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As American Indian and other native communities develop and implement new strategies for improving student outcomes, there is a compelling need to establish new evaluation processes that are robust enough to accommodate different "ways of knowing," and valuing worth. Framing evaluation to fit an indigenous context will build ownership and a sense of community within groups of Indian educators, and contribute to the development of high quality and sustainable educational programs.

This paper presents a framing for evaluation that bridges tribal ways of knowing and assessing worth with the Western approaches to evaluation. We first set the context for evaluation of Indian education, then summarize the research process and the resulting framework. The closing section addresses the bridge between IEF and majority evaluation theories in educational evaluation.

The context of evaluation in Indian education

American Indian students enrolled in K-12 schools on reservations suffer this nation's lowest rates of overall student performance and highest rates of dropout and stop-out. Tribal Colleges and Universities, which eventually serve many of these students, find that much of their students' first few years are spent in programs for remediation. In addition to helping students gain academic proficiencies, tribal colleges and programs in K-12 schools serving reservation students are developing curriculum and programs designed to make learning more meaningful to tribal situations and cultures. While some of the design and delivery of these programs is being done in schools that are controlled by tribes, the vast majority of Indian children are being educated in public schools. However, through the efforts of programs such as the Tribal College Rural Systemic Initiative and the Tribal Colleges and Universities Program, both supported by the National Science Foundation, tribal colleges are being afforded opportunities to enhance programming among all schools, including public schools, on Indian reservations. In this new generation of cooperative ventures between tribal colleges and local schools, Indian educators are developing innovative approaches to curricula and instructional methodologies. As educators implement more of these programs, they are creating a new and evolving body of knowledge.
To capture and leverage this new knowledge, program evaluation is potentially the most effective tool. Yet, consultants providing technical assistance in program development to some federally-funded programs serving American Indian students have found that many teachers and faculty are not trained in evaluation practice and that they need specific evaluation training. Many of these teachers and faculty have stated that they distrust the role of evaluators, worrying that they are not trained to understand Indian Country or the challenges faced in tribal programs. Not surprisingly, these educators feel little or no ownership of an evaluation process based on Western epistemology that ignores local culture and values. At best, they might view evaluation as a necessary, though intrusive, price to pay for grant support for their programs. However, evaluation, when properly understood, developed and applied, has the potential to provide powerful learning throughout Indian Country that could lead to: (1) immediate improvement in individual programs; and (2) a knowledge base of strategies and practices that if shared widely, could provide a rich resource for educators seeking new and tested methods for improving Indian education.
Historically, the field of evaluation has drawn heavily on research methodologies. This close connection is problematic to many American Indian people, whose tribes and families have suffered from a long history of intrusive studies that have built the reputations of anthropologists and other researchers, but brought little more than the loss of cultural ownership and exploitation to Indian people. This history has contributed to a general distrust of outsiders who come to study, ask questions, and publish their findings (Crazy Bull,1997). In her discussion of decolonizing research in indigenous communities, Linda Tuhiwai Te Rina Smith advocates the importance of creating designs that ensure validity and reliability based on community values and indigenous ways of knowing (Smith, 1999).
Developing an Indigenous
 Evaluation Framework (IEF)
The American Indian Higher Education Consortium (AIHEC), comprising 34 American Indian tribally-controlled colleges and universities, undertook development of an Indigenous framework for evaluation that synthesized Indigenous ways of knowing and Western evaluation practices. The project was grounded in AIHEC’s belief that evaluation must be responsive to tribal priorities of usefulness, restoration, preservation and sovereignty.  The explicit goal was “to develop evaluation processes that are robust enough to accommodate and value different `ways of knowing’ within Indigenous epistemologies, build ownership and a sense of community within groups of Indian educators and evaluators, and effectively contribute to the development of high quality and sustainable…education programs” (LaFrance & Nichols, 2010). The framework was developed as part of a comprehensive effort funded by the National Science Foundation
 to improve American Indian student achievement in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. This section summarizes the process from which the framework emerged and developed.
From the outset, evaluation was understood as a natural activity within tribal cultures. While evaluation may not have a literal translation, there are many connections to evaluation in community engagement and personal development. An advisory Group of American Indian scientists, educators, evaluators, and cultural experts oversaw the project and provided wisdom and guidance. Their early advice led to a series of focus groups held to gather wisdom, stories, concerns and recommendations about evaluation in tribal communities and schools. The senior authors of this paper conducted four one-day focus group forums in different tribal regions of the continental United States (Tempe, AZ, Denver, CO, Seattle, WA, and Billings, MT). Attendance at each forum was limited to fewer than 20 participants to insure opportunity for meaningful engagement (Mathie & Greene, 1997). Participants were divided roughly equally between persons affiliated with tribal colleges and those from the communities, including other Indian educators and tribal cultural traditionalists. A total of 54 persons accepted invitations to attend the focus groups; 25 of these held tribal college affiliations. The groups followed protocols appropriate to tribal practice to begin and end meetings, express appreciation and respect the stories shared.

These conversations communicated important understandings of how evaluation is viewed from tribal perspectives and also identified core values on which any Indigenous evaluation must be based. Indigenous evaluation is viewed as an opportunity for learning rather than as a judgment of merit or worth. In the focus groups, “evaluation was not distinguished from group process, self-development, education, or, more broadly, living a good life” (LaFrance & Nichols, 2010, p. 19). In this expanded perspective, “merit or worth is the culmination of a lifelong journey toward self-actualization that is realized within the shared meanings and cultural parameters of community” (LaFrance & Nichols, 2010, p. 21). Historical trauma must also be addressed. Communities need to heel from cultural repression, including repression for which research has been culpable. Evaluation must contribute to learning that supports cultural renewal and revitalization. Self-determination must be heard and understood by evaluators as a necessary condition of good evaluation. 

Indigenous evaluation must be undertaken with deep deliberation and reflection upon the consequences of one’s actions, both in conducting evaluation and in taking action based upon the results. The time frame of Indigenous evaluation is extended, recognizing that it takes time to fully comprehend what has been learned. Consequences may span generations. 
In addition to this general wisdom, four core values emerged and were named to serve as the cornerstones of IEF: being people of a place, recognizing our gifts, honoring family and community, and respecting sovereignty. First, Indigenous peoples have strong connections to the natural world. Most tribal religions have a sacred center at a particular place, for which brings they accept responsibility (Deloria, 1997). One stands in a reciprocal relationship with the land, which is a living presence. Evaluators must appreciate the significance of location in place and time. Second, respect is communicated by honoring the unique gifts of each individual. In educational programs, this mean taking into account the learning styles and talents of each student. In evaluation, it means devising ways to capture the growth and progress of individual learners that may fall outside normative standards. Third, evaluators must appreciate the ancestral, kinship and community relationships that are fundamental to personal identity. Outcome variables that presume individualism and independence may be less relevant than those that focus on relationship and collective impact. Fourth, evaluation has a responsibility to support nation building (LaFrance & Nichols, 2010). Reclaiming Indigenous ways of knowing through IEF is an assertion of tribal sovereignty. 
Having summarized the process and guiding wisdom of the tribal focus groups, the paper now turns to a description of the framework itself. The next section first addresses the relationship between evaluation and programs and then examines procedural elements of IEF.

IEF and evaluation practice
IEF positions evaluation in partnership with programs for mutual strength and well-being. The double-sided construction of a Cherokee basket emerged as a metaphor to capture this connection, the inner wall signifying the educational program and the outer wall the program evaluation. The tension between the two walls gives the basket its integrity. As in evaluation, a strong basket is a useful basket (LaFrance & Nichols, 2008).
The evaluation process within IEF is not linear, but it entails four clear types of activity: creating the story, building the scaffolding, gathering information, and engaging community and celebrating learning. The reciprocal relationship between program and evaluation captured in the basket metaphor is visible in all four phases of evaluation activity.
Creating the story. The first step of the evaluation process under IEF is to create the story that the program wants to tell (LaFrance & Nichols, 2008). Stakeholders are engaged to identify and illustrate all of the elements of their program and their relationships. These are often captured visually in a diagram or picture, using symbols or images to portray what the program seeks to accomplish or make happen and what the program does to work or build toward this end. Elements of the story often include the program context or setting, its overall mission, activities that the program carries out and the resources that support them, and the outcomes that are hoped for within the program and the larger tribal community. Relationships and connections among activities and desired outcomes comprise the heart of the story line or plot. As the story is created, assumptions are identified and reflected upon. If the program’s aspirations are limited, overly ambitious, or out of harmony with cultural values, these qualities are revealed so that the program can adjust and realign. Evaluation supports a spiral of action, reflection, learning and moving forward.
From the story comes a sense of what it is important to learn from the evaluation to continue to build a sustainable program to support a strong, healthy, vibrant community. What is to be learned may be expressed as statements or as questions, depending on cultural protocols.
 Once there is agreement on what knowledge is desired from the evaluation to enrich the program story, a plan emerges to give shape and structure.
Building the scaffolding. Just as scaffolding frames the structure of a building, IEF provides structure for Indigenous evaluation. Rosemary Ackley Christensen, an Ojibwa elder, described elements of the framework as tipi poles that may be repurposed and reused by the next travelers, creating shelter appropriate to their needs and conditions. So too, the specifics of a given evaluation will be adapted to local tribal priorities and protocols. Evaluation must be designed to capture the context and connections to the place in which a program operates. 
The general scaffolding of an evaluation plan builds on the statements or questions that lay out what is to be learned.  The scaffolding provides a plan that includes: the kinds of information that are needed to build the desired knowledge of the program; the methods through which this information will be gathered; the procedures for reflecting on, synthesizing, and interpreting this information; the processes through which the information will be shared with the program, community, and appropriate external audiences; and the mechanisms that insure that the evaluation has given something of benefit back to the community. The plan includes a time frame sufficient to complete the work at a pace that is congruent with context. 

While this plan provides structure, it is also able to be modified to better fit the emerging needs of the program or community, just as tipi poles can be rearranged to accommodate local conditions. These modifications may occur while the plan is under review and discussion or they may become necessary as the plan itself is being carried out.
Gathering information. Indigenous evaluation emphasizes gathering information from multiple perspectives, often over an extended period of time. The evaluation procedures must engage cultural protocols—for example, requesting spiritual guidance from the Creator and ancestors to support the proper understanding and interpretation of information. Elder knowledge is respected and included. Elders are engaged in both the design and conduct of evaluation, and this process cannot be rushed; they must be given time to reflect before asking their opinions. 
The information needed to tell the program’s story may be qualitative or quantitative; most commonly, a combination of the two is gathered. Indigenous data collection involves keen observation of the environment and individual and communal experiences (DeLoria, 1999). The collection strategies are chosen to fit the setting. In some settings, conversations are preferred over questionnaires. In conducting interviews in some contexts, indirect statements are more respectful and productive than direct questions. Storytelling and talking circles are often viable tools. Stories may be told through visual arts, songs or performance as well as verbally. 
Above all, the process of gathering evaluation information must be respectful of those providing information. The process must not be shaming, degrading or condescending. It is grounded in relationship, and with relationship comes accountability on the part of evaluators to act with fidelity to what has been learned (Atkinson, 2001, cited in Wilson, 2008). 
Indigenous evaluation, like Indigenous research, may be viewed as ceremony, requiring careful preparation, execution, and follow-through (Wilson, 2008). The fourth phase of IEF addresses the connection of knowledge back to the community.
Engaging community and celebrating learning. The process of Indigenous evaluation itself should be done in such a way as to positively impact the community, including building evaluation capacity. Beyond this influence, the use of evaluation findings holds a particular significance under IEF, since knowledge has no function in isolation from use. Knowledge itself has life and moral purpose (DeLoria, 1999). In communicating evaluation findings, it is important to make visible the things that are still to be learned without discouraging people or belittling them in ways that would, in the words of Rupert Ross (cited in LaFrance & Nichols, 2010, p. 24) reduce “their respect for and faith in themselves.”
As in information gathering, the ways in which evaluation information is shared must follow protocols appropriate to the community. The overarching intent is to celebrate the learning that has come from the evaluation, adding to the story of the program. It should be done in such a way as to strengthen the bond with the community (Wilson, 2008).

The commitment to improving Indian education on an international scope (inclusive of multiple Indian nations as well as Indians educated in United States public and private schools) often requires the translation of Indigenous evaluation into majority conceptualizations. The next section addresses the translation of IEF into a majority framework. 
Bridging majority theory and IEF
Living in two worlds creates a duality for Indigenous education. On the one hand, Indigenous educators want to respect the uniqueness of their cultural heritages, not simply duplicate mainstream approaches to instruction. On the other hand, education programs must meet state or federal standards or comply with funders’ blueprints. This duality experienced by programs is also mirrored in their evaluations. Good evaluation must address both the expectations of funders and those of the community. It both contributes to local understandings and informs mainstream
 audiences of what works from an Indigenous perspective. For IEF to work powerfully within educational systems, it must communicate clearly with non-Indigenous sectors of the educational research and evaluation professions.
Shadish, Cook & Leviton (1991) provide a classic framework for examining and comparing evaluation theories. They argue that a good theory of evaluation should provide information on five fundamental dimensions: social programming, knowledge construction, values, knowledge use, and evaluation practice. Theories may be understood and compared according to their stance on these five dimensions. Viewed in this way, IEF takes its legitimate place alongside majority evaluation theories. 
In the first dimension, IEF speaks to the nature of social and educational programming. It conveys a strong sense of purpose in becoming a good person. Educational programs are but one means to this end, which is viewed as a lifelong journey. Whereas majority models speak of programs in response to social problems, the Indigenous perspective rejects a problem focus as unproductive and potentially harmful. Learning is taken as a natural process. In the second dimension, knowledge construction, Indigenous epistemology is grounded in relationality (Wilson, 2008). It extends beyond knowledge gained in relationship with other people to include knowledge from the land and the Universe. 

The values dimension marks a clear shift in emphasis between IEF and non-Indigenous models. Whereas mainstream theory positions values as the bases of determining merit or worth (Scriven, 2004), Indigenous theory is not cast in terms of judgment. Determinations of merit and worth are made (e.g., in the recognition of strong, useful, aesthetically beautiful baskets) but values are positions much more fundamentally as the core on which all else is constructed. LaFrance and Nichols (2008, 2010) are explicit in defining the core values and showing how they are addressed in IEF.
In the fourth dimension, knowledge use, IEF is strong in its stance that evaluation must give back to the community. The attention IEF gives to the conduct of evaluation communicates the relevance of process-based influence flowing back to the community, and the moral imperative of knowledge use seeks to maximize results-based influence (Kirkhart, 2000). Finally, in evaluation practice, the evaluator is placed in relationship to members of the program and its surrounding community. This relationship brings accountability for how the evaluation is focused, what tools or methods are used, how the information is analyzed and interpreted, and how the results of the learning are communicated (Wilson, 2008).
Closing

This paper has argued that program evaluation can fulfill its potential as a powerful tool to improve Indian education only if the evaluation itself is culturally congruent and rooted in Indigenous values. The process of developing an Indigenous evaluation framework involved respectful engagement of tribal communities and educators throughout the United States. The resulting IEF provides scaffolding for culturally relevant, useful Indigenous evaluation. This framework also offers wisdom on dimensions typically seen in majority evaluation. 

In drawing broader lessons from Indigenous evaluation, it is important not to repeat past injustice in which Indigenous knowledge was expropriated by and credited to non-Indians. The ownership of IEF is clear, but its potential impact is far reaching. 
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� The term Indigenous, as used in the context of this framework, refers to American Indian tribes and communities; Alaska Native tribes, corporations and villages; First Nation and Aboriginal peoples of Canada; and Native Hawaiian communities and organizations. LaFrance and Nichols (2010) are explicit in noting that the term is not used to connote “pan-Indian” cultural factors or replace the primacy of tribally-specific concepts terms, and values.
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