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ismantling the barriers that Na-

tive Americans have traditionally

faced while pursuing an educa-
tion, Native American tribes began in
1968 to charter reservation-based com-
munity colleges. Known collectively as
tribal colleges, these institutions are man-
aged by the governing councils of tribes
and offer a range of two-year or four-year
programs of study, with specific emphasis
placed on tribal culture and traditions. In a
recent ethnographic study of a tribal col-
lege in North Dakota, Annmaria Rousey
and Erich Longie asked: “What is it that
tribal colleges are doing, thinking, or pro-
viding differently than mainstream insti-
tutions that might explain their success at
retention of very high-risk students?”!
They discovered the answer to this ques-
tion in the concept of the tribal college as
“a family support system.”” The ways in
which tribal colleges function as support
systems have also been documented in a
series of reports produced by The Amer-
ican Indian Higher Education Consortium
(AIHEC). AIHEC describes the 33 tribal
colleges within the United States and
Canada as “the educational, social, and
economic cores of the reservations and
towns in which they are located,” and
explains that they “are true community
institutions—they are involved in almost
every aspect of local community life,
ranging from the provision of public ser-
vices to the nurturing of traditional values
and beliefs.””

The tribal college library enables the
tribal college to act both as family support
system and community institution by fill-
ing these very same roles. In their “base-
line profile of the fundamental character-
istics” of tribal colleges, Lotsee Patterson
and Rhonda Harris Taylor described how
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these institutions balance “academic li-
brary functions with public library ser-
vices and elements of tribal culture.”*
Cheryl Metoyer-Duran applied an organi-
zational model to tribal college libraries
to identify their role in helping the col-
leges achieve their mission-defining goals
of “preserving and communicating tribal
culture, enhancing economic opportunity
within the tribal community, and improv-
ing health care at the community level.”
Subsequently testing the results of her
work by gathering feedback from 24
tribal college presidents, she concluded
that “the presidents perceive librarians as
the major link between the community
and the resources” of the tribal college
library, and that tribal college librarians
“are agents who activate or actualize the
library.”®

Although the library is symbolically
viewed as the heart of many university
and college campuses, it is literally so for
tribal colleges. Notwithstanding the vital
role of tribal college libraries, little has
been written on these institutions. Even
less is known about what it is actually like
to work at these libraries—the daily joys
and frustrations and the factors that con-
tribute to both positive and negative work
experiences. This study addressed these
issues by recording the experiences of
tribal college library workers, including
library directors, librarians, technicians,
and assistants. The study allowed library
workers to discuss a wide range of their
workplace experiences as they answered a
series of survey questions. Taken as a
whole, the study touched upon general
philosophical issues as well as more pro-
saic concerns to present a nuanced narra-
tive of communal and professional life in
a library institutional setting that is not



often discussed in professional library lit-
erature. This was not intended to be a job
satisfaction study, although many of the
received replies turned out to contain el-
ements that could apply to job satisfaction
issues.

ProcEmMRES

A survey consisting of five introductory
demographic questions and 12 open-
ended descriptive questions was devel-
oped to explore a variety of work-related
issues faced by library directors and non-
directorial staff at tribal college libraries.
To pre-test the survey questions, the ques-
tionnaire was submitted for comment to
members of the editorial staff of Tribal
College Journal. Based on their sugges-
tions, a number of important revisions to
question wording and order were made.
Tribal college library directors and staff at
tribal colleges in North America were
identified through the Tribal College Li-
brarians Professional Development Insti-
tute (TCLPDI), which maintains a com-
plete list of the names of tribal college
library workers worldwide. As of May
2001, the list contained the names of 92
individuals working at tribal colleges in
North America, 81 of which had contact
information. Initial contact with these 81
individuals was made through an e-mail
message informing them of the survey
and offering them a chance to decline to
participate (opt-out) by sending a return
e-mail expressing their unwillingness.
Only one person chose to opt-out. The
e-mail message also offered them the
choice of receiving the survey in print or
as an e-mail attachment. A total of 80
surveys were sent out in May and June
2001—71 in print form and nine as e-mail
attachments. As encouragement to partic-
ipate in the survey, recipients were in-
formed that a donation of $1,000 would
be made to the American Indian College
Fund if a 60% response rate was
achieved. The descriptive questions asked
about many aspects of their workplace
experiences, from the prosaic to the phil-
osophical. The more philosophically ori-
ented questions, for instance, probed for
information about their personal growth
as a result of working at a tribal college,
as well as reasons that would cause them
to leave or stay at their present job. The
more prosaic questions, on the other hand,
asked library workers to construct a
“wish-list” for improving the library if
they were suddenly given $250,000 and
for a detailed breakdown of their daily
schedule. Participants were urged, both in

the wording of the actual questions and in
the informational material accompanying
the survey, to view this survey as an op-
portunity to speak expansively about their
experiences as employees of a tribal col-
lege library. The results of the entire study
are reported elsewhere.’

The present study tocuses on one par-
ticular aspect of working at a tribal col-
lege library: similarities and differences
between the attitudes of library directors
and other library staff (referred to collec-
tively as non-directors) about their work-
ing lives at tribal colleges. As previously
mentioned, participants were asked to de-
tail the tasks they had performed on an
hourly basis over the past two working
days. The analysis of these schedules
showed that both directors and non-direc-
tors undertake similar responsibilities in
areas ranging from patron assistance to
technical services, from administrative
duties to community outreach. To a great
extent, this may be because of the rela-
tively small size of the tribal college li-
brary, which forces library workers, no
matter their level, to perform a wide va-
riety of tasks. In fact, in only one area,
collection development (clearly the do-
main of tribal college library directors),
there was a large discrepancy between the
daily responsibilities of directors and non-
directors. The similarity in the type of
work performed by all respondents’ leads
to the question of whether directors and
non-directors also share a similar outlook
about their tribal college library employ-
ment. Or, conversely, despite the apparent
similarity in the daily routines of tribal
college library workers, do directors and
non-directors have different attitudes
about life at a tribal college library?

This issue was addressed by compar-
ing the responses of directors and non-
directors to seven of the survey’s 12 de-
scriptive  open-ended questions. The
seven questions analyzed here trace the
arc of a tribal college library worker’s
career, beginning with why directors and
non-directors chose to take employment
at a tribal college library and continuing
with their general impressions about the
expectations and the reality of their cur-
rent positions, as well as positive and
negative aspects of their job. While the
first four questions are retrospective in
nature, the final three questions required
library workers to speculate about the rea-
sons that might cause them to stay in or
leave their job, and about how they had
grown spiritually and psychologically as a
result of their tribal college library expe-

riences. As a whole, these seven questions
document the hopes, concerns, victories,
and frustrations of tribal college library
directors and non-directors, thereby pro-
viding a window on a relatively unknown
and frequently overlooked area of librari-
anship.

A content analysis was conducted for
each of the descriptive questions so as to
identify themes and issues across survey
responses. As a result of this content anal-
ysis, categories and sub-categories were
created for each question, the results of
which are displayed in a series of tables
(see below). The main categories of re-
sponses for each question are shown in
bold; sub-categories falling under the
main categories are shown in normal type.
Results were calculated based on the
number of times a particular issue or fac-
tor was cited by respondents. The tables
show both the total number and percent-
age of responses in each category and
sub-category, as well as the breakdown of
the number and percentage of responses
for library directors and non-directors.
Because these questions were open-ended
in nature, participants typically cited
many factors and issues in their answers.
Accordingly, the numbers presented in
the tables do not correspond to the num-
ber of respondents, nor do percentages
add up to 100, simply because one partic-
ipant could, for example, cite many dif-
ferent reasons for staying at her or his
current position at a tribal college library.
Using Table 8 as an example, a partici-
pant might discuss two main reasons for
staying (“sense of purpose” and “personal
job satisfaction™). In the tables, this par-
ticipant is counted as having mentioned
two main categories (bold type). In addi-
tion, while discussing “personal job satis-
faction” in general, the respondent might
then mention three aspects of that main
category (e.g., “variety of tasks,” “enjoy-
ment,” and “sense of autonomy™). In the
tables, this participant is therefore
counted as having mentioned three sub-
categories. But, no matter how many sub-
categories of a main category a partici-
pant mentioned, this participant was
counted as mentioning the main category
only once. The stated figures for the main
categories and sub-categories are there-
fore to be viewed independently, because
the main category figure is an upper level
amalgam of the sub-category figures. All
calculated percentages are based on a de-
nominator of the number of responses re-
ceived from directors, non-directors, and
total respondents (in the case of Table 8,
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Table 1
Tribal Colleges in the United States and Canada Participating in This
Study

Name of College

Location

Blackfeet Community College

Crownpoint Institute of Technology

Diné College, Crownpoint Campus

Diné College, Shiprock Campus

D-Q University

Fond du Lac Tribal and Community College
Fort Belknap College

Fort Berthold Community College

Fort Peck Community College

Lac Courte Oreilles Ojibwa Community College

Leech Lake Tribal College

Little Big Horn Tribal College

Little Priest Tribal College

Maskwachees Cultural College

Nebraska Indian Community College
Northwest Indian College, Bellingham Campus
Northwest Indian College, Nisqually Campus
Old Sun Community College

Red Crow Community College

Saskatchewan Indian Federated College, Main Campus

Saskatchewan Indian Federated College, Northern Campus

Sinte Gleska University

Sisseton Wahpeton Community College
Stone Child College

Turtle Mountain Community College

White Earth Tribal and Community College

Browning, Montana
Crownpoint, New Mexico
Crownpoint, New Mexico
Shiprock, New Mexico
Davis, California
Cloquet, Minnesota
Harlem, Montana

New Town, North Dakota
Poplar, Montana
Hayward, Wisconsin
Cass Lake, Minnesota
Crow Agency, Montana
Winnebago, Nebraska
Hobbema, Alberta
Niobrara, Nebraska
Bellingham, Washington
Olympia, Washington
Siksika, Alberta
Cardston, Alberta

Regina, Saskatchewan
Prince Albert, Saskatchewan
Rosebud, South Dakota
Sisseton, South Dakota
Box Elder, Montana
Belcourt, North Dakota

Mahnomen, Minnesota

there are 21 directors, 12 non-directors,
and 33 total respondents).

RESULTS

Thirty-three individuals employed at 26
tribal college libraries® in the United
States and Canada completed the survey,
resulting in a response rate of 41.3%.° A
complete list of responding tribal college
libraries appears in Table 1. Of these 33
respondents, 21 (63.6%) listed their job
title as “library director.” Seven respon-
dents (21.2%) identified themselves as li-
brary technicians, whereas three (9.1%)
were librarians but not library directors.
Finally, two individuals (6.1%) listed
their job title as “library aid” or “library
assistant.” These 12 individuals (36.4%)
are collectively categorized as “non-di-

rectors.” All but two of the respondents
are employed full-time at tribal college
libraries, defined as working 30 hours or
more per week. Eleven of the twelve non-
directors (91.7%) are tribal members or
attended tribal colleges. Conversely, nine
of the 21 directors (42.9%) are tribal
members or attended tribal colleges, and a
further four directors (19%) have worked
at other tribal colleges.

Table 2 presents four additional demo-
graphic characteristics: actual versus re-
quired number of hours worked per week;
length of employment in current position;
previous library experience; and educa-
tional attainments. Fourteen of the library
directors (66.7%) spent at least three
hours more at work than required, with
two individuals spending 11 or more

hours than expected. The trend among
non-directorial staff was in the opposite
direction, although three individuals
(25%) worked at least three more hours
than required. With regard to length of
service in their current position, 13 library
directors (61.9%) had been employed for
five or more years in their current posi-
tion. On the other hand, seven non-direc-
torial staff (58.3%) had four or fewer
years of experience in their current job.

Similarly, whereas 16 library directors
(76.2%) had at least one year of experi-
ence working at other libraries, eight non-
directorial staff (66.7%) had no experi-
ence or less than one year of experience
working at other libraries. Finally, just
under half of the library directors'” have
MLIS degrees, while only one of the 12
non-directors surveyed has an MLIS.
Based on these demographic statistics, the
overall picture of staffing in tribal college
libraries shows a marked divide between
directors and non-directors in terms of
work commitment, related work experi-
ence external to their present position, and
formal education.

Reasons for Taking a Job at a Tribal
College Library

Did directors and non-directors have
different reasons for accepting their
present positions working at a tribal col-
lege library? As shown in Table 3, the
reasons cited by respondents have been
grouped into four categories: existing ties
to a particular tribe, tribal community, or
tribal college; personal growth/goals;
pragmatics (e.g., salary, location); and ad-
vantages. Thirteen directors (61.9%)
mentioned the role that existing ties to a
particular tribe, tribal community, or
tribal college played in their employment
decisions. This was the most frequent re-
sponse among directors. After stating
their particular tribal affiliation, the direc-
tors in this category expressed either their
appreciation of “working in a Native
American library” in general or of work-
ing specifically with members of their
own tribe. Two individuals who cited
tribal ties as a reason for accepting their
current positions are not tribal members
themselves but had formed an attachment
to a particular tribal community through
previous employment. In contrast to the
61.9% of directors in the “existing ties”
category, only six non-directors (50%)
said that tribal ties affected their employ-
ment decision. Furthermore, the manner
in which these ties are referenced differs
between directors and non-directorial



Table 2
Demographic Characteristics of Survey Respondents

Directors Non-directors
Actual versus Required hours (n =21) (n=12)
Worked Per Week Number (%) Number (%)
Almost always equal 6 (28.6) 8 (66.7)
3-5 additional hours 7 (33.3) 2 (16.7)
6-10 additional hours 5(23.8) 1(8.3)
11-20 additional hours 1(4.8) NA
More than 20 additional hours 1(4.8) NA
Other/no response 1(4.8) 1(8.3)
Length of Employment in Current Position
Less than one year 3(14.3) 3129
14 years 5(23.8) 4 (33.3)
5-10 years 10 (47.6) 2(16.7)
11-20 years 2(9.5) 2(16.7)
More than 20 years 1(4.8) NA
No response NA 1(8.3)
Previous Library Experience
None 4(19) 7(58.3)
Less than one year NA 1(8.3)
1-4 years 6(28.6) 1(8.3)
5-10 years 7(33.3) NA
11-20 years 2(9.5) 1(8.3)
More than 20 years 1(4.8) NA
Unclear response 1(4.8) 2(16.7)
Educational Attainments
MLIS 10 (47.6) 1(8.3)
No MLIS 11 (52.4) 11 91.7)

staff. Five of the six non-directors in the
“existing ties” category simply recalled
the process of applying for the job as a
student or recent graduate of the tribal
college or of being recruited as a student
worker. Directors instead emphasized an
emotional or familial attachment when
describing the influence of existing tribal
ties.

Non-directors overwhelmingly cited
the opportunity to reach personal goals
and personal growth as motivating factors
in taking their current jobs. While 10 non-
directors (83.3%) mentioned these fac-
tors, only eight directors (38.1%) cited
personal goals/growth as deciding factors
in taking their current job. Beyond these
numerical differences, their comments
also suggest that directors and non-direc-
tors had different types of goals in mind
when they accepted their current tribal

college library positions. Directors tended
to see their current jobs as a benchmark
on a career path. For example, three of the
eight directors in this category believed
that the tribal college library position
would benefit their careers or provide op-
portunities for career advancement. An-
other person was able to reach her spe-
cific goal of becoming a library director.
Interestingly, two of these individuals
have MLIS degrees and two do not, sug-
gesting that the MLIS degree may not
necessarily be a crucial component of a
career path leading to the directorship of a
tribal college library. As one director cur-
rently pursuing an MLIS explained,
“There are many limitations in the library
field for people without an MLIS and this
job allows me to be a librarian (actually 1
am the library director) and learn
hands-on how to work in most aspects of

librarianship.” Another person found her-
self in the opposite situation. She wrote:

I was working at a public library and had
applied for the Director position [there]. I
was interviewed and a person with no library
experience was hired. Someone from the res-
ervation came in and told me about the [trib-
al college library director position] opening
and I applied. 1 was called for an interview
and offered the job at the interview.

This scenario, in which the tribal col-
lege administration went outside the res-
ervation community to actively recruit an
individual with an MLIS degree, presents
an interesting contrast to the other direc-
tor’s conception of her position as a way
of getting on-the-job-library training.

The idea of tribal college library work
as a learning experience also emerges in
directors’ recognition of the opportunities
for personal growth. For example, two
individuals welcomed the chance to learn
new skills, while another said that she was
drawn to the challenge of the job. The
issues of new skills and the probable chal-
lenge of the job, however, are more fre-
quently raised in the responses of non-
directors. Indeed, non-directors seemed to
connect tribal college library work with a
more broadly defined sense of personal
growth, with less emphasis placed on in-
dividual career goals. They instead men-
tioned the ability to help people, to learn
about different cultures, and the enjoy-
ment they derive from library work as
factors that influenced their employment
decisions.

The influence of pragmatic factors
such as salary, benefits, and location in
determining whether to accept their cur-
rent employment was mentioned almost
equally by directors and non-directors.
Nine directors (42.9%) mentioned such
factors; seven non-directors (58.3%) did
s0. In fact, pragmatics is the second most
frequently cited category for respondents
in each group. For three directors and two
non-directors, the tribal college library
position was their only job-offer, chance
of employment, or chance of full-time
employment. One non-director who was a
student at the time he started working at a
tribal college library noted that the job
enabled him to combine work and study
time. These issues create a very different
picture of why these individuals took their
present jobs than those raised in the per-
sonal/growth goal category. Nonetheless,
the responses of non-directors indicate
that the rationale behind their employ-
ment decisions strikes a balance between,
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