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ABSTRACT

This study was an investigation to assess the importance of
being able to live at home, in close proximity to a public high school,
for Montana secondary school Indian students. An attempt was made to
determine the relative dropout rates of Indian students meeting this
test and their fellow Indian students, who could attend a Montana
public secondary school, only by living in foster homes or by traveling
excessive distances each school day. A follow-up of selected eighth
grade graduates entering selected Montana high schools served in this
determination.
A review of the literature revealed that the majority of all
secondary school Indian children are now receiving their high school
training in public schools. Many of these secondary schools are located
far from the homes of their Indian registrants. High school dropout
rates were found to be far higher for Indian students than similar rates
for white students. A continued heavy reliance on mission schools.
Bureau of Indian Affairs schools, and distant off-reservation public
schools, for the secondary education of Indian students, was evident.
Ninth grade Indian students from six selected Montana high
schools, representing nearly half of all Montana Indian students in
the ninth grade during the 1967-68 school terra, were studied for a
four year period. These students were classified as isolated and non¬
isolated members. A persister-dropout determination was then made for
each student, following the 1971 school term of expected graduation.
A supporting micro-level study was conducted in the isolated
Montana Community of Hays-Lodge Pole. Eighth grade graduates from the
three elementary schools of this community, over a ten year period,
were studied to determine what type of high school provided the greatest
chance of high school completion.
Dropout rates for isolated Indian students were found to be
consistently higher than for non-isolated Indian students. The prox¬
imity of a local high school, whether it be public or private, appeared
to enhance the persistence of secondary school Indian students. Ability
to remain at home, while attending high school, proved to be a strong
indicator of secondary school completion.
Recommendations included discontinuing the practice of sending
Indian students to distant boarding schools, discouraging the use of
foster homes to enable Indian students to attend off-reservation public
schools, and the construction of local public high schools—near areas
of heavy Indian populations—on Montana Indian reservations.
Although limited, this study can serve as a guide in the
planning of future educational facilities for secondary school Indian
students.

CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

By living and working on an Indian reservation, in close
harmony with the Indian people, one immediately becomes aware of the
need for young people of Indian tribes to obtain higher education.

This

awareness stems from daily evidence of the tribes' assuming additional
responsibilities in the management of their affairs, resulting in an
obvious need for a continuing informed leadership.
The prevailing theory of Indian education has been for a
century a controversial issue, and even yet unanimity of opinion with
regard to the matter does not exist among either the members of the
educational profession or the lay public on Indian reservations
(Burton, 1963).
If the goal of increased higher education for Indians is
ever to be realized, specific studies dealing with how best to
accomplish the intrinsic aspects of this endeavor, backed by empirical
evidence, will have to be undertaken.

Investigating secondary school

Indian dropout rates is but one approach toward improving the educa¬
tional success of Indian students.
There are clear indications, from data obtained by the United
States Department of Interior, Bureau of Indian Affairs, that Indian
pupils, the country over, are not staying in school to completion of
their high school education in as large proportions as to white
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children (Coombs, 1958).
Potts, writing in 1964, suggested that the most fundamental
need in Indian education was a change in point of view, concerning the
type and location of physical plants, when planning educational facili¬
ties for Indians.

Whatever may have been the official governmental

attitude, education for the Indian in the past has proceeded largely
on the theory that it is necessary to remove the Indian child as far
as possible from his home environment.

A more recent point of view in

education and social work, however, lays stress on upbringing in the
natural setting of home and family life.
If it can be shown that a lack of local high schools is a
major contributing factor to the disproportionate number of Indian
high school dropouts, it would behoove the educational leaders of those
communities having no local high school to correct these situations.
By application of the findings of this work to the problems
that are surrounding the higher education of Indian youth, this writer
feels the dropout rate of high school Indian students may be reduced.

THE PROBLEM

This study had a dual function: First, an attempt was made
to determine the extent to which the dropout rate of Indian high school
students was associated with the necessity of living away from home
following eighth grade graduation; and second, part one of the study
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will serve as a prerequisite for either justifying the construction of
on-reservation public high schools in isolated areas where a public ele¬
mentary school already existed or supporting the view that major educa¬
tional objectives are equally realized by a combination of distant
boarding schools, mission schools and off-reservation public schools.
While the latter part of this study has been, and is, intended
to answer questions concerning the need and feasibility of building a
high school in the Montana community of Hays-Lodge Pole, these findings
should have immediate application to similar Montana communities such
as Heart Butte, Lame Deer, Fort Smith and Crow Agency.

Future consid¬

erations for other Montana schools such as East Glacier, Babb, St.
Xavier, Ashland, Dayton and Badger Fisher might also be simplified by a
reference to these findings as their school populations increase.
Although references have been made to various parochial
mission schools located on or near Montana Indian reservations, this
study has been confined to only public schools with a moderate to high
percentage of Indian enrollment.

NEED FOR THIS STUDY

While Peterson (1948) has indicated the advantages of inte¬
grated schools over predominately Indian schools, and Roessel (1965)
provided empirical evidence to support the theory that students realize
academic advantages if they are permitted to remain in close proximity
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to their home while attending elementary school, this writer was unable
to find studies comparing high schools located on a reservation, thereby
dictating a very high percentage of Indian students, and boarding
schools located far from the reservation or off-reservation public
schools necessitating foster home life, dormitory life or excessive
bus travel for attendance.
With Indian enrollment approaching one hundred percent in
either boarding schools or high schools located on a reservation, the
integration variable would be near constant when studying institutions
of this type.

The effect of being able to remain at home during

secondary training can therefore be reviewed objectively, where samples
are chosen of those students with similar cultural and socio-economic
backgrounds but originating on reservation sites with and without local
high schools.
The feasibility, desirability and justification for a local
high school on the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation, located in Blaine
County, Montana, has long been a controversial matter.

The availability

of public high schools located forty to eighty miles from the students
involved, as well as suitable boarding schools located in surrounding
states, have served as the basis for all arguments against a local high
school.

Most advocates of a local high school have consistently pointed

to the many disadvantages of living away from home, or the extreme length
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of necessary bus routes, in their arguments supporting a new public high
school on the reservation.
Since both factions agree in wanting to provide the best
chance of completing high school for their children, a need to determine
how this goal can best be realized has developed.

The purpose of this

paper, therefore, was to isolate one factor related to secondary
academic success—the opportunity of living at home while attending a
nearby high school—and to evaluate its significance as a predictor of
high school completion.

GENERAL QUESTIONS TO BE ANSWERED

1. Is there a significant difference between the dropout
rates of Montana secondary school Indian students living in close prox¬
imity to a public high school, and those secondary school Indian students
who can attend a public high school only by living in boarding or foster
homes or by spending more than two hours each day traveling to and
from school by bus?
2. Could improved retention rates, average annual attendance
figures, and general scholastic achievement for the Hays-Lodge Pole
youngsters be expected, as a result of a public high school being built
in close proximity to the homes of these students?
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GENERAL PROCEDURE

To obtain the information needed for this study, historical
publications were reviewed to determine the past and present aspects of
factors related to the successes and failures of secondary school
Indian students in the United States.

Data available from recent

studies made by the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, current
studies conducted in the Montana community of Hays-Lodge Pole, as well
as publications and pamphlets published by the Bureau of Indian Affairs
were surveyed for findings applicable to Indian dropout problems.
Useful data and insights in terms of current trends in the areas of
Indian dropout rates and school district reorganization was also pro¬
vided by referring to the annual reports on Indian education, published
by the State of Montana, Department of Public Instruction.
Trips were made to the Montana communities of Brockton, Brown¬
ing, Hardin, Harlem, Lodge Grass and Poplar for the purpose of collecting
data on Indian students living in close proximity to public elementary
and secondary schools.

The public high schools located in the above

communities also served Indian students from various isolated areas
lacking an easily accessible public high school.

Data was also collected

for the Montana communities of Crow Agency, Fort Smith and Heart Butte
since, similar to the Hays-Lodge Pole situation, the eighth grade
graduates of these communities lack the availability of a local public

-
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high school.
With the help of cooperating high school officials, dropout
figures were compiled on the target population; all Indian students
in the 1967-68 grade nine classes of their respective schools.

Addi¬

tional assistance was given by officials from the elementary schools
studied and by county superintendents of those areas, toward identifying
students from isolated feeder schools represented on the high school
enrollment lists.

d

Using the collected data, Fort Belknap youngsters, who must
go to Harlem, Dodson, or boarding schools to attend high school, were
compared with Indian students who could begin their secondary training

/

I
while living at home in the communities of Brockton, Browning, Harlem,
Hardin, Lodge Grass and Poplar, Montana.
Comparisons were also possible between Indian students
attending both elmentary and secondary school in Browning, Montana and
eighth grade graduates from the elementary schools located at Babb,
East Glacier, and Heart Butte, Montana, who transfered to Browning
for enrollment in high school.
A similar situation, existing at Hardin, Montana, allowed
comparisons to be made between Indian students living and attending
high school at Hardin and Indian students enrolled in the Hardin
secondary school, while living at the elementary feeder school sites of
Crow Agency, Fort Smith or St. Xavier, Montana.

1
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The completion of a more local and more extensive study of
all- eighth grade graduates from the three elementary schools located
in the Hays-Lodge Pole area, during the 1961-1971 decade, served to
supplement the comparisons mentioned above.
Charts and tables, depicting dropout rates, average annual
grades, and average annual attendance, have been employed to present
much of the information gathered and in reporting the Hays-Lodge Pole
study.

Some of these tabular forms are presented in the text while

others have been placed in the Appendix.

LIMITATIONS

The macro portion of this study has been limited to the
1966-67 eighth grade graduates of selected Montana elementary schools,
located on or near Indian reservations, chosen according to the avail¬
ability, or lack of, a local public high school.

While not inclusive,

in terms of all Montana Indian students completing their elementary
training in the spring of 1967, the population studied would represent
the major portion of potential grade nine Montana Indian students for
the 1967-68 school year.

The more micro approach, a supplementary

study of only the Hays-Lodge Pole community, was limited to all eighth
grade graduates from the three elementary schools of Hays, Lodge Pole
and St. Paul*s Mission, over a ten year period.

By extending the major

study in this manner, an attempt was made to show a positive relationship
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between Indian dropout rates on both a local and a state-wide level.
No attempt has been made to interpret all aspects of the
findings.

For example, the data gathered indicated that the dropout

rate for Indian female students, in all of the schools studied, is
considerably higher than it is for male students.

Even though the

reverse has been shown to be true for the general population, specula¬
tion as to why Indian females drop out of secondary school at a higher
rate than males, is left to the reader, pending further research into
the matter.

Similarly, all attempts to explain variations exhibited

by comparisons of dropout rates between schools or tribes was purpose¬
fully omitted from the study.

Such comparisons could only be invidious

because of the varying numbers of pupils in the schools studied, and
because of the wide differences in the educational objectives pursued
by individual schools as a result of the composition of their student
bodies.
While an attempt has been made to control the associated
factors influencing high school dropout rates, this study has been
limited to the significance of an available local high school on the
secondary educational success of Indian students.
Although recommendations will be made, concerning potential
gains to be realized through the availability of local high schools,
this study will not attempt to solve the many problems associated
with choosing appropriate building sites, finding revenue sources that
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would permit indicated construction, and reorganization requirements
for additional physical plants.

DEFINITION OF TERMS USED

The following terms are defined as they will be used in
reporting the results of these studies:
Dropout.

A student failing to complete a program of study

leading to the high school diploma or failing to complete an equivalent
program of studies.

Such an individual is considered a dropout whether

the dropout occurs during or between regular school terms, whether the
dropout occurs before or after the compulsory school attendance age
has been reached, or if the minimum required amount of school work
necessary for high school graduation has not been completed.
Persister.

A student who has completed the necessary require¬

ments for a high school diploma, or still enrolled in a program towards
high school graduation, with additional time needed for potential
completion.
Reservation.

Land set aside for Indian occupancy.

On-Reservation Public School.

Public schools located on the

reservation in close proximity to the area of largest Indian population
concentrations.
Indian Day School.

Bureau of Indian Affairs or state

supported public elementary schools located on the reservation.

Like
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the on-reservation public school, which may be either elementary or
secondary, children attending the Indian day school attend during the
day and return to their homes after school each day.
Mission Schools.

Church supported or other private schools

located on the reservation.
Off-Reservation Public School.

Public schools available to

Indian students and located near the reservation.

Attendance requiring

long bus trips or living in foster homes during the week and returning
home only on weekends or holidays.
Boarding School.

Any Indian school away from home, usually

out of the native state, with boarding facilities where Indian
children live and attend school.

Enrollment usually from broken homes

or from isolated areas without a local high school.
Indian.

An individual who possessed an American Indian blood

quantum of one-fourth or more.
BIA.

Bureau of Indian Affairs.

One of the Bureaus within

the Department of Interior managing the affairs of Indians.
Indian Education.

American Indian education of the past,

the present, and the future.

SUMMARY

If the secondary educational needs of reservation Indians are
to be satisfactorily provided, a determination of the effect of living
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arrangements is essential.

Knowledge of the influence of local physical

plant availability will provide educators with additional insight into
student needs.
Comparisons of Indian student samples attending high school
while living at home, and those who find it necessary to live far
from home or experience excessive bus travel for secondary school attend¬
ance, have provided data for this study.
Information thus obtained should provide a broader experience
base for prediction of, and planning for, secondary school Indian
education.

CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

If isolation of the proximity to home variable is to lead to
any positive conclusions or realistic suggestions, regarding optimum
planning in Indian education, all proposals based on a study of this
type must be made in light of what has transpired and is currently
taking place in the field of education for Indian youth.

A review of

the literature available has been conducted to satisfy this requirement
and to familiarize the investigator with previously developed informa¬
tion and data pertinent to the intended study.
An attempt was made to categorize this review according to
relevant historical facts having direct or indirect influence on recent
educational practices involving Indian students, current policies and
studies related to educational facilities on and off Indian reservations
and available data providing indications of ongoing trends which seem
destined to change attitudes and present day practices in Indian educa¬
tion.
The research information used in making this study consists of
(1) historical and research publications available in the Montana State,
Library; (2) data obtained through recent Northwest Regional Laboratory
studies; (3) annual reports on Indian Education prepared by the State of
Montana, Department of Public Instruction; and (4) selected Bureau of
Indian Affairs publications and pamphlets obtained from the Fort Belknap
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and Fort Washakie Indian Agencies.
Applicable data from some of the above sources have been
included in the Appendix, since references to this information proved
to be valuable in reporting on the dropout figures gathered for the
Hays-Lodge Pole and other Montana communities.

HISTORICAL FINDINGS

While doubts have often been expressed as to whether Indians
were even educable, it is significant to note that several Indian
tribes, with the help of missionaries and educators of the time, built
and supported their own schools as early as 1712.

Some of these schools

operated until the end of the Revolution.
After their removal to lands west of the Mississippi, the
Cherokees (in 1841) and the Choctaws (in 1842) re-established their
own schools (Jackson, 1885), while a number of states had not yet pro¬
vided for a system of common or public schools in 1842.
Indian education, as we use the term today, originated with
treaties negotiated by the government in assigning lands to hostile
Indians.

These documents often contained promises to educate the young

Indians toward becoming self-supporting citizens of the tribe and the
newly accepted sovereignty.

Until 1870, however, federal aid for

Indian schools was largely limited to halfhearted attempts to fulfill
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these treaty stipulations and to sporadic efforts to satisfy the
occasional Indian reformers.
Most of the funds appropriated for the acculturation of the
Indians, prior to this time, went into pattern farms and salaries for
various agency employees.

In 1870 Congress appropriated the first sum

specifically for the purpose of Indian education and by 1899 over
$2,500,000 was being expended annually on 148 boarding schools and 225
day schools, with nearly 20,000 students in regular or part time
attendance (Hagan, 1961).
The era of large off-reservation boarding schools began with
the establishment of the United States Indian Training and Industrial
School at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, in 1880; and Genoa, Nebraska;
Lawrence, Kansas (Haskell Institute); and Chilocco, Oklahoma, all prior
to year 1884 (Fey, 1959).

These schools were modeled on the manual

labor schools, providng part-time instruction as well as part-time
maintenance labor.
All authorities reviewed indicated that the off-reservation
schools reached their peak of popularity in the last quarter of the
nineteenth century.

There was obvious agreement on behalf of reformers

and Indian Service personnel, during this period of time, that a
complete break with the home environment was desirable.
this type of school, Hagan stated:

Reporting on
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There the youths were encouraged to shed their tribal
culture as a relic of the past. With the best of intentions,
the school administrators did a poor job. Encouraged or at
times forced to increase enrollments to secure enough federal
subsidy to operate, the crowded institutions trained the girls
in the operation of laundries and the mass production of food.
The boys became skilled at handling farm machinery- and adjust¬
ing furnaces. None of these tasks had any application to the 1
type of life they would lead when they returned home. If a
student did not adapt to the school routine, he was miserable; j
if he adapted, then he was miserable when he returned to his
family and their way of life. By 1900 every reservation had
its quota of returned students who at the same time felt
superior to their fellow tribesmen and yet resented being
regarded as outsiders by their fellows. One young Sioux, Plenty
of Horses, returned from boarding school and sought to regain
caste during the Ghost Dance excitement by cold-bloodedly
murdering an army officer (1961, p.135).

With the turn of the century, historical literature indicates
a trend away from the boarding schools like Carlisle and toward day
schools that were located somewhere on the reservation.
It has been suggested that the report of the Committee of
One Hundred, consisting of one hundred public spirited citizens meeting
in Washington in 1923, servied to bring an end to what we now think of,
and refer to, as the beginning approaches to Indian education and
Indian acculturation in early United States history (Embry, 1956).

The

report covered the entire field of Indian affairs, but gave particular
attention to the various educational needs of different tribes.
recommended increased federal and state appropriations for the
appointment of competent personnel, provision of adequate school

It
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facilities, increased Indian enrollment in public schools, and scholar¬
ships in high schools and colleges for Indian youngsters (Act of Hay
11, 1938-52 Stat. 347).

CURRENT POLICIES AND STUDIES

If the Committee of One Hundred is to be thought of as
closing out an era of Indian education, any extensive investigation
into this area would lead one to think of the Heriam Report as ushering
in the new, or present day approach, to all aspects of Indian educa¬
tional problems.
In 1928 the Institute of Government Research completed a
report on its study of "The Economic and Social Conditions of the
American Indians," in response to a request from the Hon. Hubert Work,
then Secretary of the Interior.

This document, "The Problem of Indian

Administration," is usually referred to as the Heriam Report, after
Lewis A. Heriam, the Technical Director of the Survey staff.

This

report has been accepted as one of the most thorough studies ever made
of the Indian problems in the United States.

The next administration

of the Indian Office immediately set to work to rebuild the Indian
Service along the lines recommended in this report (Beatty, 1953).
Heriam1s report, although voluminous, can be summarized by
a series of direct quotes in respect to its application in the field
of Indian education, as follows:

18
The first and foremost need in Indian education is a
change in point of view.
The methods must be adapted to individual abilities,
interests, and needs. Indian tribes and individual Indians
within tribes vary so greatly that a standard content
and method of education, no matter how carefully they are
prepared, would be worse than futile.
Routinization must be eliminated. The whole machinery
of routinized boarding school and agency life works against
that development of initiative and independence which should
be the chief concern of Indian education in and out of school.
The curriculum must not be uniform and standardized. The
textbooks must not be prescribed. The teacher must be free to
gather material from the life of the Indians about her, so
that the little children may proceed from the known to the
unknown and not be plunged at once into a world where all is
unknown and unfamiliar.
The present policy of placing Indian children in public
schools near their homes instead of in boarding schools or
even in Indian Service day schools is, on the whole to be
commended. From the educational standpoint the young child
does not belong in a boarding school. For a normal healthy
development he needs his family and his family needs him.
i

The boarding schools demand special consideration.
Under the section on health the recommendations have been
summarized that relate to the health of the child, better
diet, less over-crowding, less heavy productive work, more
thorough physical examinations, and better correction of
remedial defects. These factors have an important bearing
on education itself that need not be discussed in this
brief summary. It should, however, be said specifically
that the half-day plan, with its large amount of noneducational productive labor, tends materially to reduce
the efficiency of the boarding schools as educational
institutions.
The survey staff appreciates that it is not practicable
instantly to provide day school or public school facilities
for every young Indian child and that in some instances the
boarding school is the only practicable solution, but the
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movement away from the boarding school already under way
should be accelerated in every practicable manner (Meriam,
1928).
The quotations provided above serve a dual function in giving
a broad overview of the status of Indian education in 1928, while
indicating the direction suggested and challenges offered for the
Indian Service at that time.

It is important to realize at this point,

however, that a majority of the boarding school students, during this
period, were elementary students.

Many writers of the day still

'considered the boarding school plan adequate, if not ideal, with regard
to Indian students beginning a program of study on the secondary level.
As a result of the Meriam Report, many changes were inaugur¬
ated in the Bureau of Indian Affairs.

Official reports indicate that

only 246 Indian children were enrolled in public schools just two
decades before the completion of the Meriam report, while in the fiscal
year 1960 there were 84,650 Indian school-age children in public schools
(U.S. Department of Interior, 1960).
Although Fey (1959) admitted that many of the Meriam Report
suggestions had been carried into effect more fully than was dreamed
even possible in 1928, he insists that the Indian Service is still
lagging in the execution of many others.

FUTURE TRENDS

For the past few years, the Bureau of Indian Affairs has been
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increasingly concerned with equating their education to that of the
public schools.

The Bureau's function in the field of education today

is to develop and to carry out an educational program that meets the
special needs of approximately one-third of the Indian children who are
now enrolled in school.

The other two-thirds are already enrolled in

public, church-sponsored, or other types of private schools.

The special

needs of the third of the Indian school population in Bureau schools
grow out of geographical and social isolation, poverty, language and
Cultural differentiation, poor health, and extremely poor social conditions (U.S. Department of Interior, 1960).
The role of leadership in Indian Education which the Bureau
of Indian Affairs enjoyed for many years has been, according to numerous
scholars, slowly shifting from the Bureau to the public high schools,
public and private colleges, and the state universities.

It can be

proven that tremendous progress has been made by state and local school
officials toward assuming educational responsibility for Indian students.
Serving as an example, the federal Government once operated schools in
Michigan, Washington, Minnesota, Idaho, Nebraska and Wyoming: Today
all Indian children in those states are enrolled in public or private
schools.
Recently, several factors have accounted for even larger
numbers of Indian students in public schools: First, the desire on the
part of more and more Indians to receive a public education; second,
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the passage of federal legislation which provided for financial support
of public schools which enroll a significant number of Indian students;
and third, a greater concern in Indian rights and wishes because of the
growing importance of the Indian vote (Officer, 1965).
.

Hildegard Thompson, Chief, Branch of Education in the Bureau
of Indian Affairs stated:
In my opinion it can be conclusively stated that states
are assuming their responsibility for the education of Indian
children as rapidly as the major road blocks are removed.
Therefore, federal policy is designed to move carefully and
thoughtfully toward state assumption of responsibility for
services to its Indian citizens (Thompson, 1957).

If the Indian really is the "vanishing American" then all the
problems surrounding Indian education will be solved regardless of
efforts made; on the other hand, if the Indian population is increasing
at a rapid rate, then the problems facing us today may be even more
complex and acute tomorrow.

Hadley, in his article, "The Demography of

the American Indian," estimated that there would be about three quarters
of a million American Indians by 1975, resulting in nearly twice as
many Indian school children as there are today (Hadley, 1957). •

SUMMARY

Three types of schools have been, and are, engaged in educating
Indian children: (1) Mission Schools, (2) Bureau of Indian Affairs
Schools, and (3) Public Schools located either on or off the reservation.
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Today the majority of all the Indian children are receiving their
education in public schools.
With high school dropout rates for Indians continuing to be
far higher than similar rates for white students, attempts must be
made to determine the major causes for the frequent secondary school
terminations of Indian students.
If only because of the rapid Indian population growth, Indian
education will become more important in the years ahead.

CHAPTER III

PROCEDURES

While the review of literature indicated various degrees of
progress made in the field of Indian education over the past fifty
years, additional improvements must be made if the extreme dropout rate
of secondary school Indian students is to be significantly reduced.
Past and present reliance on mission schools, Bureau of Indian Affairs
schools, distant off-reservation public schools, and off-reservation or
out-of-state boarding schools is immediately suspect in the effective¬
ness of these institutions toward providing optimal high school oppor¬
tunities and collegiate preparation for secondary school Indian students.
Supporting the contention that Indian students are dropping
out of high school in alarming numbers, especially when compared to
white students in a similar area, Varner (1967) reported public high
school graduates in 1965-66 as a percent of ninth graders in the fall
of 1962.

For the total United States, this percent was given as 77.3.

For the state of Montana, and other representative north central and
northwestern states, the following figures were reported:

South Dakota. . . . .83.6% Idaho
79.9%
North Dakota
84.0%
Oregon . . . . 83.5%
Montana . . . . . . .83.6% Washington . . 85.7%
From these figures, we can see that the general dropout rate,
for the state of Montana at 16.4 percent and for the six representative
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states, all from a similar section of the United States, at 16.3 percent,
is far below even the 22.7 percent dropout rate reported for the entire
United States.

Dropout figures for Indian students, however, in a

survey by Apker (1962) and a study by Spilka and Bryde (1965), have
been shown to be nearly 60 percent for the overall United States.
Since all the factors affecting the dropout rate of secondary
school Indian students are too numerous and varied to be within the
scope of this paper, an attempt has been made here to isolate only the
proximity to home variable, as it relates to the retention of Indian
students in selected Montana high schools.
With the problems of this study being primarily investigative
in nature, information was gathered concerning the dropout frequency of
the Montana secondary school Indian students in the population sampled.
Methods used in the collection, organization and interpretation of the
information gathered, will be presented in this chapter.
To facilitate this presentation, this chapter will contain
three major parts: (1) a description of the population and samples,
(2) the method of collecting and organizing both the original and the
supporting data, and (3) the method of analysis of the data.

POPULATION AND SAMPLES

Serving as the population for this study was all the Indian
students enrolled in the 1967-68 grade nine classes of selected public
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high schools.

The high schools selected were public secondary schools

located in the Montana conmunities of Brockton, Browning, Hardin, Harlem,
Lodge Grass and Poplar.

The population was chosen for the following

reasons:
1. The group is made up of Indian students with similar
past and present socio-economic characteristics of the Plains Indians.
2. All members of the group had either completed their
secondary training by the end of the 1971 school year, or could be
identified as high school dropouts.

In the case of transfer students,

this identification necessitated persistence information from schools
other than those included in the study.
3. The group was attending, or had attended, public high
schools exhibiting sufficient geographic proximity to facilitate data
gathering and personal interviews.
4. Officials of the schools serving the group had expressed
a willingness to assist in the information gathering process.
5. All members of the group could be categorized as having
graduated from a local elementary school or from an isolated elementary
school.
Each student identified as a 1967-68 ninth grade enrolee in
any of the selected schools, and on whom a determination of secondary
school persistence could be made, became part of the sample.

The

members of this sample were then classified into two groups for study.
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The categories were: (1) those Indian students living in close prox¬
imity to the secondary school being attended, and (2) those Indian stu¬
dents who could attend one of the selected high schools only by living
in foster homes or by traveling excessive distances each day by bus.
For the purpose of this study, an Indian student was placed in the
’’excessive distance” category if he was required to travel a total of
two hours or more per day.
The population for the supporting micro level study was the
eighth grade graduates of the Hays, Lodge Pole and St. Paul's Mission
elementary schools, during the 1961-1971 decade.

Samples from this

population were studied only in terms of eventual high school graduation
or failure to complete their secondary training.

Seventeen graduates

from this population, for whom no information was available, were not
included in the investigation.

METHOD OF COLLECTING AND ORGANIZING DATA

The data used in the development of this study was taken from
the following sources:
1. The permanent records of the secondary schools located in
the Montana communities of Brockton, Browning, Hardin, Harlem, Lodge
Grass and Poplar.
2. The permanent records of the elementary schools located in
the Montana community of Hays-Lodge Pole.
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3. Appropriate county superintendent records.
4. Personal interviews with officials of the selected high
schools.
5. Response to letters of inquiry, regarding transfer
students from the selected high schools.
6. Recent studies conducted by the Northwest Regional
Educational Laboratory.
The permanent records were used to identify all the Indian
students enrolled in the selected high schools, as ninth graders, for
the 1967-68 school term.

These records also provided the necessary

information as to where these Indian children had attended elementary
school during the previous year.

Permanent records from the elementary

schools, personal interviews with secondary school officials, and
appropriate county superintendent records, provided detailed information
concerning students whose status could not be determined by reference
to school records.

When the above sources failed to yield needed

information, relative to transfer students, letters of inquiry were
utilized.

Pertinent supporting data was also compiled from previous

studies, as well as annual B.I.A. and State of Montana Indian Education
Reports.
Data, for both the macro level and the micro level studies,
was organized into appropriate tables and will be presented in
Chapter IV.

Supplementary information, from previous studies and
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official reports, has been included in the Appendix.

METHOD OF ANALYSIS OF DATA

The data was first summarized in table form.

From these

tables the percentages of dropouts v/ere calculated and reported directly.
Various conclusions were subjectively drawn from the data thus compiled.
Data from the local Hays-Lodge Pole study, while treated in a
like manner, was organized and analyzed separately.

The conclusions

subjectively drawn from this individual community study, served to
support the indications of the major investigation.
Reporting the collected information was best facilitated
by including all organized original data in the body of the paper, while
asking the reader to make references to the Appendix when it was neces¬
sary to allude to the supplementary data.

SUMMARY

The dropout rate of American Indian high school students
continues to be alarmingly high.

Attempts must be made to determine

why public schools are not meeting the needs of some Indian students.
The procedures of this study were investigative.

Information

concerning the persistence of Montana Indian students, attending selected
Montana high schools, was gathered from permanent records, count and
school officials, responses to letters of inquiry, and from current
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studies in the field.
A local study was completed in the Hays-Lodge Pole community,
in support of the major study.
Data summarized in table form, and reported on directly,
resulted in the formulation of various conclusions subjectively drawn
from the information gathered.

CHAPTER IV

ANALYSIS OF DATA

Any investigation of the importance of a single variable,
regarding secondary school Indian dropouts, must begin with a determina¬
tion of the overall dropout rate of the Indian student sample to be
considered.

This information was readily available as a result of a

Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory study of 1968.

This study,

performed pursuant to a contract with the U. S. Department of the
Interior, Bureau of Indian Affairs, sought only to document the magnitude
of the problem of the American Indian high school dropout.

Dropout rates,

by schools and states, were presented in a series of tables, with no
attempt to interpret the findings.
Appendix A, page 46,- taken from the above study, includes all
of the schools visited by the investigator to determine the importance
of Indian students being able to live at home, while attending selected
Montana secondary schools.

From this table we can conclude that Indian

students, in general, drop out of Montana high schools at a rate of
41.7 percent as compared to the national dropout rate of approximately
60 percent,

for all American Indian students.

Considered in isolation,

these figures would indicate, at least in a relative sense, that Montana
secondary schools are adequately serving the needs of high school
Indian registrants.

When the total dropout rate for the United States—

currently about 22.7 percent for all students—is considered, however,
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it is obvious that even Montana high schools are severly lacking in
their ability to retain the American Indian student.
The information gathered for the purposes of this study is of
three distinct types:
1. Original data from selected Montana elementary and
secondary schools, permitting a macro study of the relationships exist¬
ing between Montana Indian student dropout rates and their ability to
attend high school while living at home.
2. Original data from the isolated Montana community of
Hays-Lodge Pole, permitting a more micro view of the same proximity to
home relationships.
3. Supporting data from a comprehensive study, completed in
1968, by the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory.
By dividing this study into a multi-community and a single
community approach, has attempted to show that the proximity to home
variable is of significant importance, whether viewed from a local or
a state-wide perspective.
The supplementary data, referred to in number 3 above, has
been placed in Appendix B, page 47, and will be used primarily to support
conclusions subjectively drawn from the original data.
This chapter presents the data described by numbers 1 and 2
above.

The original data is arranged into the following sections:

(1) Analysis of the samples, (2) Data pertaining to non-isolated Indian
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students, (3) Data pertaining to isolated Indian students, and (4) Data
pertaining to a single isolated Indian community.

ANALYSIS OF THE SAMPLES

The Annual Montana Indian Education Report (1967-68) identi¬
fied 474 ninth grade Montana Indian students, enrolled in Montana
public secondary schools, for the 1967-68 school year.

The population

for this study was 218 identifiable ninth grade Indian students, of the
same year, enrolled in six selected Montana high schools.
Fron this population, two specific samples were drawn.

The

218 Indian students identified were placed in two categories: (1) those
living in close proximity to their secondary school—labeled non¬
isolated students, and (2) those living in foster homes or traveling
excessive distances each day by bus—labeled isolated students.

Three

hundred forty-two eighth grade graduates, having completed their elemen¬
tary training in the Hays-Lodge Pole area during the 1961-1971 decade,
served as the population for the single isolated Indian community study.
Samples drawn from this micro-study population were: (1)
those graduates of the Hays Public School, (2) those graduates of the
Lodge Pole Public School, and (3) those graduates of the St. Paulfs
Mission Parochial School.
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DATA PERTAINING TO NON-ISOLATED INDIAN STUDENTS

Initial attention was given to those Indian students living
in close proximity to both public elementary and public secondary
schools.

Since every school investigated enrolled students of this

type, dropout rates for the close proximity to school category could be
determined for each of the selected high schools.

With both categories

in each school having been drawn from 1967-68 grade nine classes, and
followed through the 1970-71 school term of expected graduation, the
figures could be expected to change slightly from year to year, or
from school to school, if a different year had been chosen for the
initial target population.
No attempt was made to isolate reasons for leaving high school,
once the sample from each school had been identified.

Any student

failing to complete a course of study leading to a high school diploma,
except in cases of formal transfers to other institutions or by reason
of death, were considered to be dropouts.

Students leaving their

initial high schools, for which transfer records were available, were
traced through subsequent schools, until a definite dropout-persister
determination could be made.
Of the 218 identifiable ninth graders studied, five were
deceased by the year 1971 and no terminal determination could be made
for six additional students.

The mortality cases were completely
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dropped from the study.

The additional six students that were unidenti¬

fiable, by the expected year of graduation, were assumed to be dropouts
for the purpose of this study.
While the possibility of some of these students reentering and
completing high school still exists, they were included in the dropout
category if not reenrolled in a secondary school by the end of the
1971-1972 school year.

Table 1 represents the results of this initial

determination.

Table 1. DROPOUT RATES OF INDIAN STUDENTS LIVING IN CLOSE PROXIMITY
TO PUBLIC ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY SCHOOLS*

Location

Dropout Percentage

Brockton

23%

Browning

19.5%

Hardin

36%

Harlem

27%

Lodge Grass

29.5%

Poplar

31%

*Based on Data from 1967 to 1972

The above data yields an average dropout rate of 27.6 percent.
This figure represents approximately fifty percent of the Montana Indian
high school students living in close proximity to their respective
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elementary and secondary school facilities.

With total national high

school dropout rates, total national dropout rates for American Indian
high school students, and total Montana dropout rates for Indian students
having been determined to be 22.7 percent, 60.0 percent and 41.7 percent,
respectively, an immediate comparison can be made between these figures
and the dropout rate of Montana Indian students living in close proxi¬
mity to their public elementary and secondary schools.

DATA PERTAINING TO ISOLATED INDIAN STUDENTS

A persister-dropout determination for each student in the
isolated category proved to be more difficult.

While this category

represented less than half of the initial population, with Brockton,
Lodge Grass, and Poplar drawing a majority of their Indian students
from areas near their high schools, there was a greater degree of trans¬
fer activity among the isolated students.

Many of the students in the

isolated category vacillated between their initial secondary schools
and out-of-state boarding schools, prior to either graduating or
terminating their secondary training.
While the secondary schools located in the Montana communities
of Brockton, Lodge Grass, and Poplar enrolled seventeen members of the
isolated category, these students represented a relatively insignificant
number of their respective Indian student enrollments.

For this reason,

dropout rates for isolated students were determined only for the
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secondary schools located at Browning, Hardin, and Harlem.

The secondary

schools located in these three communities, while being similarly avail¬
able to many Indian students living close to their facilities, were also
serving significant numbers of eighth grade graduates from other elemen¬
tary schools.

The student bodies of most of these elementary "feeder"

schools were predominately Indian.

Some of the elementary schools,

providing high school registrants for these three secondary schools,
shared a reservation location with the high schools involved.

Others

were found to be on the reservation and the available public high school
to be near, but off, the reservation.

In both cases the elementary

school was located an appreciable distance from the public high school.
When figuring total dropout rates for the isolated sample,
individual percentages were also determined for each of the isolated
elementary schools.

A group from each high school, labeled "others",

included those students for each secondary school who had not previously
been enrolled in any of the isolated elementary schools.

These stu¬

dents were included in the original isolated category, however, because
of living in foster homes or experiencing excessive travel time for
attendance.

The results of this determination are reported in table 2.

37

Table 2. DROPOUT RATES OF INDIAN STUDENTS ATTENDING PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOLS
WHILE LIVING IN FOSTER HOMES OR TRAVELING EXCESSIVELY*
From
Isolated Elementary Schools

High School

Others

Average
%

46.6%

54.5%

Browning

Heart Butte

63%

Babb

Hardin

Crow Agency

59%

Fort Smith 67%

55%

60%

Harlem

Hays
Lodge Pole
47% 51.5%

St.Paul's
Mission
68.3%

42.3%

52.3%

53.8%

*Based on Data from 1967 to 1972

This data reveals a dropout rate of 55.8% for the entire isolated
Indian student sample.

While this figure is still below the national

dropout rate of 60 percent, for all Indian students, it does not compare
favorably with the dropout rate of the close proximity to school sample.
When compared to the dropout rate of Montana Indian students in general,
at 41.7 percent, it also indicates that a far greater proportion of
these isolated students are failing to complete their secondary training.

DATA PERTAINING TO A SINGLE ISOLATED INDIAN COMMUNITY

The micro portion of this study involved 342 graduates of the
Hays, Lodge Pole, and St. Paul's Mission elementary schools.

These

students had completed their elementary training during the years 1961
through 1971.
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Table 3 reports dropout-persister information for graduates from
each school through the 1967 school year.

Table 3. DROPOUT RATES FOR EIGHTH GRADE GRADUATES FROM THE HAYS-LODGE
POLE AREA ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS FOR THE YEARS 1961 THROUGH 1967.

Years

School

8th Grade
Graduates

12th Grade
Graduates

Dropout
Percent

Hays

1961-1967

76

45

40.8%

Lodge Pole

1961-1967

54

30

44.5%

St. Paul's Mission

1961-1967

72

51

29.2%

202

126

37.6%

Totals

Since the 1968-1971 graduates from these same three schools were
either still in school, or had already dropped out,a separate persisterdropout determination was made for these students.

Table 4 reports

the results of this determination.
The combined micro-study reveals that 126 of the original pop¬
ulation of 342 Indians have completed the 12th grade.

Twenty are

currently enrolled in the 12th grade, twenty-four are currently enrolled
in the 11th grade, twenty-eight are currently enrolled in the 10th grade
and thirty-eight were enrolled in the 9th grade.
this study was approximately December 20, 1971

The cutoff date for
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Table 4. PERSISTENCE INFORMATION FOR HAYS-LODGE POLE AREA GRADUATES
FOR THE YEARS 1968 THROUGH 1971
8th Grade
Graduates

Still Enrolled
in High School

Dropout .
Percent

School

Year

Hays
Hays
Hays
Hays

1968
1969
1970
1971

7
12
15
19

5
10
11
18

38.6%
16.5%
26.7%
5.2%

1968
1969
1970
1971

14
12
14
12

7
4
12
11

50.0%
66.5%
14.3%
8.3%

1968
1969
1970
1971

8
11
6
' 9

8
10
5
9

0.0%
9.1%
16.6%
0.0%

Lodge
Lodge
Lodge
Lodge
St.
St.
St.
St.

Pole
Pole
Pole
Pole

Paul’s
Paul's
Paul’s
Paul's

Mission
Mission
Mission
Mission

During the period 1961-1967, the students leaving these three
schools failed to complete a high school education at the rate of
37.6 percent.

By December of 1971, the combined 1968 graduating classes

had already lost 31 percent, the combined 1969 classes had lost 31.4
percent, the combined 1970 classes had lost 17.6 percent — v;ith this
group still facing two and one half years of secondary training — and
the classes of 1971 had alread lost five percent by December of the
same year.
The Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory completed an
exhaustive study concerning one of the graduating classes from the Hays
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elementary school, during this same period.

Part of this study dealt

with average annual attendance rates and average annual grades of
particular Indian student eighth grade classes. • Information of this
type, and related to a specific eighth grade graduating class of the
Hays school, is provided in Appendix C, page 48.

Although representing

a very small number of these same micro-study students, this data is
both interesting and revealing, when one attempts to find possible
reasons for high Indian student dropout rates.

Conclusions and

recommendations, stemming from the original and the supplementary
data, will be found in Chapter V.

CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This investigation attempted to show a relationship between the
high dropout rate of secondary school Montana Indian students and
their ability to remain at home while attending high school.

By

dividing the study into two parts, the proximity to home factor was
examined for Indian students throughout the state of Montana as well as
for elementary school Indian graduates from a specific Montana community.

SUMMARY
While a review of the literature revealed some definite gains
made in the field of Indian education over the past thirty years, an
extremely high dropout rate for secondary school Indian students still
exists.

No report on Indian education fails to note its wide extent.

Complicating this problem is the fact that there seems to be no agreement
as to the causes of the Indian’s educational disadvantages.

Even though

Montana can be credited with serving the needs of Indian high school
students better than the nation as a whole, Indian students were found
to be dropping out of Montana high schools far more often than white
students.
With some 35,000 Indian students enrolled in boarding schools
away from the reservations, throughout the United States, this type of
institution is still a large factor in the evaluation of Indian Americans.
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And even if the boarding school was proven to be an unsuitable
approach toward providing high school training for Indian youth, the
viable alternatives to this type of facility are not readily apparent.
This is particularly true with respect to Indian children living in
remote and sparsely settled areas.
Data about the dropout rates for isolated and non-isolated
Montana high school Indian students was obtained for selected Montana
secondary schools.

Analysis of the data included direct reporting of

persister-dropout determinations made on each student.
Students in the isolated category were found to have terminated
their secondary training in far greater numbers than their fellow
students in the non-isolted category.
The opportunity to remain at home, while attending high school,
was shown to be similarly important when studing elementary school
Indian graduates from three schools in a specific isolated Montana
community.

CONCLUSIONS

We can conclude, from both parts of this study, that the dropout
rate among our high school,age Indian youth is still much too high.
Lack of sufficient high schools that will meet the needs of Indian
children until they complete a minimum of grade twelve was indicated.
In many areas of widely separated villages, and where an elementary
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school is feasible, a secondary school does not appear to be practical.
Although the problems related to Indian education have been
shown to be numerous and varied, including such things as low income,
high unemployment, inadequate housing, poor general health conditions,
and differences in values, the data collected for this study supports
the view that removal from the parental home also diminishes the chance
for high school completion.
Results obtained from the macro portion of this investigation,
showing significantly higher persistence rates for non-isolated Indian
students, suggests a need for the isolated students to remain at home
during their high school years.

This seems only natural to this writer,

when he reflects on the number of times parental intervention was
necessary if he was to report for high school classes on sleepy mornings.
There is perhaps no adequate substitute for parental support and encour¬
agement toward the completion of a secondary school program.
We can conclude from the isolated community study, that the
St. Paul's mission school, with its limited high school facilities, has
a better ten year retention record for it's eighth grade graduates than
the Hays and Lodge Pole public elementary schools.

From this information,

we could perhaps conclude that even a small local high school can retain
Indian students in larger numbers than a superior school located off the
reservation.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The data collected and analyzed in this investigation has prompted
the following recommendations:
1. Indian graduates from public and private elementary schools
should be encouraged to remain at home during their high school training.
2. Elementary school officials should attempt to make Indian
parents aware of the increased chance of high school completion for
Indian students attending local high schools.
3. At a time when reorganization and consolidation are enjoying
educational priorities, consideration should be given to the advantages
offered by additional local high schools for Indian students.
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APPENDIX
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APPENDIX A
Table.5. PROGRESSIVE DROPOUT RATE OF AMERICAN INDIAN STUDENTS TO JUNE,
1967, FROM A SAMPLE OF 50 PERCENT OF MONTANA SCHOOLS ENROLLING TEN
OR MORE INDIAN STUDENTS IN GRADE EIGHT AS OF NOVEMBER, 1962.

Year

1962-63
Grade 8

1963-64

1964 -65

1965-66

1966 -77
TOTAL

Sex

Total
N

Male

132

13 9.9

6 5.0 13

11.5

Female

127

14

Total

259.

N

%

N

%

N

%

8

8.0

9

9.8

49 37.1

9 8.0 17

16.4 12

13.8

7

9.3

59 46.5

27 10.4 15 6.5 30

13.8 20

10.7

16

9.6

108 41.7

N

%

11.0

N

%

N

%

SOURCE: The American Indian High School Dropout: The Magnitude of the
Problem, 1968, Portland, Oregon, p. 80.

47

APPENDIX B
Table 6. AVERAGE ANNUAL ATTENDAl^CE BY PERCENTAGES TO JUNE, 1967, OF
DROPOUTS AND PERSISTERS FROM A TARGET POPULATION OF EIGHTEEN INDIAN
STUDENTS ENROLLED IN HAYS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, MONTANA IN GRADE EIGHT,
NOVEMBER, 1962.

Year

Dropout
Persister

1962-63
Grade 8

1963-64

1964-65

1965-66

1966-67

N

N

N

N

N

%

2 93.5
16 88.3

0

%

0.0

12 95.5

2

%

%

49.5

3 81.3

13 98.7

10 94.8

2
~

%

33.5

8 94.3

SOURCE: The American Indian High School Dropout: The Magnitude of the
Problem, 1968, Portland, Oregon, p. 64.
«
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APPENDIX C
Table 7.
AVERAGE ANNUAL GRADES TRANSLATED TO LETTER GRADINGS TO JUNE,
1967, FROM A TARGET POPULATION OF EIGHTEEN INDIAN. STUDENTS, DROPOUTS AND
PERSISTERS, ENROLLED IN HAYS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, MONTANA IN GRADE EIGHT,
NOVEMBER, 1962.

Year

Dropout
Persister

1962-63
Grade 8

1963-64

1964-65

1965-66

1966-67

N Av.Gr.

N Av.Gr.

N Av.Gr.

N Av.Gr.

N Av.Gr.

2

C-

0

1

1

C

1

D

15

C-

10

c+

9

C+

N.A.
C+

13

DC

10

SOURCE: The American Indian High School Dropout: The Magnitude of the
Problem, 1968, Portland, Oregon, p. 64.
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