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Interviewer, Jamie Stack

Jamie Stack:  
OK.  I’m Jamie Stacks, and I am the principal of St. Paul School and St. George School, and I will be the superintendent starting July 1.  I have been in St. Paul for 4½ years now.

Interviewer:  
And your educational background?

Jamie Stack: 
 I am from Arkansas, and I have a Master’s Degree in Educational Media and Library Science.  I taught elementary school for 5 years, and I taught high school for 5 years.  Then I obtained my Master’s Degree, and I have a degree in Educational Leadership with an emphasis in principal certification and superintendent certification.

Interviewer:  
Jamie, you’re living on and working on two remote islands with a kind of unique native culture.  What are some of the challenges of education out here on the Pribilofs today?

Jamie Stack:  
Right now, the biggest challenge that we have—

Interviewer: 
 I’m sorry.  You’ll need to try to repeat the question.  “The biggest challenges on St. Paul and St. George—”  Something like that.  Or, “On the Pribilof Islands.”

Jamie Stack: 
 OK.  The greatest challenge in the Pribilof Islands right now that we face in education is funding.  We have a decline in student population.  We’ve had a steady decline in the last 4½ years.  With a decline in population, we have a decline in monetary resources.  So right now, that is our greatest challenge in education.

Interviewer:  
Could you speak to the decline and just what the population structure is like in the school, at least?

Interviewer: 
 And why do you think it’s happening?

Jamie Stack: 
 OK.  What we have seen in the last 4½-5 years is that there is a decline in the population of both islands, St. Paul and St. George.  Then when families leave, naturally students leave.  We lost 14 students last year alone.  That’s about $20,000 a student, so that’s $280,000 that we lost.  When we do that, we cut teachers.  Then when you cut teacher’s positions, you cut more community positions, because you have community members that are leaving.  This year particularly, we’ve had problems with the PenAir connections, and that’s proved to be a challenge for us, because they canceled the interisland flights between St. George and St. Paul.  It’s made travel between the islands difficult.  That’s been a challenge for us having schools on both locations.

Interviewer:  
So at St. George, the children are allowed to go to high school over there.  How do they receive a high-school education on St. George?  Maybe on both islands, but I think it’s unique.

Jamie Stack:  
Well, we have 6 students in 9-12 on St. George, and they attend St. Paul School via video conferencing.  They actually sit in the St. George school with a TV monitor.  Their teacher is located on St. Paul.  They attend classes via videoconferencing.  It poses a challenge with interaction.  There are some hands-on activities that the kids can’t do, or we have to send materials over, and we have a paraprofessional that works with the kids.  She works hands-on with them.  

We had great success this year, though.  We had our first graduate from St. George.  She was able to come over, participate in the graduation ceremony, and actually our valedictorian and salutatorian were from St. George this year.  That was a great success in the videoconferencing.

Interviewer:  
Before we get too far afield, I just want—  I didn’t really hear if you have any observation about why you think that population is dwindling.  What do you think’s causing that in a socioeconomic way?

Jamie Stack:  
OK.  I would really attribute the decline in population to the lack of jobs.  We are seeing a steady decline in jobs, so people are leaving.  The last 4 years, we’ve had major construction projects.  They’ve had the harbor project going on.  They’ve had building projects going on.  Now, those jobs are ending, so people are having to leave to find work.  When they leave, they’re taking their whole families with them.

Interviewer:  
Perfect.  Go ahead.

Interviewer: 
 Did you say what the size of the school population is on St. George and the size of the population on St. Paul?

Jamie Stack:  
At St. Paul, we have 89 students.  On St. George, we have 22 students, with 6 of those being the high-school students that attend via videoconferencing.  Before we implemented videoconferencing, those students had to go off to school to Nonetchkum or Galena to the boarding schools.  What we found was, the students wanted to stay at home, and their parents wanted them to stay at home.  We had some St. George students that left their boarding school.  They came home in the middle of the year and essentially had dropped out and asked us to come up with a way to provide an education for them where they could stay home.  Through a grant program, we were able to purchase the videoconferencing equipment and start their education with videoconferencing.

Interviewer:  
I don’t want to put you on the spot.  You don’t have to say anything, but were there advantages for children getting some of their education off-island as opposed to on-island, just because of the _____?

Jamie Stack:  
The debate of the quality of education at a boarding school vs. the quality of education at a small, local school is ongoing.  I think it depends on the student.  For some students, they are ready to go off.  They can handle the atmosphere of the boarding school.  They can handle the independence.  They thrive.  They are successful.  For other students, they need to be at home with their parents.  They need that.  They want to be at home with their parents.  So those students need that opportunity.  So really, it’s a combination of both.  Right now, I would say that the current system works well in that we offer both options to the students.  I prefer all of my students stay here with me.  They stay on St. Paul, because the most students we have, the more revenues we have, and the more programs we can offer—sporting activities, those kinds of things.  When I lose my students, I lose opportunities for the ones that stay.

Interviewer:  
I don’t know if you’re familiar with the history of the islands in terms of education, but we’re trying to publish a book that was written in 1923.  The person that wrote it was at first a teacher on the islands.  One of his comments was, back then, that educational materials being provided to the student population were inadequate and that they all represented cultural issues like dogs and trees and things like that that didn’t exist on the Pribilof Islands.  So the kids were having a hard time conceptualizing and relating to the material.  Do you think that—?  Can you comment on that or the materials that are available today or the media that’s available today to help people on the islands, being in a remote situation, better comprehend the world?

Jamie Stack: 
 OK.  At St. Paul School, or in the Pribilof Islands, the Pribilof School District, we’re very fortunate to have the materials that we have to meet the needs of our students.  We have almost a 1:1 ratio of computers for the students, and we don’t use computers for games and just word processing.  We use it to access the Internet.  We have kindergarten students that learn to use the computers.  We have third- and fourth-grade students who do research, who are studying cultures all around the world.  We don’t have trees on St. Paul, but students go to Anchorage.  We take our students to Anchorage.  We have some students who have been off-island probably 6 times this year through school-sponsored activities.  And so we try to expose our kids to as much as we can, but it’s just like any child in Florida.  They don’t have igloos in Florida, but they know what an igloo is, because they’ve seen pictures.  The same way with the students on the Pribilofs.  We may not have some of the things that other cultures have, but we expose them to it and try to educate them and teach them about as many cultures as we can while maintaining and preserving their culture.  Their culture is a very unique, special culture, the Aleut culture.

Interviewer: 
 Speaking of that.  The school seems to be heavily invested in the Pribilof Days.  Could you speak to what that’s all about?

Jamie Stack:  
In the school, we try our best to honor the culture of the Aleut people.  It is a strong, unique culture.  It’s a culture of perseverance.  We want our students to be proud of who they are and to continue some of the traditions that their ancestors have.  We have a Pribilof Days every year.  It’s a week that we set aside, and we do special activities.  We just honor the culture and remind them—  We bring elders in.  Elders speak to the kids and cook with the kids.  We take them on field trips and tours of the island.  This year, we’re touring the windmill site.  We’re kind of connecting the past to the future, because hopefully, the wind energy will be the future of the Pribilofs.

But we work daily to preserve their culture.  We have high-school students that attend Aleut classes every day.  We have elementary students that attend Aleut classes at least twice a week.  So we’ve invested in preserving their culture, and we’re trying to work with the community to meet their needs.  It’s a part of our strategic plan for the school district.  We devote a lot of time and a lot of resources to that.

Interviewer:  
What do you foresee for the future for kids in the Pribilof Islands as far as educational opportunities?  If the trend continues, when you look long range as a principal, what are you concerns?  In reality, what do you see happening here?

Interviewer: 
 Are there jobs here?

Jamie Stack: 
 If the current trend of decline in population continues, I’m really concerned about the education of the students in the Pribilofs, because this year we’ve had to cut one of our high-school positions because of the decline in the population.  If that trend continues, it’s going to get to a point where we have fewer dollars, less economic resources, and you’re going to end up cutting teachers and cutting opportunities for the students.  What we are trying to do—and we’re working with the community and the city and TDX—we’re trying to think of ways that we can help the community people develop economic resources or develop jobs.

We’ve looked at Internet options, like having students create art and sell it over the Internet, or going in the computer field.  We have BSE that’s doing the graphics now.  We’re trying to get our students involved with that.  We’ve been involved with a lot of grants.  Really, we’ve been able to do what we’ve done in the Pribilofs as far as education is concerned, because of all the grants that we’ve been involved in.  We have received in the last 3 years over $1 million in grant monies.  That has allowed us to purchase all the technology that we’ve purchased, offer a preschool program, and so that’s what we’re having to do right now.  To meet the needs of our students in education, we’re having to seek grant resources.

Interviewer:  
Is there a formula or something that you would like the state to readjust to allow places like the Pribilofs to have access to greater funding levels?

Jamie Stack:  
If you look at it, it costs a great deal more to education a student in the Pribilof Islands than it does in the Anchorage School District.  The state does allow for—  We do get a bigger percentage of money than the students in Anchorage.  Excuse, than the school in Anchorage does.  The state does do that, but with the rising fuel cost, the decline in population, it’s not enough.  They need to increase that base funding for the rural schools.

Interviewer:  
What would your reaction be to—?  This is just a hypothetical for instance—a state politician saying, “Yes, you’re right, but at some point, we’d have to say that the investment doesn’t warrant the return.  If a community is so far down to the edge of population, it’s more cost effective and better to move those people somewhere else for their education rather than expect the taxpayers to support something that’s so remote for so few people.”  That’s just a hypothetical thing to respond to.

Jamie Stack:  
OK.  Some people actually argue that it’s not worth investing in the education of the rural schools, and that we need to offer just boarding schools.  I don’t agree with that.  These kids—  If you have 3 students living in a community, 3 or 30, they deserve as much of a quality education as a student living in a city does.  They deserve the opportunity to stay at home, to live with their family, and to learn about their culture and to live in their hometown.  If we have the mentality of, “It’s not worth educating those students.  We need to move them off,” then we are contributing to the dying communities around the state of Alaska.

We have to invest in the rural communities.  It’s not fair to expect everyone to move to Anchorage, move to Wasilla, or more to Juneau, because their community’s dying.  I think that we need to preserve these communities.  If it takes state dollars or tax dollars to do that, then they deserve it.

Interviewer:  
All right.

[End of Audio]
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