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Huiding in the Ivy: American Indian
Students and Visibility in Elite

Educational Settin gs

BRYAN MCKINLEY JONES BRAYBOY
University of Utah

In this article, Bryan McKinley Jones Brayboy explores how the experiences of Tom,
Debbie, and Heather, three Native American students attending Fvy League universi-
ties in the 1990s, reflect larger societal beliefs and statements about the perceived place
of Native Americans in higher education and U.S. society. Brayboy posits that Native
Americans are visible in these institutions in ways that contribute to their marginal-
ization, surveillance, and oppression. In response, the three Native American stu-
dents exercise strategies that make them invisible to the largely White communities in
which they attend school. These strategies help to preserve the students’ sense of cul-
tural integnity, but further serve to marginalize them on campus. At times, the stu-
dents in the study make themselves visible to emphasize that they are a voice in the
campus community. Brayboy argues that these strategies, while possibly confusing to
the layperson, make sense if viewed from the perspective of the students preserving
their cultural integrity.

On many of the days that I spent with Debbie, an American Indian woman
from the Southwest, we met at a place not far from her apartment around 8:00
in the morning for coffee, a bagel, and a cup of yogurt.! After breakfast, we
went to her class in the university museum. Although Debbie lived on the
same street and only seven blocks from the museum, she did not go to class us-
ing the most direct route. Rather than walk down the street to the museum,
Debbie turned away from the street (a main campus thoroughfare) after only
two blocks and walked behind a large health institution. She negotiated the
hidden alleys and tricky turns that traveled through and between buildings,
emerging on the other side of the hospital. From there she slid down another
alley and entered the museum from the rear. She took the stairs rather than
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there 1s real power in remaimng uomarked and that there are seriones liimita-
tions to visnal representations as a pobitcal goal. Lo the September 11 altor-
math. o example. Muslims became marked as visible Cithers. This was com-
plicated further by the visions that msany Americans had of what o Maddle
Easterner or Muslinm looked ke For example, in Salt Lake Ciny, Utah. a man
ired tooser an Are a restaurant owned by Fast Indian Punjabis {Cantera
20005, Lo this case, the man’s {Gilse) image of a Mushm was more impontaal
than whether the owners of the restauran were aciually Musiim, T this way,
visibility — real or imagined of lered serions limitagons fon the restaarant
cwners ancd Tor the man who amied wooser i on fired
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sirieung and paralvaing, Vieenor (19494, TLUs) '-:-]JL'i_iI_ll_.L]]'_. cliscisses the sur-
veillunce of Indigenous people through their visibility as the invented Onher,
He niotes that the image of the Indian produced by the dominent society s
“Urencherous and elusive in histories [chat] become the real withons 2 reterent
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By AN AL EINLLEY JONES BEATYROY

scions cholce and an active starewith cortain beneficial resuls. For ar least two
of the individuals in this study, this was troe. AL the same time, bosever, there
are certain costs associared with invisibilite and visibilioy, Below, [ examine visi-
Bility and invisibility as siratemic responses 0 Oppressive CIrcimsiances, Ll
ways these strategic responses enabled individuals to mainmin cultoral ineg-

riry, and the immediate shor-rerm costs associaied with invisibalin

The Context: Prospect and Sherwood Universities

"rospect and Sherwood™ are [vw League universities thar pride themselves on

I l | St ] [vy Leag versit thar prid e lves o
i :

thie hest ol the hest Sherwood s the

smadler of the rwo. 1n has a soructere congruent with s velatively small size,

being selectve insbituons and ameone

i
|

which ts characrerized by small, seminar-like clisses with a laculty 1o stoden
ratic of roughly 15 10 1. While there are a tew professional schools withan this
university, it emphasizes its underpraduace liberal ares and hamanines corrc-

ulum, which offers students an opporienity to read and write extensiveh

a1 inte-
gral pur of the envre corviculum. Most studenis have a sophomaore, junior,

Manv of the classes focus on close examinanions of rexo and wrnng i

T

and senior writing project, The wown culture revalves around universn A tivi-
s, aned local businesses ey on the student bods for chreir livelithoodd.
Prospect 1s lurger than Sherwood and has a substannal number of profes
stonal schools and larger classes. Wieh almost owice as many students as
Sherwoaod, many ol Prospect’s classes are held in farge leciure balls, and nn-
tion. Reading and writing are, of course, importnt here, ol the emphasis is

nol as oreal a5 at Sherwond

The Actors: Debhie, Tom. and Heather

[ehbies, sl pirencls Pre ispect, is from Lhe Southwest, She was-horn e raised
o i reservation and speiks the Tanguage of Ter reihal nation. Debhie bas at-
tencled schools hoth om and off the reservation, and during high s heeagal snved
summer breaks from Prospect she Tas worked in the town thay borders b
reservition, She has long black baie the color of her eves, and her skim s deep
brown: She nsnalbe dresses mojeans, and =shiets (or sweatshirmsg, and sneakers
Diehbie chose 1o attend Prospec brescarses stie “wanted o co something for

[heer rihe |

[ can b g orole moedel Tor cirks: von ko, el also 1 ochink we need someome 1o

stpicdy what sy, 0 Dbl never heen oot Ease s mever Bved oo i I

wanbesl Lo oy thit wreel < wehar inowas ke

She enrolled i an undergraduate program that she hoped would allow ber o

acdddress problems cncountered by her tribal narion.
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Irorn an elite institution of higher education. Her partcipation in the class al-
lowed her to “hayv in” 1o the system of hicher education, but she did this while
maintaining her identity as an Indigenons person,

O the orther hand, if Debbie had spoken up, she might have enlighrened
others in the ¢lassroom, inclucing the professor, and her participation couled
have led w a lively and interesting discussion. If she opted for this approach,
Debhie could have made herself visible in a way that 1s appropriate according
Ly tules of classroom participation. Bur she plavs by a different ser of rules,
which makes her perception and parucipation different from many of the
other students i the classroom and at the universioe. In order 1o be able 1o
evaluate Debbie’s classroom [riad Li::spuﬁun, aothers must veadjust ther percep
tions w0 better understand why she does whit she does ! The costs ascocintecd
with being visihle in and aul of class for American Indian students help to ex
plain why they may choose 10 make themselves less visible to others.

Part of Debbie's avaidunce of others is rooted in her caltarad beliefs. Her
avoidance of artention 1s ot uncommaon among |r1f{i_l71('1|ru|~ p{-urmlr-; nther re-
searchers have found that many Nadve American Indian studenrs are hesitan
to receive any attenuon (Collier, 1973 Devhde. 1995 Dumont, 1972 Ericksan
gz Mohatt, 1982 Folew, 1996; Lipka & Tlustil; 1995; Macias, 1987, Philips, 1972,
1953 Suina & Smolkin, 19947, Anothe part of her avoidance stratesies rosult
rom her experiences with students at Prospect. At the time this study was con-
dncred, many applicants {and Lter students) at these elite insttutions, in or
cler ey illusirate a diversity of exprricnees, wold pay 10 wor L oon @ reservandon
and be around Indigenous people.™ On several occasions, Debbie would meen
White mainsream students who had “spent time Bualding houses™ on her res-
ervation as parl of & summer seevice project. Many of tese stndents wouled oy
to speak some of her heritage language 1o her and eneige her in conversa-
tions abouwr life on the reservarion, These students would also el her either
how beaunful the country was o wonder how she ever survived in such a
“Backward place.” Each instance placed undue attention on her as an Indige
nous person and highlighted other wavs that visihilicy leads 1o fetshism or ro
manticism, The fact thar Debhie's bebavior was based on both her ealiurel
In::ckgmuml and experiences at r‘rc_:l;pl'.:w complicate the anabvsis of this issue,
[0 essence. this rellerates the pomt that context and siogation are LT IC Tl

Visibilioy in terms of skin calor and other marked characteristios led 1o sur-
veillance an a dailv basis for students like Debbie, Other students vecasi snally

asked Debhie why she had been admitted Prospect. For example, while we
ate wigether at an on-campus dining area, people sometumes asked us 1l we
were “Indians.” They -:.'.\-[1(:-"5.":]]'.' asked abowt Debbie, becanse she lonked Tike a

traditional Incian — she had long, seraieht black haie and deep brown eves

and skin, At the tdme 1 had waey haircut womy shoulders, and my eves, like ms
skin, are dark brown., We would el stndents thar we were nor [ndians, bul
rather Amencan Indians aor Native Americans, or el them our tribal afflia-

ton, ™ They would continue o ash questions and eventually sav something

y
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During the two vears I spent oime with him, 1solatuon or lack of interacoon

wias the norm for Tom. In one of our Orst informal interviews, he said o me. 1

don’t feel ke Texist here. T feel ke [am mvisible,” [nidally [ thought this was

the frustration of a student in a new environment making sense of his tdme

1ednoaire

away from home, At the end of the

first yeur, however, he contempl
furning o Sherwood [or a number of reasons. Perhaps the most prominent

reason was the fact that he did not seem to fit the mold of stadents ar

racnen be-

MWeen and among wdmviduals: he clearly was non PR T [ the Si _
x boAfiEl dfTIONET ITNAIVECIIIAIS, e Clearly wWas 1100 an aciive Dart ol Lhe Shed

Sherwood and the interactional norms or the suiding rules of inte

wood community. As a result, he worked at becoming less and less visible by
limiting his mmweractions with non-Indian students and by focusing on his

work. On the dav before he left to oo home after his

sLvear; he sud to me, "l

don’t know if people know | exist here” He did rewarn, bur over the nexi
twenty months he sand he felt increasingly invisible. Although people knew he
existed, that existence was characterized by surveilllance, margmalization, and

[rmeeni

astracism. The nexr pages outhine the wavs he suttered from mistrs
Tom wold me that he came o Sherwood becase an admissions oflcer told
him that Tem had “something o offer Sherwood.” About 4 month after m

Liair and

initial :Jh"l"i!I!_; with Tam. he asked a prety woman with lig
oreein eves why she and others did not talk to him, She looked atl him andd re-
sponded, "T'm intimidated by vou,” When he asked her what he had done to
make her feel this way, she said be was abwavs so ouret and no one was Teally
sure what o make of him.

| P - 1 A e 1 ¥ 3 n $ i - .. e oY
lom’s behavior had real costs that are reminiscent of those encountered

the Indigenous people in Foley's (1996 siudy, which addressed the issue of
5 | |

the “silent Indian” (p. 79) with respect 1o Meskwaki vouth. The eens i his
study chose o be silent asa way of coping with the stresses af school and in or-
der to intimidate teachers, et our of schoolwork, and rehel 10 classrooms, Fle
writes, “The price tor heroic retreat into silence may be lost in futare educa-
tonal oppormnines. In their colaral meliew, s often the honorable way

- . . I 1 .
af handling the parrulous, acos

sseive whites” (p. 78). The stadents in Folev's

study, 1t appears, werg forced by "garrulous ressive whites” o choose frorm

a number af options — the “wavs of the school” and those of their home ool
ture. The cosis of r'i-'l'-!_'l chonee are hewy: the fTormer asks thesm o overrice

their own culrure, while the latter leads to “lose furire educational oppor-

reain that stucdents

I'|I'.=I:I:E'*_-.“ |"r||_- Ny ri'|-|I: :'hl_l'l‘\.!l'_l_'l,' omte kaned of brutal bha

wood, This harcain es-

are asked 1o make at insutunons hke Prospect and Sher

sentally asks American Indian students wy assimilate, accommodate an oth-

ers’ terms, or suffer marginaliza Anvol these "chotces” requires these sou-

dents 10 give up significant pieces of who thev are. Many White students are
not required to make such hargains: instead, they enjoy a cortin amont of
privilege (Melnrash, 1995). In Tom's case, his evervday mode of interaction

ried he was therefor cast s an intmidats

did not meet the norms at Sherwo

ing person, In these instances, Tom's identitv as an erican Indian has be-
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nied Heather o office hours. | saw the way Heather used office hours 1o dem-
onstrate to her professor that she understood the material: this allowed her o
be strategic in terms of maintaining her caltural integrity. The office we en-
tered was knge and contined antique turniture. Books and papers were scat-
teved on the Moor in piles, and the professor’s desk had a layer of books and
papers that, o my eye, was about cight inches high.

Heather introduced me to her professor and 1old him that 1 was “studying
Native American stadents in coblege . . . aned he is a {riend of mine.” She asked
permission for me to sty while they talked so that [ eould know what she does
when she is notin class. The professor asked me about my tindings and about
my own graduate work, The three of us chuckled as we discussed the past bas-
kethall season and vesults of the games between some of the Ivy League teams.
The professor told e to “sit wherever you can find a spot” and wrned his at-
tention 10 Heather, | lound a small chair in the corner and, after removing a
pile of books and paper. sat down. At this point, Heather, as she would tell me
later, “went o work.” She was organized with questions and had a clear direc-
ton o guide the conversation. She explained 10 me later:

1 learned trom Sava [here Amesican Indian ficnd who was a senior when
Heather was a Girstyear student| 10 he organized when you go into these meet-
ings. The prof thinks you are always this organized and is more willing (o help
someane who seems focused than someone who docs not. | keep telling other
people Jother Indigenous studenis| this, but no one wants o lisien. ... Anyway. |
have a plan when o inand they [professors) give me so muach back,

Heather's planing highlights how social networks can be used o disrupt
reproduction of inequality in cducational instittions (Stanton-Salazr, 1997).
Heather is alvo clearly building on the work of others to maintain her culwirat
integrity in a creative and strategic manner. She successfully illustrates one
way she was able to be a “good student™ and a “good Indian” simultaneously.

Heather provided the professor with a sheet listing her questions. She of-
fered an overview of the questions and methodically went through each one.
Before beginning a conversation, Heather “let the professor know that I'm
not fishing for answers™ by telling him what her own understanding of Lhe is-
sue or topic was. In this case, they were discussing Johu Rawls” book A Theory of
Justice. The professor would nod and say things like, *um ... hmm . . . very
good, but you may also want 0 think about what Rawls” argument of the
greater good might mean for you as a young woman in today's society.” He
later addcd, “Remember that I am also going to ask you about the connectious
between Rawls and Kant. . . . We talked about that in class.” By the end ol her
meeting with the professor, Heather had her questions answered and the pro-
tessor had given her “a stroug clue™ about what was going 1o be on the upcom-
ing exam. 1 found myself making notes about how 1o take better advantage of
my own time with my professors. Heather showed me that she could use her
visibility as a meticulous student 1o succeed academically without losing her
cultural integrity.
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1 later asked her about her surategies lor using otfice hours, and why she did
not ask these questions in class. She responded, “1 think about my profs in
ways similar 1o — not exactly the same — but simitar to clders in my own com-
munity. Thev just know so much, and  have a lot to learn.” She continued
later, saying.

I wottld sever dicam ol bothering on intenapting an clder, bus having soine
quict time when know [dhe professor| is there 1o answer questions miskes it cas-
ier ... The other thing is that [Saal ieninded me that D aced 1o have god ler-
tevs of recommendiation 10 go to {Taw schiool [, and stopping in on a regular basis,
being onganized and Wl means that T make an impression.

Heather used her time with her professor 1o work toward academic success.
That she was advised to do this by another American Indian student is impor-
wnt. Citing Boissevain, Sunton-Salazar (1997) writes,

Personal access 1o many vidued resowrees and opportunities in sociery — by wan
of social newworks — acewss through the messy business of conimanding . negoti-
ating, and managing many diverse (and somaetimes conflicting) social refation-
ships and personalities, s which usually ennails skillfully negotiating the rubes
and consteaints undevlying e social acis of help-secking and helpgwing. (3. 4

Heather is “skillfully negotiating” social (and academic) relationships 1o help
her maintain what many have thought were conflicting goals: being a “good
Indian™ and a “good student.” Clearly, these two descriptors need not be in
conflict; Heather daes both well.

She sumned it up by wlling me that her professor “knows who 1 am and
that I think about this. 'm able to do this without feeting like 1'm showing ofl’
for anyone.” She demounstrated in a private sewing that she understood the
material; the intimacy of the setting allowed her ©0 maintain fidelity to her
own cultral norms and values regarding interaction in public plucc;. o this
way, she is using visibility as a sirategic form of uctivism and advocacy; that is,
she is able to be visible 10 her professor, maintain a sense of her Indianness,
and advocate for her “participation” grade. Intcrestingly, the participation
happens outside of a formal class setting and in 1 one-on-one arena. This is
very much in keeping with her own beliefs regarding interactions, as it high-
lights other research about American Indians (Deyhle, 1995; Erickson &
Mohatt, 1982; McCarty, 2001; Philips, 1988). Her visibility, however, was not al-
ways positive; in fact, an incident the prior fall ilustrated ways tha visibility
¢an beecome a wap and be hurtful w some American Indian students.

. One Columbus Day, | atended a small “awareness day” ovganiced by the In-
digenous group at one of the campuses. The activity wok place in a promi-
nent spot in the middle of campus, where inany students had to pass in order
0 get to the gym, dining halls, and the undergraduate library. As Heather
3poke about the injustices of the past and the ways Indigenous people have
been mistreated. a group of students walked by, and one of the young men
shouted, “Go back to the reservation or et with the program, lady. Stop whin-










