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Program helps with college prep; Tribe 
teams up with COCC to help Native 
American students succeed |

Instructor Lancelot Falcon passes out books to 
students Monday in his Procrastination and Mo-
tivation class at the Central Oregon Community 

College Madras campus.  
Joe Kline / The Bulletin

Darrin Tanewasha never thought he would make it 
to college. The 17-year-old from Warm Springs said 
he felt the odds were stacked against him: he grew 
up without a father figure, he lost an older brother 
to gunfire, he saw peers become substance abusers.

“I thought I was just going to be a ‘rez’ kid,» said 
Tanewasha, who recently graduated one year ahead 
of his peers at Chemawa Indian School in Salem. 
“Lots of people get addicted to substances and go 
wild. Sometimes, they just stop caring.»

But Tanewasha kept pushing forward.

He’s now one of several Warm Springs residents 
taking college preparatory classes as part of the 
tribe’s Summer Bridge Program at Central Oregon 
Community College’s Madras campus.

The program, funded by the tribe, helps incoming 
and returning students transition to college life by 
teaching time management, test-taking skills and 
refreshers to prepare for college-level math courses.

“I got a zero in math the last time I tried taking 
classes because I didn’t understand what I was 
doing,» said Marissa Kalama, a 33-year-old Warm 
Springs native. “I’m grateful for Summer Bridge 
because I’m doing so much better now with the 
support.»

The Summer Bridge Program is just one of several 
local efforts to increase educational opportunities 
for Native Americans, a population considered 
traditionally underserved in institutions of higher 
education.

Just 13 percent of American Indians and Alaska Na-
tives 25 years and older reported having a bachelor’s 
degree or higher, according to an American Com-
munity Survey from 2010. About 28 percent of the 
overall population has attained a bachelor’s degree.

“Students of color do not always see themselves 
reflected in the college environment,» said Karen 
Roth, COCC’s director of multicultural activities. 
“We want to make sure that all students who want 
to come to college can see there (are) accessible 
options and there aren’t barriers preventing them 
from being here.»

Reflecting Central Oregon’s ethnic diversity has be-
come an especially large priority since the opening 
of COCC’s branch campus in Madras last year be-
cause of its proximity to Warm Springs, Roth said, 
but there is still much work to do.

The goal is to increase the percentage of Native 
American students at COCC to 3.5 percent of the 
total enrollment, to reflect the percentage of Na-
tive Americans living in the college’s service area 
in Deschutes, Jefferson and Crook counties.

The Native American population at COCC has stea-
dily increased since the 2007-08 academic year. 
There were 317, or 2.8 percent, students identifying 
themselves as Native American or American Indian 
during the 2011-12 school year, said Ron Paradis, the 
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director of college relations. That’s just 80 students 
shy of meeting the 3.5 percent goal.

And now the college hopes to begin reaching out to 
potential students at earlier ages with the help of 
the inaugural STRIVE summer camp program, in 
which 25 students from local high schools will live 
in the campus dorm and attend preparatory classes 
similar to the Summer Bridge program.

The Summer Training to Revive Indigenous Vision 
and Empowerment program is set to run between 
Aug. 11 and Aug. 18 at the Bend campus. It is funded 
by an approximately $56,000 Oregon College Access 
Challenge Grant from Oregon State University.

Gina Ricketts, COCC’s Native American Program 
coordinator, said a combination of research and 
personal experience with similar residential camps 
at college campuses shows these programs help en-
gage students, some of whom might otherwise never 
think of going to college.

Physically exposing young people to a college cam-
pus helps recruitment because “it makes higher edu-
cation less unknown, a little less scary and more 
possible,» Ricketts said.

Veteran COCC business administration student Gabe 
Swazo spoke of his own experiences growing up on 
the Teseque Pueblo and Jemez Springs reservations 
in New Mexico before entering college. He said it 
was not easy at first.

“It’s a hard draw because when you look at the Na-
tive American social life within the tribe, it’s very 
tight-knit and those family bonds are held very 
close,» Swazo said. “Anything outside of that is so-
metimes foreign.»

He offered his advice for upcoming students.

“It’s a big change and it’s something that you have 
to fight through because you may hit a wall and not 
know how to get past that, and once that wall is hit, 
it seems there’s no other choice but to quit and go 
home,» he said. “But there’s always someone here 
(at COCC) to help and with these types of programs, it 
helps facilitate growth in these young individuals.»
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