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Welcome and Overview of Report

Welcome to this report, which may someday be remembered as 

one of the last plans that was published before sweeping 

changes were fully integrated into our educational systems to 

support all children.  The desire to instill a pivotal nature in this 

document reflects not only the authors who present this plan to 

the Legislature, but all the people who have worked and will 

continue to work diligently to change the face of education in 

Washington as it is currently known.  From where the Sun 

rises, we have seen the promise return to our Native 

communities that embrace their ancestral spirit and feel the 

urgency to prepare the people to live a meaningful life. A place 

where Native children discover their skills and abilities while 

experiencing how they contribute to the wellbeing of their 

community. 

   

When we remember that we live in a world where many 

cultures co-exist, we realize the importance of understanding 

each other.  Today, our common denominator collectively 

places great value on the written word; this document itself 

represents indigenous advocates reaching out to representatives 

of a culture that reveres documentation.  But truly, however 

high we hold this document in esteem, we must remember that 

it is not the study itself that is important; it is the results that are 

important, the sincerity, and the partnerships that are being 

created and fortified as these drafts become final versions.  At 

stake is our very survival. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We present this report to the legislature with an understanding 

of the legacy and a responsibility to all learners. We ask you, 

the reader, to listen with a constructive mind and open heart: 

the words that follow may require you to push your boundaries 

and imaginations (that is what we want our children to do, so 

we must learn to do this as well).  We have written this report 

in a way that we hope is alive, because we know that most of 

Vision 

 

Indian education dates back to a time when all children were identified as gifted and talented.  Each child had a 

skill and ability that would contribute to the health and vitality of the community.  Everyone in the community 

was expected and trained to be a teacher to identify and cultivate these skills and abilities.  The elders were 

entrusted to oversee this sacred act of knowledge being shared.  That is our vision for Indian education today. 

Our ultimate goals in education may be different.  

The goal of the Business Roundtable may be to 

create students who are competitive in a global 

market.  The tribes' primary goal may be to help 

develop compassionate people who respect their 

elders and work to build their communityôs 

wellbeing. 

Rep. John McCoy 
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the recommendations in this report are grounded in a 

foundation of work that is currently being done.  This will not 

be a plan that sits on a shelf, because the people doing the work 

outlined in this study are creating change now and they will 

continue to do so.   

 

This plan was requested because education leaders in the State 

of Washington are troubled by what they are seeing: an 

achievement gap between Native and non-Native students.  We 

have been asked to identify why this achievement gap is 

happening and how we can close that gap within five years.  

Sometimes, thereôs a short answer; we are fortunate that there 

is one in this case and it has to do with language, culture, and 

history.  The achievement gap between non-Native and Native 

students that our legislators and leaders are seeing has to do 

with several measurements centered mostly on WASL scores, 

high school graduation rates, college entry rates and college 

completion rates.  These measurements are definitely 

important, but at the same time, improving these measurements 

is not the real point of bridging this achievement gap.   

 

What good does that piece of paper do if a child was never 

engaged?  We all know that we have to act with immediacy if 

we are going to succeed, survive and excel.  We need these 

young people to be engaged, because we need them as 

collaborators as we develop our plans for human success on 

this planet.  The challenge for young people is that much more 

pressing, as they will be living to see the outcomes of our 

collaborations.  We have to be successful. We can not afford to 

fail, and we can not only be thinking about the next generation.  

We have to be thinking about seven or seventy or seven 

hundred generations into the future, just as those who came 

before us considered when they passed down their success 

stories.   

 

The outcomes, graduation rates, high achievement rates, 

truancy data and test scores: those are real outcomes too, and 

we do need to work to improve those outcomes for Native 

youth.  But those outcomes literally mean nothing to the 

collective Native community if the child has no knowledge of 

Native language, culture, and history.  This achievement gap is 

merely a symptom of an entire system that needs deep 

evolution.  We all want this achievement gap to close.  We all 

want to see consistencies among the variety of people and 

cultures in WASL scores, graduation rates and college 

graduations.  But we will not make significant changes to these 

ñconcrete indicatorsò unless a much deeper system change 

occurs.  It may be that as we make these critical changes to the 

foundations of our education systems, we may find the 

importance of ñconcrete indicatorsò will fall away, revealing 

the nature of the success we are seeking has to do with 

engagement, participation and following a more ancient 

protocol. These are essential pieces for true evaluation of 

achievement. 

 

For generations, stories were passed on and ways of life were 

sustainable; people taught their children how to live, and 

sustainability was at the core of these teachings.  The balance is 

coming back.  Just as we look at the Pacific Northwest as a 

bioregion that has slowly changed over time, we too can look 

at regional systems of education from an anthropological point 

of view.  When we truly, critically look at the history of Indian 

education from a traditional frame of reference, we can see that 

the current state of being is resilience.  Through a struggle, this 

is how the plant people came into being as well. It was a 
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struggle and a challenge, but through resilience, and against all 

odds, plants were able to take root and stand tall.  And that is 

an apt metaphor for the story of ñIndian education.ò  

 

We see that state public schooling and federal policy are 

moving in the direction of understanding our intellectual and 

emotional needs while respecting our sovereignty.  However, 

the need is pressing and patience has dissipated to the point of 

having to say, ñThere is no more time.  The last of our elders 

are passing and it is taking place all too quickly.ò  So we take a 

stand, right now, that we have a good course to take. We can 

trust that Native language, culture and history will eliminate 

the achievement gap.  That means that the state and school 

districts will share control over the mission, scope and 

influence of the education system with tribal governments and 

Indian education organizations.  A significant percentage of 

our Native children are not faring as well as expected or as well 

as we want them to be, and we have the chance to further 

existing efforts that focus on meeting the needs of Native 

youth.  We can trust the position that honoring tribal 

sovereignty and Native community autonomy will lead us in 

the right direction. 

 

This report starts with the section, Purpose of this Study, 

Research Questions, and Action Plan and provides a 

description of how we successfully carried out this study.  This 

study was met with a resounding plea of, ñWhy another 

study?ò  The short answer is because this study contributes to 

ongoing efforts to emphasize our strengths.  That, yes, it does 

respect tribal sovereignty because that is where we turn things 

around.  We made a commitment to bring witness to Native 

understandings and experiences that pertain to a vision where 

we live into a better world than the world we live in now. A 

world where our Native children can be recognized for what 

they are doing with varied definitions of achievement and 

success.   

 

The second section, ñOpportunity Gap: Contextualizing Native 

Student Achievement,ò addresses historical circumstances 

critical to understanding our past, present and future.  Our 

future is tied to our past.  The reader is encouraged to entertain 

the idea that understanding our history will help develop a 

worldview that aligns with the vision of Native people.  In 

other words, this section provides exposure to important 

information necessary to understanding the current state of 

Native American educational achievement.  The intent is to 

help readers understand that the current state of affairs has 

historical insights to draw upon to seek active and sustainable 

solutions.   

 

You see, many Native people define the achievement gap as 

anything less than one hundred percent. Within our vision rests 



6 

 

the position that all children are gifted and talented.  Each child 

is a gift given to us by the creator.  If we donôt care for those 

gifts, these gifts would be taken from us.  In one measure or 

another, we are concerned that all Native children are not 

realizing their contribution to humanity.  This section also 

enables us to understand the environment that our children and 

families must navigate in the pursuit of an equitable education.  

We examine the laws and policies that are in place as well as 

how those laws and policies are being interpreted and 

implemented in the schools that serve our children.  Also 

covered is the importance of nurturing spiritual, mental, 

physical, and emotional wellbeing to provide a foundation for 

resilience and success. We know that, and this section will give 

particular attention to factors known to contribute to the 

success of Native students.   

 

We also feel that our students and parents need more support.  

Students are in need of additional educational, physical, 

mental, and cultural (read spiritual) activities that pertain to 

their language, culture, and history.  We feel that teachers, 

administration, and governance can benefit from cultural 

competence, a status of a school districtôs understanding of the 

unique place-based attributes of the communities they serve.  

Cultural competence means that teacher preparation and 

administrative certification programs offer coursework 

covering areas of developing relationships, creating relevant 

practices, and establishing rigorous adherence to values that 

help Native children achieve and succeed. 

 

The third section, ñImproving Our Health and State of 

Wellbeing,ò addresses health disparities and also emphasizes 

the resilience of our people.  This section gives vital attention 

to the health and state of being within our communities and 

begins with demographics and other community/social 

indicators.  Historical and current evidence correlates health 

and educational achievement. Against considerable odds, there 

are many Native youth that exude a high degree of resilience 

and academic achievement.  Their stories are the stories we 

want to keep in mind. The two cannot be separated.  The health 

and vitality of humanity and our environment are intertwined. 

Our plant and animal teachers are still conveying powerful 

lessons of reason, survival and prosperity.  Our communities, 

families, and children are still conveying powerful lessons of 

reason, survival and prosperity.  The latter statement is true as 

it reminds us that Native people are in control of their destiny, 

and that destiny is measured by the collective.  Everyone is in 

agreement that Native people should have some say in the 

destiny of their children.  Who could argue otherwise?  Why 

would someone bother?  The answer is because there is a sense 

of control and racism that belies the reality of current 

circumstances.  We, as a society, need each other and hope that 

you accept our offer that Native language, culture, and history 

possess powerful lessons of reason, survival and prosperity for 

all of us. 

 

In the fourth section, ñNumbers Do Tell a Story and the Untold 

Story of Achievement,ò we find a comprehensive and in-depth 

analysis of available quantitative data pertaining to current 

Native American educational achievement. It raises critical 

issues regarding the lack of data availability and addresses the 

highly charged topic of defining ñachievement gap.ò  We join 

this dialogue by presenting an even tempered approach that 

advances workable recommendations.  It is stated upfront that 

we give tribal preference to document indicators of 

achievement. 
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The fifth section, ñDocumented Cultural Standards and State 

Priorities,ò provides a summary overview of consistent themes 

of progress made to realize the Multi-Ethnic Think Tank call 

for action.   

 

The sixth section, ñConfluence of Indigenous Thinking and 

Meaning with Regard to Our Environment,ò addresses the 

prevailing wisdom regarding our thoughts and actions.  Too 

often, western orientation prevails as the predominant means of 

making sense of the world and the choices we make to solve 

the pressing social issues of our time.  However, the ancestral 

spirit is arising throughout our Native communities, and it 

beckons us to listen to the environment.  We ask that you look 

at education in Washington as an ecosystem that is coming into 

balance.  We are coming back to a collective vision of 

sustainability that truly reflects what we all want to do: 

peacefully co-exist.  Thatôs what indigenous people were 

saying at treaty time.  And thatôs what our cultures tell us now.  

We will get to the point where every person is an educator who 

recognizes that every child is gifted and talented and needs a 

strong supportive ecology in order to become a whole person. 

Our children have skills and abilities that must be fully realized 

and encouraged for our mutual, collective salvation.  It is 

through their personal, holistic development that they will be 

able to contribute to this society that at its essence is 

simultaneous cultures existing together.   

 

The seventh section offers a ñComprehensive Education Plan 

to Increase Native American Educational Achievementò to 

narrow the achievement gap by 2012 and eliminate it by 2020.  

We offer this plan in concert with the region and nation, and it 

is done so in a most timely way.  On September 9, 2008, Dr. 

Willard Sakiestewa Gilbert submitted testimony to the federal 

government that represented the voices of Indian educators and 

advocates across the nation and suggested priority actions to 

decrease the achievement gap, including increased 

collaboration among tribes, states, and the federal government 

as well as culturally relevant programs.  These two themes are 

constant throughout the historical and contemporary literature 

and remain so in this report.   

American Indians have historically fared on the 

low end when it comes to academic 

achievement in our public school system.  We 

have a responsibility to our youth to provide a 

meaningful, welcoming, and quality education 

that all children deserve.  We have strong 

values and bonds in our community and we 

must all work to support our students. We also 

have a great opportunity to improve our 

American Indian student success.  This report is 

a positive and significant first step to 

addressing and working to close the 

achievement gap of American Indian students in 

Washington State. 

  

Senator Claudia Kauffman 
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Section 1 

Purpose of Study, Research Questions, and Action Plan 
 

Purpose of Study and Research Questions 

 

Education can provide a foundation for building the capacity of 

Native communities to re-invigorate their collective wellbeing 

through use of approaches that validate place-based 

knowledge, revitalize First Peopleôs languages, and integrate 

culturally responsive pedagogy. It is important that schools 

take action to more effectively meet the educational needs of 

Native students (NEA, 2007a, 2007b; National School Board 

Association, 2000). Approximately 19 of the 297 public school 

districts in Washington have Native student populations 

exceeding 20%. In eight of these 19 districts, the Native 

enrollment is over 65% (OSPI, 2007b).  ñEducators are 

noticeably less confident in their capacity to address diverse 

learning needs in the classroom, including (but not limited to) 

working with students who have identified disabilities or 

teaching a linguistically or racially diverse student populationò 

(Plecki, Elfers, & Knapp, 2007, p. 4).  The results are difficult 

to accept.  Native students are forced out of school at 

unacceptably high rates, have some of the lowest academic 

achievement levels, and have the lowest rate of school 

attendance (Banks, 2004; NCES, 2006). As a consequence, 

Native people have low postsecondary participation and 

achievement rates (NCES, 2006). In Washington, college 

enrollment rates are just 2%, and only 15% of these Native 

students graduate from an undergraduate institution after six 

years (Education Trust, 2004). 

 

These data demonstrate major gaps between Native student 

performance and the performance of the general population. 

Such gaps have been documented for decades and are 

attributed repeatedly in the literature to lack of culturally 

relevant curriculum, culturally biased assessment, lack of 

Native teachers, and lack of caring teachers, among others 

(Charleston, 1994; Demmert & Towner, 2003). These data are 

limited to reading, writing, and math taught and tested from a 

Euro-centric paradigm; there is a need for more data on 

integration of First Peopleôs languages, cultural and place-

based knowledge, and reading/math/writing taught and 

assessed from a Native paradigm.  The existence of indigenous 

knowledge, language, values, and practice provides hope that 

our Native children can experience education in a way that 

cultivates lifelong learning.  Therefore, the purpose of this 

study was to: 

 

 conduct a detailed analysis of factors contributing to 

an educational ñachievement gapò for Native 

American students 

 analyze the progress in developing effective 

government-to-government relations and 

identification and adoption of curriculum regarding 

tribal history, culture, and government as provided 

under RCW 28A.345.070 

 recommend a comprehensive plan for promoting 

educational success and closing the achievement gap 

pursuant to goals under the federal No Child Left 
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Behind Act for all groups of students to meet 

academic standards by 2014 

 identify performance measures of achievement and 

success that are culturally and community appropriate 

to monitor adequate yearly progress 

 determine what constitutes achievement and success 

for Native American students from the perspectives of 

Native stakeholders 

 conduct a detailed analysis of factors contributing to 

educational achievement and success of Native 

American students 

 

 
 

These foci were addressed with the recognition that there is an 

ongoing effort in the State of Washington to value place-based 

knowledge, revitalize First Peopleôs languages, and integrate 

culturally responsive pedagogy. It is well known that the 

achievement gaps between Native student performance and the 

performance of the general population can be attributed to a 

variety of factors and is not always best understood from a 

Euro-centric paradigm.  The intent of this study, therefore, was 

to ensure that we close the achievement gap and maintain 

Native American cultural integrity while promoting indigenous 

knowledge, language, values, and practice. The research 

questions we addressed were: 

 

1.  To what extent is the education system in the State 

of Washington addressing the needs of Native 

American students? 

2.  What data are needed to better understand the 

achievement gap? 

3.  What are the characteristics of exemplary programs 

and practices serving the needs of Native American 

students? 

4.  What are the recommendations of key stakeholders 

to close the achievement gap? 

 

This study used a multi-method approach including qualitative 

interviews plus listening sessions with open-ended questions 

and quantitative data to provide an ecological framework in 

addressing factors that can help reduce and/or eliminate the 

achievement gap and promote education for Native Americans 

in the state of Washington.   

 

Action Plan 

 

Our action plan was straightforward, responsive to the 

legislative intent, and built around four overlapping and 

interconnected phases.  To start, it was important to understand 

our current context and then evolve into a phase to analyze 

current types of data collected and data gaps.  The third critical 

phase focused on listening to the people in order to formulate 
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implications, conclusions, and recommendations while laying 

the foundation for the fourth and final phase of reporting.  

There were seven steps to accomplish these four phases. 

 

Phase I. Understanding Our Current Context  

 

Step One. Start with Call to Action ï Multi -Ethnic Think 

Tank (METT; OSPI, 2001).  Action Steps Recommended 

by METT: 

 

 Add a fifth Washington learning goal to ensure 

culturally competent education 

 Infuse multicultural education goals into existing four 

Washington learning goals 

 Integrate multicultural and technological learning 

objectives in the Washington Essential Academic 

Learning Requirements (EALRs) 

 Standardize the data collection, categorization, and 

reporting of racial, ethnic and low-socio-economic 

groups 

 Require that professional development is culturally 

and linguistically responsive 

 Recruit and retain racial and ethnic minority staff 

 Provide alternative measuring tools to assess student 

academic achievement 

 

In addition, Step One involved the identification, 

collection, and examination of documents and data sets 

available through the Office of the Superintendent of 

Public Instruction, Higher Education Coordinating Board, 

and other state resources to determine the extent to which 

the seven action steps have been implemented as they 

specifically relate to Native American students. 

Step Two. Inventory existing resources. 

 

 Identify historical records pertaining to trends in 

education for Native American students in 

Washington since the Meriam Report 

 Identify existing resources pertaining to Native 

perspectives on what constitutes educational  

ñsuccess,ò ñachievement,ò and ñachievement gap,ò 

and methods for closing the achievement gap (e.g., 

published research, literature reviews, written 

documents, and data sets) 

 Identify existing resources pertaining to the priority 

areas of research: (a) learning from place, (b) diverse 

educational systems and learning, (c) comprehending 

learning spirit of self/identity, (d) American Indian 

language learning, (e) pedagogy of professionals and 

practitioners in learning, and (f) technology and 

learning (e.g., published research, literature reviews, 

written documents, and data sets) 

 Identify existing data, documents, and artifacts 

pertaining to the development of government-to-

government relationships between state agency 

parties and tribes 

 Identify existing data, documents, and artifacts 

pertaining to school district adoption of curriculum 

regarding tribal history, culture, and government 

 Identify existing data, documents, and artifacts 

pertaining to teacher preparation to include tribal 

history, culture, and government in curriculum 

 Identify existing performance measures 

 Compile and review existing resources and 

summarize associated findings and recommendations 

 Identify needs derived from the inventory 
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Phase II. Examining Current Types of Data Collected 

and Data Gaps 

 

Step Three. Access and analyze existing databases 

pertaining to Native American student achievement. 

 

 Identify data types currently collected 

 Identify patterns of Native American student 

achievement based on existing data types 

 Identify data types that are used to indicate an 

achievement gap 

 Identify gaps in data collection and additional types 

of data that could be disaggregated or collected 

 

 
 

Step Four. Collaborate with the Washington School 

Directors Association and the Tribal Leader Congress on 

Education to document progress made: (a) in developing 

government to government relations and (b) in 

developing and adopting curriculum regarding tribal 

history, culture, and government. 

 

 Identify the status of current data collection 

 Collect exemplars of curriculum regarding tribal 

history, culture, and government 

 Collect exemplars of government-to-government 

agreements and the process used to establish these 

agreements 

 

Phase III. Formulating Implications, Conclusions, and 

Recommendations 

 

Step Five. Conduct listening sessions in Native American 

communities across the state. 

 

 Obtain input from various stakeholder groups 

o Tribes 

o Washington School Directors Association 

o Tribal Leaders Congress on Education 

o Teachers 

o Elders 

o Parents 

o Students 

 Obtain input from the above stakeholders regarding: 

- what constitutes ñachievement,ò ñsuccess,ò and 
ñachievement gap,ò as well as methods for closing 

the achievement gap 

- factors that contribute to educational achievement 

and success on multiple levels (student, school, 

community, tribe) 

- the status of development of curriculum regarding 

tribal history, culture, and government 
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- identification and description of exemplary 

educational programs for Native American 

students with a particular focus on research 

priorities: (a) learning from place, (b) diverse 

educational systems and learning, (c) 

comprehending learning spirit of self/identity, (d) 

American Indian language learning, (e) pedagogy 

of professionals and practitioners in learning, and 

(f) technology and learning 

- gaps in data collection and additional types of 

data that could be collected 

- identification of performance measures of 

achievement and success that are culturally and 

community appropriate 

 

Step Six. Continue collaboration with the Washington 

School Directors Association and Tribal Leader Congress 

on Education to document progress in (a) developing 

government-to-government relations and (b) developing 

and adopting curriculum regarding tribal history, culture, 

and government in schools across the state. 

 

Step Seven. Recommend a comprehensive plan for 

fostering Native American student success and for 

closing the achievement gap pursuant to goals under the 

federal No Child Left Behind Act. 

 

 Compile and summarize collected data from Steps 

One through Six and determine implications, 

conclusions, and recommendations 

 Identify performance measures of achievement and 

success that are culturally and community appropriate 

to monitor adequate yearly progress 

Phase IV. Reporting 

 

 Study Update submitted September 15, 2008 

addressed Phases I and II (Steps 1 to 4) 

 Final Report submitted December 30, 2008 addressed 

Phase III (Steps 5 to 7) 

 

The final report addresses the following outcomes: 

 

 An analysis of progress in developing government-to-

government relationships; 

 An analysis of progress towards identification and 

adoption of curriculum regarding tribal history, 

culture, and government; 

 Development of a comprehensive plan for closing the 

achievement gap; 

 Identification of performance measures that are 

culturally and community appropriate to monitor 

adequate yearly progress; and  

 Maintenance of Native American cultural integrity 

 

As the phases were woven together, the importance of bringing 

the voices of the people to the forefront was expressed by all. 

Within the following section, the voices of the people past and 

present are shared. Traditionally, we are taught to acknowledge 

where we came from in sharing who we are. The next section 

reflects the spirit of honoring our relations; their voices and 

work that has gone on as well as their insights into future 

directions provides the context from which this report was 

grounded.
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Section 2 

Opportunity Gap: Contextualizing Native Student Achievement  
 

Introduction  

 

The gifts of being a master healer, weaver, carver, fisherman, 

hunter, drummer, singer, beader, gatherer, keeper of sacred 

knowledge, storytelleréare beautifully unique; thus, the 

critical importance of celebrating the uniqueness of each child 

and the gifts he/she will develop and 

share throughout a lifetime and 

beyond. Just as we look back seven 

generations and ahead seven 

generations when making decisions, 

we must also consider the medicine 

wheel as we examine the 

interconnectedness of physical, 

mental, emotional, and spiritual 

wellness among the lives of our 

children.  

 

Therefore, this section will examine 

where the various paths we have 

walked lead, what paths we are 

currently traveling upon, and what 

can be learned to impact positive 

change in our local communities, pre-k through high school 

educational and support systems, higher education, and tribal, 

state, and national policy development and legislation. The 

stakes are extremely high ï the very lives of our children for 

future generations. 

What Paths Have Native People Walked? 

 

Think about the history of Indian education, from a traditional 

frame of reference as opposed to the colonial education that has 

been forced upon tribal peoples here in the United States and 

around the world. In a traditional sense, education is not a 

separate ñat schoolò endeavor; rather, 

education is interwoven throughout every 

aspect of living and being. One learns by 

observing othersédoingéand sharingé 

(Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005). No 

wonder, then, the devastating consequences 

colonial systems have had and continue to 

have on the lives of Indian peoples. As we 

walk back through times before 

colonization, we see strong complex 

societies who fostered living/learning in 

ways that truly celebrated each individualôs 

gifts, which were in turn shared with the 

group at the appropriate times.  These ways 

of being are integral to strengthening tribal 

languages and cultures. ñBefore the 

Europeans came, traditional education for 

Native Americans began in the extended family with the 

teaching of survival skills which allowed Indian children to 

learn how to procure food and shelter in a precarious 

environment and how to live in harmony with nature and their 

fellow manò (Reyhner & Eder, 1989, p. 3). That being said, it 

Peopleôs Voice 

 

My grandfather shared this with us as 

we were growing up, ñLearning is 

living. If you stop learning, you stop 

living.ò As I have grown, those words 

have grown in meaning for me and 

how I view the context of the various 

educational systems that many Native 

children must endure. A question that 

I propose we consider is, ñAre our 

children living?ò and ñWhat is the 

quality of that living?ò  
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is important to ground the current successes and challenges in 

the context from which they have emerged.  

 

The colonization of Indigenous peoples resulted in an 

education ñcharacterized as a history of proselytization, 

civilization, forced removal, assimilation and ultimately mis-

educationò (Guillory, 2007, p. 1). For a detailed historical 

summary of national and state Indian education reports, see 

Appendix A. This mis-education includes curriculum, teaching 

methods, communication (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005), 

assessment practices, classroom management systems, and 

student support that fail to incorporate Indigenous ways of 

knowing (Deyhle & Swisher, 1997). The lack of Indigenous 

knowledge failed to foster development and wellbeing in 

children and youth. In addition, the chronic underfunding of 

Indian education and related support services (i.e., healthcare, 

housing, etc.) contributed to added challenges throughout 

Indian country (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2003).  

 

 
 

In spite of these failures, Native children have survived through 

mass genocide in the name of civilization.  In the boarding 

school era, children were removed and placed in residential 

schools often far from their homes. Then, public schools 

continued to emphasize a one size fits all, Eurocentric 

paradigm (Peacock, 2002), which ignores the diversity of 

worldviews (Heavy Runner & Morris, 1997) and ways of 

knowing (Demmert, 2001). This resilience has been the major 

factor behind Indian communitiesô survival as well as their 

maintenance and revitalization of languages and cultures 

(Aguilera & LeCompte, 2007; LaFromboise, 2006).  

 

It is important to understand and appreciate the resilience of the 

people as efforts to embark on true educational reform in 

Indian country inclusive of the state of Washington are 

initiated. We must learn from those who have gone before us, 

honoring their dedication, perseverance, and work. A long 

history of reports have documented the ongoing mis-education 

of Indigenous peoples of the United States from the Meriam 

Report (1928) to Indian Nations at Risk (1991), People with 

Disabilities on Tribal Lands (National Council on Disability, 

2003), A Quiet Crisis: Federal Funding and Unmet Needs in 

Indian Country (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2003) and 

the National Indian Education Associationôs Preliminary 

Report on Leave No Indian Child Behind (Beaulieu, Sparks, & 

Alonzo, 2005).  

 

The Meriam Report highlighted the gross atrocities that were 

occurring across health, education, economic development, 

social life, and government programs.  

 

The Meriam Report emphasized the need for education 

in Indian affairs, but felt that this education should 
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stress the assimilation of Indians into civilization. The 

report was particularly critical of the boarding schools: 

ñThe survey staff finds itself obligated to say frankly 

and unequivocally that the provisions for the care of the 

Indian children in boarding schools are grossly 

inadequate.ò With this report the non-Indian public was 

made aware of kidnapping, child labor, emotional and 

physical abuse, and lack of health care in Bureau of 

Indian Affairs schools. While the report drew attention 

to abuses, the assimilationist policies of Indian 

education continued for another 40 years. 

(http://spirittalknews.com/MeriamReport.htm, 2007) 

 

Many of these issues were echoed in Indian Nations at Risk 

testimonies as summarized in the cover letter of the report 

authored by William Demmert, Jr. and Terry H. Bell (1991): 

 

The Task Force identified four important 

reasons the Indian Nations are at risk as a 

people: (1) Schools have failed to educate large 

numbers of Indian students and adults; (2) The 

language and cultural base of the  American 

Native are rapidly eroding; (3) The diminished 

lands and natural  resources of the American 

Native are constantly under siege; and (4)  

Indian self-determination and governance rights 

are challenged by the changing policies of the 

administration, Congress, and the justice 

system. (p. iv)  

 

Further testimonies in 2003 attested to the plight of the United 

Statesô most underserved population; that is, Indigenous people 

with disabilities. The conclusions of the report, titled People 

with Disability on Tribal Lands (National Council on 

Disability, 2003), continued the echo: 

AI/AN people with disabilities are among the most 

underserved and neglected populations in the nation. 

The high level of poverty among AI/AN populations; 

limited federal funding available for tribal communities 

for housing, education, or health care; and limited 

access to important infrastructure such as roads, 

sidewalks, and public transportation create a difficult 

and challenging environment for people with 

disabilities. Added to these socioeconomic challenges is 

the lack of clarity in Indian Country regarding the 

enforcement of federal disability laws that impact 

people with disabilities. Without the enthusiastic 

participation of tribal communities and tribal, state, and 

Federal Government representatives in closing the gaps 

between appropriate services and support received by 

the majority population and people from tribal 

communities, the level of disparity would be even 

greater. Yet, underserved and unserved people with 

disabilities among AI/AN populations face an uncertain 

and bleak future in terms of obtaining equal 

opportunities, independence, inclusion, and freedom 

from discrimination. Effective collaboration between 

sovereign governments is key to successfully 

addressing the issues and needs of tribal members with 

disabilities and descendants living in Indian Country. 

Emphasis must be placed on the building of 

relationships between all stakeholders. American 

Indians and Alaska Natives with disabilities must be 

invited to the table in key conversations regarding 

http://spirittalknews.com/MeriamReport.htm
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policies, initiatives, program development, and resource 

allocation. (p.103) 

That same year, the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (2003) 

completed a comprehensive report which pointed out that: 

As a group, Native American students are not afforded 

educational opportunities equal to other American 

students. They routinely face deteriorating school 

facilities, underpaid teachers, weak curricula, 

discriminatory treatment, and outdated learning tools. 

In addition, the cultural histories and practices of 

Native students are rarely incorporated in the learning 

environment. As a result, achievement gaps persist with 

Native American students scoring lower than any other 

ethnic/racial group in basic levels of reading, math, and 

history. Native American students are also less likely to 

graduate from high school and more likely to drop out 

in earlier grades (p. xi). 

The National Indian Education Associationôs preliminary 

report on No Child Left Behind in Indian Country (Beaulieu et 

al., 2005) provided testimony regarding the ongoing mis-

education of Native students being perpetuated by federal 

policies: 

The Statuteôs focus on accountability is laudable; 

however several general comments were expressed by 

the various witnesses regarding the Act. These 

comments include the following. 

 

Å The statute is rigid and it tends to leave children 

behind 

Å We need opportunity; we need resources to do that 

Å (Any) success has clearly been at the expense and 

diminishment of Native language and culture 

Å The approach dictated by the law has created serious 

negative consequences 

Å Schools are sending the message that, if our children 

would just work harder, they would succeed without 

recognizing their own system failures 

Å Indian children are internalizing the (school) systems 

failures as their personal failure 

Å Children have different needs 

Å It does not provide for the level funding that we need 

Å Music, art, social studies, languages - these areas are 

totally ignored by the law. (pp. 7-8) 

 

As we evaluate where we have come from, the resilience of the 

people is truly amazing.  The systemic mis-education of the 

past is readily apparent when one examines the overt policies 

of proselytization, civilization, forced removal, and 

assimilation (Guillory, 2007).  However, it is more challenging 

to expose and reform practices that are systemically embedded 

throughout Pre-K-12 and higher education that continue to 

promote homogenization, also known as the secret war 

(Charleston, 1994).  In our efforts to expose such practices, we 

must examine these practices as well as the laws and policies 

which serve to promote equity in education as well as those 

which serve to undermine such endeavors. 

 

Where are We Traveling Today? 

 

In order to understand the environment within which our 

children and families must navigate in the pursuit of an 

equitable education, we must examine the laws and policies 
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that are in place as well as how those laws and policies are 

being interpreted and implemented. Therefore, this section will 

provide a brief overview of current laws and policies on Indian 

education including No Child Left Behind Act, Indian 

Executive Order, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 

Esther Martinez Native American Languages Preservation Act, 

the Washington State Centennial Accord, Millennium 

Agreement, House Bill 1495, and the First Peoples Language 

certification. 

 

No Child Left Behind Act. The No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB) of 2001 was based on the premise that all children will 

reach proficiency or better levels of achievement by school 

year 2013-2014 (Reyhner & Hurtado, 2008). NCLB included 

numerous mandates (underfunded and unfunded) regarding 

standards and assessment, accountability and annual yearly 

progress (AYP), corrective action for schools that fail to meet 

AYP, staff qualifications, and parental involvement. States 

were charged with the task of developing challenging standards 

across reading, math, writing, language arts, and science. In 

addition, states were to develop assessments that would serve 

to monitor student progress on the standards across grade 

levels.  

 

The accountability system was to be statewide for all students 

in public schools and entailed annual reviewing of student 

progress (i.e., AYP).  If data indicated that a school was failing 

to meet AYP, corrective action was to be enacted. The 

corrective action is progressive with the end result of repeated 

failures being that alternative governance is implemented. In 

addition, NCLB mandated that all schools have highly 

qualified teachers in the core subjects by the 2005-2006 school 

year and that paraprofessionals complete two years of higher 

education, earn an associateôs degree, or pass a formal state or 

local assessment. NCLB also increased its emphasis on 

professional development and parental involvement.  The 

information flowing to families regarding their childôs 

performance and the performance of his/her school, 

qualifications of their childôs teacher, and related rights were to 

be ensured.  

 

Although the overall goal of leaving no child behind is 

laudable (Reyhner & Hurtado, 2008), as are the goals of 

providing challenging curriculum taught by highly qualified 

teachers, the realities of the policies that were developed and 

implemented (intentional and unintentional), have resulted in 

an educational crisis in the United States (Patrick, 2008).  The 

very children that the NCLB legislation was enacted to ñhelpò 

are the very ones that are being left behind at ever increasing 

numbers. Native students are among those who have endured 

the consequences of mis-education and continued proliferation 

of an ever increasing opportunity gap (Beaulieu, 2008).   

 

Indian Executive Order. In 2004, President Bush signed the 

Indian Executive Order. Its purpose was described as follows:  

 

The United States has a unique legal relationship with 

Indian tribes and a special relationship with Alaska 

Native entities as provided in the Constitution of the 

United States, treaties, and Federal statutes. This 

Administration is committed to continuing to work with 

these Federally recognized tribal governments on a 

government-to-government basis, and supports tribal 

sovereignty and self-determination. It is the purpose of 

this order to assist American Indian and Alaska Native 

students in meeting the challenging student academic 
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standards of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

(Public Law 107-110) in a manner that is consistent 

with tribal traditions, languages, and cultures. This 

order builds on the innovations, reforms, and high 

standards of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 

including: stronger accountability for results; greater 

flexibility in the use of Federal funds; more choices for 

parents; and an emphasis on research-based instruction 

that works. (Indian Executive Order, 2004, p. 1)  

 

This executive order emphasized that the implementation of 

NCLB be done ñin a manner that is consistent with tribal 

traditions, languages, and culturesò (Indian Executive Order, 

2004, p. 1). It is one thing to have an order on paper, but it is 

quite another to put an order into action. Unfortunately, the 

accountability for this orderôs implementation is yet to be 

realized, as is the legislation entitled the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act. 

 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. IDEA 2004 

reflects (underfunded) legislation enacted to ensure that 

individuals with disabilities have equitable access to 

educational opportunities in the least restrictive environment 

(i.e., educated in the same environment as their non-disabled 

peers to the maximum extent possible). This civil rights 

legislation has a long rich history and when coupled with the 

Americans with Disabilities Act provides the foundation for 

individualized education and/or accommodations to facilitate 

student success.  

 

Embedded in the IDEA mandates are provisions for 

assessments and individual education plans/individualized 

family service plans (IEP/IFSP for general, special education, 

and related service provision) that are to be developed in 

collaboration with families and professionals. This involves 

data collection and analyses of goals identified in the IEP/IFSP, 

ongoing accountability for service provision and program 

evaluation, and procedural safeguards (rights and 

responsibilities) for students and their families. There have 

been ongoing amendments to this legislation often led by 

ñgrassrootsò efforts to improve educational service delivery to 

children and families. Equitable services for Native and non-

Native children with disabilities and their families remain 

elusive, which was pointed out in the National Council on 

Disability report on the status of people with disabilities on 

tribal lands (National Council on Disability, 2003).  
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Despite this legislation, Native children are often underserved 

or overidentified (Hibel, Faircloth, & Farkas, 2008); that is, 

they do not get the appropriate services that are needed (to 

which they have a right) to ensure equitable access to education 

or are mis-identified and placed in special education (National 

Council on Disability, 2003). In addition, Native students are 

under identified for gifted and talented programs. Some of the 

issues surrounding the overidentification have been reported to 

be linked to assessment practices (Banks & Neisworth, 1995) 

and teacher referral practices which fail to account for cultural 

and linguistic diversity of Native students (Banks, 1997; 

Demmert, 2005). Native languages and culture are interwoven 

into the very being of the people; as such, development of 

language and culture programs in accordance with tribal 

leadership are to be supported within communities and schools.  

These programs are supported at the national level through the 

Ester Martinez Native American Languages Preservation Act. 

 

Esther Martinez Native American Languages Preservation 

Act. The following is a summary of the Act:  

 

Esther Martinez Native American Languages 

Preservation Act of 2006 - Amends the Native 

American Programs Act of 1974 to authorize the 

Secretary of Health and Human Services, as part of the 

Native American languages grant program, to make 

three-year grants for educational Native American 

language nests, survival schools, and restoration 

programs. 

 

Requires that Native American language nests: (1) 

provide instruction and child care through the use of a 

Native American language for at least 10 children under 

the age of seven for an average of at least 500 hours per 

year per student; (2) provide classes in such language 

for the parents of such students; and (3) use such 

language as the dominant medium of instruction in the 

nest. 

 

Requires that Native American language survival 

schools: (1) provide an average of at least 500 hours of 

instruction per year per student through the use of at 

least one Native American language for at least 15 

students for whom the school is their principal school; 

(2) develop instructional courses and materials that 

service the goal of making all students fluent in such a 

language and proficient in mathematics, reading, and 

science; (3) provide teacher training; and (4) be located 

in areas having high concentrations of Native American 

students. Requires applicants for language survival 

school funding to have at least three years of experience 

in running such a school, a Native American language 

nest, or any other educational program in which 

instruction is conducted in a Native American language. 

 

Requires that Native American language restoration 

programs: (1) operate at least one Native American 

language program for the community they serve; (2) 

train teachers of such languages; and (3) develop Native 

American language instructional materials 

(Congressional Research Service, 2006). 

 

This legislation has been crucial to ensure continued National 

support for Native language preservation and restoration. State 

support of Indian Education inclusive of languages and cultures 

preservation and restoration are equally important. Washington 
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State entered into agreements with tribes regarding numerous 

areas of mutual concern amongst which was education of 

Native students and the preservation and restoration of their 

languages and cultures. These agreements include the 

Centennial Accord and the Millennium Agreement. 

 

Centennial Accord. The Centennial Accord was first enacted 

in 1989. This accord ñis executed between the federally 

recognized Indian tribes of Washington signatory to this 

ACCORD and the State of Washington, through its governor, 

in order to better achieve mutual goals through an improved 

relationship between their sovereign governments. This 

ACCORD provides a framework for that government-to-

government relationship and implementation procedures to 

assure execution of that relationshipò (I. Preamble and Guiding 

Principles, Centennial Accord, 2008).  

 

Each year, the Annual Centennial Accord Meeting is 

conducted where updates from State-Tribal workgroups are 

shared, action items are shared, and reports given. The 

Centennial Accord 2008 included legislation and workgroup 

updates and action items across critical areas of mutual concern 

including healthcare, ecology, natural resources, social 

services, education, and cultural resources. Important progress 

and future actions were documented regarding education, 

which included but were not limited to (a) formalization of the 

First Peoples Language/Culture (FPLC) Certification pilot 

program of 2003 into law and RCW, (b) developing a 

government-to-government action plan on Education 

(Centennial Accord Plan for Education), (c) funding to begin 

development of a tribal history and culture curriculum (HB 

1495-Tribal History and Curriculum in common schools), and 

(d) funds to hire a staff person to facilitate and strengthen 

dialogue on the implementation of FPLC and HB 1495.  

 

Millennium Agreement. Institutionalizing the Government-to-

Government Relationship in Preparation for the New 

Millennium: 

The work of the 1999 Tribal and State Leaders' Summit 

will be the foundation upon which our children will 

build. A stronger foundation for tribal/state relations is 

needed to enable us to work together to preserve and 

protect our natural resources and to provide economic 

vitality, educational opportunities, social services and 

law enforcement that allow the governments to protect, 

serve and enhance their communities. 

The undersigned leaders of American Indian Nations 

and the State of Washington, being united in 

Leavenworth, WA on November 1, 2 and 3, 1999 in the 

spirit of understanding and mutual respect of the 1989 

Centennial Accord and the government-to-government 

relationship established in that Accord, and desiring to 

strengthen our relationships and our cooperation on 

issues of mutual concern, commit to the following: 

 Strengthening our commitment to government-to-

government relationships and working to increase the 

understanding of tribes' legal and political status as 

governments 

 Continuing cooperation in the future by developing 

enduring channels of communication and 

institutionalizing government-to-government processes 
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that will promote timely and effective resolution of 

issues of mutual concern 

 Developing a consultation process, protocols and action 

plans that will move us forward on the Centennial 

Accord's promise that, "The parties will continue to 

strive for complete institutionalization of the 

government-to-government relationship by seeking an 

accord among all the tribes and all elements of state 

government"  

 Enhancing communication and coordination through 

the Governor's commitment to strengthen his Office of 

Indian Affairs and the member tribes' commitment to 

strengthen the Association of Washington Tribes 

 Encouraging the Washington Legislature to establish a 

structure to address issues of mutual concern to the 

state and tribes 

 Educating the citizens of our state, particularly the 

youth who are our future leaders, about tribal history, 

culture, treaty rights, contemporary tribal and state 

government institutions and relations and the 

contribution of Indian Nations to the State of 

Washington to move us forward on the Centennial 

Accord's promise that, "The parties recognize that 

implementation of this Accord will require a 

comprehensive educational effort to promote 

understanding of the government-to-government 

relationship within their own governmental 

organizations and with the public" 

 Working in collaboration to engender mutual 

understanding and respect and to fight discrimination 

and racial prejudice 

 Striving to coordinate and cooperate as we seek to 

enhance economic and infrastructure opportunities, 

protect natural resources and provide the educational 

opportunities and social and community services that 

meet the needs of all our citizens. We affirm these 

principles and resolve to move forward into the new 

millennium with positive and constructive tribal/state 

relations (http://www.goia.wa.gov/Government-to-

Government/millenniumAgreement.html)  

The Millennium Agreement and the Centennial Accord 

have been critical for promoting ongoing work to improve 

services. For example, direct results of previous Centennial 

Accord work groups and others was the passing of HB 

1495:  

House Bill 1495, Sec. 1. It is the intent of the 

legislature to promote the full success of the centennial 

accord, which was signed by state and tribal 

government leaders in 1989. As those leaders declared 

in the subsequent millennial accord in 1999, this will 

require "educating the citizens of our state, particularly 

the youth who are our future leaders, about tribal 

history, culture, treaty rights, contemporary tribal and 

state government institutions and relations and the 

contribution of Indian nations to the state of 

Washington." The legislature recognizes that this goal 

has yet to be achieved in most of our state's schools and 

districts. As a result, Indian students may not find the 

school curriculum, especially Washington state history 

curriculum, relevant to their lives or experiences. In 

addition, many students may remain uninformed about 

the experiences, contributions, and perspectives of their 

tribal neighbors, fellow citizens, and classmates. The 

legislature further finds that the lack of accurate and 

http://www.goia.wa.gov/Government-to-Government/millenniumAgreement.html
http://www.goia.wa.gov/Government-to-Government/millenniumAgreement.html
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complete curricula may contribute to the persistent 

achievement gap between Indian and other students. 

The legislature finds there is a need to establish 

collaborative government-to-government relationships 

between elected school boards and tribal councils to 

create local and/or regional curricula about tribal 

history and culture, and to promote dialogue and 

cultural exchanges that can help tribal leaders and 

school leaders implement strategies to close the 

achievement gap.  

 

Sec. 2. (1) Beginning in 2006, and at least once 

annually through 2010, the Washington state school 

directors' association is encouraged to convene regional 

meetings and invite the tribal councils from the region 

for the purpose of establishing government-to-

government relationships and dialogue between tribal 

councils and school district boards of directors. 

Participants in these meetings should discuss issues of 

mutual concern, and should work to: 

 

a. Identify the extent and nature of the achievement gap 

and strategies necessary to close it; 

b. Increase mutual awareness and understanding of the 

importance of accurate, high-quality curriculum 

materials about the history, culture, and government of 

local tribes; and 

c. Encourage school boards to identify and adopt 

curriculum that includes tribal experiences and 

perspectives, so that Indian students are more engaged 

and learn more successfully, and so that all students 

learn about the history, culture, government, and 

experiences of their Indian peers and neighbors 

(http://apps.leg.wa.gov/billinfo/summary.aspx?bill=149

5+year=2005; pp. 1-2) 

 

This legislation is foundational for initiating true reform efforts 

in Washington Stateôs schools. In addition to this legislation, 

there have been grassroots efforts that led to the initiation of 

the First Peoples Language and Culture Certification pilot 

program and, ultimately, permanency in law.  

 

First Peoples Language and Culture Certification. The 

RCW 28A.410.045 First Peoples' Language, Culture, and Oral 

Tribal Traditions Teacher Certification Program ð Established 

ð Rules are as follows: 

The Washington state first peoples' language, culture, 

and oral tribal traditions teacher certification program is 

established. The professional educator standards board 

shall adopt rules to implement the program in 

collaboration with the sovereign tribal governments 

whose traditional lands and territories lie within the 

borders of the state of Washington, including the tribal 

leader congress on education and the first peoples' 

language and culture committee. The collaboration 

required under this section shall be defined by a 

protocol for cogovernance in first peoples' language, 

culture, and oral tribal traditions education developed 

by the professional educator standards board, the office 

of the superintendent of public instruction, and the 

sovereign tribal governments whose traditional lands 

and territories lie within the borders of the state of 

Washingtoné The purpose of establishing the pilot 

program for the certification of teachers of First 

Peoplesô languages/cultures is to contribute to the 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/billinfo/summary.aspx?bill=1495+year=2005
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/billinfo/summary.aspx?bill=1495+year=2005
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/billinfo/summary.aspx?bill=1495+year=2005
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prevention, recovery, revitalization, and promotion of 

First Peoplesô languages and provide the opportunity 

for tribal children to learn their language while at 

school. 

(http://www.pesb.wa.gov/FirstPeople/about.htm)  

The success of the First Peopleôs Language/Culture 

Certification Program has been instrumental in developing a 

solid foundation for pushing Indian education reform forward 

in the State.  

Given that almost no funding has accompanied most of these 

laws and policies, the appropriate interpretation and 

implementation that would support equitable educational 

opportunities for Native students in all their cultural/linguistic 

diversity remains elusive. However, the potential positive 

impacts of implementing laws and policies interpreted in a 

manner that is respectful of Native languages, traditions, 

culture, and sovereignty would be monumental.  The National 

Indian Education Association (2007) has disseminated a 

preliminary report on No Child Left Behind in Indian Country 

which indicates the gravity of educational concerns from 

Native languages and cultures preservation, revitalization, and 

restoration to student persistence in educational systems across 

the country. Thus, there have been positive and negative 

aspects of legislation and policies developed and implemented 

at local, state, and national levels. 

Given that the laws, policies, and research described above 

lead to some practices that are congruent with Native ways of 

knowing and being, the following section will highlight those 

practices and the associated research. It is essential to point out 

that many of these practices are intuitive when looking from 

the Native worldview; however, there are to date few empirical 

studies which demonstrate the efficacy of some of these 

practices as well as the extent to which these practices are 

being implemented in Indian education. This does not in any 

way diminish the power of these practices, many of which have 

a rich traditional history. The very nature in which research, 

laws, and policies are selected, designed, and conducted are 

contextualized in culture, reflecting the sociopolitical agendas 

of a given period.  

Effective Practices that Facilitate Native Student 

Achievement 

 

The development of spiritual, mental, physical, and emotional 

wellbeing in children and youth provide a foundation for 

resilience and success (Heavy Runner & Morris, 1997).  The 

overall wellbeing of children requires us to be ever cognizant 

of their need for 

 

1. ñbelongingò ï From the time they were born,  

children were looked after by caring adults. Everyone 

in the community treated others as related, so children 

developed a sense of respect and concern for others 

and experienced a minimum of friction. All of this 

fostered good will. 

 

2. ñmasteryò ï American Indian and Alaska Native 

families told stories, provided nurture, and acted as role 

models to foster balance in spiritual, mental, emotional, 

and physical competence. 

 

3. ñindependenceò ï Many traditional Native cultures 

placed a high value on individual freedom, and young 
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people were given training in self-management. Young 

people were never offered rewards for doing well. 

Practicing appropriate self-management was seen as the 

reward itself. 

 

4. ñgenerosityò ï Giving to others and giving back to 

the community were fundamental core values in many 

Native cultures, where adults stressed generosity and 

unselfishness to young people (Brendtro, Brokenleg, & 

Van Bockern, 1990 as cited in Strand & Peacock, 

2002).  

 

In order to be ever cognizant of the developmental needs of 

youth, we must focus on the strengths that each brings to the 

learning environments. It is important to emphasize that the 

western deficit model has been the primary lens through which 

the failure of Native students in U.S. mono-cultural school 

systems has been attempted to be explained and addressed. 

Such a model is fundamentally flawed in that it tends to lead to 

perceptions that Native youth come from deficient 

circumstances; thus, it is to be expected that they will most 

likely fail. Researchers are rejecting such models and the 

inherent limitations therein; instead, they are delving into 

models which examine elements that facilitate resilience and 

success in students from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds. 

 

This shift is critical if we are to ensure the continuance of tribal 

languages and cultures, the very life of the people. Dr. William 

G. Demmert, Jr. (2001) wrote a seminal piece describing his 

comprehensive review of the literature on improving academic 

performance among Native American students. We have drawn 

from his work as well as many other Native researchers who 

have been working to effect change in the opportunities that 

Native children and youth are presented within the educational 

institutions in the US.   

 

Factors that impact the success of Native students may be 

explained as those with the potential to impact the development 

of children and youth across their spiritual, mental, physical, 

and emotional areas. It is critical to understand that these 

factors and their impact on the developmental areas mentioned 

above are all part of an interactive ñwholeò; therefore, the 

factors are interwoven in varying patterns, resulting in the 

unique experiences of each person. Ensuring that these 

experiences positively impact the development of children and 

youth is essential.   

 

 
 

Researchers have identified the critical nature that being a part 

of the Native community plays in the development of identity, 

sense of belonging (Brendtro et al., 2002), and understanding 
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of the interconnectivity of all things (i.e., spiritual wellbeing) in 

children and youth, which impacts their persistence in schools 

(Bergstrom, Cleary, & Peacock, 2003). Further, being able to 

attend and practice traditional ceremonies has been identified 

as supporting studentsô development (Guillory, 2008) in all 

developmental areas (spiritual, mental, physical, and 

emotional; Heavy Runner & Marshall, 2003; LaFromboise, 

2006). Being a part of the Native community and being able to 

attend and practice traditional ceremonies provides 

opportunities for language and culture emersion, which further 

enhances ongoing spiritual wellbeing. Students have reported 

that such experiences positively affected their performance and 

persistence in school (Bergstrom et al., 2003; LaFromboise, 

2006). Whitbeck, Hoyt, Stubben, and LaFromboise (2001) 

conducted an empirical study that supported their conclusion 

that ñEnculturation is a resilience factor in the development of 

[American Indian] childrenò (p. 57; cited in Strand & Peacock, 

2002). Therefore, providing opportunities for children and 

youth to thrive will require school system policies and 

practices that support such experiences as opposed to creating 

barriers which prohibit or discourage them. It is acknowledged 

that many other factors promote spiritual development which 

are unique to individuals, tribes, and communities and 

contribute to resilience and success. As we present in the 

following section, there is a growing body of research being 

conducted to strengthen our understanding of the positive and 

negative roles that resilience plays in each personôs overall 

health and wellbeing.   

 

Culturally responsive curriculum, teaching methods, and 

assessment practices have been identified as factors impacting 

student success within the literature on American Indian 

populations (e.g., Banks-Joseph & Miller, 2005; Demmert, 

2005; Tibbetts, Faircloth, Ah-Nee-Benham & Pfeiffer, 2008). 

Culturally responsive American Indian/Alaska Native 

curriculum has been defined as curriculum that is developed 

using local cultural knowledge (often in combination with 

language) throughout instruction. Recommendations to use 

culturally responsive curriculum in serving Native students has 

been echoed throughout national and state policy studies since 

the Meriam Report in 1928 (Demmert, 2001). The METT 

report on Indian Education provided to the State of Washington 

in 2001 pointed out that this critical factor, as well as culturally 

responsive teaching methods and assessment practices, were in 

need of immediate attention. It is worthy to note that this has 

been documented for at least the past 80 years.  

 

There have been some programs in schools across the country, 

including Washington State schools that have made superior 

strides in implementing culturally responsive curriculum and 

teaching methods; however, systemic adoption of such 

practices remains problematic. Students respond positively to 

learning opportunities which are authentic; thus, the inclusion 

of supportive/motivating teachers who are curriculum adapters 

and developers as opposed to curriculum transmitters are 

needed (Shawer, Gilmore, & Banks, 2008). Developing 

curriculum that is culturally/linguistically convergent with 

local tribes will necessitate the use of place-based education.  

 

Place-based education has been defined by David Sobel 

(2004), who stated that "place-based teaching is really an 

elaboration of the Deweyan notion that you need to get kids 

engaged with real-world activities and real-world problem 

solving" (p. 43). In place-based inquiry, one can embrace a 

transdisciplinary model which utilizes studentsô active 

engagement in curriculum development, implementation, and 
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evaluation. When implementing place-based education, 

studentsô past experiences, curiosities, and interests are the 

context for curriculum development. This also facilitates active 

community member involvement in the educational 

experiences of their children and young adults.  

 

The integration of language and culture within place-based 

education models holds potential promise in the pursuit of 

ñtrue reformò in Indian Education. By using place-based 

education, elders, Native community members, family 

members, and parents, along with their children, teachers, and 

administrators could work together to develop, implement, and 

evaluate authentic learning experiences that actively engage 

Native and non-Native students. Within Washington State, 

such educational endeavors would be in alignment with the 

Centennial Accord, House Bill 1495, and Esther Martinez 

Native American Languages Preservation Act as well as impact 

the issues raised in relation to Indian Executive Order, NCLB, 

and IDEA. 

 

Finally, one would be remiss not to include health and physical 

factors that contribute to the success of Native students. This 

acknowledges the complexity of factors surrounding school 

and community experiences that impact studentsô development.  

Factors that have been identified in the literature include, but 

are not limited to ensuring healthy nutrition, promoting clean 

and sober families and communities, healing intergenerational 

trauma, promoting strong cohesive families with healthy 

coping strategies, developing protective factors, and providing 

access to appropriate healthcare and housing. One must also 

realize and work to ensure economic wellbeing of families and 

tribal communities. The interconnections were well known by 

our ancestors; thus, efforts to pursue ñtrue reformò must 

include attention by all to the factors each community must 

promote to meet the unique needs of their children and young 

adults as well as those that can be promoted on state, regional, 

and national levels.  

 

The paradigm shift that needs to take place to ensure the 

resilience of all Indigenous children and their families is one 

that moves from a deficit model to a model that supports 

traditional values, beliefs, and practices incorporating 

traditional ways of knowing. This leads to keeping with 

teachings that all children and adults are gifted and 

talentedéan idea that needs to be nurtured and celebrated 

within each person from birth through high school, higher 

education and beyond. Such work will entail coordinated 

efforts within local communities and government-to-

government relationships with other tribes, school districts, the 

state, and the nation with respect to legislation, policy 

development, and service provision. Only this will lead to true 

Indian educational reform (Charleston, 1994).  

 

The health and wellbeing of Native youth is interconnected 

with being able to be actively engaged as they interact with 

their world building knowledge in traditional ways; thus, 

living. The next section emphasizes that the paradigm shift 

advocated in this report, must be systematic and include all of 

the systems that are being activated to support a youthôs 

holistic development. These include systems that address 

health (physical and mental) and wellbeing which are 

fundamental to ensuring Native student success.  
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Section 3 

Improving Our Health and State of Wellbeing  
 

Research has established that the health status of Native 

Americans is ñat risk,ò particularly for Native American youth 

(Cummins, Ireland, Resnick, & Blum, 1999).  Health issues 

facing Native American adolescents include suicidality, higher 

mortality rate, depression, alcohol and substance abuse, 

delinquency and out of home placement (Indian Health 

Service, 1990; U.S. Congress, 1990; Yates, 1987).  However, 

despite the historical trauma, history of colonization and the 

increased risk of health factors, many Native American youth 

are resilient as demonstrated by their emotional, physical, and 

psychological wellbeing.  The purpose of the following section 

is to fully capture the unique risk factors that Native youth in 

the state of Washington face and the protective and resilience 

factors that promote positive wellbeing.   

 

It is important all Native youth have positive and adaptive 

wellbeing across the following dimensions:  social, emotional, 

psychological and cultural (see Figure 1).   

 

Each of these areas of wellbeing has a significant impact on 

how children, adolescents and adults approach education, 

learning style and academic ability.  Social wellbeing refers to 

the social development and relationships necessary for Native 

youth to succeed including connections with peers, family, 

school, and community.  The second dimension is emotional 

wellbeing.  This dimension refers to the ability to cope and deal 

with the effects of colonization, historical trauma, loss, 

discrimination and racism.  Each of these factors has 

significant effects on the emotional wellbeing of our Native 

youth.  Additionally, psychological health focuses on having an 

integrated sense of self and the freedom from the burden of 

mental health issues such as alcohol and substance abuse, 

depression and suicidality, juvenile delinquency and 

maladaptive attachment and adjustment patterns.  The most 

critical area of development for our Native youth is cultural 

wellbeing, which consists of four components: (a) ability to 

live in two worlds; (b) knowledge of history, culture and 

language; (c) a positive Native identity, and (d) a positive 

connection to oneôs culture. 

 

Figure 1:  Dimensions of Wellbeing among Native American 

Youth 
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We identified protective and resilience factors that promote 

holistic wellbeing according to elected officials, administrators, 

educators, counselors, community members, elders, 

paraprofessionals, grandparents, parents, other immediate and 

extended family members, adolescents and children in Native 

communities in Washington.  The data compiled comes from 

two main resources: (a) listening sessions conducted across the 

state of Washington which consisted of over 2,000 participants 

and (b) data collected from the Native Youth Leadership 

Summit (NYLS) survey completed in 2008 to include the 

voices of Native students.  We need to acknowledge everyone 

that shared their thoughts, views and values as it is their voices, 

spirit and strength that comprise this section of the report. 

 

Brief Review of Adversity and Resilience 

 

Resilience refers to the dynamic process encompassing positive 

adaptation within the context of significant adversity (Luthar, 

Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000).  In order to have resilience, one 

must meet two critical conditions: (a) exposure to significant 

threat or severe adversity, and (b) achievement of positive 

adaptation despite major assaults on the developmental process 

(Garmezy, 1990; Luthar & Zigler, 1991; Masten, Best, & 

Garmezy, 1990; Rutter, 1990; Werner & Smith, 1982, 1992).  

Native Americans have a long history of resilience and 

perseverance.  In the face of tremendous adversity and hardship 

including colonization, historical and intergenerational trauma, 

cultural genocide, multiple losses and stereotypes, Native 

Americans and indigenous peoples have survived maintaining 

their cultural history, knowledge, language, traditions and 

customs.  When examining wellbeing among Native 

Americans, one needs to understand the process of resilience, 

which includes adversity and indicators of achievement and 

wellbeing.   

 

The colonization process is well documented including 

community massacres, genocidal policies, pandemics from the 

introduction of new diseases, forced relocation and removal of 

children through Indian boarding school policies, and 

prohibition of spiritual and cultural practices (Stannard, 1992; 

Thornton, 1987 as cited in Evans-Campell, 2008).  The effects 

of colonization in terms of assaults on wellbeing of Native 

Americans has been studied, including a constellation of 

mental health issues (domestic violence, child abuse and 

neglect, substance and drug abuse, depression, suicidality and 

post-traumatic stress disorder) and physical health outcomes 

(diabetes, obesity, cardiovascular disease, cancer, and asthma).  

The effects of colonization can be manifested into various 

stressors ranging from significant life events (deaths, multiple 

losses of loved ones, parent or family member removed from 

the home due to addiction, incarceration, or abuse) to daily 

hassles including microaggressions, racism, discrimination, and 

subtle reminders of trauma and loss.  Stressors due to 

colonization can vary on intensity, duration, chronicity and 

sequencing.  For example, historical loss and trauma may result 

in loss of family members, of social support, and of financial 

resources, which results in additive risk factors such as poor 

nutrition, exposure to violence, and limited adult supervision 

for children and youth.  Understanding the ramifications of 

colonization from historical events of the past to current 

stressors endured on a daily basis should be required for all 

educators and caretakers of Native American children in order 

to see the resilience and positive adaptation that has occurred 

over generations for Native families and communities.  It is 

through this lens of strength and resilience that we hope to 
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advance the education of holistic wellbeing for all Native 

youth.   

 

Protective and Resilience Factors 

 

Identifying protective and resilience factors in education is an 

important part of the decolonization process for indigenous 

peoples.  Smith (1999) points out the need for indigenous 

people to reclaim their past, understand their history, and 

identify themselves as Natives in order to move towards self 

determination.  Identifying factors that 

protect Native youth from 

encountering adversity (e.g., 

protective factors) can help in 

promoting the wellbeing lens.  

Additionally, because of the history of 

colonization, encountering adversity for Native American 

youth is part of their developmental process; hence, it is 

important to examine resilience factors that become essential in 

the face of major stressors.  

 

According to Beauvais and Oetting (1999), protective factors 

save one from disaster whereas resilience factors help one to 

bounce back after adversity.  Therefore, given the history of 

colonization and historical trauma, for this report we will focus 

on resilience factors.     

 

A note of caution about resilience and health.  One should note 

that there may be a cost to resilience.  As one elder expressed 

in a listening session, ñI am sick and tired of being resilient!ò  

This sentiment is understandable as research has shown that a 

chronic state of stress severely compromises oneôs immune 

system, which can result in disease and in some cases death.  

Current longitudinal research is being conducted on the 

accumulated effect of resilience on mental and physical health.  

Werner and Smith (2001), in their longitudinal study of 

aboriginal Native Hawaiians, found that males who were 

determined to be ñresilientò in childhood were twice as likely 

to develop stress related illnesses.  Additionally, Native 

Hawaiian women who were deemed resilient were more at risk 

for health issues related to reproduction.  Resilience and 

sustaining competence in the face of chronic stress may result 

in lower defenses in fighting diseases and increasing oneôs 

susceptibility to diseases such as 

diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and 

cancer.  More research is needed to 

determine health issues and processes 

of disease manifestation among Native 

Americans and indigenous people in 

the context of colonization and resilience.  Therefore, one 

caveat when presenting these factors of resilience is the need to 

move towards protective factors to avoid stress and adversity 

and promote prevention strategies focused on reducing the risk 

of physical and mental health issues among Native Americans.    

 

Resilience Factors and Academic Achievement among 

Native Americans in the State of Washington 

 

Commitment to education and Native youth.  Across all the 

listening sessions in the state of Washington, one message was 

clear:  ñWe want our children to succeed.ò  All Native 

participants from elders, grandparents, parents, family 

relatives, youth and children, communicated a commitment to 

education and success.  However, how one defines success and 

academic achievement encompasses much more than passing 

the WASL.  As evident by the overwhelming number of 

Peopleôs Voices 

 

ñWe want our children to succeed.ò   
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parents attending the listening sessions, and as stated by several 

participants, ñWe want to be involvedò in our childrenôs 

academic success and/or education.  However, a disconnection 

may occur between administratorsô and teachersô perceptions 

of the depth of involvement.  Parents and grandparents are 

committed to their youthôs education; however, they may be 

wary and slow to trust school personnel given their own 

traumatic history of education.  Also, parents communicate this 

commitment to education to their children, but they may not 

know exactly how to help their children with specific behaviors 

such as help with their homework.   

 

Therefore teachers, educators and school administrators need to 

understand that disengagement from the school or not 

understanding how to help their children with homework does 

not mean ña lack of commitment to education.ò  It is important 

that interactions with the Native community members and 

school personnel are based on this fundamental commitment:  

both parties are committed to the education of their children.  

As one Native community member stated, ñKids represent our 

future.ò 

Knowing Native history, language and culture.  Another theme 

that emerged from the listening sessions is the resilience of 

knowing oneôs history, language and culture.  As an elder made 

it clear, ñWe donôt just practice, we live our ways.ò  Therefore, 

teaching history and language and culture needs to be 

presented not as something that was done in the past or 

disconnected from oneôs identity or life, but rather as 

something that is alive and permeates Nativesô daily lives.  

Many times, the teaching of Native history, language and 

culture occurs outside the school and in the family and 

community.  As a male elder shared, ñHome schooling is my 

grandmother and grandfather teaching me about culture.ò 

House Bill 1495 was referred to several times throughout our 

listening sessions as a pilot program for tribal sovereignty 

curriculum.  The need for incorporating Native history, 

language and culture into regular curriculum was one of the 

most prevalent themes across elders, parents, educators and 

Native students.  Having elders teach Native history, culture 

and language was unanimously agreed upon as critical across 

all educational arenas.   

Examples were also shared of how history of Native 

Americans has been taught in the school system.  One tribal 

member pointed out that the Colville tribe sent elders into 

classrooms to talk and other tribes stated they were working 

with this.  Others agreed that the solution of incorporating 

Native knowledge in schools ñrests with uséwe have our 

language but it is not documentedéò ï therefore, there is a 

need for resources in helping the tribal community document 

their unique history, culture and language. Other discussions 

that occurred regarding this theme explored and shared 

different kinds of frameworks people were using to document 

their history including pre-contact, contact, and contemporary 

stories and songs.  Many youth and parents acknowledged the 

benefits of teaching Native history; language and culture (see 

Figure 2). 
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Figure 2:  Benefits of Teaching Native History, Language and Culture in School 

 

 

Many Native elders, parents, family members, educators and 

youth indicated that it would be beneficial to Native students, 

non-Native students and others in the community to learn about 

Native history and culture.   One participant shared that the 

ñcurriculum needs to incorporate more of Native American 

history, culture and traditions and that this would go a long 

way in increasing understanding and respect for Native 

people.ò   

 

Teaching Native history, culture and language can have 

tremendous benefits for building social, emotional, 

psychological and cultural wellbeing.  Focusing on social 

wellbeing, knowing native history and culture can increase 

respect, understanding and awareness about Native people and  

 

the hardships they have faced.  Native students also 

communicated that teaching Native culture and history would 

help reduce stereotypes and ignorance about Native Americans.  

They also talked about the need for this curriculum and 

instruction so that ñpeople donôt get the wrong idea about 

Natives and they donôt think about all the stereotypes.ò  

Stereotypes of Native Americans that students wanted 

specifically to eliminate were that people ñsee us as the people 

that get free money every month,ò ñthat we are paid to go to 

school, we live off welfare and we abuse our fishing/hunting 

rights,ò and ñwe are savages wearing feathers and hooping and 

hollering in preparation for a scalping.ò  As another Native 

student pointed out, ñIf they do not teach it, itôs easier for non-

Natives to create things like stereotypes and be ignorantéò  
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Reducing stereotypes will also reduce racist behaviors and 

discrimination, a significant barrier for some Native students in 

public schools.  By teaching history and culture in the schools, 

ñit will hopefully bring tribal and non-tribal communities 

togetherò which would allow for more positive social 

interaction between peers, teachers, paraprofessionals and other 

school personnel and Native students, families and community 

members.   

Creating and/or maintaining opportunities to learn about Native 

culture can also enhance Native studentsô psychological and 

cultural wellbeing.   Many elders, parents and Native students 

indicated that not all Native American students/youth know 

about their culture.  As one Native student pointed out, 

ñbecause as much as we donôt want to admit it, more and more 

of the younger people either donôt have grandparents to learn 

from or they simply just donôt spend the time with their elders, 

so by generation, Native language and culture is being lost.ò  

Having a sense of identity is vital for Native youth ï especially 

adolescents.  By incorporating Native culture in the schools, 

one can teach Native youth about their identity and create a 

sense of pride and positive self worth.  As one Native 

adolescent shared, ñIt means that I am a part of something, [a] 

tribe, that I have a culture and language.ò   

Another dimension of cultural wellbeing that incorporates 

Native history and culture is oneôs connection to the cultural 

community and the school.  It would help ñbring tribal issues to 

the forefront and they would gain empathy and supportò to 

protect Native Americansô rights in the community.  It would 

also communicate to the community that the school values 

Native culture and as one Native student stated, it would 

demonstrate that ñour people, language and history is just as 

important and sacred as other peoples.ò   

Living in Two Worlds.  ñLiving in two worldsò has been 

referred to as bicultural competence and is defined as knowing 

and understanding two different cultures and the ability to live, 

navigate, and cope with two cultures (LaFromboise et al., 

1993, 2005).  One of the key elements that protect individuals 

from drug and alcohol abuse is the ability to walk between 

these two worlds: Native culture and ñWesternò or European 

American culture.  As one parent stated, ñYou can learn tribal 

customs at home and how to work in the outside world at 

school.ò  A male participant and survivor of alcoholism stated 

that, ñWe need to teach kids to be successful in combining 

the[se] two worlds.ò   Many people at the listening sessions 

acknowledged that the educational system was not made for 

ñkids of colorò or that it was formed based on teaching the 

ñmajority of the kids, not the one or two Native students in the 

class.ò  Building upon the previous resilience factor (learning 

about Native history, culture and language), this allows for 

Native students to see both worlds.  Also increasing 

understanding about the culture between the school and the 

community can also illuminate new pathways of navigating 

both education and maintaining oneôs culture.  An elder clearly 

stated, ñYou can get an education and maintain your customs.ò 

One barrier for Native students in education is pressure they 

may feel to choose between keeping their culture and 

maintaining their education.  Rather than see these components 

as fitting together, they may see that to obtain one, they may 

need to sacrifice the other.  A few comments that demonstrate 

this dilemma are ñmy traditional values are highest to me, over 

the value of educationò and, as a mother stated in reference to 
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ñI wonôt compromise her culture for her 

education.ò 

her daughter, ñI wonôt compromise her culture for her 

education.ò  Ways of promoting studentsô ability to live in two 

worlds include increasing understanding and flexibility within 

the school around absentee policies in relation to cultural 

events, customs and traditions that may result in missing 

school.  Also, allowing elders to come to the classroom to 

show Native ways can help them understand traditional styles 

of learning.  The capacity to live in two worlds has been found 

to be related to higher cognitive functioning, higher mental 

health status, higher self esteem, 

and higher ratings of school 

environment (LaFromboise, 

2005).  Learning the skills to live 

in two worlds can help promote 

social wellbeing (higher ratings 

of school), psychological 

wellbeing (increasing racial identity and integration of self), 

and cultural wellbeing, while also reducing the conflict of 

feeling pressure to choose culture over education. 

Identity.  A consistent theme across educators, elders, parents, 

family members and students was the importance of Native 

identity, which encompasses knowing where you come from, 

knowing your history and ancestors, and taking pride in being 

Native.  A Native teacher for at-risk youth (youth suffering 

from alcohol or drug addiction and/or who have dropped out 

previously from school) stated, ñYou see kids bloom when they 

know their identity.  Sometimes their parents donôt know their 

identity and then they learn through their children that they 

have a place to be themselves.ò  This empowers Native youth 

and adults to have a sense of self-worth while also feeling they 

can teach others about their culture.  Identity among racial and 

ethnic minorities is a critical component of psychological and 

cultural wellbeing.   In the face of adversity, such as drug and 

alcohol addiction, knowing your Native identity can help guide 

you towards the road to recovery.  As one survivor of 

alcoholism stated based on her work with people suffering 

from chemical dependence, ñthose who have survived have 

two key elements:  (a) they walk in two worlds and (b) identity 

is essential.ò 

A counselor who works with at 

risk Native youth indicated that 

she ñsees many children through 

the child protection team and 

these kids are placed into care 

without knowing their identity. 

This ónot knowingô their identity, itôs a sin and creates more 

problems.ò  Knowing oneôs Native identity can be a resilience 

factor in assisting him or her on their road to recovery, while 

also protecting them from additional stressors such as racism 

and discrimination, thus enhancing their emotional wellbeing.  

Also, opportunities to explore and share their Native identity 

can greatly increase their connections to their peers, family, 

community and culture, which would contribute to their social 

and cultural wellbeing.  Another male counselor talked about 

his experience growing up and not knowing what it meant to be 

Native until he met a teacher that helped him through this 

process of developing his identity.  By finding his identity, he 

was able to connect who he was to his education, which 

allowed him to get a scholarship and get motivated about his 

education.   
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A strong Native identity can also help youth ñseek truth for 

themselves,ò according to one Native female educator. She can 

see the strength and renewal that occurs from being a part of 

this goal: ñWeôve all been through that adversity [the Trail of 

Tears] and we have a shared responsibility.ò  At-risk students 

can see that ñthey have the survivor gene in themò and 

knowing their Native identity teaches them that sense of ñIôm 

special.ò  A student talked about going to a conference to learn 

about his Native culture and history and stated, ñJust look at 

me, I wasnôt proud to be Native, I was ashamedéit was not 

until I went to an Indian conference that I was not ashamed 

anymore.ò  A strong ethnic identity has been found in research 

to be associated with positive self acceptance, self esteem, 

higher ratings of personal growth, better community leadership 

skills and acquiring life skill sets such as decision-making 

skills (McCubbin, 2003, 2004, 2005).  

It is important that Native youth and families have places 

where their identity is respected, honored and celebrated.   

School settings need to create or continue to maintain an 

environment where this can occur.  As one participant stated, 

ñFamilies need to have a place where their identity is honored.  

Many times these parents, families and children are in places 

where they are not honored for who they are [as Native 

people].ò  Creating spaces where one can develop and maintain 

a healthy and positive Native identity is essential to all aspects 

of wellbeing. 

Community, connection and relationships.  In every setting, 

public schools, private schools, mental health clinics, 

multidisciplinary health teams, alternative programs, drug and 

alcohol treatment centers, and urban and rural places, one topic 

kept coming up:  relationships.  As one person eloquently 

stated, ñPrograms do not change kids.  Relationships do.ò  

Figure 3 outlines the various connections that many 

stakeholders communicated that they wanted to establish, 

develop, and or maintain/sustain for the sake of the wellbeing 

of Native youth and families. 

 

Figure 3:  Connections and relationships in the community that 

help promote wellbeing among Native youth 

 

Many Native parents and elders expressed a need to have 

educators ñwho believe in our children.ò  This belief in Native 

youth includes, ñletting them know they are doing good,ò and 
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honoring the students.  Another behavior that can help students 

feel that their teachers believe in them is to ñcelebrate kids 

being in there [in school]ðnot grades.ò 

Many parents, elders and Native community members 

expressed the need for teachers and school personnel to 

become involved in the community, to see them at events, in 

order to build a 

connection to their 

culture.  One Native 

leader stated that there 

needs to be a 

ñfundamental shift in 

regard to teacher 

education ï should be 

community basedéwhatôs the culture and what do they need 

to do to connectðcross-cultural communicationðaccess to the 

children so that they have that connection.ò  Teachers and 

educators being active in the community helps build a sense of 

connection and trust between school personnel, families and 

students.   One example that was presented was seeing teachers 

and staff walking across the reservation to demonstrate the 

power of sharing moments and gaining new knowledge and 

appreciation of those teachers, staff and administrators who 

participated. 

Another key connection that needs to be made is between 

school personnel and Native parents and family members.  

First, school personnel need to be sensitive to the concept that 

extended family may play a key role in the development of a 

child, so welcoming grandparents or other relatives who are 

raising or assisting in raising the child is important.  As one 

grandparent talked about her experience in meetings at school, 

ñThey always ask ówho are you?ô or ówhat are you doing 

here?ôò  There is an assumption that the birth parents are the 

parents which can create a connection between the school and 

Native families.   Educators need to be aware that family 

relations might not be a ñtraditionalò nuclear family by 

Western standards bur rather includes extended family 

members.   

Reduction of 

stereotypes about 

parental involvement 

or family participation 

in the school needs to 

occur.  As one parent 

shared, ñIf schools 

want parent participation ï it has to be relevantðmyths that 

grow is that parents donôt care about educationéon the 

contrary, parents donôt feel valuedðnot welcomed.ò  

Therefore, in order to build relationships with parents, schools 

needs to create and maintain a climate where Native family 

members feel welcomed, honored and respected.  Another 

stereotype that needs to be eliminated is the issue of poverty 

and that families who live in poverty are uninvolved in their 

childrenôs education.  As one participant voiced, ñsupport at 

homeépoverty, is not necessarily the issue,ò and that her 

experience has been that, often, poor families are involved in 

the school and well-off families are not involved.  It was also 

suggested that supporting these families living in poverty may 

be the key to ensuring that poverty is eradicated in that 

community.  As a principal at a local public elementary school 

noted, ñThe need is to care about the child and the whole 

family, to build community partnerships and to strengthen the 

relationship between parents and the school.ò 
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ñIf schools want parent participation ï it has to be relevantðmyths 

that grow is that parents donôt care about educationéon the 

contrary, parents donôt feel valuedðnot welcomed.ò   
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This connection to the community is also inclusive of Native 

youth in allowing them to be a part of their Native community 

through cultural events, celebrations, and ceremonies.  As one 

Native community member stated, ñEvery time you deny them 

(kids) the opportunity to be a part of their community and learn 

who they areé (students) become to think what good is it?ò  It 

also sets up a precedent that the child has to choose between an 

education and his or her culture.  One suggestion for 

government to government relations was that ñevery tribe 

should have the right to negotiateðactivities, days, core 

cultural curriculum of tribal communities such that students 

will not receive an absence for participating in their tribesô 

cultural events and/or ceremonies.ò  As one elder pointed out, 

educators need to understand, honor and respect these 

ceremonies and traditions, and that sometimes having the 

students write an assignment or paper about these sacred events 

may be contradictory to the cultural practice.  Therefore, 

sensitivity and respect towards these absences for cultural 

traditions is needed in order for Native youth to develop their 

identity (i.e., psychological wellbeing), know their indigenous 

ways (i.e., cultural wellbeing), and to help reduce/eliminate 

discrimination or racism that they may encounter from 

teachers, other students and key student personnel (i.e., 

emotional wellbeing). 

This need for a connection between the school and the 

culture/community was also acknowledged as a two-way 

interaction.  Native tribal members stated that ñwe need the 

whole community to raise our childrenò and ñwe need to have 

community to find pride and support.ò  Tying culture and 

community into the goal of education is vital.  As one 

participant stated, ñWith culture we will find a purpose in 

education.  You need it to understand your role, responsibility 

and place in this world.ò  Also, parents need to see how 

education is going to help their kids.  Parents also need tools 

and guidance in how to help their children with their 

homework.   

Examples of successful family involvement were also shared.  

One example was in early childhood programs, where parents 

are part of the teaching process.  Parents or family members are 

invited in and encouraged to participate throughout high school 

and college.  Another successful example was ñculture week,ò 

where the teaching is turned over to the community, which has 

increased morale at the elementary and middle school.  During 

this week, all the teachers and community members come 

together and focus on a theme, and elders are asked to 

participate and share their knowledge.   Another example was 

using places close to the schools on reservations or in the 

community to demonstrate the concept of ñlook where you 

liveò to build solidarity to traditional Indian values in 

education.   

A director of a program for at risk youth stated, ñLove is what 

is needed most of all, that words of support from people who 

love you will ground you.ò  Relationships and connections can 

help Native youth to be grounded in their education, Native 

culture and identity through love.   

Role Models.  A Native male shared his life story and found 

that ñlooking back and reflecting on my life I realized I grew 

up in the ghettoéI dealt with everything, grief, loss, racism, 

prejudice but then something beautiful happenedðsomeone in 

my family decided to sober upéto better herself with 

education.ò  He continued talking about this role model/mentor 
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and that ñshe taught me that education will pull you out of the 

depths of hell and into sobriety.ò   

Having role models was another theme that emerged from the 

listening sessions.  For many Natives, when telling their stories 

about adversity (specifically drug and alcohol addiction and 

being placed in foster care), a mentor or role model helped 

them to either stay in school or go back after leaving school to 

complete their degrees.  Many mentioned Native female role 

models in their lives that helped them to focus on what they 

wanted out of education and incorporating it into their cultural 

heritage and identity.  One male participant talked about a 

Native female leader in his work setting who ñis a role model.  

She is a strong Indian woman who is pro-education and pro-

sobriety.ò  Another Native teacher and counselor who works 

with at risk Native youth talked about how ñwe all have 

something to give.  We just need that mentor, that intervention 

that says óthis is hard but you can make it.ôò  In several 

listening sessions, voiced in slightly different ways, was the 

story of one educator with whom a student was able to connect 

that helped the student stay in school.   

Elders play a key role in being mentors, teaching Native youth 

and adults about honor and respect, and connecting many lost 

Native youth back to their culture.  One mother, a survivor of 

alcoholism, stated, ñFrom my elders, I learned to have respect.  

We need to make it better for ourselves.  Thatôs how I became 

sober and got my daughter back.ò  Educators talk about 

needing to find elders to help guide young people.  Counselors 

talked about how due to abuse and violence, young people 

donôt know respect, honesty and traditional values.  Elders are 

needed in the community to work with at risk youth and 

educators to help teach kids values, culture, honesty, respect, 

and as one Native high school male stated, ñwhat is right and 

what is wrong.ò 

Finding mentors early can greatly help kids who get off 

track early in their childhood due to abuse, violence, and 

substance abuse. Mentors and role models are essential 

especially because many youth and adolescents, due to 

circumstances beyond their control, want to do something with 

their lives but have obstacles that may interfere with their 

ability to thrive.  One female participant shared how her role 

model suffered from alcoholism.  She started her recovery in 

her 30s and is now focused on being a role model for her 

children.  Role models are needed to help develop and maintain 

oneôs wellbeing.  Another trend, as indicated by many parents, 

was the need to be a role model themselves for their children 

and other children.  As one mother shared, ñMy parents wanted 

me to have a better life and this is something I want to carry on 

for my children.ò  Another educated male talked about wanting 

to be a role model for his brothers, who are now going to 

college on scholarships.  Role models were also found to be 

helpful for kids that are placed in foster care.  One female who 

completed a higher education degree indicated that it was her 

foster mother who encouraged her to continue on with her 

education.  One male talked about how school was a place to 

get away from the conflict in his home and his fatherôs 

alcoholism.  A Native female teacher helped him figure out 

what he wanted to study before going on for his advanced 

degree in college.   

A Native man who is also a father, husband and counselor 

shared, ñIndian children need Native men.ò  This need for more 

Native male role models was echoed throughout many listening 

sessions.  A high school male senior talked about needing a 
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male role model, saying, ñI think bringing people like BF and 

MP (both men) to schools to talk because they are amazing 

speakers who really care and can touch your heart.ò  Another 

valuable resource for role models are fathers.   As one 

participant stated, ñDads are extremely important taking 

leadership of family in terms of education.ò  A male counselor 

told a story about how someone told him he was a role model 

for kids.  This man realized that he was not just a role model 

for Indian kids but for ñBlack kids, poor White kids, for all 

these kids.  These kids that are in and out of foster care.  I 

realize theyôre just like us.ò  Being a role model and a mentor 

extends beyond just Native children, but for all children.  In 

summary, role models play an important role in promoting 

wellbeing for all Natives, including children, adolescents and 

adults (see Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4:  Summary of Role Models as Protective and 

Resilience Factors 

Life-Long Learning.  An internal resilience and protective 

factor for many Native Americans was the concept of life-long 

learning.  Many Native women including high school students, 

adults, mothers and elders communicated their love for 

learning and their perspective that learning happens throughout 

life.  A female high school student stated, ñI just want to keep 

learning more.  We have made it so far.  I just want to learn as 

much as I can.ò  Another Native woman shared, ñI have always 

been a self learner and figured things out for myself.  This is 

rooted in my childhood and how I learned then.ò  

 

Another theme was that learning includes adults and educators.  

One educator shared, ñWe have to require adults to go through 

the same as the kids ï every day, adults need to learn 

something.ò  Many community members pointed out that 

educators and school personnel need to learn about Native 

culture and history as they may be ignorant, which can result in 

creating barriers in education for Native students.  Also, 

ignorance can result in teachers and parents presenting 

information that is prejudicial and racist.  One participant 

shared a story about how some non-Native parents took it upon 

themselves to inform the children while making masks that 

ñthe yellow [color] came from pee, the red from blood, the 

brownéand so on.ò  This Native parent took the initiative to 

clarify this misinformation and brought in a dye chart so that 

the children could learn authentic [Native] information.  This 

story is an example of how learning is needed not just for 

children and Native youth but also for parents and educators.   

 

Role Models as Protective and  

Resilience Factors 
Role models can: 

Å Teach about traditional values, honor and respect  

Å Connect one to one's culture and identity 

Å Demonstrate the ability to maintain sobriety and obtain 

an education 

Å Assist youth facing difficult circumstances such as 

abuse, violence, alcoholism, and substance abuse in the 

home and being placed in foster care 

Å Become a mentor for oneôs brothers, sisters, and own 
children 

Å Fill the need for more Native male role models 
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For those that shared their desire and motivation for life-long 

learning, there seemed to be a link with a passion for reading.  

A Native woman talked about owing her life to reading and the 

library and how ñreading has been my salvation my whole 

life.ò  A Native male who is currently out of school said, ñIôm 

pretty good at math, I read a lot when I was locked up.ò  This 

Native male talked about how he liked to read and learn about 

things but that in school, he learned to ñstop putting myself out 

thereò because of feeling shut down by a teacher.  This desire 

for learning seems to become disconnected from school for 

many Native youth.  For Native women, they talked about 

becoming disengaged from school in the 6
th
 or 7

th
 grade, 

mostly due to family issues, falling behind in school, and 

racism and discrimination encountered in the schools.  Native 

males also talked about disengaging from school in the 6
th
 or 

7
th
 grade; however, they shared more experiences of feeling 

shut down by teachers and learning not to ask for help so that 

they didnôt appear ñdumbò or engage in a power struggle with 

a teacher.  It seems that middle school may be a critical time to 

enhance or diminish this desire for learning depending on the 

studentôs gender, life circumstances and their interactions with 

teachers.   

 

Although many Natives felt this internal drive to learn and 

read, many also talked about the disconnection between 

learning and school.  The participant who shared her love for 

reading also indicated that education was not her love.  

Although reading was her salvation, ñSchool has not been that 

place for me.ò  Another Native female teacher shared how 

ñschool ï there was what I needed to learn and then [outside] 

was what I wanted to learn.ò  More research is needed to 

determine how students develop this internal drive for 

knowledge and also what external factors may be diminishing 

this motivation in schools, thus creating a disconnection 

between learning and school for Native people. 

Teachers.  Teachers are an important factor in helping Native 

students achieve academically and sustain healthy wellbeing.  

Using data collected from the NYLS and from the listening 

sessions, there are many attributes, qualities and techniques 

that make teachers successful with Native students.  Qualities 

that teachers have that promote academic achievement 

according to Native students are patience, encouragement, 

being comfortable with Native ways, caring about how 

students are doing, listening to students and being concerned 

about studentsô wellbeing.   Teaching techniques that Native 

students found to be effective and help them succeed in school 

are detailed explanations, taking the time to teach them 

concepts they do not understand, answering questions, 

allowing students to make their own conclusions, working 

hands-on with students, taking the time to talk with students, 

being open and available to students and being supportive 

when a student doesnôt feel like he or she is understanding the 

material.  Additionally, students found that teachers who take 

the time to help them, are available outside of class, allow time 

in class for students to complete their work, and remind them 

of deadlines are also helpful to them in doing well in school.   

Two key factors emerged about teachers that students found 

helped them in school: (a) providing encouragement, support 

and respect for their cultural identity; and (b) being flexible and 
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adaptable to help Native students make up for absences and 

missed assignments due to family issues, losses and cultural 

opportunities outside the classroom.  Some former students and 

parents expressed a desire to have more Native teachers and 

also to provide competitive salaries for Native teachers 

specializing in Indian education who want to return to their 

tribe and give back to their community.    

Stability and Support in the Family.  Another common 

resilience theme for Native adults who graduated from high 

school and went onto college was stability.  This stability was 

commonly seen in oneôs family and involved having their 

support, encouragement and help along the way through their 

educational journey.  One educator observed that ñthose 

children who are interested in education and reading come 

from a stable home,ò whereas children whose scores fluctuate 

seemed to have less stability.  One male participant talked 

about how his son performed well on the WASL and 

recognized that ñhis [son] has his mom and dad supporting 

him.ò   

 

In summary, the following protective and resilience factors 

were found to enhance holistic wellbeing among Native 

children and adults:  (a) commitment to education and Native 

youth; (b) knowing Native history, language and culture; (c) 

living in two worlds; (d) identity; (e) community, connections, 

and relationships; (f) role models; (g) life-long learning; (h) 

teachers; and (i) stability and support in the family.  These are 

all factors that promote positive wellbeing among Native 

American youth, adults and communities.  However, despite 

these protective and resilience factors, barriers still exist for 

many Native American students that need to be addressed in 

order to promote holistic wellbeing.   

Barriers to Education for Native American Youth in the 

State of Washington 

There are several barriers in education for Native American 

youth in the state of Washington.  The following section 

represents themes that emerged across various listening 

sessions in urban and rural areas throughout Washington.  

Seven key factors emerged as barriers for Native Americans: 

(a) lack of stability and continuity in education; (b) 

disconnection across several areas in education; (c) poverty; (d) 

absenteeism; (e) mobility and transitional issues; (f) family 

issues; and (g) stereotypes, discrimination and racism.   

Lack of Stability and Continuity.  Throughout the listening 

sessions, many individuals referred to the need for stability and 

continuity in education.  This did not seem to be the ñnormò for 

many ñat riskò Native youth.  A great amount of concern was 

expressed about children coming from disrupted homes where 

they have been in and out of foster care, been in a treatment 

facility or juvenile detention center or moved to a relativeôs 

house for a duration of time while their parents receive help.  

These are the children who seem to ñfall through the cracksò in 

the system.  A tribal judge described how these children with 

life disruptions are not getting the resources such as books to 

complete their homework.  Some questions that emerged were, 

ñHow many other kids are out there like this?ò ñWhat should 

we be doing?ò and ñHow should we be connecting services and 

education?ò  It is a common story for dozens of Native children 

who are in the ñsystem.ò  
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The need for continuity in childrenôs education is a critical 

factor in promoting wellbeing ï academically, emotionally, and 

psychologically.  Parents have also talked about concerns about 

their children feeling pushed out by the school system due to 

difficult transitions and negative interactions with the school 

system.  Many stakeholders, including political officials, 

directors, principals, teachers and parents discussed the need to 

develop a statewide model that focuses on creating stability 

during critical times and transition periods.  There is a need to 

find a ñsafety netò for students whose parents move to different 

districts or who are kicked out of school.  This lack of 

continuity and stability is a key factor in the dropout rate for 

Native students.  Successful models and programs need to be 

discovered that address this issue of connecting services and 

education in order to promote stability and continuity in 

education for students whose lives have been disrupted.   

Disconnection across several areas in education.  A common 

theme across the listening sessions was a sense of 

disconnection, with the largest disconnection being between 

education and culture.  One participant articulated this 

perspective: ñéfor a lot of our kids [they] donôt see a need to 

get an education.  They ask ófor what?ôò  Another community 

member talked about how ñkids see that those who get an 

education go someplace else to use their education.ò  Parents 

may not know how [Western] education is going to help their 

kids.  Although they may pass the WASL test, there is a 

disconnection whether [Western] education meets the same 

goals for their people, their culture and their community.  Do 

they [students] know their Native ways?  Are they [students] 

going to be a good contributor and give back to the Native 

community?   What may be misinterpreted as a lack of 

motivation for education may be a realistic appraisal of the lack 

of connection between what is being taught in the classroom 

(teaching towards a test) and what is being taught in their 

community (lessons about how to live oneôs life in a 

successful, positive manner congruent with oneôs culture).  

Another disconnection is between parents and teachers.  Many 

parents want to be involved in their childrenôs education, and 

progress is being made slowly in this direction.  However, 

many parents have had traumatic experiences in relation to 

boarding schools and public schools that make them hesitant 

and wary of interactions with the school.  As one parent 

expressed, ñWhat those predominantly White schools fail to 

consider is that a lot of parents are victims of boarding school ï 

parents donôt want to come iné now some are seeing some 

supportò but ñthey [parents] got to see you  [teacher] in the 

communityò to help build a connection and a sense of trust.   

A third disconnection is educational policies that perpetuate 

ñcultural genocide that blames the victim.ò  There may be 

policies that are intentionally or unintentionally forcing 

students to assimilate to a certain ñWesternò lifestyle or forcing 

Native students to leave schools.  Educational policies need to 

be reevaluated for applicability and sensitivity for Native 

students, families and communities. 

A major disconnection expressed by several educators, school 

administrators and parents is between culture and assessment.  

There is a cultural clash about how to measure success.  As one 

participant shared, ñIn Indian schools, one can measure success 

as a group; however, in other schools, success is measured by 

individual performance and competition.ò  The ñnormò being 

set by assessments is predominantly European American, 

middle class standards and values.  Other issues that came up 
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in the listening sessions were questions about the reliability and 

validity of these assessments with Native populations in the 

state of Washington. 

Another disconnection is between teachers and students and 

their culture.  Teachers lack education about Native issues, as 

one participant shared, ñthere is a lack of understanding about 

cultural competency such as how tribal government works, 

what are the local tribes?  They lack education, not the kids but 

the educators.ò  Knowing Native history and culture can 

greatly assist teachers in building connections with Native 

students and the community. 

Poverty.  The effects of poverty on children and families have 

been well documented in research.  Poverty is a reality in many 

Native American communities and educators and school 

personnel need to be sensitive and aware of the ramifications of 

poverty within the community and the additional stressors 

associated with poverty on parents, families and youth.   

One barrier in relation to education and poverty is the 

misperception that families who live in poverty are not 

involved in their childrenôs education, as stated earlier in this 

report.  Many times the ñachievement gapò is not about race, 

but rather about income and resources.  Socioeconomic biases 

in education can be seen in textbooks, assignments and test 

scores.  Many educational materials are based on middle and 

upper class standards and values and, therefore, can lead to 

students disconnecting from the education material.  

Depending on oneôs socioeconomic status, different standards 

of competencies and survival skills are needed.  This also may 

lead to students finding the material presented in class not 

related to their world.  Teachers and educators need to 

understand that biases and assumptions based on class can lead 

to children, adolescents and families disconnecting from the 

schools.  

Absenteeism.  Many schools have implemented policies on 

absences which impact studentsô ability to progress in school.  

Students may have accumulated a number of absences due to 

illness, family issues such as multiple losses/deaths, drug and 

alcohol problems, disengagement from school, and obligations, 

opportunities, and commitments to oneôs community and 

culture.  A barrier that happens for building resilience and 

engaging in school is the generalizations and misperceptions 

about various absences.  A distinction needs to be made within 

the absentee policies and credit loss between ñaimlessò 

absences versus cultural absences that are tribally sanctioned.    

Another issue with absenteeism may be a cumulative effect.  

Students may be absent due to family issues or losses.  

However, upon return, they are behind and do not feel 

supported by their teachers.  They may get overwhelmed and 

become hesitant, wary, or fearful of asking for help.  Different 

reasons for ñnot asking for helpò are (a) inability to complete 

homework because they do not understand the foundations or 

lessons taught before they were absent or during their absence; 

(b) fear of looking ñstupidò or ñdumbò; and (c) fear of teachers 

becoming impatient, frustrated, or engaged in a power struggle 

with the student if they do not understand the material.  Several 

students who have either left school for a period of time or 

dropped out expressed concerns, worries and frustration about 

the process of making up the work that they missed.  

Confounding this phenomenon is the possibility of drinking or 

using drugs to help cope with the initial stressors that may have 
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led them to miss school and/or to help cope with the stress of 

falling further behind.   

Although a student may be ñexcusedò for an absence related to 

cultural events/commitments that are tribally sanctioned, the 

parent and/or the student may still feel ramifications and a 

sense of disrespect from educators about the absence.  

Derogatory comments or demonstration of frustration and lack 

of understanding of the importance of certain cultural events 

can lead to further disconnection between family members and 

the school.  One parent shared a story about when her son 

missed school to participate in a cultural event. The mother 

ñhad to endure as well as what her son had to,ò which can lead 

to feeling like oneôs cultural wellbeing and identity is being 

threatened.   

Mobility and transitions.  The need for continuity and stability 

in transitions was presented earlier; however, another issue is 

the transitions between elementary, middle and high school.  

Transitions between elementary to middle school and middle 

school to high school can become barriers to Native student 

retention.  Combine these changes with students who are living 

in poverty, may have chemical dependency challenges, and 

may have moved repeatedly throughout their education, and 

these transitions can become overwhelming and challenging 

for even the most resilient child.  Creating some stability such 

as having three classes with the same group of peers may help 

reduce the number of students who feel disengaged, isolated or 

overwhelmed by this transition process.   

Additionally, students may transition from a tribal school to 

public school, which can be stressful for Native students.  Each 

setting comes with its own unique benefits and challenges; 

however, preparation for this transition is necessary as this can 

also lead to disengagement from school and threaten a youthôs 

sense of wellbeing.   

Family issues.  Family issues are another barrier to education 

and wellbeing.  In almost every listening session, the issue of 

children placed in foster care was discussed.  Concerns about 

childrenôs development of their Native identity and continuity 

in their education were also expressed.  Concerns about the 

effects within the family due to alcoholism and substance use 

were also talked about among Native adults, elders and 

educators.  As one adult shared about her experience with a 

father who suffered from alcoholism, ñItôs the children who 

suffer in silence.ò  Native counselors expressed the need for 

early intervention and to understand that Native kids may be 

acting out because of issues going on in their lives.  One should 

avoid labeling a child and see behavioral problems as an early 

indicator that an intervention may need to occur.  Teachers, 

paraprofessionals and school administrators also need to learn 

the signs of possible family issues that manifest themselves 

into emotional and behavioral problems.  Early prevention and 

detection was recommended to help avoid and/or eliminate this 

potential barrier.   

Another barrier between families and schools is the lack of 

understanding of the different constellations of families in 

Native communities.  Single parents and grandparents may be 

the ones who are raising the children.  Some expressed concern 

that single parent homes may have caused problems for the 

kids in other areas of the school.  However, a single mother 

expressed her frustration with the negative stereotype or stigma 

attached with being a single parent.  She talked about her 

involvement with her child while feeling that school personnel 
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treated her and her child in a biased manner, pushing her to put 

him into special education.  Understanding and respecting 

different families is necessary and fundamental to building 

connections between families and schools.   

 

Assumptions about what is the ñnormò for stable families can 

lead to erroneous conclusions and may result in inappropriate 

educational planning and goals for oneôs children.  Education 

about family structure and seeing families through a 

resilience/strengths based lens rather than a deficit based lens 

would greatly help increase trust and communication between 

families and schools. 

Stereotypes, discrimination and racism.  Many people shared 

stories about incidents of discrimination and racism in school.  

The NYLS study found in their sample of Native high school 

students that 48.3% (n = 14) said they did not encounter 

prejudice in their schools [it should be noted that some of the 

students went to tribal school and others went to public 

schools].  Thirteen students (44.8%) staid they experienced 

some form of prejudice.  Of these thirteen students, most 

clarified that they experienced prejudice or racist attitudes only 

some of the time.   

There seemed to be different types of discrimination and 

racism.  Many participants expressed experiencing negative 

interactions with their peers and teachers due to racist attitudes, 

comments or discrimination.  One mother talked about her 

experience in school and being told negative things about 

herself and her culture (such as ñNatives are savagesò) and 

tearfully stated that she did not want her young daughter to 

have to experience racism like she did.   The pain that 

accompanied the sharing of these experiences of discrimination 

and racism was clearly seen across many listening sessions 

with tears, sadness and strong emotions.  Even after several 

years, these experiences are still emotionally painful and 

demonstrate the long term effects discrimination and racism 

can have on Native people.  Former students talked about being 

stereotyped as being Native as not interested in school and 

were tracked or pushed by teachers, administrators and 

counselors to ñjust get your GED.ò  Questions were brought up 

to them like, ñWhy do you want to stay in school?ò by school 

professionals, thus leading many Native students to feel pushed 

out of their school and education.   

Many adults shared stories about teachersô stereotypes about 

Native students, such as believing that their behavior towards 

their learning was apathetic.  One female talked about a teacher 

saying to her, ñI donôt care if you learn or not.  I still get paid.ò  

These negative interactions seem to be intensified due to the 

WASL and AYP standards.  Because of the stereotypes and 
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racist attitudes teachers may hold about urban and rural Native 

Americans, many educators may indirectly or directly place 

some blame on the Native students, resulting in more pressure 

on the students.  Also, because of the ñWASLò and AYP 

fallout, many educators end up ñdemonizingéa whole group.ò  

High stakes testing seems to intensify the stereotypes Native 

students feel in their interactions, which can result in low self-

efficacy about their performance on the test.  Native students 

hear that other students are failing and begin to think they are 

going to fail (ñIôm not going to make itò), or they will drop out.  

This stereotype threat is a critical issue for many people of 

color with high stakes testing.  Education for all school 

personnel to help eliminate prejudicial attitudes, intentional and 

unintentional racism, and discrimination and stereotyping, as 

well as understand their impact on standardized test scores, is 

needed.  Acknowledgement that racism and discrimination 

occurs is the first step towards removing this barrier.  

Justifications or explanations to re-categorize these incidents as 

ñmiscommunicationsò can only lead to further building of more 

barriers between Native students and education. 

 

Future Directions: Promoting Holistic Education and 

Wellbeing 

 

Hearing diverse voices within Native communities throughout 

the listening sessions, it was obvious that everyone we met is 

committed to the welfare and wellbeing of Native youth. The 

need to promote resilience factors in education, families and 

communities can help in developing strong, healthy Native 

children and adolescents. It is imperative that we move away 

from a state of adversity and stress for our children and 

towards a place of stability, continuity and solidarity on the 

purpose and importance of education and culturally sensitive 

and appropriate measures of academic success.   

 

Academic success needs to be redefined in the state of 

Washington by moving away from the current paradigm of 

high stakes testing, which is confining a diverse group of 

students to a category of ñfailingò or being ñbehindò in 

comparison to European American students.  The paradigm of 

deficiency is pervasive in the discussion of the academic 

achievement gap.  The WASL scores can be used as a 

benchmark and indicator, possibly on the status of studentsô 

education and performance.  However, to connect resources 

and teacher evaluations to these test scores, rather than the 

initial intention of ensuring every child receives an education, 

may only further widen the achievement gap between those 

that have resources and those that do not.   

 

Academic success can be redefined to incorporate social, 

psychological, emotional and cultural wellbeing while also 

ensuring that all students are achieving appropriate standards in 

their academic development.  Throughout the listening sessions 

and as presented in this report, many possible future directions 

and solutions were discussed.  All the listening sessions 

seemed to strike a balance between what is not working in 

education for Native youth and what is working for Native 

youth.  Many factors were considered as helping Native 

students succeed academically, including (a) commitment to 

oneôs culture and identity; (b) knowing Native history, culture 

and language; (c) being biculturally competent; (d) feeling 

connected to teachers, educators, schools and the community; 

(e) having positive role models; (f) instilling and maintaining 

the desire to learn; (g) caring and invested teachers; and (h) 

stability in the home and the community.    
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Concrete examples of ways to improve education for Native 

students were also shared.  Students and parents suggested the 

following: (a) obtain better resources such as updated books; 

(b) increase the use of technology in the classroom; (c) create 

assignments where oneôs culture and identity can be 

incorporated into the material; (d) have students teach other 

students and school professionals about their culture, language, 

and history; (e) hire Native teachers and teachers who like to 

work with Native youth; (f) create opportunities for school 

personnel to gain comfortability in working with Native tribes 

and communities; (g) have field trips to sites related to Native 

culture; (h) introduce cultural protocols in schools such as 

singing and drumming; (i) support athletics; (j) have more 

options in career counseling; (k) create distance learning 

programs; (l) develop partnerships with the community to help 

make education work for Native children; and (m) have tribes 

bring in additional services and resources to the tribal and 

public schools to assist in the education of indigenous youth. 

 

These listening sessions seemed to demonstrate the first step 

towards improving education for all children. By bringing all 

stakeholders together in one place to discuss educational issues 

in their community, one can create a safe space where a 

common vision of educational success for all children can be 

formed together.  Additionally, all parties present can share in 

the responsibility for the planning and implementation for 

making that vision a reality. 

    

With a great sense of humility and honor, we want to thank 

everyone who shared their words of wisdom, their experiences 

and emotions, and most of all their dedication to the wellbeing 

and achievement of all Native youth. 

 

The voices of the people represent qualitative data that was 

collected from the listening sessions held throughout the state 

of Washington, as well as by examining voices shared through 

previous research. Attention to how data regarding Native 

students are collected and analyzed is critical to further 

expanding our knowledge of what are assets and barriers in the 

accountability processes utilized. The next section addresses 

the results of data within the public domain pertaining to 

Native student achievement, the strengths and weaknesses of 

the data collection systems and the data subsequently reported 

on and used, and the implications for future efforts to measure 

and evaluate Native student success.   
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Section 4 

Numbers Do Tell A Story and the Untold Story Of Achievement  
 

Introdu ction and Overview of the Data 

 

The purpose of this section is to present quantitative analyses 

to support the term ñacademic achievement gapò for Native 

Americans.  Also it is to examine additional factors that are 

related to the Washington Assessment of Student Learning 

(WASL) test scores among Native students living in 

Washington.  Public government data were used to examine the 

academic achievement gap: 

 

1. Data provided by the Office of the Superintendent of 

Public Instruction (OSPI) 

2. Common Core Data (CCD) from the National Center of 

Educational Statistics (NCES) 

3. National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

from the National Center of Educational Statistics 

(NCES) 

4. Educational Longitudinal Study (ELS) from the 

National Center of Educational Statistics (NCES) 

 

The first three datasets were combined to create a database of 

demographic, economic and school personnel factors, and 

WASL test scores by district in the state of Washington.  

Although there are over 290 school districts within the state, 

only 81 were included in the database given the extensive 

amount of missing data on the WASL for Native Americans 

across the majority of the districts.  The unit of analysis, rather 

than by student in order to protect his or her identity, was given 

by district only.  Additionally, only districts that provided 

WASL scores by subject for Native Americans were included 

in the final database.  The last dataset (ELS) only includes 

national data for 131 Native Americans, which was used to 

examine factors that were related to standardized test scores.   

 

What is the Achievement Gap? 

 

The Washington State School Directorsô Association created a 

report entitled ñClosing the Achievement Gapò written by 

Deborah Boeck. Within this report, she provides a 

comprehensive definition of the achievement gap in the state of 

Washington: 

 

The difference in academic achievement between 

African American, American Indian, and Hispanic 

students and their white and Asian peers and the 

difference in academic achievement between students, 

whose families are of low-income, and their peers from 

middle and upper income families.  The academic 

achievement gap is further defined in terms of 

performance on the Washington Assessment of Student 

Learning (WASL) and the Iowa Test of Basic Skills 

(ITBS)/Iowa Test of Educational Development (ITED). 

(Boeck, 2002, p. 14) 

 

Although an abundant amount of literature and research have 

demonstrated an achievement gap does exists between students 
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of color and European Americans, for the purposes of this 

report, we re-examined data specifically for Washington State 

using the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) dataset to confirm the achievement gap. 

 

Empirical Evidence Supporting the Achievement Gap Part 

I:  The NAEP dataset 

 

Description of the NAEP dataset.  The National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) is the only nationally 

representative and continuing assessment of what America's 

students know and can do in various subject areas. 

Assessments are conducted periodically in mathematics, 

reading, science, writing, the arts, civics, economics, 

geography, and U.S. history. Anticipated in the year 2012, 

NAEP will have assessments in world history and in foreign 

language.  Since NAEP assessments are administered 

uniformly using the same sets of test booklets across the 

nation, NAEP results serve as a common metric for all states 

and selected urban districts. The assessment stays essentially 

the same from year to year, with only carefully documented 

changes. This permits NAEP to provide a clear picture of 

student academic progress over time.  NAEP provides results 

on subject-matter achievement, instructional experiences, and 

school environment for populations of students (e.g., all fourth-

graders) and groups within those populations (e.g., female 

students, Hispanic students).  NAEP does not provide scores 

for individual students or schools, although state NAEP can 

report results by selected large urban districts. NAEP results 

are based on representative samples of students at grades 4, 8, 

and 12 for the main assessments, or samples of students at ages 

9, 13, or 17 years for the long-term trend assessments. These 

grades and ages were chosen because they represent critical 

junctures in academic achievement. 

 

Problems with the NAEP dataset:  Missing data.  In the current 

study, the researchers are examining the factors that promote 

and hinder academic success within Native American students.  

Upon thoroughly investigating the NAEP database, the 

researchers concluded that much of the data for Native 

Americans is not available, missing, or incomplete.  Although 

NAEP results are based on representative samples of students 

at grades 4, 8, and 12, there is a significant amount of data 

missing for Native Americans as a group.  One of the potential 

reasons for the gap in the data may be due to reporting 

standards.  Schools that have small numbers of Native 

Americans may not be required to report NAEP test results in 

order to protect the confidentiality of studentsô academic 

scores.  While the reasoning behind reporting standards is 

understood, this may contribute to a larger problem. Because 

Native Americans have small percentages at many schools 

within Washington State, the scores of these students at these 

schools are excluded from the NAEP database which prevents 

researchers from being able to make an accurate assessment of 

Native Americansô academic progress overall.  Therefore, it is 

important to recognize the academic achievement gap is based 

on a select number of Native students within the NAEP dataset.       

  

Findings that support the academic achievement gap.  

Although much of the data on Native Americans is missing 

within the NAEP database for the state of Washington, the 

researchers analyzed and interpreted a fair amount of the 

existing data for this state.  All of the following aggregated 

data are based solely on students in Washington State.  

According to the 2007 NAEP data (see Figure 5) for malesô 
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average math scores in the 4
th
 grade, Asian Americans scored 

highest (250), followed by European Americans (249), then 

Native Americans (229), Hispanics (226), and African 

Americans (226).  Native Americans males scored significantly 

lower than European American males (p<.001) in the fourth 

grade for math.  Based on the NAEP database for 4
th
 grade 

female math score, Asian Americans also scored the highest 

(250), followed by European Americans (246), then Native 

Americans (224), Hispanics (223), and African Americans 

(219).  Native American females scored significantly lower 

than White females (p<.001) in the fourth grade for math.  The 

same trend is observed across genders for math, with Asian 

Americans receiving the highest scores and Native Americans 

receiving the third highest scores. 

 

Figure 5:  Average math scores for grade 4 by gender and race in Washington State 2007 
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