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Overview:
The Small Urban, Rural, and Tribal Cen-
ter on Mobility (SURTCOM), a Tier-1 
University Transportation Center (UTC) 
led by Montana State University with 
consortium partners at Eastern Washing-
ton University and North Dakota State 
University, was awarded a New Initiatives 
Grant from the Council of University 
Transportation Centers (CUTC). New 
Initiatives Grants are small, one-time 
grant opportunities designed to help 

CUTC members advance the goals of the 
organization and benefit CUTC members 
through technology transfer, workforce 
development, or synthesis-type research. 
SURTCOM proposed to bring faculty 
and administrators from tribal colleges 
and universities together  

 
with CUTC member universities for the 
purpose of developing connections that 
foster interest and recruitment of tribal 
college students into transportation fields 
as well as to bridge tribal college students’ 
advancement from two-year to four-year 
and advanced degree programs.  The goal 
of the proposed Summit was to advance 
mutually beneficial partnerships between 
UTCs and TCUs to support collaborative 
outreach, education, and research initia-
tives.

The New Initiatives Grant was awarded 
to SURTCOM in 2019.  The intent was 
to add the Summit to an existing con-
ference with tribal college, university, 
and/or tribal transportation practitioner 
and researcher attendance to maximize 
turnout and minimize travel costs. An 
in-person event was deemed critical to 
make the most of networking activities 
and partnership formation opportunities. 
Unfortunately, the planned Summit was 
delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
and cancellation of in-person conferences. 

In early 2022, the project team contacted 
the American Indian Higher Education 
Consortium (AIHEC), which was plan-
ning to host its first in-person First Ameri-
cans Land-Grant Consortium (FALCON) 
annual conference since 2019. FALCON 
is a professional association of Tribal 
College and Universities administrators, 
faculty, extension educators, researchers 
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and students who work on land grant 
programs. The annual conference provides 
members with training, networking, and 
planning opportunities and was scheduled 
for October 22-24, 2022, in Albuquerque, 
New Mexico.

Conference organizers partnered with 
SURTCOM to co-host the TCU/UTC 
Summit as a pre-conference workshop 
for interested FALCON attendees. UTC 
representatives were invited to attend via 
CUTC channels and other direct outreach 
efforts. The workshop was held on Friday, 
October 21, 2022, and brought TCU fac-
ulty and administrators together with UTC 
representatives from across the Nation to 
discuss partnership opportunities aimed at 

connecting Native American students to 
transportation research, higher education, 
and careers. Special presenters included 
Deputy Assistant Secretary of Tribal Affairs 
at the U.S. Department of Transportation, 
Arlando Teller, and Director of the Office 
of Safety Programs with the Federal Mo-
tor Carrier Safety Administration, Patrick 
Nemons.
The theme of the Summit was Building 
Tribal College/University Partnerships to 
Support Transportation Education & Re-
search.  As a member of the Navajo Nation 
and a transportation professional with 
diverse experience, Deputy Assistant Secre-

tary Teller shared his perspectives on tribal 
college and tribal student engagement in 
transportation in his opening remarks. He 
welcomed attendees and provided an over-
view of the UTC program as well as in-
formation on additional U.S. Department 
of Transportation grant opportunities. 
Mr. Nemons highlighted the critical role 
that minority-serving institutions can play 
in advancing the Nation’s transportation 
programs and workforce, and provided 
attendees with a variety of resources, tips, 
and strategies for obtaining federal grants. 

The first portion of the Summit was devot-
ed to information sharing.  Representatives 
from twelve different UTCs provided at-
tendees with an overview of their respective 

UTC’s research themes and outreach and 
education efforts, highlighting any existing 
UTC-TCU partnerships. The majority 
of the Summit, however, was devoted to 
roundtable discussions with attendees 
exploring themes related to research, train-
ing, and workforce development needs; 
linkages between two-year and four-year 
institutions; and education, outreach, and 
career exposure efforts to attract diverse 
students to transportation careers. The 
workshop wrapped up with a discussion on 
strategies and guiding principles for es-
tablishing mutually beneficial TCU/UTC 
partnerships. 

Keynote speakers Arlando Teller and Patrick Nemons present at the Advancing Partnerships Summit.
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Discussion Guide #1 asked participants to 
identify transportation research needs in 
their respective regions, highlight any past or 
current experiences with tribal college/uni-
versity research or training partnerships, and 
share any insights on successful engagement 
of tribal college students in research, train-
ing, and career pathway development.  

TCU participants represented diverse 
geographic regions with equally diverse 
transportation challenges. However, safety 

and access emerged as common concerns. 
Several TCU representatives called out the 
lack of sidewalks and lighting, high-speed 
rural roads, and traffic-related fatalities as 
problematic, and noted that maintenance or 
other road fixes are not made until someone 
dies. Improved transportation access to criti-
cal services like education and medical facil-
ities was also highlighted as a critical need. 
The existence of multiple jurisdictions—lo-
cal, tribal, state, and federal—responsible for 
funding, owning, operating, or maintaining 
roadways was identified as a challenge for 
working with external partners. 

From the research needs discussion, sugges-
tions emerged on possible engagement of 

the UTC program to assist TCUs in better 
addressing tribal transportation challenges, 
which include:
1. Consider using the UTC program to 
broaden the ability for institutions to engage 
in policy work.
2. Consider incorporating opportunities to 
educate the community on transportation 
issues and solutions and on how to have a 
voice in the decision-making process.
3. Identify successful community-based 
models for ascertaining critical needs and 

working together to solve them (the Ogala-
la Commons was mentioned as a possible 
model).
4. Based on community-identified tribal 
transportation needs, help build coalitions of 
TCUs to pool expertise to address needs.
5. Consider changes to the UTC funding 
process to foster collaboration over competi-
tion and to support new coalitions.
Suggestions related to student research 
engagement emphasized the need to under-
stand transportation as a multi-disciplinary 
field, which goes beyond engineering. 
Participants cited successful examples of 
multidisciplinary tribal student engagement 
in transportation projects.  In one case, GIS 
students helped map crashes on tribal lands.  

Workshop Roundtable Discussion Outcomes

Roundtable Discussion Guide #1 RESEARCH/TRAINING/ 
WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
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In another, general education students devel-
oped culturally sensitive traffic safety messaging 
for tribal residents.  It was observed that suc-
cessful collaborations value and embed the local 
knowledge and cultural competence that tribal 
college students and faculty bring to the re-
search enterprise rather than focusing solely on 
academic disciplines or degree levels. 

A variety of institutional barriers were acknowl-
edged related to research grant funding. A TCU 
grants administrator noted that his institution 
avoids grants that require non-federal match, 
because the tribe does not have non-federal fund-
ing sources to draw upon. Reduction of indirect 
costs to accommodate match requirements mere-
ly serves to further starve less resourced TCUs 
of needed funds.  Participants noted that grant 

funders need to be educated about tribal col-
leges and communities so that “non-traditional” 
applicants are not automatically declined based 
on grant stipulations that do not match commu-
nity realities. Other noted institutional barriers 
to university collaboration with TCUs included 
very different IRB processes that can be difficult 
to navigate, and lab space limitations at TCUs.  
These issues require partners to be flexible and 
creative in resource sharing. Universities should 
visit tribal colleges and tribal communities so 
they better understand available facilities as well 
as any resource constraints.

The barrier to successful university/TCU research 
collaboration most often repeated by discussants 
centered on trust. TCUs noted that they are 
often approached by universities about partner-
ships during the grant proposal stage, but they 
are not asked to play an active role in formulat-
ing project goals, methods, and outcomes, and 
are often not involved in developing, reviewing, 
and communicating project products. For a part-
nership to be mutually beneficial, TCUs need to 
play a significant role in shaping research as equal 
partners in the enterprise at a minimum.  They 
also desire to fill the role of project lead more 
frequently.

Staff turnover and use of adjunct instructors 
is an acknowledged challenge for tribal col-
leges. However, TCU participants noted that 

it should not be used as an excuse for failing to 
sustain collaborations. Trust needs to be built 
on a long-term institutional basis, not merely 
on a project-by-project and person-to-person 
basis. Relationships should not end at the end 
of a specific project or with the loss of a faculty 
point of contact. Rather, long-term relation-
ships that are sustained across funding cycles 
need to be pursued at institutional levels. 
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Discussion Guide #2 asked participants to 
share any past or current experiences with K-12 
outreach or other programs designed to attract 
students to STEM or other career and academic 
fields, and to identify key ingredients for suc-
cessful pre-college outreach. 

A variety of long-term, successful K-12 outreach 
programs were shared by roundtable partici-
pants. Examples included weekend engineering 
camps, hands-on research projects for youth, 
a youth geospatial summer program (using a 
curriculum co-developed by the TCU and a 
university partner), and TCU-hosted summer 
camps through the National Summer Transpor-

tation Institute program. Dr. Aemal Khattak 
from the Mid-America Transportation Center 
(MATC) shared information about the Sover-
eign Native Youth STEM Leadership Academy, 
which MATC leads together with UTC con-
sortium member Nebraska Indian Community 
College and with the Nebraska Commission on 
Indian Affairs. The program features a week-
long residential program for indigenous youth 
in grades 9-12 that focuses on fostering engi-
neering and leadership skills.

Summit participants supported K-12 outreach 
activities as a mechanism for sharing information 
about transportation careers, highlighting the 
diversity of the field and different academic re-
quirements for different job roles, and showcasing 
how transportation impacts students’ lives and can 
have a positive impact on community well-being. 
Experiential learning opportunities were seen to 
provide valuable hands-on practical experiences to 
students, which situate learning in the real world. 
Discussants also noted that students are behind 
academically due to pandemic-related disruptions, 
and institutions and funders need to pursue and 
support opportunities to help them catch up so 
that they can be successful in their transition to 

post-secondary education.
Roundtable participants made a variety of sug-
gestions to strengthen outreach outcomes:
•	 Build connections with Tribal Education 

Departments and foster local connections and 
land-based education.

•	 Collaborate with existing programs like Up-
ward Bound.

•	 Seek out opportunities to engage families and 
make intergenerational connections.

•	 Seek out opportunities to expose high school 
students to college and to take college courses 
for credit.

Roundtable Discussion Guide #2 CAREER EXPOSURE 
AND OUTREACH
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Discussion Guide #3 asked participants to share 
perspectives on how tribal colleges and universi-
ties can work together to ensure Native students 
are able to successfully complete four-year or 
graduate degree programs. 
 
Roundtable participants enumerated a variety 
of transition issues experienced by tribal col-
lege students when they transfer from two-year 
programs at TCUs to large universities. Most 
tribal colleges have small class sizes and offer 
more one-on-one faculty attention, so TCU 
transfer students may feel overwhelmed by large, 
impersonal university classes. Universities can 

help smooth transitions by offering orientation 
support.  Native students may also face racist 
attitudes, and universities should enlist partners, 
like Native American Studies programs, to create 
safe spaces for Native students on campus and to 
foster programming that provides wrap-around 
student support (e.g., community-building, 
financial assistance, academic advising, childcare 
assistance, peer mentorship, etc.). Tribal colleges 
and universities can also be enlisted to help cre-
ate culturally relevant guidance for state schools 
that will support TCU transfer students and 
educate university faculty and staff on fostering a 
culture of inclusivity on campus. 

An existing UTC-TCU partnership involving 
MATC, Nebraska Indian Community College, 
and Little Priest Community College, offers one 
example of a successful bridging program. The 
program offers workshops to Native students fo-
cused on transitioning from two-year to four-year 
degree granting institutions. Culturally appro-
priate content is developed by tribal partners and 
the sessions are led by Native American students, 
academics, and professionals. 

A second observed challenge for transfer stu-
dents relates to earned college credit. Institu-
tions need to ensure that students do not lose 

credits when transferring to four-year institu-
tions. Institutional arrangements that make 
credit transfers seamless for students should 
be explored.  Some examples included MOUs 
between TCUs and state universities to ensure 
that 2+2 pre-engineering or other degree pro-
grams allow enrollees to take courses at either 
institution as needed with assurance that all 
credits are fully transferrable. Institutions also 
need to understand that extending students’ 
time to graduation has financial implications 
as students may run out of financial aid.  As 
one participant asked, why do institutions 
label completion of 90% of a program as fail-
ure? Programs may need to think more cre-

Roundtable Discussion Guide #3 
TCU/UTC  
EDUCATION LINKAGES
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atively about recognizing and rewarding other 
learning experiences outside of coursework to 
advance nontraditional students.    

Finally, roundtable participants noted that tribal 
colleges and universities offer unique benefits 
to tribal students not found elsewhere. Many 
students are seeking practical applications of 
their education that benefit their communities 
and are interested in applying their knowledge 
and skills to careers that advance economic de-
velopment within their communities. As such, 
opportunities to enhance educational options 
at TCUs, such as expanded four-year degree 
or graduate program offerings or increased 
experiential learning programming with prac-
tical community-based applications, should be 

pursued and supported. Enhancing program 
offerings at TCUs may aid student retention 
as Native students may be reluctant to advance 
beyond a two-year degree if doing so would 
require them to leave their communities.

Navajo Technical University (NTU) provides 
a relevant example of leveraging UTC fund-
ing to enhance in-house, place-based TCU 
programs.  NTU is a member of the Mineta 
Consortium for Transportation Mobility UTC, 
which focuses on research, education, and 
workforce development related to improving 
mobility of people and goods. NTU is working 

to develop STEM graduate programs, expand 
project-based, hands-on experiential learning at 
NTU and in the community, and create career 
pathways to support sustainable TCU/tribal 
nation economies. UTC supported activities 
included hosting a Dinè MakerFaire, which 
engaged NTU students, faculty and staff, and 
community members in design challenges. Stu-
dents have also been engaged in innovation and 
design challenges (such as Formula SAE, NASA 
MITTIC Tech Transfer Idea Competition, 
ASPE Design Challenge among others). Elec-
trical Engineering and Building Information 
Management students at NTU participated in 
the US Department of Energy Solar Decath-
lon, designing low-cost solar powered residen-
tial housing for the Navajo Nation to address 

housing affordability issues. Multidisciplinary 
students also designed and built a gazebo on the 
NTU campus and installed and repaired solar 
panels for gazebo lighting and power. 
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Mutual trust is critical.
Partners should devote time and attention to commu-
nication and to building long-term, sustainable, and 
institutionalized partnerships that extend beyond specific 
projects and funding cycles.

“Equal” resource sharing is not necessarily “equitable.”
Partners need a wholistic understanding of how each 
collaborating institution functions and of its resource 
constraints to ensure that each partner has what it needs 
to succeed.

Flip the script from “what can universities do for tribal col-
leges?” to “what can tribal colleges do for universities?”  

Recognize that each institution brings unique strengths 
and valuable contributions to a partnership.  Focus on 
mutual benefits.

Emphasize co-creation of curriculum, programs, and research.

TCUs should take a lead role throughout a collabora-
tion, from the proposal development stage to the final 
assessment. 

Innovate.
To achieve best outcomes, be adaptable, flexible, and 
creative rather than dictating project or program plans.
Rigid grant stipulations can undermine funding access 
and participation and should be reviewed through an 
equity lens.

Place students at the center of all collaborative efforts to create 
win-win-win partnerships.

Roundtable Discussion Guide #4  
STRATEGIES AND GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
FOR ESTABLISHING MUTUALLY  
BENEFICIAL TCU/UTC PARTNERSHIPS

To wrap up the Summit, roundtable participants were asked to 
discuss strategies and guiding principles for ensuring successful 
TCU/UTC partnerships.  Participants offered the following:
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NEXT STEPS:
The TCU/UTC Summit focused on three themes: trans-
portation research and workforce development, career 
exposure and outreach, and education linkages between 
TCUs and universities. Representatives from both TCUs 
and UTCs discussed a variety of strategies for advancing 
partnerships within each of these thematic areas and 
provided some guiding principles to assist institutions in 
formulating mutually beneficial collaborations. The out-
comes, as summarized in this document, will be shared 
with attendees and CUTC  

 
members for further consideration and internal discus-
sions.  The Summit was intended as a spark to initiate 
outreach between TCUs and UTCs that will ideally lead 
to longer conversations and to a diversity of productive 
collaborations.  To continue this momentum, sever-
al UTCs are currently pooling resources to support a 
national tribal transportation peer exchange summit to 
document and prioritize tribal transportation program 
delivery challenges, including workforce needs, planned 
for 2023.

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS:
Sundaram Arumugam, Navajo Technical University
Jesus Barajas, University of California-Davis
Tyler Begay, Diné College
Debra Bolton, Kansas State University
Eleanor Brasfield, Little Priest Tribal College
Gurjot Dhaliwal, United Tribes Technical College
Jennifer Dill, Portland State University
Virgil Dupuis, Salish Kootenai College
Stuart Fischer, Little Priest Tribal College
Susan Gallagher, Montana State University
Dana Gehring, Oglala Lakota College
Cindy Grounds, Haskell Indian Nations University
Jialuo He, Washington State University
David Kack, Montana State University
Lydia Kaume, USDA-NIFA
Mark Keck, Little Priest Tribal College
Aemal Khattak, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
Cole Kopca, University of Washington
Rachael Lackey, Haskell Indian Nations University

Pan Lu, North Dakota State University
Amber Marlow, Lac Coutre Oreilles Ojibwe University
Robert Monette, Turtle Mountain Community College
Patrick Nemons, Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration
Brian Neztsosic, Diné College
Hilary Nixon, San Jose State University
Jessica Penrose, University of California-Davis
Tyler Reeb, University of California-Long Beach
Joseph Rothberger, Lac Courte Oreilles Ojibwe University
Keidrell Russell, Diné College
Lisa Kay Schweyer, Carnegie Mellon University
Ed Smaglik, Northern Arizona University
Brian Snyder, Ohio State University
Arlando Teller, US Department of Transportation
Amber Twitty, Central State University
Anusuya Vellingiri, Navajo Technical University
Jo Ann Warner, Washington State University
Lisa Winstead, Missouri S&T
Darrell Yazzie Jr., Diné College

FOR MORE INFORMATION:
• UTC program:  www.transportation.gov/content/university-transportation-centers
• AIHEC FALCON:  www.falcontribalcollege.org		  • CUTC:  www.mycutc.org	 • SURTCOM:  www.surtcom.org
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