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In the spring of 2013, Montana’s Governor and my close friend, 

Steve Bullock launched a bold and participatory initiative to put 

together a business plan for the State of Montana. This plan, 

dubbed the Main Street Montana Project (MSMP) is leveraging 

all the key assets in the state, both public and private, to put us 

on a strategic track to grow, adapt and enhance our economy and 

communities. 

 

As part of MSMP, I led a team skilled in economic development 

and Indian affairs, in holding listening sessions on all seven of 

Montana’s Indian reservations. We heard in each tribal community the critical role our tribal 

colleges play in workforce development so we planned subsequent visits to each of the tribal 

colleges in Montana.   

 

On our tribal college tour, tribal college presidents and their administrative teams reminded us of 

the challenge their institutions have with balancing their budgets while responding to the 

increase in both Native and non-Native enrollment. We heard on each campus the importance of 

state funding parity for non-Native students who attend institutions in the Montana University 

System. We also heard about the importance of providing such funding for students who 

participate in tribal college dual enrollment opportunities, a state program that encourages high 

school students to earn college credit will pursuing their high school diploma. If we support non-
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Native students in our state community colleges, we must continue to support them even if they 

enroll in a tribal college. For the past ten years, we have seen our investments in tribal colleges 

prepare the next generation of physicians, engineers, entrepreneurs, ranchers and skilled laborers 

among other professions. 

 

“Training tomorrow’s workforce today” is a central pillar in our Main Street Montana Project.  If 

we are to meet the growing workforce needs in Montana and in every state across the country 

this pillar must be at the forefront of our conversations around education at all levels.  We must 

consider how to best use each and every tool at our disposal to graduate more students from high 

school and train them at every turn; by design rather than by chance.   

 

As states lead the way in the national conversation around workforce development it is 

incredibly important that we recognize the contributions made by our 34 accredited tribal 

colleges and universities across the United States. These institutions educate more than 30,000 

students annually. In Montana alone we have a tribal college on each of our seven Indian 

reservations which educates over 3,000 students.   

 

Whether these institutions exist in Montana or in the 11 other states across the country, they are 

often the single best educational path for students, both young and old, living on or near our 

reservation communities.  Tribal colleges provide access to a rigorous and yet affordable college 

education. Through culturally relevant curriculum and pedagogy these institutions serve to 

educate America’s first people. They often serve as the single best opportunity as well for non-

Native students living on or near our reservations. That is if the tribal colleges garner sufficient 

funding to offer the level of education that every student dreams of.   

 

Tribal colleges are supported by the federal government through the Tribally Controlled 

Community College Assistance Act of 1978.  Through formula funding, this support is only for 

the enrolled tribal members that attend tribal colleges and universities.  If tribal colleges are 

educating non-tribal members, no federal funding follows these non-Native students.  This puts 

serious strains on tribal college budgets and facilities as more and more non-tribal members 

students matriculate in the tribal college system.  In some institutions non-tribal members make 
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up 40% of the student body.  Tribal colleges pride themselves in being open enrollment 

institutions eager to educate all those interested regardless of the color of their skin or their 

college preparation.  They know that each degree that is attained will have a direct impact in the 

reservation community.   

 

In Montana in order to support the strong efforts being made at our tribal colleges and to support 

the education of tribal college students in the same way as we fund students attending our state 

schools, we have funded what has been dubbed “non-Native beneficiary funding” (NNB) for all 

Montana students attending our tribal colleges who are not enrolled tribal members. 

In rural areas, the local community college is the only game in town for economic development, 

cultural enrichment and higher education.  This is certainly the case for Montana’s tribal 

colleges.  Our tribal colleges are economic engines in reservation economies and often serve as 

the catalyst for improving the quality of life.  Tribal colleges bring financial resources into 

Native communities through grant support and government funding which would otherwise not 

enter the community.  Tribal colleges are much more than educational epicenters; they are 

community and economic development stalwarts.  They are a great place to invest and work.  

The returns on these investments go well beyond financial performance; they elevate all parts of 

the community, both Native and non-Native. 

 

As we consider the significant contributions of our tribal colleges in Montana and around the 

country it is critical to recognize the importance of including non-tribal member funding in a 

state’s budget for tribal colleges.  This funding  

 enables tribal colleges to present opportunities for ALL students who live in or around Indian 

Country;  

 grows opportunities for dual enrollment education (as they are reimbursed) for teachers who 

collaborate with tribal colleges and  

 ensures local and regional workforce development needs are met.   

As we consider the growing demands of our nation’s workforce, it is imperative that we use 

every tool at our disposal.  Our tribal colleges are perhaps the single best avenue for workforce 

development in our states and yet they are often overlooked and underutilized.   Tribal colleges 

are widely known as “underfunded miracles.”  Take the lead today and work with your tribal 
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college community to determine how you can lead the way in growing tribal college 

opportunities for all students.  Let’s strike “underfunded” from the tribal colleges’ story. 
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