Draft letter from tribe to California state representatives, members of California State University Board of Trustees, or CSU chancellor.  The trustees and chancellor can be reached at the same address: Chancellor Charles B. Reed, 401 Golden Shore, Long Beach, CA 90802-4210, phone 562-951-4000]

Dear __________:

Certain matters concerning the education of Native American students at Humboldt State University in Arcata have come to our attention.  As the governing body of a sovereign tribal nation, we have a responsibility and sacred duty to attend to the well-being of our tribal students of this generation and all those who follow.  As [use the appropriate word here, either “appointed” or “elected.”] officials of the State of California, you are tasked with the duty to ensure that the promises and obligations of the State are met in regard to Native Peoples.  Therefore, we trust that you will give attention to the following matters.

HISTORY

On Saturday, March 31, at the request of the American Indian Alliance of Humboldt State University (HSU), Elk Valley Rancheria hosted a meeting in our community center to hear their concerns about the state of educational opportunities for Indians at HSU.  Elected and appointed representatives of ten Humboldt and Del Norte Tribes attended, as did over 100 community members and students.

Saturday’s meeting, which we called a “Student/Tribal Summit on Indian Education,” was the result of a three-hour meeting held at HSU on March 2 of this year.  In that earlier meeting – which was convened by HSU to gather local tribes’ suggestions about Indian education – tribal representatives firmly and repeatedly stated that they opposed any cuts to Native American academic departments and Indian support programs at HSU.  There was no room on the agenda to hear students’ views of their own educational experience.  When the HSU meeting adjourned, Native students approached us and asked if we would support a meeting at which they could discuss some of their concerns about HSU.  Elk Valley agreed to donate the use of our community center, and the nine other tribes agreed to support the proposed meeting in various ways.

ISSUES PRESENTED BY STUDENTS

The student presentations during the Summit, which were usually passionate, sometimes emotional, but always well-reasoned and erudite, detailed concerns that have merit and deserve further investigation and consideration.  Four major themes recurred throughout the day: First, that the budget cuts were affecting the Native American Studies Department (NAS) disproportionately; second, that these cuts to the department were indicative of a long history at HSU of disempowering or reducing NAS; third, that, in a number of ways, these cuts are harming Native American students’ chances at completing their education at HSU; and fourth, which is ancillary to the third theme, that reducing the numbers of Native faculty deprives all students, but especially Native students, of experienced and knowledgeable teachers who also act as mentors.  

Following their presentations, the students requested the assistance of the assembled tribal leaders in making their concerns known to the appropriate parties.

The above issues, as the students presented them, are detailed below, followed by a Summary of our Recommendations.

SUMMARIES OF STUDENT PRESENTATIONS

I. BUDGET CUTS AFFECT NAS DISPROPORTIONATELY

HSU is reducing its entire campus budget by 7% for Fall 2007, but the Native American Studies Department is taking an especially heavy hit; its course offerings and faculty will be reduced by nearly half.  Due to having its budget slashed, NAS is only scheduled to offer 8 different courses in the Fall Semester.  Both of NAS’ lecturers are being cut, leaving just two full-time faculty, only one of whom is a tenured professor.

NAS should not be cut this drastically, because it is already one of the smallest departments on campus.  In the fall, barely more than ½ of our classes will be offered, which poses a problem for enrolled students who need to graduate in a timely fashion.  Some classes will only be offered every other semester, or not at all.
The faculty who are left behind will be forced to work harder, because they will have more “weighted teaching units” (WTU’s) and ancillary duties, such as advising and mentoring Native students, and representing the “Indian viewpoint” on various campus committees.  For instance,one of the NAS faculty members, an assistant professor, already carries 23.5 WTU’s, which helps the university as a whole, but puts tremendous pressure on him.  (His workload is 157% of full-time.  Full-time faculty have a workload of 15 WTU’s.  Translation: One class equals 3 WTU’s.  Most CSU faculty teach 4 classes of 3 WTU’s, which equals 12 WTU’s.  Then, advising students adds another 3 WTU’s, for a total of 15 WTU’s.)  It must be understood that the Native American professors take their responsibilities toward their students very seriously, as they look out not only for the interests of their students, but also for the seven generations that will follow.  Because of this culturally-imposed duty, they will work themselves to exhaustion in support of the students, even if, and especially if the university does not.

On a related note, HSU has publicly taken a position that the university will lead a concerted effort to recruit students from all across the state, as well as from out of state.  This is a laudable goal, to bring more Native students to HSU.  Students tell of several administration people on campus who expect NAS professors to lead or at least assist in this effort.  Yet, the students wonder how the professors will be able to do this extremely important recruiting when they are already overworked, and furthermore have been offered neither travel funds nor release time.

The students feel there is no real reason for HSU to cut Native American Studies and Ethnic Studies Departments, because they pay for themselves.  Most NAS classes fill up.  This is called high “full-time equivalent students” (FTES).  The more FTES a department has, the more funding the department receives.  NAS has a very high faculty-to-FTES ratio, more than many other departments, which means that less money is expended on faculty salaries, proportionately.
II. HSU’S HISTORY OF REDUCING NAS

HSU has claimed to be, and is now recognized as, the model and flagship campus for Native American Studies in the CSU.  Because of this claimed and perceived status, HSU’s President Rollin Richmond has been tasked by Chancellor Reed to develop ways to increase Native American enrollment and retention system-wide.  In spite of this, HSU has consistently made moves to diminish NAS at HSU.  For instance, in 1999 there were five full-time faculty in NAS.  One professor left in 1999, and two left in 2003.  A fourth now teaches only one course in NAS and teaches his other courses in Anthropology, for a loss of 3.75 positions.  (Note: Although this professor teaches only 25% in NAS, his entire salary is paid by NAS, meaning, of course, that NAS is donating 75% of his salary to the Anthropology Department.)  During the Academic Year 2003-04, NAS operated with only one full-time professor, who taught an overload of courses while chairing the department.  All other courses were taught by adjunct faculty.  HSU did not hire any replacements until Fall 2004, but then filled only one of the positions, leaving a net deficit of 2.75 positions.

This, despite that fact that HSU guaranteed NAS would be hiring more faculty to replace the three professors who had left.  These positions were guaranteed in HSU’s Strategic Plan 2004-2009.  The Strategic Plan said HSU would:

· Establish the Native American Studies program as a CSU system leader in Native American scholarship.

· Ensure that the two faculty positions in Native American Studies open for reappointment are filled with permanent tenure track faculty.  The first position should be filled, if possible, by May 2005.  The second hire should be made as soon as possible.

· Increase the faculty in the Native American Studies Program beyond the replacement of two tenure track faculty over the next seven years.

· HSU Strategic Plan 2004-2009, pp. 115 & 129

Notice that the Strategic Plan mentioned only the two faculty positions that were vacated in 2003, but made no mention of the other missing 1.75 positions.

One student mentioned that a Humboldt County agency listed NAS at HSU as a resource for Indian Child Welfare issues.  She wondered how available and effective NAS can really be, since its faculty is reduced so drastically.

In regard to eliminating both of NAS’ lecturers, the students talked about “backfill,” which is the practice of assigning money to a department to hire temporary lecturers until a missing position can be filled permanently.  The students asked, since NAS has never been able to permanently fill those three faculty positions, where did that money for backfill go?  Why isn’t it being used to hire more lecturers in the department?  

Students also wondered why, while the University is cutting Native lecturers from NAS, the administration is forcing NAS to accept a professor who is not contributing to the department.  The professor mentioned above, who teaches only 25% NAS, carries a workload of less than the 15 WTU’s, yet he is paid as a full-time professor.  He teaches only one course for NAS, and the rest of his time teaches in the Anthropology Department, yet NAS is forced to pay his full salary.  The students believe this is a blatant abuse of tenure as well as de facto reduction of NAS’ budget, and that it happened well in advance of the current “budget crisis.”

As a further abuse of tenure, many students, Native and non-Native alike, have complained about being forced to take the above-mentioned professor’s class, and have said he is not only a substandard teacher, but that he teaches facts and theories that are wrong or in opposition to what other NAS professors teach.  Some of the students have even found it necessary to correct him in class.  They say he scares students away from taking further NAS courses.  Example quotes of students who have had this professor’s class: “If that’s what they teach in NAS, I’m not taking any more classes from them.”  “I tell all my friends to stay away from NAS.”  This professor was supposed to be responsible for implementing a Native languages program within the department, but has only taught one language course in NAS in the last six years.  When asked why NAS is forced to allow him to teach in NAS and why NAS is forced to keep paying his salary, the administration gives no satisfactory answers, except to say that if he moves into Anthropology, the money (his salary) goes with him.

III. CUTS HARM NATIVE STUDENT CHANCES OF GRADUATING

Some students feel current HSU catalogues go beyond good marketing tools and are fraudulent, in that they paint a very optimistic picture of what NAS has to offer.  They feel that, given the current and proposed reductions, the actual offerings and timeframes differ drastically from those mentioned in the catalogues.

Many NAS majors feel that if the department is forced to continue operating with a reduced curriculum, they will not be able to graduate in a timely manner.  It is already a struggle, given the missing 1.75 full-time positions and the corresponding reduction in course offerings, to graduate on time.  With only eight courses offered per semester, it will be nearly impossible to complete the major requirements in the allotted time.  The students, most of whom expressed desires to work for their tribes or for tribal organizations, feel they are faced with three choices: 1) spend the extra time and money it will take to graduate in a reduced NAS at HSU, 2) transfer to a university that offers a better NAS curriculum, or 3) quit school and go immediately to work.

IV. REDUCING NATIVE FACULTY DEPRIVES STUDENTS

Because of the budget cuts, HSU is eliminating both NAS lecturers.  Both of these lecturers are Native women.  The departure of these Native women means more than just the loss of the classes they teach; it means the loss of strong Indigenous voices and of an important part of Native cultures; it means the loss of the “heart and soul of the Department.”  Although not required by the terms of their contracts, these women also devote hours of their time, not only toward mentoring and advising students, but also in working on committees and other Indigenous activities on campus.  The students emphasized these women should not be eliminated from the department, stating that it is simply wrong, from a Native point of view, to remove the women from the academic departments, because, in the tribal way, women bring a balance to the men, and contribute a woman’s perspective to the courses.  Not only are the two eliminated lecturers leaders in their respective fields, a number of the Native women students deplored HSU’s cavalier dismissal of the only women on campus to whom they can look as role models and mentors.

Most of the students, Native and non-Native alike, also mentioned that Native professors are more than merely teachers.  It is true that, because of the richness of their experiences and the breadth of their education, Native professors are usually able to offer more insightful and in-depth analyses of important issues, which non-Native teachers can only speak to from a surface, or outsider’s perspective.  However, again, these male and female Native professors are seen as role models and mentors.  If these professors are eliminated or forced to take on extra duties, the students lose the benefit of their experience and Indigenous perspectives.  Native students, especially, lose the closeness of people whom they may see as elders-away-from-home, of people to whom they may look for advice and counsel, simply because these professors come from similar backgrounds and, in essence, if not actually, may speak the same language.

The students also noted that, while NAS is being cut, other departments continue to offer courses taught by non-Native professors whose expertise does not lie in Native American Studies.  As an example, they note that in Fall 2007 the English Department will be offering a masters level course on Native American Literature.  Three of the Native American faculty, including one of the lecturers who was terminated, have the expertise to teach this course, yet none were contacted prior to its offering.  Also, students are frustrated that the Anthropology Department will be offering a course on California Indians at the same time as NAS in the Fall.  Ironically, this NAS course will be taught by the NAS professor who is Tolowa, a California native tribe, while simultaneously the Anthropology course will be taught by the non-Native professor who teaches ¼ time in NAS and ¾ in Anthropology.  Competition with these English and Anthropology courses will surely take away from the numbers of students in the NAS courses, furthering reducing their chances for success.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

I. BUDGET CUTS AFFECT NAS DISPROPORTIONATELY

1. Review the NAS budget, with an eye toward easing the workload of current full-time professors.  

2. Make all efforts to keep course offerings at optimum levels and to retain sufficient faculty (full-time and adjunct) to teach and advise at those levels.

II. HSU’S HISTORY OF REDUCING NAS

1. Instruct the HSU administration to live up to its stated goals and assurances regarding the staffing and budgeting of the Native American Studies Department.  

2. Allocate funding and conduct searches to fill the two faculty positions that have been vacant since 2003.  

3. Remove the one full professor who is currently teaching only 25% in NAS, but retain the funding for that full position within NAS.  

4. Authorize NAS to control its own internal affairs, including empowering its own personnel committee to act without excessive interference from the CAHSS Dean’s office.  

5. As a non-preferred alternative, empanel a committee at the earliest possible opportunity, composed of Native American/American Indian Studies professors (not administrators) from the CSU, to investigate student allegations of impropriety in the treatment of NAS at HSU.

III. CUTS HARM NATIVE STUDENTS’ CHANCES OF GRADUATING

1. Take necessary steps as above, including written assurances that NAS majors will continued to have the opportunity to graduate on schedule.

IV. REDUCING NATIVE FACULTY DEPRIVES STUDENTS

1. Make every effort to find and hire Native American professors and lecturers preferentially, as this will benefit students and align HSU’s practices with its stated goals for the Department.

FINALLY:

We understand that everybody has been hit hard, everybody has taken huge cuts, and nobody is exempt.  But these budget cuts are like a flat tax, which hurts the poorest more than the affluent.  NAS is among the poorest departments on campus, and therefore has been hit harder, and has been cut disproportionately more than others.  The process of reducing departments and programs to fit within university budget cut mandates has not been equal, and not all departments and programs have been affected equally, because like the flat tax, these so-called equal budget cuts have cut NAS down to the bone, leaving them with only two full-time professors to teach required major courses.  Various administration officials have already said publicly that NAS has failed as a major; now, by cutting it so drastically, they are guaranteeing it will fail.

It is disingenuous to state that NAS has failed, when, according to the evidence presented by the students, the department has grown from 17 to 40 majors in the last four years, which is approximately 20-25% of the self-identified Indigenous students on campus.

If there is anything that has failed, it is the support of the university, which made promises that have not been kept.  This is an old pattern of American history regarding Native Peoples.  We urge you to do everything in your power to see that this pattern ends here.  Please work with us to ensure that the Native American Studies Department at Humboldt State University remains viable and grows to meet the needs of the many tribal peoples of California.

