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For centuries, Indigenous peoples have been systematically excluded from and marginalized within higher education institutions built on stolen lands. While Indigenous student enrollment has increased, graduation rates remain disproportionately low. This qualitative regenerative narrative study examined the protective factors and strategies that enable Indigenous students to demonstrate survivance—an active assertion of Indigenous presence, refusal, and self-determination—while navigating Historically White Institutions. Through in-depth interviews with eight Indigenous students from Navajo, Hawaiian, Cherokee, Arapaho, Shawnee, Lakota, Coahuiltecan, and Plains Cree nations pursuing bachelor's degrees or higher, five interconnected themes emerged: Identity Strengthening and Cultural Connection, Community Building and Indigenous Space Creation, Advocacy and Institutional Resistance, Systemic Critique and Epistemological Challenge, and Purpose-Driven Education for Community Sovereignty.
These themes revealed that Indigenous students deliberately strengthened cultural identities, built kinship structures on campus, resisted institutional colonialism through advocacy and refusal, centered Indigenous knowledge systems, and grounded their education in commitment to collective liberation rather than individual achievement. This research challenges deficit narratives about Indigenous students and demonstrates that survivance is not an individual achievement but a collective, relational process rooted in Indigenous worldviews and values. Findings illuminate the critical role of institutional transformation, the necessity of centering Indigenous epistemologies, and the urgent need for higher education institutions to move beyond performative diversity toward authentic decolonization.
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