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Abstract

The social and professional lives of rural Alaskan school teachers are unique.

They live in an isolated environment and interact with students and community members 

from the position of a member of a “sub-cultural”, or better, of a “co-cultural” group 

member. This work examines the recruitment and training practices of rural Alaskan 

school districts with regard to teachers from the Lower 48, the expectancies constructed 

by and for teachers in these practices, and how violations of these expectancies affect 

teacher’s social and professional lives in rural Alaskan villages.

Qualitative conversational interviews were conducted with 3 administrators 

currently working in rural Alaskan districts, and 5 teachers who came to teach in rural 

Alaska from the Lower 48. A thematic analysis produced 13 emergent themes. Several 

communicative strategies typical of co-cultural group members (Orbe, 1998) were 

identified, indicating the participants’ positions as members of a co-cultural group. A 

critical comparison of the way in which teachers and administrators affected one 

another’s experiences in rural Alaska revealed that during recruitment sessions both 

administrators and teachers enacted the position of members of the dominant U.S. culture. 

However, during the first training sessions for new teachers, administrators shifted their 

position to co-cultural members. Working within the dominant Alaskan Native culture 

the administrators worked to prepare teachers for their new societal position as a member 

of a co-cultural group in rural Alaska.
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Chapter 1: Review of literature

1.1 Introduction

What is it that draws people to Alaska? Is it the mystique of the 1,000s of miles of 

untouched wilderness? Or that it harkens back to a more rugged time, when a person got 

by because of the sweat of their brow and the dirt on their boots? Perhaps it is all of this 

and so much more. It is impossible to know why a person chooses a place that boasts 40 

below temperatures, a lack of a road system throughout much of the state, and a higher 

than average cost of living. From my six years of experience, finding out why a person 

came to live in Alaska is as much an Alaskan tradition as the Northern Lights and 

outhouses. The question, “So, how did you end up here?” almost always comes up when 

an Alaskan first meets someone who just moved from the Lower 48, especially if they are 

from some place known for its sunshine. In fact after having been a resident of Alaska for 

almost seven years it is a question that still comes up when I mention that I am from 

Southern California.

I arrived in Fairbanks, Alaska six years ago because I felt the need to experience a 

place that was completely unlike Southern California. Fairbanks and its weather 

extremities and relative isolation from the rest of the United States seemed like an 

excellent candidate. Using schooling as the excuse to move to Fairbanks, I arrived at 

UAF with my best friend and the intention of staying for only a year.

There are a lot of reasons why I chose to stay in Alaska once that first year was up. 

There were two overarching factors though that kept me in the Last Frontier. The first



were the strong interpersonal connections I made throughout the first year, especially 

with the people that lived in my dormitory. I was fortunate enough to find a strong 

foundation of friends who were at a similar place in their academic lives, i.e., working 

toward a bachelor’s degree but having been in college for at least two years. The second 

was the sense of adventure that is so often associated with visiting or living in Alaska. An 

intoxicating state of being in which one feels as though they are roughing it yet still 

enjoying the modern luxuries. It is impossible to deny that Alaska offers adventures and 

activities that cannot be experienced anywhere else in the world. For these factors and, 

probably others, I found myself constantly pushing back the day I would leave Alaska for 

good.

After two years I finished my bachelor’s in English and decided to stay in Alaska 

to obtain my credential for secondary teaching. I had always envisioned teaching as my 

chosen profession. As I began classes in the summer of 2007 I met a whole new group of 

people who had come to Alaska for the first time. The difference was that these people 

came to Alaska because they had been promised a job as a teacher in rural Alaska. The 

majority of these men and women were preparing to teach in a rural Alaskan village site 

they had not yet seen. Many of the rural Alaskan districts were hiring individuals with a 

bachelor’s degree, but without a teaching credential. The district that hired them would 

pay for these teachers’ credentialing and a master’s in education in return for a minimum 

of two years of service as a teacher in rural Alaska. The plan was known at the time as 

the SB 86 program. Like me, these people had very little training as a teacher and were
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being asked to take on the daunting task of acculturating themselves to village culture as 

well as developing their skills as a teacher.

The creation of this teaching cohort in the few months before high school started 

allowed me to become very close to several of these teachers. Many of them expressed 

stories similar to mine about how they came to be a first year teacher in rural Alaska. 

Looking for a new adventure, trying something different, or getting away from modern 

life were all common threads in a majority of the stories. Needless to say we were 

extremely energetic as we got closer to stepping into our first high school classroom as a 

teacher.

Over the course of the next year I was in constant contact with those out in rural 

Alaska because of the teleconference classes we took as part of the program. The upbeat 

voices that I heard throughout the summer began to sound more and more tired. They all 

had interesting stories to tell about village life. Stories that could never be experienced in 

the urban sprawl of Fairbanks. Yet most of these stories did not reflect the expectations 

they had expressed earlier in the year. Instead they were often filled with frustration and a 

sense of physical and mental exhaustion. I can only imagine the difficulty of a person 

who must not only negotiate life in a brand new culture, but also a transition into a new 

profession like high school teaching.

As I pondered the plight of my friends and cohort members, I began to reflect 

again on the reasons they gave for having come to Alaska in the first place. Interestingly 

enough I was again reminded of these reasons when I visited the largest teaching job fair 

in the state of Alaska. Held in Anchorage, the job fair attracted every district in Alaska as
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well as several districts from Seattle and even one from Hawaii. Walking up and down 

the aisles filled with booths of school district recruiters I was constantly accosted, asking 

what my field of study was and if I was interested in a job. Each recruiter I casually met 

with at the job fair played up aspects of their district that they stated set them apart. These 

advantages included new technology in all the classrooms, rebuilt teaching facilities, 

signing bonuses, travel money, and funds to assist in the transition of moving to the 

district. In the case of the rural Alaskan school districts almost all of them tried to sell a 

teaching experience as an incomparable adventure in the heart of nature. It was a 

portrayal of Alaska that seemed very familiar.

With each story, and each description of life in rural Alaska I reminded myself of 

two things. The first were the stories of struggle and exhaustion told to me by my friends 

teaching out in the bush. The second was the meeting my cohort had right before we all 

drove or flew to Anchorage for the job fair. The head of our program, Dr. Diane Noble, 

had spent a good deal of class time explaining how the job fair and recruitment sessions 

work in the Anchorage job fair. As a prospective teacher we did not have to sign a 

contract on our first day of the fair, or even on any day of the teaching fair. Dr. Noble 

explained that some rural district recruiters would give very short deadlines for the 

signing a contract for the upcoming school year. Yet the need for teachers in rural Alaska 

was large enough that one could have time to weigh his or her options, and do research 

on the district and village. Signing a contract with any district without first having done 

some research was the quickest way for a person to hate teaching in Alaska. Because of 

these experiences and the advice of other teaching professionals I did not end up signing
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a contract with one of the rural Alaskan school districts I interviewed with. Having done 

research on the rural areas I came to the realization that I was not ready to leave 

Fairbanks.

Strolling through the walkways of the job fair I was fortunate enough to meet 

many other prospective teachers. Many had come from the Lower 48 in order to find a 

job. This trip to Anchorage was the very first one they had ever taken to Alaska. The 

excitement about getting their first teaching job and/or a chance to teach in a place 

isolated from the modern world resonated in every word they spoke when I asked them 

how they ended up in Alaska. The juxtaposition of the excitement that exuded from the 

prospective teachers at the job fair and the exhaustion displayed over the phone by my 

friends teaching in rural Alaska is shocking when one thinks about it. What types of 

expectations did these teachers have as they took their first step off of the plane and 

began to live in a completely different culture? And if these expectations were violated 

how did that affect them in the social structure and in their job as a teacher?

Pondering these questions I think back to the recruiters and all of the amazing 

things that they told me their school district and the land and people of Alaska had to 

offer a teacher coming from the Lower 48. Having been an Alaskan resident for two 

years I was able to identify several of the inaccuracies in their claims. If I had not spent 

two previous years in Fairbanks or been trained as a teacher in Alaska, there is no doubt I 

probably would have followed suit with so many of those other teachers I met at the job 

fair and signed the first contract that came my way. There is something to be said for the 

excitement of being a legitimate teacher with one’s own classroom. Yet I also wonder
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how much the claims and promises told to the prospective teachers in the recruiting 

sessions affected their expectations of living in rural Alaska. These ponderings led to the 

research question: what are the training and recruitment practices of rural Alaska 

administrators and what expectations are created for teachers from the Lower 48 ? 

Furthermore how do the violations of those expectancies effect teacher’s lives in rural 

Alaska.

1.2 Overview of elementary and secondary education in the United States

In the fall of 2008 the National Center for Education Statistics estimated there 

were 3.7 million full-time equivalent elementary and secondary teachers employed in the 

United States (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). The 15 percent increase in teachers 

from ten years ago had led to a decline in the pupil teacher ratio in the United States. The 

demand for teachers is not nearly as high as it once was, oddly enough the average salary 

of teachers in the United States has risen by 3 percent between 1996-97 and 2006-2007 

when adjusted for inflation. The average teacher salary in the United States in 2008 was 

$50,816 (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). The same report indicated that teacher 

mobility within the United States has also been a prevalent issue in education for decades. 

In a study conducted in 2003-04 showed an average turnover of elementary and 

secondary school teachers in the United States of 17 percent. Though the majority of 

these teachers transferred to a different school. 333,000 teachers officially left the 

profession all together (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). The reasons for leaving 

had a very wide range. A more recent study reveals that the United States has also seen a 

decrease of reported dropout rates around the country. From 2000 to 2007 the total
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dropout rate went from 11 percent to 9 percent (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).

The largest group to see a decrease in dropout rate during this time period was African 

Americans, whose dropout rate percentage went from 13.1 percent to 8.4 percent. There 

is still a significant gap, with a 5.3 percent rate for Caucasian students (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2009).

Perhaps the most significant change in the landscape of United States education in 

recent years was the introduction of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2002. As presented 

by President George W. Bush, this Act looked to be a “landmark in education reform 

designed to improve student achievement and change the culture of America’s schools” 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2002). The sweeping reform that resulted from this act 

indeed did change the culture of American schools. Words like annual yearly progress 

(AYP), title I school, benchmarks, and restructuring became prominent buzzwords after 

the acts inception. According to the Act, NCLB is centered around

four key principles- stronger accountability for results; greater flexibility for states, 

school districts and schools in the use of federal funds; more choices of parents 

from disadvantaged backgrounds; and an emphasis on teaching methods that have 

been demonstrated to work. (U.S. Department of Education, 2002)

Perhaps the most discussed aspect of NCLB is the first principle calling for stronger 

accountability for positive student results (Holland, 2004; Metcalf, 2002; Shrag, 2000). 

Two specific points of debate have arisen regarding this principle: school accountability 

and the definition of a highly qualified teacher. In accordance with NCLB, each school in 

the United States is expected to perform at the level of an established standard for annual
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yearly progress. Schools who do so will receive federal funding, whereas those who do 

not face the loss of pre-established government funds as well as a possibility of an 

evaluation and restructuring. Restructuring can be something as simple as developing an 

improvement plan to the recreation of the school as a charter school to the firing of the 

majority of the staff and the hiring of a new staff (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).

The first principle also requires teachers to be accountable for their professional 

development. As a result of this all teachers in elementary and secondary education were 

required to be “highly qualified” by 2005 (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). 

According to a letter sent by Education Secretary Margaret Spellings highly qualified is 

defined as

For new elementary teachers, States must have a test in place to assess subject- 

area knowledge in the key subjects in the standard elementary school curriculum. 

Further, for new middle and high school teachers, a State must either test content 

knowledge or require those teachers to have a college major, a major equivalent, 

or an advanced degree or credential, in each subject taught, in order to be 

considered highly qualified. If a State has charter schools, teachers who teach in 

these schools must have bachelor's degrees and must demonstrate subject-area 

competence in the same manner as other teachers do before they can be 

considered highly qualified, but certification requirements can be waived, if 

permitted by State law. (Spellings, 2005)

These requirements forced many teachers to return to school in order to obtain the 

necessary requirements or refresh themselves in order to pass state mandated tests.
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Whether a school and its educators agree with the policies put in place by NCLB; they 

are policy that must be dealt with or run the risk of some dire consequences.

One last aspect of NCLB that must be defined is what constitutes a Title I school. 

The labeling of a school as Title I has been around since the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965 (U.S. Department of Education, 1965). According to the Act a 

Title I school was labeled as “Schools where at least 40 percent of the children in the 

school attendance area are from low-income families or at least 40 percent of the student 

enrollment are from low-income families are eligible to receive federal Title I” (p. 1). 

Based off of this labeling Title I schools are given, “Title I funds are to be used for 

programs designed to improve the academic achievement of children from low-income 

homes” (p. 1). Furthermore it was stated that at least half of the public schools in the 

United States are in fact Title I schools. And it is these schools that are most affected by 

the funding alterations brought on by NCLB.

1.3 Overview of elementary and secondary education in Alaska

In 2008-2009 the average teacher salary was $58, 395 (Alaska Education 

Department, 2009). This salary is only a few thousand more than for a teacher in the 

Lower 48. Furthermore, in the 2008-2009 school year, out of 505 schools in Alaska, only 

288 schools successfully reached or exceeded annual yearly progress (LeDoux, 2009). 

Though the same report did state that graduation rates in Alaska were up almost 10% 

from 2004 despite a drop in attendance over the same four years. These statistics show 

that though the majority of teachers in Alaska get paid more, the struggle to meet AYP on 

a consistent basis is still ever present.
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The State of Alaska school system is made of up two major types of school: 

schools on the road system and schools in the bush. According to Alaskateacher.org 

(2008) the road system schools are defined as “you can drive to that [Alaskan] 

community from, say, Oklahoma, if  you have time, gasoline and determination.” For 

Alaskan districts grouped into the road system schools are Fairbanks, Anchorage, Mat-Su, 

Juneau, Kenai, and Denali school districts. The bush school system is identified as 

“everything else” (Alaskateacher.org, 2008), which means one cannot get to a “bush” 

school without using a boat or a plane. The term “bush” is regularly substituted for the 

term “rural” . Each of these types of school districts have their advantages and 

disadvantages.

Many of the rural school districts utilize a unique curriculum structure, known as 

the quality schools model or Chugach model. Developed in 1994 by Chugach School 

District, which contends that “the power of the Chugach model is that students are given 

the flexibility to achieve developmental levels at their own pace” (Treece, 2001). The 

biggest difference in curriculum is the use of development levels as opposed to the 

traditional grade levels. Instead of the traditional credit hours and grade levels, an 

individualized student centered approach is implemented, centered around 10 specific 

content areas. The students were free to move through the specific content areas at their 

own pace. A student is now moving through levels as opposed to through grades 

(Crumbley, 2007). The student and his or her parents and also able to track the progress 

of the student online or through direct communication with the teacher of the specific 

level.
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The use of this student-centered model has seen improvement in Chugach, with a 

decline in faculty turnover rate and dropout rate, and an increase in graduation rates 

(Crumbley, 2007). Furthermore, it allows for flexibility of students, especially those who 

have commitments outside of the classroom. In fact implementing the Chugach model 

brought such improvement and innovation in education that it received the highest 

Presidential honor in organizational performance (Crumbley, 2007). As a result of the 

success of the model, 17 other districts have adopted it, creating what is known as “the 

Coalition” (Treece, 2001).

1.4 Rural school challenges

With the constant changes to the educational landscape, such as NCLB, rural 

schools are constantly being asked to reexamine their educational philosophy and 

practices to accommodate. Jimeson (2005) attacks the harshness of NCLB and contends 

that for many it is impossible to make AYP (p. 4). One of the biggest concerns for 

Jimeson is that the consolidation of all of the students scores’ into an average does not 

take into consideration the size of the school enrollment. This denies districts the 

opportunity to report on individual pieces of data from each student (p. 4). This often 

places rural schools in the position of failing or in need of improvement, when it is also 

possible that the low score is due to a smaller number of students who are available to 

average. Jimeson points out that in 2004, 27% of all schools in Alaska had less than 50 

students (p. 4).

Jimeson is also concerned with the mandate that all teachers must be highly 

qualified. She claims “even prior to NCLB, many rural districts have had trouble
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recruiting and retaining highly qualified teachers. Low salaries, remote locations, 

challenging students, and school conditions make some rural school districts less than 

appealing to new teachers” (p. 3). For many rural school districts employing teachers 

with highly qualified certifications (p.3).

The changes resulting from NCLB are not necessarily a bad thing. Jordan and 

Jordan (2004) argue that the debates on state school finances that resulted from NCLB 

shift the “focus on equitable funding in state school finance programs to a dual emphasis 

on both equitable and adequate funding” (p. 1). After having conducted an extensive 

analysis Jordan & Jordan come to the conclusion that the need for highly qualified 

teachers in rural schools will result in a more in depth scrutiny of the educational budgets 

of each state, in order to ensure that each school district will have highly qualified 

teachers to ensure the attainment of AYP (p. 2).

The need for fairness in the distribution of funds is also an issue for Bouck (2004), 

who finds that there is an inequality in the distribution of state money that must be 

remedied in order to ensure that all students have the same opportunities to receive a first 

rate education (p. 41). Though one of the most interesting claims that Bouck makes is 

that “While poverty is typically associated with urban schools, it cannot be disentangled 

from rural schools -  both experience poverty and its detrimental effects” (p. 41). Though 

there is a similarity in economic class status, urban schools are normally given preference 

for funds in things such as technology in the classroom (p. 39). Bouck argues that “Rural, 

as well as urban, schools need to be supported in new and additional ways so that
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students from these areas become productive members of an ever-changing complex 

society” (p. 41).

1.5 Teaching experience in rural Alaska

The experience of teaching in rural Alaska is often times labeled as a once-in-a- 

lifetime opportunity. Two case studies by Kleinfeld (1989, 1991) document this 

perception of teaching in rural Alaska by examining the student teaching experiences of a 

married couple and a married man with two children. For example in one case study the 

reader is presented with the lived experiences of Rick and Caroline Wexler as they spent 

twelve months in a place called Seal Point in rural Alaska (Kleinfeld, 1989). Rick and 

Caroline reported that during their twelve weeks in Seal Point there were some 

unexpected occurrences. They made strong acquaintances with many of the students and 

village community members (p. 41), they perceived the teaching staff as being cold and 

rude (p. 22). Kleinfield wondered if this was due to the other staff’ s jealousy given that 

the Wexler’s made friends with community members so quickly (p. 41). By the end of 

their twelve week time period the Wexlers were barely on speaking terms with the rest of 

the staff, though they got a heart-warming send off from their students (p. 43).

The second case study focused on the life experiences of Neil Steiger as he 

worked in Vonnegaut Bay (Kleinfeld, 1991). Kleinfeld’s case study allows the voice of 

the teacher to emerge as this student teacher explores a variety of issues, including 

entering into a new village and culture, negotiating the responsibilities of student 

teaching and the responsibilities to his family, classroom discipline, etc. One of the more 

interesting insights from this work is the multiple expectancies concerning the

13



engagement expected from his students. Throughout the article he is constantly 

disappointed, by the end he is pleasantly surprised by the warmth shown to him by his 

former students, whom he believed hated him (p. 35).

1.6 A Native Alaskan perspective on Western Education

As an Alaskan Native, Andersen-Spear (2003) expresses a need for more Alaskan 

Native teachers arguing, “My children and yours spend many hours in school each day, 

180 days each year for 12 years. We must have teachers who will reflect and transmit our 

ideals and values. We must have Inupiat-centered orientation in all areas of instruction” 

(p. 4). Andersen-Spear provides some very telling views of the Western education that 

her children are required to receive, the most telling being her claim that “We must strive 

to break down the barrier between community and school.” (p. 4).

Andersen-Spear (2003) begins with a history lesson: “For 87 years, the 

BIA[Bureau of Indian Affairs] tried to destroy our culture through the education of our 

children” (p. 4). She acknowledges that there has been a move away from the old BIA 

days, yet students are still not being given a chance to build up their self-confidence 

about themselves and their culture (p. 4). Andersen-Spear also claims that “The formal 

education of Alaska Natives is a classic example of a clash between cultures” (p. 5), 

because Alaska Native culture and language is being replaced in the students’ lives with a 

formal Western education. Bilingual, bicultural education is essential in her school 

district because the students need to be flexible enough that they are able to live in both 

Native world and the Western world (p. 6). She claims it is going to take a lot of work 

and careful consideration to attain.
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Her solution for this problem is laid out in the simple claim that her school district 

“must implement a program that is bilingual and bicultural” (Andersen-Spear, 2003, p. 4), 

and in order for this to occur the school district must hire teachers who are bilingual and 

bicultural. Furthermore, to ensure the best education for her children and her 

community’s children, it is necessary to get rid of those teachers who are not willing to 

accept this change in curriculum and educational philosophy. Andersen-Spear points out 

particularly that “We must rid ourselves of these temporary residents who are here for 

financial gain” (p. 4).

1.7 A Communication perspective on intercultural contact

Stewart and Bennett (1991) define intercultural communication simply as “the 

actual interaction between people of different cultures (p. xii). The term culture need not 

be confined solely to an ethnicity or geographical region, Orbe (1998) contending that the 

term “culture” also includes age, class, religion, abilities, affection, and sexual orientation 

(p. 1). Something as simple as the meeting of a priest and a rabbi in a bar can be 

considered an intercultural interaction. Orbe identifies these groupings as “co-cultures” in 

that they exist along side, and members of these groups regularly interact with, members 

of larger “dominant” cultural groups. Orbe’s co-cultural theory proves useful in 

examining the place of teachers in rural Alaska villages as they interact with their 

students and their community members. Due to my research contexture it was necessary 

to utilize an intercultural theory that is grounded in social constructionism and 

interpretavism. Orbe also provides identifiable communicative strategies of co-cultural 

group members that can serve as indicators that teachers and administrators in rural
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Alaska have indeed made a switch from members of the majority dominant culture to a 

co-culture.

1.7.1 Co-cultural Theory

Orbe (1998) makes the claim that “communication is a bidirectional, dialectic, 

transactional process” (p. 55). The term “co-cultural” is used explicitly as a replacement 

for other more common words like “minority” or “subculture” (p. 2), because “not one 

culture in our society is inherently superior to other co-existing cultures (p. 2). 

Furthermore a single person is not defined by one culture, but instead can be a part of 

multiple co-cultures.

Orbe’s (1998) theory attempts to “to uncover the commonalities among co- 

cultural group members as they function in dominant society while substantiating the vast 

diversity of experiences between and among the groups” (p. 12). The distinction between 

dominant/co-cultural groups indicates this theory’s grounding in critical inquiry, and 

more specifically in feminist standpoint (Collins, 1990) and muted group (Kramarae, 

1981) theory. Both of these latter theories argue that a strong dominant culture, usually 

Western, middle to upper class, white males, has socially constructed such a confining 

structure in everyday life that it is necessary to identify the ways in which people 

negotiate their ways through these structures. The examination of how people negotiate 

these structures grounds the critique these theories provide of the dominant culture. Co- 

cultural group members are “outsiders-within,” in that “marginalized group members 

who gain access into dominant structures have the opportunity to experience the patterns 

of beliefs and/or behaviors [of the dominant culture] from a vantage point near and
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obscure in its examination stance” (p. 29). The co-cultural members are in a position of 

being a part of a society, but their power position as a marginalized group also makes 

them far removed from the center of power of the society. Utilizing the perspective of the 

co-cultural group can ground a strong critique of society and of the position and 

movement of the majority dominant culture.

Orbe’s (1998) focus in developing co-cultural theory is on the practices used by 

members of co-cultural groups in negotiating through the structures of the dominant 

group. He claims “these practices do not represent a fixed state of communication for co- 

cultural group members; instead, their communicative behaviors are a negotiation that 

interacts with dominant group members” (p. 55). Orbe identifies 26 co-cultural 

communicative practices. These practices are: (a) avoiding, often a physical strategy 

where co-cultural members communicate with people who are different only when 

necessary; (b) averting controversy, the move to “deflect communication away from 

topics that deal with certain controversial or potentially dangerous subject areas” (p. 56); 

(c) maintaining interpersonal barriers, where “co-cultural members maintain existing 

interpersonal barriers to reduce the chances of face-to-face communication with the 

dominant culture” (p. 57); (d) emphasizing commonalities, this is “the focus on human 

similarities while downplaying or ignoring personal (co-cultural) differences” (p. 58); (e) 

exemplifying strengths, this strategy is to “focus their [co-cultural group] comments on 

promoting the recognition of co-cultural group’s accomplishments, strengths, and 

contributions to society” (p. 59); (f) mirroring occurs when co-cultural members 

“consciously attempt to make their co-cultural identies less visible and adopt those
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behaviors and images of the dominant culture” (p. 60); (g) dissociating is the “attempt to 

negate any affiliation with their cultural identity. To ‘blend in’ with the dominant culture” 

(p. 63); (h) dispelling stereotypes, involves “inconspicuously setting a positive example 

through actions and allowing dominant group members to observe the vast diversity 

within different cultural groups” (p. 65); (i) manipulating stereotypes occurs when 

“instead of actively avoiding or inadvertently dispelling ‘stereotypical’ behaviors, some 

members of co-cultural groups conform to commonly accepted ones to obtain certain 

benefits” (p. 65); (j) embracing stereotypes is a tactic to accept stereotypes they deem as 

positive and incorporate them in their lives (p. 66); (k) developing positive face occurs 

when a co-cultural group member supports “the ideals of dominant group members wile 

fortifying a subordinate positioning” (p. 67); (l) censoring self is a strategy used “when 

co-cultural group members feel as if  their response would magnify cultural differences 

and/or alienate them from others” (p. 69); (m) extensive preparation is a move by co- 

cultural members to over prepare for interactions they know will occur with dominant 

group members (p. 69); (n) overcompensating occurs when co-cultural members work 

extremely diligently “ in response to a pervasive fear of discrimination.. .to earn the 

reputation of hard worker” (p. 71); (o) communicating self is the practice of “being 

themselves” by not worrying about stereotypes the purpose of this is to “display co- 

cultural norms as familiar, logical, and mundane.. .by highlighting the commonalities of 

experiences while recognizing influence of cultural differences” (p. 72); (p) educating 

others is when co-cultural group members take advantage of “unexpected opportunities 

for enlightening dominant group members during everyday interaction” (p. 73) about the
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co-cultural group; (q) intragroup networking is when members of various co-cultures 

gather together in order to vent about the dominant culture as well as learn from one 

another successful and unsuccessful communicative strategies (p. 74); (r) strategic 

distancing occurs when co-cultural members “adamantly avoid any contact as a means of 

successfully assimilating in society” (p. 75); (s) ridiculing self occurs when co-cultural 

members distance themselves from other co-cultural members through a willingness to 

“participate in demeaning comments- racist, sexist, classist, heterosexist, and the like” (p. 

76); (t) using liaisons is the communicative strategy of co-cultural members “to identify 

specific dominant group members who can be counted on for support, guidance, and 

assistance during their interactions with the dominant culture” (p. 77); (u) increasing 

visibility is the move away from blending in to the strategic physical placement of a co- 

cultural member visibility is maximized (p. 78); (v) confronting is the “in your face” 

communicative strategies in which co-cultural members “use coarse language, 

contentiously question dominant policies and practices, display aggressive nonverbalisms” 

(p. 80); (w) bargaining occurs when “co-cultural group members strike an arrangement 

with dominant group members: They pledge to confirm dominant group member’s 

innocence in societal oppression when they are accepted and allowed to participate in 

dominant-structured environments” (p. 81); (x) gaining advantage occurs when co- 

cultural member “maliciously insert references to co-cultural oppression for the sole 

purpose of provoking a certain level of awkwardness and remorse among dominant group 

members (p. 80); (y) attacking is the use of verbal aggressiveness, specifically verbal 

abuse and personal attacks, as a communicative strategy (p. 82); finally (z) sabotaging



others occurs when co-cultural members “use subversions to make the playing fields a 

little more balanced (p. 83).

The communicative practices Orbe (1998) identifies serve as tools to use when 

co-cultural group members interact with persons in the dominant culture. What specific 

tool is used depends on six specific factors: preferred outcome, field of experience, 

abilities, situational context, perceived costs and rewards, and communication approach 

(p. 89-106). “Preferred outcome” is involved when co-cultural group members “typically 

give some thought as to how their communicative behavior affects the immediate and 

ultimate relationship with dominant group members” (p. 89). Possible preferred outcomes 

including: accommodation, assimilation, and separation. Orbe describes a co-cultural 

group member’s “field of experience” as an “assortment of life experiences” (p. 95). 

These life experiences, though sometimes shared with other co-cultural group members, 

are unique to each individual. The co-cultural group member’s “abilities” refers to 

“special personal characteristics” (p. 96), including the personability of a person, the 

level of comfort they have with interacting with others, etc. In co-cultural theory 

“situational context’ refers to the point in time in which a co-cultural members is 

interacting with a dominant group member. This places each interaction of dominant and 

co-cultural member as being unique (p. 99). “Perceived costs and rewards” of the 

interaction refers to choosing communicative practices “whose benefits (communication 

effectiveness, social approval, or increased money or status) are given greater priority 

than the costs associated with those same practices (expended energy or time or criticism 

from other co-cultural group members)” (p. 103). Finally the sixth factor,
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“communication approach” is divided into three different categorized behaviors: 

nonassertive, assertive, or aggressive behavior (p. 104). All of these factors are 

interrelated and are involved in the final choice of a communicative practice by a co- 

cultural group member.

Because it is influenced by critical inquiry, co-cultural theory acknowledges that 

established power structures existed long before any current generation of co-cultural 

group members were born. Unlike most critical inquiry theories, however, Orbe does not 

attempt to change the positioning of members of co-cultural groups. Rather Orbe intends 

to show how power impacts the everyday lives and interactions of co-cultural group 

members with the dominant culture.

1.7.2 Expectancy Violation

Another aspect of intercultural communication that is important in this research is 

the concept of expectancy violation. Burgoon & Hubbard (2005) explain that cultural 

expectancies are patterns of anticipated verbal and nonverbal behavior. These 

expectancies comprise “(a) socially normative patterns of behavior applicable to an entire 

speech community or subgroup plus (b) person-specific knowledge related to another’s 

typical communication pattern” (p. 151). Intercultural communication expectancy 

violations are inevitable. They should not be viewed as a negative. It is through the 

violation of expectancy that people from different cultures can come to a negotiated 

understanding concerning the particular cultural nuances that were previously violated.

As a result new intercultural meaning is co-constructed.
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1.8 Epistemological background

How does one know what they know? This seemingly simple question is one 

marker of any person’s distinction as a human being. The questioning of one’s own 

knowledge defines a human as more than a mechanistic puppet controlled by the simple 

firing of different synapses in the brain. This instead is an act of self-reflection and a 

statement of belief as strong as any religious dogma. As a researcher it is necessary for 

me to acknowledge my own beliefs on how knowledge is obtained. Acknowledging my 

epistemological stance places all that follows within a framework defined by said 

epistemology.

For this particular research I have chosen constructionism as my epistemology. 

Crotty (1998) contends that, “all knowledge and therefore all meaningful reality as such, 

is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between 

human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social 

context” (p. 8). Constructionists acknowledge that there are things outside of themselves, 

yet those external objects are just matter and energy in space. It is not until one interacts 

with matter and energy that it is transformed into some type of meaningful object. Such 

interaction is what sets constructionism apart from all other epistemologies, but what 

constitutes interaction divides those that adhere to constructionism into radical 

constructionists or social constructions. Radical constructionists focus on interactions that 

are contained only within an individual’s realm of experience. As a result there can be 

multiple constructions concerning a single object, each one grounded in a person’s 

previous experiences, as well as in their own self-reflection about the knowledge that is
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being derived. A radical constructionist epistemology is dependent on the individual, as 

opposed to some type of universal axiom, as in positivism.

Social constructionism implies that knowledge is relative to the observer in a 

particular social mileau. According to Crotty (1998), social constructionism is the 

perspective that “human thought emerges as basically both social and public” that in 

human knowledge is derived from social interaction. For example, a person cannot 

directly interact with “education”. Instead, it is in interaction with other human beings, 

the “social” in social constructionism, that the abstract concept of education becomes 

meaningful. In short, other people whom we are in contact with are assisting us in the 

creation of meaning within the world. The choices that I have made as a researcher in the 

interviews, the literature review, and in the analysis of the interviews are influenced by 

knowledge that has been socially constructed. The conclusions I come to and the way in 

which I present them are my own perceptions of this particular communication 

phenomenon. As a result I cannot contend that the findings are a definitive “truth” 

concerning the experiences of rural Alaskan teachers from the Lower 48 and the 

administrators who are responsible for the well being of the state of education in rural 

Alaska.

The intent of this research is to examine the reported recruitment and training 

practices of rural Alaskan administrators and the affect these practices may have on 

teachers coming from the Lower 48. “Affect” is defined in this research as the reported 

expectations for life and for teaching in rural Alaska and the subsequent violation of these 

expectancies. It is assumed that each teacher will have a different experience in terms of
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violated expectations and subsequent experience in rural Alaska. Nonetheless, this 

research will seek to identify shared patterns of experience within the two participant 

groups, administrators and teachers. In view of these findings, I will apply a critical lens 

to examine the influence of one group on the other and vice versa.
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Chapter 2: Research Methodologies 

2.1 Research contexture

Crotty (1998) states that “the focus of our research leads us to devise our own 

ways of proceeding that allow us to achieve our purposes” (p. 13). The epistemology that 

frames this research, as examined in the first chapter, is constructionism, and specifically 

social constructionism. The theoretical perspective chosen is interpretivism, and more 

specifically interactionism. Within these frameworks I chose a narrative interviewing 

methodology, implemented in this case both through a conversational interviewing 

methods and thematic analysis to examine the capta and to identify emerging themes. The 

thematic analysis forms the basis for a critical comparison of the emerging themes of 

administrators and teachers.

2.2 Theoretical perspective

The nature of the phenomena being examined necessitates that interpretivism be 

chosen as an appropriate theoretical perspective. Crotty (1998) defines an interpretivist 

approach as one that “looks for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations 

of the social life-world” (p. 67). The key here is the concept of interpretations. There are 

a multitude of possible interpretations when one is confronted with a phenomena. For the 

interpretivist these perspectives are derived from a person’s culture and previous 

personal experience, and are historically relative. Yet meaning and knowledge are 

derived from human interaction, it is through co-construction of meaning in human



communication that interpretations are developed. Orbe’s (1998) co-cultural theory, for 

example, contends that the positioning of co-cultural groups within society has been 

constructed over time through repeated everyday human interaction, so that the roles of 

dominant and co-culture are no longer questioned. Rather, it is a matter of deciding how 

to negotiate interaction with one another.

One of the key components of interpretivism is its recognition of the place of 

culture in meaning making: interpretations of a person are directly informed by a 

person’s culture. In fact James and Dewey contend “experience and culture come to be 

almost interchangeable terms. Seeking the meaning of experience becomes an 

exploration of culture” (p. 74). It is through cultural experience that one is able to derive 

meaning, that meaning is not stagnant but continually changing, in that “the societal 

arrangements and procedures are considered to be constantly reworked by those who live 

and work within them” (p. 77). Orbe (1998) makes this same contention in his discussion 

of communicative choices co-cultural members make. Each interaction of a co-culture 

with the dominant culture is evaluated within the structures set in place by that society, so 

that the interaction of members of different cultural groups also creates knowledge, 

potentially affirming previous knowledge, negating that same knowledge, or creating 

brand new knowledge that had not previously been conceived.

As an example, a new teacher will have all sorts of expectations about teaching 

and living in an Alaskan Native village. These expectations derive from past interactions 

the teacher has with other human beings concerning Alaskan Native culture. Yet actual 

interaction with a member of the Alaskan Native culture will redefine the teacher’s
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previous knowledge. This interaction will change the teacher’s expectations of the way 

he or she should interact with a person from the Alaskan Native culture in the future.

Though my thesis is informed by an interpretivist theoretical perspective, the final 

chapter of this work is also informed by critical inquiry. This theoretical perspective is 

concerned with the distribution of power and class. Crotty (1998) claims that in 

comparison to other perspectives like interpretivism critical inquiry is a “contrast 

between a research that seeks merely to understand and a research that 

challenges.. .between a research that accepts the status quo and a research that seeks to 

bring about change” (p. 113). For critical inquiry the examination of culture is a necessity, 

but simply examining something has limits. Critical inquiry contends that the 

examination must be questioned and picked apart to examine the distinctive distribution 

of power. This critical perspective is seen in Orbe’s (1998) acknowledging that there is a 

dominant culture, and multiple co-cultures that are often times being muted. Critical 

inquiry contends that this is not right. The status of being dominant of over others must 

be questioned, challenged, and ultimately changed.

2.3 Research Methodology

The research question necessitates that a methodology be chosen that allows for 

the co-researchers to fully explicate their experiences, and that does not confine the co

researcher within a strict structure. The capta that is gleaned from the co-researcher must 

come as naturally as possible. For these reasons narrative interviewing was chosen as the 

data gathering methodology for this research.
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Kvale & Brinkman (2009) state, “In a qualitative research interview, knowledge 

is produced socially in the interaction of interviewer and interviewee,” regarding a topic 

of shared mutual interest. In this case, topics based around the research question, form the 

overarching theme of each of the interviews. The course of each interview is unique in 

the sense that individual lived life experiences are explored. The uniqueness of these 

experiences purposely pushes away from the more common research method of 

developing a strictly structured survey or interview that looks to quantify data.

The focus of narrative interviews on everyday experiences allows co

researchers to answer not only the question of what happens in their lives, but also the 

question of why something happens. The researcher’s use of clarifying questions and the 

ability for the co-researcher to define, redefine, and even change their stances on the 

phenomena at hand results in a much clearer and more complex exploration of the themes 

developed in the interview. Qualitative interviewing methods employ the perspective of 

phenomenology, and as Kvale & Brinkman (2009) point out,

phenomenology is a term that points to an interest in understanding social 

phenomena from the actors’ own perspectives and describing the world as 

experienced by the subjects, with the assumptions that the important reality is 

what people perceive it to be. (p. 26)

2.4 Research Methods: Conversational Interviews

In order to access the expectations and lived experiences of teachers from the 

Lower 48, based on the training and recruitment practices of rural Alaskan administrators, 

the co-researchers must have the capability of presenting their own perspectives. I chose
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conversational interviewing as a data gathering method because it allowed this open- 

endedness, but at the same time established boundaries so that the interviews did not 

venture too far away from the research phenomena.

Kvale & Brinkman (2009) utilize the term “narrative interviewing” to describe 

what I am referring to as conversational interviewing. The authors contend that 

“Narrative interviews center on the stories the subjects tell, on the plots and structures of 

their accounts. The stories may come up spontaneously during the interview or be elicited 

by the interviewer” (p. 153). It is this final part of the statement that is emphasized in 

conversational interviewing. As an interviewer I did not “remain a listener” (p.155). As 

Kvale & Brinkman suggest, the co-researcher and I discussed their experiences. I 

became an active member of the interview process, conveying my own life experiences 

only when applicable.

One of the characteristics of this type of interviewing is that the narrative 

concerns “the interviewee’s life story as seen through the actor’s own perspective”

(Kvale & Brinkman, 2009, p. 155). Though one of my goals was to gain information 

concerning the life story of the participants, a conversational interview moves beyond 

just the life story, in that as the interviewer, I asked my co-researchers reflect upon the 

life stories in an attempt to dig into deeper meanings that might not be readily apparent.

2.5 Thematic Analysis

Once the interviews were completed I began the task of thematic analysis. The 

choice of thematic analysis allowed themes to naturally emerge as I immersed myself in 

the capta of the interview. The research questions posed in Chapter 1 necessitated that I
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separate the two participant groups before being able to see how they interact with one 

another. Conducting a thematic analysis on each group’s interviews allowed for such a 

separation. After the interviews were fully transcribed I analyzed each participant group 

separately. This was done using the meaning coding method described in Kvale & 

Brinkman (2009). Using multiple colored highlighters I attached one or more keywords 

to text segments to enable easier accessibility for the later condensation of meaning (p. 

302). Once this coding was done all of the text segments were placed on note cards and 

catalogued according to their keyword or text segment. A review of these note cards 

allowed for a consolidation of several of the keywords into a broader theme. After this 

coding and categorizing I engaged in meaning condensation, to “analyze extensive and 

often complex interview texts by looking for natural meaning units and explicating their 

main themes” (p. 207). From this move a total of thirteen common themes emerged, six 

from the administrators and seven from the teachers.

2.6 Critical Comparison

In the thematic analysis the emergent themes from each group were considered 

separate from one another. The final procedure of this research project explored the 

intersections of themes across the participant groups, examining the influence one group 

had on the other and how that affected their reported practices, as well as their 

expectations as both teachers and administrators in rural Alaska. The comparison 

addressed both their social lives in the village but also their professional lives as teachers 

and administrators.
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The term “critical” is utilized employed here because what is dealt with in these 

comparisons is grounded in the concept of power. As Crotty (1998) states,

critical thought is now being put forward in a world whose ruling elites carry 

greater burdens of knowledge than ever before and have a greater dependence on 

those burdens of knowledge than ever before. The knowledge that the elites 

control may be their strength but it also constitutes their vulnerability. (p. 113)

In this comparison I examined the positions of power within a rural Alaskan village and 

within the structures of Western elementary and secondary schools. This comparison 

was informed by the work of Orbe’s (1998), co-cultural theory.

2.7 Participants

For this particular research project I drew participants from two different groups, 

administrators and teachers. Three administrators from one of four districts in rural 

Alaska consented to participating in an interview. The districts are labeled by letter in 

order to ensure the confidentiality of the co-researchers. These districts were chosen 

specifically because they were identified as the four largest districts that had a turnover 

rate of at least 25% per year. For this research the term “administrator” included 

principals, superintendents, human resource personnel, teacher education trainers, and 

district office employees. The specific locations of the districts in Alaska undoubtedly 

played a large part in the recruiting and training practices they employed as well as in the 

expectancies created by teachers lived from the lower 48. For this particular research a 

“rural” district is one in which the central office can only be reached by either boat or 

plane. These are districts in isolated areas of Alaska that are not connected to the national
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road system. All of the districts that were chosen for this research are labeled as Title I 

areas due to the low population and high poverty rates by the United States government’s 

standards. Unfortunately, the majority of the schools in each of these districts have had a 

difficult time meeting the AYP requirements. Though there have been several 

affordances made for the districts, this lack of success in the standardized tests is 

increasingly becoming problematic.

The co-researchers for the second group were teachers from one of the lower 48 

states who teach or have taught in rural Alaska. These teachers could not have lived in 

Alaska for three consecutive months before accepting a job as teachers in rural Alaska. A 

total of five teachers agreed to do an interview for this research project. Ideally all of the 

teachers would have been from the four school districts previously mentioned. 

Unfortunately, this was not the case and one of the participants taught in a district outside 

of the four target districts.

2.8 Procedures

Following approval for my proposed research project from the Institutional 

Review Board, I began to gather participants. From websites of School Districts A, B, C, 

and D I gathered the e-mails of the majority of principals, superintendents, and human 

resource personnel, each of whom received a standard e-mail (Appendix A) personally 

addressed to the recipient. From this mass e-mail I received initial responses from a total 

of 12 administrators, to whom I sent a second e-mail to set up an appropriate date and 

time for the telephone interview. The second e-mail I explained to the possible co

researchers the conversational interviewing method and included both a list of sample
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questions (Appendix B), and the IRB approved informed consent form for administrators 

(Appendix C). From this second e-mail correspondence I was able to come to an 

agreement on an appropriate date and time with three administrators. Two of the three 

administrators were from School District C and the third administrator was from School 

District B.

Over the course of a two week period I conducted interviews with each of the 

administrators over the phone. At the beginning of each interview I asked the co

researcher to provide verbal consent to all that was stated in the informed consent form. 

The interviews lasted anywhere from 25 to 47 minutes. All interviews were tape recorded 

with the consent of the co-researcher. The administrator interviews were not as open- 

ended as the interviews with the teachers because the administrators were asked to reflect 

on their experiences in rural Alaska, specifically the recruiting and training of teachers 

from the Lower 48. After completing the interview process I fully transcribed each 

administrative interview.

In order to obtain teachers as co-researchers I drew upon the network of teachers.

I had previously worked with on a multitude of different projects. As a result of my 

previous relationship with this group of co-researchers I was able to get in direct contact 

with five via phone or physical interaction. All of the interviews save one were conducted 

in person. Before beginning each interview the participants were given a copy of the 

informed consent form for teachers (Appendix D), and asked to give a verbal consent to 

all that was stated on the form. Verbal consent was chosen over written consent in order
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to reduce the possible paper trail that could identify a co-researcher and negate 

confidentiality.

The interviews for the teachers lasted anywhere from 30 minutes to 75 minutes. 

All interviews were tape recorded. Asking teachers to explain their lived experiences 

concerning life in rural Alaska held the potential for a lot of different avenues to explore. 

Here I chose a much less rigid interview structure than for the administrators. The 

interviews were held in places where the co-researchers felt most comfortable, including 

homes, classrooms, and a conference room in the UAF Communication Department.

After these interviews were completed I fully transcribed each. A thematic analysis was 

conducted of the administrator participant group and teacher participant group.

Interviews produced fourteen themes using these themes and Orbe’s (1998) co-cultural 

theory, I concluded a critical comparison conducted in order to gain a better 

understanding of how the participant groups influenced or effected one another’s themes.

2.9 Researcher as a research tool

Kvale & Brinkman (2009) state “The field of uncertainty that is disclosed when 

reflecting on the role of the researcher can involve a tension between a professional 

distance and a personal friendship” (p. 212). I constantly reminded myself of this quote as 

I conducted, transcribed, analyzed, and compared the interview capta. This tension 

became most apparent with the teacher’s interviews, because I had a previously 

established relationship with each. The difficulties that may arise here is that a researcher 

who “may so closely identify with their participants that they do not maintain a 

professional distance, but instead report and interpret everything from their participant’s
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perspectives, ‘going native’ in anthropological language” (p. 212). In my case, “going 

native” is difficult to overcome because of my previous experience as a professional 

teacher. It is this bias that had to be bracketed off before and during the interview process. 

Having reflected on my own personal perceptions of the interplay of administrators and 

teachers, I remembered back to my days as a student teacher and to going to the 

Anchorage job fair, as I retold in Chapter 1. I also acknowledged my perceptions of the 

reasons why people chose to go to Alaska as well as of the lifestyle and perceived 

challenges of living and working in rural Alaska. Furthermore, I contemplated and 

accepted that my choice in questions during the interview would have as big an impact on 

my capta as any story that I was given by a teacher or an administrator. I also chose the 

research contexture which I used to frame my findings and conclusions, and it was 

necessary that I stick closely to the beliefs inherited within this contexture. Through this 

reflection and method of bracketing off, I gained a better understanding of my knowledge 

base concerning the subjects discussed, as well as my own personal biases.

As a qualitative interviewer it was my job to ensure that validity was present in the course 

of the interview. Within qualitative research this validity is defined by my craftsmanship 

in interviewing. Kvale & Brinkman contend that,

A good interview rests upon the craftsmanship of the researcher, which goes 

beyond a mastery of questioning techniques to encompass knowledge of the 

research topic, sensitivity to the social relation of interviewer and interviewee, 

and an awareness of epistemological and ethical aspects of research interviewing. 

(Kvale & Brinkman, 2009, p. 248)
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Since interviewing is a practiced skill, before conducting my interviews for this research I 

chose to run through a series of multiple practice interviews. This process allowed me to 

become comfortable in the phrasing of my questions as well as my understanding of my 

existing knowledge of the subject.
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Chapter 3: Results

3.1 Administrator Interview #1: Luke Cage

Luke Cage is an administrator from school district B. He is currently in his 7th 

year as a principal, or an instructional leader as they are labeled in his district. Originally 

from Minnesota, Luke has successfully established roots in rural Alaska for the last 15 

years. He currently lives with his wife in the village, and a five year old child. Luke and 

his wife plan on staying in Alaska for the next few years, but plan to move to one of the 

bigger cities or towns located on the Alaskan road system; so that their son can have the 

experience of being raised in a more populated area similar to his parent’s upbringing.

Like all of my administrator interviews this 40 minute conversation was 

conducted over the phone. Luke and I had agreed to do the interview on a Thursday in 

February, right after his students had their lunch hour. Before the interview began I asked 

Luke to read through the informed consent form to which he verbally agreed. I then 

explained to Luke the nature of conversational interviewing.

The first question that I asked in order to get a broad understanding of Luke’s 

experiences was, “What are your experiences with teachers coming from the Lower 48?” 

The first thing Luke mentioned was that teaching in rural Alaska is a difficult transition 

and there is really no amount of prior experience that can determine how well a person 

will transition into the rural community. This is due in large part to the “lack of creature 

comforts” . The transition into teaching a rural classroom can also become troublesome



for many because of the differing cultural learning styles. When I asked him to describe 

these styles he emphasized a need for the teacher to have a positive attitude and exude 

positive energy to the students as opposed to being hung up on all the little negative 

things the students are doing. The concept of positive energy in new teachers and the 

avoidance of negative attitudes was attributed to include interactions with the Alaskan 

Native community as well as with other teachers. For example, Luke exclaimed. “ We 

have to make school a positive experience for as many people as possible,” including 

community members and other teachers.

Following up on Luke’s idea of positive versus negative energy I shifted the to 

focus to negative energy, and specifically whether there were signs that people were not 

planning on staying in a village for a following year. Luke noted that a “perpetual 

negative attitude” was the biggest sign a person was not going to make it: “You know 

people just look tired all the time,” To which he added that at this point in the school year 

everyone looks tired. Other signs were if a person began to make blunt statements like 

“how can I . ..” or they appeared to just stop trying to teach their students. Yet Luke 

seemed very firm in his belief that “most people hang tough and give it a good go for the 

bulk of the year but you can tell the people that are really making a change.”

Taking a cue from Luke’s talk about change, I proceeded to ask what he felt were 

the driving forces that made people want to come to teach in I a place that was so 

different from what they previously had known. With almost no pause Luke flatly 

asserted, “I always try to sell it as adventure.” He went on to compare himself to a used 

car salesman and claiming that he is trying to sell an idea and must put a spin on it like
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“white wash tires on a used car” . This idea of adventure was one that became consistently 

talked about, not only in terms of his recruitment practices but also as a major reason for 

his own reported motivation for moving to rural Alaska. For example when asked to give 

an explanation for his move to Alaska Luke stated, “In high school I had a high school 

teacher that showed Nanook o f the North. You know whatever its worth. And you know 

that’s amazing. And then uh in college I had always thought about coming up and trying 

to get a job working a summer job like a fishery or something.” Luke illustrated his point 

about rural Alaska being a place for adventure, by referencing movies that take place in 

Arctic regions like Never Cry Wolf and Nanook o f the North. He tells prospective 

teachers that teaching in rural Alaska is “an opportunity to see the real 

Alaska.. .Anchorage is just another big city. Fairbanks is just another city. You to the 

bush you’re in real Alaska.” He bemoaned, “Even if you do it [teach in rural Alaska] for 

a year you’ll have stories that you’ll be able to tell your grandkids someday.” Yet Luke 

finished his thoughts about adventure by admitting to prospective teachers that “this will 

be one of the toughest things you ever do, but you just might fall in love with it.”

At this point in the conversation I attempted to get a better idea of what Luke 

perceived as the aspects of his particular school and rural community that set them apart 

from all of the other schools and districts that were competing to hire teachers. His first 

response was to emphasize that since they are competing with five other relatively close 

districts a strong healthcare plan and the option of affordable teacher housing are used to 

entice teachers. Imitating a hiring session, Luke exclaimed “Hey you’re going to move 

into a modern dwelling with running water and sewer fully furnished.” It’s not going to
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be “800 bucks a month for a 20 x 24 cabin with no running water,” what he insisted was a 

reality for teachers in other rural areas.

Having exhausted our conversation on recruiting, I chose to next inquire about the 

practices of training teachers new to Alaska. I asked Luke what occurred once a 

prospective teacher committed and signed a contract to work within his district. He 

explained that through computer mediated communication, the district attempted to do 

“very brief informational” sessions for teachers. For example one session walks new 

teachers through the steps of attaining an Alaska teaching license so that they do not get 

paid substitute salary when they first arrive and as they wait for their licensure paperwork. 

Luke disclosed an explanation of the new teacher orientation and training sessions the 

district holds in Anchorage before the school year begins. Each site administrator is 

provided a van by the district in order to “take their new teachers out shopping” for food 

and essentials to survive village life. The purpose of this shopping trip is “to show them 

where to shop, what to buy, how to take it to the post office and mail it out.” The training 

sessions teachers experience include “district wide overview of the philosophy and the 

academic programs and some of the things they can expect.” He added that there is a 

“little introduction to the Yup’ik culture.” Luke also noted that the amount of information 

presented to a new teacher warrants the need to reinforce orientation lessons throughout 

the year by the site administrator. He stressed the idea that the one thing a new teacher 

should take from the cultural training is the knowledge that “you’re better not to say 

anything, than say something and have people think who is this guy or girl think they are.”
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I next chose to diverge from the topic of training to focus on Luke’s perception of 

the role of education within the social structures of an Alaskan Native village. Luke 

exclaimed that “school is the biggest show in town.” Specifically he saw education as 

having two roles. There is the need “to have a positive community to school relationship.” 

This relationship needs to remain positive because of the history of BIA schools coming 

into villages in order “to punish you and learn ya’ good.” Education providers need to be 

able to support students in their learning, but also be able to give them opportunities to 

succeed if they choose to seek life outside of the village. In order for this to occur there 

needs to be “good, strong academic standards,” which is the second role of education in 

the village. In the end, the school and the service it provides must “be a reflection of our 

community. And support them so they will support us.”

At this point Luke asked me about my history and how I arrived in Alaska. As we 

discussed the common bond we had because I was raised in the same area of California 

as he was, Luke began to expound upon the advantages of rural Alaska. When I told him 

that I was planning to wait for my girlfriend to finish college he explained to me that 

teaching couples have the best chance of finding a job at the site they want. He reasoned 

that, “Districts beat each other up to try and hire teaching couples. There’s two reasons. 

One reason is they have a tendency to stay a little longer. And the other thing is they have 

a built in support system.” After thanking him for his time and his offer to send me some 

of his training materials I concluded the interview.
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3.2 Administrator Interview #2: Sue Richards

Sue Richards is an assistant superintendent from District C. Like the prior 

interviews, this 27 minute conversation was held via telephone. I was able to contact Sue 

right after she returned from a superintendent conference. Originally from New York 

City, she has been teaching in Alaska since 1977. Though she first taught in Anchorage, 

Sue eventually transitioned to rural Alaska and in 1996 began her career as “an 

administrator working with teachers who come into the state from the Lower 48.” She 

noted that, “I have lots of experience, direct experience.”

The first question I asked was, in general, what did she believe were common 

qualities of teachers in rural Alaska that enabled them to stay in their rural villages for 

more than one or two years? After giving me a brief explanation of the number of years 

that she’s been a teacher, Sue explained that it was a very difficult question to answer and 

one that had been asked repeatedly over decades. In fact when she first came to her 

current rural Alaskan district, several people in the district were attempting to create a 

profile of a teacher that would answer that very question. Unfortunately they could not do 

it due to the complexities. Answering the question, Sue remarked that “so much 

determined on how people make adjustments from being in the majority culture to a 

minority culture.” She went on to state, “Its how open they are to taking time to 

understand a culture and the stresses on a culture. So that they’re not comparing it to 

what they had known before.. .they’re just paying attention and wanting to learn about it.” 

To encourage her to expand on this answer I asked, “how do you convey that to your 

prospective teachers or first year teachers?” After pausing for a few seconds Sue outlined
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a strategy that emphasized “ getting involved with the community.” By going out in the 

rural community and getting involved in village activities. She concluded that even if a 

teacher made efforts to be in the community it is also necessary “not to ever forget their 

role as a teacher.”

Sue went on to specify that “if teachers tend to stay and only congregate with 

teachers that’s not a good sign they’ll be there too long.” Later in the interview she noted 

that another negative sign was when teachers start loudly proclaiming, “I didn’t know this 

so I didn’t expect that. Just generally disappointed.” She further explained the previous 

quote by informing me that in order to avoid these negative feelings first year teachers 

need “to do their homework as far as understanding the district.” The use of the word 

homework struck me as odd and I decided to ask her to expand on her meaning of a 

teacher doing their “homework.” Sue then pointed out “by doing their homework I mean 

to go find a map and to go look at it and when we say there are no roads anywhere to 

understand what that means. I cannot tell you how many people just in their place ‘you 

said it was rural but you didn’t say there’d be no roads. So I know you said there were no 

roads but I didn’t think it would be like this’ . . t o  understand what the term rural really 

means.”

At this point I began a series of questions in order to understand how Sue believed 

rural districts could work against the negative signs she had mentioned. One of the points 

Sue made was the need for a support system in a teacher’s life within the village, and 

which was not contained with the school. She noted that the district “encourages 

them[teachers] to get involved in any celebrations that are going on in the community.
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Things like that. Anything that has to relate with people is critical.” The schools though 

also have a large part in the creation of the social network by offering “a full week of in 

service with all of our staff.” Sue never directly stated when this occurred. Her next 

statement, “There’s a community potluck and welcome of the staff at the beginning of 

the school year” implies that the in service occurs at the beginning of the school year as 

well.

When Sue mentioned the idea of new teacher in service training I immediately 

questioned her about what occurred during such an in service. Sue recalled the “little 

overview of the history of education in the region. Not an in depth history, but a general 

understanding of why some people’s relationship with the schools would not be so good.” 

This history lesson contained discussion on “the impact of boarding school and the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs.” Sue contended that, “boarding schools didn’t leave a very 

good feeling of schooling with a lot of people. At the same time it provided people with 

you know a good education that they’ve been able to use.”

This growing discussion of the impact of BIA schools caused me to raise several 

questions about the practices of current school districts to remedy the mistakes of the past. 

According to Sue, “Well every school has an advisory school council. So they have a 

clear line of communication directly to the school that’s accessed all the time. We have 

an 11 member school board so every area is represented.

I chose to move away from the history of education in Alaska Sue’s experience in 

recruitment sessions. I asked Sue, why despite isolation issues, an individual would want 

to come to Alaska specifically to teach. Her initial reaction was, “Well you know some
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people just like the environment,” though she then added a more concrete reason by 

stating, “I would say the biggest thing right now is the economy.” That is “when the 

economy is low in the lower 48 and more people will be looking to work in different 

parts of the country where jobs may be open and the economy may not be as bad.” 

Continuing with the broad theme of recruiting my next question was directed 

toward the types of things said in recruitment sessions in order to set District C apart 

from other districts. Sue recalled, “We try to highlight the geographical location. We 

have the maps out. You know we try to show the national parks and the rivers which in 

this part of the country are magnificent.” When I asked her how things differed in terms 

of recruiting teachers in Anchorage as opposed to in the Lower 48, Sue curtly specified, 

“Anchorage is no different than the Lower 48.. .People in Anchorage haven’t a clue what 

rural is either. Unless they’re experienced and unless they’ve done their homework. We 

don’t find it too different.” Finally I asked Sue to explain her perceptions of the 

challenges faced by recruiters in their attempts to recruit teachers from the Lower 48. She 

emphasized four specific aspects that are closely related with one another: “isolation, 

being off the road system, the cost of living, and the cost of travel.”

My final question was to ask Sue to give her opinion on the qualities a 

superintendent should look for in hiring a prospective site administrator. She advocated 

for a “principal that will really get a staff working as a team. A principal who understands 

education.” Sue expanded on this statement by claiming that “We don’t want them to be 

social workers.. ..We want them to be instructional leaders.” In that the main purpose of 

an administrator is “giving those students of theirs a quality education. And that in itself
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is satisfying no matter where you are.” After this final statement I thanked Sue for her 

time and she wished me luck on my thesis.

3.3. Administrator Interview # 3: Bill Batson

Bill Batson is a brand new administrator in a small school in district C. This was 

his first year in Alaska, in that he moved to the village at the beginning of the current 

school year with his wife. The couple hails from Washington State. Bill holds two 

master’s degrees, including one in teaching from a major East Coast university. He and 

his wife plan to stay in rural Alaska for an indefinite amount of time.

We talked by telephone for 40 minutes. After Bill agreed to the informed consent 

form, I asked him what his general experiences were with new teachers coming from the 

lower 48. Bill admitted that the majority of his staff were also first year teachers in rural 

Alaska, and he noted, “I am fortunate to have a staff that understands that education, that 

teaching rural Alaska is probably just as much teaching as it is being a part of the 

community and accepting the different standard of living.” However Bill has found that 

being a part of the community he teaches in has proven difficult for his colleagues. He 

fretted that, “I do think that my staff is often times uncomfortable reaching out within the 

village.. .my lower 48 staff they do tend to be uncomfortable really reaching out to the 

people in the village.” I inquired as to whether Bill had attempted to develop specific 

strategies to help his staff, and he explained that he has attempted to have teachers make 

calls home to parents when their children are absent and to incorporate more activity days 

that bring community members into the school. He feels as though “much of what I ’ve 

done this year is the beginning to what I do next year.”
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Bill then took a rather solemn tone in stating that, “there’s only so much that I’m 

legally able to do to encourage people outside of the workday to be involved in the 

community.” More specifically “there’s a collective bargaining agreement” in which the 

workday is “clearly defined from 8 am to 3:30 pm.” As a result of this legal constraint 

Bill claims he is in a very precarious situation. He ponders, “How do I ask them the 

question, how do you be involved in the community? Yeah, how do I ask it without 

intimidating them into a response or have them lie about a response?”

After a lengthy pause I changed the subjects to Bill’s possible participation in 

recruiting sessions. Due to his newness to the State and district, he has yet to participate 

in these sessions, though throughout the course of the interview Bill indicated what he 

expects in prospective teachers recruited at teaching fairs. In terms of academic etiquette 

Bill proclaimed, “I expect that you follow the curriculum. But at the same time I expect 

for teachers to be flexible enough to where if a good resource comes up that will allow 

them to enrich what they’re already teaching.” Bill continued by explaining, “I really 

have the expectation that my staff will think intentionally about what’s happening in the 

classroom and how to build children up.”

In terms of community interaction, Bill expects that all staff members, including 

himself, “will as much as possible be a part of the community.” Yet Bill become audibly 

agitated when he stated his next expectation: “I will not allow and I will not retain 

someone in this school even for this school year, let alone the second year. I will not 

allow someone to have the I ’m better than you attitude. It just doesn’t fly anywhere.” He 

insisted that his staff ‘have positive attitudes and look forward to working with each
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other and be able to and willing to bring issues up in an honest fashion that’s not 

accusatory.” He explained this expectation by noting that the village site is extremely 

remote and there are only so many people a teacher can interact with on a professional 

level.

Bill’s talk of isolation and difference in school size gave me an excellent 

opportunity to segue into his perceptions of what sets his village apart from other 

surrounding villages and/or districts. He speculated that “for one thing we’re off the road 

system.. .so that really means that when you’re here in the village, you’re here; people 

see you, people know what you’re doing.” Bill also mused about the advantage of his 

specific village being a “dry village.” Explaining that this meant that alcohol and the 

introduction of alcohol into the village was illegal. As a result “our elders aren’t drunk or 

stoned all the time. They’re a positive experience on young people.”

After talking about the influence of Alaskan Native elders on the students I asked 

how education, specifically from Bill and his staff, plays a role in the social structures of 

their village. In response to the question he speculated that, “Part of, not all of, but part of, 

the responsibility of a school is to prepare kids for college for sure. But especially in rural 

Alaska that is not what our only goal should b e .. .part of our mission statement is to 

prepare kids to be effective citizens when they graduate.” Bill explained that “They 

should be job ready.” Bill also identified the need to explain and reinforce in the students 

“that drugs will gut a community.” He reported that it is the job of the school to set a 

good example for the students, so that any student from his school, “can become a citizen 

when you graduate from high school.”
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Moving away from his concern with citizenship I attempted to explore Bill’s 

opinions concerning advice he would give a new teacher from the Lower 48. Overall Bill 

wanted them to know that they should, “first be thankful for the opportunity to be here[in 

rural Alaska],” though in order for a person to achieve success in this new place he 

thought it necessary for a teacher to be someone “who’s comfortable with who you are 

and you’re on the path to achieve whatever it is you want to achieve.” Bill went on to add 

that a new person in the village should “be quiet, listen to people.. .don’t talk just because 

you feel uncomfortable. Be ready for silence and be willing to listen and don’t seem like 

you’ve always got to have advice for people.” For him being silent allows a person to 

“find out information about the village.”

At the end of the conversation Bill shared some insights as to why he chose to 

move to Alaska. On one hand he claimed it was for monetary reasons: “I make about 

45% more than they[administrators in Washington] make.” He rejoiced at the fact that he 

had to work “about six weeks less a year than they do.” Yet ultimately Bill insisted that 

he moved up to Alaska because of the community and his role in it: “The only outsiders 

that can really live here full time, the only one that makes sense to have happen are the 

educators.” Bill ended by stating that he and his wife were “very thankful for the 

opportunity to be a part of a culture in these rural Alaskan communities.”

3.4 Teacher Interview #1 & #2: John J’onn & Samantha J’onn

Unlike the administrator’s interviews the majority of the teacher interviews were 

conducted in person. The first and second of these interviews was a joint 90 minute 

interview with John J’onn & Samantha J ’onn, a couple I’ve known for three years and
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have had a very close relationship. Before moving to Fairbanks, John and Samantha spent 

a year teaching in a small rural school located in School District B.

Before we began the interview I asked that John and Samantha read over an 

informed consent form. The first question I asked was how they ended up being teachers 

in rural Alaska. John began with a brief explanation of their history as a couple by stating 

Samantha and I were both at the university together. We met there and we were 

dating and, uhh, I don’t know I think it was more or less I really wanted to go to 

some place rural and I wanted to go to rural Alaska. Since Samantha and I had 

started dating our senior year she was ok with going to Alaska so it was pretty 

exciting.

Samantha added “we also, both of us, were interested in small intentional communities. 

And so that was something that interested us about village life.” The common interest in 

intentional communities led to questions of how they learned about small intentional 

communities in an Alaskan village. John answered, “I think we looked at some website. 

We definitely found the ATP. And we looked at, I remember us looking at Kodiak,

Bering Strait school district, we sort of looked at, we sort of looked at Bering Strait a lot.

I don’t know why.” Asking both to identify some other aspects which drew them to 

Alaska, Samantha responded, “John always wanted to work in a one room school house 

in Alaska.” John expanded on Samantha’s statement claiming, “the raw beauty of Alaska, 

the mystique and umm just you know.”

I then concentrated on questions about their experiences in teacher recruiting 

sessions in Washington. According to Samantha, “there were districts from
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Washington...districts from I remember Texas, California, I think maybe Arizona.. .there 

was Bering Strait, Lower Yukon, and like two other from I think Mat-Su.” The co

researchers discussed interactions with a superintendent that “gave us the best advice, 

even though he didn’t have a job for us both in the same site.” Samantha remembered “he 

gave us honest advice. He’s like, you know, you can come up to the job fair in Anchorage 

and you can interview, and you guys can get jobs. You don’t have to decide today.” John 

and Samantha also asked, “so are the village’s expectations that we’ll be married,” and 

the superintendent responded, “thanks for your honesty with that question because that’s 

something that I couldn’t ask someone or anything but it definitely depends on the 

villages.” Both John and Samantha agreed that this was a positive first encounter an 

Alaskan recruiter, with Samantha stating,“I actually think about talking to him gave us a 

better idea of what it was like to live out there.”

John then disclosed, “probably because some of our own research but also the 

things we were told we had a little better idea of what we’re moving too compared to our 

neighbors.” Samantha expanded on John’s statement with a story about their female 

neighbor who “brought 20 pairs of high heels” when in fact “the village we lived in there 

are no solid roads. They didn’t understand what they were getting into.”

John and Samantha returned to talking about the job fair by discussing the 

recruitment process with the district that eventually hired them. John stated “of the guys 

who interviewed us one became our superintendent and the other guy actually was our 

principal.” Samantha then explained “ [We] did an interview as a couple. It wasn’t 

separate.” The couple had two interviews; in the first interview “they asked us about
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assessment in the classroom,” and in the second interview “they kind of gave us a little 

general overview of the area. We asked about you know what is the particular village like 

you know I think, living situations. How close to the school? Would we need and ATV? 

Would we need a snow machine?” Another issue addressed was paid airfare in and out of 

the village with Samantha commenting

the school district says that they pay your way one way in and one way out for 

the year. So they said it costs $525 so we got a check at the beginning of the year 

for $525 which it was like 700 dollars, 680, 650 to 700 the whole time we were 

there too. So that was not accurate.

This continued with questions about other benefits offered by the school district. 

Samantha reported “like, umm, housing. They try to come up with furnished housing and, 

umm, laundry facilities.”

John changed then changed the conversation subject commenting, “Yeah I think 

even while he was our principal out there in the bush he was a real hospitable person but 

he was also highly unethical too.” I asked them to elaborate on what highly unethical 

meant. The first example they gave was the description of the principal’s business card. 

“One side: Jack Hawksmoor Principal of School A. Other side: Jack Hawksmoor, Gun 

Saleseman. On the same card.” This dual job was emphasized on the principal’s method 

of gun transportation. John claimed their principal, “would make employees take guns to 

other villages.”

The second example of unethical demeanor was when, during the recruitment, the 

principal asked “Are you planning on getting married?” When they said, “well you know
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we do plan on getting married. But we weren’t sure when,” Samantha claimed the 

principal responded “You got to make sure you take care of that before you head out 

there. Or we would have had to have roommates.”

The conversation transitioned to the aftermath of the interviews. Samantha 

remembered, “Jack called us first.. .then Emmanuel helped us get the contract signed and 

faxed and stuff.. .It was pretty much within two days and they gave us a week to decide.” 

Each person was, “promised our salaries of 36,500 dollars. And we had to pay I don’t 

think we got the specific details of our housing contract. We knew money was coming 

out of our for housing though” in monetary compensation. John stated, “Well it was our 

first job offer.. .really I mean we were hungry to have a job especially cause you’re gonna 

uhh you’re gonna graduate in May,” as the main reason they chose School District B 

I then switched subjects and raised questions about Samantha and John’s first 

training sessions. Samantha claimed, “It was interesting though because they had 

different sessions. So you know educate us about different things and what not. But 

people it was clear people had a different umm had been told different things.” The use of 

the Chugach quality schools model was a unexpected pedagogical requirement learned 

from the training. Samantha sighed, “they never told us that in the interview.” John 

completed Samantha’s comment stating, “They just said it was standards based 

education.” They reported the Chugach model to be difficult to implement in the 

classroom, John claimed, “Oh it was horrible. So you would have like very difficult 

deviant kiddos who are older than these smart 7th graders. And you’re like, oh man this is 

not good for those kids.” Samantha reflected, “Umm so I guess we didn’t ask to many
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questions”. The couple also mentioned the use of cultural storytelling to introduce the 

Yup’ik culture. Joe recounted a village elder, at the first training, told a tale about sharing: 

“The traditional story says that someone decided to block off the salmon. So no 

one down river could get the fish. So someone was hording it. So the kid down 

the river didn’t have any fish down in the lower river.”

Samantha followed the story by stating

we knew all that stuff going into it. Mainly from our research. I think one thing 

we did that helped the most was getting on the ATP and chatting with other 

people and asking questions. And even logistical basic stuff. Like how do you 

move there? How do you pack? Like you now can you send stuff on a barge?

The first day in rural Alaska for the co-researchers consisted of taking a boat to 

and time “to stop and pick blueberries in the middle of the tundra. And john fell through 

the tundra and his foot got all wet you know getting stuck. If John and I hadn’t been 

adventurous about it. You could be pretty pissed.” Having viewed the village for the first 

time Samantha claimed, “it was muddier than I anticipated.” John interjected, “We didn’t 

have to many expectations too you know.. .and see the broken boardwalk and like we 

were wanting adventure.”

The last part of the interview John and Samantha discussed two particular women 

as being the cause for their departure from rural Alaska, described as “people who could 

not get jobs in regular schools. They didn’t have the social skills.” Samantha related her 

history with one of the ladies:
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she taught right next door to me. And she pretty much made me cry like half the 

days. And I would go in my classroom and hide. It got to the point where John 

and I figured out by the end of the school year that we would go at 11 o’clock at 

night and work and nobody would bug us and nobody would harass us and we 

wouldn’t feel threatened.

John attributed many of these problems to a division in the staff. John remarked, “You 

know you have these two sides.. .they don’t really mesh well.” Samantha described it as 

“the hermit side and the social side.” The principal acknowledged this riff and “had a 

lecture to us that was talking about how god invented divorce.” The principal mainly 

explained, “either you have to come together or you’re going to divorce. And he’s like 

the kids can tell that things are going on.” John continued by stating, “Ultimately the kids 

were affected by it because the lack of communication and two the teachers didn’t feel 

comfortable with each other so they were less likely to help out the kids or have energy to 

help out the kids.At this point the interview was concluded.

3.5 Teacher Interview #3: Wade Wilson

I first met Wade two years ago, through the poetry slams I used to hot in 

Fairbanks. Though Fairbanks is his current home he has taught in a wide variety of areas 

in the United States including Las Vegas, South Dakota, and of course rural Alaska. The 

33 minute interview was conducted in the main conference room of the UAF Speaking 

Center. Before the interview began I provided Wade with an informed consent form.

I began asking Wade about his experiences were teaching in rural Alaska. He 

chose to take a chronological approach to the question. Wade established a timeline
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stating, “I was teaching at a private school in South Dakota in 1998 and just not happy 

with it.” He then explained that to remedy the situation he “went to a job fair in Sioux 

Falls, South Dakota with the intent of finding a job back in Las Vegas.” The booth next 

to the Vegas District was School District C. Wade contended “it was very flattering 

because they wanted to hire me right away. And they offered me a contract and it was an 

opportunity to make twice as much as I was making in the private school.” Wade 

remembered, “I had never been up to Alaska before. [My father] had spoke positively of 

his experiences vacationing in Alaska.” Wade’s father “had his doubts.”

I then switched subjects to return to recruitment session. Interested in identifying 

what attracted Wade to the Alaska booth since his reported purpose did not involve 

applying to teach in Alaska, the co-researcher responded, “I think what attracts a lot of 

teachers from the Lower 48, the salary. I ’d be less than honest if I didn’t say that the 

numbers the dollar signs were definitely a perk. And just a sense of adventure. I saw it as 

a way to see part of the world that I ’d never seen before.” At this point Wade chose to 

also mention that, “The isolation kind of fascinated me too.” I asked Wade to expand on 

this fascination and how he learned about it. In response to my question he exclaimed, 

“You have to fly in or take a boat. And I got a kick out of that. Wow, you know places in 

the US that you can’t drive too.” Wade then talked about a semi-retired recruiter stating, 

“he was a reason for not only going up to School District C but also entertaining a 

thought of maybe going back there someday.”

I changed subjects to the hiring process, particularly what occurred in the 

interview. Wade remembered talking about, “polar bears, the length of the winter, and
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how the winter, the severity of the winter, the coldness. And then the, uhh, midnight sun. 

Wanting to be a part of that.” I followed up and inquired about the openness of the 

recruiters concerning School District C issues. Wade did not answer the question. Instead 

he commented that the recruiters asked him how familiar he was with Alaskan Native 

culture and education. Wade recounted his days “growing up in a small town in South 

Dakota that has a reservation. A Santee Sioux[Lakota] reservation. And going to school 

and being close friends with several students of Santee Sioux[Lakota] descent.” I then 

asked him to describe Alaskan Native culture. Wade stated “we did talk about the 

prevalence of fetal alcohol syndrome.. .so they didn’t gloss over those issues and they 

were receptive to any other questions about those issues I had.” Wade estimated after the 

interview, his wait time for a contract offer was, “within 24 hours. I think I interviewed 

late one afternoon and they had contacted me before lunch the next day.”

I completely changed subjects at this point and asked Wade if he had done any 

other research on his own. Wade admitted that “Yes, oh they[School District C] had a 

website that was up. And with the research that I did on neighboring boroughs I was 

impressed with how technologically School District C compared to the other boroughs.” 

Wade then changed subjects and noted “Probably the most frustrating part of the 

interview was they had provided a list of property owners, landlords, landladies. And that 

was out of date.” As a result of the list being out of date and the district not providing 

teacher housing Wade, “didn’t know a soul, didn’t have a place to live, didn’t have a 

place lined up,” when he first arrived at his school site. When talking about his first 

impression of the village he admitted, “you know I had heard about the midnight sun. I
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got out there last day of July and it was overcast and g r a y . i t  was a good three or four 

days in town before the sun came out and I was a little worried.” After two days Wade 

found a place to live.

I pushed Wade to discuss his expectations of the Yup’ik culture, especially with 

his previous experience with Native Americans. The co-researcher revealed an 

expectation that, “teenagers would be teenagers. No matter where they live or what their 

ethnic backgrounds were. And yeah it turns out that they were. And that was refreshing if 

not annoying.”

Being active in the village community was a point that Wade made several times. 

He claimed a new teacher should “be prepared to support school activities, fundraisers. 

Staying beyond the school day, and doing your best to go to that first football game, track 

meet, spaghetti feed.” I then asked what happened when a teacher did not participate in 

the community. Wade retorted “I ran into a couple of teachers that you would call 

burnouts. They had been there for awhile. And they’d just either been soured with the red 

tape, paperwork, or just, umm, struggling with certain families in town and just, uhh, 

giving up.” I pushed for him to describe in more detail what a burnout was. Some signs 

of burn out include, “lack of supporting the students in their endeavors beyond the 

classroom.”

The final part of the interview was spent discussing the events that led to Wade 

leaving school district C. The year before he left, “they[advisory school board] brought in 

this woman to be principal and I think her understanding was they were going to keep her
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on just for one year and just find ways or create a paper trail to fire you know this 

employee, this employee. And they said you’re going to be the bad guy.” He claimed that, 

I think just, school board members that had a certain amount of power or 

influence were dictating to the, you know, the powers that be hey put this hurt on 

this guy or this gal. The politics are always going to be there. And again I could 

be wrong. I could be misinformed but that’s how I and many others perceived that 

particular experience.

Wade concluded by mentioning, “And when the word got out that this nonsense was 

going on, that these teachers were getting the shaft. The next election was a way to vote 

some better people in and vote these other people out.”

I concluded the interview by asking Wade to reflect on the role of education in the 

social structures of a Native Alaskan village. The co-researcher purported “I came to 

understand that what we can do as educators is show these Native students a way to 

embrace Western civilization without letting go of their Native heritage without having to 

deny or forget their heritage.” Wade gave an example stating, “So they[Native Alaskan 

students] can go down to Anchorage, Seattle, and still be very proud of where they come 

from but also be able to attend a corporate event and proudly represent School District C 

or whatever village. You know fill in the blank.” I thanked Wade for his time and the 

concluded the interview.

3.6 Teacher Interview #3: Gwen Stacy

The third teacher interview with Gwen Stacy was held over the phone. Gwen is 

currently employed by School District A, the district that she started with when she first
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came to Alaska. She is no longer in the classroom, but rather working in the district office. 

I have had a strong friendship with Gwen for three years. At the beginning of the 42 

minute interview I provided Gwen with an informed consent form. The first question that 

I asked was how she ended up in Alaska. Beginning chronologically she stated, “I had 

been working in the Green Bay area as a substitute teacher during the school year and 

then I worked out in Vermont during the summer tim e.. .And eventually it just got to the 

point where I needed a full time job. And Wisconsin had more teachers than jobs.” This 

led to her attending to a job fair in Wisconsin. I asked if she was specifically looking for 

a job in Alaska. She stated, “I was open to pretty much anything. And the two places that 

were most interested in me were Alaska and Arizona. And I opted not to go to Arizona 

because School District C actually moved quite quickly on their paperwork.” At this 

point I asked her about the Alaska recruitment booth which she pondered, stating

Umm let’s see. I think it was just different, it was full time, it was definitely the 

adventure, it was something that I thought would be kind of challenging but 

rewarding at the same time. In all honesty when I found out we were off the road 

system and that we it was very isolated it just kind of intrigued me as to what was 

out here and what kind of experiences I would have.

Moving on to the initial meeting with School District A Gwen chuckled and reminisced 

“well first of all there was nobody in line and they looked very bored. And everybody 

always joked with me that I went to the job because that was the shortest line at the job 

fair. They [School District A] were very honest.” Gwen recounted a story in which, after
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her initial talk with recruiters at School District A ’s booth, she was taken into a room 

with another lady where

at that point they pulled out a map and they started going here’s Anchorage, 

here’s Fairbanks, here’s Juneau and you can see kind of the vein running and 

connecting everything. And he said and now School District A is up here. And I 

remember looking at the map and all of a sudden the recruiter said, ‘You can go 

now if you want. If you know this isn’t for you. Please just don’t feel that you 

don’t have to listen to everything.’ And the girl next to me stood up and left.. .I 

felt that he was being very honest about what I would encounter in terms of 

challenges.

Gwen then elaborated on other challenges the recruiter mentioned throughout the 

recruitment and interview processes stating, “Yeah mainly living conditions. There was a 

lot of villages that didn’t have indoor plumbing. And wanted me to know that right up 

front. And that was something to deal with. Umm, just the cultural differences that you 

had to live and work in a completely different environment.”

After the interview Gwen remembered, “a couple days later they handed me all 

this paperwork and said, you know, ‘fill out this application’ and they asked again if I 

was still interested and I said yes.” The assistant superintendent contacted her and asked 

permission to give out Gwen’s number to a principal for a site they thought she could 

work at. Following this “a couple of days later the site administrator contacted me. And 

we talked for about three hours. And at the end of it he offered me the job.” I inquired as 

to what sorts of things were discussed in a three hour phone interview. Gwen explained
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Yeah, uhh, we talked about everything. And I think that’s what sold me so much 

about this site. Was that he[site administrator] was very honest very up front 

about the challenges. And it was just every question. Like, what do people wear to 

school? Carhartts and hiking boots. I asked about food. Like how do we get food 

up there? How do we, umm, if we have to stay in Bethel who should I call to stay 

which hotels are good hotels. But he was very up front that it’s a small school but 

that it was probably one of the more challenging because of the lack of teachers, 

verified teachers to accommodate all the students and all their needs.

I then asked she was initiating most of the questions, she replied, “It was kind of even. 

Umm, he was really honest about things that he felt I needed to know before I accepted 

the job. He wanted a teacher who was to be up there, and not freak out in a month or two.” 

I changed subjects and began to explore her experiences in the rural village, 

specifically expectations when first entering the village. Gwen thought for a moment then 

stated, “You know I didn’t really know what to expect. You have like this image in your 

head about what your house is going to look like. And of course mine was the typical 

Alaska house with the log cabin, the wood stove. In reality I lived in an old BIA building.” 

Gwen discussed her first interactions with the members of the village explaining, “I was 

really worried about being appropriate. The first day I got there I was outside playing 

with the kids and there was like no other adults around. It was just me playing with these 

kids outside. And I felt a little uncomfortable in terms of, there aren’t any adults out here 

playing with their kids. And is this appropriate of me. And just being really hyper 

sensitive to almost every little thing I did.” Hypersensitivity caused me to ask a follow up
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question concerning the way in which the co-researcher remedy violated expectancies of 

village members. Gwen explained “its, you know, all about participating. If someone 

invites you to eat you go and eat. Even if you’re full you eat another dinner. It’s all about 

participating and being interested yourself.” Gwen noted many of the Native elders 

would let her know she had done something that was considered incorrect in village 

culture through a story, noting, “And it is just the culture not to point that out and scold 

you and stuff. But to somehow teach you that that’s not ok.” She expanded on this claim 

by telling a story:

And as I was eating the bird soup, I was like taking the bones out of the bowl 

and setting them aside. And the mother in the house was kind of watching me, 

and she looked at the bones, and she looked at me, and she kind of turned her 

head, and she started telling me a story. That in the Yupik culture, it's the Yupik 

belief that, when an animal when you shoot an animal, the animal actually gives 

itself to you and in order to show respect for the animal you have to clean the 

bones. And I looked down and saw all this meat on bones and stuff. And I’m just 

like, oh my god, I actually have to eat more of that. My friend noticed and she’s 

like it is ok you don’t have to clean the bones. It’s fine, you did a good job. And 

that’s the way a lot of times people will correct you, by subtly telling a story or 

suggesting something, without coming right out and pointing out you did 

something inappropriate.

I inquired if this was common experience for other teaches as well. Gwen responded that
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I can’t really personally speak in terms of other teachers. I know that umm there 

are I think there’s a definite split. There are teachers that really come out here, 

and become involved in the community. They go to dance, they join Yup’ik dance 

practice. They go to bingo. And you have other teachers you ask them where the 

store is after their first or second month and they still don’t know because they’re 

never out in the community. Those are the people that usually don’t make it.

I changed subjects and discussed Gwen’s view of education within the social structures 

of a rural Alaskan society. Gwen purported

I think the role of any school in rural Alaska is to give the community what they 

want. What w e’re trying to do here is to really show the community that the 

school, and the community aren’t two separate entities that exist on the same plot 

of land. And that there should be a positive relationship between the school and 

community members.

I asked Gwen to reflect more on this relationship, asking her about factors that could lead 

to a separation of community and school. Gwen contended

It’s the attitudes of teachers. I think that can definitely and site administrators. I’m 

think of one community in particular where the site administrator and the teachers 

were pretty negative about the students and their abilities and just the community 

in general. And it really led to this huge breakdown.

Gwen went on to give an example at a high school dance: “I saw an interaction between a 

teacher and a community member and it was very negative and I ’m very surprised about
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that. Just how the teacher reacted when somebody asked him to step aside because he was 

blocking their view.”

I began to inquire about her first year as a teacher. Gwen began by explaining 

how the curriculum and cultural differences were unlike anything she had experienced 

before. Sighing, she stated “They were hard. My students were very shy and didn’t really 

talk much. And I wasn’t use to having only ten students in class. Umm, I found out very 

quickly that they had language needs that I hadn’t been prepared for. We use a standards 

based curriculum. Much like Chugach does.” Because of this different curriculum she 

explained, “My contract ended at four o’clock but very rarely did I leave the school at 

eight or nine o’clock at night.” She did find a support system stating, “My site 

administrator was great that year because his wife had my class previously. She was a 

great teacher and she helped me. He gave me some resources and ideas about what she 

did.” Gwen also found assistance from her statewide mentor, explaining, “a great mentor. 

And you know she would make me dinner some nights. And that was just some nights 

that’s all I needed was just food, and someone else to cook it. So I didn’t have to worry 

about that.” As this discussion ended I thanked Gwen for her time and concluded the 

interview.

3.7 Teacher Interview #4: Aurora Monroe

Aurora Monroe is currently a teacher in Fairbanks, Alaska who previously taught 

in School District E for four years. I was introduced to Aurora through common teacher 

friends three years ago. She originally hails from Washington and has experience 

teaching in rural Mississippi through the program, Mississippi Teacher Core. The 47
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minute interview was held in her classroom after school. Before the interview began I 

provided Aurora a copy of the informed consent form.

I chose to begin the conversation by asking Aurora how show ended up living in 

Alaska. She began, “I was teaching in rural Mississippi through a program called 

Mississippi Teacher Core. And I had been there for three years. And I just thought it 

wasn’t my home. And it wasn’t where I needed to be, and I thought Alaska sounded 

interesting.” Aurora chose to attend the teacher job fair in Anchorage. Aurora claimed 

she found out about the job fair because, “ if you look for Alaska teacher I mean then you 

end up at the Alaska teacher website. And I read about it there and that’s how I found out 

about it.” Aurora expanded her desire for life in Alaska by stating, “I think that the 

adventure in Alaska. Like the different sort of just the range of teaching options you have 

in this state was appealing to me.” I asked Aurora to clarify this point of different 

teaching options. She explained that

It was possible to teach, you know, general run of the mill standard teaching job 

in Anchorage. I mean, which would be pretty much like teaching in Seattle. Or 

you could teach in School District E, where you might have to chop your own 

wood and carry your own water and your teaching housing just might be a dry 

cabin.

At this point I moved the conversation back to her experiences at the Anchorage 

job fair. Aurora explained, “It seemed like the districts were enthusiastic about being 

there. It seemed like Alaska Teacher Placement was really helpful in connecting teachers
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to jobs.” When I asked her to explain what she meant by enthusiasm, she smiled and 

stated,

Well I mean all I had to do was drop off my packet and I was hounded for 

interviews. And that was really nice. It was flattering. It was nice that it was just 

such a teacher’s market. It was really nice to districts so enthusiastic about me. 

Like there were a couple of places that requested interviews with me and I’d 

never even dropped my stuff there.

Aurora explained that at the job fair, “Well the first thing I did was, I went around and 

dropped off my stuff at any place I thought I might be interested in. And I kept doing all 

these interviews. So, you know, by the on the first day I had signed my letter of intent 

with Anchorage.” She never ended up teaching for Anchorage. The reason for this was 

that “On a lark I had dropped off my stuff with School District E. They had a high school 

generalist position,” and ended up agreeing to an interview with School District E. Her 

initial impression of the recruiters were, ‘they were a little bit like used car. And they 

were so enthusiastic it was a little bit like they were used car salesmen.” I asked Aurora 

to expand on this description. Chuckling Aurora replied,

Well School District E had a lot of money. So the all the administrators and 

everybody interviewing had on identical shirts. You know they were just like they 

were this uniformed team. And they were so and they brought all of their 

administrators down. And so they were this forced to be reckoned with. They 

seemed to be a kind of tight knit community. And that’s kind of what I was 

looking for.
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I then wished to continue on and find out what happened in the interview that would lead 

Aurora to chose School District E over Anchorage. Aurora described the administrators 

as being “very transparent.” Explaining that the principal of her school during the school 

said, “here’s my cell phone. Here’s a list of teachers you can call. I ’m going to leave the 

room. You can ask them any questions you want. I really appreciated that. That really 

gained my trust a lot.” I inquired what types of questions she asked the teachers she 

called. She stated

I had serious questions about is it really ethical to bring my dog there? I mean 

how happy is he going to be? You know I mean I had serious questions about like 

what really is the housing like? And tell me everything you need to know. It was 

mostly my dog I was worried about. Umm, what is there to do there? And people 

were pretty straight with me.

Aurora then explained that she chose School District E over Anchorage because,

I don’t know, I just thought that it just seemed like a good match for what I was 

looking for. Anchorage just seemed plain. And that’s not what I wanted at the 

time. And I liked the notion of there being polar bears around. School District E 

was such a weird little community. That it wasn’t connected by the road to 

anywhere. That people would have to make their own fun there.

After the interview Aurora was offered a contract, but refused to sign. Aurora 

remembered that “They were not very happy about that. But they were like well we have 

to hire somebody. We have to hire somebody. I was like, well ok, if  you find someone 

else hire them. I need to go home before I make this decision. But I went home. I knew
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on the plane going home that my decision had been made. And then I called them the 

next day.”

Aurora changed subjects and began discussing interactions she had with a 

gentleman on the plane back to Mississippi. The gentleman stated, “was that well up 

there it is kind of my way or the highway. Only there’s no highway.” Her explanation for 

this statement by the gentleman on the plane was “there was a lot of corruption up there. 

A lot. I mean everything was run by [big business],” she explained that, “The budget was 

pretty sketchy. I mean, even the way School District E has one of the most obscenely 

expensive high schools in the world. Yet there was a budget for this ridiculously, totally 

tricked out complete theater. It was in the budget. They spent the money on the theater. 

But the theater was pretty basic. There were some pretty basic things missing. There was 

no green room. But where did that money go?” This never got investigated because 

“everybody is related to everybody else. So everyone is watching each other’s backs.

And to actually call somebody on that would get you kicked out of town. So yeah, that’s 

what I think that guy meant.”

I then chose to return to the events after Aurora signed the contract. She described 

the contracts for rural Alaska as “so binding. They make it very clear. You bust that 

contract your license is gone. They’re going after you. So yeah it was a done deal.” 

Aurora described an urgency in paper work stating, “As soon as I said yes to the job I 

mean they FedExed that paperwork to me that day. I mean it was sign, sign, sign. But I’d 

made my decision. It wasn’t hard to sign that stuff.”
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Aurora remembered two specific teacher benefits in the contract, paid moving 

expenses and teacher housing. For her moving expenses she stated, “I got reimbursed I 

think 1,000 dollars later. I mean moving is really stressful and that was probably the least 

stressful move I ever made.” Aurora described provided teacher housing as, “It was fine.

I mean some people would complain about their housing and all that. But it was like 

where do you think you were moving. I mean we have plumbing.”

We then discussed the first set of training sessions for new teachers. Aurora chose 

to concentrate on the cultural orientation. The co-researcher explained that they talked 

about

Just sort of basic, here’s what you need to know about Native culture and how 

kids are going to communicate with you. So you don’t make a stupid mistake 

your first day. They talked about kind of what the subsistence schedule was. I just 

felt like they did a very good job I mean in a very short amount of time.

According to Aurora her position was described as “you’re new here. You should learn 

about this[the community]. Don’t dictate how this should be.” On her first night in town, 

As soon as they left[administrators] I was like, oh my god, what have I done. 

Where am I. I mean Barrow was so ugly in August. And I didn’t know where I 

was. I mean there was no grass. My dog was miserable. It was rainy and gray.

That night was just terrifying. I was so relieved to go to the new hire in service the 

next day to find that in fact everything was going to be all right.

Aurora reported that due to budget cuts School District E no longer conducts these 

particular training sessions for incoming teachers.
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When I asked Aurora about her expectations in rural Alaska before her first night 

in the village, she reported that “I went with my eyes open for sure. I was looking for 

something adventurous for sure.” Aurora expanded on this answer by describing 

“mercenary teachers,” as teachers that, “went for the money hated it. [imitating voice] 

‘Ahh these apartments are so crappy. I hate teaching in this culture.’ Like oh my gosh. 

And they whined all the time. And that was hard for me to deal with.” Aurora attributed 

the constant influx of the mercenaries as the reason for her leaving rural Alaska.

The final question that I asked Aurora in the interview was the advice she would 

give a person coming to rural Alaska to teach. Aurora stated, “I would say go for the right 

reasons. Don’t go because it's the only place you can get a job. Don’t go because you 

think it’s the easiest thing to do. Don’t go because of the signing bonus. Don’t go because 

you might get paid more there. Go because you want it to be hard. If you want a cushy 

job get a cushy job or find another line of work.

At this point one of Aurora’s students walked into the classroom asking for help 

with a weekend assignment. Deeming the student’s problem to be more pressing than my 

interview, I thanked Aurora for her time and left the classroom.
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Chapter 4: Discussion

The conversational interviews conducted with both participant groups, 

administrators and teachers, provided a broad and in depth picture of the current 

educational climate currently in rural Alaska. As discussed in Chapter 2 I conducted a 

thematic analysis in order to identify the specific themes relevant to the research 

questions I posed at the end of Chapter 1: (1) What are the training and recruitment 

practices of rural Alaskan school districts for teachers coming from the Lower 48? (2) 

What types of expectations are being created by these practices and how are the 

violations of these expectancies effecting teacher’s academic and social life in rural life? 

Out of these interviews I was able to identify numerous themes for both groups.

From the administrator’s interviews six themes emerged: unique life experience, 

use of technology as a recruitment tool, monetary compensation, positive community and 

school relationship, isolation, and burn out. Out of the teacher’s interviews seven themes 

emerged during the thematic analysis: sense of adventure, asking the tough questions, 

previous rural experience, urgency in recruiting, unexpected pedagogical needs and 

requirements, not there for the right reasons, and corruption. These themes will be 

examined throughout this chapter. Furthermore many of them will be related to Orbe’s 

(1998) co-cultural theory, and specifically to how members outside of the dominant 

culture consciously chose different communicative strategies in order to work within the 

dominant culture. There is some overlap in themes between the two participant groups, in



that one group clearly affects the other. The critical comparison in Chapter 5 provides a 

more detailed discussion of how the themes of the two participant groups are linked

4.1 Administrator Theme #1: Unique Life Experience

Well in the first 20 minutes of the movie the guy is flying out to the Canadian 

Arctic in a and he’s on a plane with a bush pilot and the engine quits. And he’s 

like the pilot’s going on a rant. He’s like hey you could be sitting at home in front 

of the TV set you know burning out watching TV. You need to be out here. 

Adventure, that’s what life is all about. SO you try to sell it with a little. It’s all 

about adventure.

Administrator Luke Cage makes this statement as he was retelling of a scene from the 

movie Never Cry Wolf, as a way to describe how he uses the idea of adventure as a 

selling point in his recruitment sessions in the Lower 48. The theme, unique life 

experience, is present in all three of the administrator interviews, and encompasses 

several different things for these co-researchers. They all emphasize that Alaska, 

specifically rural Alaska, is a place where prospective teachers can transcend the teaching 

experience and have life experiences that will be remembered. Luke added that, “Even if 

you do it for a year you’ll have stories that you’ll be able to tell your grandkids about 

someday.”

The idea of adventure as a recruitment strategy, though most present in Luke’s 

interview, also finds a place in the other two interviews Sue interview stated that “Well, 

you know some people just like this environment,” and at the end of the interview 

acknowledges that many people move to Alaska to teach mainly because of the adventure,
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though she does not look favorably upon these people. Adding in a stoic voice she 

explained, “We want them[principals] to be instructional leaders and really focus new 

teachers and returning teachers on the task of education. Being there purpose. Not to 

enjoy the hunting. Not that they shouldn’t.” Bill commented that Alaska is a good place 

“if you’re a person who’s comfortable with who you are and you’re on a path to achieve 

whatever it is you want to achieve.. .This is a good place to learn that.” For these 

administrators Alaska is a place of self-discovery and of possible distraction. A place that 

can provide a prospective teacher a unique experience.

One of the most intriguing things about the administrator interviews was their 

effort to distinguish Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau from what they called the “real” 

Alaska. Luke and Sue both made clear that the places where they lived were the real 

Alaska; everything on the road system was something else that they really didn’t have a 

name for. Luke stated, “Anchorage is just another big city. Fairbanks is just another city. 

You go to the bush you’re in real Alaska.” In short, for these individuals the truly unique 

life experience to be found in Alaska was to be formed on in rural Alaska.

The administrators claimed that most people have no idea what Alaska really is. 

When I asked Luke to describe some differences in practices in the Lower 48, compared 

to Alaska, he exclaimed, “What you’re really doing is you’re trying to sell an idea to 

people. And uhh never, a lot of people never having been to Alaska, you’re selling the 

Alaskan dream a little b it.. .We’re trying to sell an idea to people who really don’t have 

any idea when you’re in the Lower 48.” Sue took this stance even further. When asked 

the same question she firmly stated, “Anchorage is no different than the Lower 48. So it’s
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not different. People in Anchorage haven’t a clue what rural is either. Unless they’re 

experienced and unless they’ve done their homework.”

Unlike Luke, Sue found the fact that people do not know the “real” Alaska to be 

problematic, rather than a recruitment advantage. When I asked her to explain what type 

of knowledge people should have before entering into a rural village she stated,

Well, the most important thing is the definition of rural and Alaska. That’s 

probably the key piece. Because umm by doing their homework, I mean to go find 

a map and to go look at it. When we say there are no roads anywhere to 

understand what that means. I cannot tell you how many people just in their place, 

you said it was rural, but you didn’t say there’d be no roads. So, I know you said 

there were no roads, but I didn’t think it would be like this.

Apparently, then, Sue found that the disappointment or shock many teachers feel when 

first entering a rural village was caused by their lack of preparation, rather than by 

anything the district recruiters might have said or done.

4.2 Administrator Theme #2: Technology as a Recruitment Tool

One of the common means rural Alaskan school districts employ in recruitment is 

using technology. Internet technology has allowed school districts to reach beyond job 

recruitment fairs to the laptops and desktops of any teacher. Sue recounted that, “W e’ve 

had people this year, a couple of people from New York City, just kind of going on our 

website and responding, to inquiring about the district. Doing their homework and doing 

fine here.” Luke commented that, “While our website’s probably not a very great district
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website or even our school website.. .But it gives people an idea of what it could be like. 

What they can expect. So that’s those types of things really help.”

Luke specifically mentioned the Alaska Teacher Placement website or ATP: “The 

district uses our own website to put some openings on there, but they also do ATP stuff 

and they post links to websites, powerpoint presentations, informational pieces about our 

communities. Yeah I mean ATP is a huge thing. Most people that come up uhh have 

access to that. They do job searches through that.”

4.3 Administrator Theme #3: Monetary Compensation

Monetary compensation for prospective teachers was a theme present in all of the 

interviews. As in Chapter 1, the average Alaskan teacher salary is higher than that of the 

average teacher in the Lower 48, yet the theme of monetary compensation also 

encompasses other benefits that are offered by the districts for those teachers who sign a 

binding contract. One of the toughest challenges in recruiting brought up by the 

administrators is the cost of living. Sue mentioned that “Our starting salary is just about 

45,000 dollars. And you know if it’s a young person coming up, that’s, umm, seems like 

a lot of money until they try to find a place to live and have to pay rent. And they have to 

purchase their groceries and have them shipped here and have to pay the cost of freight.” 

Even though the teaching salary in Sue’s district is higher than the average American 

teacher’s salary, the cost of living in rural Alaska really cuts into the paychecks of any 

teacher.

As a result of this challenge, districts have taken to offering other monetary 

incentives besides a fat paycheck. When asked what distinguishes his district from others
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Luke stated, “We really got to focus on the little things that we have that might be better 

than other districts.. .You know we try to push the fact that, hey, we got a pretty good 

health care plan. We provide housing. Not all, not every rural district provides housing.” 

Luke is competing not only with other states but also with other districts who seemingly 

can offer the same type of Alaskan adventure as his district. As a result, benefits other 

than money become a big part of the recruitment strategy.

4.4. Administrator theme #4: Positive School and Community Relationship

Beyond recruitment practices the administrators all mentioned the necessity to 

maintain a positive relationship between the school and the community. This theme is 

emphasized in training teachers from the lower 48. When asked what he saw as the role 

of education in the social structures of an Alaskan Native village Luke stated, “One role 

is to have a positive community to school relationship.. .we have to be able to relate to 

our community. Be a reflection of our community. And, umm, support them so they will 

support us.” Luke presents the relationship of community and school as essential for the 

survival of the school, although the community does not need the school in order to 

survive. Luke suggests the power structure within Native Alaskan villages, in which the 

Alaskan Natives represent the dominant group, and the administrators and teachers 

represent the subordinate group. The communicative strategy Luke presents is very 

similar to Orbe’s (1998) “developing positive face” (p. 67), that is, communicative 

practices centered on “stroking the ideals of dominant group members while fortifying a 

subordinate positioning.” The concept of a positive face is related to what Orbe contends 

is “respectful communication,” which basically encompasses being more polite, attentive
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to needs, and respectful of the dominant group members. Enacting this strategy requires 

that the co-cultural group members, the educational staff, reduce their assertiveness as a 

attempt to appear less threatening (p. 67). The positive relationship a school attempts to 

maintain with a village community is manifested in four sub-themes: teacher and 

administrator as an outsider, listening as an intercultural strategy, getting out into the 

community, and bringing the community into the school.

4.4.1. Positive School and Community Relationship Sub Theme: Teacher and 

Administrator as Outsider

When discussing his experiences as a first year principal Bill commented, “W e’re 

very thankful for the opportunity to be a part of a culture in these rural Alaska 

communities the only outsiders that can really live here full time. The only ones that 

makes sense to have happen are the educators.” Bill places himself and the rest of his 

teaching staff in the position of an outsider in the village culture, which is evidently the 

case for all educators in rural villages who are not Alaskan Native. Though not directly 

stating that he and his teachers are outsiders, Luke contends that when giving culturally 

sensitive advice to his new teachers he tells them, “Find out, uhh, what the philosophy of 

the school is. The philosophy of the community.” It is necessary for any new teacher to 

go out into the community to try to understand the value system that has been socially 

constructed. The need for this knowledge gathering implies the new teacher is not 

familiar with the culture and is an outsider.

This positive relationship can be strained by the previous history of education in 

Alaska. Sue remarked that in the training of new teachers, “We try to give a little
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overview of, you know, the history of education in the region of why some people’s 

relationship with the school would not be so good due to the impact of the boarding 

school and Bureau of Indian Affairs.. .we try to provide information to people so they can 

understand why some people may be hostile to schools.” The reality of BIA schools is 

not very far removed from the generation of current students in village schools, and this 

previous history the placement of mainstream Western educators as outsider is enhanced.

4.4.2 Positive School and Community Relationship Sub Theme: Listening as an 

intercultural strategy

All three administrators agreed that one of the keys to successful intercultural 

interaction as an educator is to listen and not talk so much. Luke observed, “Do more 

listening than you do talking. Listen, get a nice, try to get a nice understanding of, umm, 

your place in the community, your place in the school. Whether you have a lot of 

experience or you have no experience, your best bet is to go to the staff meeting and just 

sit there and listen.” Luke attempted to explain to teachers the importance of listening as 

a communicative strategy when teachers are in both the school and the cultural 

environments. His advice was echoed by Bill: “My advice for someone coming into 

School District C would be, umm, you know, be quiet, listen to people.. .don’t talk just 

because you feel uncomfortable. That’s kind of how things work up here. Be ready for 

silence.”

The administrator’s emphasis on this communicative strategy, above others, likely 

lies in the perception that when a person talks for the sake of talking, many Alaskan 

Natives do not look favorably upon that person. Since teachers are new to the village, it is

79



expected, as Sue mentioned, “that they really need to be patient and listen and learn and 

be there as a learning experience.” Orbe (1998) describes the necessity to really be quiet 

and to listen and learn as “censoring self’ (pp. 68-69), and explains that the censoring of 

self occurs when “co-cultural group members feel as if  their response would magnify 

cultural differences and/or alienate them from others.” Luke affirmed this when he 

mentioned that he tells his teachers to be silent and to listen so “they don’t make too 

many foupas when they come out to the village.” The censoring of self is a conscious 

move by co-cultural members because of the perceived consequences of speaking his or 

her mind, consequences that could affect the relationship between the school and the 

community.

4.4.3 Positive School and Community Relationship Sub Theme: Community as Part 

of the School

In order to try to remedy the years of BIA schools and attempts at assimilation, 

the administrators identified the need to involve the community as much in school 

activities as possible. They suggested multiple options, and varying degrees of 

involvement by community members, yet all of the options centered on embracing the 

Native culture and making community members a part of the school, even if they did not 

attend the school. Teacher’s attempts to do so involves enacting a co-cultural 

communicative strategy that Orbe (1998) labels as “dissociating” (p. 62). This 

communicative practice occurs as “a conscious attempt to avoid any stereotypical 

behavior generally associated with your co-cultural group” (p. 62), and to attempt to 

“negate any affiliation with their[the co-cultural groups] cultural identity” (p. 63). In
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incorporating the community into the school the administrators are moving away from 

the memories of the BIA schools and the stereotypes of assimilation that went along with 

them, or in Luke’s terms, moving away from an education that “is here to punish you and 

learn ya’ good.”

Bill’s school has chosen to hold Inupiaq days. He describes them as “kind of a 

field day sort of thing, but it’s a cultural awareness sort of thing as well. And, umm, 

w e’ve had three of them this year as a small school. My guess is that’s more than any 

other school in the district, and on those days we try to get people from the village into 

the schools.” Bill halts the prescribed, traditional Western curriculum and replaces it with 

a day of activities centered around Inupiaq culture. Instead of him and his staff 

attempting to teach the children about the culture, he turns to community members to fill 

the roles of teacher. For Sue the issue is at least partly resolved through the creation of an 

advisory school council. She described the council as having “a clear line of 

communication directly to the school that’s accessed all the tim e.. .our school board is an 

11 member school board so every area is represented.” The council places specific 

members of the community in positions of influence upon the schools, and establishes a 

liaison between the school and the community.

All three administrators identified the inclusion of community members as an 

issue addressed in the initial training of new school teachers. Sue, the assistant 

superintendent, recounted that “Well, we try to give them, usually have community 

members come in and speak with them about the region.” The purposeful positioning of 

community members alongside the other trainers in initial training sessions emphasizes
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the idea that the Native Alaskan culture surrounding village schools must be taken 

seriously and must be dealt with in a cautious manner.

4.4.4 Positive School and Community Relationship Sub Theme: Getting Out

A theme that was consistently emphasized in the interviews was as essential in 

new teacher training was encouraging teachers to get out and to participate in the 

community in order to gain acceptance in the community. Bill gave some helpful hints by 

stating, “Just things as simple as everyday walk through the village, walk to the store, buy 

a soda even if you don’t drink a soda. But if  you get out that’s a huge one. Be respectful.

I think those are really big pieces of becoming an accepted part of a place.” Sue also 

encouraged the movement of teachers beyond the classroom:

Getting them involved in the activities that go on in the village. It’s a whole 

different kind of a more communal kind of existence because everything, so much 

happens community wide. If teachers tend to stay and only congregate with 

teachers, that’s not a good sign that they’ll be there too long.

It is necessary for a teacher to have a physical presence within the community in part 

because the relatively small size of the villages does not allow a person to hole 

themselves up in their house without it being noticed by the rest of the community.

4.5. Administrator Theme #5: Isolation

One theme present in the discussions both about recruitment and about training 

practices was isolation. The idea of isolation works as both a selling point for teachers 

and a cautionary marker for those who are not ready mentally or physically for the
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isolation teachers face in rural Alaska. This dual role of isolation in the practices of rural 

administrators is perhaps best summed up by Luke at the beginning of his interview:

Not only are the living arrangements remote. You know, people are away from 

their family. They are away from their creature comforts. Whether it be going out 

to eat, going to movies, uhh going down to the local park, something like that they 

may be used to in the Lower 48. But if  they can embrace the kind of throwback to 

a little rougher living around the edges as far as living and working then they 

usually like it.

Luke acknowledges that many things people in the Lower 48 take for granted are a 

luxury or not even a possibility due to the remote location of the village.

Perhaps one of the biggest issues the administrators reported in recruiting and 

training teachers from the Lower 48 is making them realize the type of isolation they are 

accepting when they sign a teaching contract. Sue emphasized, “No matter what the 

quality of the teacher, when you factor in the isolation component of living in a fishbowl, 

and having no restaurant, or you know, when you can’t just get into your car and go for a 

long ride. That’s huge. It’s really difficult.” As a result, the administrators suggest that 

the issue of isolation is prevalent in recruitment sessions. Sue reported that at the job fairs 

her district makes sure to bring maps in order to show perspective teachers where exactly 

the village is located in Alaska. Furthermore, they attempt to show the other road systems 

and how far removed the village is from such systems.
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The administrators also mentioned isolation in relation to a teacher isolating 

himself or herself from the rest of the village, contrary to the building of routine school 

and community relationships. Bill focused on this important problem when he noted,

I’m sure you’ve heard stories of teachers who have come into a village, you know, 

and they leave their house in the morning, then at 3:30 or 4:00 when they’re done 

at school they walk home and they close their house, they close their windows, 

they lock their door. And they live a traditional, umm, middle class lifestyle 

where they keep to themselves and their friends.

Bill’s story points to the obvious move by some teachers toward isolation within the 

village. The administrators do not give any explanation for such behavior but it 

is not uncommon for co-cultural group members to enact this particular communicative 

practice. Orbe (1998) identifies separation as a possible preferred communicative strategy 

(pp. 92-93). The word “isolation” is much more poignant than “separation,” but its 

characteristics are the same. Orbe contends that “The preferred outcome of separation 

rejects the notion of forming a common bond with dominant group members and other 

co-cultural groups” (p. 92). Orbe’s discussion of separation suggests that those who 

utilize this strategy may be simply “trying to be realistic about intergroup relations” (p. 

93), but he does not discuss how separation occurs. The reclusive nature of some village 

teachers negates any relationship beyond the walls of the school, and those who enact 

isolation shut themselves off from both the dominant and the co-cultural groups.
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4.6. Administrator Theme #6: Burn out

A final theme that arose in all three of the interviews with administrators was the 

issue of burn out. Burn out was described as a teacher who no longer wants to be teaching 

in their village, but who has not stopped teaching. There are numerous reasons why a 

person might burn out. Sue explained that:

We have had some situations where people recognized that they couldn’t 

complete their, umm, things had started to go awry, with little things not being 

right: ‘I didn’t know this so I didn’t expect that.’ Just being generally 

disappointed, I think, and not really taking the time to pay attention what was told 

them.

Sue presented several possible reasons why a person might burn out, but she placed the 

motive for burn-out within the individual. The district did all that it could for the teacher, 

but the teacher just did not listen to what was told to them. From Sue’s perspective, then, 

it is not surprising that the characteristics of teacher burn out that the administrators 

identify are the opposite of the good teacher practices emphasized in previous themes.

In terms of training teachers, Sue contended that “other staff are very aware and 

alert of that [burn out] as are administrators,” though none of the administrators give very 

concrete training practices that could avoid or reverse the attitude of a teacher who has 

burned out. It appears as though the administrators are resigned to let the burnouts finish 

off their contract. When I asked what happened when people burned out in December, 

Luke commented, “Well it makes for a very long spring.” Though this is a recurring
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theme it appears as though burn outs are accepted as inevitable in rural Alaskan school 

districts, and there is not much anyone can do.

4.7. Summary of Administrator’s Themes

The themes that emerged out of administrator’s interviews give a very interesting 

picture of the training and recruitment practices of rural Alaskan administrators for 

teachers from the Lower 48 and the expectancies created from these practices. On one 

hand, there is an emphasis in recruitment sessions on aspects common in the mainstream 

Western culture. The idea of “selling” an adventure in a Alaska or the experience of the 

“real” Alaska implies that the State is being viewed as a commodity that can be used as a 

means to an end. Furthermore, the emphasis on monetary compensation, and on the 

benefits that set districts apart from one another is a very Westernized move by 

administrators. Yet when teachers do sign contracts, themes reveal a shift in focus away 

from mainstream Western culture and toward one representing the cultures of rural 

Alaskan village life. The practices administrators use in the training sessions can best be 

described as “nonassertive assimilation” (Orbe, 1998, pp.109-111), the purpose of which 

is to “avoid conflict with dominant group members” (p. 111). Avoiding conflict enables 

the co-cultural group to work within the dominant culture’s social constructions.

The administrators acknowledge that they are no longer the dominant group 

within village life. Rather as Bill stated they are “outsiders” . Yet as the only outsiders 

who can live within the village structures for extended periods of time, and possibly be 

accepted as part of the community, there is an underlying sense of responsibility. The 

theme of a positive relationship between school and community indicates such a
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responsibility. Teachers are not only paying for the sins of the BIA era in Alaska, but also 

acting as liaisons to the world outside of the village life, trying to convey that people 

from the outside culture are sensitive and accepting of Native Alaskan culture. The 

administrators are faced with walking the line between mainstream Western culture and 

Native Alaskan culture. They must be familiar with nuances of both in order to be 

successful. If they end up on the side of Western culture than they will not be able to 

successfully recruit teachers. Yet if  they falter within the Native Alaskan culture then 

they run the risk of losing the necessary positive relationship with the community that 

allows the school to run efficiently and with optimal effectiveness.

4.8 Teacher Theme #1: Sense of Adventure

When I asked each teacher why they chose to come to Alaska, specifically rural 

Alaska, adventure was a prominent reason. Each co-researcher had a different perspective 

on what exactly the term “adventure” meant. Aurora described her reason for flying to 

Anchorage for a teaching job fair as “the adventure in A la sk a .i t  was possible to teach, 

you know general run of the mill standard teaching job in Anchorage, or you could teach 

in Village A where you might have to chop you own wood and carry your own water and 

your teacher housing might just be a dry cabin.” Samantha noted that “Something about 

me was interested in just like the raw beauty of Alaska, the mystique.” For Gwen, Alaska 

represented “something that I thought would be kind of challenging, rewarding at the 

same time.” Perhaps Wade put it most simply when asked why he chose the Alaska booth 

on a lark: “just a sense of adventure.”
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Interestingly enough the sense of adventure was present in the teacher’s thinking 

before they even walked up to an Alaskan school district booth. For some like Wade, the 

sense of adventure was based on stories from his father. Influences from family members 

were also mentioned by John and Samantha. According to John, “Samantha’s dad is a 

master carver. So we had a lot of knowledge of communities and their traditional belief 

system.” No matter where the “adventure” expectation derived from, the belief is that 

Alaska is unlike anything they have or ever will experience in their lives. For teachers in 

this research, Alaska meant rural villages, for as in Aurora’s comment alone, even 

Anchorage is in fact just a normal, ‘run of the mill sort of job’ that does not have that 

same “mystique” that rural Alaska does.

4.9. Teacher theme #2: Asking the tough questions

In discussing the recruitment sessions in which the teachers participated, one 

phrase that constantly came up was some variant of, “I asked the tough questions.” For 

the teachers this meant that they had done some type of research and had some 

knowledge base beyond what was being presented in the recruitment by administrators. 

Using this previous knowledge base, the teachers were able to ask what they deemed as 

questions. The teachers do not specify why these questions are labeled as “tough,” nor do 

they provide examples of what constitutes a “weak question.” But their tough questions 

concerned subjects like living conditions, isolation, getting food on the barge, sending 

stuff in the mail, etc. Again, John and Samantha asked questions like “Is there plumbing? 

How to get your groceries? How do you move there? And asking even logistical basic 

stuff.”
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Wade’s questions diverged from these more common ones in that he claimed to 

have discussed “the prevalence of fetal alcohol syndrome. We talked about how spousal 

abuse was common in villages. About how some villages didn’t have a police force per 

say, but, umm, village officers. Umm, they did address how each school has a counseling 

staff and usually some sort of a school nurse. but sometimes incest occurs.” Questions 

regarding such major issues troubling many Alaskan Natives are interesting ones to ask, 

and clearly also constitute tough questions. They delve into sides of Alaskan Native life 

that are not usually discussed in initial meetings with prospective teachers. Wade was the 

only prospective teacher to ask such questions, but it is the willingness of the 

administrator to be open and honest that endeared the co-researcher to his interviewer. 

Wade claimed, “They didn’t gloss over those issues and they were receptive to any other 

questions about those issues that I had.” Their choices of questions reflect the interest that 

the teachers had in the cultural nuances present when one is living in rural villages. One 

strategy Orbe (1998) identifies for co-cultural members is “extensive preparation” (pp. 

69-70), the preparation provides knowledge that may be a necessity for those who “feel 

relatively powerless in certain situations” (p 70). Orbe presents this strategy within a task 

oriented setting, but the asking of tough questions by teachers in interviews appears to be 

a similar practice.

It is interesting that there is a lack of “tough questions” concerning the actual 

profession of teaching. None of the co-researchers reported asking questions about 

pedagogical methods and practices or the school or district’s educational philosophy.
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Only the issue of class size was discussed in the interview, but this issue is reported by 

teachers to have been brought up as a selling point by the administrators.

4.10 Teacher Theme #3: Previous Rural Experience

One theme I did not expect to surface when I began this research was the 

teacher’s admitted previous experience with rural life. Three of the four co-researchers 

identified themselves as having had previous rural experience. This did not always mean 

that they had previous experience teaching in rural areas, but rather that they had 

extended interaction with others from a rural area. The amount of this interaction, and the 

time in their life in which this occurred varied amongst the co-researchers, but it was 

enough time and had enough effect on their lives to warrant stating those experiences in 

their interviews with recruiters.

Samantha and Wade both claimed that they were raised in rural areas, specifically 

close to Native American reservations. John commented that “We were definitely aware 

of kind of the poverty involved at the villages, too, just because like where Samantha’s 

from there’s a reservation kind of close. It’s kind of similar. We found out after getting 

there that, it’s you know, a similar lifestyle that uhh those natives in Washington have 

with the Yup’iks we ended up living with.” Samantha in turn agreed with John’s 

assessment of her past life experience in a rural setting. In a similar fashion, Wade 

commented that “During that interview process I talked about my experience growing up 

in a small town in South Dakota that has a reservation. A Santee Sioux[Lakota] 

reservation. And going to school and being close friends with several students of Santee 

Sioux[Lakota] descent.” What is evident in these claims is an underlying assumption that
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interaction with one group of Native Americans will hopefully inform interaction with 

another, completely separate group. For Samantha this underlying assumption was not 

completely validated until after she settled in the rural Alaskan village and interacted 

with people of Yup’ik descent. Similarly, Wade seemed to imply that his interaction with 

the Santee Lakota gave him a small window into the native culture in which he was 

attempting to get a teaching job.

Aurora, on the other hand, acknowledged that she had three years teaching 

experience in a rural area. Unlike Samantha and Wade, Aurora’s experience in rural 

Mississippi is not on a reservation. Instead, her student population consisted mainly of 

African American students. She claimed that the experience in the rural area was 

extremely intense because of the lack of resources available to her class and to her as a 

teacher, and that the intense experience in a rural area was not one that she wanted to give 

up. As noted previously, Aurora scoffed at the idea of teaching in big cities like Seattle or 

Anchorage. Her previous rural experience appears to have been a determinate in her 

decision to teach in rural Alaska.

It is apparent, though, that previous experience in rural areas is only one factor 

in the teachers’ decisions to teach in rural Alaska. Some attempt to relate their 

experiences with one Native American culture to a completely different one, perhaps due 

to the idea that Native Americans comprise one large ethnicity.

4.11 Teacher Theme #4: Urgency in Recruitment

As the teachers finished their interviews with their respective Alaska districts, all 

found that the districts provided very quick responses, and seemed to do so with great
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urgency. Out of the four interviews, John and Samantha were the only ones to be given 

more than a few days to make a decision. The co-researchers saw this sense of urgency as 

related to the notion that the district wanted them to sign a contract as quickly as possible. 

Aurora also stated, “They make it very clear. You bust that contract your [teaching] 

license is gone. They’re going after you.” The co-researcher makes it very clear that the 

urgency in recruitment results in teachers being placed in a situation where they have no 

real possibility of getting out of the contract without suffering serious consequences to 

their career. Aurora found that the same urgency was not present when one had signed a 

letter of intent with a district on the road system. She specifically identified Anchorage, 

Fairbanks, and Juneau as having much more flexibility with the breaking of letters of 

intent.

For many of the co-researchers districts approached them with a job offer within 

24 to 48 hours after having done an interview. Wade reported that

It was within 24 hours. I think I interviewed late one afternoon and they had 

contacted me before lunch the next day. And I didn’t expect it to be that quick of 

a turnaround. But it was calling me from the job fair saying, hey, we want you to 

sign this before we actually leave the city limits. W e’re serious about getting you 

up there. So that was very flattering to be pursued that way.

Similarily, John and Samantha were given a job offer “within a day or two,” and 

although the couple was given a week to decide, the district needed to know because 

“they were around job fairs, you know, wanting to know if they could publish it or not.”
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Aurora experienced a bit more urgency than John and Samantha. After getting the 

contract offer,

I refused to sign anything that weekend. And they were not very happy about that. 

But they were like, well, we have to hire somebody we have to hire somebody, I 

was like, well, ok if you find someone, else hire them. I need to go home before I 

make this decision. Umm, they were like, well, ok, but the job might not be there. 

Even though she refused initially to sign, “I called them the next day.”

Aurora’s story suggests that the urgency to have teachers sign a contract may 

force them to make decisions that they may not have fully thought over. Being pursued 

by districts is very flattering, as Wade noted, and although these teachers claimed to have 

asked “tough questions” in the interview, one is left to wonder how much time they had 

to contemplate the impact of the answers to these “tough questions” on their lives. All of 

the co-researchers commented that the signing of the contract gave them a real feeling of 

security. Most job fairs occur before summer, and as a result the teachers had the security 

of knowing that once summer was over they were guaranteed a full time job as a teacher. 

As a consequence, as Aurora put it, “I could just get in my car and dink around for the 

summer.”

Another possible effect of urgency to sign a contract is that teachers may not be 

able to explore other options, since once they sign they are locked into a contract. Gwen 

claimed that she was torn between talking with Arizona and with Alaska. She ended up 

choosing Alaska, at least in part because her school district “moved quite quickly on their 

paperwork. I didn’t even have a chance to fill out an application anywhere else.” Though
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all co-researchers claimed that they were happy they signed the contracts so quickly, this 

move by the districts greatly limits a teacher’s ability to seriously contemplate other 

possibilities. If Anchorage had not been as flexible about its letter of intent, Aurora would 

not have ended up teaching in rural Alaska. Though I can only report on my own co

researchers one wonders what effects similar experiences have had on other teachers.

4.12 Teacher Theme #5: Unexpected Pedagogical Needs and Requirements

Once the teachers signed their contracts and began their first year of teaching in 

rural Alaska, all reported some degree of surprise at the pedagogical needs of their 

students or at the requirements of their districts. These needs and requirements were not 

always placed within a negative context, but all of the teachers experienced some form of 

violated expectations during their first year as a teacher in rural Alaska. Starting a 

teaching job in any new school inevitably uncovers some type of pedagogical need that 

the teacher did not foresee, yet the consistency in what was reported as unexpected is of 

interest in this study.

One of the biggest unexpected pedagogical requirements reported by these 

teachers was the use by some districts of the Chugach quality schools models. This was 

an especially big expectation violation for John, Samantha, and Gwen. During the 

interview process they were told that respective school districts utilize a standards base 

curriculum. Standard based curricula are a familiar concept as John stated “They just said 

it was standards based education. And we’re like, yeah, w e’re used to that. It’s like part 

of our pedagogy. You know, teaching different standards is a different thing than 

teaching different levels.” Having to adjust one’s teaching style to the levels based
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Chugach model caused the three teachers a lot of heartache. John described it as “horrible. 

So you would have like very difficult, deviant kiddos who are older than these smart 7th 

graders. And you’re like, oh man, this is not good for those kids.” Gwen also reported 

that “I worked a lot my first year. My contract ended at four o’clock, but very rarely did I 

leave the school at eight o’clock or nine o’clock at night.”

Another unexpected pedagogical issue that many teachers reported experiencing 

concerned the cultural posturing of Native Alaskan students. One of the best examples of 

a violation of expectation reported by Aurora’s description of Inupiaq people negotiate a 

question directed toward them: “In Inupiaq culture if someone asks you a question you 

show respect to the question by thinking before you respond. But in, you know, Western 

culture it’s respond right now, talk for the sake of talking.” In other words teachers from 

the Lower 48 expect a relatively fast uptake time from students and community members. 

If a teacher is not familiar with this cultural practice of thinking before one responds, 

what appears to be a lack of talking could lead him or her to view students as quiet and 

shy. Gwen stated in fact, that one thing she did not expect was “My students were very 

shy and they didn’t really talk much.” This connection between shyness and slow uptake 

has been verified in a previous research project with Alaskan Native college students 

originally from School District C. These students claimed that in college they perceived 

that their professors thought they were slow or unprepared because of the time it took 

them to answer questions in class or to participate in discussion (Crocker, 2009). That my 

co-researchers noted this particular violation of their expectations suggests that there is a 

cultural gap that needs to be addressed in new teacher training.

95



The need to address issues appears to have an adverse effect on lives of teachers 

coming from the Lower 48, and together with the stress of the move to rural Alaska, how 

a teacher deals with these completely unknown pedagogical needs and requirements 

plays a big part in determining if they will be perceived as a burn out by other school 

staff and community members. When asked what indicated a teacher as having burned 

out, three of the four co-researchers identified a negative attitude toward Native Alaskan 

learning styles as a marker. Aurora remembered, “Umm, the things that they would say 

about the kids. Like they were not willing to bridge that cultural gap. I mean they just 

never said anything positive about the place. They just, well, they would expect that those 

kids would react like kids in the Lower 48. That those kids would be verbal all of the 

time. That’s not to say that none of them w ere.. .I mean they would get annoyed by the 

wait time.”

4.13 Teacher Theme #6: There’s a Definite Split

As the teachers discussed their first year in a village, one theme that became 

apparent was their identification of a split between teachers. Many of the co-researchers, 

claimed that they were ‘there for the right reasons,’ which implies that the other faction 

of educators were there for the wrong reasons. Aurora’s view was that the split she saw 

was defined by the value of a person’s paycheck. She contended that,

I went there [village] thinking I would be there indefinitely. I went there trying to 

make it my h o m e . .  I never went there for the money. And I think in that sense I 

was different from other people who went. And that made a difference. I mean 

yeah they would just talk about their paychecks all the time. Like and they would
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talk about ‘Ahh, I can’t wait till May whenever rolls around I am so out of here.’ 

And these are the ones who would vote to do in services on Saturdays so that we 

could get out of there faster. And I hated that.

John and Samantha identified a different split amongst the teachers: “the hermit 

side” and “the social side.” In his village “the hermit side” consisted of only two people, 

and his assumption was that these two got a job because “these were people who could 

not get jobs in regular schools. They didn’t have the social skills.” The hermit side didn’t 

“mesh well” because the social side always wanted to do things and that annoyed the 

hermit side. Samantha shared that the two women from the hermit side “made me cry like 

half of the days.” Both John and Samantha felt vindicated in the split because “the 

community actually doesn’t like them [the two hermit women],. .the community actually 

hates them .. .they can tell that they’re poison.”

A final type of split amongst teachers was based on the attitudes of the teachers 

toward community interaction. Gwen identified the split between teachers who 

participate in the local community by “really come[ing] out here and become involved in 

the community. They go to dance. They join Yup’ik dance practice, they go to bingo” 

and “other teachers you ask them where the store is after their first or second month and 

they still don’t know because they’re never out in the community.” That the latter group 

cannot locate the village stores is a laughable yet possibly true scenario. She identified 

the group she belonged to as the one who was able to survive through the year, with the 

implication that those who chose to isolate themselves from the rest of the village were
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doomed to leave the village within a year or two. Wade presented a related scenario in 

which,

Teachers would get together for social events. Like, umm, get together on the 

weekends for taking turns hosting supper or a meal. That seemed to be fun. And 

I’ve always had a fun time with those. And that’s a lot of work, but there’s some 

people who just prefer to keep to themselves. Or they see enough of their 

coworkers during the week. They don’t want to have to see them on the weekend 

as well.

In Wade’s case the split is between teachers participating or not within the social setting 

of the school. Those, like Wade, acknowledge the need for a strong social support system. 

The other side of the split denies the need for such a system and as a result refuses to 

participate.

These various splits identified in the lived experiences of the co-researchers can 

also be understood using Orbe’s (1998) concept of “intragroup networking” (pp. 74-75) 

and “isolation” (pp. 57-59). Orbe claims that a communicative practice of co-cultural 

groups in a similar position to that of the “social side” teachers “is networking with other 

co-cultural group members.” (p. 74). It is through these strong connections that the 

teachers would be able to “dialogue about coping mechanisms, stress, and burnout” (p.74) 

and learn the best practices in negotiating an interaction with the dominant culture. 

Activities like having dinner with fellow teachers or going out and playing bingo are not 

only fun ways to relax, but also strategic moves by co-cultural group members to find 

solace and support amongst peers in a similar situation.
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At the same time, the “hermit side” teachers are using isolation as a 

communicative strategy. Orbe (1998) also labels isolation as “maintaining interpersonal 

barriers” (pp. 57-59) to reduce the chances of face-to-face communication with dominant 

group members. Isolating oneself from the community in which one lives in is definitely 

an attempt to maintain such barriers, although living in a small remote village makes it 

difficult to completely avoid direct communication with dominant group members.

4.14. Teacher Theme #7: Corruption

For me as a researcher the theme of corruption is the most troubling of all the 

themes. It is discussed on at least some level in all four teacher interviews. For the four 

co-researchers who are no longer teaching in rural Alaska, the corruption they perceived 

was a major factor in them leaving the school district, and rural Alaska in general.

Though the specific people who enact corrupt or highly unethical behaviors are different, 

all hold a position of power within the school system. The level of the corruption also 

varies. I am unable to verify any of the co-researcher’s stories that comprise this theme, 

but the theme’s emergence in the capta cannot be ignored.

One of the most startling examples of corruption was the story told by John and 

Samantha. According to them, the principal of their particular site was also a gun dealer. 

His business card stated his name and the title of principal on one side and on the other 

side was his name and the title of gun dealer. This alone did not warrant the claim as John 

put it of, “highly unethical behavior.” What prompted John to use cause such a label was 

that “he would make his employees take guns to other villages.” He would do this 

“because you, the thing is, if you use the post office to go from village to village, you
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have to have a gun dealer on the other side.” Though John and Samantha did say so, the 

implication is that the principal was using school funds to save money and support his 

gun running business. This was further coupled to their understanding that the principal 

blatantly lied to a new teacher and his then girlfriend in order to recruit them to teach in 

the village, because according to Samantha “Our principal wanted to hire him because he 

was a really good college basketball player and basketball is important out there and he 

wanted a great, he wanted the best basketball coach around.” The misleading information 

given to this couple led to them to have an extremely tough time adjusting to rural life, 

and eventually leaving the school after a year of work.

Gwen provided a less subdued story of corruption when discussing a high school 

dance at another village. The site administrator was already known in the district as being 

“kind of stubborn and kind of a bully.” Gwen suggested that this particular attitude 

“really led to this huge breakdown.” Though she did not go into detail about this 

particular breakdown, she gave an excellent example of how the administrator’s bullying 

tactics led to similar tactics by the administrator’s staff. Gwen remembered

I was at a dance one time there and I saw an interaction between a teacher and a 

community member and it was very negative. Just how the teacher reacted when 

somebody asked him[the administrator’s staff member] to step aside because he 

was blocking their view. And it was a huge signal that something is not healthy in 

that relationship.

Gwen, John, and Samantha found corruption at the closest level of authority to them, the 

principal. The unethical choices and perceived poor attitude by the principals had
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distinctive effects on the school sites, although it does not appear, from the interviews 

that the effects reached beyond the confines of those sites.

Wade and Aurora, on the other hand, presented lived experiences of corruption 

that reached beyond the school site into the district level. Wade identified that he left 

rural Alaska because

going into my fourth year, going into, uhh, earning my tenure. The school board 

ended up not retaining a good number of my friends. For no reason. Our 

understanding was that it was just a matter of numbers, of crunching some 

numbers and saving some money. I resigned and I, uhh, the next year because the 

community and the kids were so fed up with those schoolboard members they 

voted them out of office.

Wade’s story is that the members of the school board used their influence to hire a 

principal, who in turn created a paper trail that enabled the firing of three specific 

teachers. Wade found it curious that these firings occurred in the same year that all three 

teachers were about to receive tenure within the district. This perceived high level of 

corruption forced Wade to leave a place that, in the rest of his interview he speaks of very 

favorably, In fact, even mentioning the possibility of returning to the district one day.

Aurora presented a story of corruption that reached beyond the school board and 

into the community for whom education was being provided. Even at the beginning of 

her time in School District E she felt there was something “off.” For example, “The 

secretary made more money than me.” She acknowledged that the secretary had an 

important job, but came to attribute the excessive salary to the fact that the district “was
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rolling in money,” due to the fact that a big business was at the center of all of the towns 

located within the district. As Aurora’s principal eventually told her, “Well you have to 

understand you don’t work for a school. You really work for a corporation.”

Aurora also reported that several projects that were in the school budget, specifically a 

new theater, were missing some key pieces that were written into the budget but not 

present in the finished project. Aurora claimed that “If someone were to ever audit 

Borough E or even School District E. There would be some problems.” She came to the 

belief that if  one were “To actually call somebody on that[corruption] it would get you 

kicked out of town.” Aurora and Wade’s stories point to perceived corruption that 

reaches beyond the schoolhouse into the livelihood of all those that live within the district.

4.15 Summary of Teacher’s Themes

The broad question that guided the interviews with teachers is how did the 

teacher’s expectations before entering into a village effect their lives as a teacher and 

possible community member? One key expectation present in these interviews was that 

Alaska is a place of adventure. It is a place unlike anything the teachers had experienced 

or will experience and their reported experiences indicated that this is one expectation 

that was never violated. Enacting that adventure in coming to teach in rural Alaska, 

however, led to problems in terms of violated expectancies.

The majority of the “tough questions” that the teachers asked in their interviews 

involved the unique living style of rural Alaska and the cultural nuances that go along 

with the remoteness of the villages. Yet only one teacher asked questions that dealt with 

educational philosophy of the school or the pedagogical strategies utilized by teachers.
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This lack of question asking could also have been done in part to the urgency of 

recruitment by the recruiters. Nonetheless in not asking these questions the teachers 

encountered “unexpected pedagogical needs and requirements” by which they had to 

adjust.

The theme of “definite split” presents an interesting view of the social network 

contained within a rural school. Even in an environment that has a very small group of 

people, factions still arise within the social structures. The creation of these splits 

between teachers, based off of their reason for coming to rural Alaska, emphasizes the 

importance of the choices teachers make in the recruitment sessions.

As a researcher, my expectations were also violated by two themes that I did not 

envision as emerging: “previous rural experience” and “corruption.” Once “previous rural 

experience” emerged as a theme, it was obvious that the teachers had to have learned 

about Alaska and small rural villages from somewhere. Furthermore, the co-researchers 

must have learned about them and enjoyed them enough that they were willing to move 

there. Perhaps it was their previous interactions in rural areas, specifically with other 

Native Americans, that first planted the idea of teaching in the Alaskan bush. On the 

other hand, “corruption” was definitely a shocking finding. As a former high school 

teacher I had heard some stories about corruption in rural Alaska, but all of these stories 

were from third or even fourth hand information. I relegated them to interesting odd 

stories, yet to hear first hand stories of corruption in rural Alaska was completely 

unexpected.
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4.16 Further Research

Having completed this project, I find several options open for further research in 

this area. I had originally hoped to have an even number of teachers and administrators, 

one from each of the four identified districts. Given constraints of time and availability, I 

was only able to conduct interviews with three administrators and five teachers. Taking 

into consideration the differing levels of experience across these administrators, a closer 

examination utilizing more administrators is needed to validate the current emergent 

themes and hopefully result in more. The inclusion of teachers with differing levels of 

experience and time spent in rural Alaska would have been beneficial, specifically a 

group of teachers who only spent one year or less in rural Alaska and a group of teachers 

still teaching in rural Alaska after their first two years. I expect that including these two 

groups would allow more of Orbe’s (1998) twenty six co-cultural communicative 

strategies to emerge, and to provide a more in depth understanding of the view the 

teachers have of themselves as a co-cultural group in a village. Furthermore, the diversity 

of these teacher participant groups would provide stronger evidence of the influences 

administrators have on teachers and of the expectancies that are created in recruitment 

and training sessions.

In an ideal situation, all of these interviews would have been held in person rather 

than over the phone. As a result of the phone interviews, the capta are missing the 

element of nonverbal communication: sarcasm, disappointment, excitement, etc., are 

difficult to accurately portray over the phone. Future research needs to allow time and 

funding to fly to the rural villages to do interviews.
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Finally, having used Orbe’s (1998) co-cultural theory throughout the analysis and 

critical comparison sections, I have realized that the theory says nothing about the way in 

which co-cultural group members interact with one another. Specifically, how does 

power work within the co-cultural group? Co-cultural theory focuses only on different 

communicative practices enacted by co-cultural groups to negotiate conversations and 

interaction with members of dominant cultures. There is no discussion of the way in 

which power may in fact be present within the hierarchy of the co-cultural group, as well. 

It is apparent that this work has produced many more questions than answers to the 

proposed research questions.

105



106

Chapter 5: Critical Comparison

5.1 Power Positioning in the Rural Village

In presenting his epistemological assumptions in his book Constructing Co- 

Cultural Theory, Orbe (1998) gives a very broad definition of power: “In each society, a 

hierarchy exists that privileges certain groups of people; in the United States these groups 

include men, European Americans, heterosexuals, the able-bodied, and middle and upper 

class” (p. 11). Orbe’s statement is not entirely correct however, for throughout the State 

of Alaska, small communities exist where the majority dominant culture in the United 

States does not hold power within the local society. Instead, it is the Alaskan Native 

culture, the one that existed before those first few boats from Europe landed, that is in the 

dominant position. This is confirmed by the reported everyday interactions of teachers 

and Native Alaskans. Those that are considered to be the privileged group in the rest of 

the United States, i.e., the teachers and administrators, consistently enact communicative 

strategies Orbe assigns to co-cultural groups. Failure to understand the power position in 

rural Alaska can create a wealth of problems for teachers and administrators who, as 

outsiders to a village, are now members of a non-dominant, co-cultural group. It is 

incumbent upon experienced co-cultural members, specifically the administrators, to 

indoctrinate new co-cultural members about their position in the village, and about 

potential communicative strategies when interacting with the dominant culture.



5.2 The Recruitment Session

The recruitment session, the time in which prospective teachers are wooed to 

take a job, is the first opportunity that administrators, as experienced co-cultural members, 

have a chance to explain the interplay of culture, power, and communication within the 

social structures of village life. The recruitment session occurs outside the village, in a 

place where both administrators and teachers are likely to be functioning as members of 

the majority dominant culture of the U.S. However, the co-cultural position in which 

prospective teachers will be placed is not fully explicated in the recruiting and 

interviewing sessions. Instead, it is replaced with discussion concerning living conditions, 

isolation, and employee benefits.

A strong theme across all the interviews was the representation of Alaska as a 

place for adventure. The administrators explained that they emphasized that teaching in 

the bush was a unique once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Luke explained, “I try to sell it as 

an adventure.” At the same time the teachers reported that they were attracted to an 

Alaskan booth because they felt Alaska was unlike anything else at the job fair. From the 

interviews with teachers this notion of Alaskan mystique and adventure were present 

before they actually interacted with Alaskan recruiters. Wade told of how he learned 

about Alaska from his father, and John related a story Samantha’s father’s knowledge of 

Alaska as a master carver.” Evidently it is not just administrators who are creating this 

concept of Alaska as representing adventure, although they acknowledge this 

preconceived notion, and use it as a central piece of their recruitment strategies. In fact 

even the attempts of administrators to give an idea of the unique location of the villages is

107



geared toward the theme of adventure. Sue explained at recruiting sessions, “we try to 

bring as many photographs of winter and summer because, you know, that’s the contrast 

here to understand the two different worlds in this State. We try to highlight the 

geographical location. We have maps out.” Positioning the photographs next to a map 

that points to the isolation of the village is apparently not a deterrent for teachers. This 

positioning is interesting because Sue, previously in the interview, had stated that for 

prospective teachers, “The key is to understand what the term rural means. Because no 

matter what the quality of the teacher when you factor in the isolation component of 

living.. .that’s huge.” Sue is presenting this necessary knowledge, but framed to 

emphasize the adventure of Alaska, not to emphasize that teachers will be positioned as 

in the village as members of a co-cultural group.

Tied together with this concept of adventure is the unique living conditions of 

villages in Alaska. When teachers reported that they asked the tough questions, most 

involved aspects of unique everyday experience. What was lacking were the tough 

questions about cultural and pedagogical issues. I would contend that this is the case 

because of the emphasis on the shared sense of adventure. Again Luke told teachers, “It’s 

the toughest thing you may ever do but you just may end up falling in love with it.” It 

should be the responsibility of administrators to provide and prospective teachers to 

investigate the educational philosophy and curriculum model of any school or district in 

which they contemplate teaching. Neither party appears to focus on these issues in the 

interview process.
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One of the reasons that these issues are not addressed is that administrators appear 

to be emphasizing that they are not really recruiting for a school or a district, but rather 

they are recruiting for a location, a village. Administrators emphasized the lack of 

“creature of comforts” such as inability to drive, lack of restaurants, and the harsh cold. 

These are merely the superficial aspects of the villages. Village social structures, apart 

from the occasional comment concerning the strong sense of community, and the non

dominant power positioning the teachers will find in a village setting, are absent from 

their explanations of village life.

Throughout the recruitment process, teachers also maintain the position of the 

member of the majority dominant culture. This is evident as they connect their expected 

or actual experience in Alaskan villages to their experience with rural communities 

within the Lower 48. John, Samantha, Aurora, and Wade all related that they believed 

their previous rural experience helped them get the job: a rural experience that was 

confined to experience with Native Americans or underprivileged groups in the Lower 48. 

Unlike the situation they would face in Alaska, these teacher’s previous experiences in 

rural areas positioned them as members of the majority dominant culture. As a result I 

find that teachers maintained a position of being members of the dominant culture.

5.3 Entering Into the Village

The administrators reported their attempts at making teachers aware of their 

position as a co-cultural group member in rural Alaska, before they arrived in their 

villages and attempted to interact with Alaskan Natives. This is a distinct move by the 

administrators as they shift from their position in the recruitment sessions as members of
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the dominant majority culture to a position as experienced co-cultural group members. 

This move is done at the start of the training sessions, held before the semester begins, 

and emphasized throughout its entirety. These training sessions are a form of intragroup 

networking, which according to Orbe (1998) is a communicative practice evident among 

members of the co-cultural group. The training sessions do not provide a time for the co- 

cultural group members to collaborate with one another about interactions with the 

dominant culture in the villages. Instead it is a time where the administrators play the part 

of the experienced co-cultural group members. The teachers learn, from discussion and 

lecture facilitated by the administrators, about successful co-cultural communicative 

strategies that Orbe identifies as listening, increased visibility, and maintaining positive 

face (p. 74). Yet convincing teachers of their place as a co-cultural member can be tough. 

Luke explained that it is necessary to continually emphasize these communicative 

strategies to new teachers throughout the school year. The teaching of these strategies is 

the move by administrators to make very clear the new teacher’s position in the village as 

a member of a co-culture..

The training sessions also place administrators in a position of power within the 

co-cultural group. It is their influence that helps to form successful interaction by teachers 

with members of the dominant culture in the village. If the administrators cannot 

acknowledge and subsequently teach those working under them about their co-cultural 

position, there can be some very dire consequences. Gwen told the story of an 

administrator from another village in her district, who refused to acknowledge his 

position as a co-cultural member. As a result of this the village community stopped
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taking the school and Western education seriously. In retaining his position as a member 

of the majority dominant culture this administrator stopped the co-culture members from 

accomplishing their job effectively.

Though the teachers initially learn co-cultural communicative practices from 

administrators, the influence of the administrators can slowly dissipate as the teachers 

interact more with the community members, with each teacher deciding which co-cultural 

communicative strategies best suits them. As a result, the administrators begin to lose 

their power as mentor within the co-cultural group. This loss of power can be exasperated 

if the teachers view the administrator as being corrupt or unethical, a common theme in 

the teacher interviews. Once this occurs the influence of the administrator is minimal at 

best.

This concept of corruption was also present in the teacher’s view of community 

members. Once they perceived community members to be corrupt the teachers reported 

choosing to leave the village. Unlike so many places where co-cultural group members 

are limited their whole life to an under-privileged social position, within the village, the 

teachers have the independence to leave their position of co-cultural member whenever 

they would like. All a teacher or administrator would need to do is to fly to Fairbanks or 

Anchorage and they would once again find themselves members of the majority 

dominant culture.

Interestingly enough, teachers and administrators also try to maintain a 

connection to their dominant culture while in the village. Linked to the theme of positive 

relationship with the community, many teachers and administrators presented themselves
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as gatekeepers to the Western culture. The purpose of education was not only to support 

the Native culture, but also to prepare the students if  they chose to leave the village and 

become a part of a co-cultural groups within the majority dominant culture. The teachers 

and administrators act as the mentors and teach the students co-cultural communicative 

practices necessary to live in the Lower 48.

It is apparent that the administrators have a great deal of responsibility with 

regard to teachers, especially within the first year or so of a teacher’s time in a village. 

The lack of emphasis on the implicit shift to a co-cultural position during the recruitment 

sessions can be problematic for many teachers. Administrators attempt to remedy this 

during the training sessions held before the school year. Perhaps if the administrators 

placed the same sort of emphasis on the shift to a co-cultural position in recruitment 

sessions, as they do in the teacher training, the learning curve of the teachers could 

improve and they would be more comfortable interacting with the Alaskan Native culture 

the first year. If education in rural Alaska is to be more effective, the issues involved in 

helping new teachers understand the distribution of power in Alaska villages must be 

addressed.
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Appendices 

Appendix A

Dear (insert participant’s name),

My name is Donald Crocker. I am currently a graduate student for the Department of 
Communication at the University of Alaska Fairbanks and working on my master’s thesis 
under the supervision of Dr. Gary Jacobsen, Dr. Robert Arundale, and Dr. Jean Richey. 
I ’m asking for your assistance in gathering data for my thesis. The topic of the research is 
the relationship between the training and recruitment strategies of rural Alaskan school 
districts and the expectancies and lived experiences of teachers coming from the lower 48 
states.

Because of your experience as an administrator in the(name of school district) I believe 
that your input will add both breadth and depth to my research. I realize that your 
responsibilities to the students in your school leave little free time. Participation in this 
research project requires only 30-60 minutes of your time for an interview, either by 
phone or in person, between the two of us. The interview will be tape recorded, and will 
solely be used as research material to inform the conclusions of my thesis.. I will be using 
pseudonyms for all names and schools districts in the final draft of my thesis. The tape 
recorded interviews will be converted into a digital file that is saved in a password 
protected file on my personal computer. I will be the only person listening to the 
interviews. My research project has been approved by the University of Alaska Fairbanks 
Institutional Review Board as being an appropriate and safe research project. I can assure 
you that you will have complete confidentiality.

If you would like to participate in this research project please email me at 
djcrocker@alaska.edu. Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Donald Crocker

mailto:djcrocker@alaska.edu
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Appendix B

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

What types of strategies and/or practices do you employ in teacher recruitment sessions 
and events held in Alaska?

What types of strategies and/or practices do you employ in teacher recruitment sessions 
and events held in the Lower 48?

What do you see as the biggest challenge in the recruitment of teachers who have never 
previously lived in Alaska?

In recruiting sessions what aspects of your school district do you emphasize to 
differentiate yourself from other districts?

What advice would you give a teacher from the Lower 48 coming to Alaska for the first 
time?

What practices are employed in preparing a teacher for their first year of living and 
teaching Alaska if they are coming from the Lower 48?

What is the role of education within the societal structures of a Native Alaskan village?
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Appendix C 

Informed Consent Form

You are invited to participate in a study that seeks to gain a better understanding of the 
relationship between strategies utilized by rural Alaskan administrators to train and 
recruit teachers from the lower 48, and teachers’ reported experiences and expectancies 
in rural Alaska. It is imperative for this study to have the input from rural Alaskan 
administrators. This study is for my master’s research project. I am a Communication 
graduate student at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. I hope to be able to gain a better 
understanding of the reasons why districts chose to utilize current training and 
recruitment strategies. You were selected as a participant in the study due to your job 
description within the Alaska education system.

If you decide to participate I will be asking that you participate in a sixty to ninety minute 
interview. During this interview you will be asked to tell your experiences as an 
administrator trying to recruit and prepare teachers for life in rural Alaska. In the study 
you and anyone you mention will be given complete confidentiality. The data derived 
from this study could be used in reports, presentations, and publications. The audiotape 
used in our interview and the transcript of it will be securely stored for five years in the 
UAF Communication Department. The only other person who will have access to these is 
my advisor, Dr. Robert Arundale. He is a professor with the Communication department 
and my Committee Chair. I am working on my thesis under his guidance.

Your decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice your future relations with 
(UAF, Alaska Department of Education, or your district). If you decide to participate you 
are free to discontinue participation at any time without prejudice.

Even if you decide to be in the study now, you may change your mind later. I f  you 
choose to withdraw, you can contact my advisor or I at the email address or phone 
numbers below. You may choose to have your interview materials given back to you or 
tell me to erase the tapes and shred the transcripts. Participating in this study is 
completely voluntary. You are free to change your mind about being in the study at any 
time.

If you have any questions please do not hesitate to contact us. For any additional 
questions please contact Donald Crocker at 907-799-2818 or ftdjc@uaf.edu. You may 
also contact my supervisor, Dr. Robert Arundale at 907-474-6799 or 
rbarundale@alaska.edu. If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research 
participant, please contact the Research Integrity Administrator at 1-866-876-7800 or 
fyirb@uaf.edu

At the start of your interview you will be asked to give a oral consent based off of what it
is stated in this form. You may keep a copy of this consent form for your records.

mailto:ftdjc@uaf.edu
mailto:rbarundale@alaska.edu
mailto:fyirb@uaf.edu
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Appendix D

Informed Consent Form

You are invited to participate in a study that seeks to gain a better understanding of the 
relationship between strategies utilized by rural Alaskan administrators to train and 
recruit teachers from the lower 48, and teachers’ reported experiences and expectancies 
in rural Alaska. Input from teachers with experience in rural Alaska is imperative. This 
study is for my master’s research project. I am a Communication graduate student at the 
University of Alaska Fairbanks. I hope to be able to gain a better understanding of the 
reasons why districts chose to utilize current training and recruitment strategies. You 
were selected as a participant in the study due to your job description within the Alaska 
education system.

If you decide to participate I will be asking that you participate in a sixty to ninety minute 
interview. During this interview you will be asked to tell your experiences as a teacher in 
rural Alaska. In the study you and anyone you mention will be given complete 
confidentiality. The data derived from this study could be used in reports, presentations, 
and publications. The audiotape used in our interview and the transcript of it will be 
securely stored for five years in the UAF Communication Department. The only other 
person who will have access to these is my advisor, Dr. Robert Arundale. He is a 
professor with the Communication department and my Committee Chair. I am working 
on my thesis under his guidance.

Your decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice your future relations with 
(UAF, Alaska Department of Education, or your district). If you decide to participate you 
are free to discontinue participation at any time without prejudice.

Even if you decide to be in the study now, you may change your mind later. I f  you 
choose to withdraw, you can contact my advisor or I at the email address or phone 
numbers below. You may choose to have your interview materials given back to you or 
tell me to erase the tapes and shred the transcripts. Participating in this study is 
completely voluntary. You are free to change your mind about being in the study at any 
time.

If you have any questions please do not hesitate to contact us. For any additional 
questions please contact Donald Crocker at 907-799-2818 or ftdjc@uaf.edu. You may 
also contact my supervisor, Dr. Robert Arundale at 907-474-6799 or 
rbarundale@alaska.edu. If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research 
participant, please contact the Research Integrity Administrator at 1-866-876-7800 or 
fyirb@uaf.edu

At the start of your interview you will be asked to give a oral consent based off of what it
is stated in this form. You may keep a copy of this consent form for your records.

mailto:ftdjc@uaf.edu
mailto:rbarundale@alaska.edu
mailto:fyirb@uaf.edu
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