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Abstract:

 
My project will explore the importance of the recruitment and retention of indigenous employees to the Cultural Interpreter Program, Department of Education, and the Visitor Services Program, Division of Museum Programs.  I plan to interview past and present employees that have created the path for people such as me to work at this cultural institution. 
 
The data should prove useful to NMAI as it seeks to affirm and build upon its commitment to including the Native voice in its educational and visitor services. The experiences of present and past employees will help the museum refine its program policies and procedures to ensure maximum recruitment and retention effectiveness.
Introduction

A phenomenal thing was about to happen in Washington on the afternoon of September 21, 2004.  After many years of planning and an act of Congress passed on November 28, 1989 (Public Law 101-185), a new museum to the Smithsonian Institution was about to have its grand opening, the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI). Indigenous and non-indigenous peoples had been waiting for this moment for a very long time.  This was a lifetime dream come true as witnessed on opening day when 25,000 Native people from across the Western Hemisphere joined in a celebratory procession.

Native Voice

The NMAI mission statement commits to speaking on behalf of the indigenous communities of the Western Hemisphere. It states:

The National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI) is committed to advancing knowledge and understanding of the Native cultures of the Western Hemisphere, past, present, and future, through partnership with Native people and others.   The Museum works to support the continuance of culture, traditional values, and transitions in contemporary Native life.

Douglas Cardinal (Blackfoot) designed a piece of abstract architecture that physically embodies the museum’s mission statement of welcoming the world to a Native place on the National Mall in Washington, DC.  The museum strives to educate about indigenous peoples from the Western Hemisphere by offering the Native voice and absorbing its knowledge.  “The Mall Museum is the public platform for teaching the wider community about Indian cultures, history, and current concerns, from Indian viewpoints, in an environment that looks and feels profoundly Indian.” (Venturi: 1991)

This paper will explore the importance of recruitment and retention of indigenous employees to the NMAI’s Cultural Interpreter (CI) and Visitor Services (VS) programs, Division of Museum Programs.  This study is based on interviews with past and present employees that have created the path for people such as me to work at this cultural institution.

The Native voice cannot be heard unless there are indigenous employees to speak on behalf of their respective indigenous cultures.  Without the CI and VS programs, the public would not be able to hear the Native voice and make first-person connections to the exhibits, gallery halls, and overall museum.  This can be achieved to some extent with public performances by Native artists, but the CI and VS programs interact with the public on a day to day basis and, therefore, the Native voice is always present.
Personal Introduction
The Dakota woman, Ella Deloria once said, as paraphrased by the Lakota artist, Arthur Amiotte (Oglala Lakota), 

“Know and appreciate your relatives.  In knowing them, you will come to know your culture.  In knowing your culture, you will begin to know yourself in relation to all that is.”  (NMAI Magazine, Fall 2006)  

Every now and then I read this woman’s wise words to remind myself of who I am, culturally.  I was raised to be a humble person, conditioned to know where I come from, what my responsibilities are, and where I will go in life.

I identify myself as Mnicoujou and Oglala Lakota.   I am an enrolled member of the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe (CRST) in Eagle Butte, South Dakota.  I am a direct descendent of an Oglala chief named Standing Bear, who was my great-great paternal grandfather (Neihardt: 1932).  My father and grandfather, the late George Earring, Jr. and George Earring Sr., were members from the CRST as well.  My mother, Theresa Brave Eagle, is a member of the Oglala Sioux Tribe in Pine Ridge, South Dakota as were my paternal grandmother, maternal grandfather, and maternal grandmother.  I am very proud of my genealogy as it is our self identity from a socio-centric social culture.  I am taught to identify myself through my family and not my ego-centric/individual self (De Munck: 2000) as I am conditioned outside of my Lakota culture.

I spent the first year of my life in a small town on the reservation near Eagle Butte, South Dakota.  Then, my family moved off the reservation to Rapid City, South Dakota for an economically stable life.  My mother, Theresa, wanted to stay relatively close to her family home near Manderson, South Dakota.  I attained a Bachelor of Arts degree in Anthropology (emphasis in American Indian ethnography) and French Studies from the University of South Dakota in Vermillion, South Dakota and completed graduate courses in Liberal Studies at Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire.

I came to Washington DC in the summer of 2004 as an intern in the Department of Anthropology at the National Anthropological Archives, National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution.  While working on my project, I was informed that NMAI was slated to open in the fall of 2004 and that the museum was actively encouraging indigenous people to work there.

I began working at the NMAI in 2004.  During my tenure, I have held three different positions in two different departments.  From August of 2004 until May of 2006 I was a Visitor Services Representative.  From May of 2006 until October of 2007 I was a Cultural Interpreter.  Since October 2007 have I worked in the Mall Resource Center as a Cultural Information Specialist.

The Roles of Visitor Services and Cultural Interpreter Positions

Prior to the opening of the NMAI there was a manuscript titled The Way of the People: National Museum of the American Indian. Based on many consultations in Native communities, this document set the course for the design of the museum. It states that indigenous staff should interact with the public:

“Non-Indian visitors should encounter Indian staff when they enter the Mall Museum, and the Museum’s programs should encourage dialogue.  It is important that non-Indians understand that Indians have survived and adapted, and that they have many cultures and lifestyles—‘We wear Reeboks, too.’”  (Venturi: 1991)  

The Visitor Services Representative is responsible for facilitating visitation to NMAI by welcoming every visitor to the museum.  The primary duties focus on helping visitors find their way through the museum and crowd management, while providing a Native perspective when imparting information about the importance of the NMAI.

The Cultural Interpreter at the NMAI informs the museum visitors about Native perspectives with cultural/educational/self-reflective tours of the museum and its exhibition halls on a daily basis for school children and adults.  The staff of this program serves everyone from people that walk into the museum to international diplomats.

Staff from both of these programs receive various types of professional training throughout the year (e.g. continuing education, cultural awareness, and museum operations), and contribute a Native voice with their own knowledge and experiences.

Indigenous Recruitment

Indigenous recruitment is essential to the NMAI.  Museum visitors desire a better understanding of indigenous peoples and cultures and to make a human connection with the exhibits and items of material culture.  Curators are not accessible to the public on a regular basis or without an appointment.  However, the indigenous staff in the CI and VS programs have first hand cultural knowledge of the exhibits as many of them have their respective cultures on display, work on the museum floor on a daily basis, and are always accessible to the public.

There are a plethora of difficulties in recruiting indigenous peoples to work for the museum. The first is the location of the museum, in Washington, DC.  Many of the indigenous peoples that work for the CI and VS programs come from west of the Mississippi River.  No compensation for relocating makes it difficult to transition from across the United States to the Washington, DC metro area.  New arrivals are not accustomed to the high cost of living and various unexpected expenses (e.g. rent deposit, transportation).  Emotionally, it is a cultural shock for new employees to leave the comfort of family and friends in their communities and face the isolation of a new location.  Also, when starting a new position, you must build up annual and sick leave which takes time to accrue, so once the new employees have relocated they are not able to return to their communities for quite some time.

These are some examples of the difficulties endured by indigenous North Americans who are U.S. citizens when they relocate.  The difficulties are compounded for indigenous peoples who do not have U.S. citizenship and would like to work for the NMAI.  It is difficult for them to relocate to the NMAI because of the personal sacrifice needed to continue their professional dreams while still trying to maintain a strong sense of cultural identity (e.g. family ties and tribal lands).

Indigenous Retention

Indigenous employee retention is vital to the NMAI in order to provide the Native voice.  It is vital to have a knowledgeable indigenous staff, both academically and culturally.  The difficulties noted in recruiting Native staff make it especially important to retain employees once they are hired.

Recently, for the first time since the opening of the museum, the VS Manager found it necessary to hire non-indigenous staff members because qualified Native people did not apply.  These new employees reflect the extreme difficulty of recruiting and retaining an indigenous staff in the Washington, DC metro area.  Although they are eager to learn, the new non-indigenous employees are not as knowledgeable about indigenous cultures as their indigenous colleagues are.  Also, they cannot offer first-hand community perspective when interacting with the public.  The CI program has managed to maintain an all indigenous staff because of the cultural knowledge requirements in the job description.  Because of the group dynamic, peer acceptance of cultural integrity is a cohesive factor and, therefore, held to the utmost importance.

In the spring of 2007, museum administrators attempted to coordinate a transition house for new employees of the CI and VS programs.  It was felt that this might have helped to ease the difficulties of moving from rural areas of the United States to the urban setting of Washington.  Unfortunately, due to bad timing, the housing did not work out for current CI and VS employees as many have lease obligations or were not interested in a longer commute distance to the museum.  

Another example of staff going above and beyond to help with the retention of indigenous employees was when an Education Program Specialist and the Education Unit Manager introduced a Diné (Navajo) spiritual healer and educational trainer to the CI and VS programs.  The Education Program Specialist had worked with the spiritual educator before and she believed his guidance would revive and maintain the cultural/spiritual well being of the CI and VS programs and help non-Native staff understand Native traditions. The spiritual person is a healer in the Diné community and abroad.  He visited the CI and VS Programs twice last year and many staff members found his guidance important to their spiritual well-being.  This is an important factor in retention of Native staff.

Case Study

For this case study, I interviewed past and present indigenous employees in the Cultural Interpreter and Visitor Services programs. During the inaugural year there were six VS employees, six VS interns, and nine CI employees.

Out of a possible 30 indigenous employees in the CI and VS Programs, I interviewed 11 individuals.  I gave a written questionnaire to the interviewee pool.  The written document had the same questions I asked the interviewees in subsequent interviews.  12 individuals replied in written form to the questionnaire.  11 participated in the oral interviews for the case study.

Interview questions:

1. Where are you from?

2. What is your background?

3. Why did you choose to come to the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI)?

4. How long have you been here?

5. What are your career goals?

6. What has your experience been like at the NMAI?

7. Do you have any advice/suggestions to make this experience better?

Native Geography 

The interviewees were from the following locations: 

· Page, AZ 

· San Francisco, CA  

· Fort Collins, CO  

· Germantown, MD  

· Washington, DC  

· Fort Peck, MT  

· Madison, WI  

· Rapid City, SD 

· Ganado, AZ  

Past and present CI and VS employees are from the following American Indian tribal nations (Federal and State Recognized).  This shows how diverse the Native employee community is in these programs:

Absentee Shawnee

Aquinnah Wampanoag

Assiniboine

Blackfeet

Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma

Chickasaw

Choctaw

Comanche

Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde

Crow

Diné

Eastern Band of Cherokee

Hopi Pueblo

Hunkpapa Lakota

Jemez Pueblo

Jicarilla Apache

Kiowa

Lenni Lenapé

Lumbee

Lummi

Menominee

Mnicoujou Lakota

Muscogee Creek

Northern Cheyenne

Oglala Lakota

Oneida of New York

Oto

Paiute

Pamunkey

Pawnee

Piscataway

Sac and Fox

San Carlos Apache

Santa Domingo Pueblo

Sicanju Lakota

Southern Ute

Tohono O’odham

Turtle Mountain Chippewa

Canadian Aboriginal Peoples:  Beau Soliel 1st Nations Objibwe and Métis.

Meso and South American Peoples: Aymara and Chicana.

Self-Identity

Identity is a theoretically an immense word.  In the context of a museum, indigenous self-identification becomes even more complex when groups are formed to represent the Native voice.

The interviewees had very diverse backgrounds.  Some were born and grew up in urban environments.  Many interviewees were second generation college educated individuals.  Very few interviewees were born and grew up on their home reservations, perhaps a result of the twentieth century U.S. enculturation process into American society.

For example, a former cultural interpreter said, 

“I was born and raised in San Francisco, CA but my grandparents are from Arizona, southern Arizona near Tucson, so even though on my dad side I am fourth generation San Franciscan, so on my mom’s side we’re really from Arizona.” 

Another former cultural interpreter replied, 

“I was born on the Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation in Lame Deer, Montana.  But, my tribes are Assiniboine/Hunkpapa Lakota…How I ended up on the Cheyenne Indian reservation (is) because my grandparents coming from each different reservations met at a boarding school in Kansas and they decided they would go to a reservation where my grandmother’s brother was living and ended up raising their family there and raising horses. And so uh, so they had four kids and one was my dad, so I ended up, growing up, spending the first part of my life there on Northern Cheyenne so…”
A former Visitor Services Representative shared, 

“I was born in Illinois…then l moved to Colorado and so I mostly stayed in Colorado.  I was there for 17 years, grew up and school, went to Colorado State University, that’s where I’m from.”

Several interviewees had more than one American Indian tribe of identity (e.g. Diné/Oneida of New York).

A current Visitor Services Representative discussed, 

“I’m from New Mexico.  I’m Jicarilla Apache and Navajo.  Jicarilla Apache being my mother’s side and Navajo being my father’s side.  I grew up on close to those to reservations, the Jicarilla Apache and Navajo Reservation and Albuquerque, New Mexico.” 

Another Visitor Services Representative shared, 

“My mother and father met one another in Milwaukee.  She is Stockbridge-Munsee band of Mohican and my father is Menominee.  Great grandma was Turtle Mountain Chippewa on Dad’s side…no idea how much.  My father passed when I was six years old so I learned more about my mother’s reservation though the Menominee reservation was just next door.  I am also a mix of a million other cultures of which I am not sure (Bulgarian, German, Norwegian, etc.)”
In the interviews, some employees used the phrase “East Coast vs. West Coast Natives” referring to people west of the Mississippi River who have a different experience of colonization with American society and the complex history of the United States.

For example, a Visitor Services Representative said, 

“I would say come with a strong knowledge of who you are as a Native person because there are a lot of people that come from the West who come here and experience a lot of Eastern Native people who may not know too much about themselves.  But as long as you can educate others about your culture and that’s probably the best thing for the program and this museum.”
Another Visitor Services Representative said, 

“…the Kiowa tribe is, you know, very fierce and proud tribe, just like all tribes are but I can only speak of the Kiowa tribe and coming here not knowing a lot about the East Coast Indians, I’m finding that they, you know, are totally different from the Mid-west tribes and I’m still learning about them as well…”

Career Progression

Nine CI and VS employees have been here since the museum opened and have moved into various departments (e.g. VS Program to CI Program, VS Program to International Relations and Museum Alliances, CI Program to Department of Education, CI Program to Cultural Arts, and CI Program to the Resource Center) throughout the museum.  Some interviewees spoke of the frustration of not advancing into different positions as many of them feel they are qualified for various positions throughout the museum.

A former Visitor Services Representative shared, 

“…It’s been frustrating because the job advancement is virtually impossible.  Often times, it seems as if the Native people are seen as tokens and not as well-educated and well-culturally knowledgeable, so it’s interesting to experience a sense of cultural prejudice even working for an Indigenous Institution when I am an indigenous person.” 

A Visitor Services Representative remarked, 

“It has been a lot less than I expected.  Somehow I ended up with this job that has not helped me progress very far.  I know it is an entry level position, but I had no idea there would not be many opportunities to grow.  Overall, I have learned a bit and I enjoy my co-workers to a great extent, but I am not very happy with where I am.”

During the second year there were three new CI employees who transferred from VS.

A former Visitor Services Representative who moved into a different department shared her experience, 

“I do see a lot of promotional potential on the current position I’m in.  I could move up, right now I’m the program assistant, I could possibly move up to the coordinator and from there, um, I don’t know. It’s, there’s a lot of different places I can go with those experience within the museum and within the Smithsonian.  Depending on what comes up or anywhere else in the world, for that matter, if I choose to go back to… (previous employer) and work events there and it’s a good place.”

When asked about Native representation in the museum, a Visitor Services Representative shared, 

“I definitely feel that could be more.  Um, more Native presence in the museum, especially with staff.  And just more opportunity given to Native people to progress up.  Instead of just staying at one level.”

There were two volunteers during the inaugural year who became VS employees during the second year.

In 2006 the VS program received the NMAI team award of the year and one Visitor Services Representative received the “Unsung Hero Award” from the museum as well.

Parting Ways

During the past three years there have been ten VS interns whose tenure lasted less than four months.  Ten were CI and VS employees who left in less than one year.  During the inaugural year there were two CI employees who left the program for personal/cultural reasons.  In the same year there were two VS interns who became VS employees and left in less than one year.  During the second and third years there were 14 new VS employees.

A former Visitor Services Representative discussed, 

“Dang, it was tough to move out and stay out there in (Washington) DC.  I constantly had to ask my mom and dad for money to help out with my basic living expenses.  I remember how buying groceries was a treat (insert laugh).  Finally, my parents told me to move home, so I wouldn’t be so far away and work on paying off my debt I accumulated trying to survive in DC while working for the NMAI…What kept me out there so long were the friends I gained while working in the museum…”

Reality

With the entering classes of CI and VS interviewees, many shared their personal narratives about the honor and privilege of working for the NMAI.  However, those same individuals spoke of the difficulties the first year of adjustment (e.g. economically, emotionally, physically, and socially) encountered in relocating to the Washington, DC metro area.

A Cultural Interpreter said, 

“It was really scary for me to pick up and move to a city I had been to only once before…My whole family thought I was crazy.  My grandparents still want to talk to me every morning to make sure that I’m okay.  You know, that no body got me on the way home.  That I’m out here in the crazy, big city…I was very fortunate to have a good friend that let me stay on his couch, what turned out to be over a month.  It just took that long for me to get established.  It is very, very different here than it is at home and it was a real adjustment period…and the museum doesn’t really do a lot to um, um encourage people to come out here, you do, especially if you have a family…just to put one first month’s rent and deposit, the amount would be just astronomical.”

A former Cultural Interpreter also discussed the challenges of qualifying and applying for a federal position, 

“…I think you really have to have a support system but number one, the first thing is getting your foot in the door.  A lot of cultural experience is very important but this is still a federal institution so you need the degrees.  So as much as you might have a lot of experience with your home community, the federal government really wants to see that bachelor’s degree.  They want to see the master’s degree.  And that’s also a way for you to fight in order to get a higher pay raise or a higher step increase.  So, degrees are important…”

Believe

Many Native people come to work at NMAI because they believe in what the institution represents and the work it accomplishes. They are excited to work in a place where indigenous perspectives are valued and where they can represent their communities.

A former Cultural Interpreter said, 

“I believed in the mission statement.  I always thought of the Smithsonian as one of the most academic/prestigious institutions to study and work at.” 

Another former Cultural Interpreter said, 

“…I think the cultural interpreters and visitor services are where you get the young fresh blood... people with bright ideas and also open to make changes--”
Conclusion and Recommendations

There has been difficulty recruiting and retaining indigenous peoples to work for the NMAI.  Recruiting and retaining efforts can be improved by creating an indigenous staff position specifically for that purpose.  The NMAI recruiter would travel to the communities, tribal colleges, and universities to attend various indigenous themed conferences and encourage qualified applicants to apply to the NMAI.  This person could also provide technical assistance in the application process for federal jobs.  Another recommendation would be to create an NMAI position for an indigenous person who is a philosophical/spiritual healer and educational trainer for those indigenous employees who are inclined to use such cultural guidance as they are away from their loved ones and traditional homelands.  The effects would be beneficial to the universal indigenous philosophical beliefs and the museum staff’s well being.

Creating a professional track system for career advancement for Native employees would be beneficial to staff longevity at the NMAI, not only from a professional perspective but a personal as well. Many of us indigenous people who work for the museum believe in the mission statement, have relocated to the Washington, DC metro area, and are privileged to represent our communities on an international level of education.  However, with the interviewees from this case study there is substantial growth that needs to occur for current and future indigenous employees in the CI and VS programs for furthering their careers at the NMAI.

Also, re-exploring the transition house for newly hired Native staff would be a worthy effort for investing in future employees.  Location is important for potential Native staff that does not know the Washington, DC metro area.  The transition house would make relocating to Washington much easier.

Indigenous employee recruitment and retention at the National Museum of the American Indian is essential if the Native voice is to be heard and the mission statement of the museum is to be met.   Native people must consistently staff the CI and VS programs to educate the public about Indigenous peoples, historical and contemporary, of the Western Hemisphere. 
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