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sciences and storytelling.
“Teachers, I feel, have a professional 

responsibility to learn the true history of 
where they live,” Marshall says. “If I went 
to France to go teach, I would definitely 
learn a lot about the French culture. Here, 
I think that’s being ignored. Those cultures 
are here and vibrant, and all you have to 
do is ask and you can get that information 
to share with your students. I feel like the 
curriculum is a big deal. It’s visibility — see-
ing posters and pictures in the classroom 
that reflect your heritage, seeing the 
contributions of your heritage. But instead, 
there’s just been a complete erasure.”

And the effects of that erasure are 
plainly evident in the findings of the AC-
LU’s report, Baldy says.

“Why is it so difficult for Native 
students?” she asks. “It’s because the 
curriculum disempowers them, it disem-
powers their stories. But we could make a 
curriculum that empowers Native youth, 
that teaches about resilience and moves 
into revitalization and resurgence.”

In many ways, Virgil Moorehead may 
understand the challenges facing Hum-
boldt County’s Native youth better than 
most. Of Yurok and Tolowa descent, 
Moorehead grew up on the Big Lagoon 
Rancheria and attended McKinleyville High 
School before leaving the area to go to 
college. After ultimately getting a doctor-
ate in clinical psychology and attending a 
fellowship at Stanford University, Moore-
head returned to Humboldt and is now 
the executive director of Two Feathers 
Native American Family Services based in 
McKinleyville.

A tribally chartered nonprofit run 
through the Big Lagoon Rancheria, Two 
Feathers provides mental health and 
wellness services to local Native youth and 
families and recently, in partnership with 
Northern Humboldt Unified and Klam-
ath-Trinity Joint Unified school districts, 
began offering school-based programming 
as well. While the nonprofit has been 
around for more than two decades, it 
rapidly expanded over the last few years to 
meet what is increasingly seen as a desper-
ate need for increased culturally relevant 
mental health services for Native residents.

Having worked intensively with local 
Native youth, Moorehead says he wasn’t 
entirely surprised to see in the ACLU’s 
report that an average of almost 14 percent 
of local Indigenous students faced school 
suspensions between 2016 and 2019, more 
than double the rates of Humboldt County 
students overall and nearly four times 
those for California as a whole. Nor was he 
particularly surprised to see that nearly a 
quarter of Native students missed at least 
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In the 2017-2018 school year, 99% of Native American students in 
Humboldt County schools did not meet A-G requirements.

Nearly 3 out of every 10 Native 
American students in Humboldt 
County missed at least 18 days 

of school in 2018–19.
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