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I am Dr. Norman Eck, superintendent of the Northwest Arctic Borough School District, headquartered in Kotzebue.  We have 1900 students in 12 schools in 11 villages.  I am in my 7th year as superintendent and my 14th year in the District.  Three years ago I was Alaska’s Superintendent of the Year.  In Northwest Arctic I have been a principal and a central office director before becoming superintendent. 

On a personal note, I have 2 adopted children, both born in Calcutta, India.  My son is 18 (who will graduate this May) and my daughter is 16.  Both have had their entire school experience in the Northwest Arctic Borough Schools.  Both have scored highly on the State’s required tests.  My wife is a teacher in Kotzebue High School and she dearly loves her students.
This morning I would like to provide my thoughts concerning HB 256 and provide my support for this bill.  In this matter there have been things the Department of Education is to be commended for and things I am disappointed with.  

Back in 2008, I thought that the Department of Education should be able to intervene in districts in order to be a support and help to those districts.  I thought a cooperative process would be established. 

In March of 2008, I wrote to the Honorable Gary Stevens and testified about SB 285 to the Senate Education Committee and to the Senate Finance Committee about the concerns I had about the bill.  There were specific terms and statements in SB285 that needed to be stricken from the bill.  These were onerous statements that were punitive toward the districts.  The onerous statements were stricken from the bill.  

Four years later, based upon my experiences in Northwest Arctic and conversations I have had with officials from the Yupiit District, I now have a very different opinion of the Department of Education’s ability to carry out interventions. 

Mandates and directives given to the districts have done damage to the educational programs.  I no longer support SB285.
Two years ago in my testimony to the House Education Committee, April 9, 2010, I had hopes that the intervention process would change and provided my thoughts as to what really matters.  I said it would do little good to review the difficult history of intervention that the Department of Education had put upon the five Districts.  I spoke, 

“We have learned from the mistakes made, and we can move forward in a collaborative manner with solid solutions to the problems that we have to address.  I think that this can all be done in discussions over the next couple months.“

Furthermore, in my testimony I said, “While it is true that our system of public education has it shortcomings, it will do us no good to lament about what is wrong.  Doing so will weaken and divide us.  What we need to do now is join in our efforts and our actions to provide strength to our classroom teachers and power to the lessons they teach to our students.”

“Some blame the poor test scores of past years on poverty.  Some blame it on teachers, administrators, the school boards, parents, the local community, and even the ability of our children….I do not buy any of that.  The truth is blame accomplishes nothing.”

Then I went on to speak towards what I think is most important in order to improve academic achievement in our schools:

“The single most important element in improving educational scores in Northwest Arctic is not anything in the school:  It is to provide Public Safety to the families and, especially, the children in our villages.  I commend the Governor’s initiative to increase the ranks of Village Police Safety Officers.  This needs to be complimented with an equal number of additional State Troopers.  No one in Juneau or Anchorage would feel safe if the streets were patrolled by unarmed VPSO’s.  We expect to have State Troopers and City Police on duty to keep us safe.  This factor cannot be overlooked in improving children’s educations in rural Alaska.”

“Secondly, Early Childhood Education must be in place to insure the success of our students by the third grade.  For we know, that if a child is not reading 
at grade level by the third grade, he or she has a 50% likelihood of dropping 
out of school.  We need at minimum, a two year Kindergarten program, where 4 year olds can come to school and be counted at full FTE’s.  That would fund the additional teachers required for the program.  Parental involvement has to be a major element included in the program, as well.  Early Childhood programs must be intentional learning environments, academically based, taught by certified teachers, and they must adopt the 9 standards that are nationally recognized as components of quality early childhood programs.”

“Third, let me address teaching capacity.  The department this past year has done a lot to improve its ability to provide support to teachers.  However, it is not sufficient to the need of the teachers that this is directed at.  For teachers new to rural Alaska there should be a two-week to a four-week pre-service program that would provide orientation to the cultural setting the teacher is going to, the curriculum to be taught, and the lifeways of the people the teacher is going to serve.  Districts cannot afford this out of their regular operating budget.”

“Fourth, targeted assistance programs for rural schools need to be in place.  A model for this is one that the Anchorage School District has provided.  Examine the history of Mountain View Elementary School.  Eight years ago it was considered a school that was failing its students.  With specific targeted assistance programs and personnel, it was restructured into being a beacon of success for its community and the children who go there.  This school has consistently, over the past 5 years, had high levels of academic achievement by its students.”

Moving to today, I want to commend the Department of Education for releasing Northwest Arctic from Intervention in August of 2010.  In August of 2011, Yukon-Koyukuk was released from intervention. A national statistic is that only 5% of districts that have gone under intervention have been released from intervention.
I want to commend the Department of Education and the Governor for the settlement in the Moore Case.  The process for providing targeted assistance to low performing schools as lined out in Moore Settlement can be very instructive to us.  The solutions are not dictated or directed by any one party, but by a coming together of parties, listening to the needs of the local school, and providing the help that is requested in the categories as authorized in the agreement.  In this way, much can be accomplished.

For successful intervention (or a better term is school improvement), a process of assistance must be detailed that will provide supports for the students, teachers, administrators, communities, and school boards.  Districts that need help must be afforded a process of intervention that truly assists the schools to enable improved student academic performance through targeted assistance in terms of personnel, policy, and finance for specific programs.  
In the last 4-years the Department of Education has not been able to do this.
“Educating Our Children to Lead Successful Lives”
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