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It would be hard to find a school situated in a more beautiful location  
than Nanwalek School.  Sitting on the shores of Cook Inlet, at the  
southwestern tip of the Kenai Peninsula in Alaska, approximately 80  
K-12 students learn together with a blend of Western and Sugpiaq  
values and practices.  Nanwalek is a small village situated on a lagoon 
below a mountainous river valley.  Geographically remote, with access 
only by boat or small plane, students in Nanwalek have until recently 
been isolated from the technology known to their peers on “the road  
system.”  This is the story of Nanwalek welcoming and using new  
technology to preserve and further the cultural and community lives  
while expanding learning possibilities and outcomes.

NANWALEK: A PLACE 
WITH A LAGOON
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GEOGRAPHY
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Nanwalek is Sugt’stun for “a place with a lagoon,” and is an Alaska Native village of approximately 256 residents on the rocky shores of  
Cook Inlet.  Nanwalek’s daily life is shaped and informed by its geography.  This village is dependent on an extensive lake system for water and 
subsistence fishing.  The lagoon, into which the river flows, provides safe anchorage for skiffs and small boats, and is sheltered from the ravages 
of Cook Inlet weather by a narrow landing strip used by the air taxis that service Nanwalek.  Besides Cook Inlet, the views from Nanwalek include 
the Nanwalek reef, which shows at minus tides, and far in the distance there are three volcanoes: the island of St. Augustine 35 miles west, as 
well as Mt. Iliamna and Mt. Redoubt, both part of the Alaska Range.  Behind Nanwalek and hidden by the hills and mountains of the lake  
system is the nearby village of Port Graham.  Four miles to the northeast, this village is also on the water, near the head of Port Graham Bay.   
These two villages are bonded by the same Sugpiaq heritage.  

Rough Day at Sea

About 20 minutes to the northeast by small plane is Homer, a 
hub for the villages and access by highway to the rest of the 
Kenai Peninsula, Anchorage and interior Alaska.  Nanwalek 
and Port Graham enjoy a regular schedule of air taxi service 
to nearby Homer, but the villages often become isolated by 
severe weather.  Unique in its setting, Nanwalek is located 
amidst astonishing beauty that is exposed to the elements in 
tremendously impactful ways that have influenced ways of life 
and created resilient people.

Air Taxi Departure



SUGPIAQ & RUSSIAN CULTURE
The village of Nanwalek is grounded in the Sugpiaq culture, with 
heavy Russian influence from the fur trading days.  There are few  
fluent Sugt’stun speakers, yet a concerted effort is being made 
through the community, Chugachmiut (a non-profit agency), and 
the school to preserve the language.  Many traditions center around 
the Russian Orthodox Church, including the calendar.  School  
holidays observe Russian Christmas by having winter break in  
January, and spring break during Russian Easter (Pascha).

A SUBSISTENCE WAY OF LIFE

A subsistence lifestyle, primarily based on the tides, is honored by 
the school as important culturally and educationally.  In general,  
students have a low economic status, but are rich in culture, and 
learn to make do with that which they find around them.  “Gold” in 
Nanwalek is not about money, but about harvesting qarriat (fish 
eggs) and other foods from the sea.  Living in and from their  
environment is who they are.
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Qarriat - A local delicacyRussian Orthodox Church



During spring tides, teachers blend academic and cultural 
standards in “Sea Week” learning and celebration.     
The week pays reverence to the ocean’s place in the  
Sugpiaq world.  Students, teachers, village members, and 
visitors study and celebrate what the ocean contributes to 
human lives.  Science and the arts have long been part of 
Sea Week activities.  The Apple and ConnectED initiative  
learning and technology have enriched learning  
possibilities.  In 2017, students explored and cleaned their 
community, danced, dissected sea lion scat, interviewed 
elders, and documented happenings using their  
documentary film tools and skills.  To view their video in its 
entirety, click here.   
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Harvesting octopus on the reef

Sea Week Gallery

Sea Week Snippet

https://youtu.be/JjsX5WstkRU
https://youtu.be/JjsX5WstkRU


NANWALEK SCHOOL

The school has eight teachers, including one  
local bilingual Sugt’stun teacher and one local 
Culinary Arts teacher, seven aides, and three 
other support staff.  In addition, itinerant  
specialists fly in to provide resources on a  
regular basis.   

Nanwalek has a very high graduation rate, unlike 
some Alaskan villages, and a non-profit agency, 
Project Grad Kenai Peninsula, provides  
encouragement and support for students to have 
a plan for postsecondary years.  Many students 
return to the village to contribute to their  

community, and thus the Nanwalek School motto:  

         Learning Today, Leading Tomorrow ... that’s the Eagle Way!!!

Through Apple and ConnectED, Nanwalek hit the jackpot in rich resources 
that are helping Nanwalek carry out the tenets of the school mission of  
developing effective citizens who honor their culture, the district goals of rigor, 
relevance, and responsiveness that culminate in personalized learning, and 
the spirit of the Alaska Cultural Standards for Educators by having  
technology support cultural learning and language.  This is evident in the 
many student projects that are place-based, culturally relevant, and support 
literacy and academics.
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Nanwalek students attend the K-12 school with their 
siblings in multi-graded classrooms.   



The world opened wide for Nanwalek students when Apple and 
ConnectED came to the village!  With a broadband microwave  
internet upgrade, simultaneous introduction of an iPad for every 
student through the Apple and ConnectED grant, students in  
Nanwalek suddenly had resources and connections that ended the 
isolation of a village with little technology.  Students’ skills of being 
resourceful in their environment quickly transferred to new  
technologies, and the world beyond their shores became  
accessible.  With careful strategic planning, the Nanwalek learning 
community burst into new ways of learning.

VISIONARY 
LEADERSHIP
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STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP

The leadership skills and resourcefulness that students demonstrate, and 
teachers facilitate are the result of methodical 
and demanding strategic planning.  Our staff 
began by examining ourselves.  All had  
supported submission of the grant  
application, and together we reflected on how 
we each react to a change process.  Do we 
jump in and swim, asking questions later?    
Do we watch for the sharks (challenges) and 
want questions answered before we swim?  
Or do we maintain the standard quo as flag 
bearers?  We found we were evenly mixed, 
creating a healthy balance to take risks for the 
transformation that was about to occur.   

Being cognizant of our own reactions,  
understanding our own level of comfort with 
ambiguity, and being willing to support each 
other without judgment have been a backbone of our journey.  We are 
strong-minded and each of us a bit on the quirky side, and we became 
acutely aware of the importance we each bring to the team.

Another aspect that became apparent in our process is that we felt  
strongly that all instructional staff needed to be included in our initiative.    
Our teachers and aides from Nanwalek are rich in local knowledge, and  
invaluable to our hopes for academic transformation and cultural  
preservation.  Together, we model life-long learning as we overcome  
challenges ourselves.  After two short months, we created a web of our  

Apple and ConnectED  
explorations, and before our eyes  
we saw that our inclusive approach 
had strengthened our transformation.   
With our empowered instructional 
and leadership team, we met  
regularly to create our vision and 
goals, dole out responsibilities,  
explore the dynamics of supporting 
instruction through technology, and 
plan an equipment rollout – first to 
teachers in April 2015, and then to 
students in August.  Our most  
impactful action was taking time to 
reflect on who we are, where we 
live, who our students are, what 

they need both as students and Sugpiaq people, and what we hoped to 
accomplish through this opportunity.  

The staff’s own growth mindset and culturally responsive instructional  
strategies have resulted in a learning community that knows no limits in  
providing choices for ourselves and our students.   
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“We envision that the Apple and ConnectED project will provide  
students with new ways to inspire learning to build leaders for  
tomorrow: leaders who honor the past.”  
                      - Nanwalek Apple and ConnectED Vision Statement



STUDENT ROLLOUT
On August 18, 2015, students,  
teachers, and community came alive 
with a celebration to deliver an iPad 
to each of our students.   

Organized like a graduation ceremony, 
tribal leaders, Apple representatives, 

and district administrators assisted 
the principal and the Apple and 

ConnectED Advisory Team in 
delivering to every student a 
device that would offer new 
ways of learning.

After a “Once Upon a 
Time” story by Principal 
Kleine, during which she 
explained how Nanwalek 
had come to receive the 
Apple and ConnectED 

grant, Chief Kvasnikoff,  
Superintendent Dusek, and 

Apple’s ConnectED Director 
encouraged students to make 

the most of this extraordinary  
opportunity.  Previously, 20 netbook 

computers with slow, satellite internet 
were shared between 80 students: now 
every student had technology in their 
hands! With pomp and circumstance,  
behind a table covered with gold-sequined 
cloth, Principal Kleine asked each student 

to prepare to receive their iPad, just as  
students would receive a diploma during 
graduation.  As each student’s full name 
was called, they crossed the stage to meet 
ConnectED Advisory Member Tommy 
Evans, and be awarded their iPad.    
Dignitaries shook each student’s hand as 
they joined a new age of learning.   

 
Students were cheered on by a group of 
community cheerleaders, and a full  
auditorium of community members.    
Principal Kleine emphasized that the  
ConnectED Initiative was started with the 
intent to equalize learning through  
technology for all students.   One school in 
Alaska was chosen for that opportunity, 
and that one school was ... Nanwalek!  
Our students!!!

This in i t ia t ive is not real ly about  
technology, however, but about students 
and learning.  Principal Kleine asked all 
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PROVIDING NEW WAYS OF 
LEARNING



students to stand, and on behalf of the staff and community, she told 
them:

“You are the sunshine of our lives, the apples of our eye.  I want to tell you 
something important, and I don’t ever want you to forget it:

We come to work early in the morning, and turn on the lights.  But the 
school doesn’t really light up, doesn’t truly shine, until each and every 
one of you is here!  You are important to us!  Really important!  You are  
important to all these people!  Be our partners and come to school!

Today, you will get an iPad, and your teachers will get you started.  But  
today our school not only celebrates receiving this awesome instructional 
grant.  Our school also gets a sunshine award because of how brightly 
our students shine.”

Each student proudly held their iPad, while confetti cannons erupted,  
and balloons drifted from the ceiling,  Students sang “Uggai,” their  
celebratory Sugt’stun song, and then followed their teachers to  
classrooms to begin an exploration of a whole new world.

 
 
Nanwalek School has been featured in various nationwide articles and on 
statewide news channels.  In addition, during his Kotzebue Address, 
President Obama gave a shout out to Nanwalek School as an Apple and 
ConnectEd School!:

C-SPAN Obama on Climate Change in Alaska

Anchorage Daily News iPads for all:  Nanwalek School wins Apple education grant

Homer News Nanwalek students get their new iPads

Peninsula Clarion Nanwalek school students get their iPads
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IN THE NEWS

https://www.c-span.org/video/?327870-1/president-obama-remarks-kotzebue-alaska
https://www.c-span.org/video/?327870-1/president-obama-remarks-kotzebue-alaska
https://www.adn.com/education/article/ipads-all-nanwalek-school-wins-apple-education-grant/2014/10/30/
https://www.adn.com/education/article/ipads-all-nanwalek-school-wins-apple-education-grant/2014/10/30/
http://homernews.com/homer-news/schools/2015-08-20/nanwalek-students-get-their-new-ipads
http://homernews.com/homer-news/schools/2015-08-20/nanwalek-students-get-their-new-ipads
http://peninsulaclarion.com/news/2015-08-18/nanwalek-school-students-get-their-ipads
http://peninsulaclarion.com/news/2015-08-18/nanwalek-school-students-get-their-ipads
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CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

Nanwalek students capture traditional stories from community 
elders, Ephim Moonin & Eloise Huntsman.  This blends new 
ways of learning through technology with cultural learning.

Throughout this project, we have always kept cultural considerations 
on par with academic goals.  Only through this conviction could the  
project ever be sustained in Nanwalek, for culture is equivalent to a 
sense of belonging, and knowing who they are provides the foundation 
for students to know what they want to pursue in their academic  
learning.  We want both student cultural leadership and academics to 
be supported through technology.  After only two years, we have seen  
leadership and confidence emerge in our amazing students.  One  
example is our secondary students’ work capturing and preserving  
cultural stories through elder interviews.  It is satisfying to see 
culturally-active students learning in new ways that provide for their  
interests and needs.



Nanwalek School has enjoyed a 100% willingness on the 
part of students, teachers, aides, community, and school 
district to support Apple and ConnectED.   Each teacher 
was encouraged to approach their particular students in a 
customized manner to support learning through technology.   
The innovative learning that has transpired as a result is 
demonstrated in the teachers’ and students’ products.

INNOVATIVE LEARNING 
& TEACHING
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PERSONALIZED LEARNING

With a mission to help students be effective in today’s world while 
honoring their ancestral culture, Nanwalek School has embraced 
technology to ensure that students increase their literacy, capture 
and archive traditions of the past through community and elder  
interviews, assist in the retention of the their dying language, and 
build a repertoire of personalized learning strategies to allow all  
students to positively shape their futures.

In this K-12 rural setting with five multi-graded classrooms of two to 
four grades in each and 25% of students with identified learning 
needs and differences, there is a necessary agility demanded of 
teachers, as their range of learners is expanded beyond that which 
is typical for most classrooms.  Apple and ConnectED learning  
basically announced the option to have students delve into their own 
research, challenges, and leadership opportunities while building 
literacy and honoring culture and language.
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Nanwalek School is a perfect setting for 
teachers to challenge themselves to provide 
personalized learning through the Apple 
and ConnectED Initiative.    
                            - Nancy Kleine, Principal

When high speed internet became available three years 
ago, at exactly the same time as Nanwalek School  
became an Apple and ConnectED recipient, an explosion 
of learning occurred in this little village!

file:///.file/id=6571367.1905506
file:///.file/id=6571367.1905506
file:///.file/id=6571367.1905506
file:///.file/id=6571367.1905506
file:///.file/id=6571367.1905506


“This is the K-1’s first attempt at using iMovie.  The movie’s purpose was  
to engage students in the short ‘o’ phoneme.  I took twelve video clips,  
airdropped them to the students, and then each student created a movie 
using those clips.  After we made sure the clips were in the right order, we 
renamed and saved the video to our photos, and then the kids watched the 
movies every day.  The kids are very engaged because they see their  
classmates and themselves in the video while getting practice with this 
particular sound.” - Mr. James Reinseth

OUR YOUNGEST STUDENTS

Kindergarten/first grade teacher, Mr. Reinseth, helps his students 
learn to read through the adopted Success for All program.  He  
delivers phonics instruction to every child’s iPad individually, which 
helps them actively engage with their reading.  Students also create 
their own books to practice reading as well, designing videos and 
words that interest them.

These youngest students also create videos to practice their sounds.   
Filming each class member, they are captivated by seeing themselves 
in a movie.  Fascinated, they repeatedly watch the video, the result of 
which is the instructional repetition so essential for beginning readers.

Making phonics instruction personal and experiential

Reading student-authored text Listening to teacher-recorded  
reading 

Teacher-created, personalized  
site-word support 

K-1 blended learning environment



Choosing learning spaces outside the classroom
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Mrs. Kara Fraser, a second and third grade teacher in  
Nanwalek during the first two years of Apple and ConnectED, 
supported students’ research through information gathered on 
the internet.  Students then created their own books.  In a  
student showcase at the end of our first year, the class put  
together a reflection of all the ways that Apple and  
ConnectED had helped them learn.

Active Personalized Learning: Purposeful, flexible, and engaging



Ms. Teri Gentry, our upper elementary teacher, is our “Keynote-
Queen,” and was recognized in Apple and ConnectED’s July 2017 
Newsletter as a teacher who has shown great facility using Keynote 
in her instruction.   

Ms. Gentry has also inspired students to begin a student Tech Team 
in her 5th-6th grade class during which they provide “Specialized 
Work in Technology,” giving us our first S.W.A.T. team!
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Teri Gentry sparks her own
creativity with versatile lessons
created in Keynote
Apple Teacher Teri Gentry teaches fourth and fifth grades at Nanwalek School in
Nanwalek, Alaska. She started working right away with the Apple products Nanwalek
received a couple years ago as a ConnectED school. Teri quickly discovered Keynote,
and is now a self-proclaimed “Keynote junkie.”

Teri incorporates Keynote into every subject she teaches and uses it to create
practically everything: movies, ebooks, slide shows, journals, science notebooks,
quizzes and reviews, worksheets, behavior charts, and of course, lesson plans.

“Keynote works so well, and I enjoy creating all kinds of lessons with it. Everything is



OUR SECONDARY STUDENTS

OUR SECONDARY STUDENTS

Ms. Penny Bearden, now an Apple Distinguished Educator,  
annually sponsors a science fair for Nanwalek’s middle and high 
school students.  Students tackle real life challenges pertinent to 
their own culture and village environment, involve expertise from  
elders and village authorities, and then invite the community to their 
presentation.  As part of this process, students were asked to reflect 
on the process they experienced, and video tape it for the school  
archives.

Mr. Glen Fraser (Language/Social Studies) and Ms. Penny Bearden 
(Science/Math) collectively had students make a video of ways they 
used Apple and ConnectED learning during our first year.  This was 
shown as part of our spring showcase.
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Student Reflections

Middle School Students Using Green Screen Technology

Science Fair

Student Spring Showcase



Mr. Keith Seville is a local and formally trained Culinary Arts teacher who 
participated fully in our new ways of learning.  The video he made with  
students demonstrates his willingness to be a local role model for youth.   
He is not only passing on his culinary skills, but demonstrating technology 
to support their learning.  Below is a snippet of the culinary video  
produced here at the school.  To view the video in it’s entirety, click here.

   

   
Ms.Sally Ash, whose Sugt’stun name is “Kuku” (pronounced “goo coo”), 
has found multiple ways to have Apple and ConnectED support her work 
as the bilingual teacher at Nanwalek School.  Using Book Creator, she has 
provided traditional Sugpiaq stories in Sugt’stun for her students.

Along the way, we have paused to share our progress with our Kenai  
Peninsula Borough School District school board.  Ms. Penny Bearden, as 
part of her administrative practicum, created this presentation to share 
how learning blossomed in full color for Nanwalek students with the advent 
of the Apple and ConnectED grant.  The gallery below highlights Ms.    
Bearden’s presentation, or click here to view the video in its entirety.
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https://youtu.be/L53oM2uli5I
https://youtu.be/L53oM2uli5I
https://youtu.be/VDh2bj_RStw
https://youtu.be/VDh2bj_RStw


Our students deserve the best possible learning opportunities.    
They drive us, as their teachers, to continue to learn.  Just as 
we want to personalize learning for students, our teachers’  
ability to engage in a cycle of inquiry that promotes reflection, 
experimentation, and sharing was most successful through a 
highly personalized and flexible approach to professional  
learning.   

CONTINUAL 
PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

4



COACHING

At the beginning of our Apple and  
ConnectED Journey, immediately before 
our student roll-out in August 2015,  
teachers attended a three-day workshop 
with Education Specialist “Apple Sally”.   
As Sally and Principal Kleine organized  
sessions, it became exceedingly clear 
that our whole group approach would fail 
to provide for everyone’s needs, for just as 
in a classroom, the range of learners was 
very widespread.   

After honest conversations, our  
professional development plan took an 
abrupt turn.  We committed to a  
“coaching” approach to help  
teachers expand their capacity.    
During that first year, “Apple Sally” would 
gently attend classes with teachers,  
demonstrate techniques, and meet with 
teachers during their classroom prep time.   
In this way, teachers could learn in a “just-right-for-me” customized manner.   
This individualized method was captured in a shared communication  
document for teachers to note their weekly successes, challenges, and 
questions.  This allowed “Apple Sally” to respond to individual needs:  
answering questions, finding resources, or providing direct instruction for a 
teacher to move to the next step.

During our second year of Apple and  
ConnectED, the entire instructional staff  
participated in individualized online trainings 
through the Apple Teacher tutorials.  We  
scheduled these as a group session, during  
in-services, to ensure that teachers and aides 
took dedicated time for this purpose, but each 
participant worked at their own pace to  
complete badges for iPad and Macbook  
components.   

The Kenai Peninsula Borough School District  
formalizes a schedule for collaborations at 
schools through six early release days per year.   
This provides a wonderful time for teachers to 
share their discoveries, challenges, and  
instructional techniques.  During one session, 
teachers created a quilt to show their  
accomplishments.

We have also benefited from the expertise of 
two Apple representatives who visited Nanwalek 

twice during the year.  One helped in classrooms, but also continually 
moved us forward in our thinking processes, keeping us focused on literacy 
and continuing professional development.  The other, a learning coach, 
jumped in to work with teachers and students on a variety of projects,  
depending on grade level.  These two educators became a part of the family 
and excitement reigns when they arrive back at Nanwalek School.   
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With great facility, Nanwalek students responded to the 
Apple and ConnectED Initiative by transitioning from 
hardly understanding the basics of technology - such 
as how to save a document - to actively learning in a 
highly customized manner on their iPad.

ACCOMPLISHMENTS

5



LITERACY

A primary goal in our school strategic plans is to increase literacy proficiency.    
With an iPad in students’ hands, students are not limited by library resources.    
They now have access to ebooks and online texts.  Coupled with increased access 

to text, teachers have introduced 
strategies to increase fluency 
and invited students to create 
their own texts.  Teachers have 
personalized learning through 
content they have created  
specifically for particular  
learners.  We are seeing impact.    
 
Examining our AIMSweb data, 
we see an increase in the  
number of second through eighth 
grade students who score in the 
average or above range in  
fluency.  Furthermore, we see  
students reading in the average 
range are moving into higher  
levels of proficiency, with a 
greater percentage in the above 
average and far above average 
range.  We have also seen  
tremendous growth in the Test of 
Early Literacy results from fall to 
spring in our kindergarten 
classes since starting the Apple 
and ConnectED Initiative.    
 

We believe our progress is the result of an individualized focus and constant  
exposure to reading. 21



ATTENDANCE

Increasing attendance was originally one of our goals for our Apple 
and ConnectED Initiative.  After establishing the goal, we reconsidered 
its inclusion due to the fact that the geographical location of  
Nanwalek presents a challenge to school attendance.  In order to  
receive certain types of medical and dental care, families need to 
travel to Homer or even Anchorage, and can be gone for days instead 
of hours.  Other events, such as the State Fair or the Alaska  
Federation of Natives gathering, require students to travel and have  
extended absences if they wish to participate.  A simple weekend trip 
to nearby Homer for shopping or visiting relatives can be extended for 
days by severe weather.  We had to recognize that our initiative would 
not likely impact absences outside the village, but our hope remains 
that if we provide new ways of learning, students will be enticed to 
come to school when they are in the village.  In light of the unique  
challenges impacting school attendance in Nanwalek, we are pleased 
to see that our attendance has increased incrementally over the last 
four years.   
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STUDENT LEADERSHIP THROUGH A CHALLENGE

Success is not only measured through standardized testing.  Our  
students have become highly resourceful.  Through the mentorship of an 
Apple Learning Coach, students accepted a Community Based Learning 
(CBL) challenge to video stories from elders and community members.   
This is aimed at capturing and archiving stories about traditional  
knowledge before they are lost.  Students have engaged in this  

challenge with zest,  
and the community has  
responded in kind.

Another measure of our 
success are the  
indicators of recent  
student leadership.    
Tears flooded Nanwalek  
Principal Nancy Kleine’s 
eyes when she received 
word during summer 

months that students had approached the local Robert Kvasnikoff  
Foundation, and proclaimed that students wanted to expand on the  
community interviews, using techniques learned at school.  They created 
a list of equipment, and our Apple learning coach merely had to provide 
specifications.  That the learning and interests are being extended into 
the community through the students in such a confident manner spells 
success of our Apple and ConnectED journey in a deep and wondrous 
way.   
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Ann Evans explains Sugpiaq crafting traditions 



SUGT’STUN

Sugt’stun, the ancestral language, is the foundation of these  
students’ Sugpiaq culture.  One person on our staff recognized 
how Apple and ConnectED could support retention of this  
dying language through technology, and has done some  
significant work.

We are proud to highlight Mrs. Sally Ash, our certified bilingual 
teacher, for her lasting contributions through Apple and  
ConnectED.  A particularly significant piece that she added to 
our professional development for non-Native teachers is her  
instructional video on beginning Sugt’stun vocabulary.   Made 
in her home, it is a genuine effort to bridge cultures, and help 
teachers be a part of students’ cultural lives while helping to 
retain the language.  Below is a snippet of this true gem! To 
view the video in its entirety, click here.
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Sally Ash Teaching Sugt’stun

https://youtu.be/0yGTHk73UMI
https://youtu.be/0yGTHk73UMI
http://www.kbbi.org/
http://www.kbbi.org/
http://www.kbbi.org/
http://www.kbbi.org/
http://www.kbbi.org/


EXTENDED LEARNING TO A NEIGHBORING VILLAGE

“IPADS FOR ORCAS”

As a regional administrator, Nancy Kleine is principal of 
both Nanwalek and neighboring Port Graham Schools.    
Watching learning come alive for Nanwalek inspired her 
to find ways to provide for Port Graham, a smaller 
school of 36 students, most of Sugpiaq heritage.  With 
donations from Chugach Alaska Corporation, Port 
Graham Village Corporation, and Port Graham Variety 
Store, “iPads for Orcas” became a reality.  Staffs from 
the two schools joined each other for professional  
development and collaborations.  Easily connected by 
audio conferencing for sessions with Apple Educators, 
teachers and students in Port Graham and Nanwalek 
benefit by sharing the resources that have come to their 
two isolated communities.
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Student Rollout:  An iPad for Every Learner



WHAT WE HOPED
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At our Nanwalek School student rollout in August of 2015, we stated our “hopes” for this project.   
A little more than two years later, we can assuredly confirm that our hopes have been realized.   

Students, parents and community will be our partners

Teaching will be transformed

Students will be active learners

To strengthen student learning

To have a tool for language and culture

To offer more postsecondary options

Students have exceeded their role as partners, 
and become leaders  

Parents have joined us for student presentations, 
and supported our community challenge

Community members have shared their stories, and a community 
foundation financed and encouraged students to apply their 
skills to preservation of village history

The teaching landscape has taken students from an isolated world to 
a connected world that now offers them resources to apply their 
learning in ways that interest and benefit them

Students are actively learning across the curriculum, often taking to 
the outdoors and the community for relevant projects that have value 
to their own people

Literacy has increased, and we are seeing an emergence 
of above average readers

Applications of learning and technology to language and culture 
abound in meaningful ways

Students’ literacy, technology skills, and resourcefulness  
will open more postsecondary options

Attendance has increased

WHAT WE REALIZED



Concurrent with Nanwalek’s infusion of technology through Apple 
and ConnectED is the less glamorous fact the at the school is far 
over capacity, without much relief in sight.  Through repurposing 
of spaces, and an effort to remove materials not actively used, 
the school has found ways to cope.  With the availability of iPad, 
students’ learning is able to be more mobile, which naturally 
helps the school’s overcrowding.  Because students can carry 
their iPad with them, they can learn in non-traditional, flexible 
learning environments in the school, community, and outdoors.    

  

FLEXIBLE LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENTS

6



IN THE SCHOOL

An example of flexible environments in Nanwalek involves  
students spilling into the halls on a regular basis to practice 
their fluency using iTalk.  Daily, sitting against the hall walls,  
students read aloud to increase their fluency.  High fluency is  
a predictor of strong reading skills overall.  Thus, this flexible 
reading environment supports our goal to increase literacy.
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Flexible reading environments support our 
goal to increase literacy.



OUTDOORS & IN THE COMMUNITY

Being outdoors or out in the community to learn is as natural to 
Nanwalek School students as being in a classroom.  Central to a 
way of life for our students, the beaches, lagoon, and river,  
nestled against the backdrop of mountains, are full of learning 
that supports the Alaska Standards aligned with Alaska Cultural  
Standards for Educators.  Students can photograph, research, 
name (in English and Sugt’stun), and possibly prepare and eat 
indigenous plants that have been used for centuries.  Ways of 
life can be captured, whether it be catching and cleaning 
salmon, gathering “bidarkis” (chitons) from the reef which are 
unveiled for subsistence during minus tides, or playing Aleut 
Baseball.   

Students frequently venture out into the community with  
teachers to learn food preservation and cooking at the teen  
center, or to attend presentations or events at the community  
center.  During Sea Week, students venture to elders’ homes for 
storytelling, lessons on cooking Native foods, dissecting a sea 
lion, or joining the community to dance with the Nanwalek Seal 
Dancers.  Students are currently doing research about artifacts 
at the local museum, in conjunction with gaining knowledge 
from community elders.

Our newfound technology enhances the activities in these  
flexible learning environments, providing students with a tool to 
allow them to capture events, research local knowledge, and 
personalize all of it into presentations that require them to  
organize, evaluate, and synthesize their findings.   
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IN THE DISTRICT

Nanwalek School is a flexible learning environment within the 
broader scope of our large district that includes 43 schools in 17 
distinct communities across a span of 25,600 square miles - a  
district larger than the state of West Virginia.  Technology is tightly 
controlled within our district in order to keep systems efficient and 
students safe, and we have Dell computers in every school.  Apple 
and ConnectED took Nanwalek on its own “flexible environment” 
adventure.  That the Information Services Director encouraged and 
supported Nanwalek’s Initiative was due to being highly  
responsive to the needs of this particular school.  Also, in a rather 
magical way, former Information Services (IS) Director Jim White, 
shared a vision with Principal Nancy Kleine and the Nanwalek Staff 
that was irresistible.  We all agreed that this was an opportunity 
that simply couldn’t be refused!  Although Nanwalek is outside of 
our school district’s ordinary PC world, we have enjoyed full  
support for this new learning opportunity.  Between Apple Care, 
our IT Department, and Apple Engineers and Educators, our  
flexible learning environment of being a hybrid school of Apple 
and Dell technologies has been a significant success.   
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Nanwalek is an incredibly special place on this Earth.  It is 
uniquely isolated in a gorgeous location, and its environment has 
deeply impacted residents’ ways of life and world view.  Rich in 
Alaska Native Sugpiaq as well as Russian heritage, students live 
a blended life that honors their past and recognizes the  
importance of literacy in the Western world.  Nanwalek School  
aspires to honor students’ needs to fight for their language,  
embrace who they are as Sugpiaq, and learn what they need in 
order to negotiate the options of life outside of Nanwalek.   

With supreme timing, starting in 2017, our Kenai Peninsula  
Borough School District is officially endorsing what our hearts 
have led us to do through the goldmine of ConnectED:  
personalize learning for each student.  This gives us license and 
support to hold up our school as unique, applaud our students 
for who they are and what they want to be and learn, and  
continue to honor students’ lives, school goals, and the school 
district’s desire to help each student find meaning in their  
futures - not only in the Western world but in their Native  
heritage.  Intentional instruction through the use of technology  
has created the bridge whereby Nanwalek students can  
investigate both worlds in a meaningful way for their own  
educations and lives.   

CONCLUSION
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AIMSWEB

An assessment system that provides the framework for RTI implementations and tiered 
instruction.  Kenai Peninsula Borough School District uses this assessment to measure 
math computation and reading fluency.   https://www.aimsweb.com

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Chapter 5 - Literacy

Drag related terms here

Find Term



ALASKA CULTURAL STANDARDS FOR EDUCA-
TORS

A guide which was developed through the perspective of Alaska Native educators to facili-
tate culturally-responsive education in Alaska’s schools.
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ALASKA FEDERATION OF NATIVES

The largest Native organization in Alaska, which includes federally recognized tribes and 
village corporations, regional Native corporations, and regional nonprofit and tribal consorti-
ums.   “Going to AFN” means going to the annual convention held each October.   
http://www.nativefederation.org
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ALEUT BASEBALL

A favorite pastime of the Sugpiat of Nanwalek; Derived form of baseball.
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APPLE DISTINGUISHED EDUCATOR

In 1994, Apple created the Apple Distinguished Educators (ADE) program to recognize K–
12 and higher-education pioneers who are using Apple technology to transform teaching 
and learning.
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BIDARKIS

Chiton, or marine mollusk, which is a traditional subsistence food found on the marine 
shores.   Eaten pickled, in rice, salad, plain or many other ways.
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CHUGACH ALASKA CORPORATION

Chugach Alaska Corporation – One of thirteen Alaska Native Regional Corporations.  These 
corporations were formed under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971.
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CHUGACHMIUT

A non-profit organization that provides health and social services, education and training, 
and technical assistance to the Chugach Native people.
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COMMUNITY BASED LEARNING

An Apple and ConnectED project in which students identify a community need and use 
technology to support that need.   
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COOK INLET

180 mile long body of water that stretches from the Gulf of Alaska to Anchorage.
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FLEXIBLE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

A non-traditional place for learning.
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FLUENCY

In reading, the ability to read with speed, accuracy, and expression.
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NANWALEK SEAL DANCERS

Traditional Sugpiaq dancers of Nanwalek.
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PORT GRAHAM VILLAGE CORPORATION

An Alaska Native Corporation formed under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 
1971 to represent the Sugpiat people inhabiting the Kenai Fjords.
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PROJECT GRAD KENAI PENINSULA

A non-profit school improvement program partnering with the Kenai Peninsula Borough 
School District and Nanwalek, Port Graham, and five other communities.   Project GRAD Ke-
nai Peninsula supports students as they become empowered, lifelong learners who gradu-
ate from high school prepared to smoothly transition and realize their postsecondary goals. 
http://alaska.projectgrad.org
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QARRIAT

Sugt’stun word for fish eggs.
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ROBERT KVASNIKOFF FOUNDATION

Founded in memory of Robert Kvasnikoff via English Bay Corporation to support culture 
and language in the community.
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SCHOOL MISSION

The mission of Nanwalek School is to honor cultural identity while developing students to 
be effective members of society.
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SUCCESS FOR ALL

A literacy program for grades K-8.   The Success for All Foundation programs are designed 
to instill a love of learning in children.   By giving struggling students the means to achieve 
literacy, matching or exceeding their peers in other schools, we set them up for a lifetime of 
success.
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SUGPIAQ

Ancestral name of Alutiiq people.    Means “real people.” Plural of Sugpiat (one person).
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TEST OF EARLY LITERACY

An AIMSweb assessment that measures the following:  Letter Naming, Letter Sound, Pho-
neme Segmentation and Nonsense Word.
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