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Abstract 

Iñupiaq Culture and Wind Band: An Analysis of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Access to 

Music Education on Alaska’s North Slope is an observational ethnography examining 

implications for incorporating the Iñupiaq culture into the instrumental music education 

curriculum for the North Slope Borough School District. The North Slope Borough School 

District is the geographically largest and northernmost school district in the United States. The 

majority of the student population it serves are Iñupiaq Native Alaskans. The research interprets 

the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat (cultural values), the North Slope Borough School District pedagogical 

frameworks, and the Alaska Standards for Culturally Responsive Schools to answer the 

following questions. What does culturally responsive teaching through wind band music 

education and Iñupiaq culture look like for current and future music educators on the North 

Slope? How can North Slope wind band music educators implement cultural standards, in 

correspondence with essential music standards, into the instrumental music curriculum? What 

are the best options for access to instrumental music education across the North Slope? My 

doctoral research addresses the esprit de corps of the Iñupiaq culture and the band program’s role 

within this community, the absence of essential standards for instrumental music for grades six 

through twelve, and the inequitable access to music education within the district. The data 

explains the importance of lived values in creating the learning environment and provides 

solutions for expanding access to instrumental music education across the North Slope.  

 

Keywords: Iñupiaq, Music education, Wind band, Culturally responsive pedagogy, Alaska North 

Slope, Equity and access to music education  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The importance of culturally responsive teaching through instrumental music education 

specific to Alaska’s North Slope cannot be understated and requires extensive research for 

proper implementation. This research intends to build a firm foundation for current and future 

North Slope instrumental music educators to be able to comfortably navigate making curricular 

decisions with specific attention to the Iñupiaq culture, the North Slope Borough School 

District’s pedagogical frameworks, culturally responsive pedagogy, student-centered initiatives, 

educational partnerships, community building, musicianship strengthening, legacy, et cetera in a 

21st-century world. Today’s instrumental music instructors must comprehensively approach 

culturally responsive pedagogy, leaving no colloquial stones unturned. Dr. Constance L. McKoy, 

professor of music education and director of undergraduate studies in music at the University of 

North Carolina at Greensboro, expresses, “People who want to teach in a culturally responsive 

way must constantly seek to do it.”1 Correspondingly, in an environment unlike many others, 

approximately 320 miles inside the Arctic circle, where the Iñupiaq community has lived and 

prospered for more than 10,000 years, it is paramount that instrumental music educators foster 

cultural connections responsively and respectfully. Therefore, through an analysis of the body of 

literature surrounding culturally responsive teaching, in addition to an investigation of the 

Iñupiaq culture, implications will be determined for culturally responsive teaching, cultural 

inclusivity and the implementation thereof, and instrumental music education access with 

 
1 Lisa Ferber, “The Work of Culturally Responsive Teaching: Constance L. McKoy Reflects on Passion 

and the Process,” Teaching Music Magazine, April 2019, 7. 
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specific regard to student-centered music curriculum decisions, across the North Slope of 

Alaska.  

Unfortunately, many sources have continually turned this community into a place of 

frozen hyperbole. Paul Ongtooguk explains,  

Traditional Alaska Natives are often thought of as a common, nomadic culture that 
moved almost randomly with little more than hope to guide decisions about where to seek 
the next meal and where to set up the next shelter. The Hollywood image of Alaska and 
Alaska Natives reinforces this stereotype, as the film image is one of fur-clad people 
living in blinding blizzards of constant snow. Imagine the camera, as it pans up to a thin 
line of specks on the horizon. The camera slowly closes in and the specks become visible 
as people walking into the blizzard. (I don’t know why we always walk into the blizzards, 
but in films we always seem to.) Then, the narrator, in a low, serious tone announces, ‘In 
a ceaseless quest for survival, the hearty Eskimo are in search of the caribou.’ The image 
is an important one, as it represents most peoples’ only visual encounter with the 
traditional life of the Eskimo. It is also false, as it portrays the Eskimo as playing survival 
roulette, wandering about hoping to chance upon some caribou.2  

While this may seem like an attempt to introduce a note of levity, this is sadly a disastrous 

account of the imagery many outsiders have of the present-day Iñupiaq community. Traditional 

Iñupiaq society is based on a foundation of knowledge about and insight into the natural world. It 

depends upon people's careful observations of the environment and their dynamic response to 

changes and circumstances. Developing this life cycle and a system to share this knowledge and 

insight with the next generation was critical to the continuance of traditional Iñupiaq society.3 

For these reasons, the following thesis is built upon the merger of these topics.  

 
2 Paul Ongtooguk, “Aspects of Traditional Iñupiat Education,” Accessed October 30, 2022, 

http://www.alaskool.org/native_ed/pauls_doc2.htm.  
 
3 Ibid.  
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Background 

Education on the North Slope has a drastically different history than in many places in 

the United States. Through their great variety of cultural traditions, communities and villages on 

the North Slope thrive. Native peoples developed many rituals and ceremonies concerning 

motherhood and child-rearing, care of animals, hunting and trapping practices, and related 

traditions for maintaining a balance between the human, natural, and spiritual realms. Schooling, 

in essence, involved elders teaching the youth to maintain balance in their environment.4 An 

education like this is highly respected. Today, elders throughout the community remain highly 

respected. The elders often reflect on the educational system from when they were young. They 

describe an educational experience that progressed through primary school. Still, with the lack of 

a local high school at the time, students would either be sent to boarding schools off of the North 

Slope or become an apprentice to someone of a specialty field within the community.5 Likewise, 

this community has always been sustained by a subsistence lifestyle. Subsistence living allows a 

platform where the elders can pass knowledge through practices of tradition. By living a 

subsistence lifestyle, youth learn values and skills from their elders. They learn how to read the 

environment: land, oceans, rivers, and ice through a traditional ecological knowledge perspective 

lens. This knowledge passed down through the generations, is built on continuous observation 

and provides a rich source of instructional stories.6  

 
4 Linda Nicholas-Figueroa, et al., “Implementing Indigenous Knowledge in Western Science Education 

Systems and Scientific Research on Alaska’s North Slope,” International Journal of Education 9, no. 4 (2017): 16.  
 
5 Elders, North Slope Borough School District Cultural Inservice, September 17, 2022.  
 
6 Linda Nicholas-Figueroa, “Traditional Ecological Knowledge of Stem Concepts in Informal and Place-

Based Western Educational Systems: Lessons from the North Slope, Alaska,” University of Alaska Fairbanks, 
(2017): 10.  
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In this learning environment, music education significantly differs from what some might 

call the “standard” in Westernized culture. Music was generally taught in the aural tradition or by 

rote. Rote learning is a method of instruction based on imitation and repetition.7 This style of 

learning has its benefits. For example, (1) it builds musical understanding, (2) it broadens 

awareness of musical styles and sounds, and (3) it develops listening skills.8 This could also be 

described as a “musical behavior.” When specifying what is fundamental to music education, it 

is necessary to distinguish between musical behaviors and music-related behaviors. A musical 

behavior involves understanding based on audiation, while music-related behaviors can be 

described by identifying clefs or key signatures and knowing the time values of notes.9 The latter 

better describes an expectation of “standard” music education. For example, according to the 

National Core Arts Standards, fine arts students should be able to meet the following eleven 

standards: (1) Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work, (2) Organize and develop 

artistic ideas and work, (3) Refine and complete artistic work, (4) Select, analyze and interpret 

artistic work for presentation, (5) Develop and refine artistic techniques and work for 

presentation, (6) Convey meaning through the presentation of artistic work, (7) Perceive and 

analyze artistic work, (8) Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work, (9) Apply criteria to 

evaluate artistic work, (10) Synthesize and relate knowledge and personal experiences to make 

art, (11) Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural and historical context to deepen 

 
7 Ashley Danyew, “The Benefits of Rote Learning & How to Use it in Your Teaching,” 

AshleyDanyew.com, Accessed October 22, 2022, https://www.ashleydanyew.com/episodes/019.  
 
8 Ibid.  
 
9 Christopher Azzara, “Audiation, Improvisation, and Music Learning Theory,” The Quarterly 2, no. 1 & 2 

(1991): 106-107.  
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understanding.10 It is through these standards that individual states select and amend their 

personal arts standards. While these two teaching styles are described separately, it is essential to 

note that they are both not rigid in nature. Both contain overlapping influences of the other and 

can be malleable in theory, creating less of a dichotomy and more of a sense of fluidity.  

The state of Alaska lists the following eleven anchor standards for General Music, which 

are further separated into sub-categories for section grades K-2, 3-5, and 6-8: (1) Generate and 

conceptualize artistic ideas and work, (2) Organize and develop artistic ideas and work, (3) 

Refine and complete artistic work, (4.1) Select, analyze, and interpret artistic work for 

performance, (4.2) Analyze the structure and context of varied musical works and their 

implication for performance, (4.3) Select, analyze and interpret artistic work for presentation, (5) 

Develop and refine artistic work for presentation, (6) Convey meaning through the presentation 

of artistic work, (7) Recognize and analyze artistic works, including those from diverse cultural 

traditions, (8) Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work, (9) Apply criteria to evaluate artistic 

work, (10) Relate, synthesize, and express knowledge and personal experiences to make art, and 

(11) Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural, and historical contexts to deepen 

understanding and relevancy.11 The Alaska standards for general music also provides the 

following disclaimer, 

According to the Alaska Department of Education & Early Development, “The content 
standards stipulate what students should know and be able to do; the cultural standards 
provide guidance on how to engage students in learning through the local culture. It is 
intended that all forms of knowledge, ways of knowing, and world views be recognized 
as equally valid, adaptable, and complementary in mutually beneficial ways.” The Alaska 

 
10 “National Core Arts Standards,” National Coalition for Core Arts Standards, 2015, 

https://www.nationalartsstandards.org.  
 
11 “Alaska Arts Standards,” General Music, Accessed October 25, 2022, 

https://education.alaska.gov/akstandards/Arts.pdf.  
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Standards for Culturally Responsive Schools outlines the Cultural Standards for Students, 
which aligns with the artistic process of Connecting. In the Alaska Arts Performance 
Standards for each discipline, the cultural standards for students [are] embedded under 
the artistic process of Connecting: relating artistic ideas and work with personal meaning 
and external context.12  

These standards closely align with the standards put forth by the National Coalition for Core Arts 

Standards, altering only slightly. However, it is paramount to note that Alaska lists no standards 

for instrumental music of any grade level, including high school.  

With specific attention to music education in the Iñupiaq community, there is no recorded 

history of formal wind band music instruction pre-1978. Aside from the nostalgic stories of the 

past from former students and pictures in the Utqiaġvigmiut (yearbook), there is no written 

history, or documented research, on the band program. Furthermore, this was, and is, the only 

band program on the North Slope. The current music program, solely offered in Utqiaġvik, 

consists of elementary general music (PK-5), elementary choir (3-5), middle school/high school 

music production and performance (6-12), and middle school/high school band (6-12). 

Although wind band music is not the primary source of music-making, the Iñupiaq still 

participate in a form of music as a cultural outlet. This community's primary music source is the 

Iñupiaq drum and dance. Dr. Chie Sakakibara describes it best,  

In Iñupiaq performance, the drum encapsulates many aspects of Arctic life and serves a 
number of functions to heighten Iñupiat-whale relations. The drum is a universally 
appreciated instrument in the circumpolar region. Besides being a common instrument 
employed across the Arctic, the northern drum is a pan-Arctic symbol of harmonious 
relations. Drums are symbolic of the inseparability among humans, animals, and 
environment, which also extends well beyond the Arctic. However, its importance is 
exclusively heightened in the western Arctic where people treat and respect the drums as 
the only instrument to accompany their vocal music. Indeed, the drum is the sole musical 

 
12 “Alaska Arts Standards,” General Music, Accessed October 25, 2022, 

https://education.alaska.gov/akstandards/Arts.pdf.  
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instrument among Iñupiat. Iñupiaq music is drum music, and the drum is cared for, 
respected, and ritually fed with fresh water. Feeding the drum with fresh water is 
important to keep the membrane moist, and there is a metaphorical parallel with the 
custom of captain's wife's action to feed a hunted whale with fresh water to quench its 
thirst. In appreciation, the whale begins another journey of life and eventually returns to 
the village in the following year.13 

It is important to note that other Native Alaskan people have a rich cultural heritage, including 

music. For example, The Yupik Alaska Natives, located primarily in the state's Western portion, 

participate in other forms of music. Yupik vocal music is classified into thirteen categories. 

These include (1) dance songs, (2) shamans’ songs, (3) hunting songs, (4) teasing songs, (5) 

traveling songs, (6) berry-picking songs, (7) story songs, (8) juggling game songs, (9) jump-rope 

game songs, (10) ghost game songs, (11) bird identification songs, (12) fish identification songs, 

and (13) inqum (“cooing” songs).14 Further, while [Native Alaskan] music still survives to 

varying degrees around the state mainly due to the remoteness of the small communities and the 

relative lateness of White contact, the musical systems of the Aleut have been replaced by 

Russian Orthodox hymns and Western forms of folk art and popular music.15 Up to the point 

where substantial missionization and White settlement took place, ceremonial dancing and 

singing were an integral part of social life; afterward, Native musical performance reflects the 

social, religious, economic, and political ambiance.16 

 
13 Chie Sakakibara, “‘No Whale, No Music’: Iñupiaq Drumming and Global Warming,” Polar Record 45, 

no. 4 (2009): 289-303.  
 
14 Thomas F. Johnston, “Song Categories and Musical Style of the Yupik Eskimo,” Anthropos 84, (1989): 

423.  
 
15 Thomas F. Johnston, “Alaskan Native Social Adjustment and the Role of Eskimo and Indian Music,” The 

Journal of Ethnic Studies 3, no. 4 (1976): 21.  
 

16 Ibid.  
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Statement of the Problem 

In the North Slope Borough School District, there is a massive push for culturally 

relevant education. Iñupiaq Values are expected to be infused into instruction so that the 

community's students can live and grow respectable lives that reflect these values. With every 

subject needing to incorporate culturally relevant units and lessons, there is a growing need for 

assistance for educators who are less familiar with these values. The expectation then lies with 

the teachers to learn deeply about the communities they serve. What does this mean through the 

lens of a music educator teaching in this environment? This is exceptionally important for 

instrumental music education. Music Education as a whole is interweaved into a cultural identity 

for many communities. According to Robert A. Davis,  

The relationship between music and identity becomes one of circulation, exchange, and 
interactivity rather than jurisdiction or reflection. It is the responsibility of the music 
teacher to trace out the multiple and complexly contested identities that make up the 
cultures in which music is implanted. While the connections between music and 
materiality occur through representational encodings and refiguring of social energy and 
cultural imagery that are not reducible to the terms of ethnic determinism or naive 
referential correspondences, they can nonetheless be seen as the symbolic reproduction 
and circulation of mimetic capital. A culture, in part, consists of the stockpile of 
accumulated meanings upon the repetition of which educators rely and which are 
germane to the constitution and materialization of power within the culture. Music 
education is itself a mimetic relation of production in that it is intimately connected to 
status hierarchies, resistances, and conflicts elsewhere in the culture. If committed music 
educators indeed eschew the Western myth of an overarching historical or aesthetic 
metanarrative, they nevertheless also dispute the suspicious ideal of a purely local, 
discontinuous knowledge. Cultural identity, wherever it appears to be momentarily 
objectified, is nowhere an external referent of music education; instead, music education 
is itself a move within cultural identity.”17 

 
17 Robert A. Davis, “Music Education and Cultural Identity,” Educational Philosophy and Theory 37, no. 1 

(2005): 47-63.  
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The state of Alaska prioritizes its standards for culturally responsive schools. However, 

these are broad standards; which leave room for interpretation and incorporation of local values. 

The Alaska Standards for Culturally Responsive Schools and the Iñupiaq Values the North Slope 

Borough School District put forth are not content-specific. Whether positive or negative, this 

leaves the average teacher, regardless of subject, to use personal discretion when planning 

culturally responsive units. Subjectively, there should be room for an instructor to make 

culturally-based, student-centered, and content-specific decisions for their lessons. Adding that 

many teachers on the North Slope are neither Native Alaskan nor Alaska born and raised, it is as 

if these highly qualified instructors are being set up for failure. To combat this issue, the North 

Slope Borough School District specifically provides regular cultural in-services to provide 

teachers with experiences and exposure to the communities with which they serve.18 Through the 

lens of a music educator, it could prove helpful to have supplemental cultural background 

knowledge specific to both the subject and the region readily available so that the unit planning 

process would be easier and more effective. 

Statement of the Purpose 

With such a big push from the North Slope Borough School District for the values of the 

Iñupiaq community to be taught to the students, there needs to be not only sincere thought placed 

on the significance of the request but also earnest intentionality within the follow-through from 

the teaching faculty and staff. This wholeheartedly includes music educational content delivery 

and, more specifically, instrumental music education because of its innate connections to history 

and culture as a subject. Music is inextricably linked with the context in which it is produced, 

 
18 “North Slope Borough School District Calendar,” North Slope Borough School District, Accessed 

October 25, 2022, https://www.nsbsd.org/calendar.  
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consumed, and taught. Consequently, the inter-relationship between music, society, and culture 

has been researched for decades.19 In the International Journal of Music Education, David J. 

Elliott wrote, “Every culture we know has ‘music.’”20 Because of music and music education’s 

closely knit relationship with culture, it is openly and inherently available to create, manifest, 

and cultivate pathways of cultural understanding within this and many other contexts. Therefore, 

this research aims to provide music educators with a resource to navigate culturally responsive 

teaching specific to the Iñupiaq community naturally. Though this project is aimed directly 

toward Alaska’s North Slope, the researcher desires that the underlying themes and analysis be 

deemed applicable to all music educators regardless of their geographic location. Furthermore, 

this research should contribute to and further the breadth of available research for music 

education by providing music educators, especially those on the North Slope, with new and 

reinforced student-centered thought that will, in turn, expose more students to a musical journey 

beyond the limitations of proximity, paradigm, socioeconomic status, et cetera. 

Significance of the Study 

Alaska's North Slope needs more access to instrumental music education. Only three of 

the school district’s eleven schools have access to a certified music instructor in any capacity. 

This means that of the school district’s estimated 2,138 students, approximately 955 lack access 

to music instruction by a certified music teacher.21 This means that the only music instruction 

 
19 Georgina Barton, Music Learning and Teaching in Culturally and Socially Diverse Contexts (London, 

UK: Cham Palgrave MacMillan, 2018), 23-41.  
 

20 David J. Elliott, “Key Concepts in Multicultural Music Education,” International Journal of Music 
Education 13, no. 1 (1989): 11-18.  
 

21 “North Slope Borough School District,” U.S. News and World Report, November 2018, 
https://www.usnews.com/education/k12/alaska/districts/north-slope-borough-school-district-112906.  
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some of these students receive may be from a genial educator trying to incorporate music into 

general education instruction. Granted, these schools are innately small. And admittedly, the 

researcher is unfamiliar with the inner workings of running a district in any capacity, especially 

with the present limitations. However, subjectively speaking, the student’s access to music 

should not be limited based on geographic location in the 21st century.  

Aside from this, music educators on the North Slope should be able to incorporate 

culturally relevant lessons into instruction. Culturally responsive teaching is a student-centered 

approach to education. It is based on the idea that every student brings unique cultural strengths 

to the classroom.22 American University’s School of Education contends,  

Recognizing and nurturing those strengths not only encourages success but also promotes 
an open-minded, supportive environment that celebrates cultural differences. To be 
successful, culturally responsive teaching strategies must be incorporated at every stage 
of the learning process, from curriculum development to assessment. Culturally 
responsive teaching is not a secondary or supplemental approach to education. Instead, 
every learning opportunity and school activity should consider students' ancestral and 
contemporary cultures, beliefs, and traditions. This could include observing students’ 
significant holiday traditions in class or understanding how and why students and their 
families may value particular subjects more than others.23  

The significance of this research is the potential for instrumental music education on the North 

Slope to be drastically improved in many facets, including but not limited to culturally 

responsive teaching, access, music program retention and matriculation, community involvement 

and support, musicality, musicianship, acknowledgment of Iñupiaq values and history, et cetera. 

Beyond the scope of the hyper-specifics of this region, this research is significant because it can 

be directly applied to cultural relevance in instrumental music education as a whole. Culturally 

 
22 “Culturally Responsive Teaching Strategies: Importance, Benefits & Tips,” American University, School 

of Education, Online Programs, December 5, 2019, https://soeonline.american.edu/blog/culturally-responsive-
teaching.  

 
23 Ibid.  

 



12 
 

 
 

responsive pedagogy is not solely applicable to underserved, poverty-stricken, minority 

communities. It is not designed primarily for districts geographically located in the outer 

extremities of the world. It is, however, an adaptable framework from which educators, 

regardless of subject, can strengthen student engagement and build educational partnerships 

through the discretionary and malleable implementation of material directly applicable to the 

students’ lives. In essence, it can assist in answering the time-old questions, “When am I going to 

use this?” and “How is this applicable to me?” And, in regards specific to music education, 

culturally relevant teaching and pedagogy can help expose underlying cultural applications, 

create avenues for cross-curricular learning, bring positive, support-building connections and 

educational partnerships with the community into the learning process, and bridge the gap 

between school and the “real” world so that students begin to understand global, 

interdisciplinary, and 21st-century connections with music.24 

Research Question and Sub Questions 

To take an ethnographic observational approach while thoroughly providing implications 

for culturally responsive teaching, cultural inclusivity and the implementation thereof, and access 

to instrumental music education with specific regard to student-centered music curriculum 

decisions, the researcher poses the following research questions: (1) What does culturally 

responsive teaching through wind band music education and Iñupiaq culture look like for current 

and future music educators on the North Slope? (2) How can North Slope wind band music 

educators implement cultural standards, in correspondence with essential music standards, into 

 
24 “North Carolina Essential Standards Music K-8,” Public Schools of North Carolina, State Board of 

Education, Department of Public Instruction, Accessed October 28, 2022, https://www.dpi.nc.gov/media/3925/open.  
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the instrumental music curriculum? (3) What are the best options for access to instrumental 

music education across the North Slope? 

Concerning the aforementioned research questions, the following hypotheses are 

presented to focus the results further and clarify the outcomes. Music education on the North 

Slope is different from music education anywhere else for reasons that will be described 

throughout the research. The primary difference, however, is based on the essential inclusion of 

the Iñupiaq culture. The Iñupiaq values, through an ethnomusicological-focused and student-

centered instrumental music educators’ lens, may be prepared and delivered significantly 

differently than, based on student development and respect of the culture, how educators of other 

subjects may approach. At the most introductory level, the school district may need to ensure 

that new music hires are willing to learn and embrace unfamiliar cultural customs, backgrounds, 

and demographics. Moreover, new and current music staff should, perhaps, be amenable to 

thoroughly exploring the best practices in culturally responsive techniques through thoughtful 

application and execution. This could be the most significant step in the process.  

Regarding content, there is the potential for a dichotomous relationship concerning the 

importance of value for music-specific “standard” content versus cultural-specific “standard” 

content, which may lead to ambivalence. And, while hyper-specific music concepts may directly 

correlate with the Iñupiaq core values, this could be more unlikely. In speculation, it may be 

more likely that extensive coalescence could open a dialogue for more focused 

ethnomusicological implications.  

Concerning content implementation, it is conceivable that music educators would be 

given discretionary creativity and latitude to teach music and culture in ways pertinent to their 
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students and curriculum goals. Further, this may lead to deeper discussion and research based on 

cultural competence and integrity. According to Heather Coffey, a researcher sponsored by the 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill - School of Education, regarding an assertion by 

Gloria Ladson-Billings, “Teachers who focus on developing cultural competence encourage 

students to learn to maintain their ‘cultural integrity.’”25 As for cultural competence and integrity 

through content implementation, this research may further clarify and expand the five 

competencies affirmed by Dr. Cheryl Irish and Dr. Monica Scrubb. “Culturally competent 

teaching and learning facilitates critical reflection, demands respect for others, involves 

accommodating individual learners, requires the use of intercultural communication skills, and 

requires focused activities and intentionally structured environments.”26  

Aside from this, it is not perplexing to think that instrumental music instruction could 

have the innate ability to open itself as a medium to reach more than the students. It, in and of 

itself, can be spread throughout the community. Thus, the actual value of implementing the 

Iñupiaq core values, in conjunction with music “standards,” could be best discovered outside of 

the confines of the classroom and be better realized through its more significant effects, 

regardless of polarity, throughout the North Slope community. 

The National Association for Music Education puts a strong emphasis on equity and 

access within music education by taking the following stance, “All students deserve access to 

 
25 Heather Coffey, “Culturally Relevant Teaching,” K-12 Teaching and Learning from the University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill School of Education, Learn NC, 2008, 
https://www.classes.cs.uchicago.edu/archive/2020/fall/20900-1/lecs/CulturallyRelevantTeaching.pdf.  

 
26 Dr. Cheryl Irish and Dr. Monica Scrubb, “Five Competencies for Culturally Competent Teaching and 

Learning,” Faculty Focus, Magna Publications, November 12, 2012, 
https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/teaching-and-learning/five-competencies-for-culturally-competent-teaching-
and-learning/.  
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and equity in the delivery of music education, one of the subjects deemed necessary in federal 

law for a well-rounded education, which is at the heart of National Association for Music 

Education’s stated mission: to advance music education by promoting the understanding and 

making of music by all.”27 Based on that assertion, implications for access to music education 

across the North Slope are integral to a well-rounded, culturally-responsive, student-centered 

education. To better substantiate this conjecture, underlying themes may bring light to, but may 

not necessarily be limited to, the following desiderata: time, consistency, and passion. 

Definition of Terms 

Music Education 

Music education begins with a clear understanding of why it is vital to people and the 

quality of their lives.28 Yet, there seems to be a comfortable consensus that people need help 

defining music and music education. Music is, however, deeply rooted in culture. It has been 

intricately, and sometimes unknowingly, woven into many facets of our lives. From a scientific 

standpoint, understanding music and musical meaning is a central question in various domains 

such as philosophy, anthropology, social sciences, semiotics, and music education. From the 

beginning of human history, people have tried to explain the nature of music and its importance 

in human life.29 Most definitions imply that music is a form of sound and human activity. 

 
27 “Equity and Access in Music Education,” National Association for Music Education, 2022, 

https://nafme.org/about/position-statements/equity-access/.  
 

28 Charles Hoffer, Introduction to Music Education (Long Grove, Illinois: Waveland Press, INC., 2017), 1.  
 
29 May Kokkidou, “Music Definition and Music Education: Many Perspectives, Many Voices, Many 

Questions,” Greek Society for Music Education, (2022): 6.  
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Sometimes, music is defined by its subdivisions; sometimes, by its characteristics (pitch, rhythm, 

intensity, timbre).30 Rhiannon Rosas writes,  

Music is a universal facet of our existence. It doesn't matter where you look. From big 
cities to remote villages, to dry deserts to soggy rainforests, from the peak of the 
Himalayas, music has always been a crucial part of daily life for people all over the 
world. Throughout history, each culture has created music, and each community uses that 
music to define itself. It then becomes inseparable for both individuals and 
communities.31  

With specific regard to music education, in its most literal sense, music education is the field of 

music teaching and learning. Definitions.net defines music education as,  

...a field of study associated with the teaching and learning of music. It touches on all 
domains of learning, including the psychomotor domain, the cognitive domain, and, in 
particular and significant ways, the affective domain, including music appreciation and 
sensitivity. The incorporation of music training from preschool to postsecondary 
education is common in most nations because involvement in music is considered a 
fundamental component of human culture and behavior. Music, like language, is an 
accomplishment that distinguishes us as humans.32  

Further, instrumental music education is a fundamental component of human culture and 

behavior, and studying it is integral to the development of the holistic music student.  

Cultural Responsiveness 

For many reasons, cultural relevance and culturally responsive teaching are critical to 

educational success. Culturally responsive education is a conceptual framework that recognizes 

 
30 Marcia Herndon and Norma McLeod, Music as Culture, (Darby, Pennsylvania: Norwood Editions, 

1981), 1.  
 
31 Rhiannon Rosas, How Music and Culture Work Together: Science Behind Music, Music House School 

of Music, September 28, 2020, https://www.musichouseschool.com/how-music-and-culture-work-together-science-
behind-music.  

 
32 Definitions.net, STANDS4 LLC, 2022, Music Education, Accessed October 24, 2022. 

https://www.definitions.net/definition/Music+education.  
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the importance of including students’ cultural backgrounds, interests, and lived experiences in all 

aspects of teaching and learning within the classroom and across the school.33 Culturally 

responsive education is critical in improving student engagement, achievement, college 

readiness, and success for all youth. It is one of the main avenues for students to relate to the 

content personally. It is referred to as “the cognitive glue that makes learning stick.34 It improves 

academic success while enhancing relationships between educators, students, and their 

communities. It empowers learners and ensures equal learning opportunities. As important, 

relevance helps students prepare to live in a multiethnic and pluralistic society.35 According to 

the State of California Department of Education, culturally responsive pedagogy is “a theoretical 

model that focuses on multiple aspects of student achievement and supports students to uphold 

their cultural identities. [Culturally responsive pedagogy] also calls for students to develop 

critical perspectives that challenge societal inequalities.”36 This learning material should be 

directly applicable to the students and have implications for multiculturalism. And only rarely 

are the ends toward which minority programs are directed made explicit. When they are, 

different interpretations exist so that the means used to attain the ends are often inconsistent and 

sometimes conflicting.37 To successfully maneuver within this ever-changing and evolving 

 
33 Michelle G. Knight-Manuel and Joanna E. Marciano, Classroom Cultures: Equitable Schooling for 

Racially Diverse Youth (New York, NY: Teachers college Press, 2019), 4.  
 
34 Shawn Malia Kana‘iaupuni and Brandon C. Ledward, “Ho‘opilina: The Call for Cultural Relevance in 

Education,” HŪLILI 9, (2013): 155-156.  
 
35 Ibid., 155. 
 
36 “Culturally Relevant Pedagogy,” California Department of Education, February 11, 2022, 

https://www.cde.ca.gov/pd/ee/culturalrelevantpedagogy.asp.  
 
37 Ray Barnhardt, “Culture, Community and the Curriculum,” ANKN, University of Alaska Fairbanks, 

1981, https://uaf.edu/ankn/publications/collective-works-of-ray-b/Culture-Community-and-the-Curriculum.pdf.  
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educational climate, it is more important than ever that students are exposed to material that 

challenges their critical thinking skills. The actual query should involve and define music 

education’s role in this developmental process.  

However, creating greater relevance is not tied simply to race or ethnicity but considers 

learning styles and multiple intelligences.38 Many factors play a role in creating cultural 

responsiveness, including, but not limited to, home culture, real-world situations, and personal 

experiences; making education relevant means valuing the home culture while helping students 

make connections between their community, national, and global identities. It requires 

structuring learning to engage students in complex thinking and applying knowledge to real-

world situations. Rather than a force-fed approach to teaching students, a relevance-based 

process entails instructional strategies that affirm what students already know. This assists the 

students by allowing them to connect new learning to prior knowledge or experiences and to 

apply and experiment with ideas.39  

Gloria Ladson-Billings proposes three main components of Culturally Relevant 

Pedagogy: (1) a focus on student learning and academic success, (2) developing students’ 

cultural competence to assist students in developing positive ethnic and social identities, and (3) 

supporting students’ critical consciousness or their ability to recognize and critique societal 

inequalities.40 Ladson-Billings asserts, 

...culturally relevant teachers consciously create social interactions to help them meet the 
previously mentioned criteria of academic success, cultural competence, and critical 

 
38 Kana‘iaupuni and Ledward, “Ho‘opilina,” 156.  
 
39 Ibid.   

 
40 “Culturally Relevant Pedagogy.”  
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consciousness. Briefly, the teachers: maintain fluid student-teacher relationships, 
demonstrate a connectedness with all of the students, develop a community of learners, 
and encourage students to learn collaboratively and be responsible for [one] another.41  

North Slope 

The North Slope Borough in Alaska is the northernmost borough, effectively making it 

the northernmost borough in the United States. The borough encompasses nearly 95,000 square 

miles across northern Alaska and includes some of the most spectacular landscapes in North 

America.42 North of the Arctic Circle, the North Slope Borough extends 650 miles east from 

Point Hope on the Chukchi Sea to the Canadian Border and 225 miles south from Point Barrow, 

the most northern point in the State of Alaska. Prudhoe Bay, the largest oil field in the United 

States, is located in the northeastern portion of the Borough. It is also the origination point of the 

800-mile trans-Alaskan pipeline, which terminates at Valdez on Prince William Sound. Most of 

the Borough’s nearly 10,000 permanent residents live in eight communities: Anaktuvuk Pass, 

Atqasuk, Kaktovik, Nuiqsut, Point Hope, Point Lay, Utqiaġvik, and Wainwright. Utqiaġvik, 

formerly Barrow, serves as the Borough seat of government. Another 4,000 people who are 

employed in North Slope oil fields are counted as residents because they work at least half of the 

calendar year in the oil and gas fields of Prudhoe Bay.43 The Borough is committed to having 

economically, spiritually, and culturally healthy communities. The borough works with tribes, 

 
41 Gloria Ladson-Billings, “Toward a Theory of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy,” American Educational 

Research Journal 32, no. 3 (1995): 480. 
 

42 Harry K. Brower Jr., “Plan a Visit to the North Slope,” North Slope Borough, 2022, https://www.north-
slope.org. 

 
43 Harry K. Brower Jr., “Our Communities,” North Slope Borough, 2022, https://www.north-slope.org/our-

communities/. 
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cities, corporations, schools, and businesses to support a strong culture, encourage families and 

employees to choose a healthy lifestyle and sustain a vibrant economy.44  

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the North Slope Borough had an estimated 

population of 10,972 in July 2021. This number demonstrates the following racial make-up: 

29.8% White alone, 1.6% Black or African-American alone, 55.2% Native American or Alaskan 

Native alone, 5.9% Asian alone, 1.9% Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander alone, 5.6% 

Two or More Races, 4.2% Hispanic or Latino, and 27.9% White alone, Not Hispanic or Latino. 

The Age and Sex demographics are listed: 7.1% Persons under five years, 27.8% Persons under 

18 years, 7.9% Persons 65 years and older, and 38.5% female persons.45  

Like many other things, transportation on the North Slope differs from the “standard” 

based on the lower 48 states. North Slope communities are only accessible by air. The only road 

to the region, the Haul Road, better known as the James W. Dalton Highway, parallels the Trans-

Alaska pipeline from Fairbanks to Prudhoe Bay and serves mainly as a freight corridor to the oil 

fields. The Dalton Highway is a 414-mile stretch of gravel and dirt, passing through only three 

tiny towns and some of Alaska’s most remote wilderness. And, from the midpoint, the town of 

Coldfoot, to the end of the road, Deadhorse, travelers would not find gas stations, restaurants, 

rest stops, or hotels. There are no services of any kind over this entire 240-mile stretch.46 The 

road is now also open to tourist traffic. Alaska Airlines is the only airline that provides passenger 

 
44 Harry K. Brower Jr., “Plan a Visit to the North Slope.” 
 
45 “North Slope Borough, Alaska,” Quick Facts, United States Census Bureau, Accessed October 24, 2022, 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/northslopeboroughalaska. 
 
46 “Dalton Highway: Livengood to Deadhorse,” Alaska.org, Accessed, October 25, 2022, 

https://www.alaska.org/guide/dalton-highway. 
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service between Utqiaġvik, Wiley Post - Will Rogers Memorial Airport (BRW), and Ted Stevens 

Anchorage International Airport (ANC) once each day. Smaller commuter airlines travel 

between Utqiaġvik and villages. Freight arrives by barge in the summer and by air cargo year-

round.47  

Like most communities, the North Slope is not cut off from communications. 

Communities on the North Slope are linked to the rest of the world by excellent communications 

systems, including satellite telephone and cable television services, a daily statewide and weekly 

local newspaper, and bilingual programs from Utqiaġvik’s public radio station, KBRW. The 

North Slope Borough's state-of-the-art video production facility produces cultural and 

informational programming. The Borough's teleconference network holds regional business 

meetings and educational classes. Utqiaġvik residents specifically can participate in state 

government hearings through Alaska’s legislative audio conference network.48 

There are opportunities for organized recreation in Utqiaġvik specifically. Residents 

enjoy the newly renovated recreation center, which includes a new gymnasium, two racquetball 

courts, a weight room, and saunas. The town also has rinks for roller skating and ice skating. 

Events held at the recreation center and local schools include sports tournaments, Eskimo 

dances, and various celebrations.49 Other community activities include the Spring Festival 

‘Piuraagiaqta,’ ice skating, basketball, and Nalukataq, the celebration of a whale harvest.50 

 
47 “North Slope Borough School District,” Accessed October 25, 2022, 

https://www.nsbsd.org/?showHomepage=true. 
 
48 Ibid.  

 
49 Ibid.  

 
50 Ibid.  
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Utqiaġvik does have available hotels, restaurants, a dry cleaner, and a few grocery stores. The 

rest of the villages have small grocery services. Because of the high cost of living, many people 

order groceries from Anchorage, Fairbanks, or the Lower 48.51 Finally, the North Slope’s coastal 

area has one of the coldest climates in Alaska. Visitors to the North Slope Borough will witness 

spectacular contrasts. In summer, the sun stays above the horizon for 84 days, and in the winter, 

it disappears for 67 days. Temperatures range between a comfortable 60℉ and a 

chilling -40℉.52  

North Slope Borough School District 

The North Slope Borough School District is the northernmost school district in the 

United States. It consists of eleven schools across eight villages and covers approximately 

89,000 square miles of land, effectively making it geographically the largest school district in the 

nation.53 These schools, collectively serving grades Pre-Kindergarten-12, include Alak School 

(Wainwright, AK), Barrow High School (Utqiaġvik, AK), Eben Hopson Sr. Memorial Middle 

School (Utqiaġvik, AK), Fred Ipalook Elementary School (Utqiaġvik, AK), Harold Kaveolook 

School (Kaktovik, AK), Kali School (Point Lay, AK), Kiita Learning Community (Utqiaġvik, 

AK), Meade River School (Atqasuk, AK), Nuiqsut Trapper School (Nuiqsut, AK), Nunamiut 

School, (Anaktuvuk Pass, AK), and Tikiġaq School (Point Hope, AK).54 The communities the 

 
51 “North Slope Borough School District.”  

 
52 Ibid.  

 
53 “Six-Year Capital Improvement Plan: Recommendations and Report,” North Slope Borough School 

District, 2020, https://cdn5-
ss10.sharpschool.com/UserFiles/Servers/Server_21969498/File/Departments/Maintenance%20and%20Operations/6
-year_CIP_Plan_Final_19.1.31.pdf. 

 
54 “North Slope Borough School District.” 
 



23 
 

 
 

school district serves are populated predominantly by the Iñupiaq. The Iñupiaq people embrace 

modern amenities that make life easier and continue to practice hunting and sharing traditions. 

They value the structure that those activities bring into their lives. They are welcoming and 

friendly people who believe strongly in the value of education. The school district's highly 

trained, certified and classified staff are dedicated to serving the children within the communities 

of the North Slope. They work together to meet the unique needs of every student in the district. 

The students are fully immersed in preparing for tomorrow while honoring and perpetuating their 

priceless traditions and culture as a legacy from the past. The children exude all the warmth and 

sunshine one could ever hope to find. A visionary board leads the school district. Their mission 

for the district calls for every child to become proficient in reading, writing, and mathematics 

while gaining an understanding of and appreciation for the values, culture, history, and language 

of the Iñupiaq.55 The North Slope Borough School District’s mission statement reads,  

Learning in our schools is rooted in the values, history, and language of the Iñupiat. Our 
priority, purpose, and responsibility is to partner with families and community to provide 
high-quality education resulting in students that are…critical and creative thinkers able to 
adapt in a changing environment and world; active, responsible, contributing members of 
their communities; and confident, healthy young adults, able to envision, plan and take 
control of their destiny.56 

Iñupiat 

The word “Iñupiat” means “the real people.” The Iñupiaq have inhabited the Arctic for 

thousands of years, traditionally following animal migrations and subsisting on whales, caribou, 

walrus, seal, and birds. Further, this primary food source still comes from the ocean, the rivers, 

and the tundra. It primarily includes fish of wide varieties, such as salmon; sea mammals, 

 
55 “North Slope Borough School District.” 

 
56 Ibid. 
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including whale, seal, and walrus; migratory birds, including ducks, geese, ptarmigan, bird eggs, 

and caribou, reindeer, and moose are the main fauna.57 Fur-bearing animals, including fox, wolf, 

polar bear, wolverine, and occasional musk ox, are also taken for their fur to be used for clothing 

to be worn or sold. Berries, roots, leaves, and other plant parts are collected seasonally and 

stored. Processed food is also popular and is purchased in the local store or ordered from the 

southern cities of Anchorage, Fairbanks, and others in Southeastern Alaska and the Lower 48.58  

The North Slope Borough School District described that the Iñupiaq developed a rich 

culture and dynamic set of traditions, despite living in one of the earth’s most challenging 

environments. Their survival depended on close family ties, a strong sense of community, and a 

deep respect for nature. Today, the Iñupiaq still look to the land for cultural and economic 

sustenance. Even with continued changes in technology and lifestyle, most Iñupiaq still depend 

on hunting and fishing for cultural identity and partial income. Of all subsistence activities, 

whaling is the most important. When a whaling captain lands a bowhead whale, the community 

can unite for sharing and celebration. During Nalukataq, the festival held after the harvest of a 

whale, hundreds of people gather to share in the feast, participate in games, and enjoy traditional 

Iñupiaq drums and dancing.59  

 
57 Catherine Swan Reimer, Counseling the Iñupiat Eskimo (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 

1999), 3.  
 

58 Ibid.  
 
59 “North Slope Borough School District.”  
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Elders 

Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat (cultural values) form a foundation for a deep appreciation and respect 

for older individuals.60 In Utqiaġvik, precisely, elders are generally highly respected. However, 

“elder” is a status not necessarily based primarily or solely on maturity in age. The individual's 

chronological age becomes less important, while the individual's character becomes more 

important. Not all elderly Alaska Natives are viewed as elders, mainly when the individual does 

not live a healthy lifestyle and does not maintain a wealth of cultural knowledge. When elderly 

Alaska Native people do not live by these standards, their community does not identify them as 

elders.61 Elders are known for maintaining a healthy lifestyle, a wealth of cultural wisdom, and 

good judgment. Elders are often considered to be “pillars of the community” who appreciate the 

values of traditional living and modern influences. They are involved with the youth informally 

or formally, encouraging them to succeed in the contemporary world. These Elders are “steady” 

and live with pride and dignity. They are good listeners and may not necessarily be the most 

visible to an outsider.62 Some elders describe this honor and distinction:  

...elderly is when a person is old. But the elder is wise because they experienced life and 
went through the mill…I think elders sometimes can be young. Elder is the one that is 
mature, has wisdom to make right decisions, had experience in life…I think an elder is 
integrated in your tribe that’s older than you, or you have the great knowledge of your 
affiliation of dance and stories. We’d honor them…63  

 
60 Janell Smith, Penelope S. Easton & Brian L. Saylor, “Inupiaq Elders study: Aspects of Aging Among 

Male and Female Elders,” International Journal of Circumpolar Health 68, no. 2 (2009): 195.  
 
61 Kathleen Graves, Louise Shavings, and Elizabeth Rose, “Alaska Native Elders’ Views of Abuse: The 

Tradition of Harmony, Respect, and Listening,” Alaska Journal of Anthropology 7, no. 1 (2009): 73.  
 
62 Joan Hamilton Cannelos, Alaska Native Elders Project on Suicide Prevention, Alaska Native Health 

Board (1986): 12.  
 
63 Kathleen Graves, “Alaska Native Elders’ Views of Abuse,” 73.  
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Interestingly enough, these wise elders typically do not provide unsolicited help. They wait until 

they are asked before stepping into situations.  

Subsistence Living 

With 586,412 square miles or about 365,000,000 acres, Alaska is the largest state in the 

union and; one-fifth the size of the lower 48 states.64 Alaska has only 13 state roads connecting 

urban centers; thousands of uninhabited lands have no roads. For many, driving to the 

supermarket to buy something for dinner is out of the question, so subsistence harvesting of food 

and materials becomes an activity of foremost importance.65 Subsistence is defined by federal 

law as “the customary and traditional uses by rural Alaska residents of wild, renewable resources 

for direct personal or family consumption as food, shelter, fuel, clothing, tools or transportation; 

for the making and selling of handicraft articles out of nonedible by-products of fish and wildlife 

resources taken for personal or family consumption; and for the customary trade, barter or 

sharing for personal or family consumption.”66 In the region, subsistence is part of a way of life 

for food, Iłitqusiat, and traditions.67 Indigenous communities in northwestern Alaska depend on a 

mixed cash-subsistence economy, harvesting over 500 pounds of subsistence foods per person 

per year. Caribou is one of the most critical resources for this community; other primary 

subsistence food resources include marine mammals (bearded seal and beluga) and fishes 

 
64 “Alaska Kids’ Corner,” Official Alaska State Website - State of Alaska, The Great State of Alaska, 

Accessed October 24, 2022, https://alaska.gov/Kids/learn/aboutgeography.htm. 
 

65 Paul McKee, “Alaska Federal Subsistence,” Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Department of the 
Interior, Accessed October 24, 2022, https://www.blm.gov/programs/natural-resources/subsistence. 
 

66 Ibid.  
 

67 Kristen M. Green, et al., “Iñupiaq Values in Subsistence Harvesting: Applying the Community Voice 
Method in Northwest Alaska,” Society and Natural Resources 33, no. 1 (2020): 124.  
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(salmon, whitefish).68 According to the U.S. Department of the Interior, food is one of the 

essential subsistence uses of wild resources, but there are also many other protected uses. These 

include clothing, fuel, transportation, construction, home goods, sharing, customary trade, 

ceremonies, and arts and crafts.69  

Wild furs and hides are still the best materials for ruffs (wind guards), mitts, parkas, 

kuspuks, clothes lining, and mukluks (winter boots) in many regions. Wood is a primary energy 

source in rural homes for smoking and preserving fish and meat. Fish, seals, and other products 

are used to feed dog teams. Spruce, birch, hemlock, willow, and cottonwood are used for sleds, 

fish racks, and other items. Hides are used as sleeping mats. Seal skins are used as pokes to store 

food. Wild grasses are made into baskets and mats. Fish and wildlife are widely used to support 

neighbors who cannot harvest for themselves because of age, disability, or other circumstances. 

Specialized products like seal oil are bartered and exchanged in traditional trade networks 

between communities. Furs sold to outside markets provide a germane source of income to many 

rural areas. Traditional products are used in funerals, potlatches, marriages, Native dances, and 

other ceremonial occasions. Ivory, grass, wood, skins, and furs are crafted into beautiful items 

for use and sale.70 All of these uses of wild resources are recognized and protected by law. 

Subsistence is a rich pattern of living, of which food is but one integral part. 

 
68 James S. Magdanz, et al., “Subsistence harvests in north- west Alaska, Kivalina and Noatak, 2007,” 

Alaska Department of Fish and Game Technical Paper 354, 2010.  
 

69 Paul McKee, “Alaska Federal Subsistence.” 
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Summary 

Dr. Maya Angelou once wrote, “When members of a society wish to secure that society’s 

rich heritage, they cherish their arts and respect their artists. The esteem with which we regard 

the multiple cultures offered in our country enhances our possibilities for healthy survival and 

continued social development.”71 This statement describes another underlying research theme by 

exposing its desire to exude the great value of the Iñupiaq culture and its ability to enrich the 

instrumental music curriculum. Similarly, it speaks to music's symbiotic relationship with culture 

and the gravity music can provide as a medium for cultural restoration.  

The following research aims to identify and provide implications for culturally 

responsive teaching, cultural inclusivity and implementation, and access to instrumental music 

education regarding student-centered music curriculum decisions across the North Slope of 

Alaska. The primary objective is to exhaustively analyze the literature surrounding culturally 

responsive instrumental music teaching in the Iñupiaq culture. The researcher intends to set up 

current and new instrumental music educators to be the most successful in the North Slope’s 

teaching environment. Preeminently, however, the research intends to provide the students of the 

North Slope with a culturally responsive, educationally sound, and equitable instrumental music 

education experience through which the Iñupiaq core values are taught, respected, and exhibited. 

Finally, the discovered themes and analysis should apply to other instrumental music educators 

regardless of their geographic location or demographic statistics.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Iñupiat Culture & Diminution 

Customary of many traditional indigenous and rural societies, storytelling is central to the 

culture. Through these stories, we can piece together the development of Iñupiaq culture and 

more readily understand its revitalization's importance and urgency. Specific to the Arctic, 

storytelling teaches survival skills, passes down cultural knowledge, generates respect for home, 

and ultimately helps maintain joint stability.72 Life is interwoven with legends that were never 

written down. Due to harsh living conditions, most legends were only passed down by word of 

mouth.73 Being of this aural tradition, stories in Iñupiaq society were “vehicles of souls,” 

“bringing past lives into the present.”74 Iñupiaq legends often reference disasters, some of which 

occurred thousands of years ago. Other disasters occurred as recently as approximately 100 years 

ago. Storytellers refer to the “Cold Eclipse” when the moon covered the sun and the Iñupiaq 

homeland turned from a hot country to a frigid desert. The Iñupiaq, the animals, the birds, and 

the plants froze. According to the legend, only four families survived.75  

In another story, storytellers chronicle the “Big Flood,” which followed a series of 

terrifying earthquakes and turned the mountains into an icy plain. All but a few Iñupiat 

 
72 Dr. Chie Sakakibara, “‘Our Home is Drowning’: Iñupiat Storytelling and Climate Change in Point Hope, 
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drowned.76 Other disaster stories included instances such as the “Terrible Year of Two Winters” 

when the Iñupiaq could not get food and died of starvation or when the Iñupiaq community first 

came into contact with naluagmiu (white men). These men brought with them the “Terrible 

Sickness” during the flu epidemic of 1918.77  

However, one account of calamity seemingly prevails as it hits incredibly close to home 

for many present-day North Slope living, Iñupiat. This is the “Taking of the Land of the Iñupiat.” 

The land is part of the Iñupiat and cannot be amputated; No more than the spirit can be separated 

from any human being. To take the land of the Iñupiat is to take their life.78 According to Dr. 

Chie Sakakibara, Geographer and Assistant Professor of Environmental Studies at Oberlin 

College,  

Places are emotional embodiments of lifeways that are essential foundations of human 
culture. Many memorials consecrate places to reflect the culture of the people with whom 
they communicate. People make homes and become rooted to places through narratives 
about both. When homes become threatened or moved, or places become transformed or 
uncertain, stories necessarily capture and respond to the changes. A story about an 
eroding homeland is thus a reflection on a changing place, and a changing identity with, 
and uncertainty about, that place the [Iñupiaq] experienced.79  

Communities in transition, often due to the discovery of oil or other reasons, suddenly 

experience an “influx of outsiders who bring with them different ideas, different value systems, 

and new demands for services.”80 This transition throws the whole political and social structure 
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31 
 

 
 

of the community into a state of instability.81 Further, “communities in transition typically find 

that events have overwhelmed their usual decision-making apparatus and things are 

administratively chaotic.”82 Oxford Learner’s Dictionary defines colonialism as “the practice by 

which a powerful country controls another country or other countries.”83 Colonialism has one 

purpose. This is the acquisition of wealth and political power for the invader. Of necessity, it 

then follows that the native population must lose wealth and power. Sometimes, penetration 

observed by the transfer of wealth and power occurs rapidly; other times, it happens slowly but is 

always brutal.84 In the case of the North Slope and the Iñupiaq communities, this takeover 

happened slowly. And, at this point, colonization is embedded in the fabric of everyday life, so 

much so that local people do not even consciously notice its current forms.85  

On March 30, 1867, the United States agreed to purchase Alaska from Russia for 

$7,200,000.00. The Treaty with Russia was negotiated and signed by Secretary of State William 

Seward and Russian Minister to the United States Edouard de Stoeckl.86 This was land owned by 

the Native Alaskans, sold by the Russians, and purchased by the United States, for what would 

be $146,353,594.59 at the time of this research.87 It was a transaction between two colonial 
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powers. Russia offered what it did not own, and the United States bought it.88 This was the 

catalyst for the United States’ colonialism of the Iñupiaq on the North Slope which, in turn, led 

to eerily similar maltreatment practices observed in communities of other Indigenous people 

inhabiting regions of the Americas. This can be attributed to social disintegration and 

acculturation stress brought on by rapid social, economic, and cultural change.89 Similarly, this 

includes but is not limited to disease transmission (the aforementioned “Fourth Disaster”) and 

the proselytism of Christianity.90 Just as quickly as the traders, trappers, and explorers brought 

guns to ease the hunting difficulties of the Iñupiat, the first missionaries arrived, demanding that 

the Iñupiaq reject their traditions and give their loyalty to adopted Christianity.  

Concurrently, Congress passed legislation to make changes to the newly acquired 

territory. With the passage of the first Organic Act in 1884, the District of Alaska was created, 

and a District Court was established. The Act also designated Alaska a mining District which 

provided that “the Indians and other persons in said district shall not be disturbed in the 

possession of any lands actually in their use or occupation or now claimed by them, but the terms 

of which such persons may acquire title to such lands is reserved for future legislation by 

Congress.”91 The Act charged the Secretary of Interior with the responsibility of educating the 

school age children of Alaska, regardless of race. During the early years after the purchase of 

Alaska, there was no legal distinction between Native and non-Native residents. This changed 
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with the arrival of Sheldon Jackson as the General Agent for Education in Alaska and the passing 

of the Nelson Act in 1905. The Nelson Act authorized funding specifically for the “Education 

and support of the Eskimos, Indians, and other Natives of Alaska.”92 However, the intention 

versus the follow-through of many legislative acts was heterogeneous and lacked cultural 

background knowledge to be effective. 

Furthermore, after the flu epidemic, only a few villages on the North Slope remained 

intact, and most of the rest of the villages and camps had lost all but a few individuals. The 

confusion, shame, and isolation felt by the few surviving Iñupiat were blurred by the “gift” of 

alcohol. This gift eased the message of the physical, mental, and social inferiority inherent in the 

interaction between the two cultures.93 The Iñupiaq continued to welcome colonists into their 

homes and communities, showed them their hunting grounds, sent their children to their schools 

where they spoke the naluagmiu (white man's) language and revered not only their God but their 

tools and diversions.94 The colonists brought Christianity, guns, alcohol, snowmobiles, Sears & 

Roebuck, cash, disease, and castration of the Iñupiaq culture.95 As Iñupiaq society slowly 

stopped revolving around the hunt and the hunters, an epidemic of suicides and infanticides 

began.96 The Iñupiaq community, even within the past twenty years, continues to ascribe suicides 

to similar culprits. Alcohol abuse, lack of community controls, and loss of traditional roles are 

typically implicated in the tragedy.97  
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Revitalization  

“To strengthen our Iñupiaq values, we all have to get together as one. To learn our 

language, because our language is the most important to know, and to learn and live by our 

values every day, that will strengthen our values.”98 Because of the cultural destruction this 

community faces, there are many efforts to revitalize its presence. These efforts come in many 

forms, which include but are not limited to, curriculum changes, language immersion, paradigm 

shifts, community events, et cetera. Traditional knowledge and language are at the forefront of 

revivification. American Anthropologist and Professor Emeritus of Anthropology, Criticism, and 

Interpretive Theory at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Dr. Edward M. Bruner, 

writes, “The past, present, and future are not only constructed but connected in a linear sequence 

that is defined by systematic if not casual relations. How we depict any one segment of the 

sequence is related to our conception of the whole…”99 Thus, in context, to truly appreciate and 

imbue the culture with restorative passion, one must find value in the past, develop the present, 

and have a vision and goals for the future. Dr. Lisa Marin Wexler, Associate Professor and 

Program Head of Community Health Education at the University of Massachusetts Amherst 

asserts,  

Native people must be able to trace the colonization of the past into the present day. This 
kind of cultural literacy allows Iñupiat, especially youth, to identify modern forms of 
oppression and find ways to respond. This, in itself, can be empowering on collective and 
personal levels. Noticing colonizing structures puts that which is Iñupiat in stark contrast. 
This perspective offers individuals a platform to re-conceptualize themselves as Iñupiat 
and evokes a collective purpose: to resist colonization. In this way, awareness of current 
forms of oppression can facilitate Iñupiat cohesion and personal agency to construct 
meaningful social realities. Many cultural groups have developed pride and strength in 
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their collective resistance, with real consequences for individual and collective well-
being.100  

Dr. Wexler further explicates, “Culture is not static—meanings, symbols, beliefs are 

recreated by each new generation as they meet everyday life-world realities.”101 Therein lies the 

continued responsibility of the North Slope Borough School District. Though there is a need to 

revive many older traditions, it is pertinent to note that customs and cultures change with time 

and experiences. As new cultural pathways are forged with a steadfast dedication to traditional 

values, the gravity of purpose and intentionality toward cultural restoration must remain 

constant. The district maintains its commitment to revitalizing the Iñupiaq culture and its values 

by creating and distributing cultural materials. These materials include but are not limited to, the 

Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat (cultural values), the Mapkuqput Iñuuniaġniġmi (“Our Blanket of Life” 

Iñupiaq Learning Framework), the Cultural Calendar of the North Slope Iñupiat, the North Slope 

Borough School District Mission and Pedagogy Framework, Aġviqsiuġnikun (Whaling 

Standards: Barrow and Wainwright), Aarigaa Atchagavut! (Alphabet), the Pledge of Allegiance 

(North Slope Coastal Iñupiaq Dialect), Classroom Placards, et cetera.  

Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat 

Leonard V. Gordon once wrote,  

People's values may be instrumental in determining what they do or how well they 
perform. Their immediate decisions, as well as their long-range plans, are influenced, 
consciously or unconsciously, by their value systems. Their personal satisfaction is 
dependent to a large extent upon the degree to which their values find expression in 
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everyday life. Value incompatibility or conflict, within the individual or between 
individuals, is at the root of many personal and interpersonal problems.102  

In the late 1980s, a group of Iñupiaq elders from around the Northwest Arctic region of Alaska, 

including Kotzebue Sound, the Kobuk River, and surrounding villages, were assembled at a 

regional Elders’ Conference. An Elders’ Conference is an annual gathering where elders are 

brought to discuss issues of concern to them and their people and, in so doing, guide the 

community through traditional cultural wisdom.103 At one such meeting, a list of Iñupiaq values 

was compiled and subsequently published on posters and wallet-sized cards under the heading 

Iñupiat Iłitqusiat, meaning ‘Iñupiaq values or spirit.’ An opening statement reads, “Every 

Iñupiaq is responsible to all other Iñupiat for the survival of our cultural spirit and the values and 

traditions through which it survives. Through our extended family, we retain, teach, and live our 

Iñupiaq way.” The list comprises the values the elders felt they want and need to pass on to 

younger generations. It can be interpreted as a statement of Iñupiaq identity, a list of core values 

and cultural qualities defining the Iñupiat and, in many instances, distinguishing them from 

others.104 Iñupiat Iłitqusiat are at the core of this research and the heart of the culture itself. It is 

the lens through which all educational decisions are expected to be made. The survival of the 

cultural spirit and the values and traditions through which it survives is the responsibility of 

every Iñupiaq to all other Iñupiat. They retain, teach, and live the Iñupiat way through their 

extended family.105  
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In his research, Iñupiat Iłitqusiat: Inner views of our Iñupiaq values, Dr. Charles Sean 

Asiqłuq Topkok, Associate Professor of Indigenous Studies at the University of Alaska 

Fairbanks, identified seventeen Iñupiat values which include: Avanmun Ikayuutiniq - Helping 

each other, Avilaitqatigiigñiq - Friendships, Iḷagiigñiq - Family relations/roles, Iḷammiuġniq - 

Creating friends, Igḷutulguniq - Endurance, Ikayuqtigiigñiq - Cooperation, Irruaqłiġñaiññiq - No 

mockery, Kipakkutaiññiq - Respect for humans, animals, property, and land, Mitaallatuniq - 

Sense of humor, Nagliktuutiqaġniq - Compassion, Nakuaqqutiqaġniq - Love, Piḷḷaktautaiññiq - 

Gentleness, Piqpakkutiqaġniq Miqłiqtunun - Love for children, Pitqiksibautaiññiq - Honesty, 

Qiksiksrautiqaġniq -Respect for others, Qimmaksautaiññiq - Patience, and Siġñataiññiq - 

Sharing.106 Likewise, he also identified 14 Iñupiaq person values. Although some of these values 

overlap, they are listed as unique to the individual rather than the greater culture. These include 

Aŋuniaġniqput - Our hunting traditions, Anaktaġniq - Traditional games, Atuutipiavut Eskimo 

dances, and songs, Miqłiqtuvut - Our children, Niġrutit - Animals, Niqivut - Our traditional 

foods, Nuna Iñuuniaġvikput - Land of our sustenance, Quliaqtuat, Unipkaat - Stories and 

Legends, Suliavut - Arts and Crafts, Surġausivut - Traditions/Customs, Taġiuq Iñuuniaġvikput - 

Sea of our sustenance, Uqaġniqput Iñupiatun - Iñupiat Language, Utuqqanaat Iḷisimmataat - 

Elders Knowledge, and Utuqqanaat Isumattutaat - Elders Wisdom.107 

The North Slope Borough School District has compiled its list of twelve essential Iñupiat 

values through which the district employees are supposed to structure their values and base their 

curriculum decisions. The following values do not necessarily reflect discontinuation or 
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separation from the aforementioned unlisted values. Instead, these values are better in alignment 

with the district’s Iñupiaq Learning Framework, or Mapkuqput Iñuuniaġniġmi - “Our Blanket of 

Life.” They are listed as: Paaqɫaktautaiññiq - Avoidance of Conflict, Nagliktuutiqaġniq - 

Compassion, Paammaaġigñiq - Cooperation, Iḷagiigñiq - Family and Kinship, Qiñuiññiq - 

Humility, Quvianġuniq - Humor, Aŋuniallaniq - Hunting Traditions, Iñupiuraallaniq - 

Knowledge of Language, Piqpakkutiqaġniq suli qiksiksrautiqaġniq utuqqanaanun allanullu - 

Love and Respect for our Elders and One Another, Qiksiksrautiqaġniq Iñuuniaġvigmun - 

Respect for Nature, Aviktuaqatigiigñiq - Sharing, and Ukpiqqutiqaġniq - Spirituality.108 The 

Iñupiaq Education Department of the North Slope Borough School District uses the 

aforementioned Iñupiaq values, culture, history, language, and worldview as a foundation upon 

which to provide instructional support. They support Iñupiat-centered orientation in all areas of 

instruction and aim to empower and inspire our students, parents, and teachers to succeed.109 

They even offer an Iñupiaq Language Program to foster fluency in Iñupiaq. This pull-out 

program offers students Iñupiaq language instruction with an Iñupiaq Language Teacher separate 

from the general education teacher. Instruction is based on the Accelerated Second Language 

Acquisition methodology and supported by a customized computer-based language-learning tool, 

Visual Iñupiaq Language Assessment.110 To fully immerse the students in a culture-based 

curriculum, the North Slope Borough School District has its own initiatives such as Iñupiaq 

language instruction utilizing the Accelerated Second Language Acquisition Method, cultural-
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based instructional unit development and teacher training, values-based instructional resources, 

multimedia resources, and teacher cultural in-services which provide strategies for teachers to 

meet the similar school board goals of teaching through the Iñupiaq culture to ensure student 

academic success.111 

The following twelve sections provide an overview of each of the Iñupiat Iłitqusiat. Each 

section will begin with the cultural value in Iñupiaq, again in English, the North Slope Borough 

School District’s focus for each cultural value related to the curriculum, and a quote from an 

Elder in the North Slope community as it pertains to that specific cultural value. After that, the 

cultural value will be deconstructed. 

Paaqɫaktautaiññiq: Avoidance of Conflict 

 Paaqłaktautaiññiq. Iñupiat piraġausiat tavra isumalluataġniq, piraġausiqalluataġniq, 

uqalluataġniq suli iñuulluataġniq. “The Iñupiaq way is to think positive, act positive, speak 

positive, and live positive.”112  

Paaqłaktautaiññiq (Avoidance of Conflict), as with many Iłitqusiat, presents several 

interpretations. Generally speaking, paaqłaktautaiññiq can be challenging to discuss. For some, 

recognizing conflict may bring unexpected negative emotions. Iñupiaq practice different ways of 

avoiding conflict, whether it was taught to them or they developed it on their own.113 According 

to the North Slope Borough School District’s curriculum for Iñupiat education, “Students will 

learn about conflict. They will learn about how conflicts start and practice resolving issues 
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before they escalate into conflicts.”114 Through an alternate lens, a community elder references 

paaqłaktautaiññiq through events that unite the community. This community is well-known for 

its rich heritage and culture, which proudly includes whaling season. She exclaims, “Whaling is 

the time that all the people of the North Slope are united. It is the time to rejoice. It puts all the 

relatives together.”115 According to Iñupiaq artist Allison Akootchook Warden,  

Avoidance of conflict [Paaqłaktautaiññiq] means that when conflict arises, any hint of the 
conflict, you deal with it right then and there, head on, with all the humor and love in 
your heart. You say something. You confront it. As an Iñupiaq, you probably deftly 
confront the possible conflict with a joke or a way that makes everyone laugh; a way that 
makes everyone laugh yet at the same time deftly confronts the possible conflict head-on, 
right in that moment, no holds barred.116  

Furthermore, one view of paaqłaktautaiññiq is to not have conflict within yourself about who 

you are.”117 Elders teach paaqłaktautaiññiq by trying to prevent negative situations from 

escalating. In some cases, refusal to acknowledge someone attempting to cause conflict becomes 

a way to avoid it.118 Conversely, some Iñupiaq demonstrate the importance of acknowledging 

conflict as an iñuk (person) to deal with a situation.119  
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Nagliktuutiqaġniq: Compassion 

Nagliktuutiqaġniq. Irriŋŋuutiqpaguugaluaġai kiŋuvaavut iñuuniallasiŋarut avanmun 

piviksuutivlutiŋ, nakuaqqutiqaqɫutiŋ, nagliktuuttiqaqɫutiglu. Though the environment is harsh 

and cold, our ancestors learned to live with warmth, kindness, caring, and compassion.120  

In the Iñupiaq community, compassion means to be understanding and to have kindness 

and love for others.121 Students are expected to realize that all people have needs met by those 

who show compassion. Further, all people need compassion; lives are made richer as others learn 

to give and receive it.122 Compassion is viewed as a way to connect with others more deeply. 

Understanding a loss, because a loss for one is a loss for all. Likewise, success for one is success 

for all. This is often portrayed throughout the community during whaling season. When a 

whaling crew is successful, they share with the community. The community is, therefore, 

successful.  

Similarly, compassion is a way to connect deeper with nature. Having a proper 

understanding of the sacrifice an animal is experiencing by giving its life for the community’s 

sustenance. Elders within the community reflect, “We believe when you hunt the animals in 

harmony, you won’t have problems catching the animals.”123 Compassion is a true demonstration 

of removing one’s selfish needs from the equation and pushing kindness for the betterment of the 

whole.  
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Paammaaġigñiq: Cooperation 

Paammaaġigñiq. Atautchikun suaŋŋatiqaqtugut suna pisatilaaġukkuptigu. Together we 

have an awesome power to accomplish anything.124 According to the North Slope Borough 

School District, students will learn about the importance of cooperation as part of traditional and 

current Iñupiaq society.125 Cooperation is doing something together or working together toward a 

shared aim.126 In the Iñupiaq community, the understanding is that everyone is working together 

to meet a shared goal. To survive in the harsh Arctic environment, the Iñupiaq not only 

developed a deep understanding of the area’s natural resources and how to use them but also 

created a culture of cooperation and sharing.127 Goals might include: whaling, teaching, playing, 

sharing, et cetera. Each person plays a vital role within the community. Bowhead whale hunting 

was, and continues to be, important to the Iñupiaq culture, not just for the food it provides but for 

the sense of community and cooperation it creates. The whales can weigh as much as 60 tons, 

which means they must be hunted by groups working together with a whaling captain. When 

they kill a whale, the Iñupiaq thank it for giving its life to them, and the whole community shares 

in its bounty.128 Historically, interactions between climate and food availability attenuated 

patterns of sharing and cooperation. When food was plentiful, it was assumed that households 

could provide for themselves, so household access to harvests was not equal. When food was 
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scarce, it was shared with those in need, creating greater equity among extended family groups. 

But when famine threatened, all households were on equally bad footing, and groups 

dispersed.129  

Iḷagiigñiq: Family and Kinship 

 Iḷagiigñiq. Iñupiaguvluta ukpiġuurugut iḷisimaruksrautilaaptinnik iḷagiiksilaaptigun. 

Iḷagiiŋñipta atautchimunmuŋapkaġuugaatigut. As Iñupiaq people, we believe in knowing who we 

are and how we are related to one another. Our families bind us together.130 Students will learn 

more about their families and gain a deeper appreciation for the network of relatives that are 

there to support them along the way.131 It is not easy to overstate the importance of family in the 

Iñupiaq world.132 “The Iñupiat of the past have a legend that says when a caribou gets caught and 

dies, its head is severed from the body, and the caribou’s living being leaves and goes to the 

other caribou. Because the other caribou know of this death, they surround this living being and 

clothe it, making it a caribou once more. This leaves the first body for food for the people.”133  

There are many studies about the Iñupiaq family structure based on this core value 

compared to its strength over time, specifically as affected by social, economic, and 

 
129 Shauna B. BurnSilver, Jesse M. Coleman, James Magdanz, “Equality and Equity in Arctic 
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Society 27, no. 3: 31 (2022): 2.  
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132 William L. Iġġiaġruk Hensley, Fifty Miles from Tomorrow: A Memoir of Alaska and the Real People 
(New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008) 18.  
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environmental changes. According to Amy Craver with the Institute of Social and Economic 

Research through the University of Alaska at Anchorage,  

The arctic science community has focused on determining how global and regional 
changes are affecting Alaska’s indigenous peoples. Recent studies of the effects of rapid 
change in arctic societies have demonstrated that arctic residents increasingly combine 
elements of traditional cultures with the educational and employment opportunities found 
in rural, hub, and urban communities. Even though such changes have altered domestic 
life, the traditional social structure of Iñupiaq culture has survived fundamentally 
unchanged. One explanation for the persistence of the Iñupiaq social structure is that the 
Iñupiat continue to live a subsistence lifestyle and draw upon extended family networks 
as they harvest process and distribute local foods. Another is that the social structure is 
flexible and effective enough to continue offering Iñupiaq families a strategy for coping 
with change. Further, Iñupiaq maintain sharing networks today because year-round 
employment opportunities are few in most rural Iñupiaq communities.134  

Qiñuiññiq: Humility 

Qiñuiññiq. Irrusiptinni uummativut nakuunikun pitqusiqaqtut. Aquvatigun 

akiḷiusiaqaġugluni isumaŋaiġluni. Tavra irrusipta iḷaŋa. Our hearts command that we act on 

goodness. Expect no reward in return. This is part of our cultural fiber. Students will explore the 

value of humility.135 “My father told me that I will not learn just listening to stories about 

whaling and that I should go out and learn by doing, that I need to learn about safety and 

everything about whaling.”136 Humility is a quality few people discuss, but all recognize it as 

necessary in the Iñupiaq society.137 
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The following is a story given by Elder Rachel Craig given to the Arctic Sounder based 

on Humility:  

The old Iñupiat taught the younger generation all they needed to know to make a living, 
to live peaceably among their neighbors, to exercise caution when in a dangerous 
environment, and how to survive in an emergency (among other things.) That being the 
case, a person who has paid attention to his teachers acquires a lot of information. Some 
of this information he uses every day; the rest of the information is used on call as the 
situation demands it—but the well-educated person does not boast about his knowledge. 
He uses that knowledge as necessary without talking about it. Some of the favorite stories 
my uncle Fletcher Gregg told me were about the times in the spring when his father 
taught him to hunt bearded seals. They would go out on the ice with a sled and quyaq or 
boat for transportation, taking their rifles and hunting gear. His father taught him how to 
get within shooting distance of the seals on the flat ice by using the three-pronged ice 
scratchers and white camouflage clothing. Then he would either shoot the seals with a 
rifle or use a bow and arrow, whatever hunting implement he was teaching his son to use 
at the moment. This one time he was teaching his son how to get a seal with a bow and 
arrow. He inches his way close to the seal, shot it with an arrow, ran over and hit it with a 
harpoon, all within split seconds. In the meantime, the bearded seal was hopping away 
toward the open lead to escape certain death. Grandfather hung on for dear life on the 
rope attached to the harpoon while at the same time biting on the bearded seal’s flipper 
for a firmer grip. He dug his heels into the ice for firmer resistance and frantically called 
for assistance to his son through clenched teeth. Fletcher took a rifle and ran from his 
observation point at the sled and qayaq to assist his father as fast as he could. He came to 
an open lead which was about ten or twelve feet wide and wondered how in the world his 
dad got to the other side. He backed up several feet and ran with all his might to give 
himself momentum as he flew over the open water and landed on the other side where his 
dad and the wounded seal were. Quickly, he shot the seal with the rifle at close range and 
then both father and son relaxed. They secured the rawhide rope on the bearded seal and 
pulled it to the open lead for easier transport. Grandfather asked Fletcher how he got 
across the open lead. Fletcher replied, ‘I figured if you could jump across that expanse of 
open lead, then maybe I could, too; so I ran and jumped across it.’ His father then 
cautioned him that that kind of feat was something a person didn’t talk about to other 
people. You just quietly appreciate your abilities but not talk about them. You never 
know what some jealous person might do to cripple such a talented person. Better to keep 
quiet about it but know within the family what your own capabilities are in an 
emergency. Besides personal capabilities, people didn’t talk about their own 
accomplishments. I think that’s one of the reasons why our people have a hard time 
expressing themselves in job interviews. They are not used to “selling” themselves. 
Usually another person will talk about a person’s accomplishments and wonderful 
capabilities. An Iñupiaq didn’t do this for himself. But, if someone who knows of his 
capabilities asks him to do something, the person must show respect to the requester and 
comply, giving his best efforts. This is also probably why few people will volunteer their 
services but will comply with appointments. Another area where the Iñupiat were strict 
about expressing humility was in regard to the animals and birds. No one boasted that he 
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would get X number of animals or birds when he went hunting. Because the animals had 
spirits, they could “hear” the person’s boastful pride and perceive his negative feelings 
toward others and stay away from his hunting environment. Hunters must approach their 
hunting with the best of feelings toward each other and the wildlife they are hunting. 
There must be harmony of feelings. Some years ago, when the International Whaling 
Commission decided to ban bowhead whale hunting in Alaska, there was a lot of hard 
talking and discussion about the whales. A small quota was eventually established to give 
the Natives an opportunity to harvest some whales. But the hunters felt the number was 
insufficient and so they made a lot of to-do about it. The next season, not a single whale 
was caught. The women then reminded the hunters that we are not supposed to fight over 
animals because they can hear us. Personally, I think that until the hunters can get 
together and plan a strategy of hunting together in harmony, there will be no beluga to be 
had. That’s the way it’s been from time immemorial and it has not changed. Animals are 
still the same. You can’t fight over them if you want to enjoy them. The old Iñupiat teach 
us that sooner or later a boastful person gets an opportunity to fulfill his boasting. Most of 
the time he gets to eat a lot of humble pie. The old Iñupiat teach us it is better to keep 
quiet about our super capabilities because sooner or later people will find out about them 
without our saying so. Then they can tell the whole world how wonderful we are!138  

Quvianġuniq: Humor 

Quvianġuniq. Tavrakii, iglaġniq sapunniaġutaupiallaktuq! Indeed, laughter is the best 

medicine! Students will look at humor; it’s importance for well-being, place in Iñupiaq culture 

and value for learning. Teachers and staff will add to their “toolbox” by looking at new ways of 

using humor for learning and enjoyment.139  

Research suggests that humor helps humans build stronger bonds with each other.140 

Likewise, humor is a facet of culture and varies according to peoples' tastes in different lands.141 

This is actively visible amongst the Iñupiat. It is often stated that Iñupiaq were only serious when 
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(1981): 190.  
 



47 
 

 
 

hunting or fighting with other tribes.142 Furthermore, an important note is that humor is not 

limited to jokes. In this instance, it includes playing games, socializing, dancing, joining together 

in Iñupiat traditions, strengthening the community, and working to improve cultural issues.143 

“Our dancing is for celebration and us just being happy.”144  

Aŋuniallaniq: Hunting Traditions 

Aŋuniallaniq. Qutchiksuaġiniŋat nuna, taġiuq suli niġrutit tavra maŋŋua aŋuniaġnipta. 

Reverence for the land, sea, and animals is the foundation of our hunting traditions. Students will 

learn about and share their knowledge of animals and traditional Iñupiaq hunting traditions.145  

Hunting traditions across the North Slope are an integral portion of the culture. Alaska 

Natives and other Arctic Indigenous peoples have interacted with environmental resources for 

thousands of years, passing down their stewardship practices through oral storytelling.146 It is 

estimated that intensive whaling dates from around the 10th Century AD or slightly before.147 

The Iñupiaq of Northern Alaska retain an identity as a whaling people, or “people of the 

whales.”148 These traditions are not haphazard by nature. Instead, they are conducted with a 

sense of reverence. This reverence leads to hunter success. Hunter’s success is based on 
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providing meat for the family and the community.149 A bowhead whale is a unique entity to the 

coastal Iñupiaq people. The Iñupiaq believe that a whale can see and hear what is happening in 

human society from far away. They also believe that a whale gives itself to a whaling captain and 

his wife, who are generous and kind to other people and the whale.150 Seeing as a whaling 

captain’s wife is thought to attract whales, she plays a very influential symbolic role in the whale 

hunt, attracting them for her husband and his whaling crew.151 Thus, whaling captains and their 

wives try to behave or speak appropriately so as not to threaten or bother whales. Analogously, 

they share their game with others and help those in trouble or need.152 “The elders have always 

said that the whales, more than any other animal, are to be respected. They are very powerful 

creatures.”153  

Whaling is one of the most significant cultural hunting traditions across the North Slope. 

Whaling season brings the community spiritual, emotional, mental, physical, social, and 

nutritional wellness. Former North Slope Borough Mayor and whaling captain George 

Ahmaogak, Sr., states, “Without whaling, our society will experience severe social disorder and 

nutritional problems. We need whaling and the associated festivals to keep our connection with 

the whales. If there is no whale, there will be no festivals, and the absence of whales and 

festivals will cause a severe depression in this community.”154 Whales and whaling are common 
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themes in songs, legends, toponymy, art, dance, and the thoughts of [Iñupiaq] everywhere, even 

among youth; the arrival of migrating whales in the spring is a highlight of the annual calendar. 

The whale, as food, has cultural and physiological importance, for it meets enduring aesthetic, 

emotional, and symbolic needs.155 Anthropologist and author with the National Museum of 

Ethnology, Japan, Dr. Nobuhiro Kishigami, describes Whaling as a function of the Iñupiaq 

annual Cultural Calendar: 

Most Iñupiat adults engage in wage labor throughout the year, and carry out their 
hunting and fishing activities on weekends, holidays, and between work shifts. Many of 
the Iñupiat hunters engage in the bowhead whale hunts for a few weeks each of spring 
and fall, when these whales migrate offshore near Barrow. This whaling is one of the 
greatest concerns among the Iñupiat in Barrow.  

The typical annual cycle of whaling activities in Barrow is as follows. In 
February, each crew planning to go spring whaling repair the skin cover of the whaling 
boat (umiaq) or make a new cover. In making the new skin cover, eight to ten women 
sew about six bearded seal skins in one day. After boat preparations are complete, in 
March crews clean the ice cellar used to store whale meat and maktak. That remaining 
from the previous year is removed and given to any needy villagers.  

From late-March to early-April, several crews co-operatively make a number of 
trails from Barrow to their camping bases at the edge of the sea ice. Then, using 
snowmobiles they transport their boats, hunting gear and camping equipment to the 
camping bases. In late-April or early-May, they start to hunt whales and continue whaling 
until late-May. Once a whale is caught, a crew butchers and shares it with other crews 
and individual helpers on the sea ice. One or two days after the butchering, each 
successful whaling captain hosts a feast at their own houses for the whole community.  

In late-May or early-June, each of the successful captains hosts an ‘Appugauti’ 
feast at the shore in Barrow. Then, either of each individually or a few to several captains 
in cooperation carry out ‘Nalukataq’ festivals in late-June. Successful whaling crews go 
goose and duck hunting soon after the whaling ceases, to prepare for these feasts. The 
games are held at each captain’s ice cellars.  

The ‘Appugauti’ is a feast for the whole community held at the end of each 
successful crew’s spring whaling season. Each successful whaling captain hosts it, and 
provides ‘mikigak’ (fermented meat) and duck soup and goose soup to residents in 
Barrow. From mid-June to the end of the month, several ‘Nalukataq’ festivals are hosted 
by successful whaling captains. In these events, whale meat, maktak and other dishes are 
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provided to the whole community, in addition to participating in the blanket toss and 
Iñupiat drum dances.  

From July to September, each captain and his crew prepare for the fall whale hunt 
as well as hunting for bearded seals, the skins of which are used to make the following 
year’s boat covers.  

In late-September or early-October, when snow begins to cover the ground, 
bowhead whales pass off-shore near Barrow, during their southern migration. To harvest 
these the whalers use metal boats with outboard engines, and leave town every morning 
and return each evening. More than 30 boats go whaling almost every day during this 
season. When caught, a whale is towed by several co-operating boats to the butchering 
site near Barrow. Each whale is butchered and shared in the same manner as during the 
spring hunt. Also, each successful captain hosts the community feast at his house. But 
there are no festivals with feasts, such as ‘Apugauti’ or ‘Nalukataq,’ during the fall 
whaling season.  

Each year successful boat captains give meat and maktak for feasts on 
Thanksgiving Day in November, and at Christmas. Also, a Messenger Feast is held 
intermittently every two years, in which Barrow people invite many people from 
neighboring villages. The whaling captains and hunters donate whale meat, maktak, 
caribou meat, and other products to the feasts.  

In this way, the annual cycle of Barrow centers on whaling and associated 
activities.156 

Impositions to Iñupiaq hunting norms and practices are diverse, ranging from disrupted 

animal migrations due to mining to direct competition from settler trophy hunters. Access to 

traditional territory is today subject to the whims of regional, state, and federal institutions, 

which also regulate the very means and methods Iñupiaq hunters are allowed to employ to catch 

animals.157  

Iñupiuraallaniq: Knowledge of Language 

Iñupiuraallaniq. “Uqausiptigun maŋŋuqaqtugut. Anniqsuutauruq kaŋiqaqtilaaptinnun 

isumaptigni uummatiptigniḷu.” “With our language we have an identity. It helps us to find out 
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who we are in our mind and in our heart.”158 Students, teachers, and staff will incorporate more 

of the Iñupiaq language into the regular school day and curriculum.159 “When I was five, my dad 

bought me a BB gun. My dad taught me to aim, shoot, and hide from animals. When I got older, 

my dad bought me a .22 gun, and we went hunting. My dad shot a seal. We went back home and 

shared it with our family. We cut the seal open, got the meat, skin, and other stuff. And my Aaka 

used the skin for winter mittens.”160  

As the world of the Iñupiat changes, so does the sense of belonging to a particular group. 

Where traditionally, identity must have been based on extended family groupings and what some 

call nations, there are now numerous bases for identity that cross-cut each other. Critical factors 

include the place of origin, kinship, cultural practices, and language. Because younger 

generations no longer speak Iñupiaq as their first language, the role of language as an identity 

marker is also changing. Although many older people see fluency in the Native language as a 

shibboleth of Iñupiaq identity, younger people necessarily look to other characteristics in 

defining themselves.161  

If knowledge of language is considered a key value by Iñupiaq elders, what then is the 
role of the Native language for those Iñupiat who no longer speak it fluently? Many who 
lack fluency in Iñupiaq are not young; in some areas, such as the Seward Peninsula, 
people in their sixties do not speak the Native language fluently. Even without knowledge 
of the language, people who grow up in Iñupiaq families and communities continue to 
identify themselves as Iñupiaq. However, they may lack at least one traditional aspect of 
Iñupiaq identity. They feel different from Naluagmiut or Tan’ngich (whites or non-
Natives) and other Native groups. They continue to see themselves as Iñupiaq. Well-
developed knowledge of the Iñupiaq language now appears to identify one with the elders 
since they are the primary group who know the language fully and eloquently. 
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Knowledge of Iñupiaq is an important marker of traditional cultural knowledge and is 
necessary for some traditional activities. Certain ceremonies require the language, and 
those who are not fluent often learn enough of it to participate. Iñupiaq dancing is such an 
area where the language is needed, particularly in naming dance types (e.g., sayuun 
‘dance with fixed motions,’ atuutipiaq ‘common dance’) and in singing the words to 
dance songs. Part of the body of traditional knowledge, such as specialized vocabulary 
items, ceremonial terms, and song lyrics can be learned and used appropriately by non-
fluent speakers.162  

Piqpakkutiqaġniq suli qiksiksrautiqaġniq utuqqanaanun allanullu: Love and Respect for our 

Elders and One Another 

Piqpakkutiqaġniq suli qiksiksrautiqaġniq utuqqanaanun allanullu. Utuqqanaapta 

atuumagaich piraġausivut piḷġusivullu. Nanniutaurut kiŋuniiñun. Avanmun piviksuutisa 

iḷisausiaptigun utuqqanaaniñ. Our Elders model our traditions and ways of being. They are a 

light of hope to younger generations. May we treat each other as our Elders have taught us.163 

Students will gain a greater appreciation of the roles that elders have in their communities and 

will understand that elders have valuable wisdom, insight, knowledge, and experience that can 

help them in their own lives. Students will come away with a greater understanding of who the 

elders of their community are and know some of what they have to share. Students will learn 

age-appropriate traditional Iñupiaq customs of respect for elders and one another.164  

In the Arctic, there is no way one person can survive on one’s own. The Arctic molds the 

Iñupiaq into who they are and how they relate to the world.165 In this way, the Iñupiaq lean to 

their elders for guidance and wisdom. In a 2015 journal, Iñupiaq elder Charles Hopson 
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chronicles his experience using the Iñupiaq technique of tundra sodding to rehabilitate wetlands 

in Northern Alaska. Through his recount, he reflects on his ability to provide traditional 

knowledge learned from his elders to assist with the field application and development of the 

project.166 Elders pass on the traditions of the old days. They provide leadership through their 

love and the honor they give to Iñupiaq traditions. Elders show their love and respect to others as 

others show their love and respect for them.167  

However, it is relevant to note that not all elderly Alaska Natives are viewed as elders, 

especially when the individual does not live a healthy lifestyle and does not maintain a wealth of 

cultural knowledge. When elderly Alaska Native people do not live by these standards, the 

community does not identify them as elders.168 Elders are considered “pillars of the community” 

who appreciate the values of traditional living and modern influences. It is generally understood 

that the elders are respected because they deserve it. They worked hard for their elders; therefore, 

younger Iñupiaq work hard for them. This tradition of helping continues to be passed along 

through the generations.169  

Qiksiksrautiqaġniq Iñuuniaġvigmun: Respect for Nature 

Qiksiksrautiqaġniq Iñuuniaġvigmun. Atanipta aitchuŋagaatigut iñuuniaġviksraptinnik. 

Sivulliipta nuimagipiallakɫugu iñuuniaġviktik qiksigisuugaat pisigivlugich kiŋuniiksratik. Our 

Creator gave us the gift of our surroundings. Those before us placed ultimate importance on 
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respecting this magnificent gift for their future generations.170 Students will practice traditional 

academic skills through the study of the traditional Iñupiaq value of Respect for Nature.171 

“Whales do not want to give themselves to crews who keep sloppy camps. When whales come 

by, they’re going to be looking, smelling, and listening. Someone kicks this pot over, the whale’s 

going to hear it, and we’re never going to see that whale again.”172 

Having respect for nature means having a connection to the natural world. “The Iñupiaq 

are a blend of practicality and creativity. They are artists and carvers, skilled in skin sewing and 

beading. They not only survive but thrive in an environment that appears indifferent and at times 

even hostile. Landscape is significant in shaping who one is and in determining how and where 

one sees [oneself] in the world.”173 Elders in the community have a perspective of the 

surrounding areas, giving them a unique insight and traditional knowledge for survival in this 

environment. Historical physical data about the region may be lacking, but indigenous cultures 

have retained practices and knowledge acquired over countless generations.174 

The following vignette recounts Annie Nayokpuk’s experience in nature and a reflection 

of her respect for it: 

I love being out in nature. You learn so much, especially if you are not with an 
experienced “guide.” You get to use all of what someone has told you before. I have so 
much pride and respect for the ocean. I learned to respect it ever since the day that we 
had to cross it when it melted so much on us…You should have lots of respect for nature. 
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You learn to appreciate yourself and you learn to make tough decisions and reasonable 
ones too. You can’t just carelessly go out in the wild and expect to come home with 
everything you have okay, including yourself.175 

Aviktuaqatigiigñiq: Sharing 

Aviktuaqatigiigñiq. Aliuġnaqtuq unnii qanuq savaguutilaaŋa aviktuaqatigiigñiq. 

Aitchuiruni utiġuuruq. It is amazing how sharing works. Your acts of giving always come back. 

Students will have opportunities to experience the happiness that comes from sharing.176 “Don’t 

hold back when it comes to sharing. It is important to make sure everyone in the community has 

a bite of the whale. None is saved for the captain and crew when it is your first whale.”177  

The act of sharing is actively observed on the North Slope. Without cooperation and 

sharing of raw materials and resources, many cultures could not survive. It is crucial to help each 

other and share meat, wood, and shelter.178 People are willing to let others stay in their homes, 

invite others to dinner and parties, share their food, and teach the Iñupiaq culture.179 More 

specifically, however, whaling captains share the whales they catch with the community because 

the whale shares itself with the whaling crew.  

When we catch a whale, we believe that the whale gives itself to us. The whale only 
gives itself to the whaling captain when the captain’s wife has kept her house clean and is 
generous to everyone. Also, our ice cellar must be cleaned out before we hunt. Whales 
don’t like a dirty cellar. The spirit of the whale knows. That is why we must always share 
our food and be nice and generous to everyone.180  

 
175 Sheri Skelton, “Imagination and Common Sense: Making the Connection to the Natural World.”  

 
176 “Iñupiaq Values Units.”  

 
177 Jane Brower, “Sharing: Aviktuaqatigiigñiq” (Iñupiat Heritage Center, Barrow, AK, 2002).  

 
178 “Aatchuqtuutiłiq: Sharing,” Iñupiat Iłitqusiat, Alaska Native Knowledge Network, Accessed March 20, 

2023, http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/curriculum/Inupiaq/Ilitqusiat/Sharing.html.  
 

179 Ilona Kemp, “On the Ice Edge: Arctic Peoples and the Effects of Climate Change in Barrow, Alaska,” 
(master’s thesis, Utrecht University, 2011), 4.  
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Likewise, during Nalukataq, they share the whale meat with everyone in the community, native 

or non-native. They do not sell the maktak (meat); it is shared. They even share with neighboring 

communities near and around the state. For example, they send maktak to Anaktuvuk Pass while 

Anaktuvuk Pass sends all kinds of berries.181  

Ukpiqqutiqaġniq: Spirituality 

Ukpiqqutiqaġniq. Iḷisimagikput qanutun aŋaayyutim suaŋŋatiqaqtilaaŋa. Iñuurugut 

ukpiqqutiqaqɫuta. We know the power of prayer. We are a spiritual people. Students will 

participate in activities that encourage an understanding of Iñupiaq spirituality.182 “I first learned 

how to sew in 3rd grade. My mom taught me how to sew. In the 4th grade, our Iñupiat teacher 

taught me how to sew mittens out of rabbit skin. Sewing for me was a hard thing to do. It took 

me at least three months to finish. Sewing for me was hard to learn, and I’m glad I know 

how.”183 

Living things have a spirit that sounds like something in your dreams of whatever you did 
when you were small. All things have a spirit. A person who believes in a higher power 
and being in contact with it is spiritual. You should believe in Spirits. You will have 
better luck if you believe in spirits and don’t brag or say you’re better than others. 
Believe in God and Jesus. If you’re a good hunter, don’t brag about it. All living things 
have souls. A tree doesn’t have a soul unless someone puts a dead man’s body in the tree. 
The man’s spirit will haunt the tree. The same goes for a mountain.184 

In Iñupiaq culture, spirituality is a significant cultural value. Although Christianity exists 

on the North Slope, the concept is still relatively new (within the past 150 years). In 1890, when 
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the first missions were established in Alaska north of the Bering Strait, no Native Alaskan in the 

region was a Christian. By 1910 Christianity was nearly universal. The foundation for this 

dramatic development was laid in Kotzebue Sound between 1897 and 1902 by Robert and Carrie 

Samms of the Friends Church and by an Iñupiaq Eskimo named Uyaraq, who had been 

converted earlier by Covenant missionaries located south of the Kotzebue Sound. Christianity 

was spread from Kotzebue to the interior, to the Alaskan Arctic coast, and even to the Mackenzie 

Delta region of Canada, by the Natives themselves.185  

The Iñupiaq believe one must trust in a spiritual power greater than oneself.186 Iñupiaq 

must be one with nature and have love and respect for others. They must have traditional 

knowledge and a deep belief in the spirit and importance of life and its intersection with wildlife 

and whaling. In this way, the whaling activities and feasts are culturally, socially, politically, 

nutritionally, and spiritually cardinal in contemporary Iñupiat society. They form a basis for their 

ethnic and community identities.187  

Mapkuqput Iñuuniaġniġmi  

According to the North Slope Borough School District, “It is imperative to the survival of 

our Iñupiat culture to develop our own curriculum that incorporates the Iñupiat culture as well as 

our Alaska State Standards. As a result, this will perpetuate and enhance the Iñupiat culture, 

language, heritage, and history as well as enable our students to excel academically in our 

 
185 Ernest S. Burch Jr., “The Iñupiat and the Christianization of Arctic Alaska,” Études/Inuit/Studies 18, no. 

1/2 (1994): 81.  
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communities and globally.”188 To bring this to fruition, The North Slope Borough School District 

produced their Iñupiaq Learning Framework called “Mapkuqput Iñuuniaġniġmi - Our Blanket of 

Life” (see Figure 1). Educators and community members of the school district in the Iñupiaq 

region developed this framework. The Iñupiaq Learning Framework is meant to guide instruction 

and expose students to curricular knowledge to help reclaim identity and determine what 

constitutes “success.”189 A primary purpose of the Iñupiaq Learning Framework is to effectuate 

change; to make the education system meaningful and culturally responsive, resulting in more 

tremendous academic success for students.190  The framework identifies the knowledge and skills 

that must be taught in their Iñupiaq curriculum. In conjunction with the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat, they 

put each skill into four realms: Historical Realm, Environmental Realm, Community Realm, and 

Individual Realm.191  

 
188 “Mapkuq Curriculum Mapping Research,” North Slope Borough School District, Accessed March 20, 

2023, https://www.nsbsd.org/en-US/inupiaq-education-c8d869a3/mapkuq-8d6c1d0a.  
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Figure 1: Mapkuqput Iñuuniaġniġmi - “Our Blanket of Life”192 

 

The following vignette is a description of the artistic rendering (see Figure 1) of the list of 

Iñupiaq knowledge and skills from Iñupiaq artist Rainey Nasuġraq Hopson: 

The life of an Iñupiaq can be characterized by how one interacts with the world and all of 
its components. The Iñupiaq World consists of four major realms: The Environment, the 
Community, History, and Individual—pieces in the blanket that are needed to carry and 
elevate an individual to success. Surrounding the blanket are the people making this 
happen, the community at large, and our ancestors. There are eight pairs of people 
representing the eight villages of the North Slope. They are all looking upward as they 
raise their children to the heights of achievement. The attributes needed to attain those 
heights are all intertwining pieces on the blanket. The red stitching found throughout the 
blanket represents our Iñupiaq Language, as it is the element that ties and binds all of 
these concepts and qualities together.193 

 
192 Dr. Charles Sean Asiqłuq Topkok, “Iñupiat Ilitqusiat: Inner Views of Our Iñupiaq Values,” 46.  

 
193 Pausauraq Jana Harcharek & Cathy Tagnak Rexford, “Remembering Their Words, Evoking 
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Within the Historical Realm, the curriculum focuses on the knowledge of traditional oral history, 

North Slope history, and the Iñupiaq place worldwide. The Environmental Realm includes skills 

in food preparation and care, hunting and survival, sewing tools, medicines and healing, and 

ecosystems. The Community Realm comprises respect for elders, celebrations, and ceremonies, 

songs and dancing, storytelling, the arts, parenting, games, and relationships. The Individual 

Realm is about creating balance, developing leadership, understanding women and men’s roles, 

honoring values and beliefs, naming, and appreciating the life cycle.194 The Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat are 

woven into and through this curriculum, leading to the following performance expectation levels: 

emerging, beginner, novice, and practitioner.195 “The Iñupiaq Learning Framework encapsulates 

the idea that learning is a lifelong process occurring through one’s life in many different 

“venues,” including at home, out on the land, in a whaling boat, and at school.”196  

Cultural Calendar of the North Slope Iñupiat 

 The Cultural Calendar of the North Slope Iñupiat is a visual aid created to help teachers 

and community members across the North Slope witness and observe long-standing Iñupiat 

traditions based on the time of year. This allows educators to make informed decisions for the 

community they serve. The version below (see Figure 2), provided by the North Slope Borough 

School District’s Iñupiaq Education Department, is listed first by season and then is further 

broken down by month.  

 
194 Tennessee Judkins, “CHALK,” North Slope Borough School District, Building Inservice Training, 

August 15, 2022, 1:00pm.  
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Figure 2: Cultural Calendar of the North Slope Iñupiat197 

 

 Ukiaq (Fall) consists of Amiġaiqsivik (September), Sikkuvik (October), and Nippivik 

(November). During Amiġaiqsivik, Caribou hunting and drying meat continue. Duck hunting 

slows down, and fishing on rivers preparations are made for the fall whaling season. Boats are 

cleaned, tools are repaired, and Barrow Whaling Captains meet. Fall whaling season begins. A 

successful whaling crew will hold a feast, usually one to two days after a catch. Sikkivik 

continues whaling season. In some cases, whaling could begin in early October. Similarly to 

Amiġaiqsivik, a feast will be held one to two days after a successful whaling crew catches a 

whale. Portions of the whale are put into cold storage for Thanksgiving and Christmas feasts. Ice 

fishing begins for Iqalugaq (Arctic Cod) and Tittaaliq (Bottom Feeding Burbot).198 Caribou 

 
197 “Cultural Calendar of the North Slope Iñupiat,” North Slope Borough School District, Iñupiaq 

Education Department, March 21, 2023.  
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hunting will occur during the first part of the month before the Rut. In Nippivik, Inuit Day is 

celebrated. Polar bear and seal hunting begin. Ice fishing on rivers and lakes continues. Some 

hunters will stay at fish camps. Animal skin will be prepared for clothing. Traditional food is 

served in churches on Thanksgiving Day. Gatherings for Eskimo dancing will take place.199  

 Ukiuq (Winter) consists of Siqiñġiḷaq (December), Siqiññaatchiaq (January), and 

Siqiññaasugruk (February). During Siqiñġiḷaq, polar bear and seal hunting will continue. Fox, 

wolf, and wolverine trapping will take place. Traditional Christmas activities, games, and feasts 

will commence as sewing and clothing for gift-giving will be prepared. Likewise, there are 

gatherings for Iñupiaq dancing and drumming. Iñupiaq will clean their ice cellars and houses for 

the new year. Siqiññaatchiaq brings the new year and Ayalik—activities to celebrate and cleanse 

the body, mind, and spirit of past ailments. Trapping for foxes, wolves, and wolverines 

continues. Polar bear and seal hunting continue. Nalurriñiq (Seal skins) are prepared for 

bleaching. During this month, building and repair for skin boat frames, sleds, and hunting tools 

will happen. In Siqiññaasugruk, trapping continues. Puvitquqsiaġvik (Animals skin) is wind 

dried and bleached outside. Sinew thread is prepared for sewing skin boats. Kivġiq (The 

Messenger Feast) is held. Kivġiq is held every other year. The building of, and repair to, hunting 

tools, skin boats, and sleds continues. Seal hunting continues.200  

 Upiñġaksraq (Spring) consists of Paniqsiqsiivik (March), Umiaqqavik (April), and 

Suvluġvik (May). During Paniqsiqsiivik, the trapping of foxes, wolves, and wolverines 

continues. Amiġvik—Women sew Ugruk skins for skin boats. Newly sewn skins are put on the 
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boat frames. Female polar bears bring out their young cubs. Seal hunting and some polar bear 

hunting will transpire. Seal skin bleaching will occur, and the repairing of hunting tolls will 

continue. Umiaqqavik marks the end of the animal trapping season. The Whaling Captain 

ceremony takes place. Aitchuqtuiñiq Nuŋuraanik—Whaling Captains and crew give out candy to 

the community. Piuraaġiaqta—Traditional outdoor games are held after a long winter. If not 

completed already, ice cellars will be cleaned. Caribou and squirrel hunting will happen. Spring 

whaling season begins. The birth of seals begins. In Suvluġvik, Spring whaling continues. Duck 

hunting on sea ice starts. The ice on the rivers begins to break up. Geese, Ptarmigan, and Squirrel 

hunting take place. Like Fall whaling, a successful crew will hold a feast usually one to two days 

after a catch. Liver membranes from the whales will be used to make drums. Apugautitagvik—A 

feast held on the beach about three to four weeks after a successful whale hunt by a crew.201  

 Upiñġaaq (Summer) consist of Iġñivik (June), Iñukkuksaivik (July), and Tiŋŋivik 

(August). Iġñivik is the beginning of the Caribou fawning period. During this month, preparation 

for Nalukataq (Spring Whaling Festival) begins. This includes preparing the whale and other 

traditional foods for serving and sewing traditional attire for the crew that had a successful whale 

hunt. Nalukataq—Successful whaling crews partner to hold an all-day celebration featuring a 

feast, the traditional blanket toss, and Iñupiaq dancing. Fish and Caribou meat will be dried. 

Fishing on rivers and lakes will begin. Seal hunting begins. During Iñukkuksaivik, traditional 

games of skill and endurance are held to celebrate the 4th of July. Camping and Caribou hunting 

begin. Parka linings are made from caribou, seal, and walrus hunting. Seal skins are treated and 

prepared for the traditional skin boat. Edible and medicinal plants are gathered. Seal meat is 
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dried, and the blubber is prepared to make seal oil. Fishing continues. Finally, during Tiŋŋivik, 

Caribou hunting and caribou skin treatment continue. Seal and walrus hunting continues. 

Preparing the seal blubber to make seal oil and drying the seal meat continues. Tuktaliuġvik—

Walrus meat is placed inside the skin, sewn shut, and placed in dry storage to ferment. Fishing 

on the rivers continues. Duck hunting at Piġniq, plant gathering, and berry picking happen.202  

Iñupiat Drum and Dance  

 Iñupiaq and Alaska Native music and dance traditions are unique expressions of culture 

and spirituality. Each village has its unique drum and dance music style, reflective of a place in 

its geographic environment and history.203 In Iñupiaq performance, the drum personifies many 

aspects of Arctic life and serves a number of functions to strengthen the spiritual connection and 

relationship between the Iñupiaq and the whale. The drum is the sole musical instrument among 

the Iñupiaq.204 Iñupiaq music is drum music. The drum is cared for, respected, and ritually fed 

with fresh water. Iñupiaq must feed the drum with fresh water as it is vital to moisten the 

membrane. Further, there is a metaphorical correlation with the custom of the captain's wife’s 

action to feed a hunted whale with fresh water to quench its thirst. In appreciation, the whale 

begins another life journey and eventually returns to the village the following year.205 Drumbeats 
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emotionally facilitate this dialogue between human and animal characters in their 

accompaniment of tales, lullabies, syllables, and lyrical songs.206  

 Dr. Chie Sakakibara describes Iñupiaq drum and dance: 

A traditional Iñupiaq drum dance consists of a number of drummers, from five to twenty, 
mostly males organized around prominent whaling captains. Hunters are also musicians. 
Drummers are also singers, and line one side of the performance space, sitting on chairs, 
the floor, or the ground with their feet stretched in front of them. Behind them sit their 
wives to support them in chorus. Dancers stand in front of them. The movement and 
choreography of the hands, arms, head, and legs that characterize their performance is 
evocative of and inspired by animal behavior. Many dance movements depict 
harpooning, stalking, shooting, butchering, hanging meat or skins, and skin sewing. Male 
participants often cry out “ooh ooh” in excitement, sounding like a walrus grunt. The 
same cry is also heard on the sea ice after a whale hunt, metaphorically being the sea to 
the land. Such performance re-enacts the whale hunt. The most common theme in 
Iñupiaq performance is hunting, which is accompanied by active dancing. Other popular 
themes include folktales about ancient heroes, legendary figures, mysterious animals, and 
non-human beings. In honour of the whale…all dancers must wear gloves to show 
respect so that the ancient hunting spirits and animal spirits could stay in the dancer’s 
bodies.207  

Culturally Responsive Teaching 

Author and Professor Emerita of Education at the University of Washington - Seattle, Dr. 

Geneva Gay, defines culturally responsive teaching as “using the cultural characteristics, 

experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more 

effectively. It is based on the assumption that when academic knowledge and skills are situated 

within students' lived experiences and frames of reference, they are more personally meaningful, 

have higher interest appeal, and are learned more easily and thoroughly.”208 Culturally 
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responsive teaching is a student-centered approach to education.209 This method expands the idea 

that every student is unique and brings distinctive cultural strengths and perspectives to the 

classroom. Students are human. Each student is different. Each school and community have 

different cultural demographics and, therefore, different needs based on innumerable factors, 

including, but not limited to, geographical location, curriculum, cultural restoration and 

revitalization, et cetera. Regarding engagement in education, what works for one, may not work 

for all. No one teaching strategy consistently engages all learners.210 Raymond J. Wlodkowski 

and Margery B. Ginsberg assert, “Motivation is inseparable from culture. What elicits 

frustration, joy, or determination may differ across cultures because cultures vary in defining 

novelty, hazard, opportunity, and gratification.”211 Therefore, the Alaska Standards for Culturally 

Responsive Schools adduce, “Where differences of interpretation exist, they should be respected 

and accommodated to the maximum extent possible. The cultural standards are not intended to 

produce standardization, but rather to encourage schools to nurture and build upon the rich and 

varied cultural traditions that continue to be practiced in communities throughout Alaska.”212 

Moreover, culturally responsive teaching aims to equip educators to recognize and nurture those 

aforementioned strengths and perspectives to encourage student success and promote an open-

minded, supportive environment that celebrates cultural differences.213  
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Alaska Standards for Culturally Responsive Schools 

 Initially published in 1998 by the Alaska Native Knowledge Network, The Alaska 

Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools remains the standard lens through which teaching 

should be administered across Alaska. Alaska Native educators created these standards as a self-

assessment tool to provide schools and communities with a way to examine the extent to which 

they are attending to the educational and cultural well-being of the students in their care.  

These “cultural standards” are predicated on the belief that a firm grounding in the 
heritage language and culture indigenous to a particular place is a fundamental 
prerequisite for the development of culturally-healthy students and communities 
associated with that place, and thus is an essential ingredient for the identifying the 
appropriate qualities and practices associated with culturally-responsive educators, 
curriculum, and schools.214  

The culture standards outlined in the document are intended to be comprehensive yet not 

inclusive, exclusive, or conclusive. Schools and communities across the state should use these 

cultural standards as a reference guide and review their current practices to fit local needs.  

 The Alaska Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools explicates its cultural standards 

by separating them into five groups, which are further divided into smaller subsections. The five 

initial culture standards are Culture Standards for (1) Students, (2) Educators, (3) Schools, (4) 

Curriculum, and (5) Communities. Each standard begins with a sentence segment: “Culturally 

Knowledgeable X…” or “Culturally Responsive X…” In this way, the reader may place 

themselves or their schools/communities into the standard and view their policies and practices 

through the assessment tool. Further, beneath each subsection heading and listed cultural 

standard, there is a list of criteria to verify successful adherence to the cultural standards, 
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whereupon it reads, “X(s) who meet this cultural standard are able to….”215 This process is a 

self-assessment tool that provides clarity for consistency and efficacy of the cultural standards. 

An example of this is shown below (see Table 1). Although Table 1 only shows this list for the 

first cultural standard, it is salient to note that all cultural standards under each category include 

their specific list. 

Table 1: Alaska Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools216 

Alaska Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools  

Culture Standards for Students 

A. Culturally-knowledgeable students are 
well grounded in the cultural heritage 
and traditions of their community. 

Students who meet this cultural standard are able to: 

1. assume responsibility for their role in relation to the 
well- being of the cultural community and their life-
long obligations as a community member; 

2. recount their own genealogy and family history; 
3. acquire and pass on the traditions of their community 

through oral and written history; 
4. practice their traditional responsibilities to the 

surrounding environment; 
5. reflect through their own actions the critical role that 

the local heritage language plays in fostering a sense 
of who they are and how they understand the world 
around them; 

6. live a life in accordance with the cultural values and 
traditions of the local community and integrate them 
into their everyday behavior. 

7. determine the place of their cultural community in the 
regional, state, national and international political and 
economic systems; 

The standards are as follows:  

Culture Standards for Students— 
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(A.) Culturally-knowledgeable students are well grounded in the cultural heritage 
and traditions of their community, (B.) Culturally-knowledgeable students are able to 
build on the knowledge and skills of the local cultural community as a foundation from 
which to achieve personal and academic success throughout life, (C.) Culturally-
knowledgeable students are able to actively participate in various cultural environments, 
(D.) Culturally-knowledgeable students are able to engage effectively in learning 
activities that are based on traditional ways of knowing and learning, (E.) Culturally-
knowledgeable students demonstrate an awareness and appreciation of the relationships 
and processes of interaction of all elements in the world around them.  

Culture Standards for Educators— 
(A.) Culturally-responsive educators incorporate local ways of knowing and 

teaching in their work, (B.) Culturally-responsive educators use the local environment 
and community resources on a regular basis to link what they are teaching to the 
everyday lives of the students, (C.) Culturally-responsive educators participate in 
community events and activities in an appropriate and supportive way, (D.) Culturally-
responsive educators work closely with parents to achieve a high level of complementary 
educational expectations between home and school, (E.) Culturally-responsive educators 
recognize the full educational potential of each student and provide the challenges 
necessary for them to achieve that potential.  

Culture Standards for Curriculum— 
(A.) A culturally-responsive curriculum reinforces the integrity of the cultural 

knowledge that students bring with them, (B.) A culturally-responsive curriculum 
recognizes cultural knowledge as part of a living and constantly adapting system that is 
grounded in the past, but continues to grow through the present and into the future, (C.) A 
culturally-responsive curriculum uses the local language and cultural knowledge as a 
foundation for the rest of the curriculum, (D.) A culturally-responsive curriculum fosters 
a complementary relationship across knowledge derived from diverse knowledge 
systems, (E.) A culturally-responsive curriculum situates local knowledge and actions in 
a global context.  

Culture Standards for Schools— 
(A.) A culturally-responsive school fosters the on-going participation of Elders in 

all aspects of the schooling process, (B.) A culturally-responsive school provides multiple 
avenues for students to access the learning that is offered, as well as multiple forms of 
assessment for students to demonstrate what they have learned, (C.) A culturally-
responsive school provides opportunities for students to learn in and/or about their 
heritage language, (D.) A culturally-responsive school has a high level of involvement of 
professional staff who are of the same cultural background as the students with whom 
they are working, (E.) A culturally-responsive school consists of facilities that are 
compatible with the community environment in which they are situated, (F.) A culturally-
responsive school fosters extensive on-going participation, communication and 
interaction between school and community personnel.  

Culture Standards for Communities— 
(A.) A culturally-supportive community incorporates the practice of local cultural 

traditions in its everyday affairs, (B.) A culturally-supportive community nurtures the use 
of the local heritage language, (C.) A culturally-supportive community takes an active 
role in the education of all its members, (D.) A culturally-supportive community nurtures 
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family responsibility, sense of belonging and cultural identity, (E.) A culturally-
supportive community assists teachers in learning and utilizing local cultural traditions 
and practices, (F.) A culturally-supportive community contributes to all aspects of 
curriculum design and implementation in the local school.217 

North Slope Borough School District Mission and Pedagogy Framework 

The mission statement of the North Slope Borough School District states,  

Learning in our schools is rooted in the values, history, and language of the Iñupiat. Our 
priority, purpose, and responsibility is to partner with families and community to provide 
high-quality education resulting in students that are… (1) Critical and creative thinkers 
able to adapt in a changing environment and world; (2) Active, responsible, contributing 
members of their communities; and (3) Confident, healthy young adults, able to envision, 
plan and take control of their destiny.218  

Through this mission, the North Slope Borough School District has constructed a working draft 

of their 2023/2024 Pedagogy Framework (see Figure 3).  

 
Figure 3: North Slope Borough School District Mission and Pedagogy Framework219 

 

 
217 “Alaska Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools,” 5-24.  

 
218 “Mission Statement,” North Slope Borough School District, Accessed March 22, 2023, 

https://www.nsbsd.org/en-US/mission-statement-1721211f.  
 

219 “SY23-24 Pedagogy Working Document,” North Slope Borough School District, Accessed March 22, 
2023, https://www.nsbsd.org/en-US/curriculum-instruction-ba7ed278/sy23-24-pedagogy-working-document-
47c59c80.  
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Based on rhetoric from a building in-service about restorative practices, and a correlation 

with a TED Talk by Simon Sinek, the best way to interpret and analyze this pedagogical 

framework is through the lens of the Golden Circle method.220 The Golden Circle method is a 

paradigm for answering the following three questions: (1) What? (2) How? and (3) Why? Many 

people think about a product with the following standard procedure: “What am I doing? Here is 

how I am doing it. This is why you should be a part of it. Rather, this method enforces knowing 

your “why” and connecting through shared beliefs. Here is why I am doing this. The way I do 

this is by… Here is what happens because of this. “People do not buy what you do. People buy 

why you do it.”221  

Thus, the following information is based on the premise that the North Slope Borough 

School District’s “why” is the insistence on growing empowered, culturally rooted, bilingual, 

healthy, critical, creative, and life-long student learners. From this statement, this framework’s 

“how” is sectioned into five groups, including (1) Family and community collaboration, (2) 

Student social and emotional well-being, (3) Culturally responsive instruction, (4) Staff support 

and professional development, and (5) Financial and operational stewardship.222  

Family and community collaboration is met through the authentic inclusion of the 

community in school (and its operations) and school in the community. The district plans to 

implement co-created content, expectations, and success criteria and strives to build consistent, 

 
220 Ella Bredthauer, “Restorative Practices,” North Slope Borough School District, Building Inservice 

Training, March 22, 2023, 9:00am.  
 

221 Simon Sinek, “How Great Leaders Inspire Action,” 2005, TED Talk, 18 minutes, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qp0HIF3SfI4.  
 

222 “SY23-24 Pedagogy Working Document.”  
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proactive, strength-based communication with family, students, and the community.223 

“Community involvement is important to help educate new teachers about their culture and 

environment so students have the greatest opportunity to learn and grow. Community 

involvement also gives the community members a more realistic idea of what occurs at school, 

student’s behavior, events, etc.”224  

Student social and emotional well-being is fulfilled by centering the student’s voice and 

being responsive to the social and emotional needs of the whole child. The district strives to 

ensure all buildings and classrooms are culturally safe as defined by the students, the community, 

and the staff. Employees are therefore expected to model and support healthy relationships and 

communication.225  

Culturally responsive instruction requires high expectations of all students and staff and 

authentic academic assessment of the whole child. The district expects the Iñupiaq Learning 

Framework to be the foundation for a culturally responsive curriculum. Therefore, Iñupiaq 

language instruction is present in every school across the district. The school district understands 

that solid relationships are a premise for learning and instruction. Through these relationships, 

incorporating inclusive, integrated, and place-based materials in every classroom, and 

constructing individual learning plans and career pathways, when needed, the North Slope 

Borough School District will be culturally responsive.226  

 
223 “SY23-24 Pedagogy Working Document.”  

 
224 Samantha C. Marchant, “Elim’s Cultural Values: Reaffirming and Implementing Indigenous Values in 

Education” (master’s thesis, University of Alaska Fairbanks, 2017), 69.  
 

225 “SY23-24 Pedagogy Working Document.”  
 

226 Ibid.  
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To staff support and professional development, the North Slope Borough School District 

plans to create retention and recruiting initiatives. Likewise, homegrown workforce initiatives 

will be put into place in an effort to have local educators. The district wants to support all staff so 

that the staff will commit to creating and fostering culturally safe buildings. Further, they plan to 

support all staff to ensure the delivery of the adopted curriculum. Finally, the district will 

evaluate the staff and school board members while the staff participates in relevant professional 

learning communities. In this way, there is ownership amongst all employees to adhere to 

professional educational standards.227  

Financial and operational stewardship will be monitored and observed through safe, 

modern, and high-performing facilities. All sites and departments' financial management will be 

directed toward the district's mission. Technology implementation will be utilized to facilitate 

learning, communication, and collaboration. Lastly, there will be administrative accountability 

for strategic initiatives.228 

This administrative accountability assists the district in keeping true to the Golden Circle 

method. The North Slope Borough School District’s “what” is that they will have “Leaders 

(Board members, Administrators, and Stakeholders) [who] actively support systems, processes 

and reform to achieve our mission.”229 This statement surrounds the diagram, encapsulating it in 

a complete circle, and is stated twice. This visual demonstrates administrative ownership of, and 

responsibility for, the mission statement and the pedagogy framework.  

 
227 “SY23-24 Pedagogy Working Document.”  

 
228 Ibid.  

 
229 Ibid.  
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Culturally Responsive Wind Band Classrooms 

 The responsibility of music educators to provide culturally responsive instruction is ever-

present and is exceedingly more critical every year. The musical inclinations of band students are 

diverse and multifaceted, reflecting an increasingly diverse population of music enthusiasts.230 

Whereas, the focus of music education in the United States has changed minimally over the past 

sixty years. After World War II, music education in the United States primarily shifted to 

creating larger performance ensembles.231 The band directors of these ensembles often focused 

on performance over practice. This limited the curriculum’s pedagogical credibility and ability to 

satisfy its integrants' diverse needs as it utilized a limited and rarely changing canon of 

literature.232 Band Directors must explore new ways to engage today’s diverse population of 

music students.  

As is with the development of technology and new pedagogical frameworks, there is an 

increased expectation to integrate such programs and entities into music instruction.233 The 

consensus amongst music educators includes realizing the necessity to be purposeful and 

intentional in curriculum design and lesson planning, regardless of instructional additives.  

The implementation of culturally responsive instructional approaches must be 
thoughtfully combined by contemplating the backgrounds of students, the historical 
contexts of the repertoire, and the context of the classroom…Deliberate thought must be 

 
230 Adria Rachel Hoffman and Bruce Allen Carter, “Representin’ and Disrespectin’: African-American 

Wind Band Students’ Meanings of a Composition-Based Secondary Music Curriculum and Classroom Power 
Structures,” Music Education Research 15, no. 2 (2013): 136.  
 

231 Ibid.  
 

232 Ibid.  
 

233 Christian E. Roseboro, “Software-Based Vs. Traditional Sight-Reading Teaching Methods: An 
Exploration of High School Rhythmic Sight-Reading Growth,” (master’s thesis, University of Valley Forge, 2019), 
iv.  
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dedicated to pursuing a culturally responsive classroom. Teachers must plan in a way that 
sequentially organizes opportunities for students to place their own identities and 
experiences within the course content.234 

To provide resources for band directors who strive to be calculated in their curriculum 

design and repertoire selection, a study through the Department of Arts and Cultural Studies at 

Inland Norway University of Applied Sciences, Elverum, Norway, and the Norwegian Academy 

of Music, Oslo, Norway, designed a method of considerations through which to examine one’s 

pedagogical practices (see Table 2). Though the study is not specific to cultural responsiveness, 

the method is applicable to and transferable for including culturally responsive pedagogical 

decision-making.  

 
  

 
234 Hollie E. Bennett, “An Analysis of Young-Band Repertoire in the Context of Culturally Responsive 

Teaching,” (master’s thesis, Colorado State University, 2020), 61, 73.  
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Table 2: Categories of Ways of Working235  
 

Main Categories Subcategories 

Ways of Working Educational Aims (A.) Established Musical Goals 

(B.) Open-Ended Musical Goals 

(C.) Students’ Independence as a Goal 

Working Forms (A.) Digital Tools 

(B.) Playing Together 

(C.) Representation of the Music 

Focus Areas 

 

The table above contains three main categories for selecting repertoire. These are (1) 

Educational Aims, (2) Working Forms, and (3) Focus Areas. Each, except “Focus Areas,” is 

further broken into three subcategories. For “Educational Aims,” the subcategories include (A.) 

Established Musical Goals, (B.) Open-Ended Musical Goals, and (C.) Students’ Independence as 

a goal. According to the study, Established Musical Goals are intended to be looked at as 

rehearsal time. These goals are met during full ensemble rehearsals. This would include teacher-

led instruction, student imitation, teacher demonstration, and the goals to be met for the large 

group. Open-Ended Musical Goals are different as they focus on student engagement and 

creativity. These lessons may include elements of creative expression and improvisation. 

Students’ Independence as a goal is based on teaching the student to be their own teacher. 

 
235 Anne Jordhus-Lier, Sidsel Karlsen, and Siw Graabræk Nielsen, “Meaningful Approaches to Content 

Selection and Ways of Working: Norwegian Instrumental Music Teachers’ Experiences,” Frontiers in Psychology 
14, (2023): 7.  
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Students could lead effective and efficient self-practice in their own practice space. For 

“Working Forms,” the subcategories include (A.) Digital Tools, (B.) Playing Together, and (C.) 

Representation of the Music. This category is less specific to the content and more focused on 

the manipulatives. According to their survey, Digital Tools included any music technological 

devices that allowed for recording playback, ensemble play-alongs, listening sessions, YouTube 

Videos, et cetera. Playing Together refers to instances of ensemble playing. Representation of the 

Music includes sheet music, tablature, playing by ear, aural recordings, et cetera. Finally, the last 

category is Focus Areas. This category includes specific music concepts concerning technique. 

This could consist of timbre, form, characteristic tone quality, elements of music theory, melody, 

harmony, et cetera. These can be summarized as (A.) the centrality of the students in the process 

of selecting content; (B.) genre versatility, or that the students should be exposed to a broad 

range of musical genres and styles; and (C.) the students being exposed to the “classical 

repertoire” within a genre or tradition, or its standard repertoire.236 This table assists in repertoire 

selection with specific goals in mind. However, culturally responsive music educators can use 

this table to implement focused, culturally responsive materials with intentionality and specific 

goals.  

A Concise History of North Slope Wind Band 

 Wind Band in Utqiaġvik has a long-standing history as a Standard of Excellence. The 

North Slope Borough School District offers wind band instruction to Barrow High School and 

Eben Hopson Sr. Memorial Middle School students in grades six through twelve (see Figure 4).  

 
236 Anne Jordhus-Lier, Sidsel Karlsen, and Siw Graabræk Nielsen, “Meaningful Approaches to Content 

Selection and Ways of Working,” 8.  
 



78 
 

 
 

 

Figure 4: Barrow Whaler Band 

There has never been wind band instruction in any village in the North Slope Borough 

School District other than in Utqiaġvik. The band program has fluctuated in student membership 

but has always been an integral community cornerstone. Because of the community's small size, 

many community members have participated in the band program during their school years. 

Likewise, the band concerts are viewed as a prized community event.  

 The Barrow Whaler Band is a school group that has had continued community support 

and therefore been able to travel great distances beyond the North Slope, giving the band 

students exposure to other parts of the United States (see Table 3).  
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Table 3: Barrow Whaler Band Travel Destinations 

Year: Destination: 

2003 Orlando, Florida 

2004 Chicago, Illinois 

2005 New York City, New York 

2006 Anaheim, California 

2011 Anaheim, California 

2012 Dallas, Texas 

2013 Washington, District of Columbia 

2014 San Diego, California 

2015 New York City, New York 

2016 Pearl Harbor, Hawaii 

2018 San Antonio, Texas 

2019 Seattle, Washington 

Table 3 is not intended to be a comprehensive list; however, it should give insight into 

the significance of the travel history of the Barrow Whaler Band program. Mentioned travel 

destinations were in trophy cases displayed at Barrow High School (Utqiaġvik, Alaska). 

However, through viewed pictures and word of mouth, it is clear that many more trips have been 

taken. Based on viewed resources, no trips have been international to date. 

At least ten band directors have led the Barrow Whaler Band since 1978 (see Table 4). 
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Table 4: History of Barrow High School Band Directors 

Barrow High School/Eben Hopson Sr. Memorial Middle School Band Directors 

Years Active: Name: 

Prior to 1978 Unknown 

1978-1980 Roger Harms 

1981-1984 Don Alderman 

1985-1988 Unknown 

1989-1995 Ken Guiher 

1996-2007 Ronnie Stanford 

2008 Mr. Smith 

2009-2015 Ronnie Stanford 

2016 Mike Walker 

2017-2018 Trevor Galligan 

2018 Mr. Gresham (Long-Term Substitute) 

2019-2021 Don Curry 

2022-Present Christian E. Roseboro 
 

 Table 4 may not necessarily be an exhaustive list of directors. All information on 

previous band directors was located in Barrow High School Utqiaġvigmiut (yearbook) dating 

back to 1978. A lack of Utqiaġvigmiut for the given time frame caused gaps in band director 

data. No Utqiaġvigmiut before 1978 have been found.  

Mr. Ronnie Stanford was the longest-serving band director at Barrow High School. 

Except for 2008, his time of service spanned almost two decades, from 1996-2015. Mr. Stanford 

is highly regarded as one of the best band directors to teach at Barrow High School. He is often 

referred to with reverence and high esteem as so many community members and the children of 

those community members were taught in his band program. 
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Summary 

Keep your language. Love its sounds, its modulation, its rhythm. But try to march 
together with men of different languages, remote from your own, who wish like you for a 
more just and human world.237 

 White colonization of Alaska’s North Slope initially led to a form of cultural genocide. 

Students in school were punished for using their native language. Legislation was enforced to 

prevent the Iñupiaq from using the same traditional knowledge of hunting they had used for 

thousands of years. After years of destruction, many Iñupiaq still feel some of these actions' 

repercussions today. Much has been done to reverse this process. One of these things was the 

North Slope Borough School District’s establishment of the Iñupiaq Education Department. The 

Iñupiaq Education Department uses the Iñupiaq values, culture, history, language, and 

worldview as a foundation to provide instructional support. The support this Department supplies 

is Iñupiat-centered and oriented in all areas of instruction. It aims to empower and inspire 

students, parents, and teachers to succeed.238 

 The North Slope Borough Schools District’s Iñupiaq Education Department has created 

many resources to assist in culture and language restoration. These resources include but are not 

limited to, the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat, the Mapkuqput Iñuuniaġniġmi (“Our Blanket of Life” Iñupiaq 

Learning Framework), the Cultural Calendar of the North Slope Iñupiat, the North Slope 

Borough School District Mission and Pedagogy Framework, Aarigaa Atchagavut! (Alphabet), 

the Pledge of Allegiance (North Slope Coastal Iñupiaq Dialect), Classroom Placards, 

Aġviqsiuġnikun (Whaling Standards: Barrow and Wainwright) (see Appendix A), et cetera. The 

 
237 “Multiculturalism,” Pennsylvania State University, 2013, 

https://sites.psu.edu/mclaughlincivicissues1213/.  
 

238 “Iñupiaq Education.”  
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Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat comprises twelve cultural values the North Slope Borough School District 

compiled. They include: Paaqɫaktautaiññiq - Avoidance of Conflict, Nagliktuutiqaġniq - 

Compassion, Paammaaġigñiq - Cooperation, Iḷagiigñiq - Family and Kinship, Qiñuiññiq - 

Humility, Quvianġuniq - Humor, Aŋuniallaniq - Hunting Traditions, Iñupiuraallaniq - 

Knowledge of Language, Piqpakkutiqaġniq suli qiksiksrautiqaġniq utuqqanaanun allanullu - 

Love and Respect for our Elders and One Another, Qiksiksrautiqaġniq Iñuuniaġvigmun - 

Respect for Nature, Aviktuaqatigiigñiq - Sharing, and Ukpiqqutiqaġniq - Spirituality.239  

 Culturally responsive instruction is needed for the North Slope Borough School District 

to be thriving in its quest to sustain and revive many of the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat in this community. 

Notwithstanding, wind band instruction in Utqiaġvik, Alaska, has been a cornerstone for the 

community as many members have been students of the Barrow Whaler Band since its inception. 

To be at the forefront of a cultural resurgence for the Iñupiaq community and the North Slope 

Borough School District, an analysis of culturally responsive teaching as it relates to the Iñupiaq 

Iłitqusiat and its amalgamation with traditional wind band pedagogical practices is necessary to 

ensure the best curriculum implications for student-centered music instruction.   

 
239 “Iñupiaq Values Units.”  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

Introduction 

The following research not only intends to create a safe space for current and future wind 

band instructors on the North Slope of Alaska to learn and research the community in which they 

currently, or are about to, serve but also aspires to demystify the labyrinth of information and 

pedagogical resources; seemingly so, the initial intent of new pedagogical frameworks and the 

like is to assist, whereas the result is often more of a confusing hindrance to the furthering of 

culturally responsive ideas and student-centered curriculum decisions. In this way, these music 

educators cannot only remove the uncertainty of the breadth of information but also study it to 

perfect their craft of culturally responsive teaching while personally reflecting on their 

pedagogical practices. In doing so, this project is zealous in its effort to give insight into the 

geographical region to create a foundational cognizance of its inhabitants, present historical 

knowledge of the Iñupiaq culture as a gateway to understanding the current and future goals of 

the community, and provide a lens through which to interpret cultural restoration initiatives as a 

strategy to strengthening musical curricular decisions. Former President Bill Clinton once 

observed,  

The arts have long been an integral and vibrant part of our nation’s cultural heritage. In 
many forms, art enables us to gain a deeper understanding of ourselves and of our 
society. Providing us with a unique way to learn about people of other cultures, it allows 
us to discover all that we have in common. At its best, art can beautify our cities, 
encourage economic development and social change, and profoundly affect the ways we 
live our lives.240  

 
240 William J. Clinton, “Quotes About Art,” A-Z Quotes, Accessed March 26, 2023, 

https://www.azquotes.com/author/2999-William_J_Clinton/tag/art.  
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The researcher intends that a merging of musical ideas and a deeper understanding of ourselves 

and our society will not only expand the quality of the base knowledge and literature but also 

establish an avenue for music’s innate ability to generate a form of cultural renaissance for a 

community that has experienced severe cultural degradation.   

Design 

Fundamentally, this research design is ethnographic. An ethnographic research design 

traditionally requires systematically investigating a culture’s situation or problem to generate 

new knowledge or validate existing knowledge. Further, this research design requires an in-depth 

study of members of the particular culture for the systematic collection, description, and analysis 

of data with the chief end of developing theories of cultural behavior.241 Typically, ethnography 

employs multiple methodologies to arrive at a theoretically comprehensive understanding of a 

group or culture.242 However, this research is uniquely qualitative observational. Qualitative 

observational research describes and classifies various cultural, racial, and sociological groups 

using interpretive and naturalistic approaches. It is both observational and narrative and may rely 

less on the experimental elements normally associated with scientific research: reliability, 

validity, and generalizability.243 This type of research attempts to identify and explain complex 

social structures within the study group.244  

 
241 “Doctoral Thesis Handbook: for Students Completing Degree Completion Plans from 2019-2020 and 

Older for Doctor of Music Education Doctor of Worship Studies,” Liberty University, School of Music, 12.  
 

242 Rolly Constable, et al., “Ethnography, Observational Research, and Narrative Inquiry,” The WAC 
Clearinghouse, Colorado State University, 1994-2023, 
https://wac.colostate.edu/repository/resources/writing/guides/ethnography/.  
 

243 Ibid.  
 

244 Ibid.  
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Keeping this in mind, the researcher maintains the following design in completing this 

research: (1) Manage self-immersion into the Iñupiaq culture and active participation in 

culturally responsive wind band instruction, (2) Produce detailed exploration of Iñupiaq culture, 

(3) Demonstrate a theoretically comprehensive understanding Iñupiaq culture as it relates to 

culturally responsive pedagogical practices, (4) Account for the complexity of group behaviors, 

(5) Reveal interrelationships among multifaceted dimensions of group interactions, (6) Provide 

context for behaviors, and (7) Pose implications for culturally responsive wind band instruction 

and insight into access to wind band instruction across the North Slope. 

Questions and Hypotheses 

To take an ethnographic observational approach while thoroughly providing implications 

for culturally responsive teaching, cultural inclusivity and the implementation thereof, and access 

to instrumental music education with specific regard to student-centered music curriculum 

decisions, the researcher poses the following research questions: (1) What does culturally 

responsive teaching through wind band music education and Iñupiaq culture look like for current 

and future music educators on the North Slope? (2) How can North Slope wind music educators 

implement cultural standards, in correspondence with essential music standards, into the 

instrumental music curriculum? (3) What are the best options for access to instrumental music 

education across the North Slope?  

The following hypotheses about the aforementioned research questions are presented to 

focus the results further and clarify the outcomes. Music education on the North Slope is 

different from music education anywhere else for reasons that will be described throughout the 

research. The primary difference, however, is based on the essential inclusion of the Iñupiaq 

culture. The Iñupiaq values, through an ethnomusicological-focused and student-centered 
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instrumental music educators’ lens, may be prepared and delivered significantly differently than, 

based on student development and respect of the culture, how educators of other subjects may 

approach. At the most introductory level, the school district may need to ensure that new music 

hires are willing to learn and embrace unfamiliar cultural customs, backgrounds, and 

demographics. Moreover, new and current music staff should, perhaps, be amenable to 

thoroughly exploring the best practices in culturally responsive techniques through thoughtful 

application and execution. This could be the most significant step in the process.  

Regarding content, there is the potential for a dichotomous relationship concerning the 

importance of value for music-specific “standard” content versus cultural-specific “standard” 

content, which may lead to ambivalence. And, while hyper-specific music concepts may directly 

correlate with the Iñupiaq core values, this could be more unlikely. In speculation, it may be 

more likely that extensive coalescence could open a dialogue for more focused 

ethnomusicological implications.  

Regarding content implementation, it is conceivable that music educators would be given 

discretionary creativity and latitude to teach music and culture in ways pertinent to their students 

and curriculum goals. Further, this may lead to deeper discussion and research based on cultural 

competence and integrity. According to Heather Coffey, a researcher sponsored by the 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill - School of Education, regarding an assertion by 

Gloria Ladson-Billings, “Teachers who focus on developing cultural competence, encourage 

students to learn to maintain their ‘cultural integrity.’”245 As for cultural competence and 

integrity through content implementation, this research may further clarify and expand the 

following five competencies, affirmed by Dr. Cheryl Irish and Dr. Monica Scrubb. “Culturally 

 
245 Heather Coffey, “Culturally Relevant Teaching.”  
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competent teaching and learning facilitates critical reflection, demands respect for others, 

involves accommodating individual learners, requires the use of intercultural communication 

skills, and requires focused activities and intentionally structured environments.”246  

Aside from this, it is not bamboozling to think that instrumental music instruction could 

have the innate ability to open itself as a medium to reach more than the students. It, in and of 

itself, can be spread throughout the community. Thus, the actual value of implementing the 

Iñupiaq core values, in conjunction with music “standards,” could be best discovered outside of 

the confines of the classroom and be better realized through its more significant effects, 

regardless of polarity, throughout the North Slope community.  

The National Association for Music Education puts a strong emphasis on equity and 

access within music education by taking the following stance, “All students deserve access to 

and equity in the delivery of music education, one of the subjects deemed necessary in federal 

law for a well-rounded education, which is at the heart of National Association for Music 

Education’s stated mission: to advance music education by promoting the understanding and 

making of music by all.”247 Based on that assertion, implications for access to music education 

across the North Slope are integral for a well-rounded, culturally responsive, student-centered 

education. To better substantiate this conjecture, underlying themes may bring light to, but may 

not necessarily be limited to, the following desiderata: time, consistency, and passion.  

 
246 Dr. Cheryl Irish and Dr. Monica Scrubb, “Five Competencies for Culturally Competent Teaching and 

Learning.”  
 

247 “Equity and Access in Music Education.”  
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Participants 

For this experiment, no individual was interviewed, surveyed, or studied. Instead, this 

research aims to implicate future objectives by understanding historical information and current 

practices. Therefore, all information displayed was either viewed through personal observation 

by self-immersion into the Iñupiaq community and active participation in community and school 

events or was researched as an additive to the literature review through a quasi-

ethnomusicological lens. Observed entities include the Iñupiaq culture, the cultural initiatives 

and resources of the North Slope Borough School District, and the cultural observances and 

resources of the city of Utqiaġvik, Alaska, and the North Slope Borough.  

Setting 

 The research setting most prominently involves the city of Utqiaġvik, Alaska, and the 

North Slope Borough. The North Slope Borough encompasses nearly 95,000 square miles across 

northern Alaska and includes some of the most spectacular landscapes in North America.248 

Utqiaġvik, formerly Barrow, is centrally located within the North Slope Borough and is the 

northernmost city in the United States. Within this community, historically speaking, are 

primarily Native Alaskans of Iñupiaq heritage. The Iñupiaq community has broadly been 

acknowledged for occupying one of the world’s harshest environments: the circumpolar Arctic 

across Siberia, Northern Alaska, Northern Canada, and parts of Eastern Greenland (see Figure 

5).249 However, this research will focus on the Iñupiaq community within the North Slope of 

Alaska. 

 
248 Harry K. Brower Jr., “Plan a Visit to the North Slope.”  

 
249 Doreen Anderson-Spear, “Alaska Native Education: Past, Present and Future,” Sharing Our Pathways 8, 

no. 2 (2003): 3.  
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Figure 5: Inuit Nunait Nunangit Yuget: Unangangan Tanangin250 

Nestled inside this community, as a cornerstone for community life and cultural events, is 

the northernmost school system in the United States. The North Slope Borough School District 

serves eight villages across the North Slope Borough, which include: Anaktuvuk Pass, Atqasuk, 

Kaktovik, Nuiqsut, Point Hope, Point Lay, Utqiaġvik, and Wainwright (see Figure 6).  

 
250 “Inuit Nunait Nunangit Yuget: Unangangan Tanangin,” Alaska Native Language Center, 1995.  
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Figure 6: Villages of the North Slope Borough251 

Likewise, as an entity of the North Slope Borough School District, this research will 

incorporate the band program of Barrow School and Eben Hopson Sr. Memorial Middle School 

(Utqiaġvik, Alaska). As this is the only sixth through twelfth-grade wind band program in the 

district (two schools, one matriculating to the next), the research adducing North Slope wind 

band will almost solely be about the Barrow Whaler Band program. 

Instrumentation 

 To complete this research, I used the following data collection tools: Google Scholar, 

Google Search, Iñupiat Heritage Center (Utqiaġvik, Alaska), Tuzzy Consortium Library 

 
251 Berill Blair, “Risk Society on the Last Frontier: Indigenous Knowledge and the Politics of Risk in Oil 

Resource Management at Alaska's North Slope,” (master’s thesis, University of Alaska Fairbanks, 2010), 89.  
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(Utqiaġvik, Alaska), Barrow High School Library (Utqiaġvik, Alaska), Eben Hopson Sr. 

Memorial Middle School Library (Utqiaġvik, Alaska), and personal observation through North 

Slope Borough School District and community events. Google Scholar allows for searching and 

researching scholarly articles. These articles give credibility to claims made throughout the 

research and demonstrate the body of knowledge already studied in this field. Google Search 

allows for sources of more generalized knowledge. Instruments such as the Iñupiat Heritage 

Center, Tuzzy Consortium Library, Barrow High School Library, and Eben Hopson Sr. 

Memorial Middle School Library allows for resources that are hyper-specific to North Slope 

history, local school history, and community engagement resources. This may include but is not 

limited to North Slope artifacts, elder quotes, Utqiaġvigmiut (yearbook), et cetera. Finally, 

personal observation allows for total immersion into the Iñupiaq culture and the Utqiaġvik 

community. The researcher witnessed community events such as Kivġiq (The Messenger Feast), 

attended building and District in-services for the North Slope Borough School District, and 

actively taught wind band as the new Band Director for the Barrow Whaler Band. This first-hand 

experience gives a unique perspective to the data collection process.  

Procedures 

 Through no correlation or association to the study, the first step of this research was 

acquiring the band director job at Barrow High School and Eben Hopson Sr. Memorial Middle 

School. Through this process, the researcher became intrigued and therefore found necessary the 

research at hand. Beyond this was a self-immersion into the Iñupiaq culture and an active 

participation in culturally responsive wind band instruction. The researcher began compiling a 

literature review of necessary scholarly research to help give credibility, reliability, validity, and 

generalizability to the project. Finally, throughout the year, the researcher utilized personal 
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observation. The researcher attended as many community events (e.g., Kivġiq, whaling 

preparation, et cetera), school events (e.g., band concerts, sporting events, et cetera), building 

and school district in-services, staff meetings, Alaska School Activities Association sanctioned 

events (e.g., Alaska All-State Music Festival, Aurora Music Festival, et cetera), et cetera, as 

possible. Through these processes, the researcher collected an assortment of analyses (i.e., note-

taking, lesson plans, evaluation forms, and in-service handouts [see Appendix B]) from which to 

conclude. Through this extensive process, the researcher was able to complete the following 

tasks: create a detailed exploration of Iñupiaq culture, demonstrate a theoretically comprehensive 

understanding of Iñupiaq culture as it relates to culturally responsive pedagogical practices, 

account for the complexity of group behaviors, reveal interrelationships among multifaceted 

dimensions of group interactions, provide context for behaviors, and pose implications for 

culturally responsive wind band instruction and access for wind band across the North Slope.  

Data Analysis  

The process for data analysis consists of considerable research compilation. The 

researcher first compiled general information about music education, cultural relevance, the 

North Slope Borough, the North Slope Borough School District, Elders, and subsistence living. 

The researcher collated information on Iñupiaq culture, the process of curtailment, and 

revitalization efforts. After that, the researcher analyzed all twelve of the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat. They 

are listed as: Paaqɫaktautaiññiq - Avoidance of Conflict, Nagliktuutiqaġniq - Compassion, 

Paammaaġigñiq - Cooperation, Iḷagiigñiq - Family and Kinship, Qiñuiññiq - Humility, 

Quvianġuniq - Humor, Aŋuniallaniq - Hunting Traditions, Iñupiuraallaniq - Knowledge of 

Language, Piqpakkutiqaġniq suli qiksiksrautiqaġniq utuqqanaanun allanullu - Love and Respect 

for our Elders and One Another, Qiksiksrautiqaġniq Iñuuniaġvigmun - Respect for Nature, 
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Aviktuaqatigiigñiq - Sharing, and Ukpiqqutiqaġniq - Spirituality.252 After which, the researcher 

was able to compile information about Alaska and North Slope Borough School District 

resources and history (e.g., Mapkuqput Iñuuniaġniġmi, Cultural Calendar of the North Slope 

Iñupiat, Alaska Standards for Culturally Responsive Schools, North Slope Borough School 

District Mission and Pedagogy Framework, et cetera).  The researcher analyzed this information 

alongside personal observation and lived experiences. This consists of attending a plethora of 

events, including community cultural events (e.g., whaling preparations, cultural in-services, 

Kivġiq, et cetera), building and District in-services, staff meetings, and school events. Relevant 

data was retrieved, studied, and compiled.   

 
252 “Iñupiaq Values Units.”  
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Chapter Four: Research Findings 

Introduction 

While attending a building in-service, the following remark was enjoined, “All teachers 

must complete one Iñupiaq unit as it pertains to your teaching subject.” At that moment, the 

researcher was left with the following three queries: (1) In the past, has the school district tried 

so many ways to incorporate Iñupiaq units into the curriculum to no avail that now they were 

requiring educators to implement it in any way possible, (2) Why is there such a strict 

interpretation of the term “unit,” (3) How does this relate to music? This helped the researcher 

formulate the first research question: What does culturally responsive teaching through wind 

band music education and Iñupiaq culture look like for current and future music educators on the 

North Slope?  

Results 

Iñupiaq Unit vs. Lived Core Values 

 The researcher began to research and document all avenues of sources that could assist in 

further understanding this first question. Articles such as “Alaska Native Education: Past, Present 

and Future” by Doreen Anderson-Spear give a personal insight into the issue of education on the 

North Slope. Anderson-Spear writes, “The main barrier between the younger generations and our 

traditional cultures is an educational system that completely satisfies our cultural well-being.”253 

The researcher decided to look deeper to see how long this has been an issue and found the 

following two vignettes:  

 
253 Doreen Anderson-Spear, “Alaska Native Education: Past, Present and Future.” 6.  
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 1947  

In the 118 Alaska communities, where the Indian Service maintains school, the Federal 
teacher is often the only white man and the only representative of government in a native 
community of from 60 to 500 people. The larger villages, of course, ordinarily have a 
trader (who is often a white man) and frequently representative of some missionary 
group. But the Federal teacher represents the culture, the standards, and the ideals of 
America. In some of these communities, he may be the only person thoroughly familiar 
with the English language. Although our northern citizens of native blood are quick to 
acquire English when the opportunity presents itself, there are still many villages where 
the opportunity has been wanting. Most Alaska native communities have had Federal 
schools for some 20 to 40 years, but there are some in which schools have been recently 
introduced, and there are still some villages without the benefit of schools.254  

1898  

The Lapps brought over from Lapland as teachers for the Eskimo apprentices, and also as 
the basis of the reindeer development in Alaska, are inquiring in what way they, as well 
as the Eskimo, can secure herds of their own. From the commencement of the instruction 
of the native men in the management of reindeer, the Bureau of Education has recognized 
the importance of securing the cooperation of the various missionary societies at work in 
the Arctic and sub-Arctic Alaska…As already mentioned, the missions ascertain the 
capable and teachable youth among the natives. They are able at any time to furnish a list 
of the natives in their vicinities noted for good character. At each of these stations 20 or 
30 youth, selected from a village population of 300 or more, can be put in training as 
herdsmen and teamsters. No matter how large the Government appropriation should be, 
therefore, it would be necessary to connect the reindeer instruction and the establishment 
of permanent herds in northwest Alaska with these missionary stations.255 

According to these two documents, dating back to at least 1898, there have been issues of 

forced cultural assimilation. “The Federal teacher represents the culture, the standards, and the 

ideals of America.”256 This means the educator is expected to teach ideals that may not align 

 
254 Willard W. Beatty, “Men Wanted by the Indian Service,” The Phi Delta Kappan 28, no. 6 (1947): 264.  

 
255 Sheldon Jackson, “Eighth Annual Report on Introduction of Domestic Reindeer into Alaska, with Map 

and Illustrations,” Senate of the United States, 55th Congress, 3rd Session, March 13, 1898, 17.  
 

256 Willard W. Beatty, “Men Wanted by the Indian Service.”  
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with the native Alaskan culture. The Iñupiaq value of Iñupiuraallaniq (Knowledge of Language) 

was disposed of to teach English.  

For query two, the researcher journeys back to the building in-service. Ostensibly so, the 

North Slope Borough School District desires each teacher to teach an Iñupiaq “unit” as it 

pertains to your subject. This may have been requested to force provide Iñupiaq lessons through 

the school district’s curriculum. This, in theory, guarantees that students will have an Iñupiaq 

lesson in each subject at least once throughout the year. After researching “Iñupiaq music,” the 

researcher quickly realized that the Iñupiaq culture has never been known for wind instruments. 

They have, however, a rich history of Iñupiaq Drum and Dance as revered and referenced in 

journals such as Dr. Deanna M. Kingston’s “Returning: Twentieth Century Performances of the 

King Island Wolf Dance,”257 Dr. Chie Sakakibara’s “‘No Whale, No Music’: Iñupiaq Drumming 

and Global Warming,”258 and Dr. Thomas F. Johnston’s “Song Categories and Musical Style of 

the Yupik Eskimo.”259 In its shallowest interpretation, the researcher could satisfy the unit 

requirement by demonstrating Iñupiaq drumming to the students in some capacity. The 

researcher could invite traditional Iñupiaq drummers to class for live presentations. The 

researcher could learn and teach Iñupiaq drumming songs. Many students are already familiar 

with this, as shown through the Ipalook Elementary Holiday Performances. The community 

dances together, led by the Iñupiaq drummers and the elementary music students.  

However, through a period of discernment, the researcher documented that the best way 

for the students to engage in Iñupiaq culture was to create a band environment that embodied the 

 
257 Deanna M. Kingston, “Returning: Twentieth Century Performances of the King Island Wolf Dance,” 

doctoral dissertation, University of Alaska Fairbanks, 1999.  
 

258 Dr. Chie Sakakibara’s “‘No Whale, No Music.’”  
 

259 Dr. Thomas F. Johnston’s “Song Categories and Musical Style of the Yupik Eskimo.”  
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Iñupiaq culture and values. Not simply knowing the Iñupiaq core values, but actively living them 

as a community member, as a teacher in the classroom, and in every capacity of the development 

of the band program. By living in this capacity, the students would take with them the knowledge 

of the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat (cultural values) and, in a way, personify them throughout their daily 

lives. The Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat are listed as: Paaqɫaktautaiññiq - Avoidance of Conflict, 

Nagliktuutiqaġniq - Compassion, Paammaaġigñiq - Cooperation, Iḷagiigñiq - Family and 

Kinship, Qiñuiññiq - Humility, Quvianġuniq - Humor, Aŋuniallaniq - Hunting Traditions, 

Iñupiuraallaniq - Knowledge of Language, Piqpakkutiqaġniq suli qiksiksrautiqaġniq 

utuqqanaanun allanullu - Love and Respect for our Elders and One Another, Qiksiksrautiqaġniq 

Iñuuniaġvigmun - Respect for Nature, Aviktuaqatigiigñiq - Sharing, and Ukpiqqutiqaġniq - 

Spirituality.260 Every concept is teachable through music. Band is the manifestation of the 

Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat. Every day, wind band directors teach the knowledge of language and 

cooperation as the band works together to create a performance product. They use humor to 

lighten the mood in rehearsal, avoidance of conflict to de-escalate situations as they arise, and 

compassion as students struggle through difficult situations. Band directors teach respect for 

others and elders through sharing with the community. Respect for nature and the Iñupiaq 

hunting traditions can be found in historical and theoretical music curricula. And through these 

lessons, the band develops a sense of spirituality through creativity and the bond of family and 

kinship as they develop life-long friends.  

To accomplish this, however, there is ownership placed on the instructor. The first 

section of the hypothesis stated, “At the most introductory level, the school district may need to 

ensure that new music hires are willing to learn and embrace unfamiliar cultural customs, 

 
260 “Iñupiaq Values Units.”  
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backgrounds, and demographics. Moreover, new and current music staff should, perhaps, be 

amenable to thoroughly exploring the best practices in culturally responsive techniques through 

thoughtful application and execution.” This hypothesis was proven true as it aligns with the data 

above and with themes presented in Doreen Anderson-Spear’s work. In reference to bi-cultural 

teaching, she writes,  

We must develop a teacher recruitment and training program to satisfy our needs. 
Foremost we must encourage and train our own Iñupiaq to become teachers. Recruit 
responsive teachers willing to learn the Iñupiat language and our cultural values. Train 
teachers and offer financial incentives to those who become proficient in our language 
and culture, in addition to Iñupiat history and ideologies. Evaluate current teachers to 
ensure Iñupiat educational philosophies are being implemented.261  

Standards 

Assuming you have a music educator willing to fully immerse themselves by delving into 

the inner intricacies of the Iñupiaq culture and understanding culturally responsive pedagogical 

practices, one would then need to know the best implications for alignment with cultural 

standards, music standards, and implementation strategies. Therefore, the second research 

question was: How can North Slope wind band music educators implement cultural standards, in 

correspondence with essential music standards, into the instrumental music curriculum? To study 

this question, the researcher explored the Alaska cultural standards, Alaska music standards, 

Alaska band teaching standards, and Alaska culturally responsive teaching standards.  

Through this process, the researcher found several documents. The first was the Alaska 

Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools. This document is:  

…predicated on the belief that a firm grounding in the heritage language and culture 
indigenous to a particular place is a fundamental prerequisite for the development of 
culturally-healthy students and communities associated with that place, and thus is an 

 
261 Doreen Anderson-Spear, “Alaska Native Education: Past, Present and Future.” 4.  
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essential ingredient for the identifying the appropriate qualities and practices associated 
with culturally-responsive educators, curriculum, and schools.262  

The topics clarify the cultural standards by separating them into five groups. The five initial 

culture standards are Culture Standards for (1) Students, (2) Educators, (3) Schools, (4) 

Curriculum, and (5) Communities. Each standard begins with a sentence segment: “Culturally 

Knowledgeable X…” or “Culturally Responsive X…” The reader can then view themselves, their 

school, or their community through the standard's wording and view their practices as an 

evaluation tool. Further, beneath each subsection heading and listed cultural standard, there is a 

list of criteria to verify successful adherence to the cultural standards. This reads, “X(s) who meet 

this cultural standard are able to….”263 This process is a self-assessment tool that provides clarity 

for consistency and efficacy of the cultural standards. 

Similarly, the researcher found a document called the “Alaska Arts Standards” given by 

the Alaska Department of Education and Early Development, the Alaska Arts Education 

Consortium, and the Alaska State Council on the Arts. Create, Respond, Present, and Connect 

focus Alaska’s arts standards. This lists the following eleven anchor standards: (1) Generate and 

conceptualize artistic ideas and work, (2) Organize and develop artistic ideas and work, (3) 

Refine and complete artistic work, (4.1) Select, analyze, and interpret artistic work for 

performance, (4.2) Analyze the structure and context of varied musical works, and their 

implication for performance, (4.3) Select, analyze and interpret artistic work for presentation, (5) 

Develop and refine artistic work for presentation, (6) Convey meaning through the presentation 

of artistic work, (7) Recognize and analyze artistic works, including those from diverse cultural 

 
262 “Alaska Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools,” 2.  

 
263 Ibid.  
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traditions, (8) Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work, (9) Apply criteria to evaluate artistic 

work, (10) Relate, synthesize, and express knowledge and personal experiences to make art, and 

(11) Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural, and historical contexts to deepen 

understanding and relevancy.264 These standards are generalized and are intended to cover music, 

theatre, visual arts, dance, and media arts grades from kindergarten through eight.  

The researcher concluded that Alaska has no written standards specific to music grades 

six through twelve based on the absence of available information. Other states (e.g., North 

Carolina) have music standards for grades ninth through twelfth at varying levels of progression 

(i.e., Beginning, Intermediate, Proficient, Advanced). Musical Literacy, Musical Response, and 

Contextual Relevancy focus North Carolina’s Essential Standards. Further, each Standard is 

explained by clarifying objectives (see Table 5). 

  

 
264 “Alaska Arts Standards.”  
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Table 5: North Carolina Essential Standards Music 9-12 (Proficient, Musical Literacy)265 
 

Essential Standard Clarifying Objectives 

P.ML.1  Apply the elements of music 
and musical techniques in 
order to sing and play music 
with accuracy and expression. 

P.ML.1.1 Use characteristic tone and 
consistent pitch while performing 
music. 

P.ML.1.2 
 

Use technical and interpretive skills 
to sing or play personally 
challenging literature that requires 
attention to phrasing and 
interpretation, and ability to 
perform various meters and 
rhythms in a variety of keys. 

P.ML.1.3 Illustrate well-developed ensemble 
skills by performing an appropriate 
part in an ensemble. 

 Consequently, in answering research question two, wind band music educators cannot 

merge cultural and essential music standards into the instrumental music curriculum because 

music standards (i.e., instrumental or other) for grades six through twelve do not exist. The 

hypothesis for this question stated that there is the potential for a dichotomous relationship 

concerning the importance of value for music-specific “standard” content versus cultural-specific 

“standard” content, which may lead to ambivalence. This hypothesis is true because Alaska has 

its Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools but lacks essential standards for band grades six 

 
265 “North Carolina Essential Standards Music 9-12,” Public Schools of North Carolina, State Board of 

Education, Department of Public Instruction, Accessed March 29, 2023, 
https://www.dpi.nc.gov/documents/cte/curriculum/healthfulliving/new-standards/arts/music/essential-standards-
music-9-12/open.  
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through twelve. This demonstrates a stronger focus and need for culturally responsive schools in 

this community. 

The researcher further hypothesized that hyper-specific music concepts could directly 

correlate with the Iñupiaq core values, but this could be more unlikely. Since there were no 

hyper-specific music concepts, there was no correlation with the Iñupiaq core values. The 

researcher also speculated that it might be more likely that extensive coalescence between 

Iñupiaq core values and music concepts could open a dialogue for more focused 

ethnomusicological implications. No collected data demonstrates an active open dialogue, nor 

was there an attempt to push for one. However, noting the need for specific music concepts and 

the more significant need for culturally responsive pedagogy, one might say that implications for 

ethnomusicological opportunities are possible.  

Finally, the hypothesis states that it is conceivable that music educators would be given 

discretionary creativity and latitude to teach music and culture in ways pertinent to their students 

and curriculum goals. This hypothesis proves accurate based on the building and district in-

service documentation and personal experiences teaching in the North Slope Borough School 

District. By getting involved in the local community, studying the Iñupiaq core values, and 

referencing the Alaska Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools, the researcher could live 

the values and create a classroom environment that invited and celebrated Iñupiaq culture. And 

the researcher used precursory knowledge of nationwide music standards to focus the music 

curriculum.  
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Access 

The third research question states, “What are the best options for access to instrumental 

music education across the North Slope?” The North Slope Borough School District consists of 

eleven schools across eight villages. It covers approximately 89,000 square miles of land, 

effectively making it geographically the largest school district in the nation.266 Only three of the 

school district’s eleven schools have access to a certified music instructor in any capacity, and all 

three are located in Utqiaġvik. The current music program, solely offered in Utqiaġvik, consists 

of elementary general music (PK-5), elementary choir (3-5), middle school/high school music 

production and performance (6-12), and middle school/high school band (6-12). Therefore, of 

the school district’s estimated 2,138 students, approximately 955 lack access to music instruction 

by a certified music teacher.267 This means that the only music instruction some of these students 

receive may be from a genial educator trying to incorporate music into general education 

instruction. Alak School (Wainwright, AK), Harold Kaveolook School (Kaktovik, AK), Kali 

School (Point Lay, AK), Kiita Learning Community (Utqiaġvik, AK), Meade River School 

(Atqasuk, AK), Nuiqsut Trapper School (Nuiqsut, AK), Nunamiut School, (Anaktuvuk Pass, 

AK), and Tikiġaq School (Point Hope, AK) have no access to formal music education. 

Consequently, no data demonstrates a pattern of music education access across the North Slope.  

Alaska’s North Slope is highly rural. All villages in the North Slope Borough are off of 

the road system. Access to the villages is minimal. Utqiaġvik (population approximately 5,000) 

is the central location for the remaining villages, and it only has one Alaska Airlines flight per 

 
266 “Six-Year Capital Improvement Plan: Recommendations and Report.”  

 
267 “North Slope Borough School District.”  
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day. Further, the remaining villages (all with populations of 900 or lower) depend on small 

charter planes for travel. To offer programs at schools in these remote areas, the North Slope 

Borough School District must rely on teachers to fly out to the villages and be willing to stay. 

Therefore, the school district provides incentives for teacher retention. Because of the low 

student enrollment, many village teachers teach more than one subject to several grades.  

One documented suggestion for building access to music education across the district is 

for the North Slope Borough School District to hire a licensed music educator to live in each 

village and teach music at each facility. This solution is equitable but is likely the least feasible 

option because of each school's student enrollment. For example, Harold Kavelook School 

serves 62 students in grades Kindergarten through twelfth. A full-time music specialist is best for 

music education but lacks practicality for this school’s needs. Likewise, the music specialist 

would likely be required to teach other subjects K-12, defeating the purpose of having a full-time 

teacher dedicated to music. Finally, to fund a full-time music teacher in each village (assuming 

all had Bachelor's degrees only with no experience), based solely on salary alone (no incentives), 

it would cost the district approximately $490,792 per year for eight teachers teaching around 950 

students (see Table 6). Keeping all other factors constant, the remaining three teachers would 

cost the district roughly $184,047 annually, reaching nearly 1,200 students.  
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Table 6: North Slope Borough School District: Teacher's FY22 Salary Schedule268 

Step Baccalaureate B+18 semester hours Master’s or 

B+36 

M+18 or 

B+54 

M+36 

0 $61,349 $62,606 $65,228 $67,737 $70,360 

 

Another suggestion for music education access is for the North Slope Borough School 

District to hire an itinerant music teacher who can fly to each village and provide music 

instruction to each remote school. This solution is not equitable nor feasible as the itinerant 

teacher’s presence in a school would be contingent upon a very unreliable charter plane system. 

This is an unsuccessful option the school district has attempted in the past. The airplanes on the 

North Slope are severely affected by inclement weather. Runways must be cleared. Whiteout and 

foggy conditions can cause airplane pilots to opt against landing. This could leave an itinerant 

teacher stranded in a remote location, unable to travel to the next school. Similarly, charter 

planes only fly on certain days. This would make scheduling for the instructor nearly impossible. 

 The last suggestion calls on the North Slope Borough School District to engage in 

educational partnerships with music instructors off of the North Slope. By partnering with 

external music entities, the school district could provide opportunities for virtual music lessons. 

Though this is not necessarily traditional wind band instruction, this option is feasible and most 

likely the best-listed option. The district could invest in providing each desiring student with the 

instrument of their choice and oversee the scheduling of these music lessons. This option could 

 
268 “Negotiated Agreement between the Board of the North Slope Borough School District and the North 

Slope Borough Education Association on behalf of the District’s Teachers 2019-2020, 2020-2021, 2021-2022,” 
North Slope Borough School District. 37.  
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be paired with the implementation of district-wide access to pay-per-seat music technology 

services (e.g., SmartMusic, MusicFirst, et cetera), which would expose opportunities for 

assessment. Furthermore, the district hires an Assistant Director of Bands to help oversee the 

village locations. Students in this program could fly into Utqiaġvik to perform with the Barrow 

High School and Eben Hopson Sr. Memorial Middle School bands. Accordingly, students in the 

program would be given access to participate in state-wide events currently unavailable due to 

the absence of music education.  

The hypothesis was based on the following quote by the National Association for Music 

Education. “All students deserve access to and equity in the delivery of music education, one of 

the subjects deemed necessary in federal law for a well-rounded education, which is at the heart 

of the National Association for Music Education’s stated mission: to advance music education by 

promoting the understanding and making of music by all.”269 All three solutions require 

passionate music educators to devote time and consistency to developing music education on the 

North Slope. The researcher claimed that implications for access to music education across the 

North Slope are integral for a well-rounded, culturally responsive, and student-centered 

education and that underlying themes of time, consistency, and passion may be exposed. Based 

on the results of the study, the hypothesis is deemed accurate. Access is necessary for a well-

rounded, culturally-responsive, and student-centered education. Time, consistency, and passion 

are all salient factors in providing access to music education.  

 
269 “Equity and Access in Music Education.”  

 



107 
 

 
 

Summary 

 The first research question asks what culturally responsive teaching through wind band 

music education and Iñupiaq culture looks like for current and future music educators on the 

North Slope. The data reflects that this area has been plagued by cultural assimilation since 

colonization, which is the primary driving force in the North Slope Borough School District’s 

goal of implementing culturally responsive pedagogical practices. The results demonstrate that 

music has the innate ability to implement the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat (cultural values) through the lived 

experiences of the instructor and the creation of the band learning environment rather than 

through forced, demonstrative, “show-and-tell" exercises. Further, the district should ensure that 

incoming music teachers are willing to embrace the Iñupiaq culture and understand culturally-

responsive practices. The hypothesis stated that the school district might need to ensure that new 

music hires are willing to learn and embrace unfamiliar cultural customs, backgrounds, and 

demographics. New and current music staff should be amenable to thoroughly exploring the best 

practices in culturally responsive techniques through thoughtful application and execution. This 

hypothesis was proven true as it is in alignment with the data and with themes presented by 

Doreen Anderson-Spear, which include (1) developing a teacher recruitment and training 

program to satisfy the community’s needs, (2) encouraging and training Iñupiaq to become 

teachers, (3) recruiting responsive teachers who are willing to learn both the Iñupiat language 

and Iłitqusiat, (4) training teachers and offering financial incentives to those who become 

proficient in the Iñupiaq language, culture, history, and ideologies, and (5) evaluating current 

teachers to ensure Iñupiat educational philosophies are being implemented.270  

 
270 Doreen Anderson-Spear, “Alaska Native Education: Past, Present and Future.” 4.  
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The second research question asks how North Slope wind band music educators can 

implement cultural standards in correspondence with essential music standards into the 

instrumental music curriculum. The data found that Alaska has published its Standards for 

Culturally-Responsive Schools and Arts Standards for grades Kindergarten through eight. 

However, unlike other states, they have yet to have specific music standards for grades six 

through twelve. Therefore, wind band music educators cannot merge cultural and essential music 

standards into the instrumental music curriculum because music standards (i.e., instrumental or 

other) for grades six through twelve do not exist. The hypothesis for this question stated that 

there is the potential for a dichotomous relationship concerning the importance of value for 

music-specific “standard” content versus cultural-specific “standard” content, which may lead to 

ambivalence. This hypothesis is true because Alaska has its Standards for Culturally-Responsive 

Schools but lacks its essential standards specific to band grades six through twelve, 

demonstrating a higher value toward cultural responsivity and a lower value toward music. 

The hypothesis further stated that hyper-specific music concepts could directly correlate 

with the Iñupiaq core values, but this could be more unlikely. Because there are no hyper-

specific music concepts, there is no correlation with the Iñupiaq core values. The researcher also 

speculated that it might be more likely that extensive coalescence between Iñupiaq core values 

and music concepts could open a dialogue for more focused ethnomusicological implications. No 

collected data demonstrates that an active open dialogue was initiated. However, implications for 

ethnomusicological opportunities were deemed possible. Finally, the researcher stated that it is 

conceivable that music educators would be given discretionary creativity and latitude to teach 

music and culture in ways pertinent to their students and curriculum goals. The North Slope 

Borough School District provided this discretion based on the content area proving this 
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hypothesis true. By getting involved in the local community, studying the Iñupiaq core values, 

and referencing the Alaska Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools, I was able to live the 

Iñupiaq values, create a classroom environment that invited and celebrated Iñupiaq culture, and 

use my knowledge of nationwide music standards to focus the music curriculum.  

The final research question asks, what are the best options for access to instrumental 

music education across the North Slope? Access to music education on the North Slope needs to 

be improved. Only three of the school district’s eleven schools have access to a certified music 

instructor in any capacity. All three are located in Utqiaġvik based on their student enrollment 

and access to community resources. Of the school district’s estimated 2,138 students, 

approximately 955 lack access to music instruction by a certified music teacher.271 The data 

suggest three implications for bringing access to music education to the rest of the North Slope. 

The first is for the district to hire a full-time music teacher for each village school. This plan 

provides equity but lacks practicability. The second is for the district to hire an itinerant teacher 

to travel between the villages. This plan was unsuccessful for the district and lacked equity and 

feasibility. The third option is for the district to partner with music instructors off the slope to 

provide virtual music lessons. Likewise, the district would invest in purchasing each 

participating student an instrument of their choice and mediate the virtual lessons process. The 

district would buy music technology assessment platforms. 

Further, they would hire an Assistant Director of Bands to oversee the village locations. 

The district would then fly the participating students to Utqiaġvik for performances. This would 

provide the students with the opportunity to participate in statewide events. The hypothesis was 
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based on a quote by the National Association for Music Education stating that all students 

deserve access to and equity in the delivery of music education.272 The researcher claimed that 

implications for access to music education across the North Slope are integral for a well-

rounded, culturally responsive, and student-centered education and that underlying themes of 

time, consistency, and passion may be exposed. Access is necessary for a well-rounded, 

culturally-responsive, and student-centered education. Time, consistency, and passion are all 

salient factors in providing access to music education. Therefore, the hypothesis is deemed 

accurate.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusions 

Summary of Study 

This ethnographic observational study is based on the Iñupiaq culture and its implications 

for music education instruction. The study intended to answer the following questions. What 

does culturally responsive teaching through wind band music education and Iñupiaq culture look 

like for current and future music educators on the North Slope? How can North Slope wind band 

music educators implement cultural standards, in correspondence with essential music standards, 

into the instrumental music curriculum? What are the best options for access to instrumental 

music education across the North Slope? Based on the crucial inclusion of the Iñupiaq culture, 

music education on the North Slope differs from music education anywhere. Through an 

ethnomusicological-focused and student-centered instrumental music educators’ lens, the 

Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat (cultural values) may be prepared and delivered significantly differently than 

how educators of other subjects may approach them.  

The hypothesis asserted that at the most introductory level, the school district might need 

to ensure that new music hires are willing to learn and embrace unfamiliar cultural customs, 

backgrounds, and demographics. New and current music staff should be amenable to thoroughly 

exploring the best practices in culturally responsive techniques through thoughtful application 

and execution. Regarding content, there is the potential for a dichotomous relationship 

concerning the importance of value for music-specific “standard” content versus cultural-specific 

“standard” content, which may lead to ambivalence. And, while hyper-specific music concepts 

may directly correlate with the Iñupiaq core values, this could be more unlikely. It may be more 
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likely that extensive coalescence could open a dialogue for more focused ethnomusicological 

implications.  

Concerning content implementation, it is conceivable that music educators would be 

given discretionary creativity and latitude to teach music and culture in ways pertinent to their 

students and curriculum goals. “Teachers who focus on developing cultural competence 

encourage students to learn to maintain their ‘cultural integrity.’”273 This may lead to deeper 

discussion and research based on cultural competence and integrity. This research may further 

clarify and expand the five competencies affirmed by Dr. Cheryl Irish and Dr. Monica Scrubb. 

“Culturally competent teaching and learning facilitates critical reflection, demands respect for 

others, involves accommodating individual learners, requires the use of intercultural 

communication skills, and requires focused activities and intentionally structured 

environments.”274 

Furthermore, instrumental music instruction could have the innate ability to open itself as 

a medium reaching beyond the students into the community. Thus, the actual value of 

implementing the Iñupiaq core values with music standards could be best discovered outside of 

the confines of the classroom and be better realized through its more significant effects, 

regardless of polarity, throughout the North Slope. 

Finally, the National Association for Music Education puts a strong emphasis on equity 

and access within music education by taking the following stance, “All students deserve access 

 
273 Heather Coffey, “Culturally Relevant Teaching.”  

 
274 Dr. Cheryl Irish and Dr. Monica Scrubb, “Five Competencies for Culturally Competent Teaching and 

Learning.”  
 



113 
 

 
 

to and equity in the delivery of music education, one of the subjects deemed necessary in federal 

law for a well-rounded education, which is at the heart of National Association for Music 

Education’s stated mission: to advance music education by promoting the understanding and 

making of music by all.”275 Based on that assertion, implications for access to music education 

across the North Slope are integral for a well-rounded, culturally responsive, student-centered 

education. Underlying themes may bring light to, but may not necessarily be limited to, the 

following desiderata: time, consistency, and passion. 

Summary of Findings and Prior Research 

The first research question asks what culturally responsive teaching through wind band 

music education and Iñupiaq culture looks like for current and future music educators on the 

North Slope. The data reflects that the North Slope has been plagued by cultural assimilation 

since colonization. This is the primary driving force in the North Slope Borough School 

District’s goal of implementing culturally responsive pedagogical practices. The results 

demonstrate that music has the innate ability to implement the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat through the 

lived experiences of the instructor and the creation of the band learning environment rather than 

through forced, demonstrative, “show-and-tell" exercises. The district should ensure incoming 

music teachers are willing to immerse themselves into and understand the Iñupiaq culture and 

culturally-responsive practices. The hypothesis stated that the school district might need to 

ensure that new music hires are willing to learn and embrace unfamiliar cultural customs, 

backgrounds, and demographics. New and current music staff should be amenable to thoroughly 

exploring the best practices in culturally responsive techniques through thoughtful application 
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and execution. This hypothesis was proven true as it is in alignment with the data and with 

themes presented by Doreen Anderson-Spear, which include (1) developing a teacher 

recruitment and training program to satisfy the community’s needs, (2) encouraging and training 

Iñupiaq to become teachers, (3) recruiting responsive teachers who are willing to learn both the 

Iñupiat language and Iłitqusiat, (4) training teachers and offering financial incentives to those 

who become proficient in the Iñupiaq language, culture, history, and ideologies, and (5) 

evaluating current teachers to ensure Iñupiat educational philosophies are being implemented.276 

The second research question asks how North Slope wind band music educators can 

implement cultural standards in correspondence with essential music standards into the 

instrumental music curriculum. The data found that although Alaska has published its Standards 

for Culturally-Responsive Schools and Arts Standards for grades Kindergarten through eight, 

they have yet to have specific music standards for grades six through twelve like other states. 

This leaves wind band music educators unable to merge cultural and essential music standards 

into the instrumental music curriculum because music standards (i.e., instrumental or other) for 

grades six through twelve do not exist. The hypothesis stated that there is the potential for a 

dichotomous relationship concerning the importance of value for music-specific “standard” 

content versus cultural-specific “standard” content, which may lead to ambivalence. Alaska has 

its Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools but lacks its essential standards specific to band 

grades six through twelve, demonstrating a higher value toward cultural responsivity and a lower 

value toward music, therefore deeming the hypothesis valid.  

According to the hypothesis, hyper-specific music concepts could directly correlate with 

the Iñupiaq core values. The researcher felt this was unlikely. Because there are no hyper-
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specific music concepts, there is no correlation with the Iñupiaq core values. The researcher 

speculated that it might be more likely that extensive coalescence between Iñupiaq core values 

and music concepts could open a dialogue for more focused ethnomusicological implications. No 

collected data demonstrates that an active open dialogue was initiated. Implications for 

ethnomusicological opportunities were, however, deemed possible. Finally, the researcher stated 

that it is conceivable that music educators would be given discretionary creativity and latitude to 

teach music and culture in ways pertinent to their students and curriculum goals. The North 

Slope Borough School District provided this discretion based on the content area proving this 

hypothesis true. By getting involved in the local community, studying the Iñupiaq core values, 

and referencing the Alaska Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools, the researcher was able 

to live the Iñupiaq values, create a classroom environment that invited and celebrated Iñupiaq 

culture, and use my knowledge of nationwide music standards to focus the music curriculum.  

The final research question asks, what are the best options for access to instrumental 

music education across the North Slope? Access to music education on the North Slope needs to 

be improved. Three of the school district’s eleven schools have access to a certified music 

instructor. All three are located in Utqiaġvik based on their student enrollment and access to 

community resources. Of the school district’s estimated 2,138 students, approximately 955 lack 

access to music instruction by a certified music teacher.277 The data suggest three solutions for 

bringing access to music education to the rest of the North Slope. The first is for the district to 

hire a full-time music teacher for each village school. This plan provides equity but lacks 

practicability. The second is for the district to hire an itinerant teacher to travel between the 

villages. This plan was unsuccessful for the district and lacked equity and feasibility. The third 
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option is for the district to partner with music instructors off the slope to provide virtual music 

lessons. Likewise, the district would invest in purchasing each participating student an 

instrument of their choice and mediate the virtual lessons process. The district would buy music 

technology assessment platforms. The district would hire an Assistant Director of Bands for 

village music oversight. Participating students fly to Utqiaġvik for performances at the district’s 

expense. This would open opportunities for participating students to participate in statewide 

events.  

The hypothesis was based on a quote by the National Association for Music Education 

stating that all students deserve access to and equity in the delivery of music education.278 The 

researcher claimed that implications for access to music education across the North Slope are 

integral for a well-rounded, culturally responsive, and student-centered education and that 

underlying themes of time, consistency, and passion may be exposed. Access is necessary for a 

well-rounded, culturally-responsive, and student-centered education. Time, consistency, and 

passion are all salient factors in providing access to music education. Therefore, the hypothesis is 

true. 

Limitations 

This research design is an observational ethnographic. An ethnographic research design 

investigates a culture’s situation to generate new knowledge or validate existing knowledge. This 

research design is built around an in-depth study of members of a particular culture for the 

systematic collection, description, and analysis of data, with the chief end of developing theories 

of cultural behavior.279 Observational research describes and classifies various cultural, racial, 
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and sociological groups using interpretive and naturalistic approaches. It is both observational 

and narrative and may rely less on the experimental elements normally associated with scientific 

research: reliability, validity, and generalizability.280 This type of research attempts to identify 

and explain complex social structures within the study group.281 

Heinsenburg’s Uncertainty Principle 

According to German physicist and Nobel laureate Werner Heisenberg, the uncertainty 

principle states that we cannot know both the position and speed of a particle, such as a photon 

or electron, with perfect accuracy; the more we nail down the particle's position, the less we 

know about its speed and vice versa.282 The North Slope Borough School District and the 

Iñupiaq Education Department have goals for implementing Iłitqusiat into instruction. This 

research provides a snapshot of a system already in motion many years before the researcher’s 

arrival. The analysis of the results does not necessarily reflect the trajectory (“speed”) of the 

district’s goals from the initiative's beginning. This is merely a glimpse of the “position” of 

culturally responsive pedagogy in the district.  

Furthermore, the researcher is an added factor in the results. Any group studied is altered 

to some degree by the very presence of the researcher.283 The researcher arrived in this 

community with a goal to improve the band program and reinvigorate its presence in the 

community. The researcher brought previous experiences of teaching music and being culturally 
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responsive. This study required the researcher to fully immerse into the Iñupiaq culture and learn 

the Iłitqusiat to develop implications for their best implementation into the band curriculum. The 

researcher’s presence may alter the trajectory of the district’s goals. As an observer, the 

researcher has personal insight into some of the issues facing the district. And the researcher has 

a personal investment in the band program's success. Because the researcher actively lives within 

this community, the researcher is actively affected by the things happening here; any data 

collected has the potential to be skewed. For example, because the researcher is deeply familiar 

with some of the intricacies of the area, solutions to the access query may have inadvertently 

been left out of consideration. The researcher could have known that a solution was impossible, 

thereby leaving it out.  

Bias 

This study takes place on Alaska’s North Slope. Likewise, the researcher lives in 

Utqiaġvik. As is common in many observational ethnographies, the study culture may not 

represent the larger population.284 Because the entire North Slope is the home of the Iñupiaq 

people and every school on the slope is part of the same school district, there is a potential that 

the results could be generalized. The North Slope Borough School District consists of eleven 

schools across eight villages and covers approximately 89,000 square miles of land, and is 

geographically the largest school district in the nation.285 The North Slope Borough encompasses 

nearly 95,000 square miles.286 This one borough is nearly the equivalent geographical land area 
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of Oregon (95,988 square miles).287 The distance between the two furthest schools is 

approximately 575 miles (Tikiġaq School [Point Hope, AK] and Harold Kaveolook School 

[Kaktovik, AK]). What may work for one village may not necessarily work for another, and any 

suggestions based on the result may not necessarily be prescriptive across the slope. The 

researcher’s analysis of the reflected results could contain bias based on the researcher’s location 

as the observer.  

Narrative 

Observational ethnographies tend to be narrative in nature. This narrative style does not 

lend itself well to replicability and is not generalizable.288 For example, this research is hyper-

specific in that the current director of the researched band program is producing it. Some 

observations may have been based on the researcher’s proximity to the culture. The researcher’s 

knowledge of the curriculum may have determined some of the classroom-based decisions as it 

aligns with the goals of the students, school, and district. This would make replicability difficult 

because another band director might make different site-based decisions using their discretion in 

that moment. Likewise, someone replicating this study who is not actively in the community may 

not have access to the same nuance. However, ethnographies can be assessed and compared for 

specific variables to yield testable explanations; this is as close as ethnographic research gets to 
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being empirical in nature.289 While it provides essential data about groups or cultures and 

prompts new research questions, this research may not be prescriptive or definite.290 

Recommendations for Future Study 

As a continuation of the study, the following are suggestions for future study. The 

researcher posits that more research be done studying the merger of traditional Iñupiaq 

drumming and wind band. Could Iñupiaq drumming be written in the western composition style 

without alteration to the tradition? How would notation, regardless of style, look? Historically, 

Iñupiaq drum and dance have always been taught by rote. Each one has been passed down 

aurally through the generations to tell stories of the area. Have there been any wind band works 

to incorporate this tradition? Is it acceptable to commission a composer to write a piece 

incorporating Iñupiaq drumming? Is there an avenue for mixed media in the performance with 

the addition of traditional dances?  

Further, aligned with Heinsenburg’s Uncertainty Principle, this research is limited to this 

one school year. Future studies could include school years before 2022-2023. It could take a 

historical look into a specific band director’s pedagogical practices over their tenure and develop 

themes based on the Iñupiaq culture, its merger with music, and its correlation with the North 

Slope band program's success.  

Another suggestion for future study is to find out how culturally responsive teaching 

affects the growth of the band program specifically. This research delved into the best 
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pedagogical practices and how to implement them but failed to show how the band program 

would be affected over time. Could data show a significant difference in the band program's 

strength with and without implementing these practices? How would this affect the community 

over time? This research also neglected to show how the students felt about incorporating these 

Iñupiaq traditions.  

Future research could study the role of trust amongst the Iñupiaq people toward outsiders 

bringing in education and teaching Iñupiaq values. The study could cover the receptiveness of 

the Iñupiaq people to programs like the band and other school entities in their community, even 

with an attempt at cultural responsiveness. Through this research, we know that there is a desire 

for Iñupiaq people to become teachers within the community. But we lack knowledge of the 

systemic psychological issues ingrained in the community and how that affects the trust of 

district employees. 

Implications for Practice 

The first step of moving forward beyond this research is understanding that the process of 

becoming a better culturally responsive music educator is never-ending. Culturally responsive 

pedagogy is ever-changing. As students grow older, new students enter. Every child is different, 

and their goals are different. The data above states that music education is needed for a well-

rounded, culturally-responsive, and student-centered education. But more importantly, 

understanding the needs of each student makes a difference. Building strong relationships with 

the students may help the material become more accessible. New and current music educators to 

the North Slope should regularly refresh themselves on current culturally responsive practices 

and the Iñupiaq culture. What works in 2023 may not work in 2033. 
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Next, the researcher engages that a group of Alaska music educators partner with the 

Alaska Department of Education and Early Development to develop essential music standards 

for grades six through twelve. These standards would need to be separate from the general music 

standards but could share overlap between band, choir, and orchestra. It may be easier for a new 

music teacher to make vital curriculum decisions and set goals with this in place. Even an 

experienced teacher might base content decisions on their prior knowledge or lack thereof. And, 

it is easier to understand the implications of the correlation between cultural and music standards 

if the music standards exist.  

For music education access across the North Slope, the researcher suggests the creation 

of a music coalition. This educational partnership is essential because it is “the most effective 

way to ensure that your school district provides equal educational opportunities for all students to 

participate in the making of music.”291 The purpose and desire of a music coalition is advocacy. 

The music coalition requires people who are willing to listen, learn, and lead dynamically. They 

require tough conversations about critical and central pedagogies and processes. The people in 

the music coalition typically include teachers and parents closest to the issues. This allows them 

to be best situated to discover answers to local questions and problems. The music coalition must 

cross boundaries to enrich development and learning practices. Finally, the music coalition is an 

advocate for hope and change. These qualities are built on the assets and dreams of locals and 

their communities for the betterment and equity of music for all. In this community, the music 

coalition would specifically advocate for music education access across the district. This group 

would gather quarterly to discuss music education issues on the North Slope and propose 
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solutions. Then, coalition members would attend district school board meetings to voice their 

concerns and begin the conversation to create a better future for music here.  

Summary 

This observational ethnographic study focused on the Iñupiaq culture and its implications 

for music education instruction. The study intended to answer the following questions. What 

does culturally responsive teaching through wind band music education and Iñupiaq culture look 

like for current and future music educators on the North Slope? How can North Slope wind band 

music educators implement cultural standards, in correspondence with essential music standards, 

into the instrumental music curriculum? What are the best options for access to instrumental 

music education across the North Slope? The Iñupiaq culture renders music education on the 

North Slope different from music education anywhere. The goal was to understand better how 

the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat shape curriculum decisions for music education within the North Slope 

Borough School District; this could look significantly different than its effect on other subjects.  

The following hypotheses were suggested: (1) The school district may need to ensure that 

new music hires are willing to learn and embrace unfamiliar cultural customs, backgrounds, and 

demographics. New and current music staff should be ready to thoroughly explore the best 

practices in culturally responsive techniques through thoughtful application and execution. (2) 

There is potential for a dichotomous relationship between cultural and music standards 

concerning the importance of value, which may lead to ambivalence. Though the possibility of 

alignment between hyper-specific music concepts and the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat exists, it could be 

unlikely. It might be more likely that extensive coalescence could open a dialogue for more 

focused ethnomusicological implications. (3) It is conceivable that music educators would be 

given discretionary creativity and latitude to teach music and culture in ways pertinent to their 
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students and curriculum goals. (4) This study could lead to deeper discussions and research 

based on cultural competence and integrity. This research might further clarify and expand the 

five competencies affirmed by Dr. Cheryl Irish and Dr. Monica Scrubb. “Culturally competent 

teaching and learning facilitates critical reflection, demands respect for others, involves 

accommodating individual learners, requires the use of intercultural communication skills, and 

requires focused activities and intentionally structured environments.”292 (5) It is not out of the 

question to think that instrumental music instruction could have the innate ability to open itself 

as a medium reaching beyond the students into the community. Thus, the actual value of 

implementing the Iñupiaq core values with music standards could be best discovered outside of 

the confines of the classroom and be better realized through its more significant effects, 

regardless of polarity, throughout the North Slope. (6) The National Association for Music 

Education puts a strong emphasis on equity and access within music education by taking the 

following stance, “All students deserve access to and equity in the delivery of music education, 

one of the subjects deemed necessary in federal law for a well-rounded education, which is at the 

heart of National Association for Music Education’s stated mission: to advance music education 

by promoting the understanding and making of music by all.”293 Based on that assertion, 

implications for access to music education across the North Slope are integral for a well-

rounded, culturally responsive, student-centered education. Underlying themes may bring light 

to, but may not necessarily be limited to, the following desiderata: time, consistency, and 

passion.  
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The data relating to the first research question reflects that the North Slope has been 

plagued by cultural assimilation since colonization. Thus, this is the primary driving force in the 

North Slope Borough School District’s goal of implementing culturally responsive pedagogical 

practices. Music has the innate ability to implement the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat through the lived 

experiences of the instructor. The data demonstrates that implementing the Iñupiaq Iłitqusiat as 

an integral factor in creating the band learning environment may be more influential than forced, 

demonstrative, “show-and-tell" lessons. The district should ensure incoming music teachers are 

willing to immerse themselves into and understand the Iñupiaq culture and culturally-responsive 

practices. The hypothesis related to this specific data set was proved accurate.  

The data related to the second research question found that although Alaska has 

published its Standards for Culturally-Responsive Schools and Arts Standards for grades 

Kindergarten through eight, they have yet to have specific music standards for grades six through 

twelve like other states. Because of this, wind band music educators cannot merge cultural and 

essential music standards into the instrumental music curriculum because music standards (i.e., 

instrumental or other) for grades six through twelve do not exist. The hypothesis for this data set 

is valid.  

The data relating to the third research question suggests that access to music education on 

the North Slope needs to be improved. Three of the school district’s eleven schools have access 

to a certified music instructor. Based on their student enrollment and access to community 

resources, all three are located in Utqiaġvik. Approximately 955 students out of about 2,138 lack 

access to music instruction by a certified music teacher.294 Three solutions, of varying strengths 

for equity and practicality, for bringing access to music education to the rest of the North Slope 
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were provided. The first is for the district to hire a full-time music teacher for each village 

school. The second is for the district to hire an itinerant teacher to travel between the villages. 

The third option is for the district to partner with music instructors off the slope to provide 

virtual music lessons. The district would invest in purchasing each participating student an 

instrument of their choice and mediate the virtual lessons process, buy music technology 

assessment platforms, hire an Assistant Director of Bands for village music oversight, and fly 

participating students to Utqiaġvik for performances. This would open opportunities for the 

participating students to participate in statewide events. The hypothesis for this data set is valid.  

Several limitations of the study were presented. They include Heinsenburg’s Uncertainty 

Principle, bias, and narrative. Based on Heinsenburg’s Uncertainty Principle, this research 

provides a snapshot into a system already in motion many years before the researcher’s arrival. 

The analysis of the results does not necessarily reflect the trajectory (“speed”) of the district’s 

goals from the initiative's beginning. This is merely a glimpse of the “position” of culturally 

responsive pedagogy in the district. 

Moreover, the researcher’s presence as an observer in the study is an added factor in the 

results. In observational ethnographies, the researcher places themself as an observer through 

cultural immersion. Because the researcher has a vested interest in the success of the band 

program here, any data collected has the potential to be skewed. For example, because the 

researcher is deeply familiar with some of the intricacies of the area, solutions to the researcher’s 

access query may have inadvertently been left out of consideration. The researcher could have 

known that a solution was impossible, thereby leaving it out.  
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The last limitation suggested was that the narrative style of the observational ethnography 

research design does not lend itself well to replicability and is not generalizable.295 For example, 

this research is produced by the current director of the researched band program. Some 

observations may have been based on my proximity to the culture. My knowledge of the 

curriculum determined some classroom-based decisions as it aligns with the goals of the 

students, school, and district. This would make replicating the results difficult because different 

people use discretion and bias differently.  

Three recommendations for future research were presented. The researcher posits that 

more research be done studying the merger of traditional Iñupiaq drumming and wind band. 

Traditional Iñupiaq drumming and dancing is of the aural tradition. It was taught by rote and 

passed down from preceding generations. Studying it to determine its potential to overlap with 

the wind band curriculum could prove interesting. Likewise, a commission incorporating it could 

lead to the expansion of mixed media in performance and stronger ties between the band 

program and the Iñupiaq community. Another suggestion for future study is to find out how 

culturally responsive teaching affects the growth of the band program specifically. Many 

research studies determine the effects of culturally responsive teaching in education. The 

researcher posits that there could be a correlation between the strength of the band program and 

the implementation of culturally responsive pedagogy. Finally, future research could study the 

role of trust amongst the Iñupiaq people toward outsiders bringing in education and teaching 

Iñupiaq values. The Iñupiaq people were plagued with colonization. They were stripped of their 

rights to live how they had for thousands of years. This may have led to a systematic distrust of 

outsiders in the community. With the push for Iñupiaq educators, the researcher posits that there 
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could be a trend of distrust for outside educators teaching Iñupiaq values in the school that could 

be worth researching. 

The final section referenced implications for practice. The first step of moving forward 

beyond this research is understanding that the process of becoming a better culturally responsive 

music educator is never-ending. North Slope music educators should continue participating in 

professional development opportunities to ensure they actively use the best methods for 

culturally responsive teaching and its coalescence with the Iñupiaq culture. Professional 

development is an integral component of effective schools. It contributes to creating a learning 

environment with a high reinforcement of good practice.296 Next, the researcher engages that a 

group of Alaska music educators partner with the Alaska Department of Education and Early 

Development to develop essential music standards for grades six through twelve. Not having a 

standard curriculum to follow can lead to poor curriculum decisions for teachers. In the current 

system, relating cultural standards with music standards is impossible because instrumental 

music standards from grades six through twelve do not exist.  

Further, this implies that schools are relying on teachers’ previous experiences to base 

curriculum decisions. While this study denotes the importance of discretion for music educators, 

there should be a consistent structure at a minimum. Finally, for music education access across 

the North Slope, the researcher suggests the creation of a music coalition. A music coalition is 

typically a group of teachers, parents, and community members willing to listen, learn, lead, and 

advocate for the advancement of music on the North Slope. This group would gather quarterly to 

discuss the issues and propose solutions. Then, the music coalition would attend district board 
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meetings and ensure that the advancement of music education and the band program was at the 

forefront of the conversation.   
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Appendix A:  

Aarigaa Atchagavut!  

 

 



142 
 

 
 

The Pledge of Allegiance (North Slope Coastal Iñupiaq Dialect)  
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Band/Choral Classroom Placard  
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Aġviqsiuġnikun (Whaling Standards: Barrow and Wainwright) 
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Appendix B  

North Slope Borough School District Evaluation Forms 

 
 

 
Preconference Ques ons  

Regular Educa on Teacher 

Teacher ________________________________________________ School ____________________________________ 

Grade Level(s) ___________________________ Subject(s) ________________________________________________ 

Observer _____________________________________________________________________ Date ________________ 

Questions for discussion: 

1. To which standards and ILF performance expectations does this lesson relate? 

 

2. How does this lesson fit in the sequence of learning for this class? 

 

3. Briefly describe the students in this class, including those with special needs. 

 

4. What are your learning outcomes for this lesson? What do you want the students to understand? 

 

Human Resources Updated 11/2016

North Slope Borough School District
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5. How will you engage the students in the learning? What will you do? What will the students do? Will the 
students work in groups, or individually, or as a large group? Provide any worksheets or other materials the 
students will be using. 

 

6. How will you differentiate instruction for different individuals or groups of students in the class? 

 

7. How and when will you know whether the students have learned what you intend? 

 

8. Is there anything that you would like me to specifically observe during the lesson? 

 

Human Resources Updated 11/2016

Teacher: Pre-Conference Questions    2
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C&I	Updated	by	Liz	Noble	7-2017	

NSBSD	Informal	Observation/Walkthrough	

	

Walk-Through	Form	(5-10	minutes)-	Site:	_________________	

Teacher	Name:	_____________________	Grade:	_____	Subject:	__________________	Date:	____		

Evaluator	Name:	______________	Time	Walkthrough	Begins:	____	Time	Walkthrough	Ends:	_____	

	

The	evaluator	will	not	likely	use	all	of	the	teaching	components	listed	below	in	any	one	informal	
observation.	Two	(2)	Informal	Observations	recommended.	

What	I	observed	today	included:	
Instruction	is	developmentally	appropriate	 Active	Teaching	and	Learning	

Learning	outcomes	and	goals	are	clearly	
communicated	to	students	

Classroom	Environment	is	safe	and	
conducive	to	learning	

Varied	instructional	tools	and	strategies	
reflect	student	needs	and	learning	objectives	
(Differentiated	Instruction)	

Multiple	methods	of	assessment	for	student	
learning	help	guide	instruction	

Content	presented	is	accurate	and	
appropriate	

Instructional	time	is	used	effectively	

Teacher	connects	lessons	to	real	life	
applications	

Questions	are	posed	that	promote	higher	
level	of	thinking	

Activities	are	accessible	and	challenging	 Teacher	provides	students	with	positive,	
timely	and	responsive	feedback	

Other	 Other	

Evaluator	Summary	Comments:	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Discussion	topics:	
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