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The politics of education provision in
rural Native Alaska: the case of Yukon
Village^

Steven C. Dinero*
Philadelphia University, USA

In this paper, I address tiie role of educational service provision as a mode of post-colonial
assimilation and encapsulation in Native Alaska (USA). I argue that these services have historically
served State interests above local interests, implemented with little regard for indigenous values or
priorities. The role of education provision in one Alaskan village is then analyzed. By comparing the
attitudes of non-Native teachers with village parents, I argue that educational provision remains
highly politicized and conflictual. I show too that as a result, social development is stymied, as the
educational system cannot be fully effective until a culturally appropriate educational environ-
ment—developed with, rather than for, Alaska Natives—is implemented.

Introduction

In the following study, I address the role of educational service provision in Native
Alaska as a mode of post-colonial assimilation and encapsulation. In so doing, I seek
to show that the provision of formal educational services using the western model has
proven difficult over the past several decades because (a) the goals of such schooling,
and the modes through which such schooling have been developed, are skewed
towards social control rather than true social development; (b) the delivery of such
formal education has, from the outset, been undertaken by 'well meaning' but
nonetheless often culturally insensitive curricula and pedagogy; and (c) a cultural
disconnect and mutual misunderstanding and fear exists between the service
providers and the recipients—i.e., rural Native villages statewide. This in turn has
fostered a certain degree of social retrenchment, rather than receptivity, to the foreign
implant that today signifies formal education in Native Alaska.

In the pages that follow, I will first trace the history of formal educational provision
in the territory/State of Alaska. Here, I will seek to show that the animosities.
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misunderstandings and mistrust that today undermine education provision in Native
Alaska have deep and twisted roots.

I will then tum to one of the most contentious issues in rural Alaska Native
education today—the role of the non-Native school teachers. The existence of such
teachers is crucial to service delivery—without them to supplement the lack of Native
teachers, educational provision in the Native bush (that is, the part of the state which
is inaccessible by road) would likely collapse. And yet, their role and function is at best
difficult, and a flashpoint of conflict within rural Native education. As is seen in the
differing perspectives expressed by teachers and parents in one rural Alaska Native
community, Yukon Village, all seem to agree that problems abound in the ability to
deliver formal education. The causes for this problem, however, are in considerable
dispute.

I conclude the paper with a discussion of if/how the present dysfunctional
educational system in rural Alaska can be replaced with a culturally responsive
educational environment implemented and controlled at the local level. Here, I seek
to address why such a process, despite being discussed now for some years, yet
remains in nascent, embryonic stages, and what needs to change in order for this
movement to grow.

Formal education provision and the colonial conquest of Native Alaska

The period of time since Alaska achieved statehood in the late 1950s has been one of
rapid change and development among the Native sector, and the provision of
educational services has played a key role in that change. And yet, education provision
in Native Alaska has long been and continues to be notorious for its largely ineffectual
accomphshments.

In order to address the role and impact of educational services in Native Alaska
today, it is first helpful to provide a brief overview of some of the history that well
preceded statehood, beginning in the 1700s (for an extensive description of this
history, see Bamhardt, 2001). The history of educational service provision in Native
Alaska is one that can not be separated from the colonial conquest of the territory by
the Russians, the French and others beginning some three centuries ago, and the
Americans beginning in the late 1800s. Moreover, this history provides the backdrop
for present circumstances, in which educational service provision continues to be a
highly politicized and controversial Alaskan institution.

Colonial and territorial history

The provision of educational services to Native children was a central element of the
colonization of Alaska and northern Canada by the Europeans beginning in the
eighteenth century. Formal education in a school setting was a central part of the
social conquest of the territory, undertaken simultaneously with the political and
economic conquest of the northern region.

Schooling and missionizing went hand in hand in Native Alaska, as it did in so many
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other parts of today's 'Third World' (Weissling, 1989, p. 213). Literacy was especially
emphasized in an effort to enable Native children to read the Christian scriptures
(Kleinfeld, 1992, p. 2). Like Christian teachings in the church setting (Dinero,
2003b), formal secular education was designed as an agent of'civilization' throughout
Native Alaska. During the pre-State period in particular, the overarching educational
philosophy was one of assimilation (McDowell, section 2, p. 5). 'Russian schooling of
Alaska Native children had three goals: to "Christianize" themj to "civilize" or
"westernize" them; and to make them more useful servants of the Russian American
Company' (ANCFR, 1994, p. 127).

In the late 1880s following Alaska's purchase by the US, the responsibility of Native
education shifted from mission-run efforts to the US Government, specifically, the
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA). While the missionizing aspect of Native education
changed significantly at this time (although it did not decline entirely by any means),
the goals of the schools were to both encourage Native students to learn basic
information while at the same time 'unlearning' their own cultures, languages and
traditions in the process of assimilating into patriotic Americans (Bamhardt, 2001,
p. 8).

While it is clear that the historic role of education in Native Alaska at this time was
'to ignore the history, culture and language of Alaska Native people' (Bamhardt,
1999, p. 103), the segregation of Native children from whites (ANCFR, 1994, p. 128)
also furthers the contention that Native children were purposely separated out from
white children in a manner not unlike the divisions fostered and perpetuated between
African American and white children in the Lower 48 states. 'From the time of the
arrival of the Russian fur traders in the late 1700s up to the early 1900s, the
relationship between most of the Native people of Alaska and education in the form of
schooling ... may be characterized as two mutually independent systems with little if
any contact' (Bamhardt & Kawagley, 1999).

The use of Native boarding schools in the late 1800s was the chosen way in which to
separate children from their traditional environments and cultures. Following the
'civilization-savagism paradigm' in which indoctrination of Native children into white
society is a central feature, (see Jester, 2002), such schools were designed to help
'erase Indian identity by eliminating external symbols of tribal attachment and replace
their tribal identity with the values and behaviors of civilized society' (Jester, 2002, p.
3, my emphasis).

In time local schools became a regular fixture within village life, but this only served
as but another mechanism through which to dominate Native culture. The school
building itself, for example, was designed and introduced into Native communities as
a central edifice (Madsen, 1990, pp. 43-44), overshadowed only by another western
building, the community church (see Dinero, 2003b). As such, schools came to
symbolize western/white political power, social domination and cultural hegemony.

Typically, school buildings in rural Native Alaska were (and still are) designed by
outsiders. These were the biggest buildings in town and today often have running
water, electricity and other unique features that separate them from the humble,
residential buildings around them. 'Although village residents utilize and appreciate
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many of the physical facilities provided in school buildings, it is worth noting the
quantitative and qualitative discrepancy between the facilities available in school
compounds as compared to facilities available elsewhere in [many] village [s]'
(Madsen, 1990, p. 46). Thus, the western school building came to be seen as a
center of foreignness and capital concentration inside the indigenous village setting,
acting as a node of contact—though not necessarily a transitional or permeable
membrane—^with the outside world.

But of course, it is not the school building alone which came to signify western
cultural dominance. Rather, the curricula introduced into Native communities served
to express domination and authority which was difficult for Native Alaskans to fend
off. Moreover, the agents of the ideas brought to Native communities in the form of
western-oriented curricula were by definition, the school teachers. The predominance
of non-Native school teachers also symbolized the power of the dominant society, and
the creation of a relationship of post-colonial dependency.

This resulted in a 'clash zone' between Native 'cultural values and economic
attitudes' with dominant group educational systems being the primary vehicles of this
conflict (Marker, 2000, p. 30). 'One does not need to argue that school programs
[were] designed to oppress or that school personnel [sought] to dominate to point out
consequences and role relationships that village residents experience as oppressive
and dominating' (Madsen, 1990, p. 50).

Indeed, the BIA curriculum was specifically designed not to reflect anything
connected with being an Alaska Native (Barnhardt, 2001, p. 16). Thus, by the mid-
twentieth century, it can be said that formal education 'was strictly a one-way process
[occurring] mostly in distant boarding schools with the main purpose being to
assimilate Native people into western society, as practiced by the missionaries and
school teachers (who were often one and the same)' (2001, p. 16). This relationship
was characterized by a 'total disregard (and often derogatory attitude) toward the
indigenous knowledge and belief systems in the Native communities' (Barnhardt &
Kawagley, 1999). Most Native children had been effectively separated from their
communities, if not in the physical sense of the word through the use of boarding
schools, then in the social sense insofar as what they were learning in their village
schools was largely at odds with their communities' traditions and values.

During the period of the 1960s and 1970s, Federal, State and local efforts to reform
the Native educational system (Barnhardt, 2001, p. 10) fostered a movement towards
the creation of local elementary and secondary schools, and local Native community
control began to evolve. Only in 1965 did the State of Alaska begin to recognize and
address the 'unique educational needs and interests' of the Native peoples in any
extensive manner (Barnhardt, 2001, p. 14).

One of the most significant events in Native education to take place during this
period was the 1976 Molly Hootch court ruling requiring that villages be provided
with local high schools (Barnhardt, 2001, p. 15). The ruling allowed greater local
community control of Alaskan Native children's formal education, with the potential
outcome too of strengthening and sustaining, rather than jeopardizing, communal
and family ties. And yet, the ruling did not serve as a cure-all for the numerous ills
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which have historically plagued education delivery to Alaska Native students. As the
following sections reveal, schooling in rural Alaska remains a problematic enterprise
to the present day, complicated by a variety of internal and external factors.

Formal education in Native Alaska: the role of non-Native teachers

It should come as no surprise that the conflictual context within which formal
elementary and secondary education has been delivered to rural Alaska Natives over
the past several decades has played a key role in its development. The very nature of
western-oriented and designed programs and curricula presents what has been called
a 'cultural divide' (ANCFR, 1994, p. 133) between non-Native educators and the
Native students they are hired to serve.

Moreover, numerous factors further jeopardize education delivery in Alaska Native
villages. A high level of distrust between communities and non-Native school
teachers, for example, is prevalent throughout rural Native school districts (Kleinfeld,
1992, p. 8). The difference in values between teachers and students—such as a
western emphasis upon competition and getting ahead versus an emphasis upon
sharing and cooperation—is an example of this sort of cultural disconnect.

It has been seen throughout the Native bush that non-Native educators are often
unaware of how curriculum can inadvertently foster a discourse of alienation and
marginalization. When one is taught 'facts,' and these facts contradict one's existing
reality (Okakok, 1989, p. 410), confusion and self-doubt is inevitable. Once
internalized these sentiments become self-defeating, (Marker, 2000, p. 42), as
educational goals become jeopardized by the very system intended to achieve them.

Some non-Native teachers also may be found guilty, (again, this may be
inadvertent), of perpetuating what Jester calls the 'unhealthy Native' construct
Qester, 2002). Wrought with social and cultural difficulties, such Natives and the
villages they live in are seen as wholly 'sick' and dysfunctional by 'well-intentioned'
outsiders. This discourse is comprised of youths suffering from low self-esteem,
suicidal tendencies and alcohol abuse while parents remain idle and unconcerned. As
such, all are indicators of a society in desperate need of 'amputation and
rehabilitation,' where formal (white/western) education is the likely vehicle to help
in the 'healing' process (Jester, 2002, pp. 9-11).

It is all the more significant then that in the late 1990s, only six out of 151 principals
in the rural Alaska Native communities were themselves Native (Hower & Kelly,
1996, part 4), as were only 5% of rural teachers (Bamhardt & Kawagley, 1999). By
2001, there were 475 Native teachers, 6% of Alaska's teacher population, teaching in
rural schools (Barnhardt, 2001, p. 17).

Annual non-Native teacher turnover rates of 30-40% (ANCFR, 1994, p. 132;
Barnhardt & Kawagley, 1999) are common as well. Teachers from outside rural
Alaska typically spend from one to three years teaching in these communities and then
leave; indeed, as a result, some rural residents refer to non-Native teachers as 'tourists'
(Grant, 2000, p. 1). High turnover is especially problematic for the students, who lack
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the continuity and consistency that might be achieved if the same teachers remained
in the same schools over time.

The causes of high teacher turnover rates are well known. A lack of adequate
preparation prior to working in rural Native Alaska, and unrealistic or unclear
expectations of what teaching there will be like, often typify non-Native school
teachers when then first go out to the bush. In one study, 20% of the educators
surveyed indicated that they did not learn about the conditions of rural Alaska in any
way prior to their arrival in their respective villages (Grant, 2000, p. 78; my emphasis).
As a result. Grant notes:

Educators who are new to Alaskan villages undergo many major adjustments. These
teachers are unfamiliar with the villages' close-knit social structures, extended family
relationships and the hunting and gathering activities. The uses of informal-culturally
defined and inter-ethnic communication styles are also foreign factors in the lives of the
new educators. (2000, p. 12)

Thus, Grant (2000) found that after a full year of living and teaching in rural
communities, more than a third of the non-Native educators stated that they still felt
uncomfortable living and working in their respective villages (p. 86), many still
experiencing a strong sense of culture shock and isolation (p. 81). In turn, such a level
of discomfort cannot help but impact non-Native teachers' ability to teach and
interact effectively with their students inside or outside of the classroom.

In addition, perhaps the greatest challenge to working in the classroom from the
non-Native educator's perspective (see Jester, 2002, pp. 7-8) is the incidence of FAS,
Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, which is believed to affect many rural Native children. As
Alaska's 'number one health problem' according to the State of Alaska Department of
Health and Social Services (1998, p. 10), FAS presents educators with one of the
greatest 'barriers' to teaching effectiveness.

In truth, most children who have been diagnosed with FAS in Alaska are not
Natives. Nonetheless, the State contends that there is a higher incidence of FAS
among Natives than among whites. The average number of FAS births in Native
Alaska during the 1980s was 5.1/1000 births; in some parts of the State this number
reached as high as 26/1000 and as low as 2/1000. The FAS rate for all of the US was
estimated to be 2.2/1000 births (Kleinfeld, 1992, pp. 3-4). Thus, it is significant that
non-Native teachers often observe higher rates of FAS than is officially documented
by the State. In effect, they argue, the issue is far greater than is formally recognized, 'a
more serious [problem] than the official statistics indicate' (Kleinfeld, 1992, p. 5).

I previously have discussed the role of mental disability diagnosis as a tool of post-
colonial domination and control in a non-Alaskan case study community (see Dinero,
2002). What held true in that case, and what appears to be similar in the Alaska Native
case, is that often disabilities are not formally diagnosed at the outset, but rather, are
determined informally through 'observations' by non-Native school teachers. It is
such observations, which are not always verified by a medical professional, which lead
to a 'diagnosis' Qester, 2002, p. 8). A lack of onsite professionals also plays a role,
requiring teachers to make determinations based upon limited knowledge or previous
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experience with children with special needs (Yukon Village school teacher E,^ 28 July
2003).

Researchers have found a high prevalence of Alaska Natives being placed in special
education classrooms. Three areas comprise most of the educational disabilities found
in the Alaska Native sector: Specific Learning Disabilities (55%), Speech/Language
Impairment (21%), and Mental Retardation (6%) (adapted from McDowell, 2001,
section 2, p. 14). While Native students comprise no more that 23% of all Alaskan
students, 32% of Alaska's special education students are Native (McDowell, 2001,
section 2, p. 14). And yet, the national average percentage of those officially diagnosed
as disabled, ages birth to 21, is 13.2%, and Alaska's rate statewide is 13.0% (1999-
2000 statistics). The BIA figure for the percentage of disabled Native youth
nationwide, however, is 26.3% (NCES).

While more research on this question is certainly in order, preliminary speculation
suggests that the use of special education services by rural Alaska Natives, like other
indigenous populations (Dinero, 2002), is (presumably) needed by more children
than in communities throughout the rest of the State. While the exact causes for over-
representation require further analysis and discussion, it may be speculated that the
cultural disconnect between non-Native teachers and Native students in rural Alaska
is one critical factor to be considered.

DifTering perspectives on education in a case study village: parents vs
teachers

The challenges of education provision in rural Native Alaska are consistent
throughout the State. The experiences and frustrations of one community, Yukon
Village, may in some ways be viewed as typical of the concerns and needs of rural
Native communities Statewide. To be sure, every village is somewhat unique^ at least
16 distinct culture/language systems may be found in Native Alaska (Barnhardt &
Kawagley, 1999). Each community has its own particular interests and difficulties.

Yukon Village, for example, is one of the most remote villages in the State (in
relation to white Alaska). It is not accessible by any road, and is located over 200 air
miles from the nearest city. In 2000, the official population of the village was fewer
than 300. Its location has, to a certain degree, kept this village more 'traditional' in
some ways than other villages, both economically and socially.

The history of the adoption of formal education in the village is not well
documented. What is known, however, is that as was the case with the coming of
Christianity to the territory of Alaska, formal education was embraced by the villagers
not long after settlement in the 1920s and 1930s. Beginning in 1942, classes were held
informally in the village by one of the local women and continued to be held by other
women until 1949 (Hannum, 1955). At that time, the government ceased to provide
the village with supplies and the teacher with pay, arguing that there was an
inadequate number of children in the village to rationalize the expense (Penrod, 26
July 1955^). Though the school reopened briefiy in 1952, the villagers found



408 5. C. Dinero

themselves in the early 1950s without a local school in which their children could
study.

Rather, Max Penrod, the Area Director of Schools of the Alaska Native Service
Quneau), argued that the boarding school option would best serve the village
children's interests. Writing to the Village Chief at that time (23 June lQSS'*), he
states:

I would like to have you again consider the possibility of placing your boys and girls in the
Wrangell Institute [over 1000 air miles away in the Alaskan panhandle] next year, where
they would receive a very excellent education and good personal care ... We realize that to
have the children go to a boarding school means that they will be away from home during
the winter months and, of course, it is lonely for their parents. We all feel, however, that
the sacrifice of the children's home life is more than taken care of by the fine school they
will be attending at Wrangell ...

And yet, Penrod's arguments notwithstanding, those who experienced the trauma of
leaving the village for outside schooling did not necessarily benefit in the ways parents
might have hoped. While it is certain that the educational facilities being developed in
the village during this period were poor, the boarding school alternative was similarly
problematic. Quoting one villager, who was a school girl during this time, at length:

They came and they took our culture. We were forced to settle here. They came with
disease, with change. They wanted to put western education here. We were forced to
settle in one place so there are enough kids for school... If we don't settle, the kids would
be taken away, adopted, sent to mission schools. So this changed our way of like,
confined us to one area.

The school here had no building, old books. So the village built a building. The teacher
lived there and taught there. In 1958 they built an elementary school building. I went
there a couple of years, but I still couldn't speak English.

So I was sent to [Wrangell Institute] boarding school in 1959 for two years. I was always
hungry. They fed us good, but I was always hungry. You just gain weight from the food
there. But 13 is the last age for the Wrangell Institute. So they had to send me on to
Chemewa [Indian School in Oregon], though I wasn't ready for it. They tested me when I
got there and I was on the first or second grade level. I was put with people my age, but
was behind. I finished high school in six years. (Personal communication, 8 August 1999)

Throughout the 1950s, local control of their children's schooling remained of
primary concern to the Yukon villagers. Similarly, the role of outsider school teachers
and their activities in the village also concerned the villagers at this time. These were
sent by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, with the local community playing no role in the
selection process. In one well-documented case, a Pentecostal missionary couple was
to be sent to the village by the BIA (Gordon, 1958). Despite the fact that the school
teacher in question 'revealed the fact that she and her husband [were] a mission
couple' who had come to Alaska 'to further the work of [the] church,' an assurance
that they could 'work happily at [Yukon Village] and confine their activities to the
duties of teachers', rather than missionaries, was a sufficient enough commitment that
the BIA allowed their employment to go forward (Thomas, 22 May 1958^).

For the most part, formal education in Yukon Village was not viewed throughout
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the twentieth century as something to fear, but rather, as something to be
incorporated and adapted into the existing Native cultural fabric. Recent attitudes
toward education in the village further confirm the sentiments exhibited by these
historic events.

The Yukon Village case study

Beginning in the summer of 1999,1 set out to examine recent social developments in
the Native settlement of Yukon Village, including the role of elementary and
secondary education. Upon receiving permission from the local council to visit the
community, I began preliminary work on a household survey research instrument. In
it, I posed a variety of questions concerning wage employment, subsistence,
community living conditions, personal characteristics, and living experiences and
travels outside of the region. I also asked several open-ended questions to allow
respondents to address issues they felt were especially important in greater depth. I
discussed the instrument with a variety of community members prior to implemen-
tation in order to try to avoid asking unnecessary, sensitive, or otherwise problematic
questions which could jeopardize the data gathering process.

Of the 40 dwelling units occupied during the survey period (3-19 August 1999), I
was able to gather data from 35 households (87.5%). Interviews lasted between half
an hour to two hours, although the average length of time spent with each respondent
was 35 to 40 minutes. Interviews took place wherever respondents felt most
comfortable—inside homes, outside homes, in the health clinic, the Washateria, the
Village Council building and even on the shores of one of the village lakes. Upon
completion of the survey, all quantitative data were coded for analysis using SPSS 9.0
for Windows. Given the small size of the data set, chi-square significance testing was
used for all quantitative data, where p < or=.05.

There is one primary school and one secondary school in the village. Each teacher
teaches all subjects in a class that includes multiple grade levels. According to the
1999 survey, 100% of the village children, 50 total, were enrolled in school. Of these,
40 were studying in the primary school and ten were studying in the secondary school.

Student enrollment has ebbed and fiowed over the past 25 years. The average
school enrollment (for the two schools combined) from 1976-1982 was 38 pupils.
Approximately two thirds of the students were at the elementary level and about one
third were at the secondary level. Throughout these six academic years, only five
students graduated high school—four males and one female (adapted from Lonner &
Beard, 1982, p. 171). By 1990, the official school enrollment had reached 60 students
(www.comregaf.state.ak.us/ CF_CUSTM.htm). Of these, slightly over half were
studying at the secondary level.

Of those household heads interviewed in 1999, only 14% stated that they had not
graduated from high school. This may be compared to the previous generation (that
is, the parents of the interviewees), of which approximately 69% of the men and 77%
of the women did not complete a high school degree. Clearly the closing of the local
school throughout the 1950s played a role in these rates.
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Table 1. Yukon Village school needs and statewide needs identified by rural native adult
respondents (open question, respondents may have identified more than one issue)

Need new/renovated building
Need more/better teachers w/higher standards
Need new/better materials, equipment
Need indigenous/survival curriculum
Need vocational curriculum
Need to stop truancy/improve discipline
Need more parental involvement

Sources: *Adapted firom Dinero, 2003a, and **McDowell Group, 2001, section 4, p. 20.

The perspectives of Yukon Village parents, elders and other adults

The schools and educational services provided at Yukon Village differ little from
schools throughout rural Native Alaska, insofar as they are typically criticized by
village parents as being inadequate. Only 34% of those adults surveyed expressed
satisfaction with the provision of this public service. The adult residents of the village
reported numerous concerns regarding the quality of education there as an
explanation for their children's lack of success—that is, they place the strongest
emphasis on the facilities, teachers and curriculum as evidence that the system itself is
in dire need of overhaul (see Table 1).

First, the villagers' lack of direct local control over the schools and their curriculum
has fostered a feeling of disempowerment in the community. States one 55-year-old
villager, 'We need more local control of the schools. [Now] the School District runs it.
These people are outsiders'.

The School District, which includes the village, also includes approximately 350
students in ten villages spread out over a region equal in size to the State of
Washington. The village is several air miles from the School District offices. One
Yukon villager is on the School Board.

Second and related to this, the curriculum followed by the school teachers of Yukon
Village (Table 2) has been developed within the broader State context. It is consistent
with other State-designed curricula, allowing only a few credits (approximately five
out of 22 total) to be achieved studying topics or issues specifically relevant to the
history and life experiences of rural Alaska Native communities. 'The schools don't
teach our children what they need to know', states one village elder (6 August 1999).
'So I take [the kids] into the woods ... and to the trap line in the winter. I teach them
their culture, their heritage, their language, right from wrong. It's a lot of work, but it
will pay off in the end' (as quoted in Dinero, 2003a). Adds another, 'Our people
started from the land, that's where it starts. That's where knowledge begins'.

The issue of culturally-relevant curricula was also discussed in an internal planning
document (CDP, 1991), as community leaders even then noted that the district's
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Table 2. The School District high school curriculum (2002-2003)

• 4 credits of English (Years 1-4).
• 4 credits of math (Years 1-4).
• 3 credits of social studies, of which .5-1.0 may be in Alaska Studies, and/or Alaska Native Land

Claims (.5 credits). The remaining credits must be in world history, US history, world
geography and US geography.
3.5 credits of science.
1 credit of physical education.
1 credit of health (including drugs/alcohol abuse education and parenting skills).
5 credits of fine arts.
.5 credits of career guidance.
4.5 credits of electives: vocational education, foreign language/native language, river navigation,
computer applications, driver's education.

• 22 credits total required for graduation, where 1 credit=135 hours of instruction.

Source: Adapted from School District website.

decisions and educational criteria often did not reflect the needs or interests of the
village. The lack of local control has led to a sense that the school is separate from the
community; that is, it is not seen as being truly 'their' school, but something which has
been imported from outside. Some see this disconnect between the school and the
community as the cause of repeated thefts and vandalism at the school building,
especially during the summer months. Indeed, one teacher referred to the school as
'an island' in the heart of the village (Yukon Village School Teacher E, 28 July 2003).

Third, as is the case throughout rural Alaska, the majority of the school's faculty are
not community members, but are non-Natives who come from the outside. During
the 1999-2000 school year, the schools had a total of six teachers (one of whom was
also the principal); of these, two were community members and four, including the
principal, were non-Natives from outside the village. In 2001-2002, the school
employed two Native teachers and three outsiders, one of whom was the school
principal.

Villagers flnd it problematic that most of their children's teachers are not Native.
One 46-year-old villager summed up this sentiment well, saying that 'we need to get
Native teachers and principals. We get teachers from the Lower 48, [and] they've
never been here before. We need people who understand the conditions here in the
winter and understand the kids. They teach English and the southern way, the
westernized way, and our culture is ignored. There's only a handftil of us who
understand our ways before the Europeans came'.

Indeed, the Village Council charged in its planning document that the teachers tend
to be 'culturally insensitive' (CDP, 1991, p. 23). The community's leaders have
stated the desire to incorporate indigenous learning, especially survival skills, into the
children's educational experiences (p. 40)—something that is difficult for non-Native
school teachers to embrace or implement. Interestingly though, these concerns were
all seen by the adults interviewed in 1999 as secondary to the number one educational
issue in the village—the need for a new school building (see Table 1).



412 S. C. Dinero

The expression of this issue as a primary concern, cited by more than half of all
respondents in the survey, makes Yukon Village residents somewhat unique in
comparison with other rural Alaskan Natives. They are similar to other villages
statewide, however, in their criticism of the teachers in the schools, and in their
concerns over the curriculum followed by village educators. As for the lower rates
concerning an interest in vo-tech courses and survival curricula, it is likely that these
numbers reflect the strong subsistence base still enjoyed in the village as compared to
others throughout the State and the fact that most youth still learn some survival skills
from their elders.

Despite all of the various criticisms expressed about curricular concerns, a lack of
Native teachers and a need for more localized control, virtually all villagers have
accepted that their children require a formal western-style education in order to
ensure their future—if not in the village schools, then in one of the state's boarding
schools. Indeed, one village elder summarized this sentiment well (if not, controver-
sially), when he said (as quoted in Dinero, 2003a):

The Native way won't last much longer. We have to learn the white culture to live in the
white world. We can't rely on welfare—it won't always be there. We need security for the
future. Natives think only about today; they don't plan ahead. But we must. The kids
must get an education; they need to learn about computers. The parents must push them
to learn. It is the parents' responsibility to prepare their kids for the future.

Such sentiments may make sense to the ears of white western educators. Indeed, the
logic is clear, well thought out and cogent. And yet, one cannot help but interpret this
view as indicative of the 'surrender' of Alaska Natives to the successful conquest and
dominance of white values and priorities.

States a Native educator, 'Parents, recognizing the inevitable encroachment of the
western way of life upon [Alaska Native] land and culture, reluctantly released their
young into the hands of the judgment of these newcomers to the area—teachers and
ministers—because they were authorities on the new way of life ... We did not realize
that their objective was to educate our children enough to reject their own culture and
to embrace "the more civilized" western way of life' (Okakok, 1989, p. 407; my
emphasis). It is the pursuit of this 'more civilized' way of life that can be found in the
perspectives expressed by those who work most directly with the Native schoolchil-
dren, namely, the school teachers.

The Yukon Village school teachers' perspectives

For the most part, parents in Yukon Village see problems with the educating of their
children as an external issue—that is, stemming from the School District policies, the
curriculum and/or the village teachers. In contrast, I present below the views of five
different non-Native school teachers, selected randomly, who collectively taught in
the village throughout the past decade (1991-2002). Their views appear to be
somewhat in conflict with those of the village parents, as they tend to place the greatest
emphasis and blame for students not succeeding squarely upon the students
themselves, as well as upon their parents and living environments.
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It should be noted that in the following, I rely heavily on direct quotes, keeping my
views and interpretations of what was said to me (mostly in confidence) to a
minimum. What is apparent, however, is that the views expressed about the
schoolchildren in the village can easily be placed within Jester's 'unhealthy Native'
construct (see Jester, 2002). The village children described below appear to be quite
'broken', and 'fixing/healing' them is a major educational challenge and goal. Jester's
'civilization-savagism paradigm', in which education is used to civilize, modernize
and control the noble Native 'savages' Qester, 2002, pp. 3-5), is also apparent in some
of the following comments.

Nearly every teacher interviewed who taught in the Village schools between 1991
and 2002 began our conversations by explaining that teaching in Yukon Village was
far more challenging (and for some, far more fulfilling) than teaching in the urban
settings from which they came. All, without exception, attributed many of the
difficulties and frustrations of teaching there to what they perceived to be an
apparently high incidence of mental disabilities; little mention was made of cultural
differences in trying to explain student behaviors in the classroom. According to
Teacher A, 'The kids there have very short attention spans. It's because of the alcohol
issue. As a result you have to teach them very differently [than you teach in the Lower
48 states]'.

Teacher B's comments furthered this argument. 'Most kids there have FAS. This
leads to impulsively, to a lack of good judgment—they have poor memory skills ... But
they have incredible motor skills and often are very artistic. They are more creative
than the other kids (i.e., who don't have FAS); you can see it in their drawings.'

But perhaps this sentiment was best summarized by Teacher C, who sought not
only to describe the teaching environment in Yukon Village, but further, to determine
the perceived causes of these conditions. I quote Teacher C here at length:

Look, 55% of the population of the village is in K-t2 [in the mid-t990s]. That's 66 kids.
Of these, 23 were special ed. when I was there. We identified about half; half came to us
already identified. FAS was the biggest battle.

You have to create individual education plans in that situation. In fact, we ran the whole
school as if it was special ed. I estimate 75-80% of the kids in the school were [in truth]
FAS.

These kids are slow to read. They don't always know right from wrong. LD [learning
disabilities] and dyslexia are common. Their working vocabulary is limited. In part, this is
because of village life—they don't use more than a few of the same words and phrases. So
getting the kids to learn vocabulary was difficult, because they don't have the life
experience to make it relevant.

In fact, kids who did the best had reading materials at home. Even the FAS kids did better
than the others if they had something at home to read.

And yet, some challenges that were attributed to FAS were at times conflated with
cultural differences. Teacher D, for example, described the problem of the 'lack of a
student ethic'—that is, the students showing little interest in the classroom activities
due to 'short attention spans' which he believed were caused by FAS. Teacher A
similarly offered that there is a great deal of tardiness and absenteeism in the schools.
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In some instances. Teacher A noted, students will leave school in the middle of the
day for lunch and not return. 'You need to change the living conditions of the kids at
home,' stated Teacher E; 'otherwise, there is no hope for them. I hate to say it, but to
really succeed, they probably need to leave the village altogether.'

Although the demands and expectations of western educators differ from Native
culture in many ways, cultural differences were often glossed over by these non-Native
teachers. While adults and children often interact on a first name basis, for example—
a common practice in villages—some teachers felt that this informality jeopardized the
ability to exercise classroom control. Maintaining authority was of similar concern. As
Teacher D explained, 'They have no sense of an obligation to the system of [formal]
education, or its values. We had problems with the kids attending school. Structure is
foreign to them, and so regular attendance is really a problem ... There was no
hierarchy in the school when I arrived, so I had to create it. [The kids] like structure,
they like having to ask [before doing something]. They came to look at me as an
authority figure. In the past, they could do whatever they wanted.'

Teacher E found keeping control in the classroom an even greater concern and
indeed, anecdotal evidence suggests that this is a greater problem for women teachers
in the village than it is for men. As Teacher E explains, 'The emotional responses of
the kids there toward us [teachers] were different—they showed no self-control. They
will swear right at you, or just run out the door of the school. What's considered
acceptable there is different from [the Lower 48].'

Predictably, not many of those interviewed viewed themselves as part of a systemic
problem in Native education, but rather, as a solution. For example, the issue of
teacher turnover and retention was mentioned by some. Rather than seeing the issue
as the result of their own perceptions or cultural difficulties, however, the teachers saw
the community as playing a key role. Explained Teacher C, 'You need consistency
among the teaching staff. That way you can get to know the kids really well and you
can adjust what you are teaching, and really concentrate on what you are doing. You
can connect the different subjects together. In this way, you can touch the kids directly
... But the villagers in turn have to make the teachers feel welcome—^you need the
same teachers year after year. But the communities need to welcome the teachers and
work with them, not against them.'

Striving to be part of the solution rather than the problem. Teacher B expressed
regret and a sense of guilt at not being able to succeed in the village and to stay there
longer. 'They try to encourage the teachers to stay on, but it was hard there. I couldn't
voice my views about things ... the village is not your home, and you can't get too close
to people ... You can't get too dressed up, or people will think you're acting like you're
better than they are ... The villagers believed we were paid too much. They wanted
the money to stay in the community, not be paid to us. They felt we would just take
[the money] and leave ...'

That these Yukon Village school teachers are well-intentioned should not be
overlooked. At the same time, however, the words expressed above suggest a
sentiment on their part that shows, at the very least, that non-Native teachers are by
definition in a difficult situation when they work in rural, Alaska Native schools. As
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Teacher C frankly summed up his perspective—a perspective, it can be said, shared
by other white school teachers in Yukon Village and perhaps other rural Native
villages throughout the State, 'In school, we are not teaching the kids how to be
Native. We can't teach you how to be a Native at school. That, you have to learn that
at home.'

Creating a locally controlled educational environment

The historical context and present politicized and conflictual nature of Alaska Native
education as exemplified by the Yukon Village case suggests that one significant factor
in the failure of Native education is the imposed nature of the provision via outside,
non-indigenous forces. Education in the rural areas is jeopardized by the perception
that non-Native teachers are teaching a non-Native curriculum which serves to
perpetuate a system of white dominance and hegemony first developed and
manifested during the colonial period. States Hampton (1993, p. 302):

The structure of American schools [at present] is hostile to Native cultures in ways that
seem unavoidable to white educators. Age-segregated classrooms; Natives as janitors and
teacher aides; role authority rather than kin and personal authority; learning by telling
and questioning instead of observation and example; clock time instead of personal,
social and natural time; rules exalted above people and feelings; monolingual teachers;
alien standards; educated ignorance of cultural meanings and nonverbal messages;
individual more than group tasks; convergent thinking and more are structural features
that undermine the Native child's culture.

The creation and implementation over the past several years of a community-based
educational policy which embraces more direct local control of curricula (Hollander,
1993, p. 157j May, 1999, p. 4), including both teaching methods and 'culturally
responsive' content, is one attempt to address the failures presently seen in rural
Alaska Native education, as well as to assert a degree of independence with regard to
the formal educational process.

Indeed, rural Native education may serve as a sphere for the 'reassertion of
sovereignty', emphasizing a model of inclusivity over one based on hierarchical
relationships between whites and Alaska Natives. Questions of issues of power need to
be reconsidered and an emphasis on egalitarian processes rather than top-down
processes need to be embraced by rural school districts throughout the state.

A central feature of such a community-based educational agenda is, first and
foremost, greater community involvement (see Barnhardt, 1999). It includes the goal
of integrating what happens in the life of the community with the school curriculum,
integrating Native 'ways of knowing' as well. It also includes greater involvement of
parents, elders and other adults in the formal education of village children, following a
family education model. The community-based educational reform process is about
fostering 'interconnectivity and complementarity'. It requires too a 'substantial
realignment' in the manner in which Alaska Native educational systems are developed
and implemented (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 1999).

One initiative that seeks to address the prevailing power imbalance is the Alaska
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rural systematic initiative—created to reform Native education, 'fostering intercon-
nectivity and complementarity between two functionally interdependent but largely
disconnected complex systems—the indigenous knowledge systems rooted in the
Native cultures that inhabit Alaska, and the formal education systems that have been
imported to serve the educational needs of rural Native communities' (Barnhardt &
Kawagley, 1999).

Similarly, the Alaska Native Knowledge Network has created a series of standards,
guidelines and protocols for developing more 'culturally responsive' rural Native
schools (ANKN, 1998). These standards, which slowly have begun to be incorpor-
ated Statewide, emphasize the roles of students and their communities working
directly with educators, schools and curricula not in an adversarial relationship, but
rather, in creating a more effective learning environment in rural Native communities.
'By shifting the focus in the curriculum from teaching/learning about cultural heritage
as another subject to teaching/learning through the local culture, as a foundation for all
education, it is intended that all forms of knowledge, ways o knowing and world views
be recognized as equally valid, adaptable and complementary to one another in
mutually beneficial ways' (ANKN, 1998, p. 3; emphasis in the original).

The ARSI and ANKN initiatives are but first steps toward the development of a
reformed and revised educational agenda in rural Native Alaska. Successful
communally-oriented, locally controlled education which incorporates an emphasis
upon Native identity, spirituality and a connection to locality or place are central
features of this approach.

Moreover, both initiatives suggest that the reforming of Alaska Native education
requires the development of a system which emphasizes power sharing between
Natives and the white establishment, rather than white domination over Native life.
An emphasis on community-based education 'allows community members to become
self-oriented participants in the creation of the learning environment that the school
offers' (May, 1999, p. 10). A key need to be filled is for mutual support to be
developed between the school and the community, with the school building itself
being used for school and non-school activities (May, 1999, pp. 25-26) in a symbolic
way showing that the school is a part of, not apart from, the community as a whole.

Finally, education delivery cannot be culturally neutral. The eventual replacement
of most (though of course not all) non-Native teachers with local Native community
members is a key element in the empowerment process. The hiring of Natives for
higher-level educational positions (such as superintendents of schools), and the
creation and implementation of professional development initiatives which help
Native teachers to improve their skills and compensate for holes in their own formal
educational experiences is also essential. It must be stated clearly here that teacher
ethnicity is not the key factor in effective teaching, but rather, 'it is the actual
interaction style and relationship between the students and their teacher' that is the
key variable (Lipka, 1991, p. 204) in successful teaching in the rural environment.

Well-intentioned or not, non-Native teachers continue to serve as agents of cultural
assimilation which has been under way since the colonial period. 'If [white] educators
[would] realize that they are agents of cultural brainwashing rather than altruistic
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helpers, much that is otherwise incomprehensible becomes self-evident ... culture
genocide can be summarized by the statement "these people must learn what we have
to teach" ' (Hampton, 1993, pp. 299-300).

In other words, the failure on the part of non-Native school teachers to recognize
the historic and present day context of racism and ethnocentrism in modem American
society is as great a handicap to their efforts as any other student limitation they might
cite (FAS, problems at home, lack of parental involvement). Thus, despite their best
efforts, non-Native teachers often are perceived by Native villagers as the 'enemy'
(Lipka, 1991, p. 203), further jeopardizing their effectiveness in the classroom.

Statewide surveys in Alaska indicate that Natives value the incorporation of Native
culture (91%) and language (81%) into the formal school setting (adapted from
McDowell, section 4, p. 8). The key agents for such a change begins with the inclusion
of more Native educators working in formal educational settings alongside elders
whose presence emphasizes cultural traditions and values (Barnhardt & Kawagley,
1999). 'The recognition of the uniqueness of Indian education and the contribution it
has to make to society does not imply a kind of segregation ... [it is] a thing of its own
kind ... a legitimate desire of Indian people to be self-defining, to have their ways of
life respected, and to teach their children in a way that enhances consciousness of
what it means to be an Indian and a fully participating citizen of the United States'
(Hampton, 1993, p. 271).

Clearly, the issue of providing educational services to Alaska Natives in geograph-
ically distant rural communities is a complicated one and no single Band-Aid solution
can solve all of the difficulties now apparent in the State's rural Native educational
system. Given the poor performance of rural Native education in the State to date,
however, one can only hope that the efforts of these and other similar programs can
move Native education out of the colonialism/dependency/assimilation paradigm in
which it was bom and nurtured and into a new context which emphasizes local
control, communal participation and the embracing of Native community histories,
cultural identities and worldviews.

Notes

1. A pseudonym. Specific names and village details are purposely vague in order to protect the
identities of subjects in the study.

2. School teachers' names are withheld to protect anonymity.
3. Correspondence to the Reverend W. W. Hannum, Priest-in-Charge, St. Stephen's Mission,

Ft. Yukon (26 July 1955). This correspondence can be found in the National Archives, Pacific
Alaska Region. Record Group No. 75 (Bureau of Indian Affairs), Box No. 253, 04/08/10(4).
Education Program Decimal Files 1936-68. 806.1 (individual State correspondence), A—
Barrow, File: [Yukon Village] 1955-1960.

4. Correspondence to the Village Chief [Yukon Village] (23 June 1955). This correspondence
can be found in the National Archives, Pacific Alaska Region. Record Group No. 75 (Bureau
of Indian Affairs), Box No. 253, 04/08/10(4). Education Program Decimal Files 1936-68.
806.1 (individual State correspondence), A—Barrow, File: [Yukon Village] 1955-1960.

5. Thomas, Educational Specialist, BIA. Correspondence to P. L. Winsor, Acting Area Field
Representative, Bureau of Indian Affairs (22 May 1958). This correspondence can be found
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in the National Archives, Pacific Alaska Region. Record Group No. 75 (Bureau of Indian
Affairs), Box No. 253, 04/08/10(4). Education Program Decimal Files 1936-68. 806.1
(individual State correspondence), A—Barrow, File: [Yukon Village] 1955-1960.
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