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Abstract

This paper examines various Indigenous Nations and reviews the diverse forms of 

assimilation through education they have faced through history. Assessments on 

Indigenous Nations around the world, including Mozambique, Canada, Hawaii, 

Continental United States, and Alaska are included. As these Nations work to reverse 

the detrimental effects this has had on their communities, specific methods of 

revitalization are discussed. Various models which are discussed include community- 

based education, language immersion programs, culturally relevant curriculum, and the 

creation of tribal colleges. In addition, included in this document is a survey from one 

tribal college regarding how it incorporates the Indigenous value system of its region into 

each of its departments at the institution.
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Preface

The title “The Longest War” was verbiage taken from the book Culture and 

Educational Policy in Hawai'i: The Silencing of Native Voices: Sociocultural, Political, 

and Historical Studies in Education by Maenette Benham and Ronald Heck. The concept 

of assimilation being the longest war fought by Indigenous peoples is powerful, and the 

use of educational systems to accomplish this assimilation is very emotional.
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Chapter 1

The Longest War: Indigenous Nations and Assimilation Policy

“Whoever controls the education of our children, controls our future.” 

Wilma P. Mankiller, Cherokee

Assimilation, control, annihilation, savages, lesser, weaker are all terms that have 

been used through colonialist policy to justify the subjection of other people to another’s 

rule. Colonialism has been the single most destructive event that has occurred to 

Indigenous people worldwide. More destructive than any single natural disaster known 

to humankind—even the Biblical great flood. As colonialism stretched from east to west 

around the globe (except in the instance of Alaska, where colonialism came from Russia 

in the west to Alaska in the east), policy makers realized that the key to assimilation was 

education. The subject of this paper is twofold: the colonial policy of the assimilation of 

Indigenous people through the colonial education system and how Indigenous groups are 

overcoming the affects of these policies by incorporating Indigenous learning into the 

curriculum of their schools and communities.

Assimilation Policy

Assimilation is one of the most detrimental tools of colonialism. This device was 

used actively upon Indigenous nations throughout the history of the world. As Linda 

Tuhiwai Smith notes in her book Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous



Peoples, “Imperialism frames the [I]ndigenous experience. It is part of our story, our 

version of modernity” (Smith 1999:19). She continues by stating that through the use of 

discipline, colonization and assimilation occur.

Foucault has argued that discipline in the eighteenth century became 

‘formulas of domination’ which were at work in the schools. The most 

obvious forms of discipline were through exclusion, marginalization, and 

denial. Indigenous ways of knowing were excluded and marginalized 

(1999:68).

Maenette Benham and Ronald Heck explain in their book, Culture and 

Educational Policy in Hawai'i: The Silencing of Native Voices: Sociocultural, Political, 

and Historical Studies in Education that,

. the longest war in history has been the war against Indigenous peoples. 

Modern, industrial countries have dominated, enslaved, and colonized, 

thereby defining the Native role and place at the bottom of the 

socioeconomic hierarchy (Benham & Heck 1998:3).

In addition, it is evident that through assimilation policy the education that Native 

peoples had before contact was forever changed, which in turn, changed the world view 

of entire Nations.

Before the Europeans arrived, North American Indian education taught 

children how to thrive. Social education taught responsibilities to the 

extended family and the clan, band, or tribe. Vocational education taught 

was about child rearing, home management, farming, hunting, gathering,
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and fishing. Each tribe had its own religion, and children learned about 

their place in the cosmos through stories and ceremonies. Members of the 

extended family taught by example.. .Traditional Indian education 

emphasized learning by application and imitation (Institute for Higher 

Education Policy 2007:17-18).

Instead of the holistic approach mentioned above, Westernized education brought 

brutality and discipline into the “classroom” through schools. Children were forcibly 

removed from their homes and their regions—forced to live in dorm style schools far 

from their own people. Some of the luckier ones were required to attend school located 

on their own land, but even then they were not allowed to speak their Native language or 

have faith in their cultural heritage. Children were subject to “paternalistic and racist 

policies and legislation” (Smith 1999:69). These methods used by colonizers “affected 

people physically, emotionally, linguistically and culturally” (1999:69).

Decisions have often been made and implemented without the knowledge 

or consideration of the values of the [N]ative peoples themselves. 

European colonizers—and later the federal government—regarded 

education as a necessary bridge to Christianize and assimilate Native 

Americans into the mainstream White culture. The curriculum and 

teaching came from a White, Eurocentric perspective and completely 

ignored tribal w a y s . A majority of Native American students did not 

complete their schooling. Indian students who returned home from
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school encountered a conflict between tribal values and the White ways 

they had le a rn e d .” (Institute for Higher Education Policy 2007:13).

Assimilation has had the greatest effect upon Indigenous peoples across the globe. 

As will be discussed through this chapter, assimilation through education did not just 

occur to Native American communities, a common misconception. Taking a more global 

perspective, various Indigenous experiences will be studied. Most Indigenous Nations 

have been affected by colonial policy. Among those reviewed will be the Indigenous 

Mozambians of Mozambique who were colonized by the Portuguese in an effort to 

exploit Mozambique’s resources—human and environmental. This is just one of many 

international Indigenous people who have this history to contend with. The Hawaiian 

experience of assimilation through education will also be examined, and then a brief 

history of the assimilation of Native Americans will be presented. The following chapter 

will review the Alaska Native experience. Every one of these cultures has been 

irrevocably damaged by assimilation and their histories are intertwined forever.

Colonizers came to new regions in search of the riches the world had to offer and 

created policies which were designed to “destroy every last remnant of alternative ways 

of knowing and living, to obliterate collective identities and memories and to impose a 

new order” (Smith 1999:69). In the United States, “the ‘discovery’ of America was the 

beginning of cultural and physical destruction, marginalization, discrimination, and 

impoverishment of Indigenous peoples. The resulting gap between [Native Americans] 

and mainstream society is immense” (Institute for Higher Education Policy 2007:1).
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International Assimilation

In Mozambique the Portuguese created assimilation through education even in the 

smallest of ways. The Portuguese considered Mozambicans a marginal species and did 

not think them worthy of education. In the 1930s policy changed. Allen Isaacman and 

Barbara Isaacman write that the initial assimilation of Mozambique people was meant to 

provide some people with a “veneer of Portuguese culture and minimal reading and 

writing skills, which would make them more effective c le rk s . industrial workers, and 

craftsmen” (Isaacman & Isaacman 1983:50). They continue and note that, “The first 

major piece of educational legislation promulgated in Mozambique in 1930 anticipated 

that [I]ndigenous instruction would gradually lead the African from a savage to a 

civilized life, making him more valuable to society and to himself’ (1983:50).

Portuguese colonial policy, which became a prominent strategy in the early 19th 

century, was implemented by Luis da Silva Mouzinho de Albuquerque who was the 

minister of the kingdom of Portugal, in essence the Prime Minister of the country. He 

stated,

As far as I am concerned, what we have to do in order to educate and 

civilize the ‘indigena’ is to develop in a practical way his aptitude for 

manual labor and take advantage of him for the exploitation of the 

province (Isaacman & Isaacman 1983:50).

Isaacman and Isaacman continue to explain that there have been three stages in 

African education designed “to eliminate most students and to serve as a barrier to higher 

education” (Isaacman & Isaacman 1983:50). All teaching was done in Portuguese and

5



there were few schools for Mozambicans. In addition African students were barred from 

education once they reached the age of fourteen.

However, this policy proved completely effective as far as assimilation is 

concerned. “Although the schools failed to educate the overwhelming majority of 

Mozambicans, they did serve as disseminators of colonial ideology” (Isaacman & 

Isaacman 1983:51). Students were taught to be Portuguese—they were taught 

Portuguese history and language. They were brainwashed to think that Portuguese was 

far superior to their own rich culture, which in schools and in community colonization, 

was “debased or ignored” (1983:52).

The Portuguese used assimilation to break down the values of a culture to 

accomplish their own goals of exploitation. They took a people who had a rich 

civilization, and created a damaged nation. The culture and history of the Indigenous 

Mozambicans was devalued and debased which caused the people to lose a part of who 

they were, to lose a sense of where they belonged in the world. This story is one of 

many. As explorers, more fittingly called exploiters, moved across the land, any group of 

people who stood in their way were dealt the harsh blow of assimilation through 

education.

Island Assimilation

In Hawaii, Native Hawaiians have faced assimilation policy through education 

from missionaries since men-of-the-cloth landed on their beautiful sandy shores in the 

late 1700s (Benham & Heck 1998:3). Benham and Heck note that,
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In education, we have often been denied equal access to quality schools 

and, therefore, more promising economic and social status. Educational 

policies are often overtly, or covertly, racist and reflect wider cultural 

attitudes Euro-American hold about ‘other’ ethnic groups (1998:4).

Due to these issues, assimilation policy has “stripped [them] of their language, customs, 

social position, self-governance, and cultural identity” (Benham & Heck 1998:4).

For Hawaii, assimilation through education occurred as it did for many others as 

the face of the missionary who “over a short period of time, institutionalized the ideals of 

colonialism upon the wider social and political systems of the islands through the 

educational system” (Benham & Heck 1998:41). This in turn,

produced a political, social, cultural, and economic domination that 

brought to an end Native beliefs and values as well as undermined the 

Native Hawaiians’ economic control over their lands.. .Although 

education was conducted in the Hawaiian language, the content of what 

was taught emphasized the values of a dominating Western culture while 

devaluing what was Hawaiian. Indeed, Hawaiian sovereignty was first 

lost in the one-room schoolhouse (1998:41).

Just as it did with other colonizers, the church brought to the Native populations 

with its new rules and as noted above, new ways of discipline. Their first act was to 

condemn what the church called “former times” (Benham & Heck 1998:44). This meant 

that tradition had no meaning—tradition, cultural dances; such ways of living were made 

illegal. The disregard for Hawaiian ideology changed the way Hawaiians thought about
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their spirituality resulting in a change in world view for Native Hawaiians. Everything 

they had practiced, and believed was now “bad” and “heathen.” The American Board of 

Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) established the practices missionaries 

used. Members of the ABCFM stated the following: “The goal remained the extirpation 

of the tribal cultures and the transformation of Indian children into near-copies of white 

children” (Benham & Heck 1998:54).

The kind of education they are in need of is one that will habituate them to 

the customs and advantages of a civilized l i f e .  and at the same time 

cause them to look with feelings of repugnance on their [N]ative state 

(1998:54).

Today, Native Hawaiians still are not federally recognized as a Native tribe in the 

United States. They fight every day to regain their self-governance and to be accepted as 

true Native peoples of our country. Their battle is not yet over, but as will be examined 

later, they are one of the leading states working on incorporating Indigenous education 

into their schools in the hope of regaining some of their culture, values, and tradition that 

they have lost through America’s assimilation through education policy.

Native American Assimilation

In speaking of assimilation policy through education, for the United States, 

Federal Indian Policy must first be reviewed. In truth, detrimental Indian Policy began 

when the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock in 1620 (Miller 2006). For the next two
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hundred years, as Europeans interacted with various Native Nations, policies were 

implemented to “deal” with the “Indian problem.” In 1820 the “Removal Era” began.

In the mid-1820s, the federal government began openly discussing forcing 

all tribes to move west of the Mississippi River to give the United States 

room to grow and to end state and tribal conflicts over land and 

sovereignty issues (Miller 2006).

Andrew Jackson became President of the United States in 1829 and he was an 

advocate for “a frontier, land-hungry, hostile attitude towards Indians” (Miller 2006). 

Soon after being elected, President Jackson supported and congress passed the Removal 

Act to “force tribes to move west of the Mississippi River” (2006).

Ironically, some supposedly knowledgeable and sincere people also 

supported removing Indians to get them beyond the reach of white 

civilizations so that Indian could avoid the bad habits of civilization while 

they slowly learned the good habits of education, civilization and 

Christianity (Miller 2006).

Following the Removal Era of 1825-1850, was the Reservation Era which lasted 

until 1887. During this period tribes were forced to sign treaties with the United States 

government. These treaties resulted in the creation of reservations and the end result was 

that Native people were no longer able to live on their homelands instead they were sent 

to live far away on specified pieces of land. In essence, treaties were designed to 

“separate Indians from white Americans so that conflicts and battles over land and rights 

would end” (Miller 2006). In the beginning of this era, tribes were actually given large
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plots of land. However, once the government realized how much land they were missing 

out on, reservations began to continuously shrink. During this era approximately three 

hundred reservations were created (2006).

During this time of assimilation, assimilation through education reared its head in 

the form of the “Industrial Boarding School” for Indians. As author and artist Sonja 

Keohane states, “the reservation boarding school system was a war in disguise. It was a 

war between the United States government and the children of the First People of this 

land. Its intention was that of any war, elimination of the enemy” (Keohane 2009). The 

system began first with regular day schools for Indian children. Keohane states,

It was decided that as a tool for assimilation these day schools were not 

and would never be successful. The children were too close to their 

homes, families and cultures to be fully and successfully indoctrinated 

with white society’s language and values (2009).

The next step was reservation boarding schools, and even these proved to be too close to 

Indian communities. As a result the industrial boarding schools for Indians were 

implemented which were modeled after an experiment with Indian prisoners (Keohane 

2009). One of the most famous, the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in central 

Pennsylvania, was founded by Officer Richard Henry Pratt in 1879. Pratt is infamous for 

the quote, “Kill the Indian, Save the Man” (Landis 1996).

To recruit students for this school, Pratt along with a school teacher and Indian 

traitors, went into the Dakota Territory and spoke to tribal leaders. He initially was met 

with skepticism—tribal leaders did not want to send their children away to schools run by
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white men who had violated past agreements, but Pratt argued “that had [their] people 

been able to read the white man’s words, the treaties would have been better understood 

and such violations might not have occurred” (Landis 1996).

At the school, the process of assimilation through both physical and mental 

avenues began. Children’s hair was cut off, they were put into uniforms, they were given 

new names, and they were treated like an army squad—marching to and from classes 

(Landis 1996). They were taught academics and trade programs—reading, writing, 

arithmetic—carpentry, tinsmithing, blacksmithing for boys; cooking, sewing, laundry, 

and baking for girls. “Pratt was driven by his strong desire to see the Indian become an 

imitation of the white man” (1996). He wrote a letter to President Hayes and stated,

Here [I] struggle to evolve order out of the chaos of fourteen different 

languages! Civilization out of savagery! Industry and thrift out of 

laziness! Education out of ignorance! Cleanliness out of f i l th .  [to] see 

that all the interests of his government and the Indians as well are properly 

served (Keohane 2009).

After the reservation area, and once the United States government realized that 

they actually did want control over reservation land, the era of assimilation began. In 

1887 the federal government enacted the General Allotment Act (Dawes Act). This act 

gave Native American individuals direct ownership of tracts of land. Native peoples 

were expected to become good “civilized” farmers.

The Allotment policy was designed to civilize Indians and bring them into 

the American ‘melting pot’ by assimilating them into mainstream
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socie ty . the longstanding idea of exterminating or assimilating Indians 

became official federal policy. The government expressly tried to force 

assimilation on Indians and end their identity as Indian people (Miller 

2006).

However, this era was one of the worst for Native peoples in the United States and by the 

end, in 1934, most Native peoples were “living in a deplorable state of poverty” (Miller 

2006).

The Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) passed in 1934 and it replaced the General 

Allotment Act of 1887. In 1936, the IRA was amended to include the state of Alaska.

This act was supposed to reverse the horrible effects of the Allotment Act. In truth it 

gave Native peoples more control over their lives, but they had been so beaten through 

the Allotment Act that they hardly had anything left. Their land had been taken away 

from them and in essence they lost part of their connection to their spirituality, which 

held for them their culture, language, and traditions. In addition, their future was 

unknown, as their children had been taken away to boarding schools to become the white 

man.
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Chapter 2

Alaska Native Assimilation and its Effects

“Education to us meant assimilation.” 

Alaska State Representative Reggie Joule

Alaska’s experience of assimilation through education and religion is colossal, 

and is mirrored in many other Indigenous histories. One of the first people to come to 

Alaska with the goal of converting and educating its Indigenous peoples was the Russian 

Orthodox missionary, Ivan Veniaminov, Bishop Innocent (canonized in 1977 as St. 

Innocent).

Bishop Ivan Veniaminov

Bishop Ivan Veniaminov, even though his goal was to convert Natives, supported 

bilingualism and in turn was one of the less intrusive visitors to the territory of Alaska 

(Haycox 1984). He arrived in Unalaska in 1824 with his family. One of his first tasks 

was to open a bilingual school, the first in the region, where both the Aleut and Russian 

languages were taught (Dauenhauer 1997:6). As the years went by Veniaminov 

accomplished many things while in Alaska, both for religious and educational purposes. 

Contrary to what many believed, he was a staunch supporter of incorporating Indigenous 

education into the church.



In November 1845, the Petropavlovsk Seminary in Kamchatka was 

relocated in Sitka as the New Archangel Seminary. It opened with fifty- 

four students. twenty-three students were Native. The curriculum 

included six years of Alaska Native language: Aleut, Yupik and Tlingit. 

Also included were three years of Latin, three years of medicine, and other 

subjects (Dauenhauer 1997:7).

For Veniaminov education was a tool. His actions, as seen with the curriculum at 

the Sitka school, were assimilationist in nature; however, they were not as detrimental to 

Alaska Native culture as the policy that would be brought with the next wave of 

missionaries and their enforcer, Sheldon Jackson.

The Reverend Sheldon Jackson

The Reverend Sheldon Jackson is well known for the assimilation of Alaska 

Natives. He was instrumental in implementing the educational policy that Alaska 

Natives faced in the late 1800s, early 1900s, and even today his legacy lives on through 

various current educational policies.

Jackson’s biography names him as the man who “saved the Eskimos from 

extinction” (Taliaferro 2006:14). In 1885 Jackson traveled to Alaska for the first time. 

Prior to his venture north, he had been a missionary in the west, working with Native 

American communities. He had recently been appointed as the general agent of 

education for the region (what would become the state of Alaska in 1959) and was tasked 

to “make provisions for the education of children in Alaska towns and villages ‘without
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regard to race’” (Haycox 1984). His goal were simple—eliminate Native languages, and 

through this the destruction of Alaska Native culture was imminent (1984). Richard 

Dauenhauer states that these practices were “disastrous to Native self-image and 

language survival.”

Immediately Jackson “established Presbyterian mission schools in six Alaska 

communities and encouraged other denominations to found missions and schools as well” 

(Haycox 1984). Jackson was being paid part-time as general agent of education. The 

other part of his pay came from the Presbyterian Church. Gordon Pullar, of the 

Department of Alaska Native and Rural Development at the University of Alaska, 

Fairbanks states, “this was a clear violation of the federal policy against the mixing of 

church and state.” Haycox offers an explanation for this situation:

to try to meet [the need for so many schools for Indian children] the 

contract system of funding mission schools was instituted.. .the federal 

government providing financial aid directly to religious groups that set up 

schools in Indian a re a s . the employment [and payment] of missionaries 

as public school teachers [and administrators] seemed quite natural” 

(Haycox 1984).

In early documentation of Jackson it is said that

.w h e n  a young frontier missionary complained that he was having 

difficulty guiding his [N]ative charges to the light, Jackson reportedly 

replied, ‘They won’t come to hear preachers; send.. .a teacher.’ This was 

Jackson’s method: educate first, then convert” (Taliaferro 2006:15).

15



This practice served him well in the years following his first trip to Alaska. While he 

benefited from the practice, it resulted in irreparable harm to Alaska Natives and their 

cultures.

On Jackson’s first trip to the region, he landed on Wrangell Island—a rough 

frontier town that, in his opinion, was lacking religion. He returned to Seattle to raise 

money for the mission at Wrangell. He touted the needs of the Alaska Native children to 

Seattle’s women and “promoted Alaska’s enormous economic potential” to the men 

(Taliaferro 2006:17). His goal was to “establish mission schools that would m o ld . 

[N]atives into industrious, peaceable, Christian citizens” (Taliaferro 2006:17).

In Richard Dauenhauer’s Conflicting Visions in Alaskan Education, he notes that 

Jackson had four goals for Alaska:

1. To avoid the Indian Wars and reservation system of the lower forty-eight 

states, with its built-in poverty and corrupt civil servants;

2. To educate and convert Alaska Natives;

3. At the same time protect his school graduates from exploitation by 

merchants and other members of white society; and

4. To ban or control the manufacture and sale of liquor. (Dauenhauer 

1997:10)

These goals are mirrored in the Alaska Organic Act, which Jackson assisted in 

writing. Important pieces that Jackson contributed were to authorize and finance Native 

schools, avoiding
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‘the restrictions and disabilities of our Indian system.’ Alaskan Natives 

would not be herded on to reservations; they would not be dolled 

annuities; they would not live as public wards. ‘They ask no favors form 

the American government, but simply to be treated as other citizens, 

protected by the laws and courts, a n d .  furnished with schools for their 

children’ (Taliaferro 2006:17).

Jackson raised money from both the private and public sectors and returned to 

Alaska . At the time

. federal policy leaders fought to educate as many Indian children as 

possible away from their tribes and villages. Not only did the Indian 

Office feel education under such circumstances was more rapid and more 

thorough, but it also expected that literate Indian youngsters who returned 

to their villages would be effective agents of acculturation (Haycox 1984). 

Other more drastic policy stated that once Indian children were taken from communities, 

those communities should be disbanded and children never to be returned home again, if 

there even was a home left (1984).

In contrast to such ideals, Jackson did not believe in disbanding communities, or 

keeping Native children from returning to their homes. He recognized that Alaska 

communities were self-sufficient. This would be an important fact to Jackson as he was 

also the man who brought the practice of reindeer herding over the Bering Sea from 

Chukotka to the Bering Strait region of Alaska in the 1890s. He wanted to assimilate 

Native people through education and religion so they would become good Christian
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American citizens, but he also supported self-sufficiency among Alaska Natives. He 

argued that “civilization could be achieved through education alone” (Haycox 1984). 

However, he did not believe Native languages should be taught in schools, and that even 

included Russian (Dauenhauer 1997:37).

As Jackson’s influence moved around the state missionary schools were 

constructed and Native children taught, the next step was to create Alaska’s industrial 

boarding schools. Jackson, who was impressed with the success of the boarding schools 

in the lower forty-eight states, thought that creating these in Alaska would be a good step 

in the direction of economic self-sufficiency. In 1892 he instituted an industrial school 

“for the instruction of Alaskan young men in the raising and breeding of reindeer” at 

Teller, Alaska (Jackson 1895:559). Other industrial schools were created during 

Jackson’s time, but they were run through the missionaries as well.

Even though the reindeer experiment did not prove to be the lucrative business 

Jackson anticipated, the concept for the industrial school continued and in 1925 the sixty- 

eighth congress of Alaska enacted

An Act For the establishment of industrial schools for Alaskan [N]ative 

children, and for other purposes.. .authorized to establish a system of 

vocational training for the aboriginal [N]ative people of the Territory of 

Alaska, and to construct and maintain suitable buildings for schools and 

dorm itories. (Alaska Territorial Congress 1925:978).

Schools like the one at Eklutna would later that year open its doors to Native students.

Just like the Carlisle Industrial School, the main purpose of schools like the one in
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Eklutna was to teach Native students various trade labor so that they could essential leave 

school and find menial work so as to assimilate themselves into mainstream American 

culture.

Jackson noted that one of his well known accomplishments came in 1890 when he 

brought religion to the region. Upon seeing the vast expanses of Alaska, and the need for 

“civilization” to come to the Alaska Natives, he decided the best way to bring civilization 

into the wilds of the north would be to give regions to various church sectors. He called a 

meeting in New York City and split Alaska into sections whereby each church received 

one of the areas (Taliaferro 2006:18). So began the proselytization of Alaska.

In 1905, while Sheldon Jackson was still touting his Christian ways and 

assimilating Alaska Natives, the first legislation was approved by the state of Alaska 

which “created racially segregated schools in Alaska” (Nelson Act). The Nelson Act was 

signed January 27th, 1905 and was “An Act To provide for the construction and 

maintenance of roads, the establishment and maintenance of schools, and the care and 

support of insane persons in the district of Alaska, and for other purposes” (Nelson Act).

The Nelson Act in essence actually provided for the creation of schools for white 

children outside hub Alaskan communities, but by doing so, created a separate school for 

Native children. Section 7 of the act states,

. t h e  schools specified and provided for in this Act shall be devoted to the 

education of white children and children of mixed blood who lead a 

civilized life. The education of the Eskimos and Indians in the district of 

Alaska shall remain under the direction and control of the Secretary of the
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Interior, and schools for and among the Eskimos and Indians of Alaska 

shall be provided for by an annual appropriation, and the Eskimo and 

Indian children of Alaska shall have the same right to be admitted to any 

Indian boarding school as the Indian children in the States of Territories of 

the United States (Nelson Act 1905).

As can be seen, “mixed blood” children were welcome in “white” schools, but children 

who were of primarily Native descent were put in separate institutions.

Jackson left the Office of Education in 1907. In 1931 he was recognized by the 

Department of the Interior for his work with Alaska Native people. His policy of 

educating Natives in their own villages and supporting self-sustaining enterprises was 

adopted by the Bureau of Indian Affairs as future Indian policy. The commissioner of 

Indian Affairs said:

The Alaskan education enterprise has been carried out in the past with a 

different philosophy and a different practice (than that of the Indian 

Office). In contrast to the Indian Service, with its boarding school, the 

office of Education in A laska . confirmed its effort to local community 

schools and a program of education that took into account in an amazing 

way the health and social and economic life of the [N]ative group (Haycox 

1984).

Jackson’s policy was finally supported by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. In truth, the 

policy was damaging as Alaska Natives suffered through the loss of their language and
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Indigenous education practices, but probably not as damaging as what was done to the 

Native Americans in the lower 48 states.

One shining star in the desolate black sky—Jackson’s policy was a saving grace 

for Alaska Natives. Of course, the years of assimilation policy that has molded him 

created a man who had a “belief in the efficacy of acculturation thorough education, 

particular in English, [which] made him typical of the late nineteenth-century Indian 

reformers in America” (Haycox 1984). However, he did believe in economic self

sufficiency, which is why he supported students learning in their own home environments 

and why he brought reindeer to Alaska Native people (1984). Jackson was an important 

character in the history of Alaska and as Alaska moved forward his policies and ideals 

would remain.

Consequences of Assimilation through Education

As Rainey Higbee, an Inupiaq woman, notes in response to her experiences 

leaving her home and going away to get a higher education,

Our culture revolves around the ties that bind. Around growing up with 

familiar faces, knowing every single aspect of your history (even though 

you wished they didn’t), knowing what to expect from you. The first 

thing people ask is ‘who is your family?’ because it will tell them 

something of your background. These ties are celebrated, they even have 

their own Inupiaq words to explain them.. .In the lower 48 they.. .revel in 

the individual. In the separateness and distance between each person.
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[When I returned] for one thing, people looked at me differently. They 

were wary. Maybe family and friends that I grew up with and loved 

looked at me as if I was a two-headed sloth, and none of them knew what 

a sloth was. Some turned and rolled their eyes. Some ignored me 

completely, their back turned in rejection (Higbee, comment on “Stop and 

Smell the Lichen,” Salmonberry Blood Blogspot, comment posted January 

15, 2010, http://salmonberryblood.blogspot.com/2010/01/another- 

unspoken-phenomenon.html).

Attaining education through western mechanisms has affected people and even today, 

although it is known that education is important; having to leave communities and return 

is still looked upon negatively by many Native people.

As seen in the above quote, by using a westernized education system, Native 

people have lost a part of their Indigenousness. The repression of culture and identity has 

led to irreparable damage to self-worth and self-preservation of many Native peoples. 

Benham and Heck state that, “Conquered cultures often disdain dominant education 

because it is perceived as supporting the dominators” (1998:4). When students go 

through an educational system that sends the message, “You’re the wrong color, you 

speak the wrong language, you have the wrong culture, and you have the wrong religion” 

(Dauenhauer 2007:39), psychologically, these charges are damaging. Even as a young 

child you know what is “right” and “wrong” and you know what you will be punished for 

doing. Charlie “Etok” Edwardsen of Barrow, Alaska, remembers his education and says,

http://salmonberryblood.blogspot.com/2010/01/another-unspoken-phenomenon.html
http://salmonberryblood.blogspot.com/2010/01/another-unspoken-phenomenon.html
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“They used to give us demerits if we spoke Eskimo. They thought Eskimo was a bad 

thing, even in Kindergarten” (Gallagher 1997:62).

Rates of high school graduation, college success and overall well being for 

Indigenous peoples are substantially lower than non-Native peoples across the globe, 

especially when they live in regions that are now dominated by “outsiders.” And when 

people actually come home from being outside, they are not the same people as when 

they left. These issues have created some of the largest societal problems. Indigenous 

people have higher rates of disease, higher rates of poverty, and lower rates of 

educational attainment, and general well-being. Most of these problems have a direct 

correlation to the assimilation policy that they have been subjected to. The following 

statistics support the charge that assimilation has caused a number of problems which are 

shared by Indigenous people.

From the Suicide Prevention Resource Center (2007)

■ Adults aged 25-29 had the highest rate of suicide in the American 

Indian/Alaska Native population, 20.67 per 100,000

■ Suicide ranked as the second leading cause of death for American 

Indian/Alaska Natives from age of 10 to 34

■ Among American Indian/Alaska Native youth attending Bureau of Indian 

Affairs schools in 2001 16% had attempted suicide in the 12 months 

preceding the Youth Risk Behavior Survey



■ When compared with other racial and ethnic groups, American 

Indian/Alaskan Native youth have more serious problems with mental health 

disorders related to suicide, such as anxiety, substance abuse, and depression

■ According to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Native Americans 

continue to experience higher rates of poverty, poor educational achievement, 

substandard housing, and disease

■ Elements of acculturation—mission and boarding schools, weakening parental 

influence, and dislocation from Native lands—undermined tribal unity and 

have removed many safeguards against suicide that Native American culture 

might ordinarily provide

■ Native Americans in higher education rank lower than the national average 

with the lowest college graduation rates, they are lower than any other ethnic 

group
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Chapter 31

Repairing the Damage: Indigenous Peoples Re-claim the Education of their Children

“Let us think of education as the means of developing our greatest abilities, because 

in each of us there is a private hope and dream which, fulfilled, can be translated 

into benefit for everyone and greater strength for our nation.” 

John F. Kennedy

The effects of colonization and assimilation on Indigenous people around the 

world as demonstrated in Chapter One have been detrimental for Natives peoples 

worldwide. As Dauenhauer notes, “I believe the conflicting visions of the 1870s and 

1880s are still in conflict. This conflict remains an open sore in ... the education of the 

1970s and 1980s” (2007:19). As time went by, efforts began to revitalize culture and 

tradition of these Native peoples. Just as conquerors used the education system to 

deconstruct Indigenous Nations, Indigenous Nations have begun to use education to re- 

stimulate the learning of cultural ways. There have been a great many types of re

vitalization efforts in different parts of our world including community-based education 

efforts, language immersion programs, and implementation of culturally relevant 

materials into the classroom, all of which are attempts to address the results of 

assimilation through education on Indigenous peoples of the world.

1 Parts of this chapter were taken from an earlier paper written by the author.



Community-based education focuses on the concept of bringing a person’s 

community into the context of an education system. It is “framed within the wider 

principle of self-determination. [And] the retention and promotion of [I]ndigenous 

languages and cultures” (May 1999:1). The Alaska Native Education Study states that 

“Schools do not exist in a vacuum. If parents and communities are involved in the local 

school, the likelihood is greater that educational goals will be achieved” (McDowell 

Group 2001: 3).

In the past, an education system completely alien was forced upon Indigenous 

people. They learned the history of the people who conquered them; they learned a 

science that had little to do with their surrounding world and their world view; they 

learned a language that could not convey the true meaning of the words that they spoke in 

their traditional way. Through Indigenous community-based education students are 

taught by their cultural elders and through cultural norms in an attempt to connect 

student, culture, and learning.

As seen in Chapter one, utilizing a western education system has created a rift for 

Indigenous society. History speaks for itself. Colonizers used education as a weapon. 

They used it to assimilate Native people. Larry Kaplan notes in his book, Inupiaq and 

the Schools- A Handbook for Teachers that,

Education was to move Native people into the mainstream of American 

society; this was of course not the traditional sort of education by which 

Native people trained their children to take their adult roles in society, but 

European-style classroom education (1984).
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This system created an environment in which Indigenous students, who were used 

to learning by seeing and doing, taught by respected elders, aunts, uncles, and parents, 

instead were taught by sitting in a classroom listening to a person who was not “like” 

them. These new methods did not prove to be avenues of success for Native children, but 

more downward spiral to failure. A high percentage of Indigenous students do not fare 

well in the mainstream western educational system. The Indian Nations at Risk Task 

Force has studied this issue and

.attribu te  these educational outcomes to linguistically and culturally 

irrelevant curricula, low educator expectation, loss of tribal elders’ 

wisdom, and a lack of opportunity for parents and communities to develop 

a real sense of participation (McCarty & Watahomigie 1999:81).

Indigenous community-based education, therefore, is an attempt to rectify these 

issues with Indigenous people through education. The goal is to bring the community 

and the culture, back into the classroom so that students begin to feel more comfortable 

with learning, which therefore will increase student retention in schools, both secondary 

and post-secondary, and increase success rates. Indigenous communities must begin to 

grow their own leaders and through education create the opportunity for communities to 

regain local self control.

This is where the significance of community-based education comes into 

play. While still in many cases small-scale, and while still facing 

considerable odds, community-based education initiatives are beginning to 

have a positive effect on the specific education futures of [I]ndigenous
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students a n d .  the retention of [I]ndigenous language and culture (May 

1:1999).

Many communities around the globe are addressing these issues of colonization 

through community-based education. The Maori of New Zealand have begun to address 

language revitalization in their youth through “Maori language immersion primary, 

secondary and tertiary initiatives” (Durie 1999:74) They utilize a system through which 

in primary grades, schools draw from Maori philosophy on the ways to educate rather 

than the western approach. As students progress, more western philosophy is 

incorporated so that by the time they are in post-secondary education (tertiary) they have 

learned both Indigenous and western studies. It is noted that there is still much to be 

done on a post-secondary level. More courses need to have a Maori philosophical base 

and the Maori people still have a Maori undergraduate degree curriculum to develop 

(May 1999:74-75). However, what the Maori have completed so far has raised the bar 

and students are more successful in school and many Maori now have PhD’s.

Canada has had a different path toward community revitalization. The Innu who 

reside in Labrador have had a similar Indigenous history to many others. They have 

faced assimilation and exploitation of their lands and the Native people have paid dearly. 

At the end of the 1980s the Innu began to re-evaluate their situation, socially and 

politically, and decided that in order to remain culturally active they would need to take 

control of the education of their youth. An elder noted:

Look at the young people who finished school. Do they have proper jobs? 

We were told once they finished school they would have jobs right away.
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Instead my children were robbed of their way of life. They were schooled 

to lose their way of life (Ryan 1999:120).

The Innu used their resources and fought back. In the 1990s after a long struggle with 

colonial Canada the Innu began to work within the governmental system and submitted 

legislation about education in their region. In 1998 they continued to work with the 

Canada Board of Education, but had hopes of regaining their community-based education 

for the next school year (May 1999:121). Although they had a long way to go, it was 

noted that the process gave this Indigenous nation their pride back and revitalized a sense 

of community.

Today the Innu have created an Innu Education Board and have the following 

mission:

Mamu Tshishkutamashutau/Innu Education will offer a quality Education 

in a safe and supportive environment that is designed to meet the 

individual and collective needs and vision of Innu students, while 

respecting and honouring their culture and traditions, and preparing them 

to be proud, contributing members of our communities and the broader 

society (www.mamutshishkutamashutau.com).

After a long struggle, they finally have control over the education of their children.

The Sami people of northern Europe have also begun to address their issues with 

culture and language revitalization. The Sami are an Indigenous group of people that are 

native to Northern Europe. They inhabit the northernmost areas in Finland, Norway, 

Sweden, and Russia. Because these peoples inhabit a vast geographical area and live in
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different countries, the act of making Sami an official language is difficult. There is also 

a lack of teachers who speak the Indigenous Sami language (Todal 1999:135). Despite 

these challenges, they have begun the process of creating Native language pre-schools 

and currently have a post-secondary education curriculum for the Sami language.

In the United States many Native American groups have begun language 

revitalization efforts through community-based education. A Navajo elder from Rough 

Rock, Arizona, said, “If a child learns only the non-Indian way of life, you have lost your 

child.” (McCarty & Watahomigie 1999:79). Spurred by this statement, tribes have begun 

to take control over the schooling of their children. Rough Rock was the first school in 

the United States to have a “locally elected, all-Indian governing board and the first to 

teach in and through Native language and culture” (McCarty & Watahomigie 1999:82). 

Elders noted that “ .  Navajo people have the right and the ability to direct and provide 

leadership in the education of their children.” The Rough Rock School was the launching 

point for many other activities including a publishing center for American Indian 

curricula and adult education. It was also a model for tribally controlled community 

colleges (1999:83).

Also in the United States, the Hawaiian people have done an amazing job of 

community-based education. As noted in Chapter One, due to assimilation through 

education, Native Hawaiians had lost a great deal of their culture. Today, no one Native 

Nation in the United States has quite matched the Hawaiian people and their Native 

literary prowess. After suffering one of the worst cases of language loss among Native 

Americans (Wilson 1999:95), they are beginning to regain their language and teach it
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from elementary to post-secondary schools. In 1978 the Hawaiian constitution 

legislated that “Hawaiian history, culture, and language be taught in all public schools” 

(Wilson 1999:100). At the same time, but independently, a bilingual program was 

established. Today, Hawaii boasts a Hawaiian Language College and offers a Masters 

program in Hawaiian language and literature (1999:106). They also have published a 

number of literary works that are bilingual, in Hawaiian and English.

Other communities around the globe that are currently working on community- 

based education are the Australian Aborigines and the Quechua of the Andes Mountains 

in Peru. In Australia the Aborigines note the miscommunication issues that occur 

between Native students and non-Native teachers (Lowell & Devlin 1999:137). They 

have begun to address these issues by working toward a goal of having Native teachers 

teach Native students. The Quechua have the highest number of Indigenous language 

speakers in South America, yet they too are suffering from language loss. They have 

created the Peruvian Academy of the Quechua Language in order to address these needs 

(Hornberger & King 1999:162).

In Alaska, there have been a number of endeavors to put Indigenous models of 

education into schools. Language revitalization and bilingual programs are considered 

most important and are a priority for Native communities throughout the state. This 

might seem an easy task since there are still many Native language speakers in the 

various Indigenous communities around the state, however, even as late as 1968 the 

Alaska Commissioner of Education refused to allow Native languages to be spoken in 

schools. In 1980, the policies remained, and it was noted, “The bilingual teachers can
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only be subordinate aides, not the actual authority figures in the classroom” (Krauss 

1995:80-81). In the book Alaska Native Languages Past, Present, and Future, Michael 

Krauss writes,

I view the obliteration of Alaskan Native Languages by English as an 

unnecessary final tragic chapter in the continuing conflict in American 

history, the “winning of the West.” The physical genocides of the 

nineteenth century were replaced in the twentieth by cultural genocide in 

the classroom: “Cowboys and Indians” moved into the schools and 

extermination and removal were replaced by assimilation (1995:54).

Today some schools have implemented immersion programs for students in elementary 

school; however many times, due to lack of funding, these programs are the first to be 

cut.

Another goal of Alaska Natives is to implement curriculum that is culturally 

relevant and appropriate. Consider a student during the age of assimilation in Alaska, 

being taught from early 1900s readers. The subject material in those books would not 

have made any sense to an Athabascan or Yup’ik child. Etok Edwardsen, an Inupiaq 

Eskimo said,

School could be both boring and puzzling. The readers the class used 

were the same readers used throughout the United States. They told the 

story of Dick and Jane, of Grandma and Grandpa out on the farm with the 

big red barn, little cat Puff and little dog Spot. “None of this made any 

sense at all to us at Barrow. You know-- a farm on the Arctic Slope?
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None of us had ever seen a tree and the only dogs we knew were not like 

Spot at all” (Gallagher 1997:63).

Community-based education, and the many other initiatives that have begun 

around the world to recapture and address culture that was suppressed through 

assimilation, are incredibly promising! When Native communities unite for a common 

cultural goal the most common result has been success (May 1999:1-2). As communities 

learn, grow, and work with other Indigenous communities worldwide for “best practices,” 

thus revitalizing culture and regaining the tradition that was lost through colonialism, the 

world will see Native Nations rise again.
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Chapter 4

Tribal Colleges: Educating the Leaders of Tomorrow

“With education, you are the white man’s equal—without it, you are his victim.” 

Plenty Coups, last traditional chief of the Crow Nation

In the 1960s, in an effort to combat low success rates of Indigenous people in the 

western education system, a self-determination movement rose up. “Dynamic leaders in 

the tribal communities began to conceive of an education system that would meet the 

needs of their communities and provide and education based on cultural traditions” 

(Institute for Higher Education Policy 2007:14). This movement brought about the tribal 

college. Tribal colleges were created,

in response to the higher education needs of American Indians, and 

generally serve geographically isolated populations that have no other 

means of accessing education beyond the high school level. They have 

become increasingly essential to educational opportunity for American 

Indian students, a status they have achieved in a relatively brief period of 

time (American Indian Higher Education Consortium 1999: A-1).

The tribal college was initially set up to respond to the needs of Native American 

communities due to the socio-economic circumstances they found themselves in during 

the 1960s.



The history of American Indian higher education over the last several 

hundred years is one of compulsory western methods of learning, 

recurring attempts to eradicate tribal culture, and high dropout rates by 

American Indian students at mainstream institutions (American Indian 

Higher Education Consortium 1999:A-2).

These circumstances could be argued to be the result of continued assimilation policy 

through education. Native communities realized this and decided their best way to attack 

the issue would be to use education to their benefit, rather than to their demise.

Today, tribal colleges are located on lands that face very high unemployment 

rates—up to 70 percent on some reservations, and low per capita income levels. Income 

disparities between American Indians and the general U.S. population are great. In 

addition American Indians face many educational hurdles, and they lag far behind the 

mainstream U.S. in educational attainment. “In 2003 eighteen percent of American 

Indian eighteen to twenty-four year-olds were enrolled in college, compared to forty-two 

percent of Whites” (Institute for Higher Education Policy 2007:19). Similarly, only 

forty-two percent of American Indians pursued higher education, compared to fifty-three 

percent nationally and only thirteen percent earned a bachelor’s degree, compared to 

twenty-eight percent. In addition, the number of American Indians who have at least a 

bachelor’s degree is the lowest of all racial/ethnic groups (2007:19).

In 1990, sixty-five percent of American Indians and Alaska Natives age twenty- 

five or older were high school graduates, compared to seventy-five percent of the United 

States population. On reservations, the high school graduation rate is very low. For
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instance on the Navajo reservation only forty-one percent graduate high school 

(American Indian Higher Education Consortium 1999:A-2). In Alaska, the graduation 

rates for Alaska Natives are similar. In some schools fifty percent of students do not 

graduate, and of those, all are Alaska Native students.

As stated earlier in this paper, these are not the only issues that Native Americans 

face in their attempt to get educated. As noted, suicide rates and rates of death caused by 

alcohol and drugs are very high for Native Americans, almost double that of non-Native 

peoples in the United States. Many Native Americans live in single parent households 

and therefore have a difficult time getting an education through the western education 

system. Due to assimilation policy over the last couple of centuries, cultural and 

language barriers often inhibit Native Americans from succeeding in school (American 

Indian Higher Education Consortium 1999:A-2). Lastly, many Native communities are 

not only geographically isolated, but many times they lack the necessary technology that 

is required for education today. All of these issues make successful completion of high 

school and college difficult.

Due to all of these obstacles,

American Indian participation in postsecondary education and degree 

attainment is low. In 1995, American Indians accounted for 

approximately 130,000 students, less than one percent of all students in 

higher education. The majority of those enrolled attended two-year 

institutions rather than four-year schools. Despite progress in recent years, 

American Indians earned less than one percent of all the associate,
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bachelors, and advanced degrees conferred in 1994. In 1995, the 

graduation rate for American Indians at a group of more than 300 colleges 

and universities was only thirty-seven percent, the lowest amount of any 

other major ethnic minority groups. American Indians living on 

reservations may be only half as likely as their white counter parts to 

persist and attain a degree. College participation, retention, and degree 

completion therefore remain critical issues (American Indian Higher 

Education Consortium 1999:A-2).

With all of these demoralizing statistics, here enters the tribal college. The tribal 

college is set up to be responsive to community needs and Native student needs. These 

colleges always have a dual mission to educate their students and perpetuate their 

respective cultures, values, traditions, and languages. At tribal colleges, which can be 

either two-year community colleges, or four-year universities, it is not uncommon to see 

an English composition class next to a Native carving class or a Trigonometry class next 

to a Native language class taught by an elder. By incorporating a student’s Native culture 

into an educational system, student success is more common. Combining Indigenous 

teachings with a western education system, works at the tribal college level, which fights 

the assimilation policy that has been so prevalent in the past.

In 1968 the first tribally-controlled college—now named Dine College—was 

opened on the Navajo Indian Reservation in Arizona (American Indian Higher Education 

Consortium 1999:A-2). Today, there are thirty-six tribal colleges in the United States 

and one in Canada. Most of these tribal colleges are fully accredited by regional
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accrediting agencies, so most of them have credits that transfer to any university system. 

For instance a student can go to Turtle Mountain Community College in Belcourt, North 

Dakota—a tribal college— for two years, and then transfer to the University of North 

Dakota to complete a four year Bachelor’s degree. Or a student can attend Ilisagvik 

College, located at the “top of the world” Barrow, Alaska, and complete a two-year 

Associates Degree and then have the credits be fully transferrable to the University of 

Alaska Fairbanks, to the University of Nevada, Reno, or any accredited college in the 

United States. Tribal colleges have the same requirements as any higher education 

institutions in the United States, but they have an additional task assigned to them, “to 

rebuild, reinforce and explore traditional tribal cultures, using uniquely designed 

curricula and intuitional setting” (American Indian Higher Education Consortium 

1999:A-3). In layman’s terms—tribal colleges must incorporate Indigenous models of 

learning into the western education system.

Nationwide, tribal colleges have had many successes. They graduate Native 

American students; they give many students a second chance at education; and these 

colleges are able to change communities’ views toward education—as noted previously, 

many Indigenous peoples feel anger and rage toward education due to experiences they 

faced being punished at school, as well as being taken from their communities. Tribal 

colleges have faced these issues head on, with a mission of changing the way Native 

peoples view education. Today, they are a shining light for many communities.

One very important aspect that leads to the success of tribal colleges is student 

support. Tribal colleges are designed to assist students through every step of the
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educational process. It is important to note that students who attend tribal colleges can 

range in age from eighteen to seventy-five (plus) years old and they most likely are first 

generation college students. “More than a third of all Native American students are thirty 

years or older” (Institute for Higher Education Policy 2007:20). When a college works 

with students who range from being technologically advanced to never having touched a 

computer, let alone know what “e-mail” is, this is a huge variance in services required. 

Tribal colleges are ready to meet those needs of students. This is where success happens. 

Due to lower enrollment, smaller class size, specialized services -  whatever it is—more 

individual attention is given to students, which leads to reinforcement, validating the 

students purpose and they are more likely to finish school. One could argue that “Student 

Services” at tribal colleges is the most important aspect of the college and must 

incorporate college administration, faculty, and staff.

Another goal of tribal colleges is to be responsive to community needs. “They are 

actively involved in a broad range of community efforts—including basic education, 

counseling services, and economic development initiatives” (American Indian Higher 

Education Consortium 1999:B-1). All tribal colleges offer culturally appropriate 

studies—from language and literature, to carving and weaving. They offer classes in 

vocational skills such as welding, carpentry, plumbing and many other workforce 

development classes that train people to enter the workplace on or near their reservations 

or communities. They bring elders into the classrooms to teach Indigenous ways. They 

offer Adult Basic Education (ABE) and GED courses to get their community members on 

the path toward higher education, and some even offer dual credit opportunities for
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secondary school students, which enables them to take courses that count toward their 

high school education requirements as well as earn college credit.

Lastly, another goal of tribal colleges is to create self-sustaining communities and 

educate local people so that they can have local control of their government and regions 

in the workplace. One way to accomplish this goal is to train and hire local residents for 

local jobs. Tribal colleges are implementing this method employing Native Americans at 

tribal colleges as administrators, faculty, and staff. At some tribal colleges, “seventy-nine 

percent of full-time staff members (are Native American). In comparison, less than one 

percent of full-time faculty and staff at all public institutions [are] Native American” 

(American Indian Higher Education Consortium 1999:B-2).

Another way to support self-sufficiency is to support local entrepreneurship.

Many tribal colleges offer traditional business classes, but some offer courses in how to 

start a business. For example, Ilisagvik College, in Barrow, Alaska (which will be 

discussed in the next chapter), partners with one of their local corporations to offer small 

business development courses to residents, who then can compete in a small business 

development program to win funding to start their own business. Some students have 

begun their own eco-tourism companies on the North Slope of Alaska, and others are 

starting businesses such as coffee companies, bed and breakfast inns, and even auto 

shops.

As can be seen, tribal colleges are actively involved in their communities, and 

have many successes, most of which are nontraditional. For tribal colleges, success can 

be gauged at various levels. A success at a tribal college can be a student with a third
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grade reading and writing level enrolling in the ABE/GED program and eventually 

obtaining his/her GED. It can be a single mother of four, who finally earns her one-year 

business certificate required for the job she wants after several years. Success is 

measured on a case-by-case basis and each one is celebrated.

Students in tribal colleges often do not finish classes in traditional time. Many 

take breaks due to subsistence activities, or family need. However, tribal college 

enrollment is growing every year. More and more students are taking advantage of 

higher education opportunities, and data shows that students who have a tribal college 

located near them are more likely to enroll there than anywhere else. These are 

promising statistics for the tribal college, but also for the student. Students who start at 

the tribal college level are more apt to succeed and eventually earn an advanced degree.

Overwhelmingly, students who attend tribal colleges are graduating with honors 

for the first time in their lives. Students are earning their two-year degrees, transferring 

to four-year institutions, getting their bachelor’s degrees, or even their masters and 

PhD’s. In 2005, data showed that about half of the students who graduate from tribal 

colleges go on to further their education, and of those eighty-six percent pursued a 

bachelor’s degree (Institute for Higher Education Policy 2007:3).

So what do these successes mean for the students? Financially, students 

graduating from tribal colleges are finally moving up in the social strata and becoming 

more independent of the stigma associated with being Native American. As noted in The 

Path of Many Journeys: The Benefits of Higher Education for Native People and 

Communities, a person with a bachelor’s degree or higher earns almost four times as
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much as a person who did not graduate from high school. Students who are graduating 

are giving back to their communities, thereby creating more sustainable economies for 

their Nations. Greater self worth is in turn creating healthier individuals.

Overall, tribal colleges are giving students the chance to succeed in life and are 

battling against assimilation policy every day. Tribal colleges have been and will 

continue to be one of the roads to recovery for Indigenous people, healing the educational 

wounds of the past, healing societal problems, and celebrating successes. They are 

actively educating the Native leaders of tomorrow.
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Chapter 52 

A Case Study: Ilisagvik College

“A college degree did not have to be synonymous with assimilation. Now it 

could be used to strengthen reservations and tribal culture.” 

Paul Boyer

As can be seen, there are various cross-cultural efforts to address the need for 

Indigenous revitalization of community, culture, and language, and tribal colleges are on 

the forefront of the efforts. One such endeavor is taking place in northern Alaska where a 

community college has taken on the responsibility of being a steward of their 

community’s culture, values, language, and traditions through post-secondary education.

Ilisagvik College is located in Barrow, Alaska, the farthest north community in 

the United States. Barrow is the hub community of the North Slope Borough, the 

regional home rule government of the northernmost region in Alaska. The North Slope 

Borough encompasses an expanse of 89,000 square miles, roughly the same size as the 

state of Oklahoma. Eight villages make up the North Slope Borough: Wainwright, Point 

Lay, Point Hope, Atqasuk, Nuiqsut, Kaktovik, Anaktuvuk Pass, and Barrow. These eight 

villages have a total population of 6,500 people, Barrow making up 4,000 of those

2 Chapter 5 was in part taken from a previous paper written by the Author in 2008.



residents. Ilisagvik College serves all of these residents as well as students from around 

the state of Alaska and the country.

Ilisagvik College has been incorporated as a stand-alone institution of higher 

education since 1996; however prior to its incorporation, the location served as the site of 

various higher education programs. In 1980 the North Slope Borough created the Inupiat 

University of the Arctic; following that was an entity that was an extension of the 

University of Alaska Fairbanks which then transformed to the North Slope Higher 

Education Center, Arctic Sivunmun Ilisagvik College, and finally the Mayor’s Workforce 

Development Center. Throughout its history, this institution has played an important role 

as all of these institutions were created to meet the needs of the residents with the explicit 

goal of local control of the region. Ilisagvik received its accreditation through the 

Northwest Commission on Community Colleges and Universities (NWCCU) in 2003, in 

2005 was awarded tribal college status, and in 2007 was accepted as a member of the 

American Indian Higher Education Consortium (AIHEC). Ilisagvik College is currently 

Alaska’s first and only tribal college. In a state that has over two hundred tribes of 

Native peoples, this is quite a feat!

Ilisagvik College offers vocational-technical education programs such as 

industrial safety, plumbing, carpentry, pipeline services, electrical, commercial driver’s 

license training, driver’s education, and heavy equipment operation; an Associate of Arts 

degree program, fully transferrable to four-year degree institutions; Inupiaq Studies 

certificates; and other programs such as Allied Health, Business Management, Teachers 

for the Arctic, and a dual credit partnership with the North Slope Borough School
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District. The college also operates the Tuzzy Consortium Library, the Adult Basic 

Education/GED program as well as the Center for Workforce and Community 

Development which can offer any training courses communities, businesses, and 

residents require.

In 2005, when Ilisagvik College gained tribal college status, it was a huge step for 

both Ilisagvik College and the goal of self-determination and local control over the North 

Slope region. As a tribal college Ilisagvik is able to carry out a dual mission. The 

mission statement reads:

Ilisagvik College provides quality post-secondary academic, vocational 

and technical education in a learning environment that perpetuates and 

strengthens Inupiat culture, values, language, and traditions. It is 

dedicated to providing well-educated and trained individuals who meet the 

human resource needs of North Slope employers.

In their role at a tribal college, faculty and staff are not only tasked with educating 

students but also with the immense responsibility of perpetuating the local Inupiat 

culture, values, language, and traditions. One of the strategies the college uses to 

accomplish this aspect of the mission is the incorporation of the twelve Inupiat values 

into the daily life of the college. The values are (in no particular order): respect for 

nature, sharing, knowledge of language, cooperation, family and kinship, love and respect 

for our elders and one another, humor, hunting traditions, compassion, humility, 

avoidance of conflict, and spirituality. This responsibility of Ilisagvik to incorporate 

culture might be the most important of all its roles. Just like so many other Indigenous
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cultures face the task of perpetuating their culture so as not to lose their way of life, so do 

the Inupiat of the North Slope.

In many cases, it should be a relatively accepted task, having a community 

college be the facilitator of assisting in the perpetuation of its community’s culture; 

however, as many Indigenous Nations face the negative repercussions of the old 

education system, Ilisagvik College, at times, is met with negativity on the North Slope. 

Many residents were children of the boarding school era, or affected by its policies in 

some way by the forced schooling children were subjected to. Being shipped away from 

the only home children knew to places that were totally alien to them did not leave good 

memories. Being punished for speaking their Native Inupiat language resulted in 

negative images of the westernized education system. This history has left Ilisagvik 

College with another important task—address the stigma of education systems and create 

a more positive view about education. With the inclusion of Indigenous community- 

based education through the use of Ilisagvik’s dual mission, every day the college takes 

strides to accomplish this important responsibility.

On the same note, the Inupiat of this region must have a catalyst for the 

perpetuation of Inupiat culture and language. The college has an Inupiaq Studies 

department to educate residents to become Inupiat language and culture teachers. The 

Inupiat of the North Slope face the pending extinction of their language, and by utilizing 

a force such as a community college, they have a chance to reverse the effects of 

assimilation and westernization and save their language.
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Ilisagvik College was created with the goal of local control and self

determination; its goal was to become a player in the future of the region. As Ilisagvik 

College continues to offer the current programs and is able to expand, it will truly be an 

educational institution that is shaping the future of rural Alaska.

An evaluation was implemented in 2008 with the purpose of identifying what 

Ilisagvik College faculty and staff were implementing to address the dual mission of the 

college as well as to identify what more can be done. With a plan to have the results 

measured in student retention and completion, an evaluation form was sent to thirty-five 

members of the faculty and staff who work directly with students at the college. Eighteen 

evaluations were returned, approximately fifty-one percent. The following data are the 

results of that evaluation.

Question #1: What role do you play at Ilisagvik College?

Evaluations were completed by faculty and staff that ranged from the President of 

the College, faculty members (English, Business, Social Science, Biological Sciences, 

and Industrial Safety), student services, the library (Director and Youth Services), the 

cafeteria staff, workforce development, and support staff.
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Question #2: As a tribal college, Ilisagvik has a dual mission of both educating its 

students for the workforce but also to perpetuate Inupiat culture, values, language, 

and traditions. How important do you feel this mission is to Ilisagvik College?

Why?

President Beverly Patkotak Grinage noted that this importance is paramount 

because the college was founded to provide this support for perpetuating the Inupiat 

culture, values, language, and traditions. Inupiat leaders identified this dual mission as a 

component of local control. Jay St. Vincent, English Professor, noted that education 

must be delivered in a manner that is consistent with the perpetuation of Inupiat culture, 

values, language, and traditions. She said,

We do not engage in education to meet the needs of the instructors or the 

institutions, but rather the needs of the students. Consider... not all of our 

students are Inup ia t. this allows the opportunity to emphasize diversity 

in culture and cultural respect.

This statement echoes views expressed by earlier advocates of incorporating 

Indigenous values into the education system. Additional comments were as follows:

• Education must be relevant and have meaning to learners.

• Education should add to people’s experiences to make them more knowledgeable 

and more aware, not require them to give up or change themselves to meet 

educational goals.

• A healthy community is strengthened by education. our students need to know 

their culture has something to contribute to the world.
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• Understanding of Inupiat culture, values and traditions is important for 

community members to carry out meaningful work in whatever job they choose.

• The mission makes the college and the library unique in the world. It allows me 

to make a difference.

• In the workforce our students need to learn the Inupiat perspective and we can do 

that through education.

Question #3: Do you feel that by incorporating these values and traditions you are 

helping to perpetuate the Inupiat culture?

Many answers include only one word, “Yes.” Others remarked that course 

assignments that were assigned can actively create more respect for people’s own culture. 

Also the college can assist in teaching those students who possibly did not learn the 

values and culture growing up. It was also noted that many of these cultures, values, and 

traditions are taught in the community, but Ilisagvik, as a larger member of the 

community can assist.

Question #4: How do you incorporate Inupiat culture, values, language, and 

traditions into the work you do at Ilisagvik?

President Beverly Grinage said:

As an Inupiaq I do not separate the Inupiat culture, values, language, and 

traditions from my work here at the college. Here are a few examples:

Prior to making most administrative decisions, I work in cooperation with
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many individuals to indentify the best possible course of action. I try to 

treat everyone with respect and compassion, no matter where they are on 

the organizational chart. Sharing is another important Inupiat value that I 

adhere to. For example, if someone is responsible for a specific 

accomplishment I openly give credit to that person. When I meet with 

students I begin with the Inupiat values as the foundation for the advising 

session. I approach each meeting with compassion, respect, and love for 

the student. When you exhibit these characteristics at the very beginning 

of the session, it helps in avoiding potential conflicts, because by the time 

the student sees me it is usually over a serious matter. Our budget 

committee meetings begin with the Inupiat values of cooperation, sharing, 

love and respect for others. In the past the various departments fought 

over who deserved more funding. Once the meetings began with the 

Inupiat values, the process was more peaceful and conflicts were avoided.

Others noted that their classes begin with students looking at their value systems, 

and reported that they also incorporate the local culture into assignments. Classroom 

rules that are based on Inupiat values, activities are based on Inupiat content, and 

interactions with students are guided by Inupiat values are also important. Science 

instructors develop assignments that utilize local resources, local examples, and local 

practices. Classroom settings incorporate sharing, compassion, humor, love, and respect. 

Other courses that belong in the Inupiaq Studies or teacher preparation program
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incorporate actual subsistence activities in their coursework such as hunting, cooking 

Native foods, speaking the Native language. Tony Kaliss, Social Science Instructor said, 

As I have always had to include ... Native cultures, spiritual values, and 

traditions in (social science courses). It is impossible to understand the 

nature of Native societies. without taking these aspects into account. 

Instructors have said that they show the students that they use this information 

already, when getting ready for hunting or whaling. They show them how to use (that 

information) on the job site as well. Making these connections between students, their 

culture, and their education is so important. In English class local context and subject 

matter is used for writing assignments: “you must make the work relevant to the students 

or they don’t get it” said Developmental English Instructor Deseree Salvador. Leslie 

Pierce, Science Instructor, explains that the addition of references to Inupiat culture and 

traditional knowledge has been important in Allied Health and biological science fields. 

“Using traditional knowledge of animals and the importance of animals in the Inupiat diet 

has made learning more relevant to students.”

At the library the staff has made a conscious effort to purchase any form of media 

that has a reference to the North Slope Inupiat so that it can be utilized by the public. The 

cafeteria has met with the student government and has implemented menu items 

requested by the students. Some items on the menu include caribou stew and soup. 

Ilisagvik’s Workforce Development Program is beginning a Tribal Doctor program, an 

Inupiat Language Symposium, and a Marine Mammal Observer program which all fit 

into the values and traditions of the Inupiat people. The Associate of Arts and Associate
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of Applied Science program always includes a discussion of the Inupiat values at every 

faculty meeting. This discussion includes how the faculty is incorporating the values into 

their curriculum and uses each other as resources for more ideas.

In the vocational program at Ilisagvik, the two instructors, Dave Elbert and John 

Howlett, do a number of tasks to include Inupiat values. Howlett says,

At the beginning of class I always talk about how the learning 

environment is improved as we try to follow the Inupiat values such as 

showing respect to others, sharing with the class from our experiences and 

knowledge. I also emphasize the importance of cooperation in the 

classroom as well as on the job s i t e .  During Fall and Spring whaling 

season we talk about the importance of hunting traditions and what they 

need to do to safeguard those traditions and values.

Elbert, in his electrical and carpentry classes, says he begins each day with early 

morning stretches that are led by students. He says, “Strong bodies and healthy minds 

(is) principal. (This) brings a sense of unity, family, and purpose to the class.” Students 

in his class learn by watching, a common theme in Indigenous education. They watch, 

and then they do and help each other. Elbert notes,

This idea has evolved over several semesters as I have watched various 

students’ blossom and (their) self confidence increases as they 

demonstrate their knowledge by helping. (This act shows) sharing, 

cooperation, (and) respect.
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In addition, Elbert brings in community members to speak to the class about jobs and 

various other aspects of healthy living.

Question #5: Do you find it difficult to incorporate this into your work?

Many said that they do not find it difficult to incorporate the Inupiat culture, 

values, language, and traditions into their classroom and into their lives. Others noted 

that it was difficult because of the western influence on education and the policies that 

post-secondary institutions face such as accreditation and the difficulty it sometimes 

entails in finding the appropriate information. Lana McNeil, who instructed Natural 

Science in 2008 noted that sometimes it is hard to incorporate Inupiat values, however “it 

is often a good time to practice humility and listen.” Dave Rice, Business department 

head noted, “I can always do better, but I try to especially be respectful of my students 

and demonstrate. good values.” Sara Jeffress, Tuzzy Library Youth Services Librarian 

said, “Not at all. With a little creativity, it is easy and inspiring to include.” And Wendy 

Johnson, the Cafeteria Manager, would like to locate FDA approved whale meat to 

include on the cafeteria menu.

Question #6: Do you have an understanding of the Inupiat culture, values, language, 

and traditions? Please explain.

Again, many respondents said that they do have an understanding which of course 

speaks well for the college who is teaching this. Also, a number of respondents noted 

that they try their best to understand, but if they do not understand or need assistance,



they ask the help of their students, friends, colleagues and elders of the community. Some 

noted that they have done research on the community and culture. Others noted that they 

may not have spent much time in Barrow, but that the Inupiat values are basic human 

values and should be followed and appreciated by all, so by taking that course, they do 

understand many of the values. Most noted that they want to learn more about the 

culture, and for a post-secondary institution it is notable that even faculty and staff want 

to learn more. As noted by David Ongley, Library Director, one important aspect of 

“understanding” the Inupiat culture, values, language, and tradition is speaking the 

language, which many do not do.”

Question #7: Have you found it hard to incorporate Indigenous culture while at the 

same time working under a westernized system of education?

President Grinage replied to this question by saying, “Yes. It shouldn’t be, but in 

reality it has been. For example, calling the pre-college Math and English courses 

“Developmental” is demeaning to our students. It implies that Inupiat are inferior.” 

Western terms for courses at times do not apply to Indigenous community-based 

education. In the Associate of Arts program, St. Vincent said that it actually helps the 

courses she teaches such as speech, art appreciation, and literature. Others note that there 

are challenges, but that the challenges provide a push to be creative. Martha Stackhouse 

says, “I encourage the best of both worlds to succeed.” In addition, Rice noted that “I 

don’t see any conflict. Inupiat values are a good, solid foundation for effective behavior 

within the workplace, community or fam ily . excellent foundation for success.”
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One instructor noted that both Indigenous and western systems have similarities, 

and the difference is only the different teaching methods. It is important to have both sets 

of learning experiences. Pierce noted that in order to navigate in our world, incorporating 

the two is imperative. The semester-based system was acknowledged as being a system 

that does not work well for the students on the North Slope. Library services have at 

times had difficulty incorporating western reading into the community. Library events 

are not well attended and there is question about how to make this better.

Question #8: Is there more that you can do? Do you have plans to implement more 

of Inupiat culture, values, language, and traditions into the college? How?

The results for this question will be noted in a bulleted format. Responses were as

follows:

• Review course syllabi and make changes to be reflective of the Inupiat culture.

• Initiate pedagogical training on learning styles of the Inupiat.

• Establish a database of Ilisagvik course activities/assignments that support Inupiat 

values.

• Write a curriculum that is centered on the Native learning style.

• Give credit for attending Youth and Elders Workshops, Bilingual Conferences, 

etc.

• Emphasize more Inupiat materials.

• Increase values discussion.

• Utilize resource persons such as Martha Stackhouse for material review.
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• Create new handouts, choose new books, and ask new questions.

• Require documentation of how the values are being used.

• Revise teaching approaches to be culturally interactive.

• Talk to new employees about our culture.

• Include Inupiat storytellers into programs.

• Encourage Inupiat people to become librarians.

• Continue to incorporate Inupiat foods.

• Assist in creating Inupiat Media.

• Empower village tribal councils through education.

Question #9: As Ilisagvik heads toward incorporating more Inupiat culture, values, 

language, and traditions have you seen a change in students attending Ilisagvik?

For instance do you in the role you play at the college see students succeeding more 

with an Indigenous emphasis at the college?

The college actively supports its students. The Student Services department’s 

main role is Ilisagvik College students. Actions that have been taken by the college to 

assist with this responsibility include implementing a consent release form which allows 

the college to call family members to encourage students. This form was created so that 

the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) would not be violated. Other 

information that was provided noted that due to the fact that we are a small institution, 

and our population is small, often data is skewed. Many who responded said they did not 

see a direct correlation between the values and retention on a large scale. St. Vincent



noted that there was an increase in male enrollment last year at the college and that recent 

students have been transferring to four-year institutions. Birgit Meany, then Business 

Instructor, noted that she has seen more students becoming active in their education.

McNeil noted that student success and failure has a great deal to do with external 

forces other than the college. Martha Stackhouse, Teachers for the Arctic Coordinator 

noticed a difference in her students’ retention before and after the Arctic Slope Regional 

Corporation (ASRC) dividends. She had more students prior to the checks being sent 

out. Kaliss said,

I think that incorporating more Inupiat materials should help and I know 

that in my own classes that Native students do certainly respond well to 

having Native issues, history, and other concerns d irectly . placed in our 

discussions.

Rice noted,

I think the problem with expecting a cultural emphasis to improve 

retention etc. is that it is too abstract for a student to grasp and transform it 

into a success factor.. .to really make a difference with students; I think we 

need to establish more concrete success factors such as attendance, study 

habits, time management, career planning, etc.

Others noted that they did not see any correlation between incorporating the 

values into the system, and some said that they did see more high school students getting 

active at Ilisagvik with the dual credit program. Avoidance of conflict was mentioned by
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Registrar Patty Stith. She said that many times students will drop out of class when they 

are not doing well and will not approach an instructor or the college staff.

Question #10: Do you have any ideas for what Ilisagvik can do to incorporate more 

Inupiat culture, values, language, and traditions?

The results for this question will be noted in a bulleted format. The responses are as 

follows:

• Other departments should adopt the Associate of Arts Degree program meeting 

strategy of beginning each meeting with a discussion of how each instructor is 

incorporating the Inupiat values into their class activities.

• Use tourism- use students to give tours, presentations, create websites.

• Tribal college exchanges.

• Instructors knowing more of Native issues.

• Audit Fannie Akpik’s Inupiaq Studies Class.

• Student Groups: NYO, Eskimo Dance at the college.

• Research Projects.

• Cultural Orientation at the beginning of the semester.

• Instruction: More hands on and less lecture.

• Dorm parent more visible- at cultural events etc.

• Support of Archivist at Tuzzy Library.

• Students decorate the dining room.

• Academic faculty focus on disciplines from an Inupiaq perspective.
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• Involve more Inupiaq instructors such as voc-tech (Inupiaq master plumbers, 

carpenters, etc.).

• Need more photos of cultural activities.

In addition to the staff and faculty, students in the business program in 2008 drafted a 

student pledge that each individual student vowed to uphold focusing on the Inupiat 

values. The pledge was drafted in both Inupiaq and English and read,

Qutchiksi0aaaniuraq«uya uvamnun i0isaaiayaruya. 

I0atka ikayuaukkitka; suli utiqtitchisuktuya 

nunaaqqiqatimnun. Puqiktuya ~ kiiqsruaniaqtuya 

uvamnun ~ suli i0itchillaruya. Tavrayyaaglaan 

unniqsuq^iiniaqtuya i0isaanipkun suli 

i0isaaniaqtuya pisuqtilaaaluya uvlutuaq. 

Pisuqtilauraptun ayallaaniaqtuya suli 

tuuliaqsitayaialuya. Savaaksrautitka 

nallaaniaaitka. Sutuqaaaaksrat aninniaaitka, 

Atakkii uqaluksrautiqaamiuyaptauq. Taapkua tavra 

maliaigupki pisuqtilaaptun, taamna i0isaaksratka 

naatitchuminaaitka.

I choose to be a student at Ilisagvik College because I want to learn. I 

want to enrich myself; I want to provide for my family; and I want to give
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back to my community. I am intelligent, I am motivated, and I can learn.

I promise to take responsibility for my education and to give my best 

every day. I will attempt to attend all of my classes and I will be on time.

I will complete my homework as assigned. I will actively participate in 

my classes, because I have something to contribute. In doing these things, 

I will make every effort to complete this course successfully.

Through the eighteen surveys that were returned, research shows that Ilisagvik 

College is meeting, to some extent, the goal for which it was created, implementing 

Inupiat culture, values, language, and traditions into the college curriculum and in to 

student support. Instructors are creating curriculum that actively involves Inupiat culture, 

values, language, and traditions and they indicate they enjoy doing so. Administration 

and support staff are also looking at the many ways they can incorporate the values into 

their work with students.

However, as with any project in progress, more can be done. Research shows that 

the college wants more student involvement in college activities; instructors have a good 

sense of where they would like to be in terms of including the values into their 

curriculum, and staff has identified what more they would like to accomplish. Actually 

identifying these items and creating working lists will be beneficial for the college and 

should assist President Grinage in developing priorities for the college.

On addressing the issue of retention and completion, the last goal of this research, 

it was found that these numbers do not exist yet. Whether this discrepancy is because



Ilisagvik is a small institution, or whether Student Services needs to complete more 

accurate reports of the students who attend school, action must be taken in order to know 

clearly what is happening with Ilisagvik students. A recommendation will be sent to 

Ilisagvik College to begin a more intense data collecting process so more of this 

important information can be collected.

As research indicates Inupiat people are among other Indigenous Nations who are 

all interested in perpetuating their Indigenous cultures. Just like the Indigenous people of 

New Zealand, Canada, Northern Europe, Hawaii, Australia, and South America, the 

Inupiat of the North Slope of Alaska have a long journey ahead of them to solidify their 

culture and language and to heal from the decades of damage assimilation has had on 

them. However, with institutions such as Ilisagvik College and other tribal colleges 

around the globe, Indigenous people are one step closer to recapturing and revitalizing 

their identity through their culture. Ilisagvik College has developed a dynamic program 

based upon the culture, values, language, and traditions of the Inupiat people. With 

direction and prioritization from the administration, Ilisagvik College will remain an 

important institution on the North Slope and will create positive sustainable change for 

the North Slope region.
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Chapter 6

In Conclusion: Changing the Way We Think

“Tell me and I'll forget. Show me, and I may not remember. 

Involve me, and I'll understand.” 

Native American Saying

It is important to note that even with all of the damaging effects that assimilation 

through education has had on Indigenous Nations of the world, Indigenous people still 

know that education is extremely important. Education, as seen in previous chapters— 

has always been important and an integral part of the Indigenous world view. The issue 

at question, however, is how to create a balance between the western education system, 

which no one argues is an unimportant aspect of our world today, and the Indigenous 

models of education which is so vital to Indigenous people and their methods of learning.

As this paper has examined, the assimilation policy that was passed down through 

the education system was extremely detrimental to Indigenous society. Today, 

Indigenous Nations are struggling to regain the culture they lost. Although various 

models are being implemented, Native peoples still have a long way to go in regaining 

some of the ground they have lost through the assimilation policy. Sadly, they recognize 

that some of the traditional knowledge they once had, will never be regained again.



So, what are the options as Indigenous people move forward? As one Native 

American student, who dropped out of school after his first two semesters and then later 

returned said,

I think White people think education is good, but Indian people often have 

a different view. I know what you’re going to say—that education 

provides jobs and skills. It’s true. That’s why I’m here. But a lot of these 

kids, their parents, they see education as something that draws students 

away from who they are... I would like to tell them (at the university) that 

education shouldn’t try and make me into something I’m not. That’s what 

I learned when I wasn’t here—who I am. And when I learned that, then I 

could come back here. I sort of walked away for a while and then came 

back. It’s one of the best gifts I’ve ever had. But a lot of us just walk 

away (Kirkness & Barnhardt 1991:5).

This is really the heart of the issue. The education system around the world is still 

based on the western models of teaching. As this student stated, “education draws 

students away from who they are.” In moving forward, there must be a paradigm shift 

so that education no longer takes children away from their culture, their heritage; 

education must support a child’s culture and heritage. There must be a connection that 

says “Who you are is important, who your people are is important, who you can become 

using your “Indiginuity” is important.”
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How does this happen, one would ask? Currently the people in positions that 

teach Native youth and who are role models are non-Native. How do they give Native 

students what they need to succeed? Verna Kirkness and Ray Barnhardt state that,

In the effort to sustain their own cultural integrity, there is an urgent need 

for First Nations people to assume roles as teachers, doctors, lawyers, 

administrators, comptrollers, architects, historians, etc. (Kirkness & 

Barnhardt 1991:6).

Once Native communities are empowered with local control, doors open for their 

children and the future of their nations. As William Harjo LoneFight, Ph.D., previous 

President of the Sisseton Wahpeton Tribal College states,

This is a time of exploration, reawakening, and cultural freedom. Tribal 

communities have never had educational sovereignty in the past. It is 

imperative that Native peoples determine what “cultural freedom” is and 

what colonial imposition is. When this occurs, the healing of the past 

trauma, of assimilation through education will begin (Price 2005:19).

Indigenous peoples have a history of evolving. As the climate changed, they 

changed with it. If anything, they might be the most flexible people on earth today. They 

have evolved with the rapid change of the times. This will be their saving grace. They 

have learned to change with the seasons and because of this, Indigenous people will 

survive. They will use the resources they have on hand to educate their children, to save 

their culture. What has been lost will be regained. What has been forgotten will be
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remembered and re-learned, and in doing this, the strength of their ancestors, who 

flourished in the days of “before,” will be with them, and give them strength to move 

forward.

The days of assimilation through education will never be forgotten, but they can 

be overcome. The Longest War, the war raged upon Indigenous people of our world, will 

always be present, but Indigenous people will triumph; they have to. They have won a 

great many battles, and this one will be no different. One day, the children of this earth 

will be educated in both the Native and western ways and be better equipped to handle 

the change of the world as will been seen in the future. How strong an individual will be 

when he/she has both an Indigenous and western educational background! By bridging 

the educational gap, perhaps they will be the missing link combining the holistic with 

scientific, nature with fact. This was the way of the past, and by working together it can 

be the way of the future.

“My grandchild, education is the ladder. Tell our people to take it.” 

The great chief of the Navajos, Hastinn ch’il Haajiin
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