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I grew up in the Yunnan Province of China, where 26 ethnic groups are 
living together. This experience has provided me with a strong sense of the 
value of diverse ethnic cultures and customs. I enjoyed the harmonious 
co-existence of different cultures, and treasuring diversity has been an 
important principle in my mind without even noticing it. After starting my 
graduate study in the area of higher education, my previous multicultural 
experiences impacted my study, research, and long-term plans in academia. 
Finally, I chose the ethnic minority-serving higher education institutions 
in the United States and China as the topic of my doctoral dissertation.

This book is based on the dissertation, a qualitative comparative study 
of ethnic minority-serving higher education institutions—Tribal Colleges 
and Universities (TCUs) in the United States and Ethnic Minority-Serving 
Institutions (EMSIs) in China. To examine how TCUs and EMSIs address 
challenges in serving American Indians and Alaska Natives (AIANs) and 
Chinese Ethnic Minorities (CEMs), I conducted a series of in-depth, 
semi-structured oral interviews with 29 TCU and EMSI administrators 
and content area experts of AIAN and CEM higher education in the 
United States and China.

Findings from this study confirm that TCUs and EMSIs play significant 
roles in providing higher education opportunities to AIAN and CEM stu-
dents, as well as in preserving indigenous and ethnic cultures and lan-
guages. Both TCUs and EMSIs enjoy some similar facilitating factors, 
including favorable external environments and internal characteristics and 
efforts. They also face similar challenges, some of which are opposites to 
the listed facilitating factors. In response to the challenges, TCUs and 
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EMSIs present some exemplary strategies and good practices, which dem-
onstrate the enormous potential of the education and services they pro-
vide to their students and communities. From a comparative perspective, 
the efforts of TCUs and EMSIs in addressing these challenges sometimes 
differ because of their respective political and higher education contexts. 
TCUs tend to have more of a pragmatic and institutional-level focus to 
solve current problems and continue their successful strategies and prac-
tices. In comparison, the efforts of EMSIs are primarily influenced by 
Chinese national policies, which are not only on higher education but also 
in other areas like the economy, development, and foreign affairs. 
Therefore, EMSIs focus on efforts to better take advantage of resources 
brought by national policies.

This book combines the external and internal voices regarding the 
development of indigenous and ethnic higher education in the United 
States and China. The external voices come from the scholars and content 
area experts in the area of indigenous and ethnic education, while this 
book also covers the internal voices from the TCU and EMSI senior 
administrators and faculty members, as well as AIAN tribal leaders and 
activists. Various voices have enriched the realistic images of these two 
types of higher education institutions. Meanwhile, this comparative study 
focuses on the long-lasting ethnic issues within the United States and 
Chinese higher education to explore the possible ways of changing the 
disadvantageous situations of AIAN and CEM students, as well as of bet-
ter preserving their cultures and languages through higher education. 
Through the comparative study of TCUs and EMSIs on their contexts, 
roles, challenges, and efforts, this book helps verify and update what we 
have already known and, more importantly, to explore what we do not yet 
know, from both internal and external perspectives. In summary, this book 
provides exemplary strategies and good practices of TCUs and EMSIs in 
addressing challenges, which can be applied to each other to serve AIAN 
and CEM students and communities better, as well as to preserve their 
cultures and languages better.

In the research journey, besides the stories of each selected TCU and 
EMSI and those told by content area experts, the attitudes and determina-
tion for a bright future of each interviewee much impressed me. Given the 
challenges derived from the underrepresented status of AIAN and CEM 
students and institutions in higher education and the mainstream societ-
ies, TCU and EMSI administrators and faculty members, as well as schol-
ars, are fully committed to fighting for high-quality education for their 
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students and preserving their cultures, languages, and identities. They are 
the heroes fighting for the beauty of diversity in this world.

In the interview, one TCU president shared that challenges are not ter-
rifying because they mean the institution and tribal group are still alive and 
fighting against challenges. “Because we have those challenges, it means 
we are still around, and we are still here. If we are not faced with them, it 
means we are done, and we are not around anymore. Because we have 
them, and they are difficult, we can take confidence in addressing them.” 
Keeping faith and a positive attitude to all challenges is the best lesson I 
learned in conducting this research and writing this book. I hope every 
human being and every group of people can enjoy the braveness of pursu-
ing beautiful things and truth.

Tuen Mun, New Territories, Hong Kong Weiyan Xiong



xi

It was a fantastic journey in my life to complete this study. However, I 
clearly understand it would not be possible and achieved without the tre-
mendous support I received along the way. The gratitude first goes to my 
doctoral advisor, Dr. James Jacob, for his guidance, encouragement, and 
friendship. He will always be my role model in academia. The other mem-
bers of my dissertation committee, Prof. Richard Donato, Prof. Stewart 
Sutin, Prof. Jean Ferketish, and Prof. Bateer Chen, have inspired me by 
their fruitful academic achievements and rigorous reviews on my disserta-
tion. Meanwhile, I want to thank Prof. Martín Sánchez-Jankowski and Dr. 
Christine Trost for hosting me as a Visiting Student Researcher at the 
Joseph A. Myers Center for Research on Native American Issues of UC 
Berkeley, where I successfully completed the data collection of this study 
with their generous support.

In particular, I cannot express my appreciation ever enough to all par-
ticipants in this study. As scholars and practitioners, they are the heroes in 
the frontline fighting for educational equality and defending the beauty of 
diversity. Every conversation with them inspired me and helped me grow, 
not only academically but also personally.

Finally, the love from my family supports me in conquering all obstacles 
of life, and they encourage me to be a better person. A special thanks to 
my wife for her accompanying and inspiring. It is she who reminds me to 
notice and enjoy the beauty of this world.

acknowledgments



“Ethnic issues are long-lasting problems confronting China and the USA not only 
socially and economically but also politically. The book offers comparative and 
international perspectives in examining the role of higher education in changing 
the disadvantageous situations of AIAN and CEM students. Based upon strong 
empirical studies in China and the USA, this book provides fresh insights and criti-
cal analysis for understanding the cases of TCUs and EMSIs on their contexts, 
roles, challenges, and efforts, especially highlighting the strategic importance of 
better preserving their cultures and languages through higher education. This 
book should be read by researchers, academics, policymakers, and postgraduate 
students in the field of development studies and comparative education.”

—Ka Ho Mok, Vice-President and Lam Man Tsan  
Chair Professor of Comparative Policy, Lingnan University, Hong Kong

“Xiong’s work presents the realistic situations of ethnic minority-serving institu-
tions in the US and China. It helps make TCU and EMSI stakeholders’ voices 
heard, not only by academia, but also by policymakers for the development of 
indigenous and ethnic higher education and the preservation of native cultures, 
languages, and traditions.”

—Wanhua Ma, Professor, Graduate School of Education,  
Peking University, China

“The succinct comparative analysis by Weiyan Xiong of higher education in select 
American Indian, Alaskan Native, and Chinese Ethnic Minority regions will posi-
tion the reader to better understand how institutions serving them evolved, the 
challenges they encountered and suggestions for the future. Xiong’s meticulous 
research and thoughtful analysis renders a valuable contribution to our scholarship 
in this important field of study. It is a must read!”

—Stewart E. Sutin, Clinical Professor of Administrative and  
Policy Studies (retired), University of Pittsburgh, USA

“There are two biggest higher education countries in the world, the US and 
China. The former has a well-developed higher education system while the latter 
has the largest number of college students. How to treat minority students in the 
respective higher education system is an exciting and valuable topic for compara-
tive study. In Xiong’s work, the historical development, challenges, and strategies 
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of minority higher education in these two countries are deeply explored. This is a 
vitally important book not only for academic research but also for the dialogue 
among civilizations.”

—Bateer Chen, Professor, Zhou Enlai School of Governance,  
Nankai University, China

“I highly recommend this book at a time when attention has turned toward pre-
serving and drawing upon culture, language, and local knowledge as a core mis-
sion of tribal colleges and universities and ethnic minority-serving institutions. 
Xiong’s comparative study of institutions serving American Indians, Alaska 
Natives, and ethnic minorities in China serves as a lens through which to view the 
successes and challenges of these institutions and provides a pathway to their sus-
tainability and improvement. By representing the voices of scholars in the field, 
administrators and faculty, and students participating in these institutions, Xiong 
has provided external and internal perspectives on the cross-cultural experiences of 
institutions. Through his study, he creates a realistic picture of what it means to 
valorize indigenous knowledge as a powerful source of learning and development. 
Xiong concludes his comparative analysis by highlighting best practices for the 
improvement of tribal colleges and universities and of ethnic-minority institutions 
and provides a blueprint for a promising future.”

—Richard Donato, Professor and Chair, Department of Instruction  
and Learning, University of Pittsburgh, USA
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

American Indians and Alaska Natives (AIANs) in the United States and 
Ethnic Minorities (EMs)1 in China are both underrepresented groups in 
their higher education (HE) systems regarding access and attainment. 
Also, their cultures and languages confront challenges in contemporary 
societies dominated by mainstream cultures and languages, as well as the 
trend of globalization. Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) in the 
United States and Ethnic Minority-Serving Institutions (EMSIs) in China 
increasingly play a significant role in changing the disadvantageous situa-
tions of AIAN and Chinese Ethnic Minority (CEM) students in both HE 
systems. Also, they are critical in AIAN tribal nation building and CEM 
policy implementation, as well as in the preservation of indigenous and 
ethnic minority languages, cultures, and identities. TCUs and EMSIs face 
some common challenges such as financial constraints and student readi-
ness for HE and preparation for the job market, as well as unique chal-
lenges caused by the specific political and HE contexts in the United States 
and China.

This book is based on a qualitative comparative study of ethnic minority- 
serving higher education institutions—TCUs and EMSIs. To answer the 
central research question—how TCUs and EMSIs address challenges in 
serving AIANs and CEMs—the author conducted a series of in-depth 
semi-structured oral interviews with 29 TCU and EMSI administrators 
and content area experts (CAEs) of AIAN and EM HE in the United 
States and China.
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