research directly conflicted with my sense of being
an Indian. [In one research location] where I knew many people and had relationships
with the participants, the transition from being a friend and colleague to researcher was
difficult. Conversations became more structured; I asked more questions, often had a
notebook in my hand, and I watched the students through a different lens than before.

Donna Deyhle: Although [my] ethnic heritage is part Choctaw, [I] was raised in a
European-American cultural environment and therefore speak from a hybrid identity
... Although I could never become a complete “insider”—no matter how much I have
been taught, I will never become Navajo—I have used my position . . . to become a
“broker of sorts.” This has brought the “insider” voices and experiences of Navajo
youth and their families to the “outside” as evidence in legal battles for social justice.
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Content and Quality of the Existing Knowledge Base

Despite the many references cited in this synthesis, the field of early childhood education for
American Indians and Alaska Natives is woefully understudied. Calls for more systematic and
substantial research have been issued regularly.

In 1998, President Clinton signed Executive Order 13096, American Indian and Alaska Native
Education, which set forth six goals: improving reading and math skills, increasing high school
graduation and postsecondary attendance, reducing the influence of factors such as poverty and
substance abuse that impede educational performance, creating safe and drug-free schools,
improving science education, and expanding the use of educational technology. The Executive
Order established an Interagency Task Force on American Indian and Alaska Native Education to
oversee the plans and implementation of the order. The Task Force directed the U.S. Department of
Education to develop a research agenda, and a Research Agenda Working Group fulfilled the
assignment. General conclusions from the Working Group include the following: (1) detailed
national data are needed, (2) definitions should be resolved by tribes, (3) research on AI-AN
students should involve those with demonstrated knowledge of their cultures, (4) the quality of
research should be of high priority, (5) generalizable findings are needed, and (6) a clearinghouse in
Native education should be established. For early childhood education, the Working Group
identified two priority research topics: (1) the status of infants and preschool-aged AI-AN children
on school readiness domains and (2) the programs and services available for infants and preschool-
aged AI-AN children.

Still, these calls for additional research have not yet resulted in a substantial research base.
Obtaining materials for this document required digging deeply into sources outside the usual social
science knowledge base, particularly into materials other than refereed journal articles, published
books, and other types of commonly accepted social science resources. The debate about what
constitutes scientifically valid research in the social and behavioral sciences is a long one and will
not be addressed here, except to note that there may be competing expectations for what exactly
constitutes valid research regarding AI-AN children. For some, the fact that findings make good
common sense and resonate with experience may be sufficient; for others, systematic data
collection and careful hypothesis testing may be necessary before they consider the findings valid.

In its current state, the literature on services for young AI-AN children relies heavily on qualitative
methods, including personal histories, case studies, descriptive analyses, and ethnographic
approaches. There are, however, a number of studies that use systematic measures and tools,
suggesting that some researchers and AI-AN communities have found it suitable to use other forms
of social science or education research practices, such as evaluations and standardized assessments.
Among the research studies identified for this synthesis, a variety of data collection methods were
used (see Appendix A). Two patterns are particularly notable in these methods: (1) to the extent
that standardized tools or scales are used, they tend to be in the areas of language and literacy
acquisition and assessment tools and practices; and (2) the majority of health-related studies do not
entail original data collection but instead rely on existing records.
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It is reasonable to ask why the research methods used in much of the literature on young AI-AN
children tend to be those judged as less scientifically valid. Put another way, the question asks:
Why are commonly accepted social science or education research practices frequently absent from
the information base on young AI-AN children?

Based on materials obtained and reviewed for this synthesis, the following list summarizes the
research methods and measures used in studies of young AI-AN children:

" Sample sizes tend to be small. Most studies on learning styles, culturally appropriate curricula
and practices, language acquisition, and assessment tools have relatively few study participants,
ranging from as few as six to as many as a few dozen.

" An exception to small sample sizes is found in health-related material regarding American
Indian and Alaska Native populations. In the health field, several studies have used large extant
databases or retrospective record reviews.

®  Most research studies identified for this synthesis use convenience or purposive samples. Very
few have any sort of control or comparison group.

®  Studies that focus on reservation-based American Indian populations tend to be tribe specific;
that is, most do not involve comparative studies across different tribal populations. Studies that
are more general for the AI-AN population tend to draw on urban Indians and do not generally
segment findings according to tribal affiliation.

B Several studies have used standardized assessment instruments among AI-AN children, but the
wide range of tools used (see Appendix B) suggests that there is not a consensus among
researchers regarding the most reliable and valid instruments.

®  Some studies have examined the use of standardized assessment instruments among AI-AN
children and have produced mixed findings regarding their appropriateness for the population.
Several, for example, have looked at the WISC-R, which is a scale that measures intelligence.
One study concluded that the WISC-R has low reliability and predictive validity for Navajo
children, another found a range of bias from none to substantial for Papago children, a third
showed significantly lower scores for Cherokee and Kiowa children on some subtests, and a
fourth determined no significant differences between American Indian and Caucasian children.

®  AI-AN children tend to score “worse” than national norms on standardized measures. The
current state of knowledge does not consistently and definitively explain why this is so. Asa
result, caution needs to be used in both (1) inferring lower levels of ability among AI-AN
children and (2) adopting particular tools to use with this population.

The work conducted to date provides a wealth of rich detail essential to describe the conditions
within which AI-AN Head Start programs operate, and they have provided good suggestions that
programs may want to try in their efforts to better serve students. Some of the statements in these
studies, however, may be too ambitious, perhaps driven by a commitment to enhance the
knowledge base and do better for American Indian and Alaska Native people.
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To be valid, research does not have to meet a rigid list of certain criteria, such as sample size,
experimental design features, or quantitative measures. But it is likely that efforts to improve
services for AI-AN children would be better served if the studies that have been (and are being)
conducted are reviewed critically and subjected to the question: If the practice recommended in this
study were followed, is there evidence to suggest that the investment in the practice would help
young American Indian and Alaska Native children achieve better outcomes? Some findings are
plausible; others may require more robust research before they are adopted.
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