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On March 17, 2012, 15 Alaska Native education stakeholders convened at the 

Cook Inlet Tribal Council building in Anchorage to strategize about ways to strengthen 

Alaska Native self-determination over Alaska Native education. This meeting was 

convened by Tim Aqukkasuk Argetsinger (Harvard University), Jackie Cruz (Harvard 

University), Liz Medicine-Crow (First Alaskans Institute), Diane Hirshberg (UAA-

ISER), and Warren Jones (UAA). Planning was rooted in recognition of the state’s 

persistent failure to adequately educate Alaska Native students in ways that meet local 

community or state standards. In planning this event, we envisioned an action-oriented 

meeting, in which participants would map out specific action steps and strategies leading 

to strengthened self-determination, and then assume responsibility for carrying out those 

action steps and strategies. We felt strongly that a committed group working together 

over the long-term is the only way to foster large-scale change. Invited participants 

reflected the cross-sector diversity of those working on behalf of Alaska Native learners, 

and included individuals with extensive experience working in tribal schools, charter 

schools, academia, advocacy organizations, NGOs, Alaska Native corporations, and 

foundations. (The full list of participants can be found in Appendix III.) What follows is a 

summary of meeting outcomes, with verbatim meeting notes included under Appendix II. 

 

Expectations: Reasons for participating 
 
People intuitively understand that the system is a shoe that does not fit; that there are gaps 
in the curriculum and teaching and learning methods that are not congruent with Native 
students’ unique educational needs.  
 
We heard people speak critically of the large amounts of money that have gone into 
education without improving educational attainment for Native students, either by state or 
community standards.   
 
Many said that the Indigenous worldview is important for all students, not just Alaska 
Native students, and that it is important for all students in Alaska to know their history.  
 
Work group members were excited about the chance to work together on an action-driven 
agenda that could facilitate change.  
 
People wanted their communities to have ownership over education for future 
generations, and understood that self-determination over education is the key to ensuring 
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that Native students are educated in the ways they need to be. Participants wanted to 
reassert control over schooling, and therefore education. 
 
Participants acknowledged the critical role that history has played in the current context 
of Alaska Native education.  
 

Strengths and Catalyzing Opportunities 

There were many similar themes that work group members shared on the topic of 

community strengths and opportunities. One of these themes was the importance of 

building and maintaining relationships with legislators who are potential allies. There was 

an understanding that legislators are in a unique position to help with reform efforts or set 

up barriers to change. Group members also emphasized the importance of local control. 

There was consensus that the promising practices of the North Slope Borough School 

Board could be leveraged to inform other school boards about ways to negotiate with 

teachers and superintendents for change in their respective districts.  

Another theme was the need for teacher certification accreditation that involved a 

course on issues that are related to Alaska Native education. There was an understanding 

that many teachers do not possess local Indigenous knowledge, which creates barriers to 

them being able to teach culturally relevant or place-based curricula. People also said that 

it is important for individuals to feel heard, and that they are included in any change 

initiative that occurs. Participants emphasized that buy-in from communities and from 

Native students are essential to success. There was also a focus on the need for 

intergenerational healing and the role that elders can play in students’ education.  

 

Indigenizing Education 

Participants elected to take action on issues that coalesced around the long-term 

goals of Indigenizing Alaska’s education system for the benefit of all learners, and 

strengthening Native self-determination over education. The idea of using a “collective 

impact” model to do so was introduced by Liz Medicine Crow, who identified collective 

impact as a valuable way to coordinate the efforts of stakeholders into a coherent, 

sustained movement. There was consensus among group members that this framework 

could be a useful way to reduce overlap in the work already being done on Alaska Native 

education, and to develop the critical mass of dedicated human and financial resources 
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needed to affect change over the long term. Participants voiced that Indigenizing 

education means a statewide understanding that Indigenous worldviews are inherently 

valuable and necessary for student learners, complemented by course content reflecting 

the Indigenous lands and peoples that make Alaska unique. 

In members’ envisioning of what an Indigenized Alaskan education system could 

look like, they stated that it was a system where the value systems of different Alaska 

Native communities is reflected in school learning, where elders are in the classroom, and 

students are taught with love and care. It is a system in which a child walking into a 

school sees him or herself reflected in the school, and has the opportunity to be educated 

in a way that speaks to their individual and cultural identities. An Indigenized school is 

one from which Native students derive high self-esteem; it is a system in which local 

content is taught through regional and cultural lenses, and there is an emphasis on local 

control. It is a system that ultimately fosters a sense of intergenerational responsibility to 

people and community.  

In order to achieve this goal, group members committed to action items that lead 

to helping recognize the ultimate goal of Indigenizing education and strengthening Native 

self-determination over education. (The action items participants identified can be found 

in Appendix I). Action items were diverse and reflected the diverse organizations, 

regions, and communities we come from. Action steps included conducting community 

dialogues on communities’ strengths and weaknesses, and on what skills and knowledge 

each community envisions an 18 year-old student should have. Other action items 

included members who pledged to help with the measuring of those dialogues, while 

others volunteered to compare teacher union contracts, share information on data from 

their organizations about the experience of Native students in the city, and refining 

economic arguments for Indigenizing schooling.  
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Appendix I 

 
 

 

Tim A. Liz M.  Liz H.  Agatha J-S. Warren J. Liz M.C. Pete S.  
AFN 2012 
theme 
discussion 

Refining an 
economic 
argument for 
Indigenizing 
schooling 

Parent 
conversations, 
re: urban 
immersion 
opportunities 

Work to 
harmonize 
UAA 
faculty, re: 
Indigenizing 
AK 
schooling, 
K-Higher 
Ed.  

Facilitate 
community 
dialogue: 
Hooper Bay 

Help 
coordinate 
Joe Kalt visit 

Introducing the 
language of 
“decolonization” 
in talking about 
school reform 

Refining an 
economic 
argument for 
Indigenizing 
schooling 

Developing a 
strategy to gain 
statewide buy-in 

Contact 
Alaska Native 
Heritage 
Center, re: 
immersion 

Facilitate 
community 
dialogue: 
Hooper Bay 

Examining 
alternative 
teacher 
certification 
models 

Develop 
statewide 
attitudinal 
survey, re: 
aspirations 
for schooling 

 

Developing a 
strategy to 
gain statewide 
buy-in 

Identifying 
where media 
and P.R. can 
help 

  Develop 
statewide 
attitudinal 
survey, re: 
aspirations for 
schooling 

Look at 
tribal 
contracting 
with feds for 
health care 
as window 
of 
opportunity 
for education 

 

Examining 
alternative 
teacher 
certification 
models 

Develop 
statewide 
attitudinal 
survey, re: 
aspirations for 
schooling 

  Introducing the 
language of 
“decolonization” 
in talking about 
school reform 

Conversation 
host: barriers 
to education 
in rural and 
urban 
communities 

 

Examining 
what’s 
possible in the 
collective 
bargaining 
process  

Introducing the 
language of 
“decolonization” 
in talking about 
school reform 

     

Identifying 
where media 
and P.R. can 
help 

      

Creating and 
building allies 
domestically 
and 
internationally 
around this 
effort 
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Kristin E.  Dalee S-D. Shirley T.  Diane H. Susan A. Phyllis C.  Debby E. 
CITC Alaska 
Cultural 
Standards for 
Educators 
Survey 

Coordinati
ng 
testimony 
for U.N. 
Rapporteur
, April 
2012  

Pushing 
this 
agenda to 
the 
forefront 
of the 
2014 
National 
Indian 
Education 
Conferenc
e 

Finish 
international 
Indigenous 
education best 
practices 
paper 

AFN 
2012 
theme 
discussio
n 

Introducing 
the language 
of 
“decolonizatio
n” in talking 
about school 
reform 

Examining 
what’s 
possible in the 
collective 
bargaining 
process 

Look at tribal 
contracting 
with feds for 
health care as 
window of 
opportunity 
for education 

Raising 
issue at 
BMEEC 
2012  

Raising 
issue at 
BMEEC 
2012 

Conversation 
host: barriers 
to education in 
rural and 
urban 
communities  

 Develop 
statewide 
attitudinal 
survey, re: 
aspirations for 
schooling 

Continue 
district 
planning: 
revitalizing 
the qargi. 

Introducing 
the language 
of 
“decolonizatio
n” in talking 
about school 
reform 

Continuing 
work with 
ICC, re: 
Inuit 
education 
best 
practices 
summit 

Work to 
harmonize 
UAA 
faculty, re: 
Indigenizi
ng AK 
schooling, 
K-Higher 
Ed. 

Introducing 
the language 
of 
“decolonizatio
n” in talking 
about school 
reform 

  Introducing 
the language 
of 
“decolonizatio
n” in talking 
about school 
reform 

 Work to 
harmonize 
UAA 
faculty, re: 
Indigenizin
g AK 
schooling, 
K-Higher 
Ed. 
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Appendix II 

Work Group: Self-Determined Education for Alaska Native 
Peoples 

Raw Data 

Flow of the Day/Agenda 

9:00-9:45: Welcome & Introductions 

9:45-10:00: Agreements 

10:00-11:00: Opening Circle: Why are we here? 

11:00-1:00: Appreciating Our Community Strengths: What are we doing well? 

1:00-1:30: Lunch 

1:30- 3:00: Catalyzing Opportunities: What could/should we be doing? 

3:00-5:00: Defining Our Strategic Approach: What we will do. 

Agreements 

• In every chair, a leader 
• Speak with care and listen deeply 
• Value each other time signal 
• Be responsible for what needs to be said ---non-attribution 
• Humor 
• Be fully present 
• Take care of yourself, of others 

	  
Appreciating Our Community Strengths: What are we doing well? 
 

• College-level knowledge and experience of elder 
• Barrier: when local sports are treated as “add-ons” 
• Young people want these kind of opportunities 
• RAISE program 
• Nobody talking about funds associated with different systems (health, KWA, 

etc.…) 
• Local school districts can see charters as taking away funding 
• Need for an accreditation process for local experts 

o Could they partner w/certificate and teacher to ensure standards are met 
o Starting to do our own thing with or without state 
o Who in DOE to lobby for certification/accreditation changes? 
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o Need to document how children who come from model schools perform in 
white-stream schools 

• Obama waiver initiative- what is AK’s status? 
• Independence is or can be a strength 
• Using language of economics 
• ANSEP- what is contributing to student success? 
• Move inter-communication within the Native Community a strength. Modeling 

thinking and action based on what’s working 
• Nikaitchuat 

o Originally considered charter school 
o But political and bureaucratic 
o JOM funding used from SD and regional funding 
o Formed parental governance committee 
o Strength was retrieving independence to do what needed to be done 
o Community based curriculum utilized 
o Local animals and seasonal cycle utilized 
o 20 students now. Curriculum goes to 2nd grade 
o Had meetings with elders to record gender skills 

• Cultural standards recently completed 
o How to make teachers and administration accountable? 
o How to modify or introduce to communities? 
o How will they be utilized exactly? 
o Need for economic and other forms of support 
o Need to protect our own cultural standards (organic ones) from being 

overwhelmed by ones from outside. Need for flexibility 
o How do we set up a special certification process for culture and language 

bearers? 
• Existing language/culture/family remoteness can lead to cultural preservation 
• Critical mass-strength in numbers when united 
• Strengths-based see plenty not poverty 
• Awareness and state readiness 
• Have qualifies professional capacity now can affect change 
• University system supports preparing educators 
• There is a lot of capacity and best practices and qualification (that can come 

together and make change) 
• There is amazing work being done, much r 
• Strong values to pass on to youth 
• There is much amazing work being done, room to network 
• Students want the cultural knowledge to know more about who they are 
• We have allies outside of the native community who will support our efforts 
• Educators/others who can be “system” and still bring indigenous knowledge (to 

natives and non-natives) 
• ANCSA/ Tribal organization have power/strength 
• Recognize need for improvement 
• Tie to land-holistic approach; not departmentalized 
• Political status unique 
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• Cross generational ties + respect for elders + kids, our kids, family 
• Local control system in place, whether it’s used is another question 
• New generation involved with energy – 20-somethings with use of social network 

technologies 
• Models already out there to build on, such as existing immersion schools  
• Partners and networking – AFN, FAI, ICC, orgs, Rosetta Stone… 
• Traditional knowledge and resiliency; culture, identity  
• Passion for urgent action by new generation of parents  
• Four new books that are eye-opening (within last 5 years) 
• Recognition that solutions come from home and school, not just school – 

understanding communities can exert control  
• Cooperation and joint strategizing (i.e. NWALT) 
• Understanding of system so we can act now (after seeing state’s shortfalls) Aware 
• Inclusivity in approach, welcoming –  
• Early childhood partnerships – energy!  
• Students themselves 
• Heightened awareness  
• Empowered school boards (NSBSD)  
• Inupiat Learning Framework 
• Resources: Human, $$, cultural  
• Political power if we focus it (e.g. senate election) 
• Orgs/systems that can each out, ask for action by those who have benefited 
• Statewide gatherings e.g. Elders & Youth/AFN/school boards assigned + strength 

to come together 
• Knowledge/expertise within our communities  
• Circumpolar + international connections 
• Tribal governments/sovereignty  
• Can use Native ways of doing things to push forward for change 
• Students themselves, ex: NWAB – suicide prevention – kids themselves 
• We have charter schools but not systemic  
• Empowered school board 
• Inupiat Learning Framework 
• We have resources we’ve never had before  
• We have allies we haven’t yet identified 
• What do school boards need to know; how to exert power to … system that both 

puts culture/identity of students first and results in high achievement 
• Chickaloon – Ya Ne Da Ah 
• Strengths within cultural systems and education based in our own identity  
• Bethel immersion 
• Native charter school 
• Kotzebue tribally operated immersion 
• Nikaitchuat 
• UAF developing indigenous studies program (doctorate program), and UAA 

taking steps to do the same 
• Ilisagvik College 
• Documentation of language/program (Juneau)-teacher development 
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• Can lead – indigenous program, furthering education  
• Need to network these together    

o ANSEP program* 
o RANN – nursing program* 
o RAHI – rural Alaska honors institute*  

Mt. Edgecombe (and many others)* 
• Organizations that help holistically – address basic needs (like Maslow’s 

hierarchy)  
• We can define what success looks like/our vision  
• Our elders/family structure  
• Intergenerational dynamic/knowledge of past, vision for future 
• Indigenous models that are working/we have the building blocks to systematize & 

replicate 
• We are inherently collaborative > participation has always been necessary  
• Challenge/strategies so many cultures > harder to unite (unlike Hawaii, for 

example) 
• Opportunity to move this forward; communication can be used as catalyst 
• Puzzle pieces capacity/tools are there > we just need to put it together 
• Strong Native leaders/well positioned/connected (organizations) 
•  

 
Catalyzing Opportunities: What could/should we be doing? 
	  

• Identity and homeland 1st community owner designed 
• Ultimately local control, global content taught thru regional perspective 
• Reflects culture whose land school sits, all aspects accountability to the local 

people 
• All above- we make decisions and are accountable for them 
• Intergenerational responsibility to people, orgs, healthy meaning 
• Human rights self determination education is a right by and for indigenous people 

not to exclusion of others 
• Getting out of ditch and sharing value across the board 
• Education speaks holistically to child/family values 
• Student walk out of school – his self esteem in global society, values and 

giveback what learned 
• Kids to come back and say you did a good job to emerging leaders we have a 

yardstick and support 
• Roots- environment, community, language in classroom, traditional knowledge 

curriculum base. 
• School boards – bringing together Native school boards, using the NSBSD to 

share what they are doing, maybe integrate into state school boards meeting, 
maybe Elders and Youth, empowering board members to set policy 

• Bringing elders in to integrate traditional knowledge, methods, holistic approach 
• Help community members develop a community based curriculum – Kotzebue 

elders mentoring others on how to start a similar school 
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• Mobilizing parents – Gatherings of parents of young children, asking what is plan 
– how to find intentional indigenous space and curriculum – figure out next steps 
– finding out what’s out there 

• Integrating the immersion concept for languages that parents want their children 
to speak – immersion programs in every community 

• State needs to refocus on indigenous languages 
• Helping communities to develop charter schools – what are the rules, regulations, 

opportunities 
• Decolonize the minds of school board members 
• Support for allies – such as non-Native teachers willing to incorporate Native 

knowledge, helping those willing to alter curriculum to be reflective of Alaska 
• Communities create means for reaching out to teachers, have communities take 

some responsibility, talk to new teachers, explain the community and culture 
• Communities identify young people to encourage to become educators 
• Need more research on success of immersion schools and other indigenous 

education models 
• Develop collaborations around research to document successes – e.g., university 

& school partnerships with internships 
• Compacting in education – what are the legal rules that would support or prevent 

that (e.g., Stevens rider that says can’t give money to Alaska for education) 
• Younger people help facilitate healing for elders who went through boarding 

schools, help create community wellness – holding dialogues, asking elders what 
do they need to help heal, e.g., work by Jim LaBelle with Wrangell, or people 
visiting New Zealand, they need to be able to talk about it 

• Volunteers to go with parents to parent-teacher conferences, to help people who 
are not comfortable due to the wall from their own negative experiences in school, 
set up a different venue for parents to speak with teachers outside of the school 
building 

• Find ways to empower parents to create changes in the school and classroom 
practices 

• During AFN or another big event use the info from the survey to catalyze 
communities and leaders to take action based on that mandate and to accept 
collective responsibility 

• Not letting lack of resources be a barrier for taking control of education 
• Failed schools is not equal to failed village 
• Recognition that many barriers are only mental 
• Survey AK Nat communities (especially students) to find out what they believe 

needs to happen to fix their school systems, To empower communities that know 
the solutions to articulate them, to recognize their power and to come up with 
solution based ideas 

• During AFN or another event, use that event to create a coalition to work on the 
problems in conjunction with the communities with the mandate given by the 
people 

• Not labeling failed schools as failed villages 
• Not letting lack of resources continue to be an issue 
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• What does and 18-year-old graduate look like? Teacher… Administrator? Having 
teachers use names. Could a school board force teachers to use Yupik names? 

• Recognizing a lot of our problems are mental? 
• Change the way we are taught  
• Enact an Alaska Native Education Course for the teacher certification program 

make it a requirement for cert in AK 
• Use a cultural way of greeting people into communities 
• Cultural responsibility that teachers are integrated into- contracts as a vehicle 
• Connect with programs that are working to pull date to support these efforts 
• Evaluate the “school choices” bill to see if it can work for supporting the 

establishment of AN charter schools 
• Establish the shared goal, shared strategy, tactic (collective social impact) 
• Mobilize/define success/ensure benefits 
• Leveraging our difference 
• Evaluate areas of policy that can be maximized for AN Ed. Goals 
• Peer-peer sharing of implementation frameworks 
• Value storytelling 
• Use the indigenized framework of collective social impact to create common 

advocacy.  
• Change funding allocation 
• Money for 3-year strategic plan. Have hard conv. About where we are and where 

we need to go 
• Change how our comm. Approach through empowerment 
• Reduce response to emergency and strategic plan 
• Change the way the state views/approaches AN Ed. 
• Evaluate policies that can be changed 
• Use the language of economics (justice, education, and economics 
• Engage social justice workshop 
• Use native and non native advocacy orgs to carry message 
• Indigenous system 
• Framework: Indigenized Collective Social Impact 
• Survey to help set up dialogue; “Berger-esque” hearings 
• Shared learning opportunities 
• Indigenize Alaska education for all 
• Place-based, where you are 
• Our vision for successful education reform and cultural responsiveness /Use the 

voice of existing organizations  
o Send a united message that can be backed with data, evidence, facts 
o Mobilize allies outside of Native organizations 
o Find what “everyone” wants and fights for  

• New type of certification process needed 
• Acknowledge culture bearers & put them in “the system” where their knowledge 

can be shared and taught  
• Educate the educators; future educators…they need to be ready to teach in our 

ways to our kids 
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• Identify what we as individuals can do & who we can influence & when we can 
be advocates  

• Empower community 
• Government / parent / student / schools  
• Ownership > community (partnership between community and schools) 
• School boards: promising practices  
• North Slope, AASB rural caucus  
• Scope of authority: maximize local authority 
• Survey communities 
• Survey Alaska Native communities, especially students, to find out what they 

believe to be the strengths and weaknesses in their school systems. To empower 
communities that already know the solutions to articulate them, and to recognize 
their power to solve problems and shore up strengths. 

• All actors; what does it mean to you? 
o Parents/families 
o Healing 
o Parent advocates  
o With teachers and school instruction 

 
Catalyzing opportunities to empower self-determination over Alaska Native education, 
into something tangible, into action. 
  
Sharing out: one big thing from group that will go into the strategy. 

• Go through and survey Alaska Native communities, especially students, to find 
out what they believe needs to happen in order to improve educational outcomes. 
Doing so would also provide leadership with a clear mandate. 

• Change the way that we’re taught. 
• Empowering parents, communities, and school board members, while facilitating 

a healing process. 
• Help ensure voices of all advocates are heard, and find messages that can unite 

everyone.   
 
Missing Ideas (What else is there?) 
 

• Need for state legislature to be educated  
• Tribal governments 
• Food: traditional food, physical wellbeing  
• Human/family basic needs 
• Where do our allies fit in? 
• Working with local teacher unions/ Contract with local teacher unions what 

opportunities are there ways to negotiate some measures that we talk about. Is 
there any way to bring it to bargaining table 

• Intergenerational effort/ buy in 
• Religion/ceremonial/spirituality  
• Teacher contract negotiations  
• Defining quality teachers  
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• Media/PR 
 
Closing Circle: To you, what does an indigenized Alaskan education system look 
like? 
 

• A child who walks into a school sees themselves reflected in the school and gives 
them the opportunity to do what it is that they want. Inclusiveness is guided by 
local community 

• Value system reflected 
• Elders in classroom 
• Taught with love and caring 
• Rooted in place that we live in, strength based, but medium and instruction 
• Teach child as a whole 
• Education that speaks holistically to child/family/community 
• Student can walk out of the classroom with high self esteem and values that they 

have learned and being able to give back to community what they have learned. 
• Passing buck of the work on- that they did well 
• All traditional knowledge that has been developed (tradition) as curriculum base 
• Identity and homeland first, system comes from communities, developed by them 

and they have ownership over it. 
• Ultimate local control- local content taught through regional perspective/culture 
• Educational system reflects the culture whose land on which the school is sitting 

in all of its aspects and there is accountability to the local people. 
• Us making decisions, us running the show, us having accountability to do it 
• Fosters a sense of intergenerational responsibility to people and community and 

children and institutions that make those things run in a healthy manner. 
• In relation to human rights and self-determination pre requisite for all other 

human rights both individual and collectively. Education by and for indigenous 
peoples. 

• What is it about us that will help everyone else? What do we have from thousands 
of years ago that will actually help all students? How do we tell that story-for all? 
Gifts and blessings we can share. Getting out of the ditch. Sharing our values. 
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Appendix III 
 

Work Group on Alaska Native Education Participants 

Phyllis Carlson, Director of Rural Education 

Susan Anderson, President/CEO of The CIRI Foundation 

Shirley Tuzroyluke, Alaska Native Educators Association 

Kristin English, COO, Cook Inlet Tribal Council 

Elizabeth Moore, Coordinator, Northwest Arctic Leadership Team 

Dalee Sambo, Asst Professor of Political Science, UAA 

Diane Hirshberg, Asst Professor of Education, UAA 

Paul Ongtooguk, Asst Professor of Education, UAA 

Polly Schaeffer, Nikaitchuat Ilisaġvait, Native Village of Kotzebue IRA 

Pete Schaeffer, Nikaitchuat Ilisaġvait, Native Village of Kotzebue IRA 

Mary Walker, Regional Education Coordinator, Chugachmiut 

Agatha John-Shields, founder, Ayaprun Elitnaurfik Charter School 
 
Beverly Shontz Eliason, Inuit Circumpolar Council  
 
Elizabeth Hensley, NANA Regional Corporation  
 
Debby Edwardson, President, North Slope Borough School Board 
 
Liz Medicine Crow, Vice President, First Alaskans Institute 
 
Warren Jones, University of Alaska Anchorage 
 
Tim Aqukkasuk Argetsinger, Harvard University 
 
Jackie Cruz, Harvard University  
	  
 
 


