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Mr. Chairman and members of the sub-committee, my name is Don Shackelford and I am vice president of the Avant-Garde Learning Foundation. I’m a former high school English teacher, principal, assistant professor at UAA and director of the Alaska Partnership for Teacher Enhancement at UAA. I graduated from West Anchorage High School and Alaska Methodist University and received my master’s degree at UAA. I have lived in Alaska for 47 years. 

Thank you for inviting me to speak to you today about the Foundation and the work we are doing in our state. We are first and foremost an educational foundation, devoted to improving teaching and learning in Alaska. Avant-Garde, since its inception as a nonprofit organization in January of 2006, is committed to improving public education through the use of innovative, scientifically based practices and processes and by forming strong partnerships with school districts, colleges and universities and corporations. 


Recently, our Board of Directors voted to make Kameron Holloway Perez-Verdia our Chief Executive Officer. Kameron was raised in Barrow and has extensive experience working with and running several nonprofit organizations, both in Alaska and Outside. We are pleased to have him return to Alaska to take the leadership at Avant-Garde.


Our founder and President, Dr. Shirley Holloway, is someone many of you know from her years of public service to Alaska’s children as a teacher, principal, superintendent, college president, commissioner of education and member of the state school board. Her vision for the Avant-Garde Learning Foundation was to create a nonprofit organization that would help fill in the gaps in our educational system and find innovative ways to leverage our strengths, to work together collectively, and to experiment with pilot programs that could conceivably become permanent aspects of our educational system if they were proven to be effective. Our efforts, then, have been devoted to creating educational programs and initiatives, several examples of which members of the subcommittee have before you in the packet that was provided for this testimony. Please allow me to speak to some of our efforts.

Our largest project is the Alaska Native Teacher Initiative. Shell Oil contacted Avant-Garde two years ago and asked us what sort of community support they could provide in several geographic areas of interest to Shell in our state. Dr. Holloway visited communities in rural Alaska and asked Elders, mayors, school district superintendents, community leaders and others about their needs and what most needed to be done to improve the lives of those who reside in rural Alaskan communities such as theirs. Without exception, communities reported that there was an urgent need for more Alaska Native teachers in their schools. Community members mentioned the need for appropriate role models for their children and superintendents talked about the high turnover of teachers in their schools.

 From that, Dr. Holloway put together a group of thirty educators, several of whom were Alaska Native, and community members as a Design Team that held its meetings from January to May 2008. The Design Team became the vehicle for creation of the Alaska Native Teacher Initiative. Five school districts - Aleutians East, Bristol Bay, Lake and Peninsula, North Slope and Northwest Arctic and five institutions of higher learning – Alaska Pacific University, Bristol Bay Community College, Chukchi Community College, Ilisagvik College, and the University of Alaska Southeast – became our original partners in the Initiative. After months of meeting and working together, the design team crafted an initiative that supports rural Alaskans in their efforts to become teachers. As a result of the Design Team’s work, and through generous financial support from Shell, Avant-Garde now supports a cohort of 33 students who are currently taking their first course together this spring. We are also indirectly supporting some 97 students in our partner higher education schools through funds devoted to giving teacher candidates the supports the Design Team designated as essential to recruiting and retaining Native and other rural Alaskans.

Our Design Team found several previous teacher education programs that were designed for rural Alaskans, and two current programs, RANA at APU and PITAAS at UAS. These programs produced many Alaskan teachers, including many who are still on the job, and several who were on our Design Team. We found that a highly focused and clearly intentional process whereby teacher candidates receive a great deal of support – financial, personal, cultural and educational – maximizes the candidates’ chances of becoming certificated Alaska teachers. If you are at all familiar with the UAA ANSEP program, with its focus on strong and consistent supports for its engineering candidates, you have some idea of what we mean. However, Avant-Garde’s Alaska Native Teacher Initiative is de-centralized and divided between our five partner school districts and institutions of higher learning, and thus literally spread across the state.

We have contracted with the Institute of Social and Economic Research (ISER) at UAA as our evaluator for this and all our projects. ISER will help us monitor the progress of the Initiative by following our students all the way through the first years of their teaching. Our intent is to create a data-driven profile of our Initiative and to analyze the impact our students make on their students in the public schools. If we are correct in our assumption that people from a culture who are well trained and prepared as teachers will have a positive impact on student performance, and that these teachers will remain on the job in village schools for the duration of their careers, or certainly far beyond the tenure of most teachers from outside the village, then we will be back before this subcommittee and the legislature talking about how we can expand this Initiative.

This fall, we hope to add the University of Alaska Anchorage to our Alaska Native Teacher Initiative. We are currently seeking Federal funding for our second cohort of teacher candidates. Many of our candidates are paraprofessionals who are currently working in their village schools. Avant-Garde also wants to reach down into the middle and high schools of rural Alaska to encourage and support young people who want to become teachers. We also plan to include two new school districts this fall, Southwest and Dillingham City Schools, as partners. The Alaska Native Teacher Initiative is an exciting effort and we are dedicated to making it a success. Our students and our communities deserve the very best in the field of education.

Another effort with which Avant-Garde is involved is the Alignment Study that was conducted for us by ISER. Part One of the Study, which was paid for by Shell Oil, was published in time for the Commissioner of Education’s Summit last November. The question we asked ISER to explore was: What are the gaps in Alaska’s public education system that are holding students back from academic success? The Alignment Study found two major areas of concern. The first was the fact that many young people enter school already behind their peers in terms of academic readiness. The need for quality early childhood education would seem to be the answer to this issue although there are obvious fiscal implications. The second problematic area identified by ISER was in high school and the apparent disconnect between high school graduation and college entry. The Study found that after passing the High School Graduation Qualifying Exam, many students consider their high school career over. The fact is, the HSQE is essentially an eighth grade test taken by tenth graders, who upon passage of the test are not adequately prepared for post-secondary education. High school students need to be challenged to take more demanding courses, tackle difficult subjects like another language and be counseled to become better prepared to enter college or the workforce. Moreover, the University of Alaska’s academic expectations for entering freshmen are often murky and difficult to fathom. A stronger connection needs to be made between high schools and our institutions of higher learning. Too many of our high school graduates are required to take non-credit “developmental” courses as freshmen in order to meet the minimal requirements for college-level English and mathematics courses.

Avant-Garde is interested in data-driven discussions that move us beyond educational decisions that may not be based in fact. We also want to help create a dialogue between educators, citizens and policymakers that will help us creatively and decisively address issues of common concern. This is why we commissioned the Alignment Study and why we are seeking funding from this legislature for the second part of the study so that we can look more closely at the identified problem areas and help clarify where we need to go as a state.

Another of Avant-Garde’s projects is an online essential skills program for students in primary through high school called Skills Alaska. It employs two pieces of technology, Skills Assessment and Skills Tutor. Skills Assessment is an instrument used by students, parents and teachers to accurately assess students’ math and language arts skills. Skills Tutor is a program that provides skill-building lessons for students in math and language arts. Over forty percent of Alaska’s public school students in seven school districts have access to Skills Alaska, and over the years we have gathered data that show significant improvement in students’ skills when they faithfully utilize the programs. Teachers who utilize Skills Alaska report favorably on the diagnostic tools and the flexibility that allows them to create class, small group and individual lessons for students in need of building their skills. Funding for Skills Alaska is currently being provided through United States Department of Education sources. The school districts involved with Skills Alaska are Aleutians East, Anchorage, Bristol Bay, Galena, Kenai, Kodiak, Lower Kuskokwim and Nome.

These are examples of Avant-Garde’s current work. We are excited by the positive reception we have gotten from other Alaskans and the amount of cooperation we continue to receive from our partners in education. We are optimistic about helping improve teaching and learning in our state. By forging partnerships between institutions and entities with common aims and concerns, we are creating a new way of looking at and solving our educational problems. Avant-Garde’s clients are the students of Alaska. Our pledge is to help them receive a first-rate education, no matter where they live, rural or urban. Our commitment is to continue finding ways to leverage our state’s strengths in order to address our educational weaknesses. This is why Avant-Garde was created, and this is why we hope to continue to play a pivotal role in public education in Alaska. 

Thank you, once again, for this opportunity to brief you on our work at the Avant-Garde learning Foundation.

