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Overview 

On March 28
th

 2009 Lora Kaisler, Instructional Designer at the Advanced Technology 

Environmental and Energy Center (ATEEC), and Gale Harms, Independent Consultant, 

representing the Partnership for Environmental Technology Education (PETE) Tribal Grant 

(DUE Project Number:  0702247) visited Navajo Technical College (NTC) located in 

Crownpoint, New Mexico, to facilitate development of a recruitment and retention strategy 

for environmental science students.  NTC is one of three Tribal colleges in the nation 

selected to receive technical assistance through the grant this year. 

 

NTC staff indicated recruitment and retention as areas of concern, particularly for the 

environmental science and natural resources program.  However, enrollment is a critical issue 

for the entire college, so discussion addressed recruitment and retention on behalf of the 

entire community college in addition to environmental science and natural resources program 

needs. 

 

 
 

Featured programs at NTC include:  environmental science and natural resources program, 

veterinary technology, applied computer technology, automotive technology, construction 

technology, accounting, and culinary arts.  Current enrollment at NTC stands at 594 students; 

329 attend full time.  Ninety-four percent of NTC students are working toward a bachelor’s 

degree as their final academic goal.   

 

Tuition at NTC is $815, which is significantly lower than the tuition at other area colleges.  

The average income of NTC students is $20,000-$25,000 but average local family incomes 

are less; 89 percent receive financial assistance and 42 percent have dependents.  The 

average age of students is between 25 and 29.  Ninety-two percent of NTC students are 

Navajo and nearly half speak the Navajo language.  Because most students live 100-500 

miles away from campus, the majority of incoming freshmen are concerned about housing.  

Interviewed students overwhelmingly agree that leaving their family is the biggest sacrifice 

asked of students attending NTC. 
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Recruitment Area 

Navajo Technical College has campuses in Crownpoint, New Mexico and Chinle, Arizona.  

There are approximately 300,000 people in this area. Competition comes primarily from the 

University of New Mexico and the Central New Mexico Community College Workforce 

Training Center, both of which are located in Albuquerque. Albuquerque lies approximately 

150 miles southeast of Crownpoint. 

 

Transportation in the area is provided by personal vehicle and public bus. Driving conditions 

are typically rural; however, the U.S. Department of Transportation has developed a 

comprehensive strategic plan to improve roads and bridges along with the implementation of 

modern emergency services and safety measures. Many students do not have access to 

reliable personal transportation. The Navajo Transit System runs buses to all major 

population centers each day for the nominal fee of one dollar per day. Due to frequent stops, 

however, the bus can take an entire day to get from one side of the reservation to the other. 

Therefore, on-campus housing is a critical component of student recruitment and retention 

efforts. 
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Facilitation 

ATEEC, a NSF funded Advanced Technology Education (ATE) center supplies facilitators 

trained to work with educational, business, industry, and government organizations to 

facilitate client requirements for needs analysis, instructional design and development, and 

evaluation.  Descriptions of a variety of methods used by ATEEC facilitators can be found on 

their website at www.ateec.org.  It was recognized that in the case of Tribal Colleges, 

separate assessments could be utilized to account for the unique needs of the reservations.  In 

the case of NTC, it was recognized that a more focused strategic plan for recruitment and 

retention would best support current efforts in these areas. 

 

Consulting 

A private consultant was invited to provide insight and experience specific to Tribal 

Colleges.  It was noted that NTC’s excellent foundation and vast potential for growth offer 

unique opportunities.  Mr. Harms, a former Tribal College professor, agreed to share a 

number of examples from similar efforts conducted at other locations across the country. 

 

Facilitator:  Lora Kaisler, lkaisler@eicc.edu 

Consultant:  Gale Harms, gharms47@yahoo.com 

 

Attendees 

This report reflects the thoughts of NTC participants who were present at the meeting.  They 

represent multiple departments, interests, and concerns on and off the Navajo reservation. 

 

Steven Chischilly Science Department Chair 

Jerry Manuelito Recruiter 

Delores Becenti Registrar and Director of Student Enrollment Records 

Joshua Bronston NSF Stem Lab Coordinator 

Rachel Henderson Academic Admissions 

Eloise Guy Academic Counselor 

Scott Halliday Auto CAD Instructor 

Tom Davis Dean of Instruction 

Roy Tracey Coal, Uranium, and Alternative Fuels Instructor 

   

http://www.ateec.org/
mailto:lkaisler@eicc.edu
mailto:gharms47@yahoo.com
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Discussion 

The information gathered in this report is to be used to focus strategic plans at NTC on the 

recruitment and retention of college students.  Many strategies have already been initiated, 

yet much more can be done to positively impact total college enrollment. 

 

Current Strategic Plans 

Recruitment Strategies: 

 Television commercials 

 Billboards at Four Corners and Wind Rock 

 Radio spots 

 Newspaper articles 

o Gallup 

o Navajo Times ¼ to full-page ads 

o Tribal College Journal 

o Indian News Today (name currently under revision) 

 Publish success stories 

 Give a “Student of the Year” award, to provide the community with 

hope for a better life and a better future for the Navajo Nation. 

 Stipends to students based on grades awarded at midterm and finals 

 Brochures to Chapter Houses (which are most often cited as the source for new 

student interest) 

 Visits to local high schools 

o Jerry and Eloise make about 3-5 visits per year to each school 

o Including approximately 72 schools in the New Mexico, Utah, Colorado, and 

Arizona area 

o Work with counselors and students 

o Presentations to large gatherings and follow-up with interested students 

 Participate in local science fair and college fairs 

 Compete nationally with other schools 

 Students attend national conferences 

 STEM lab conducts a summer outreach program for 60 high school seniors 

o This is a work program where participants receive $200 and a free laptop 

when they complete the program. 

o Helps to recruit minorities into STEM programs and fields of study 
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 ASU and NASA fund a program for high school and middle school students.  Using 

NASA software, students analyze a strip of land on Mars and develop theories with 

teacher/mentors. 

 Live remote video broadcasts of special events, such as the Drums of Summer, 

rodeos, graduation, etc. in Gallup theatres 

 Website 

 Alumni committee 

 Bulk mail 

 A two-day marketing planning retreat is scheduled. 

 

Retention Strategies: 

 First-year experience program 

 Collecting student information 

 Providing support services 

o Orientation (30-60 minute program) 

o How to live away from home 

o Counseling on classes 

o Tutoring and mentoring (even in the evening and on weekends, however, they 

do have trouble finding volunteers to do the tutoring and mentoring) 

o Transition to four-year institutions 

o Referral process for student services 

 Early alert system (before midterms, by Delores) 

 The last Advisory Board meeting was held in 2003/2004.  Staff felt it was helpful but 

hard to organize. 
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NTC Advantages 

Research and discussion found that NTC maintains an impressive list of advantages to offer 

its students:   

1. High enrollment and graduation rates 

2. Low tuition 

3. New chemistry laboratory 

4. Sophisticated technology 

5. Comprehensive renewable and alternative energy systems program 

6. Highly qualified staff 

 

These advantages should be embraced and celebrated, shared with community members and 

prospective students.  True success stories encourage self-confidence and determination in 

otherwise unmotivated or hesitant listeners. 

 

 

Critical Concerns 

NTC discussion participants mentioned they would like the facilitator and consultant to focus 

on the following concerns staff believe impact recruitment and retention efforts more than 

any other issues: 

1. How can we increase enrollment?  

2. How can we improve retention? 

3. How can we learn about and work with the job market more effectively? 

4. Should NTC rebrand its program with a new name? 

5. Should we combine recent technological enhancements to the curriculum into a four-

year information technology program? 

6. What can we do to improve our website? 

7. How important is online learning?   
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Recommendations 

The facilitators applaud NTC’s hands-on approach to learning, its ability to relate learning to 

real work environments and skills. Emphasis on practical research and real-world experience 

are invaluable assets. A highly qualified staff and uniquely supportive administration account 

for much of NTC’s success to date. In addition to the afore mentioned strategic suggestions, 

the facilitators recommend the following actions for consideration. 

1. Develop an action plan to inform family members about NTC on a monthly basis. 

2. Highlight cultural strengths in marketing materials. 

3. Form or strengthen existing alliances and partnerships with area organizations, 

businesses, and schools. 

4. Explore new ways to emphasize the value of student achievements. 

5. Find out where the jobs are and what skills are most valued by local employers. 

6. Plan program changes around future employment opportunities. 

7. Formalize articulation policies and procedures with area universities. 

8. Continue to value quality over quantity for programs and classes. 

9. Update the NTC website. 

10. Expand satellite, distance, and online learning opportunities. 
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1. How can we increase enrollment? 

 

Enrollment has increased by 55.10 percent over the past two years, which is 

exceptional. Addition of the Chinle campus is probably only responsible for 10% of 

that increase, which means 45% of the growth happened at NTC in Crownpoint.  

Obviously there is a need for higher education in the region. The addition of a Chinle 

campus will undoubtedly expand the capacity of and interest in NTC in the near 

future.  Continue investment in quality staff and effective marketing strategies.  (Keep 

up the great work!) 

 

Family action plans typically appeal to close-knit populations.  Family-focused 

advertising, family stipends and scholarships to offset the loss of income from a 

family member attending school full-time can help.  Continue to provide quality 

daycare facilities. Offer on-campus part-time flexible employment whenever and 

wherever possible. Living and working on campus make it feel more like home.  

 

Messages to family members of students can help them see the value of higher 

education and encourage them to spread the word to others who might be interested in 

attending.  Provide days when families are encouraged to visit the campus to see what 

their students are actually doing (perhaps one day each month).  They can do this any 

time, but they might not feel welcome without a formal invitation. Monthly family 

newsletters can be created by a team of students as part of English, Navajo, or 

communications coursework. 

 

Most students claim they attend NTC because it is close to home and has low tuition.  

Play that up in public communications. Use the existing cultural ties to stimulate 

interest and involvement of community members and business leaders. Convince 

them to invest in your dreams for the future of the area workforce. 

 

Form alliances with other area colleges and technical schools. Form partnerships with 

K-12 schools, universities, businesses, and other area agencies to reach out to those 

who are interested in the programs NTC already offers and determine which 

programs are still needed. Reinforce strong programs to build a firm reputation for 

quality.  Resist the urge to add more courses and programs too quickly or without 

solid job opportunities in the area.  
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2. How can we improve retention? 

 

A graduation rate of 99 percent is exceptional.  How can we improve on that? 

It seems that once students decide to attend NTC they find it to be an excellent 

program.  Remember that students who return after a semester off or take a class once 

each fall, for example, are growing too. General retention guidelines recommend 

eliminating indirect costs, such as enrollment, exam, and facility fees, and providing 

flexible scheduling (e.g., 18 credit hour workloads or accelerated programs of study). 

 

NTC students tend to react positively to praise and public recognition. Expand on the 

“Student of Year” concept to feature “Environmental Science Student of the Month” 

or similar.  Keep showing them you care about their success.  Help new students 

embrace another larger family that cares as much about them as the one they had to 

leave behind (temporarily). 

 

Continue to offer quality education for low tuition. Offer travel stipends in addition to 

tuition stipends, possibly based on continued enrollment in a program of study for 

more than one semester.  

 

Provide the best housing facilities possible.  School housing should feel like an 

economic step up, a taste of what a better educated lifestyle might be like. 

 

Continue to emphasize the importance of achieving a certificate at least, even if 

unable to complete the entire associate’s degree.  Students should then be able to get a 

job when they leave. 
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3. How can we learn about and work with the job market more effectively? 
 

Survey local businesses that hire students with the degrees offered by NTC. Conduct 

a professionally facilitated DACUM (Developing a Curriculum) job analysis. Hire a 

professional facilitator to organize meetings of the Advisory Board, including 

technology-related business representatives, on at least an annual basis. 

 

Specialize in technical areas not adequately supplied by other colleges. Become an 

expert in a regionally high-need area, such as wind energy in Arizona or solar energy 

in New Mexico. Provide the greatest number of highly skilled technicians to meet an 

increasingly demanding and technically complicated field. Consider expanding 

research and technician training to thermal energy collection and distribution.  For 

example, old coal digs may provide easier access to hot springs, thus repurposing 

dormant industrial sites. 

 

Capitalize on a strong Geographic Information Technology program.  Target market 

the program to businesses that typically hire graduates with Geological Information 

System experience.  It’s not just for map makers any more. 

 

If forestry employs many graduates, consider making it a separate certificate 

program. 
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4. Should NTC rebrand its program with a new name?  Students have difficulty 

transferring credits because of the dual emphasis.  Should it be Environmental 

Science only?  Should the program move into the hard sciences and away from 

environmental technology? 

As soon as area universities finalize their articulation requirements, the decision as to 

whether or not to retain the “Natural Resources” part of the department’s title should 

be clear. What matters to universities is what is taught in the curriculum and how it is 

covered. Separate biology, chemistry, and physics programs tend to earn greater 

respect from four-year colleges.  Since 94% are working toward a bachelor’s degree 

as their final academic goal, movement toward a four-year program or two-year 

coursework that transfers easily to area four-year institutions may be advisable.  The 

same teachers may teach these courses, but more emphasis may need to be placed on 

hard science topics.  Admittedly, this may take time away from the experimental, 

hands-on activities of your course offerings.  Determine which is more important to 

NTC students – transfer of credits or practical learning. 

Make Environmental Science and Natural Resources stand alone programs or focus 

the “Natural Resources” content within the “Environmental Science” program more 

tightly. For example, teach water pollution, soil erosion, water management and the 

hydrological cycle separate from air pollution, nuclear waste management and 

disposal, endangered species management, solid and hazardous waste, economics and 

politics in the environment and environmental ethics (from the catalog description of 

Environmental Science II). Offer separate classes on air, water, geology, waste 

management, and wildlife. Cross-curriculum topics (concepts taught in all classes) 

might address economics, politics, and ethics. 

NTC has already started to make this progression. Energy systems is separate from 

electrical trades and geographic information technology is separate from information 

technology. Students probably take classes out of both areas, but they form distinct 

disciplines. Universities typically look for this kind of expertise in coursework. 

Simply by separating out the different areas into distinct classes more of the 

coursework should be accepted at the university level. University distinctions popular 

now are air quality, water supply and quality, solid and hazardous waste management, 

sustainability, emergency preparedness and response, and safety and health. 

Universities also tend to more readily accept courses with traditional scientific titles 

(i.e., micro-biology and organic-chemistry).  

There is an enviable amount of high tech lab equipment at the college but it has little 

worth without a practical purpose.  The need for Laboratory Analysts is constant and 

relatively large.  Train students to operate that type of equipment at entry level 

proficiency.  Those types of skills could be gained in a two year program (maximum).  

Some of the equipment may be beyond the level of a two-year college chemistry 

curriculum but could certainly be utilized to guide first year physical chemistry and 

organic chemistry students (in a focused class) to employment after completion of a 

two year Associates Degree.  Perhaps the manufacturers of the equipment may give 

guidance on this topic.   
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In the future, perhaps the laboratory could become certified to conduct specific 

analysis.  If not, trained students may find positions at campuses that have certified 

labs (there are many) in addition to opportunities in industry.  

A new “natural resources” science you might consider adding is biomimicry – the 

study of natural systems and how humans can emulate biological processes to solve 

human problems. Few colleges are pursuing this valuable discipline, so you would get 

in on the ground floor of a new and very useful area of study in sustainability. It is 

also a science that those who grow up close to nature tend to find very easy to learn, 

despite the sophisticated equipment often involved. New Mexico and Arizona offer a 

wide variety of ecosystems and wildlife habitats to study. 

You might want to consider adding a degree in environmental communications. 

Combining student and staff natural facility in communications with a technical 

degree, it seems likely students would be successful in many environmentally-related 

careers, such as sustainability marketing, global/environmental systems and data-

management, business communications, carbon-footprint auditing, and environmental 

law. 

With NTC’s existing expertise in culinary arts, you may want to consider moving into 

organic farming/agriculture, myco-remediation, and zero waste. (Myco-remediation 

uses fungi to ecologically decompose pollutants and return the land to a healthier 

state of being.) Growing organic ingredients for the foods that are making NTC 

famous and developing ways to make this process more efficient would provide an 

excellent model for other colleges, universities, and food industries. An organic 

agriculture and waste management program would make excellent use of the new 

chemistry laboratory. 

The environmental science program relies too heavily on the strength of a single 

instructor.  When Steven Chischilly went on sabbatical, the program’s enrollment 

dropped from 13 to 3 students.  Allowing the STEM position to remain unfilled for a 

year probably hurt recruitment and retention.  Hire additional staff able to teach 

across programs, so students do not feel abandoned when a teacher is absent.  But 

don’t sacrifice your existing quality, you have great people and that is more important 

than having a lot of mediocre instructors. 
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5. Should we combine recent technological enhancements to the curriculum 
into a four-year information technology program? 

 

Again, NTC needs to decide whether students want two or four-year program 

emphasis.  Information technology could encompass all of the new media:  

visualization, animation, video editing, rendering, and sound.  Many schools have 

begun to offer media specialist certificates.  This does not necessitate a four-year 

program.  Offer associate degrees that focus on media production and leave theory for 

bookworms. 

 

Database specialists are rare and we need lots more of them!  Add classes that 

provide skills in database construction, web research, and database searching.  

Bandwidth restrictions may be low now, but they are increasing at exponential rates.  

Your plan to obtain lower cost, higher bandwidth, speed, and capacity demonstrate 

keen vision.  Targeted transmitters could be located at each Chapter House for 

maximum coverage. 

 

Investigate the possibility of wireless satellite transmission across the reservation. 

NTC already has four-year programs in information technology and nursing.  

Potential exists in chemistry if able to partner with EPA.  Veterinary medicine and 

geology are likely candidates as well. 

 

Form a partnership with the National Research Energy Laboratory.  Develop a 

comprehensive program in alternative energy sources.  Expand existing coursework. 

Conduct a study of other area programs and chart comparisons.  Find out what NTC 

does well and what it needs to improve to compete effectively with other colleges. 

 

Free or reduced price electronic books, laptops, and packaged readings are just a few 

methods other community and technical colleges have used to make learning more 

accessible and motivating. 
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6. What can we do to improve our website? 

 

The current site’s content is valuable; however, the presentation needs updating. 

Choose a few examples of websites you like. List the things you like about these 

sites. Make it a class project or school-wide competition. Ask applied computer 

technology students to redesign and develop a website that combines all of your 

favorite features. For example, provide virtual tours of the campus, housing, 

classrooms, and field sites. Help prospective students feel like they know the school 

before they ever step foot on a campus.  

 

 
 

7. How important is online learning?   

 

Since the most important concern expressed by students is that of leaving home to 

attend school, it is suggested that you consider expanding distance and online 

learning opportunities. NTC’s excellent staff and cafeteria help to make campus more 

like home. However, quality dorms and apartments, food and counseling cannot 

replace the familiarity of home, nor can they replace lost income from relocation, 

even on a temporary basis. Most rural areas find online learning works best to offer 

higher education to those who cannot live on campus. Since much of your curriculum 

is computer and field-based, this might prove a viable alternative for students living at 

a distance.  

 

A mixed off-campus/on-campus curriculum should attract more students and provide 

necessary flexibility. For example, a year and a half of online learning courses 

followed by one semester of on-campus courses is easier for students to arrange than 

two years living on campus. Perhaps you can arrange for the necessary wireless 

technology by partnering with a major telephone service provider. Online learning is 

excellent for learners who are internally motivated.  It does not work as well with 

students who have experienced failure in school settings or need a lot of structure.  It 

is excellent for students who work full time while attending school part-time. 

 

Consider offering classes at satellite locations. One instructor riding the bus is 

cheaper and more efficient than thirty students riding the bus. Outreach is just as 

important as recruitment.   
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Contact Information 

Navajo Technical College 

Steven Chischilly, Science Department Chair 

Navajo Technical College 

P.O. Box 849 

Crownpoint, New Mexico 87313 

Phone: 505.786.4147 

Email: schischilly@navajotech.edu  

 

 

Additional Information 

Kirk J. Laflin, Executive Director 

Partnership for Environmental Technology Education (PETE) 

584 Main Street 

South Portland, Maine 04106 

Phone: 207.771.9020 

www.ateec.org/pete/  

 

Project Website 
www.ateec.org/profdev/Tribal  

mailto:schischilly@navajotech.edu
http://www.ateec.org/pete/
http://www.ateec.org/profdev/Tribal
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