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How can schools practice social distancing when kids return to school?  
 
It’s difficult to find a one-size-fits-all solution for schools on reservations given the varying 
maximum capacity, student-to-teacher ratio, attendance rates, and physical footprint of each 
school. Several options have been considered, including shortening school schedules, 
implementing smaller classroom sizes, repurposing larger spaces such as gyms and cafeterias, 
and using temporary facilities. However, these options can present their own challenges.  
 
We do know it is unlikely “normal” schooling will resume in the near term. And while an online 
format seems like an obvious solution, many students on Native American reservations do not 
have access to internet or computers at home.  

 
Is schooling with social distancing even possible?  
 
K-3 grade children will likely be the most challenged when it comes to adhering to social 
distancing guidelines. Older students may be able to practice these guidelines more responsibly 
than younger students, but that also depends on the number of students and physical space 
available in each classroom.  
 
What are your thoughts about teachers wearing masks and other PPE?  
 
PPE is necessary for the health and safety of teachers and faculty. In addition to masks, it may 
make sense to install protective shields at teachers’ workstations to further limit contact. The 
notion of younger children wearing masks all day is challenging at best.  
 
Schools may also need to invest in audio equipment (e.g. microphones, speakers) for teachers so 
that students can hear clearly as they articular wearing masks. Schools fortunate enough to 
provide their students with individual computers – primarily middle and high schoolers –  could 
also consider a hybrid teaching method where the teacher livestreams the lesson from the 
classroom and students listen from their designated workstations.  

 
This question comes from a parent. "When schools are open, what signs would be visible 
that would suggest social distancing is working?” 
 
Successful social distancing will require constant reinforcement from both the parent(s) and the 
school, along with proper handwashing and adhering to other CDC guidelines. These practices 
must be consistent in the student’s life outside of school, which can be difficult for many Native 
families who live in overcrowded homes. Inconsistency between home and school life will create a 
barrier to success. However, a marker of success would be fewer outbreaks within the school. 

 
Can you share how COVID-19 has impacted both K-12 and post-secondary (e.g. tribal 
colleges) Native American students?  
 
Native American students of all ages are experiencing more stress in their home life than before 
the pandemic. In addition to the social and physical impacts of shelter-in-place orders, many 



 

younger students face increased food insecurity without access to meals at school. As many as 20 
percent of students on the reservations are juggling schoolwork with limited resources – and 
without a computer or internet access. Regardless of where the schooling occurs, Native students 
on the reservations PWNA serves will still need school supplies to support their learning.  
 
We asked a handful of our undergraduate scholarship recipients how they are faring and they 
shared the following perspectives:  
 

 “My main challenge was the increased workload from my job on campus, since we were 
working to make necessary adjustments to our campus operations. I have managed to 
maintain a 4.0 GPA and was inducted into Creighton University's Alpha Lota Sigma Honor 
Society. I have been fortunate to have been able to continue working full-time (though now 
from home) and my [online] classes were not interrupted. I’ve had the support to continue 
to be successful, but I’m sure other students have had much larger struggles.” 

 

 “I’m a single mom and, unfortunately, I have no help. So, having to homeschool my 
children while being a full-time student and working is not feasible. My biggest fear is 
having to choose between working and continuing my education, and if that happens, I’m 
going to have to choose to work. My children already suffer and I can’t see myself making 
them struggle any more than they already do. I pray that I don’t have to make this choice, 
but the way things are going, I don’t think I have any other options.  
 

 I have continued to lose loved ones, but I am trying to stay strong for myself and my 
family. I think this past semester was my worst academic semester I have ever 
experienced, but it also taught me a lot of things such as patience for others because they 
are also living through the pandemic, managing my time, and reaching out for help. I 
struggle to find a place with strong internet connection every day and am working with 
professors who often don’t understand the challenges for Native American students living 
on a reservation.  

 

 I have been trying to encourage everyone to focus on the lack of high-speed internet in 
many areas, especially rural America. I think most people take for granted that high speed 
internet is everywhere and it most definitely is not. Any time I had a Zoom meeting, group 
lecture, etc., I had to travel 60 miles round-trip into town to access internet. One of my 
best friends who went home to his family's ranch in Nebraska did most of his schoolwork 
sitting in a vehicle on top of a hill where he could get a "hot spot." Shedding light on the 
digital divide is important for many students in rural and poor areas. 

 
What type of support are Native American communities receiving or still need as the 
pandemic continues?  
 
PWNA is working to assist communities with food and water, household supplies, emergency 
supplies, school supplies and scholarships, training and more – and these are all critical needs 
despite the pandemic.  
 



 

What are the plans for reopening schools, to include bus services?  
 
Busing presents a significant challenge to social distancing. While there is no formal plan in place 
yet, the only thing we know for sure is that it will vary by community and resources. 

 
How did remote learning work for students? And what steps are being developed to 
address the challenges faced with remote learning? 

Schools on and off the reservations were not ready to transition to distance learning. 
Communities, families and students were also unprepared. We know most of our American Indian 
Education Fund (AIEF) scholars completed the college year. However, we do not know the 
completion rate of K-12 children in Native communities who had to finish the school year at home.  

What is the death toll for the Native American communities as it relates to COVID-19?  
 
As of July 13, Indian Country Today reported 555 deaths: 
https://indiancountrytoday.com/news/indian-country-s-covid-19-syllabus-EiN-p5Q-XkW-
smnaebJV6Q 
 
Are there any thoughts you would care to share related to the murder of George 
Floyd?  And how is social justice taking place in the Native American community?  
 
PWNA respects and honors the diverse culture, history and concerns of all communities in 
America. As a Native American-serving organization, we know firsthand how U.S. systems and 
policies have created social injustice and disenfranchisement for those most vulnerable. We stand 
in solidarity with the families of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor and so many 
others whose deaths inspire the Black Lives Matter movement. 
 
Organizational Information 

 
PWNA is a Native-led nonprofit committed to championing hope for a brighter future on under-
resourced reservations. To learn more, call 800-416-8102 or visit www.nativepartnership.org.   
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