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Little empirical attention has been given to the academic stress experienced by Native American
undergraduates. This study explored the relation of self-beliefs, ethnic identity, and cultural congruity
with academic stress among 158 (65 males and 93 females) Native American university undergraduates.
Participants completed instruments assessing self-esteem, academic self-efficacy (grade and task), ethnic
identity (centrality, public regard, and private regard), cultural congruity, and academic stress. Hierar-
chical regressions revealed that self-beliefs (specificaly task self-efficacy), ethnic identity (particularly
public regard), and cultural congruity predicted academic stress, accounting for 23.7% of the variance.
Each of these constructs was negatively related to academic stress. These findings are discussed in light
of the literature, and ideas for college-based interventions are given.
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Although college enrollment of Native American students has
more than doubled in the last 30 years, Native American students
still represent about only 1% of the college student population
nationally and experience more college departures and lower ac-
ademic attainment than any other minority group (National Center
for Educational Statistics, 2014). In Arizona, which has a large
Native American population and where this study was conducted,
although 3% of students enrolled in institutions of higher educa-
tion are Native American, a third of these students do not persist
to graduation (Morrison Institute, 2016). One conseguence of
lower academic achievement is lower incomes and potential pov-
erty. Poverty rates for Native Americans are approximately 29%
nationally and 38% in Arizona (Morrison Institute, 2016). As
Shield (2004) noted, “the socioeconomic conditions American
Indians face today are devastating” (p. 11) with increased drug and
alcohol use, higher depression and suicide, and higher unemploy-
ment. It is evident that attention be given to factors related to
Native Americans educational success as one means to improving
socioeconomic wellbeing. The current study examined one such
factor, academic stress, and the personal beliefs and cultural vari-
ables potentially related to academic stress among Native Ameri-
can students.
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Academic Stress and Native American Students

Stress, defined by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) as the state of
psychological stimulation that challenges an individual’s adaptive
abilities, can leave one feeling personaly incompetent and psy-
chologically challenged, especialy if the stressor is ongoing (Jack-
son & Finney, 2002). Previous studies have estimated that nearly
every college student experiences moderate to severe stress (Beiter
et a., 2015; Hudd et al., 2000) that is mostly attributed to their
academic studies (i.e., assignments, exams, papers). Academic
stress, reported to be a moderate or extreme concern for more than
three-fourth of the undergraduatesin the Beiter et a., (2015) study,
has been linked to greater depression (Arbona & Jimenez, 2014,
Beiter et al., 2015), poorer academic performance (Friedlander,
Reid, Shupak, & Cribbie, 2007; Pritchard & Wilson, 2003) and
fewer persistence decisions (Thompson, Johnson-Jennings, & Nit-
zarim, 2013). Furthermore, academic stress has been found to have
agreater negative influence on the academic outcomes of minority
students than on those of White students (Zajacova, Lynch, &
Espenshade, 2005). Phinney and Haas (2003) reported that among
first generation ethnic minority college freshmen stress was attrib-
uted to stressors such as finances, family issues, and academic
obligations and pressures. When explaining their finding that ac-
ademic stress (assessed by items such as worrying about repaying
loans and getting to class on time) was not directly connected to
nonpersistence decisions among Native American undergraduates
in the Southwest, Gloria, and Kurpius (2001) concluded that
academic stressis a constant for all college students. Using Tinto's
(1993) theory of academic persistence as a foundation for their
study, Hystad, Eid, Laberg, Johnsen, and Bartone (2009) found
that students committed to obtaining their degree demonstrated
sufficient exertion to cope with academic stress.

For many students, however, academic stress and its correlates
(i.e., academic achievement and depressions; Arbona & Jimenez,
2014), may not be ameliorated by being committed to obtaining a
degree. For example, among Native American undergraduates,


mailto:sharon.kurpius@asu.edu
mailto:sharon.kurpius@asu.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000094

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

66 CHEE, SHORTY, AND ROBINSON KURPIUS

culturally relevant noncognitive factors such as perceptions of a
negative campus climate (Arbona & Jimenez, 2014; Gloria &
Kurpius, 2001; Thompson et al., 2013) and a sense of not belong-
ing (Soria & Alkire, 2015; Strayhorn, Bie, Dorime-Williams, &
Williams, 2016) have been found to be related to increased stress
and nonpersistence. As early as 1981, Edgewater noted that in-
creased stress was closely linked to the cultural conflict Navajo
students experienced in the “white culture” of the university cam-
pus (p. 29). Cultural conflict experienced by Native Americans on
college campuses, as well as personal characteristics of the stu-
dent, continues to be a focus for both theorists and researchers
concerned with the academic success of students.

The Importance of Self-Beliefs

According to Tinto (1993, 1999), personal and environmental
factors need to be considered when exploring student persistence
and promoting retention. One personal factor related to undergrad-
uates' academic stress is one's self-beliefs or the messages one
gives oneself about oneself. Self-beliefs encompass self-esteem
and academic self-efficacy (Gloria, Robinson Kurpius, Hamilton,
& Willson, 1999). Self-esteem, one’ s overall feelings of self-worth
(Rosenberg, 1965), has been linked to personal and academic
variables (Gloria & Kurpius, 2001; Wilburn & Smith, 2005). For
example, in an early study of 791 Native American college stu-
dents representing 114 tribes (i.e., Navajo, Sioux, etc.), Trimble
(1987) found that higher self-esteem was correlated with less
resentfulness, powerlessness, isolation, and alienation on campus.
According to Lawrence, Ashford, and Dent (2006), when students
have higher self-esteem, they assess college barriers and chal-
lenges (sources of academic stress) as more manageable and cope
with these more effectively. Examining self-esteem, academic
stress, and depression among undergraduates, Dixon and Robinson
Kurpius (2008) reported that higher self-esteem predicted less
perceived academic stress, which then predicted less depression.

Another aspect of self-beliefs linked to student stress is aca
demic self-efficacy (ASE). Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as
one's belief in one's ability to achieve successfully a desired
outcome through the necessary course of action. ASE specifically
refers to confidence in one’'s ability to execute the academic
requirements, such as writing papers and studying for exams,
necessary to be successful in school (Zajacova et al., 2005).
Bandura believed that academic outcomes are based on the effects
of self-efficacy beliefs that escalate motivation and persistence to
master difficult academic tasks and promote the use of knowledge
and skills. Martinez (2014) particularly noted that for Native
American students “to succeed in school they must have positive
beliefs about their abilities as students” (p. 203).

Considerable research has linked ASE to college grades (e.g.,
Gore, 2006), academic achievement (e.g., Zajacova et al., 2005),
and persistence (e.g., Jackson, Smith, & Hill, 2003). According to
Chemers, Hu, and Garcia (2001), not only is ASE correlated with
self-beliefs about managing college life adjustments and devel op-
ing higher academic performance (e.g., grade self-efficacy), it is
also related to proficiency in managing college stressors such as
the daily academic responsibilities of students (e.g., task self-
efficacy). Students reporting higher academic self-efficacy beliefs
related to mastering these tasks tend to work harder, participate
more eagerly, pursue challenging goals, devote extensive effort

toward accomplishing goals, and persist longer in difficult situa-
tions (Pajares, 2003). ASE beliefs have been consistently found to
predict academic persistence, including the persistence of Chica-
nas/Chicanos (Gloria, 1997), African Americans (Gloria et al.,
1999), EuroAmerican and racial/ethnic minority students (Rigali-
Oiler & Robinson Kurpius, 2013), and Navajos (Rindone, 1988).
Studying Native American undergraduates, Gloria and Kurpius
(2001) found that higher self-esteem and greater overall ASE were
related to fewer nonpersistence decisions. Later research by
Thompson et al. (2013) supported the positive relation between
self-efficacy and intentions to persist among Native American
undergraduates. It is evident that self-beliefs (i.e., self-esteem and
academic self-efficacy) should not be ignored in research exam-
ining factors such as academic stress that are potentially related to
the academic success of Native American students.

The Importance of Cultural Variables

In addition to self-beliefs, cultura variables, particularly one’'s
ethnic identity and perceived cultural fit on campus, are linked to
the educational experiences of Native Americans (LaFromboise, et
al., 1993; LaFromboise, Trimble, & Mohatt, 1990; Okagaki, Hell-
ing, & Bingham, 2009). According to Phinney (1990), ethnic
identity reflects one's knowledge and beliefs about one’'s ethnic
culture and an established mindset of commitment and “belong-
ingness to one's ethnic group, and participation in traditional
cultural proceedings’ (pp. 159-160). Kalsner and Pistole (2003)
stressed that one's ethnicity is an essential component of one's
overal identity. An early study on ethnic identity of Native Amer-
ican students revealed that students felt isolated, rejected, and
anxiety due to the incongruity between their cultural values and
those of a dominant Anglo school environment (Giles & Wiscon-
sin University, Milwaukee Midwest National Origin Desegrega-
tion Assistance Center, 1985). Since then, research has found that
for Native American students a strong identification with their
tribal traditional culture allows them to use their ethnic identity as
a foundation to balance two cultures simultaneously (bicultural-
ism; LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993) and thus be more
likely to succeed and persist in college (Huffman, 2001; Trumbly
Lamsam, 2014).

Although Tinto (1999) stressed the importance of a cohesive
campus environment for academic persistence, Huffman (2001,
2003) noted that Native American students with a strong sense of
tribal ethnic identity might experience cultura conflict with the
dominant culture on campus. Such cultural conflict can be a source
of stress and lead to poor academic performance and nonpersis-
tence. Examining persistence among 156 Native American stu-
dents, Thompson et al. (2013) noted that when students reported
feeling alienation and separation from their culture and felt mar-
ginalized on campus, they did indeed report lower persistence
intensions. Being marginalized and experiencing cultural conflict,
Native American students often adopt “cultural masks’ to hide
who they really are during their interactions on campus (Huffman,
1999). Specificaly studying perceived cultural incongruity (lack
of fit between a student’s values and beliefs and those of the
majority college campus) of Native American undergraduates,
Gloria and Kurpius (2001) found that cultura incongruity was
correlated to more nonpersistence decisions. While neither
Thompson et a. nor Gloria and Robinson investigated the link
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between cultural congruity and academic stress, it is reasonable to
posit that believing that one's values and beliefs are incongruent
with those of the majority campus culture can be a source of stress.

In their early research on ethnic identity, Sellers, Rowley, Cha-
vous, Shelton, and Smith (1997) developed an instrument (the
Multidimensional Inventory for Black ldentity Scale; MIBI) to
assess ethnic identity. They posited that ethnic identity has multi-
ple components, including centrality, public regard, and private
regard. Centrality was defined as the significance of one's racial/
ethnic group to one's identity, public regard as one's perceptions
of how others feel about one’s race/ethnicity, and private regard as
one's emotional and evaluative judgment of one’'s own race/
ethnicity. In 2013, Thompson et al. reported that collective self-
esteem and academic self-efficacy were positively related to per-
sistence intentions among Native American college students.
Collective self-esteem, defined as the positive perceptions of one’s
own cultural group that provides a sense of self in the group to
which one belongs (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992), is similar to the
Sellerset al., 1997 definition of private regard, which suggests that
this aspect of ethnic identity plays a positive role in the academic
experiences of Native American students. In contrast, a campus
environment that deval ues Native Americans can have “an adverse
effect on retention of and sense of belonging for minority students’
(Marroquin & McCoach, 2014, p. 5) and isreflected in perceptions
of low public regard from others on campus. Jackson et al. (2003)
noted that Native American students feel offended, marginalized,
and isolated as a result of both passive and active racism on
campus. When Native American students perceive that others
on campus do not value or respect who they are, it is reasonable to
conclude that they would report low public regard related to the
campus community and report higher stress related to relationships
with faculty, staff, and other students on campus—aspects of
academic stress.

Purpose of Study and Hypotheses

Given the dearth of research on ethnic identity and related
psychosocia and educational outcomes for Native American stu-
dents (Rivas-Drake et ., 2014) and their continued high attrition
from higher education (Thompson et al., 2013), the current study
examined whether self-beliefs, cultural congruity, and ethnic iden-
tity would be related to academic stress of Native American
undergraduates. Based on the literature, two hypotheses were
posed: (a) Self-beliefs (self-esteem and academic self-efficacy)
will predict academic stress among Native American undergradu-
ates such that more positive self-beliefs will be related to less
academic stress; and (b) Ethnic identity (i.e., centrality, private
regard, and public regard) and cultural congruity will predict
significant variance in academic stress among Native American
undergraduates above and beyond that predicted by self-beliefs.
Specifically, more positive ethnic identity and greater cultura
congruity will be related to less academic stress.

Method

Recruitment and Participants

This study was conducted at alarge southwestern university that
draws students from the many Native American tribes throughout

Arizona and nationally. After ingtitutional review board (IRB)
approval was obtained, Native American undergraduates were
recruited from Native American Studies courses, Native American
Student Support Services, Native American student organizations,
and the Native American Science and Engineering Society. The
participation rate was approximately 70%. The mean age for the
158 (65 males and 93 females) Native American participants who
completed the survey was 22.85 years (SD = 6.60). These students
represented approximately 10% of the Native Americans enrolled
at the university and reflected the tribal affiliations of the Native
American student body. The most prevalent tribal membership
identified was Navajo (n = 82) with other tribes represented by
one to six participants. Those who self-identified as biracial were
included in the study if their first identity was Native American.
Since not everyone answered every demographic question, totals
do not consistently sum to 158. High school grade point averages
(GPA) was reported by 144 participants (M = 3.35, D = .54),
and 95 reported their college GPA (M = 2.95, D = .51). Ap-
proximately half of the participants were freshmen/sophomores
and half junior/seniors, with the majority (n = 81; 72.3%) being
single/never married. For those who reported parental education,
the most frequently reported educational attainment categories for
fathers were: 27 (17.6%) an 8th grade education; 46 (30.1%) a
high school diploma/GED; and 38 (24.8%) some college/technical
training. The most frequently reported categories for mothers
were: 34 (21.8%) a high school diploma/GED; 42 (26.9%) some
college/technical training, and 22 (14.1%) a master’'s degree.

I nstrumentation

First, participants completed a demographic questions about
age, gender, year in school, parental educational attainment, high
school and current college GPA, and tribal affiliation. They also
completed instruments that assessed self-beliefs, ethnic identity,
cultural congruity, and academic stress.

Self-beliefs. Two variables comprised self-beliefs:  self-
esteem and ASE. The 10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
(RSES; Rosenberg, 1965) assessed self-esteem. Items such as “I
take a positive attitude toward myself” are rated on a4-point scale.
Responses are summed to create a total score that can range from
10 to 40 with higher scores reflecting higher self-esteem. Cron-
bach’s alphas of .84 (Johnson, Robinson Kurpius, Dixon Rayle,
Arredondo, & Tovar-Gamero, 2005) and .82 (Gloria & Kurpius,
2001) have been reported for Native American undergraduates.
Dixon Rayle, Arredondo, and Robinson Kurpius (2005) reported
evidence of predictive validity, and Robinson Kurpius, Payak-
kakom, Dixon Rayle, Chee, and Arredondo (2008) validated the
RSES with EuroAmerican, Latino/a, and Native American fresh-
men. For the current study, the Cronbach’s apha was .84 (scale
M = 31.76, SD = 6.02).

To obtain a comprehensive measure of ASE, two scales that
measured different aspects of ASE were used. The first scale, the
Educational Degree Behaviors Self-Efficacy Scale (EDBSES;
Lent, Brown, & Larkin, 1987), is comprised of 14 grade-related
statements such as “Complete English general studies require-
ments with a B or better”. The second scale was the 14-item
College Self-Efficacy Inventory (CSEI; Solberg, Hale, Villarrea,
& Kavanagh, 1993), with seven items measuring socia efficacy
and seven items measuring course efficacy. Sample items from the
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CSEl, which focuses on academic-related tasks, include “take
good class notes’ and “ask a professor a question”’. Both the
EDBSES and the CSEI used a 7-point response format that ranged
from 1 (“not at all”) to 7 (“extremely”) confident. For each scale,
responses were averaged with higher scores reflecting greater
grade or task self-efficacy. Predictive validity has been reported
for these scales in that they predicted academic persistence deci-
sions of Native American students (Gloria & Kurpius, 2001) and
of racia/ethnic minority students (Rigali-Oiler & Robinson
Kurpius, 2013). For this study, the Cronbach’'s apha for the
EDBSES was .91 (scdle M = 5.67, SD = 0.94) and for the CSEI
was .91 (scde M = 5.38, SD = 1.01).

Ethnic identity. A modified version of the Multidimensional
Inventory for Black Identity Scale (MIBI; Sellers et al., 1997)
assessed three aspects of ethnic identity (centrality, private regard,
and public regard). The MIBI was originally developed to assess
perceptions of three personal identity constructs (centrality, regard,
and ideology) among Black participants. The 8-item centrality
scale measures the degree to which individuals believe that their
race/ethnicity is central to their identity, the 6-item private regard
scale measures one’'s emotional and evaluative judgment of one's
own race/ethnicity, and the 6-item public regard scale measures
one's perceptions of how others may feel about his or her race/
ethnicity. Johnson et a. (2005) modified the original MIBI to
assess ethnic identity among Euro American, Latino/a, and Native
American students. To measure ethnic identity among the Native
American students, participants responded to the 20-item MIBI-M
with respect to “Native Americans’ or their tribal affiliation (e.g.,
Navajo, Apache). Examples of modified items include: “1 have a
strong sense of belonging to (__ ) people” (centrality); “I am
proud to be (__ )" (private regard); and “In general, others respect
(__) peopl€e” (public regard). Items are rated from 1 (“strongly
disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”). After reverse coding as needed,
responses were summed and averaged for each subscale. Higher
scores reflect greater centrality, private regard, and public regard.
Johnson et al. (2005) provided evidence of construct and predictive
validity for the MIBI-M for EuroAmerican, Latino/a, and Native
American undergraduates and also reported acceptable internal
consistencies. Evidence of construct validity of the three scales
with racial/ethnic minority undergraduates was also provided by
Rigali-Oiler and Robinson Kurpius (2013). For the current sample,
the Cronbach’s apha for the 8-item centrality scale was .56;
however, when two weak items that failed to correlate with the
other scale items were deleted, the Cronbach’s alpha was more
acceptable at .69 (scae M = 5.31, SD = 1.27). These two items
asked about “strong sense of attachment” to other Native Ameri-
can people (item 6) and being Native American a “major factor in
socia relationships’ (item 8). The Cronbach’'s alpha for private
regard was .78 (scale M = 5.73, SD = 1.06). The Cronbach’s
alpha for the 6-item public regard scale was .64; however, when a
weak item (“Most people consider Native Americans, on the
average, to be more ineffective than other racial groups’) that did
not correlate with any other scale items was deleted, the resulting
internal consistency was .71 (scae M = 4.44, D = 1.01).

Cultural congruity. The 13-item Cultural Congruity Scale
(CCS) assesses minority students' perceptions of the degree to
which their cultura values and beliefs fit with those of their
college campus (Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 1996). Items such as
“| feel | have to change myself to fit in at school” are rated on a

7-point Likert-type scale. Responses are summed and averaged
with higher scores reflecting greater cultural congruity. The au-
thors reported strong internal consistency reliability and evidence
of predictive validity for the Chicano students. For this study
sample, the Cronbach’s alpha was .74 (scale M = 5.76, SD =
0.74).

Academic stress. Academic stress was assessed by 29-items
from the Daily Hassles Index for College Stress (Schafer, 1996).
Items such as “constant pressure of studying” and “getting to class
on time” were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from “not at al
stressful” to “highly stressful”. Responses were summed and av-
eraged to form a total score that could range from 1 to 5, with
higher scores indicating greater academic stress. Cronbach’s al-
phas of .89 (Dixon & Robinson Kurpius, 2008) and .81 (Gloria et
al., 1999) have been reported for this scale. Dixon and Robinson
Kurpius (2008) also reported predictive validity for this measurein
that it was a strong predictor of depression among undergraduates.
For the current study sample, the Cronbach’s alphawas .91 (scale
M = 2.74, SD = 0.70).

Procedures

Participants were recruited by the first author, a member of the
Navajo Nation, to compl ete a paper-pencil survey. Most compl eted
the survey during class time and returned it in a sealed envelope.
Those who did not complete the survey in class were given an
opportunity to complete it outside of the classroom (i.e., home)
with the instruction to return it in the envelope to their instructor.
Survey packets administered during organization meetings were
returned to the organization facilitator. Informed consent for par-
ticipation was determined by the completion and return of the
survey packet. No identifying information was gathered.

Results

Prior to testing the hypotheses, descriptive statistics for the
study scales and internal consistencies were calculated. Little's
Missing Completely at Random tests were conducted, and p values
ranged from .064 to .34, indicating that missing responses to the
study instruments were missing at random. Mean imputation was
used to replace the missing responses. To determine whether the
demographic variables (gender, age, family income, and high
school GPA) were potential confounds for academic stress, a
multiple regression was calculated. Since they did not account for
significant variance in academic stress (p = .539); they were not
included as controls in the tests of the hypotheses.

To Test H1, the self-belief variables (self-esteem and the two
ASE measures) were entered together to predict academic stress.
They accounted for 13.6% of the variance in academic stress, AF
(3, 154) = 8.07, p < .001. Examination of the beta weights
indicated that only academic-task self-efficacy, B = —.373,
t = —3.69, p < .001, was a significant predictor of academic
stress, thus partially supporting H1 (see Table 1 for zero-order
correlations).

Step 2 entered the cultural variables (ethnic identity and cultural
congruity) as a cluster to test whether they made a significant
contribution to the variance in academic stress above and beyond
that of self-beliefs (H2). These four variables accounted for sig-
nificant additional variance in academic stress, AR? = .101, AF (4,
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Table 1
Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M D
1. Academic stress — —.23" —.37 -.15 —.24" -.32" -.07 —.41" 274 71
2. Esteem — 49" 29" 24 20" .08 55" 31.76 6.02
3. Task self-efficacy — .58 37 .30 A5 34 5.38 1.01
4. Grade self-efficacy — A7 16" .09 22" 5.67 .94
5. Private regard — 40" .52 21 5.58 91
6. Public regard — 13 .36 4.44 1.02
7. Centrality — .03 531 1.28
8. Cultural congruity — 5.76 .88

"p<.05 "p<.0l *p<.001.

150) = 4.98, p = .001, with public regard (3 = —.16,t = —1.99,
p < .05) and cultural congruity (B = —.236,t = —2.89, p = .004)
being significant predictors increasing the accounted for variance
in academic stress. Both cultural congruity and public regard were
negatively related to academic stress. Cultural factors made a
significant contribution to the variance in academic stress above
and beyond that of self-beliefs thus supporting H2 (see Table 2 for
the results of the regression analyses).

The full model revealed that self-beliefs, ethnic identity, and
cultural congruity accounted for 23.7% of the variance in academic
stress for these Native American undergraduates. Academic task
self-efficacy, public regard, and cultural congruity were the sig-
nificant predictors (see Table 2). Each was negatively related to
academic stress.

Discussion

The finding that self-beliefs accounted for significant variance
in academic stress among Native American undergraduates adds
support to previous research (Dixon & Robinson Kurpius, 2008;
Solberg & Viliarreal, 1997; Torres & Solberg, 2001). In their study
with Native American undergraduates, however, Gloria and
Kurpius (2001) found that self-esteem and academic self-efficacy
were highly correlated and predicted nonpersistence decisions;
however, neither predicted academic stress. Although the current
study used the same measures as Gloria and Robinson Kurpius, the
current study sample was almost twice as large, which may have
yielded more robust findings. Also, the current study examined
two aspects of ASE and found that the task self-efficacy aspect of
ASE impacted academic stress. Even though students rated their

Table 2
Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Academic Stress
Predictors AR? B AF
Step 1 136 8.07"*
Self-esteem —.075
Grade self-efficacy —.093
Task self-efficacy —.373"
Step 2 101 4,98
Cultural congruity —.236""
Centrality 147
Private regard —.031
Public regard —.160"
*p< .05 *p<.0L **p<.00L

ability to get an A or B in their classes quite positively (average
rating of 5.67 out of possible 7 points), they were less certain about
whether they could do the tasks needed to be successful academ-
icaly. When these Native American students had more positive
perceptions of task self-efficacy, however, they also reported less
academic stress.

Bandura (1997) believed that academic outcomes are based on
the effects of self-efficacy beliefs that enhance commitment and
motivation to master difficult academic requirements. Tinto (1993)
described “commitment” as one’s motivation and willingness to
succeed in college that can lead to persistence. If one is highly
motivated and willing to succeed, one might also have a stronger
sense of ASE that results in viewing academic challenges (e.g.,
talking in class or to peers/instructors, writing papers, and taking
exams) more positively and not as stressful. With stronger self-
efficacy beliefs, perhaps these students made the necessary cog-
nitive and behavioral adjustments to address academic demands
and interactions so that they were perceived as manageable activ-
itiesand thusless stressful. In their study with indigenous students,
Marroquin and McCoach (2014) noted that academic success was
impacted by on-campus factors such as faculty and staff interac-
tions and other socia factors that can leave students feeling so-
cialy isolated. If students lack confidence in these social areas as
well as in their ability to do the daily activities'tasks related to
academic success, it is not surprising that they report more aca-
demic stress.

The finding that less task ASE is related to higher academic
stress is part of a pattern in the findings. Specifically, cultural
congruity and the public regard aspect of ethnic identity were also
negative predictors of academic stress. The academic stress of
these Native American students was linked not only to their
efficacy about completing school-related tasks, many of which
involved social interactions, but also to their beliefs that their
values and beliefs did not fit with the campus cultural milieu. This
supports previous findings that perceived cultural fit is positively
related to academic outcomes for Latino/a students (Gloria &
Robinson Kurpius, 1996) and that perceptions of the university
environment, including interactions with faculty, staff, and peers,
are related to ethnic identity and that these then linked to greater
academic persistence for racial/ethnic minority students (Rigali-
Oiler & Robinson Kurpius, 2013). It is evident that perceptions of
the campus, which included interactions and behaviors of others,
influence student academic outcomes. In the current study, aca-
demic stress was negatively related to perceptions that the stu-
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dents' values and beliefs as Native Americans were not congruent
with those of others on the predominantly White campus. A critical
factor in academic persistent is feeling that one is a “valued
member of the institution” (Tinto, 1999, p. 5); therefore, believing
that one does not “fit in” can lead to feelings of not being
valued/respected, a sense of isolation, increased academic stress,
and nonpersistence.

Perception of low public regard from others on campus was also
correlated with greater academic stress. Believing that one' svalues
and beliefs are incongruent with those of others on campus and
that others on campus do not have positive perceptions of one's
ethnic group may relate to Tinto's (1993) concepts of “incongru-
ence” and “isolation”. Tinto described incongruence as the basic
disparity or lack of fit between the individual and institution in
terms of interests, preferences, and needs, based on one's self-
perception of interactions with others such as faculty, staff, and
peers. Addressing the isolation on campus that many Native Amer-
ican students feel, Huffman (2001) suggested that students who are
transcultural will be less isolated, be involved in more cultural
exchange with others, and be more academically successful. Being
transcultural is being able to engage in two cultures without
assimilation or “relinquishing their Native ways’ (p. 19). LaFrom-
boise et al. (1993) posited that Native American students need to
have bicultural efficacy—believing that “one can be true to one’s
ethnic identity and still function in the majority culture” (p. 159).
Even though the Native American students in the current study
reported low public regard, they also reported a strong sense of
private regard for who they were as Native Americans and, to a
lesser extent, that being Native was central to their identity. Their
private regard and self-esteem were aso strongly related. Native
American students with a strong sense of cultural identity are less
likely to dropout (Martinez, 2014).

Collectively, the study findings suggest that these students have
positive feelings about themselves and value being Native Amer-
ican in spite of perceiving less positive public regard from others
and feeling that their values and beliefswere not a“fit” on campus.
The cultural variables of public regard and cultural congruity
involve perceptions and social interactions with others on campus.
Both Tinto (1993, 1999) and Huffman (2001) noted that feelings of
isolation, which often as a result of lack of positive social inter-
action, can result in eventua college departure. Thisis particularly
important for Native American students given their high dropout
rate from institutions of higher education (Thompson et a., 2013).

A discussion of the findings related to public regard and cultural
congruity cannot ignore the current climate of racism and discrim-
ination in our society. Too often, students experience covert or
overt hostility and/or verbal racism or harassment related to being
a Native American on predominantly White campuses (Larimore
& McClellan, 2005). In his qualitative study with Native Ameri-
cans, Tierney (1992b) quoted a student who reported being “ back-
stabbed” with “racist comments’” by Anglo students (p. 80). In a
study conducted in the early 2000s, Perry (2002) noted that 40% of
Native Americans attending a large university located adjacent to
a Native American reservation and having a significant Native
American student population reported experiencing ethnoviolence
(i.e., racism and prejudice). Trying to explain why Native Amer-
ican students experience more prejudiced behaviors and attitudes
than do the more populous minority groups, Jackson et a. (2003)
suggested that it is due to Native American students being a

minority among minorities. Thus, they may experience prejudicial
behaviors from other minority students as well as from White
students on campus. Sadly, our society has not moved beyond
prejudice, racism, and discrimination. As evidenced by the current
study, Native American students still experience prejudice as man-
ifested in low public regard and discrimination as manifested in
poor cultural congruence, and these, along with weaker task self-
efficacy, impact their academic stress and perhaps persistence to
their degree.

Recommendations for Change

While historically it was expected that students had to change to
fit in, it is now recognized that the campus community needs to
change to help Native American students be successful (Jackson et
al., 2003; Larimore & McClellan, 2005). As Tierney (1992b)
noted, Native American students often do not know what is ex-
pected of them on campus, particularly if they are the first in their
family to attend a university. Tribal involvement as early as high
school and helping parents understand what their child might
experience as a college student (Jackson et al., 2003) can support
students to “excel in school, get skills, and education and still be
‘Indian’ without cultural conflict” (Edgewater, 1981, p. 29). This
lack of knowledge could also be addressed by providing incoming
students with more concrete information through advising, by
pairing them with more advanced students as mentors to share
information, facilitate social support, and address isolation (Guil-
lory, 2009; Jackson et al., 2003; Larimore & McClellan, 2005),
and by encouraging them to join Native American clubs and other
campus groups. Campus services need to be coordinated and
comprehensive and also need a designated person to serve as an
instigator or catalyst for this coordination (Larimore & McClellan,
2005). Faculty and staff need to be culturally sensitive to Native
American students (Tierney, 1992a), which means developing
culturally sensitive academic and career guidance programs (La-
rimore & McClellan, 2005; Guillory, 2009) and having a faculty/
staff who isinvested in student success (Jackson et al., 2003). This
includes cultural relevancy training for faculty and staff and in-
creasing the cultural relevance of the curriculum (Martinez, 2014).
For example, Native Americans value cooperation, not competi-
tion (Tierney, 1992b). Yet, too many university classrooms are
structured around competition, and students are evaluated against
their peers' performance. Instead of teacher-focused lectures with
one-way learning, classes that are built around learning commu-
nities and collaborative learning activities could promote retention
and help Native American students connect and gain a sense of
belonging by sharing knowledge, learning, and responsibility. As
noted by Wilson et a. (2015), a sense of belonging in the context
of the classroom is foundational for class engagement and self-
efficacy. In a classroom learning community, “student tend to
learn and to make friends at the same time” (Tinto, 1999, p. 8),
which can decrease feelings of isolation and result in greater public
regard from peers as they get to know their Native American
classmates better. It is also possible that such learning communi-
ties would impact task self-efficacy as each person makes a pos-
itive contribution to everyone else's learning. In addition, a more
culturally sensitive approach to evaluation would be criterion-
referenced grading instead of norm referenced. Students would be
evaluated according to how well they master the information rather



This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

ACADEMIC STRESS 71

than how they perform in comparison to others. These types of
curriculum changes could benefit al students, not just Native
American students. ASE needs to be addressed comprehensively
through campus-based programs as well as through individualy
focused efforts targeted to the needs of individual students.

Study Limitations

Several limitations of this study should be noted. First, the
measures were self-report and may not be a genuine reflection of
the behaviors of this sample. Second, the original internal consis-
tencies for the centrality and public regard ethnic identity measures
were weak and became acceptable only after items were deleted
from the scales. Whether this changed the validity of the measures
is unknown. Third, a mgjority of the participants were Navajo,
which does not reflect the breadth of Native American tribes in
higher education across the U.S. Findly, the sample size was
relatively small, which limits generalizability and prevented a
more sophisticated analyses (such as structural equations model-
ing) to test a model of academic stress.

Conclusion

In spite of these limitations, the findings from this study add to
our understanding of the educational experiences of Native Amer-
ican college students. It is evident that self-beliefs, particularly
task self-efficacy, is important for these students and is directly
related to their perceived academic stress. Furthermore, how these
students thought they were perceived as Native Americans (public
regard) and how much they felt that their beliefs and values fit with
those of other students on the predominantly White campus (cul-
tural congruity) were also linked with perceived academic stress.
Campus wide efforts need to be made to make college campuses
and classrooms more inclusive and accepting and encouraging of
all students and to foster a sense of belonging. An inclusive
university environment can be fostered by ensuring that there are
Native American faculty or staff members who can serve as
role models and mentors, a diverse student body that includes
Native American students as potential role models of academic
success, class discussions and learning activities that include Na-
tive American topics and culture with all students being encour-
aged to write or present on related topics, and presentations of
Native American art and other creative endeavors and recognition
of Native American events on campus. Exposure to or involvement
in such programs, events, or activities could result in greater
cultural sensitivity and appreciation for Native American values
and ways of being among others on campus and increase Native
American students' ethnic pride. These suggestions can promote
ethnic identity and a sense of cultural congruity and increase
self-beliefs, which can lead to reduced academic stress. Perhaps
with less academic stress, Native American students will be en-
couraged to persist to obtain their degrees.
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