ON THE COVER

‘Erasure’

A blistering report highlights
disparate education outcomes
for Native students, charts a
course forward
By Thadeus Greenson
thad@northcoastjournal.com

W

orking on the North Coast,
where the American Civil
Liberties Union has had
an ongoing presence since
2007, when it filed a landmark class-action lawsuit against Del Norte
Unified School District on behalf of Native
American students, Tedde Simon says she
came to see there was what she described
as a “widely understood issue.”
In Humboldt County — home to seven
federally recognized tribes and proportionately one of the largest Native populations in the state — Native students were
experiencing dismal educational outcomes
and it was no secret, says Simon, an
investigator and acting Indigenous justice
program manager at the ACLU Foundation
of Northern California. Rather, she says, it
was “widely understood” that local Native
students were far less likely to meet basic
educational benchmarks and far more likely
to be suspended, expelled or suffer chronic
absenteeism.
So when the ACLU complied “Failing
Grades,” a scathing report on the state of
North Coast education for Native youth
that was released Oct. 27 and is partly
aimed at creating the first citable, published report documenting the problem,
she said the findings weren’t exactly
surprising.
“It really highlights the incredibly
egregious disparities that exist especially
for Native kids,” Simon says. “We knew,
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Two students — Haylee (left) and TeMaia — doing an art project in the Del Norte Indian
Education Center After School Program at Crescent Elk Middle School. Angela Davis
or California State University schools, but
of course, that this is an issue. Some of
students in California.
only 8 percent of Native graduates met the
this data is not surprising but still entirely
Looking through the data, Humboldt
benchmarks.
shocking.”
State University Native American Studies
The report also found Native students
Consider this: In the 2018-2019 school
Chair Cutcha Risling Baldy, herself a product of Humboldt County Schools, says the
— who make up about 9 percent of local
year, 20.7 percent of Native students locally
ACLU’s report is vitally important.
K-12 enrollment — far more likely to be
met or exceeded state English language
“It’s not that it’s shocking to me, it’s
suspended from school or chronically
arts standards for their grade levels, compared to 44.6 percent of students overall.
more that it’s validating of an experience
absent than either the general Humboldt
The math numbers were even worse, with
we feel,” she says. “We feel this experiCounty student body or other Native
just 14.5 percent of Native students meeting
2018-2019 CAASP Data
or exceeding standards
compared to 32.5 percent of all Humboldt
County students. The
report also notes that
these outcomes are far
out of step with the
state as a whole, where
an average of 38.2 percent of Native students
meet or exceed grade
level language arts
standards and 26 percent meet or exceed
math standards.
Of all Humboldt
County high school
graduates from 2016
through 2019, an average of 29 percent left
high school each year
The percentage of Native American students in Humboldt County who received scores of “standard
meeting all entrance
not met” were double the statewide average for all California students from 2016–2019.
requirements for
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