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Abstract
During the summer months in rural Alaska, poor air-quality due to wildfire smoke and gravel road
dust can have negative impacts on respiratory health, disproportionately affecting Elders and youth
who have weakened respiratory systems. After conducting initial research during the summer of
2019, after visiting twenty-nine communities in the Interior and Southcentral regions of Alaska,
the research found that more community involvement is needed to bolster engagement in
understanding the impacts of air-quality and implementing steps to mitigate those impacts. This
research was in response to those findings, targeting schools and the educational system to drive
community engagement and interest in air-quality. Qualitative research was conducted in five
communities, employing face-to-face interviews and thematic analysis. The results illustrate the
complex and unique relationships that communities, schools, and educators have in rural Alaska.
The conclusion of this research finds that integrating air-quality as an important curriculum

component will take long-term dedication from educators and the communities alike.
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About the Researcher

My parents met in Ruby, Alaska, while my mother was a regional vocational teacher.

My father lived in a remote cabin trapping during the winter and working on the riverboats in the
summer. Ruby is located on the mighty Yukon River, with an approximate population of 200
people. Ruby is not accessible by highway, nor was the remote cabin my father convinced my
mother to live in. The cabin was located forty miles upriver from Ruby, where my father had
lived for many winters previously.

A couple of years later, we moved to Nenana, Alaska, a slightly larger community, with
approximately 400 people, located on the road system. It was in Nenana that I attended public
school from preschool to high school graduation. Nenana is demographically approximately
about half Indigenous and half non-Indigenous. The Indigenous people from Nenana are Tanana
Dené Athabascan. The Nenana Valley is one of the earliest archaeological sites in North
America, dating between 11,000 and 12,000 years old.!

After moving, my parents purchased a tug and barge company, Demientieff Barge Lines,
from a prominent Yukon River family. They renamed the company and operated /nland Barge
Service for the next two decades. After I graduated from the University of Alaska Fairbanks with
my undergraduate degree in Psychology, I spent the next ten years working for and eventually
running /nland Barge Service. During this time, I worked seasonally, operating the port in
Nenana during the summer and traveling to far-flung locations in the winter, many times as a

solo traveler.

! “Tanana Chiefs Conference - Nenana,” TCC ", 2007,
https://www .tananachiefs.org/about/communities/nenana/)


https://www.tananachiefs.org/about/communities/nenana/
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During this time, I met and worked with people not only on the Yukon River but also
people from around the world. As I worked seasonally, I was able to travel all over the world
during the Alaskan winters. I gained knowledge of and access to cultures that were foreign to
me, teaching me to sit back and observe to avoid inadvertently putting myself into unfortunate
situations. Most of the time I was successful and learned to navigate complex cities and diverse
cultures.

As a Rural Development master’s student, I have learned from Indigenous perspectives,
not only from my professors, but also from my fellow students who have told rich stories of their
homes and powerful stories of their lives. These relationships have been invaluable to my
learning, impacting my view of the world and my place in it. I was able to further develop
relationships in rural Alaska during my 2019 internship with the Institute for Tribal
Environmental Professionals which provided me with the opportunity to travel to many rural
villages and communities. The pilot data from this internship project then contributed to this
research.

This introduction to who I am as a person, and my lived experiences may seem out of
place in an academic research paper, jarring to those accustomed to data devoid of a backstory.
Shawn Wilson, an Indigenous researcher and scholar, addresses the need for relationality in
Indigenous research. He states,

An Indigenous axiology is built upon the concept of relational accountability. Right or

wrong; validity; statistically significant; worthy or unworthy: value judgements lose their

meaning. What is more important and meaningful is fulfilling a role and obligations in
the research relationship —that is, being accountable to your relations.?

2Shawn Wilson, Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods (Vancouver, B.C.:
Langara College, 2019), p.77)
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