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Introduction. | am heretoday to represent Head Start and Early Head Start Programsin Indian Country
and to talk about the relevance and importance of distance learning for these programs. Inmy experience,
as the Director of the Nez Perce Head Start Program, distance learning can successfully bridge the
resource gap experienced by nearly dl rurdly located Indiantribes. Todothis, Indian Country hasaready
begun developing collaborations to utilize distance learning, especidly for professond deve opment
purposes.

Indian Country does not have acadre of people prepared to enter thework force. Rather the work force
consgs of parents with children. Unfortunately, dl too often they lack the skills needed, or are entering
the work force for the first time, or do not have a high school diploma, or are working to get their GED,
etc. Sowhat dowedo? We haveto become creative and innovativewhiledeveloping practica attainable
professional development training plans to meet the needs of g&ff, the triba government and the federa
government. Thusthe role of technology alows programs to develop training activities and opportunities
for our children, families and communities,

Since 1994, when new academic requirements were added to the Head Start Act, Tribes have had to
collaborate, create and develop systems to meet these requirements. In doing so, they have had to
address the difficulty of being located far from mgor educationd indtitutions. One way we have dedt
with this challenge has been through distance learning. While distance learning is relatively new to early
childhood programsin Indian Country, | am happy to report that it is up and running!

Distance L earning - High Technology that Preserves Tribal Culture. Tribes seek to provide
ways for their people to get degrees without having to leave the reservation. They do this, in part, to
preservetriba culture by keeping people a “home’ on the reservation. Indeed, “the refusa to abandon
culture is perhaps one of the most poignant rationaes for the use of distance education by Native
populations.” (Berg and Ohl 1991).

For Head Start programs, distance learning permits relatively easy access to qudity professona
development training programs for our staff. We should not forget that our staff often pursue these
degrees while working full-time and raising a family! Of course, distance learning not only alows Tribes
to offer opportunities to tribal members, but aso to their work force, including non-Indians. It isatool



that works for everyone - triba governments, employees of the Tribe and communities resding within a
reservation. Through distance learning, American Indian Tribes can il learn from Western education
while remaining in an environment which teacheswhat Vine Ddoria, J. cals the “traditiond
technologies or the practices and beliefs of Native American peoples.” (Deoria1990).

Indian Country has several notable successes in the distance learning area. For example, the
Northwest Indian College (NWIC) in Bdlingham, Washington, entered into a distance learning agreement
withthe Nez Perce Tribein 2000. Distancelearning serviceswere provided beginningin 2001. By 2002,
the College and the Tribe had entered into a Memorandum-of-Agreement (MOA) to provide early
childhood education services to the Nez Perce Tribe Early Childhood Development Program. Under the
termsof the MOA,, the College and the Nez Perce Nation agreed to collaborate to provide on-reservation
post-secondary educationand training condstent with the needs and interests of the Nez Perce Tribe. The
MOA outlines goas specifically related to the Head Start Act. This Collaboration Agreement confirms
a shared commitment to helping individuas gain sdlf-aufficiency in arapidly changing technologica world
while recognizing and nurturing their cultural identity. It isfocused on improving the qudity of life on the
Nez Perce reservation through education, training and economic development. This effort has been very
successful, not only for our early childhood staff, but also for employees of the Nez Perce Tribe and
communities within the reservetion.

There are severa other successful distance education programs in Indian Country. The University of
Alaskaand the Y ugtarvik Museum Project have provided college coursesto students at remote locations,
primarily through audio conferences. (Sponder and Schall 1990). One-quarter of Alaska's rural
populationis Native Alaskan; most Alaskan communitiesare not accessible by road. Fortunately, satellite
technology has enabled Alaska to develop a strong tele-communication infrastructure that makes this
program possible. Smilarly, in February of 1990, Northern Arizona and the Navajo Nation reached a
distance learning agreement whose god is to develop programs amed a increasing the qudity of
educationa deliveryand leve of academic achievement of Navaj o students fromkindergartenthrough post
secondary education. (Stern 1990).

Eventhough distance lear ning has been successful, it iscostly to develop and implement. Severa
cost components factor into the design of a distance education system. They are:
> Technology — hardware (e.g., videotape players, cameras) and software (e.g., computer
programs).
> Transmission —the on-going expense of leasing or buying transmisson access (eg.,
T-1line, satellite, microwave).
> Maintenance — repairing and updating equipment.
> I nfrastr uctur e — the foundationa network and telecommunications infrastructure
located a the originating and receiving campuses.
> Production —technologica and personnel support required to develoOp and adapt
teaching materids.
> Support — miscelaneous expenses needed to ensure the system works successfully
including adminigtrative codts, regidration, advising/counsding, loca support codts, facilities and
overhead cogts.



> Per sonnel —to gtaff dl functions previoudy described.
Although high, the codts of distance learning are truly outweighed by the benefits.

Collaboration is the key. For Indian Country, collaboration is not an option, it is a necessity and,
fortunately, it exists. One successful collaborative effort is that betweenthe Head Start Programs and the
American Indian Higher Education Consortium — Triba Colleges and Universties (TCU'’s). There are
thirty two (32) accredited triba colleges and universties that offer early childhood education programs.
This Consortium of colleges and universties provides much needed technologica access and cgpabilities
for Tribes acrossthe nation. Triba colleges and universtieswere created by Indiansfor Indians primarily
onrura and remote Indianreservations. They understand the challengesfaced by tribesand are, therefore,
the logicd place fromwhichto build distancelearning programs. We urge Congressto continueto support
programs through these indtitutions.

Collaboration Lead to an Extraordinary Success at the Nez Perce Tribe. One of the proposed
Head Start bills states “that each Head Start agency would be required to coordinate and collaborate
with the locd education agency serving the communitiesinvolved to ensure curriculum and classroom
experiences for Head Start are aligned with the cognitive, socid, emotiond and physica skills that
children entering kindergarten are expected to demondtrate.” The Nez Perce Tribe Head Start
Program, through collaboration with itsloca school district and with the distance learning support it has
received from the Northwest Indian College, has seen its children achieve extraordinary results on the
Idaho Reading Indicator (IRI) for students who entered kindergarten after attending our Head Start
program. The skillsfor the Idaho Reading Indicetion are:

1) Write own name,

2) Detect rhyme,

3) Detect syllablesand

4) |dentify uppercase letters

IN1999, just 19% of our childrentested above grade level on thistest. | am proud to report that in2002,
49% of our children tested above grade levd! Thisis extraordinary progressin three (3) years, and is
directly attributable to the impact of our Ealy Head Start and Head Start programs, working in
collaboration with local school digtricts and with distance learning inditutiond!

Early Head Start works. Our experience at Nez Perce demondtrates that not only does Head Start
work, but it works even better when combined with Early Head Start. A birthto age 5 halidic approach
isvery effective. | urge thiscommittee to support establishing a separate set-aside for Early Head Start,
amilar to that provided for Head Start, for Indiantribes so that we have astable source of funding and do
not have to compete with non-Indian programs whose circumstances are so different from our own.

Professional development can be achievedbut requiresfinancial and administrative support. To
meet any mandates, funding must be assured to programs. The support system for Training and Technicd
Assigtance and Disahilities has been dismantled. The new technical assistance system began September
1, 2003 according to anInformation Alert but is not operational ascontact hasnot occurred with programs



inthefidd. It is not known how or when the new system will begin to assst programs.

NIHSDA strongly supports:

» Amending the Head Start Act to providegrantsto Triba Collegesand Universtiesto increasethe
number of post-secondary degreein early childhood education and related fields earned by Indian Head
Start agency staff members, parents of childrenserved by suchan agency and members of the community
involved.

> Increased funding for Indian Head Start Early Childhood Services, birth to 5 years of age. As
shown in the Idaho Reading Indicator, the holistic approach offered by Tribes when they are afforded
the opportunity to operate both Early Head Start, Head Start and Child Care programs collaboratively.

»  Collaboration with loca school digtricts but the distinction between the programs must be
maintained for Tribes to operate their own programs.

»  Increased funding to retain and recruit staff.

Conclusion. Digtance learning education works even though it “...counters the trend of
centralized, norm-minded, teacher oriented pedagogy...” (Berg and Ohler 1991)! Distance learning is
an effective learning tool for Tribes and as such Congress should support adequate funding for Indian
Head Start Programs to utilize distance learning programs.



