
Abstract

Native Americans are underrepresented in engineering. They  
comprise almost 2% of the population but only 0.4% of 
engineers (NACME, 2012). Parent, peer, and community support 
may help explain their participation in engineering. 

Introduction

For Native American young people, racism, the pressure to do 
well academically while maintaining tribal identity (Komives et 
al., 2011), inadequate financial support, and a lack of academic 
preparation are barriers to their academic and career success 
(Jackson, Smith & Hill, 2003). 

Research has suggested that supports can help overcome the 
affects of these barriers. For example, for at-risk adolescents, 
instrumental assistance, career-related modeling, verbal 
encouragement, and emotional support from parents have been 
associated with building their students’ confidence to engage in 
career planning and exploration, continue in school when 
challenged, and make decisions that could lead to a rewarding 
career (Turner et al., 2003, 2013, 2019). 

Is there a difference between the support received by  
Caucasian American engineering students (who are the 
dominant ethnic group in engineering) and the support  
received by Native American engineering students? 
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Results

Scores ranged from 1 (no support) to 5 (very supportive) for all. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
showed that across all support categories, Caucasian American students received significantly 
greater support than Native American students. Effects across categories were medium to 
large. There was a particularly large ethnic difference in parents’ encouragement to make 
good grades in math.

Method

Conclusion

Caucasian American and Native 
American students have the same 
level of interest in pursuing an 
engineering career; however, 
Caucasian American students report 
greater support from parents, 
school personnel, peers, and others 
in their communities for studying 
engineering. The difference in 
parental encouragement to make 
good grades in math is particularly 
great. In no case do Native 
American students report greater 
support for studying engineering or 
pursuing an engineering career than 
do Caucasian American students. 
Our results indicate that the 
underrepresentation of Native 
Americans in engineering could be 
at least partially attributed to 
differences in parental, peer, and 
community support. In light of these 
results, improving support should 
be considered in order to increase 
educational equity and encourage 
young Native Americans to pursue 
engineering careers.

Participants were a national sample of 50 Native American and 
50 Caucasian American undergraduate engineering students (N
= 100); 38% were male, 62% were female. They were enrolled 
in 20 different types of engineering. The majority (n = 48) were 
enrolled in mechanical, electrical, and software engineering. 
Students completed a survey using Qualtrics Panels.


