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Context: A small body of researchers has found that recruitment and retention in athletic training programs (ATPs) is influ-
enced by experiences of authentic learning practices, a network of support, racism, and sexism. However, no known
researchers have explored the experiences of American Indian and Alaska Natives (AIANs) who have become athletic
trainers (ATs). A more comprehensive understanding of facilitators and barriers that influence the persistence of AIANs in
ATPs will support institutions to better understand values, concerns, and factors to address diversity, equity, and inclusion
for AIAN students.

Objective: The aim of this qualitative research is to explore barriers and facilitators that influence the persistence of
AIANs in ATPs.

Design: Qualitative study.

Setting: Individual video conference interviews.

Patients or Other Participants: Nine (6 women, 3 men) certified ATs who self-identify as Al.

Data Collection and Analysis: We conducted semistructured interviews (n = 9) with each participant. After virtual inter-
views, data were transcribed, analyzed, and coded to common themes and clusters, following the method of thematic
analysis.

Results: Barriers that negatively affect the persistence of Als in ATPs include (1) lack of support in the ATPs, (2) program
homogeneity (lack of diversity), and (3) cultural insensitivity. Facilitators from the inductive-content analysis include (1)
self-efficacy, (2) support network, (3) service, and (4) ceremony and faith.

Conclusion: Identifying the factors that influence the persistence of AIANs in ATPs enables athletic training educators
and preceptors to enhance the educational experience and increase recruitment of AIAN students. These efforts may pro-

mote a representative study body reflective of the patients served.

Key Words: Indigenous, braided resiliency framework, retention, recruitment

Dr Whitegoat is currently Adjunct Faculty of Exercise Science and Nutrition Sciences at George Washington University. Address
correspondence to Wyatt Whitegoat, MAT, ATC, MPH, PhD, Exercise Science and Nutrition Sciences, George Washington University,
950 New Hampshire Ave NW #2, Washington, DC 20037. wwhitegoat20@gwu.edu.

Full Citation:
Whitegoat W, Schroeder S. Facilitators and barriers that influence the persistence of American Indians in athletic training education
programs. J Athl Train Educ Pract. 2025;21(2):126—138.

Journal of Athletic Training Education and Practice | Volume 21 | Issue 2 | July—September 2025 126

$S900E 981J BIA €1-80-GZ0Z 1e /woo Alojoeignd-pold-swiid-yewssiem-1pd-awiid//:sdiy woil papeojumoc]


http://www.natajournals.org
mailto:wwhitegoat20@gwu.edu

Facilitators and Barriers That Influence the Persistence of American Indians in
Athletic Training Education Programs

Wyatt Whitegoat, MAT, ATC, MPH, PhD; Shawnda Schroeder, PhD

KEY POINTS

¢ A lack of support, homogeneity (lack of diversity), and cul-
tural insensitivity can hinder the persistence of American
Indians in athletic training education programs.

e Self-efficacy, support network, service, and ceremony or
faith can facilitate the persistence of American Indians in
athletic training education programs.

e Indigenous resilience, rooted in the innate capacity of
Indigenous teachings focuses on success rather than over-
coming challenges, is uniquely illustrated by the braided
resiliency framework.

INTRODUCTION

Ethnically diverse athletic trainers (ATs), specifically those
who self-identify as American Indian and Alaska Natives
(ATANSs), are dramatically underrepresented in the athletic
training profession compared with members who identify as a
non-Hispanic Whites (Table 1). In October 2022, 0.5% (n =
151) of the 30088 National Athletic Trainers’ Association
(NATA) members holding a certified professional designa-
tion, identified as ATIAN, which is significantly lower than
members in other racial and ethnic groups.' Efforts to address
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) have been implemented
by the NATA to attract and retain scholars from diverse
backgrounds. Several efforts include, but are not limited to,
the establishment of the Mentor Match Program; awarding of
academic scholarships and research grants; development of
the Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Access (DEIA) Plan; and
the formation of the NATA Ethnic and Diversity Advisory
Committee and DEIA Council. Despite efforts to address
DEI, like other health carecers, the field of athletic training
continues to struggle with recruitment from minority racial or
ethnic backgrounds, specifically those who self-identify as
AIANs.'”

In a 2021 editorial, researchers discussed that one of the most
considerable barriers to increasing representation in the ath-
letic training workforce is the educational system itself.?
When exploring explanations for why athletic training pro-
grams (ATPs) struggle to recruit and retain marginalized pop-
ulations, researchers have summarized that these efforts are
impeded by experiences that do not center authentic learning
experiences,®’ programs that lack student support,®® and
ATPs where students report experiencing racism and sexism.
Factors that can benefit students include clinical integration,
self-efficacy, and networks of support.>*®’

While literature exists on factors affecting recruitment and
retention of students in ATPs, no known researchers have
explored the experiences of AIAN ATs. Further understanding
of the persistence of AIANs becoming certified ATs can better
inform athletic training academic institutions, organizations,
and associations on strategies to support AIAN students, ulti-
mately improving graduation and certification rates. One arca
that requires further understanding is performance in the

Board of Certification (BOC) exam. The overall 3-year aggre-
gate BOC pass rate for AIANs was 15.8% lower than non-His-
panic White students.? This disparity demonstrates that, when
ATAN students pursue and complete an ATP experience, they
still face additional challenges in becoming credentialed ATs.

Professional education programs, such as social work and
psychology, have experienced similar issues with a lack of
diversity, specifically for those that are ATANs.® Literature
has found lack of representation, racism, and cultural isolation
as major barriers in successful recruitment and retention of
AIANS in professional programs.’ This issue is largely rooted
in historical trauma and colonization.® One example is the use
of residential boarding schools in which children were forcibly
removed from their homeland and families to assimilate to
Western society. Although colonization and assimilation
occurred decades ago, the trauma has short- and long-term
consequences on Indigenous Peoples’ health, well-being, and
behaviors.® As a result, in the current study, we seek to explore
experiences that influence the persistence of AIANs in ATPs,
specifically experiences associated with culture.

The purpose of this qualitative research was to identify the
perceived facilitators and barriers that influence the persis-
tence of AIANs in ATPs. The following research questions
guided this investigation:

(1) What barriers impede college matriculation and attainment
of the BOC credential of AIAN athletic training students?

(2) What factors promote the successful college recruitment,
retention, and attainment of the BOC credential of AIAN
athletic training students?

METHODS
Framework

The methodology used in this study requires an approach
that would not focus on the deficits of the participants’ expe-
riences but rather highlight their strengths to persist in an
ATP. Therefore, the braided resiliency framework has been
used to support data collection, analysis, and interpretation.
The definition of resilience has evolved as scientific knowledge
has increased across various disciplines.'®'* Some academics
refer to resilience as a {)rocess,]3 while others consider resilience
as a dynamic concept'* or as a trait.'”> Despite various defini-
tions, resilience, at a fundamental level, refers to the capacity of
adaptation or to recover quickly from adversities.'

This understanding of resilience differs from Indigenous resil-
ience. Compared with Western thinking, Indigenous resilience
is based on Indigenous Peoples’ “innate capacity and focuses
on success rather than overcoming challenges.”!”®®1?!) The
braided resiliency framework uniquely models this definition
by integrating, or braiding, various types of resilience: indi-
vidual resilience, collective resilience, and cultural resilience.'®
Elm et al considered each type of resilience in relation to
mind, body, and spirit.'®
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Table 1. NATA “Certified Professional” Membership by Race or Ethnicity'**

November 2020 October 2021 October 2022
Race or Ethnicity (n =32497) (n=31971) (n =30088)
White (not of Hispanic origin) 26 811 (82.5%) 26 128 (81.7%) 24416 (81.1%)
Black (not of Hispanic origin) 1123 (3.5%) 1178 (3.7%) 1188 (3.9%)
Hispanic 1586 (4.9%) 1629 (5.1%) 1593 (5.3%)
Asian or Pacific Islander 1339 (4.1%) 1415 (4.4%) 1336 (4.4%)
American Indian and Alaska Native 150 (0.5%) 154 (0.5%) 151 (0.5%)
Multiethnic 633 (1.9%) 706 (2.2%) 690 (2.3%)
Other 792 (2.4%) 745 (2.3%) 694 (2.3%)
Ethnicity NA 63 (0.2%) 16 (0.1%) 20 (0.1%)

Abbreviations: NA, not applicable; NATA, National Athletic Trainers’ Association.

2 NATA has no data on members in October 2020.

Individual resilience (mind) represents internal key turning
points or cognitive awakenings leading to transformative
behavior change or reevaluation of self in present, past, and
environmental contexts.'®

Collective resilience (body) involves family and community
resilience that has sustained through historically traumatic
events and colonial trauma responses and is inclusive of com-
munal access of physical and nonphysical resources.'®

Cultural resilience (spirit) is thought of as Indigenous cultural
norms, practices, and values that form a matrix for strength
and serve as a resource. Involved are Indigenous worldview
perspectives on spiritual connectedness, ancestral knowl-
edge, and infusion of culture for wellness development and
maintenance.'®

The braided resiliency framework is guided by Indigenous
knowledge, which is depicted as living knowledge.'® Indige-
nous knowledge is imbedded in stories, language, ceremony,
and cultural practices—which are innate wisdoms informed
by generational traditions, teachings, and practices that
directly influence beliefs and behaviors. Indigenous People
access cultural wisdoms of their ancestors by connecting
with the environment and engaging in storytelling, where
shared intergenerational values of Indigenous identity are
rooted. These understandings, interpretations, and meanings
are part of cultural structures that foster decision-making,
specifically informing Indigenous People on ways to be per-
sistent, resourceful, and adaptable.20 Elements of this frame-
work will be observed in the chosen method and plan for
analysis in which ATAN ATs were invited to share stories
and their narratives reviewed holistically to identify exam-
ples of their individual, collective, and cultural resilience
within their respective ATPs.

Research Reflexivity

The lead researcher of this project is a citizen of the Navajo
Nation. He holds a doctorate in Indigenous health and identi-
fies as a public health specialist and certified athletic trainer.
He has experience in developing and implementing programs,
combined with providing treatment and rehabilitation of ath-
letic injuries, in diverse communities. His research interest in
policy and environmental influences on health and wellness
among Indigenous populations, combined with his passion of
athletic training service, inspired this research topic.

This manuscript is written from the perspective of an
informer, who seeks to identify and provide information that
is either benefiting or limiting users (ie, patients, Indigenous
scholars, health care providers, tribes) to make attainable an
actionable change. As an Indigenous scholar, the lead
researcher believes in exchange of knowledge between holders
and seekers to maintain and strengthen teachings, wisdoms,
and practices for future generations.

The coauthor is a non-Indigenous aspiring ally in the Depart-
ment of Indigenous Health at the University of North Dakota.
She feels fortunate enough to teach and learn alongside doctoral
candidates. She teaches qualitative methods, mixed methods,
and public health program evaluation while also serving as an
advisor and chair of student doctoral dissertations. Additionally,
she has externally funded efforts focused on applying the lessons
she teaches in the classroom. Her research and program evalua-
tion work are centered on the promotion of health equity in
North Dakota and the United States. Her research interests
include health equity, community-based participatory research
methods, tribal participatory research methods, oral health
equity, and behavioral health equity. She approaches research
and program development on health and wellness from a social-
ecological lens and recognizes external influences on health and
behavior to include the influence of historical racism, trauma,
poverty, healthy food deserts, policy, and federal and state
spending, among others. Her position, methodological knowl-
edge, work, and life experience have influenced her approach to
research. In this study, her primary role was to oversee the meth-
odological decisions and application of the lead author.

Participants

Homogenous and voluntary response sampling was used in
our study to select participants who were willing to share their
experiences while in their respective ATPs. Potential partici-
pants were only included if they met the following inclusion
criteria for this study:

(1) self-identify as AIAN (proof of tribal enrollment was not
required),

(2) has obtained an active BOC credential as an AT,

(3) employed or previously employed as a certified AT, and

(4) member of the NATA.

Upon approval by the Institutional Review Board (IRB), an
e-mail was sent to potential participants who met the inclusion
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criteria via the NATA Research Survey Request—a centralized
data collection service program operated by NATA to provide
access to research participants (NATA members). From the
NATA membership directory, NATA identified and contacted
112 members who met the inclusion criteria, inviting participa-
tion in the study.

To ensure contacted members met the inclusion criteria, inter-
ested participants were provided with a link to an electronic
tool (like a survey) using Qualtrics (Qualtrics.us, Provo, UT).
In this Qualtrics survey, participants indicated if they met the
inclusion criteria and, if so, provided their preferred mode of
contact. Subsequently, the primary investigator contacted each
participant and provided a consent form (requiring signature)
describing the study and data collection (interview) plan.

It is important to note that participants self-identified as
American Indian (AI) or Alaska Native (AN) as opposed to
Native American. Although the term Native American is
broad and refers to all Indigenous Peoples of the United
States, it was important for this work to allow for self-identifi-
cation and for a distinction between those who identify as Al
and those who identify as AN. The barriers and facilitators
for those who are Native American are not monolithic, and it
felt important to identify variance in lived experience. As
noted in the Results, all participants identified as Al and no
AN ATs engaged in this research.

Data Collection

Demographic data were generated using information col-
lected in both the electronic tool and participants’ interviews
during data analysis, which contributed to the validity of the
results. The electronic tool included questions associated
with the inclusion criteria, gender identity, ATP graduation
year, and preferred method of contact. The interview proto-
col consisted of 10 open-ended questions and associated
probing questions to achieve optimum information and clarify
certain points (Table 2). However, as part of the semistructured
design of the study, the interview protocol was adaptable to
allow questions to evolve throughout the study and within
each interview. The interview protocol was adapted from the
one designed and used by Siple et al.> Modification of their
interview guide was to ensure core and associated questions
aligned with the purpose and research questions of the current
study.

The administration of the semistructured interviews was con-
ducted via video conference due to the geographical location
of participants. After an individual consented to participate
in the study, a 90-minute interview was scheduled. All inter-
views were audio recorded with participants’ consent to
ensure appropriate capture and interpretation of responses.
Participants did not receive the interview protocol in advance
to reduce any predetermined answers and ensure meaningful
responses. All interviews were conducted only by the principal
investigator to maintain intrarater reliability.

Each interview was audio recorded via Zoom software (ver-
sion 5.17.11; zoom.us, San Jose, CA). Once the interview was
completed, audio recordings were downloaded directly to the
primary investigator’s computer. All personally identifying infor-
mation (ie, names, telephone numbers, place of employment) was
removed to ensure participant anonymity. Subsequently, the

primary investigator transcribed each audio file, then sent it to
participants for review and approval via e-mail. Participants were
instructed to provide clarification or additional information to
the de-identified transcript but instructed to not delete responses
in the original transcript unless for protection of cultural practices
and ceremony. Once the de-identified transcript was completed,
personal information and other identifiable materials, such as
audio recordings, were permanently deleted.

Data Analysis

Data analysis employed member checking and followed the
general inductive process, a method consistent with previous
researchers who have conducted semistructured interviews in
the athletic training profession.>'*** This analysis method
allowed the primary researcher to identify common themes
from the data as they relate to the purpose of the study. Data
analysis was guided by the following steps: read open-ended
responses in their entirety to fully understand the data; next,
scan the data multiple times to identify key phrases; then
highlight and code significant phrases; and finally, put units
of significant phases in broader themes and clusters.?'**?
Credibility of the data analysis is further explored after the
Discussion, but it is important to note that the data (and con-
cluded themes) were triangulated through member checking,
review of the code book and associated themes by a collabora-
tor and expert qualitative methodologist, and through negative
case analysis. Dedoose software (version 9.0.46; SocioCultural
Research Consultants) was used to identify codes and themes,
which were organized against the research questions to create
the qualitative findings of the study.

Institutional Review Board

This study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki, and all procedures involving human participants
were approved by the IRB at the University of North Dakota
Institutional Review Board approval (IRB 0005905) for this
study was granted in April 2024.

RESULTS
Participants

Of the 112 NATA members who were identified as AIANSs, 22
expressed initial interest in participating in the study. Of the 22
members, 9 (6 women, 3 men) continued beyond consent. Most
of our participants were employed in secondary school settings
and held bachelor’s degrees in athletic training (Table 3). Partici-
pants were affiliated with 10 different tribes: Cherokee, Chicka-
saw, Chippewa Cree, Choctaw, Muskogee, Navajo, Turtle
Mountain Band of Chippewa, Pueblo of Acoma, Pueblo of
Jemez, and Pueblo of Laguna. We intended to again reach out
to the remaining 13 who had initially expressed interest but who
had not completed the consent form, but after transcribing and
analyzing the 9 transcripts, data saturation was achieved.

Thematic Results: Barriers and Supports for
Persistence in ATP

Three major themes emerged from the data analysis regarding
barriers that impede the persistence of Als in ATPs. These
themes were lack of support within the ATPs, program homo-
geneity, and cultural insensitivity. Additionally, 4 themes
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Table 2. Interview Protocol

Please tell me about your educational journey from when you first wanted to go to school for athletic training to your first

job as an athletic trainer—let’s start with:

(1) When and how did you decide to go to school for athletic training?

(a) What helped motivate you to make this decision?
(b) Who or what was a barrier to this?
(c) How did you overcome that?

(2) Tell me about applying and getting into an athletic training program?
(a) What aspects motivated you to select your athletic training program?
(b) Did you consider alternative programs, but did not apply? Why or why not?

(3) Tell me about what it was like completing your degree and finishing your athletic training education program?
(a) Are there academic obstacles you encountered? Please tell me about those.

(b) How did you overcome that?
(c) Any individuals who helped?

(d) What would have helped you to avoid that obstacle? Are there supports that if they have been in place this could

have been avoided?

(4) Tell me about the process of licensing and credentialing.
(a) Did you feel prepared in taking the certification exam?

(b) What would have helped you to be more prepared in taking the exam?
(5) When you look at this timeline, can you share any personal obstacles you encountered in this time period?

(a) How did you overcome that?
(b) What would have helped you to avoid that obstacle?

(c) Are there supports that if they had been in place this could have been avoided?
(6) Tell me about any individual(s) who directly influenced your career trajectory?
(a) What assistance or guidance did you receive from that relationship? Can you give examples of ways in which you

were helped?
(b) How often did you see the individual?

(c) How did this relationship affect your career in athletic training? What do you think would have happened if you
had not had that person in your life as an athletic training student?
(d) How important is it for American Indian and Alaska Native students to have a mentor that self-identifies as

American Indian and Alaska Native?

(7) Please tell me about where you have worked and how you used your athletic training degree.

(a) Who do you serve?

(b) Do you serve American Indian and Alaska Native persons? Predominately non-Native persons?
(c) Do you work on or near a Tribal community or reservation?
(d) Do you feel your academic training prepared you well for your professional career? Are there supports that if they
have been in place this would have better prepared you?
(8) Very few American Indian and Alaska Native athletic trainers exist in the field. Why do you think that is the case?

(a) What do you think has to happen for this to change?

(9) How does it feel to be a certified athletic trainer? What does it mean to you?
(10) As mentioned, the purpose of these interviews is to learn from someone who is American Indian and Alaska Native
and who is a certified athletic trainer. We want to learn how we can better recruit, retain, and certify athletic trainers
who are American Indian and Alaska Native. Knowing this, what else would you like to share about your experience?

associated with the facilitators that strengthen Als to become
ATs surfaced from the analysis. These included self-efficacy,
support network, service, and ceremony and faith. Each
theme is explained below and supported with quotes from
participants. Each participant is identified with a pseudonym
to protect identity. Tables 4 and 5 present the codes that led
to the thematic conclusions.

Research Question 1: What Barriers Impede College
Matriculation and Attainment of the BOC Credential of
AIAN Athletic Training Students? Lack of Support
Within the ATPs. Our participants described moments of frus-
tration associated with limited faculty and preceptor assistance
when achieving academic and clinical workloads. These problems
were described by the participant as due to poor instruction of
materials and skills training. Ariah highlighted independent learn-
ing was more conducive than asking instructors for guidance:

I learned very quickly that asking questions was kind of a
waste. It wasn’t a good experience. It was hard to come to
them [instructors or faculty] to ask questions because they
would either respond with a question and make you feel dumb
or say, “Did you look in your handbook?”

Chloe reflected similarly:

... our professors, they knew it [gross anatomy | was going to
be difficult, and they just kept saying, “You just got to get
through it. You just got to get through it,” but there was no
guidance.

Harper highlighted the influence preceptors could have had
on her preparation for the BOC examination, even explaining
that preceptor advisement at cohort level could have been
advantageous. Specifically, she shared that:
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Table 3. Participants’ Demographic Information

Participant Gender Highest Athletic Current Athletic Training Education
Pseudonym (F=6;M=23) Training Degree Employment Setting Program Graduation Year
Mia F Bachelor’s Recreational or youth sports 2016
Harper F Bachelor’s Administrative 2000
Ava F Master’s College or university 2019
Sophia F Bachelor’s College or university 2014
Chloe F Master’s Secondary school 2020
Ariah F Bachelor’s Secondary school 2018
Ethan M Bachelor’s Secondary school 2013
Dan M Master’s Secondary school 2018
Jacob M Bachelor’s Secondary school 2007

I think it would have really helped more so for the ATs at that
time to sit down with us [cohort ][—not just me, but all of us—
to go over what to expect on the exam [ BOC | and how to bet-
ter prepare for it. I don’t feel like I got that help or support.

Our participants were also disappointed with faculty and pre-
ceptors in handling absences to prioritize family and cere-
mony. Both family and ceremony are central in AIAN
cultures, as emphasized by Mia’s response to the importance
of the family unit. She commented:

Our family unit means everything to us [AIAN People],
whether it is functioning or not. It is everything to us. Being
too far from them [family], there’s almost a ... disconnect
type of feeling where it is unfamiliar.

In many instances, our participants felt obligated to choose
their academic duties instead of their families and ceremonial
responsibilities. Jacob said;

It [passing of a relative ] came at a time where I had to do a
test or had to do athletic training—related stuff. I guess I had
to sacrifice being with family, so I can do the profession or do
my curriculum.

Ariah shared a similar experience associated with not partici-
pating in ceremony after a relative passed due to coursework.
She noted:

You can have prayers said for you, songs sung for you, but
again, those things [ceremony | take time. [ Ceremony] takes
resources. Not being able to have that time and those
resources felt like it was taken away from me due to being in
the program because I felt like I had no other option.

Students also spoke to inadequate financial support as well.
Sophia recalled the challenges she faced as a college student
to pay the cost of attendance: “[T]uition was extremely expen-
sive and my family was not in a position to pay for school.”
Ariah recalled struggling to purchase additional resources to
perform clinical responsibilities:

When it came down to financial stuff, such as paying for gas
to get to clinicals, maintenance on your vehicle, buying uni-
form type stuff because you have to be in your polo and kha-
kis, you must buy a good rain jacket ... your books, paying
for your phone bill, paying for your Internet, all of those
things really did add up.

Sophia and Jacob expressed their appreciation for family in
overcoming financial challenges. Sophia reported:

I also had the blessing of my grandparents. [ They] under-
stood like this [ clinical experience | was a requirement of my
degree and that driving that far for the entire year was going
to be a financial burden, and so they actually supported me
and taking out another or larger student loan.

Table 4. Result Codes Associated With Barriers That Impede College Matriculation and Attainment of the BOC

Credential

Main Theme Definition and Codes Example

Lack of support Any mention of inadequate assistance, resources,  “... our professors, they knew it [gross

(within the ATPs) or encouragement to achieve a goal, eg, social anatomy] was going to be difficult, and they
isolation, financial instability, inadequate just kept saying, “You just got to get
guidance. through it. You just got to get through it,” but

there was no guidance.”

Homogeneity Any mention of limited representation associated “It's hard to imagine yourself in certain places

(lack of diversity) with background, perspectives, or identities, eg, and spaces when you don’t really know
underrepresentation, limited perspective. what that looks like.”

Cultural insensitivity  Any mention of actions, verbal or nonverbal, that “they [faculty and preceptors] assumed that |
demonstrate a lack of cultural awareness or was lazy and not wanting to participate in
respect, eg, cultural appropriation, insensitive activities, but it was more of a cultural
language or comments, stereotyping. thing.”

Abbreviations: ATPs, athletic training programs; BOC, Board of Certification.
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Table 5. Result Codes Associated With Factors That Promote the Successful College Recruitment, Retention,

and Attainment of the BOC Credential

Theme Definition and Codes Example Dimension
Self-efficacy Any mention of the belief to achieve a  “. .. I finally felt comfortable enough Individual resilience
goal, either through experience, to where | was like, okay, maybe |
role models, or praise, ie, personal do belong here, and | should just
experience, observation, praise. stop thinking that | don’t know what

I'm doing and feel comfortable . . .”
Support network Any mention of individuals or “... he [husband] sacrificed a lot Collective resilience
resources that provide emotional, during that time too, to help me
practical, or financial assistance, ie, get through school.”
financial, social connections,
relationships, community, family.
Service Any mention of the intent to support “... I wanted to be that person to

or benefit others, ie, providing
support, helping others, give back,
social responsibility.

Any mention of traditional, ritual, or
ceremonial practices to achieve
harmony and strength, ie, prayer,
sage, ceremony, religion, church,
sweetgrass.

Ceremony and faith

help those people [AIAN], those
athletes on the reservation.”
“When times like that [studying for Cultural resilience
exams] would happen, | would
stop and grab my cornmeal and
go outside to the Earth,
nonconcrete space, where
there’s grass and be outside just
look around.”

Abbreviations: AIAN, American Indian and Alaska Natives; BOC, Board of Certification.

Jacob shared experiences of family providing money for food,
goods, and supplies. He mentioned:

[ M ]y mom would call my aunties and be like, “Jacob needs
some money.” So a few hundred dollars would come my way
every now and then, or my family members would pitch in to
buy a laptop for me my junior year in the program.

Many participants expressed family as their primary support
in overcoming challenges while in an ATP.

Homogeneity. Homogeneity within the ATP, specifically
gender and race, was a common theme discussed by our
participants. The reflections of our participants suggest
that DEI, when ineffective, can reduce motivation. Mia
said:

It’s hard to imagine yourself'in certain places and spaces when
you don’t really know what that looks like. It’s also really dif-
ficult because it leaves you wide open to be kind of made fun of
and harassed in a sense, and I think that was really difficult
for me.

A common desire among our female participants was to be
placed in clinical settings with a female preceptor. Chloe
stated:

I wanted my preceptor to be a woman because I wanted to see
how she makes things work because she’s different than other
people . .. seeing that a female could do all those things helped
motivate me and kept me motivated.

This motivation was largely influenced by limited exposure to
women, specifically women of color, in the profession, as
highlighted by Mia’s clinical experiences. She reported: “I

worked with 1 female [AT] who was a woman of color, and
that was in my entire program in athletic training.”

Many of our participants, regardless of gender, also expressed
limited exposure to faculty or preceptors that self-identified
with a marginalized racial or ethnic group as role models.
Sophia recalls:

My program, we are pretty Caucasian and very limited diver-
sity, and so I didn’t really have anybody except for my grand-
parents that really understood and identified as [ Indigenous].
So Ididn’t really have an experience seeing somebody kind of
model that identity until my doctorate program.

The lack of diversity and cultural awareness made students
feel tokenized, as highlighted by Mia: “[O]ftentimes, you are
tokenized in a classroom once people find out that you’re
Native. That’s never fun because we don’t represent the mas-
ses. We don’t represent every tribe.”

When asked what could be done to improve DEI, our partici-
pants suggested ATP affiliation with health care facilities (ie,
clinics, hospitals) or institutions (ie, schools, tribal colleges
and universities) near or on AIAN communities. Ethan
shared:

[1]t would have been nice to be able to work in a tribal facility
to be able to see more ... they [ AIANs] would go to a tribal
medical facility, and so that would’ve been nice to be able to
go visit, do a clinical rotation in a tribal facility to be able to
help the community.

A focus on hiring ethnically diverse faculty because of inade-
quate representation of staff was also mentioned as an oppor-
tunity to address DEI. Mia stated:
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Staff and faculty for sure. Like you don’t need to be a certified
[AT] to teach a research methods class, you know. Like there
are so many things within an [ ATP] that could be taught by
somebody who can increase their [ATP’s] representation,
you know?

Diversity in the profession extends beyond just seeing oneself
represented in the profession. It includes exposing a variety of
cultural perspectives and practices to clinical integrations.
Embracing diverse perspectives and approaches strengthens
innovation, curiosity, critical thinking, and effectiveness in pro-
viding quality care to diverse populations, fostering inclusivity.
Ariah recalls the influence a preceptor instilled by incorporat-
ing cultural practices with sports medicine. She noted:

1 had 1 preceptor, and he was of Asian descent, and he was kind
of the only preceptor that any of us [cohort] really had that
looked at the body holistically. He incorporated a lot of cultural
practices into his practices, and for me, it was inspiring.

Cultural Insensitivity. The third emergent theme cultural
insensitivity highlights ATPs’ lack of awareness for cultural
learning styles and practices of AIANS that often put our par-
ticipants in difficult situations. Dan provided context regard-
ing cultural learning styles:

I guess there’s always a dichotomy on the reservation in the
way you acquire and learn knowledge. It’s kind of you have to
earn the right to do certain things. In that sense, maybe [
approached education like that to a certain extent on the clini-
cal side of things. I observed and wanted to make sure I was
doing things correctly before I ever jumped in and did some-
thing, as a learning process.

This learning process of observing from afar presented our
participants as uninterested and inattentive to the coursework
and skills training. Dan explained: “[T]hey [faculty and pre-
ceptors] assumed that I was lazy and not wanting to partici-
pate in activities, but it was more of a cultural thing.” Jacob
reflected similarly:

I can see it from a non-Native preceptor. It’s like [preceptors
would state ], “ Well, say something. Speak up. Do something.
Show me what you know,” and sometimes, that doesn’t happen.
So it comes off as you don’t know, you're scared, or you don’t
take initiative, or you're not going to make it in the program
kind of stuff, and so I think that kind of deters some of our peo-
ple [ AIANs] from doing that [ athletic training ] kind of thing.

Our participants identified inclusion of cultural objectives or
training into the ATP curriculum as a potential recommenda-
tion to overcome cultural insensitivity. Mia shared: “I think if
they [ATPs] have, like cultural objectives, like an understand-
ing of certain aspects, I think, oftentimes, in programs, they
don’t touch on subjects that are really meaningful.” By inte-
grating cultural objectives and training into the academic cur-
riculum, students and educators recognize their own biases,
and it fosters an inclusive profession where diverse cultural
perspectives are valued and respected.

Research Question 2: What Factors Promote the
Successful College Recruitment, Retention, and Attainment
of the BOC Credential of AIAN Athletic Training Students?
Self-Efficacy. Praise and personal character appear to be

pivotal factors influencing our participants’ confidence in
becoming ATs. Our participants noted an increase in their
confidence levels as they received more praise during their
clinical applications. Succeeding in clinical settings provided a
sense of belonging and motivation to finish the program. Ava
shared:

Eventually, things started to click during clinicals, and they
[preceptors ] would just say something, little things and ges-
tures, like, “Good job on that [assignment],” just little things.
1 finally felt comfortable enough to where I was like, okay,
maybe I do belong here, and I should just stop thinking that 1
don’t know what I'm doing and feel comfortable enough to
where I am like, yes, this is where I belong.

Chloe elaborated on how internal mindset and characteristics
validated her belief to complete the program by stating: “I
just had this idea set in my mind that, not only was I going to
do this, I was going to excel. I was going to prove to people
that, yes, it may be hard, but it’s not impossible.”

Support Network. Instructor Support: As we discussed cul-
tural practices, it was evident that faculty and preceptors
familiar with ATAN culture helped our participants feel
appreciated and supported throughout the program. For
instance, Ava shared that engagement with a deceased person
is a taboo because “it can affect us [the person] mentally or
health wise.” Dan reflected similarly: “[O]ur cultural customs
respect the dead and the passing. . . The [deceased] is sup-
posed to be in the ground and go whole.” This cultural prac-
tice created challenges for our participants enrolled in a
graduate ATP that required gross anatomy. However, our
participants shared how faculty and preceptors provided sup-
port and alternative options to engage in learning opportuni-
ties. Ava commented:

There was that support of her [program director] reaching
out saying, “You don’t have to do this [gross anatomy]
because I understand there are barriers within your culture
that prevent you from looking at any cadavers.” She put that
out there, and so I appreciated her the very first day of class.

Participants noted that a specific reason in staying in the ATP
was the autonomy preceptors provided our participants to
achieve their best. Ethan stated:

[H]e really pushed me to do the best that I could, and there’s
a lot of times where he would just say, “Here’s what we got
going on. If you need it, I'm here,” and he give me [a] gentle
nudge to go, whether it be writing a rehab, applying a treat-
ment, or doing an evaluation.

This quote demonstrates the profound influence instructors,
either preceptors or faculty, have on the students they educate.

Peer or Classmates Support: Our participants also noted their
positive relationship with their fellow classmates, who pro-
vided support in various situations. Chloe recalls the bond
she shared with her classmates, noting that those relationships
extended beyond in-person interactions: “When we got to
COVID, we would talk to each other about what we can do
to make each other better from a distance and get each other
ready for the BOC.”
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Our participants found it comforting to know that other peo-
ple were going through the same experiences and could relate.
Ariah stated: “My classmates and friends encouraging me,
building those relationships with them and building that sup-
port system, [understanding] that I wasn’t alone.” A recurrent
statement among our participants was “support system.” This
statement best demonstrates the unique relationships estab-
lished in ATPs. In addition, these positive interactions and
close relationships with peers helped motivate our partici-
pants to persist in ATPs. Chloe captured these ideas:

It was—we are going through these [clinical and academic
work | struggles together, and we’re going to make sure that
each of us gets through it, and we're there together on the
other side [ credentialed ATs].

Family Support: Participants were notably influenced by fam-
ily, who were described as supportive, encouraging, and help-
ful. Harper described how her relative alleviated stress
sustained through academic work:

Our conversations weren’t even specifically tied to school. It
was just being able to talk to her about things going on at
home, things going on with her, and that just took my mind off
everything else that I may been stressing out about before I
called her.

Many of our participants spoke highly of strong, motivated
women and acknowledged them as having the greatest effect
on their resilience to complete ATPs, such as Dan, who
stated:

My mom and my aunties. I'm a product of being raised by
strong independent [ Native | women, and they were success-
ful. They showed what hard work is, and you don’t need any-
one else in this life but yourself, your motivation, prayer,
knowing where you come from, and your culture.

Some participants praised their spouses and attributed them
as the most influential supporters in their decisions to stay in
ATPs. Ariah, who traveled approximately 2 hours one-way
weekly to be with her children and husband while in school,
said:

... he [husband] sacrificed a lot during that time too, to help
me get through school. He was the sole financial provider for
all of us. There was 4 of us all together. So being that provider
and he never complained. . . just said, “Go, go to school. Get it
[school] done,” so he always supported me.

Service. Our participants identified service, in which they
were motivated by the intent to support or benefit others with
newly acquired skills and knowledge, as important to their
retention and completion in ATPs. Ava shared:

I wanted to be that person to help out those athletes that
deserve those resources that everyone else had off the reserva-
tion, and I wanted to be that person to help those people
[AIANSs], those athletes on the reservation.

This motivation to return home and provide service to AIAN
people was triggered by personal experiences, as highlighted
by Harper. She stated: “We didn’t have an [AT] at my high

school and still don’t, and I thought, eventually, I could go
back to my high school and be the [AT] there.”

In discussing health care services, many participants shared
the lack of accessible health care in AIAN communities.
When asked why few ATs exist in AIAN communities, our
participants suggested lack of exposure of the profession in
AIAN communities as the primary reason. One participant
explained:

Working for the Chickasaw Nation, they didn’t know what an
[AT] was. They didn’t how they would employ one and put
them in a right program of how to make it work and be benefi-
cial to the program, the community, and the Nation.

This inaccessible care, combined with the passion to serve
ATANS, inspired our participants to persist in their respective
ATPs.

Ceremony and Faith. The theme of ceremony and faith
encompasses our students’ practice of ceremonial or religious
activities to persist in ATPs. Such activities occurred in various
ways, such as prayer, smoking sweetgrass, lighting sage, speak-
ing Native languages, or attending church. Jacob described how
his cultural practices grounded him during difficult times:

When times like that [studying for exams] would happen, 1
would stop and grab my cornmeal and go outside to the Earth,
nonconcrete space, where there’s grass, and be outside, just
look around, just have the reconnection where I was taught
that, if you are praying and have your cornmeal, breathe on it
and throw it on the earth while inhaling, you breathe again,
you're completing that cycle.

Ariah mentioned how generational prayers or prayers per-
formed by ancestors motivated her to continue in the ATP:

I think, as a Native, there’s a phrase of their [ancestors] pray-
ers. You are who you are because of their [ancestors’] pray-
ers, and that was something that I always reflected on, is the
prayers that were said for me years and years and years back
of breaking generational curses and generational traumas and
to be where I am as far as being an educated women and edu-
cated mother. That was really, really important and motivat-
ing me.

In addition to ceremonial practices, another participant
gained strength through her faith in Catholicism. She
stated: “Having faith in Catholicism as well to get me
through some of those rough times.” Chloe shared similar
sentiments:

I'm not going to make it to the end, and so no matter how
much study I had or how many things I needed to do on
Sunday mornings, I was getting up, and I was getting
[dressed]. I was putting makeup on, and I was going to sit
in a church.

Trustworthiness of the Results

In this study, we employed several strategies to enhance confi-
dence in the data collection process and ensure the reliability
and applicability of the results. The following key criteria
were addressed:
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(1) credibility,

(2) dependability,

(3) confirmability, and
(4) transferability.

Credibility refers to the confidence that the identified themes
accurately represent participants’ experiences. A key strategy
to enhance credibility was the identification of negative cases—
instances that did not align with the majority findings. This
approach ensured that dissenting experiences were incorpo-
rated into the analysis, results, and discussion. After the final-
ization of themes, the primary researcher reviewed transcripts
to identify and contextualize any divergent voices.

Dependability speaks to the transparency and consistency of
the research process, allowing other scholars to replicate the
methods and reach similar conclusions. To support depend-
ability, the research team maintained a detailed record of all
data collection procedures, coding stages, and thematic analy-
sis. Additionally, the lead researcher’s codebook and thematic
framework underwent review by a collaborative researcher
with expertise in qualitative analysis.

Confirmability ensures that findings reflect participants’ per-
spectives rather than researcher bias. To uphold neutrality,
the research team explicitly stated their positionality and
relied on established literature rather than personal interpre-
tations when coding data.

Transferability determines whether findings can be applied
beyond the study sample. In this study, we provide a detailed
methodological narrative, allowing similar researchers to
explore recruitment and retention of ATs in other historically
marginalized groups. Furthermore, the findings may inform
not only ATPs seeking to recruit and retain AIAN ATs but
also other health professions facing similar representation
challenges. The transferability of the study is further sup-
ported by data saturation and the diverse participation of Al
ATs, as detailed in the Results section.

These measures collectively strengthen the credibility of the
findings and their applicability to both practice and future
research.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of our study was to identify the perceived facili-
tators and barriers that influence the persistence of AIANSs to
become credentialed ATs while in ATPs. Our findings showed
that lack of support within the program, homogeneity among
students and faculty (lack of diversity), and cultural insensi-
tivity impeded Als from becoming certified ATs. However,
self-efficacy, support network, service, and ceremony and
faith facilitated persistence or resiliency. The motivation
behind this study was a combination of factors. Authors of
few studies have found that recruitment and retention in
ATPs is influenced by experiences of authentic learning prac-
tices, network of support, racism, and sexism.>*%’ However,
no known researchers have explored the experiences of
ATANs becoming ATs. Also, we wanted to focus on the
strengths that facilitated resiliency because, often, only the
deficits are examined, particularly among AIANs. Our results
suggest that several of the factors that enabled the persistence

of Als in ATPs are supported by individual, collective, and
cultural resiliency.

Finding 1: Barriers That Influence Persistence

Lack of Support. Participants in the study encountered
various barriers to achieving college success and becoming
BOC credentialed. Institutional support, in the management
of coursework or participation in ceremony, particularly
affected participants’ retention in their respective programs.
Financial support also limited participants’ attainment of
achieving professional credentialing. Although some received
financial support from families to offset expenses, others
lacked the funds to purchase additional necessities for academic
and clinical involvement. Although many students face barriers
related to the cost of education, the level of poverty is signifi-
cantly higher among ATAN households than among any other
racial or ethnic minority, and AIAN students frequently cite
barriers to education related to financial support.®

In various ways, participants experienced isolation while navi-
gating their ATPs. This sense of isolation manifested in vari-
ous aspects of their journeys through programs. Other
barriers include conflicts between students’ academic obliga-
tions and responsibilities to their families and tribal commu-
nities, accessing higher education opportunities, and cultural
isolation.® These obstacles are largely rooted in historical
federal policy aimed to eliminate AIAN culture through
forced assimilation. Historically, the education system con-
tributed to this objective by removing ATAN children from
their communities to residential boarding schools with the
intent to assimilate to Western society. Today, these policies
continue to manifest in higher rates of poverty and low educa-
tional attainment of AIAN people.

Homogeneity. The lack of diversity and Al representation
affected our participants’ persistence to achieve professional
credentialing. This theme explores the limited representation
associated with background, perspectives, or identities, poten-
tially leading to cultural insensitivity or gaps within ATPs.
These results are consistent with the literature in which the
challenges of recruitment and retention of AIANSs in graduate
programs were examined.®® Homogeneity also impedes the
development of a more inclusive and equitable profession,
which can affect the quality of care. Goforth et al suggested
that increasing ATAN faculty within academic institutions
can bring a variety of experiences and insights to better
recruit, support, and retain AIAN students, ultimately enrich-
ing education, practice, and care with diverse perspectives and
approaches.®

Cultural Insensitivity. Based on the experiences shared by
the participants in this study, the unique cultural backgrounds
and practices of AIAN students are not acknowledged or well
understood. For instance, many tribes show attention by
avoiding eye contact and being silent.”> However, instructors
will characterize avoiding eye contact and silence as lazy, shy,
or quiet, as highlighted in our study. This aloof learning style
is a form of cultural respect between the knowledge holder (ie,
elders, faculty members) and knowledge seeker (ie, child, stu-
dent). In the literature, in some tribes, learning often involves
stages such as observation, private self-testing, and then demon-
stration for validation.?* It is critical that instructors observe,
acknowledge, and accommodate diverse learning styles while
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gradually introducing new approaches as students become more
familiar and comfortable.

Finding 2: Factors That Influence Persistence and Their
Connection to the Braided Resiliency Framework

Individual Resilience (Mind). Self-Efficacy. The concept
of self-efficacy, as explored in this paper, plays a fundamental
role in shaping AIANS’ beliefs about their capabilities to
achieve desired outcomes while effectively navigating academ-
ics in ATPs. Although previous researchers found clinical
autonomy and authentic experiential learning opportunities
as being factors in self-efficacy, in this study, we identified
praise and personal character as influential components in an
individual’s resilience (mind).® Resilience in this context
emphasizes achieving success rather than overcoming adver-
sity from challenges. For many ATANS, resilience is viewed as
a protective mechanism that modifies an individual’s response
to sziguations and functions at critical moments throughout
life.

From a Western perspective, protective and risk factors are
often examined from a linear perspective, whereas from an
Indigenous framework, resilience is understood as an ongoing
web of relationships, processes, and interconnectedness that
spans from childhood through adulthood and into elder-
hood.?® By incorporating this framework, self-efficacy is
inherently linked to the collective resilience (body) of the com-
munity and family in the commitment to succeed beyond gen-
erational trauma rooted in colonial events.

Collective Resilience (Body). Support Network. Partic-
ipants identified various relationships and connections that
influenced their motivation to complete their ATPs and
achieve professional credentialing. Support networks have
been identified as instructors, peers, and family. The positive
relationships acknowledged in the study are consistent with
the literature in which the family and community influences
on resilience, regardless of age and gender, have been exam-
ined.?” % Stumblingbear-Riddle et al explored resilience
among urban Al adolescents, specifically the role of cultural
factors among other variables in identify protective factors
that support resilience.’” Although a positive association
between enculturation and resilience was observed, its effect
was not as strong as social support from peers and friends.?’
This finding can be interpreted similarly to the current study
since classmates and peers in ATPs truly understood the expe-
riences in achieving a degree in athletic training. Collective
resilience (body) reflects shared and intergenerational strengths
that rely on cultural continuity through common values, prac-
tices, and services.

Service. Based on the interviews, our participants indi-
cated a desire to return home with the commitment to helping
their tribal communities. This motivation was largely influ-
enced by the need to help others and increasing alternative,
accessible health care services in AIAN communities. In the
literature, science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
students from tribal communities are largely dedicated to pur-
suing higher education with the intent to supporting their
tribes.>® The feeling of responsibility to help others highlight
distinct yet interconnected themes of service and resilience.
Both concepts emphasize the importance of personal develop-
ment, community well-being, and societal progress.

Cultural Resilience (Spirit). Ceremony and Faith. Sev-
eral participants engaged in ceremony and religious activities
to recenter and reorganize while undergoing changes. This
ability to acquire strength from traditional knowledge, spiri-
tual practices, and ancestral teachings emphasizes intercon-
nectedness with land, ancestors, and future generations.*'-*2
For Indigenous People, a strong sense of identity is a funda-
mental element of resilience that is largely rooted in cere-
mony, storytelling, prayer, narrative, and lived experiences.*
The sharing of narratives and engagement in ceremony is a
cultural practice within many communities that supports self-
awareness and collective identity while strengthening connec-
tion to family, community, environment, and spirit.** In this
context, cultural resilience (spirit), like individual and collec-
tive resilience, is a unique process that braids or intertwines
patterns of adjustment, adaptations, and transformations that
occur across life courses and generations.

Limitations

In our work, we only focused on AIAN ATs who are certified
professionals or individuals who obtained professional cre-
dentialing by the BOC, which may limit the results of our
findings to those members categorized as certified retired, cer-
tified students, students, or retired. However, certified profes-
sionals was an important group to examine because members
can speak to current athletic training standards to its entirety
(before, during, and after ATPs) without being too far
removed. This study was also limited because we only included
active BOC and NATA members, meaning the voices of those
whose certification lapsed or are not affiliated with the associa-
tion were not captured. This was due to the feasibility of find-
ing members who relinquished their certification being
difficult. As noted in the participant inclusion section, although
the study was open to ATs who identified as AIANs, only ATs
who are Al participated in the study. No AT identified as AN.
Finally, some participants were recruited and completed our
survey but were no longer available for an interview. This was
partly influenced by the delayed IRB approval process, which
limited the recruitment period to 4 weeks. As a result, our
demographic data include a small sample size. However, par-
ticipant experiences as analyzed in the transcripts did reach
saturation.

CONCLUSIONS

It is fundamental to build opportunities within AIAN popula-
tions to strengthen equity and inclusivity in advancing the
education and vitality of the athletic training profession that
allows for culturally appropriate scientific discovery. This can
only be achieved by effectively recruiting and retaining AIAN
students into ATPs. As a profession, it is imperative that we
ensure students are enriched with diverse perspectives and
training necessary to become entry-level health care providers
upon graduation, and we must hold ATPs accountable for
students reaching this threshold. Therefore, we recommend
that the Commission on Accreditation of Athletic Training
Education and other members of the BOC and NATA thor-
oughly consider the following recommendations:

(1) Cultural relevance: Tailor education approaches to respect
and integrate cultural values and practices. In partnership
with other members of the BOC and NATA, the
Commission on Accreditation of Athletic Training
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Education should assess cultural competence or multi-
cultural training models used in tribal colleges and uni-
versities to introduce more culturally responsive teaching to
address Indigenous-specific content and skills.

(2) Mentoring and support: Identify effective mentorship and

support services that can better support AIAN students.
This can be accomplished by creating student-faculty sup-
port systems or establishing funding resources, such as
scholarships or graduate assistantships, that benefit ATAN
students.

(3) Community engagement: Build partnerships and agree-

ments with health care facilities and academic institutions
in tribal communities to strengthen practical experiences
and professional networking. For health care facilities, we
encourage ATPs to collaborate with tribal facilities, due to
self-determination of health care under the Indian Self-
Determination and Education Assistance Act, to establish
clinical partnerships. Potential tribal health care facilities can
be referenced here: https://www.ihs.gov/findhealthcare/.

(4) Policy and advocacy: Advance policies that promote DEI

in ATPs to ensure a more supportive environment bene-
ficial to the success of AIAN students. This can be
achieved through the establishment of a task force com-
posed of representatives of AIAN ATs (researchers, edu-
cators, etc) to develop a position statement or strategic
plan that addresses cultural practices related to ATAN
populations.

By establishing a diverse and inclusive environment, ATPs
can recruit, admit, and retain a student body that is represen-
tative of the patient population served.
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