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Introduction

The mission of the Denver Indian Family Resource Center (DIFRC) is to strengthen vulnerable American Indian children and families through a collaborative service-delivery approach, which is culturally appropriate and highlights a responsible healing process by restoring balance, nurturing pride, recognizing the broader sense of family and embracing a process where everyone has a role. The goal of DIFRC’s Keeping the Circle Whole project is to create and enhance mental health systems to effectively serve American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) children and youth affected by Severe Emotional Behavior Disorder (SEBD).

Background

Denver is home to a large urban Indian population, but the lack of priority and funding for Indian-specific programs and services, compounded by historical discrimination against and destruction of Indian culture, alienate many AI/AN individuals. AI/AN children and families continue to struggle to access behavioral health services that are sufficient for their needs, affordable and culturally appropriate. The Keeping the Circle Whole program will create a system of behavioral health and wraparound services to ensure that our youth are protected from risks and are supported in their attempt to thrive spiritually and physically. Through this system, Denver’s AI community will support generations of strong Indian children and families.  

Keeping the Circle Whole is a three-year planning grant to develop a model system to address the needs of AI/AN youth an their families struggling with SEBD. To prepare for the development of the model, DIFRC contracted with JVA Consulting, LLC (JVA), an independent consulting firm, to assist it in conducting a comprehensive community needs assessment. The needs assessment was designed to identify availability, access and utilization to mental health services for AI/AN youth and families through a variety of qualitative and quantitative methods, including focus groups, interviews and surveys with community adults, youth, mental health providers and educators. Presented in this report are the results from the AI/AN community youth survey.

Methodology 

JVA Consulting, LLC (JVA) and the Circles of Care project team, as well as community advisors and elders, developed the survey questionnaire. Development of the instrument was a collaborative, iterative process designed to gather input from the American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) community on the strengths and needs of youth and families struggling with Severe Emotional Behavior Disorder (SEBD). Paper/pencil and online surveys were administered to 213 AI/AN youth in the Denver metro area in January and February of 2007. Surveys were administered primarily by Denver Indian Family Resource Center (DIFRC) staff at community events such as powwows, cultural events and meetings. Partnering community organizations such as the Denver Indian Center also administered surveys to clients and families they serve. This methodology was selected because the AI/AN population is scattered broadly throughout the Denver metro area and can be difficult to reach. However, since the respondents in this sample were attending native community events, they may or may not be representative of the views of AI/AN youth with less community involvement who were not surveyed. JVA entered, cleaned and analyzed all data using Microsoft Excel and SPSS software.   

Results

Demographics

Survey respondents represent a variety of counties, tribes, and age groups. Almost half of all survey respondents reside in Denver County (n = 102, 47.5%), followed by Jefferson (n = 33, 14.6%) and Boulder counties (n = 12, 5.6%) (See Figure 1).   

Figure 1. County of Residence
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Over half of all survey respondents are female (n = 129, 60.6%); the majority of respondents fall into the 16​–18 age group (n = 97, 45.5%), followed by 14–15 year olds (n = 70, 32.9%) and 19–22 year olds (n = 44, 20.7%). (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Youth Age and Gender 
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Most respondents are long-term residents of the Denver metro area and have lived in the area for over 12 years (n = 131, 61.5%), followed by 8–11 years of residence (n = 30, 14.1%) and 1–3 years of residence (n = 27, 12.7%). 

Survey respondents reported favorable school performance, with almost three-quarters being an “average student” (n = 153, 71.8%); 20.7% (n = 44) reported being an “A student,” and only 4.7% (n = 10) reported “failing my classes” (see Figure 3). Girls reported higher numbers in the “A student” and “average student” categories than boys, especially among 16–18 year olds. The highest number of respondents reporting “failing my classes” were among the 16–18 age group (n = 7, 7.4%).  

Figure 3. Academic Standing
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Tribal Affiliation

As shown in Figure 4, the majority of respondents knew their tribal affiliation (n = 148, 69.5%), with Navajo, Sioux and Lakota being the tribes with the most affiliates. Almost one quarter (24.8%, n = 53) reported multitribe affiliation, demonstrating the diversity of the  Denver metro area AI/AN population. 

Figure 4. Tribal Affiliation

	Tribal Affiliation


	Number 

	Cherokee
	2

	Cheyenne River Sioux
	2

	Lakota
	20

	Hopi
	2

	Navajo
	18

	Oglala Sioux

	9

	Pueblo
	3

	Rosebud Sioux
	7

	Ute Mountain Ute
	2

	Yankton Sioux Tribe
	2

	No Answer
	68

	        Subtotal
	135

	
	

	Multitribe 
	53

	Single Tribes with Single Count 
	21

	Other
	4

	Other tribes reported:
	Apache, Blackfeet, Comanche, Concho, Dakota Sioux,

Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, Kiowa, Meskwaki Anishinaabe, Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians, Pawnee, Pueblo of Jemez, Pueblo of Picuris, Pueblo of Taos, San Ildelfonso Tewa, Tlinglet, Turtle Mountain, Winnebago, Xagui, Yakima Nation, Yagui, Zuni.

	
	

	Total 
	213


Multitribes reported:

Apache, Blackfeet (2); 

Apache, Navajo (3); 

Assiboine, Blackfeet, Navajo; 

Blackfeet, Cherokee, Arapahoe; 

Cherokee, Telleque; 

Cheyenne, Arapahoe (3),

Choctaw, Navajo; 

Choctaw, Navajo, Cherokee; 

Choctaw, Washoe; 

Eastern Cherokee, Lakota; 

Lakota, Cherokee; 

Lakota, Choctaw, Kiowa, Caddo; 

Meskwaki, Ojibwe, Laguna, Pueblo, Isleta Pueblo; 

Navajo, Lakota (5); 

Navajo, Lakota, Cheyenne (2); 

Navajo, Lakota, Cheyenne, Cherokee; 

Navajo, Oglala Sioux, Northern Cheyenne, Cherokee; 

Navajo, Mohawk (2); 

Navajo, Oglala Sioux (4); 

Navajo, Pueblo of Taos (2); 

Oglala Sioux, Arapahoe; 

Oglala Sioux, Cheyenne, Pine; 

Oglala Sioux, Eastern Band of Cherokee; 

Oglala Sioux, Pine Ridge Sioux; 

Oglala Sioux, Lakota (2); 

Paiute, Shoshone (2); 

Pawnee, Crow, Navajo; 

Pawnee, Lakota; 

Sac and Fox, Tama, Meskwaki; 

Santee Sioux, Alaskan Tlingit; 

Sicangu, Lakota (2); 

Sicangu, Lakota, Chippewa-Cree; 

Temoak, Shoshone; 

Zuni, Hopi

Youth were asked questions about their self-identity as AI/AN. The majority of youth respondents think of themselves as Indian all of the time (n = 148, 69.5%), while only 3.8% (n = 8) never think of themselves as Indian (see Figure 5). These results suggest strong native identity among the Denver metro area AI/AN youth, which can be a protective factor for mental health.  Respondents in the 19–22 age group had the highest percent of identifying as Indian all of the time (n = 37, 92.5%), while the 14–15 age group had the lowest (n = 47, 71.2%). 

Figure 5.  Self-Identify as AI/AN
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Almost half of the respondents have participated in AI/AN cultural practices (n = 105, 49.3%), and out of those who have not, the reason most cited is “have not had the opportunity” (n = 49, 23%). However, since surveys were administered at community activities and events, this sample represents youth who may be more likely to participate.  

Survey respondents reported some knowledge in terms of ability to speak and understand his/her native tribal language (30.5%, n = 65), and 5.6% (n = 12) reported fluency in speaking and 3.8% (n = 8) fluency in understanding. 

Respondents were asked to rate statements regarding their feelings about their family/tribal history on a 5-point Likert scale where 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = neutral; 4 = agree; and 5 = strongly agree (Figure 5).  Most respondents strongly agreed that they are proud to be AI/AN (n = 133, 62.4%), that they can talk easily about being Indian (n = 89, 41.8%) and that remembering their people’s past gives them courage to face personal challenge (n = 81, 38%). These responses indicate that while historical events that affected Indian populations are still present in the minds of AI/AN youth, their cultural identity gives them strength.

Figure 5. Feelings on Family/Tribal History

[image: image5.wmf]2.5

3.6

3.3

3.0

2.9

3.3

2.3

2.6

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

4.0

Remembering what my people have been through gives

me courage to face personal challenges (n=186)

I participate in organized youth groups such as an

Indian Club or Boy/Girl Scouts (n=188)

I often think about bad things that have happened to

AI/AN communities (n=185)

I feel responsible for undoing the pain of our people’s

past (n=186)

I feel guilty that I survived but so many of our

ancestors and relatives have died (n=185)

I feel connected to other Indians in the community in

the Denver metro area (n=184)

I can talk easily about being Indian (n=181)

I am proud to be AI/AN (n=185)

Family/tribal history

Mean Responses


Mental Health Challenges

Respondents were also asked to identify the most common problems for AI/AN youth. As shown in Figure 6, school dropout (n = 148, 44.6%) teenage drinking (n = 141, 59.2%), drug abuse (n = 137, 46.0%), gangs/gang activity (n = 136, 22.1%) and doing poorly in school (n = 135, 31.9%) were the most frequently reported problems for Denver metro area AI/AN youth. The least reported issues include gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgendered identity (n = 42, 24.9%), adjustment to city living (n = 47, 45.1) and social services problem (n = 53, 42.3%). 

Figure 6. Problems Areas for AI/AN Youth in the Denver Metro Area
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Youth were also asked to write in the three most common problems from the topic areas listed above in Figure 6.  Alcohol/drug abuse had the highest response rate (n = 177), followed by doing poorly in school/dropping out (n = 72), finances (n = 53), and gangs (n = 42) (see Figure 7). As respondents were able to write in their answers, not all responses were from the list provided. Other reported AI/AN youth problems include teen pregnancy (n =  31), racial prejudice (n =  23), and peer pressure (n =  22). Comparing the responses in Figure 6 with Figure 7 shows some level of consistency in the identification of key problems, such as education, substance abuse and gangs, within the youth community. 

Figure 7. Three Most Common Problems For AI/AN Youth
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When youth were asked to report who they can talk to about their problems, the majority of respondents talk to a friend (69%, n = 147), brother, sister or cousin (55%, n = 118) or parents/foster parents or guardian (45%, n = 95). 

Figure 8. Who Do AI/AN Youth Talk to About Problems
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Youth were asked to identify issues or areas where they feel they need help. The top three responses were related to education (see Figure 9) and include: doing better with my schoolwork (39% n = 84), getting into college or trade school (31%, n = 67) and deciding what to do after high school (31%, n = 65).  Of the “other” responses (n = 17), “money” was the most common (n = 4).

Figure 9. AI/AN Youth Help
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Figure 10 shows the number of survey respondents who have received services, the majority of which had not (n = 84). Among those that had received services, school counseling was the dominant response (n = 46), followed by individual or group counseling (n = 40) and family counseling (n = 37). 

Figure 10. Services Received
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Youth respondents who had received services were asked to rate services on a 5-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = neutral; 4 = agree; and 5 = strongly agree (Figure 11). Overall, most respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they were treated with respect (n = 79, 37.1%, mean score 3.2), the staff listened to them (n = 73, 34.3%, mean score 3.0), and that they could talk easily about being Indian (n = 54, 25.4%, mean score 3.0).  While most respondents indicated the need for services in a number of areas, it is striking that the majority have not received any services at all. 

Figure 11. Perception of Services Received
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Finally, youth were asked to identify the strengths of the AI/AN youth in the community.  Family and powwows were reported most often as the two strengths of AI/AN youth in their community. Culture/cultural identity, community, sports, pride and strengths were also some themes that were highly reported.

Summary

Paper/pencil and Internet surveys were administered to 213 AI/AN youth in the Denver metro area in January and February of 2007. Surveys were primarily administered at Indian events or service providers, thus they represented a sample of youth who were highly engaged in the Indian community. Respondents in the AI/AN community youth survey were a diverse group in terms of county, age and tribal affiliation, although there were more female than male respondents. The majority of youth rated themselves as average students. About one-third of youth respondents reported some familiarity with understanding and speaking their native language, compared with half of adults.  

Most youth in this sample, like the adults in the community survey, reported a strong feeling of pride regarding their native heritage and culture and participate regularly in spiritual and traditional practices. While the historical trauma of the Indian people is quite salient to respondents, it is a source of courage and pride rather than guilt or emotional stress. 

When asked to identify the most severe problems for AI/AN youth in the community, the most frequently identified problems were alcohol and drug use, and school performance, including academic achievement and school dropout. Interestingly, these were the top concerns that adults identified for youth in a separate survey. 

Youth report that they most often confide in friends when they need help, followed by their family. Areas where they would most like help include doing well in school and post-graduate planning. Of the few youth respondents who reported that they had received services, these were primarily school, individual and group counseling. Youth mostly agreed that services were helpful and effective. 
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