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INTRODUCTION 

“We have powerful potential in our youth, and we must have the courage to change old ideas and 

practices so that we may direct their power toward good ends.”  

        --- Mary McLeod Bethune 

What should we teach?  How should we teach it?  These questions shape our work as educators.  

Particularly in the area of History and the Social Studies, our gatekeeper role is never worked out 

in a political vacuum.  Indeed, colliding political and worldviews often create substantial debates 

about “pedagogy,” an interesting word of Greek origin, meaning “to lead the child.”  After all, 

what could be more important and potentially controversial than what our children learn about 

their history and contemporary society?  Such knowledge has the potential to shape their view of 

themselves, the world around them, and their future in profound ways.  I came of age during a 

time when Civil Rights dramatically caught the nation’s attention and I ventured off to college in 

the milieu of clashing debates over history and how it should be framed within our secondary 

schools and colleges.  Those debates continued to rumble throughout my entire career which now 

spans more than a generation.    

Act 31, in many respects, reflects those debates.  Since 1990 Wisconsin public school educators 

have been challenged to be more inclusive regarding the history of the people indigenous to 

North America – the First Nations – especially focusing on the Wisconsin connection of that 

history.  What follows is a description, albeit incomplete, of the journey we have taken in the 

Black River district during the past 25 years regarding this landmark law.  Our story is unique but 

perhaps instructive.   
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CONTEXT 

Black River Falls is a complex place.  Like any number of frontier towns across the upper mid-

west, its founding in 1838 roughly corresponded with the forced removal of native inhabitants, in 

this case the Hochungra (Ho-chunk) people.  Lying on the northern edge of lands ceded in a 

controversial 1837 treaty, the community has grappled for seven generations with the somewhat 

tenuous coexistence of descendants of those original “second-wave” New England founders, 

Germans, Scandinavians, Scotch-Irish, and Bohemian settlers and the Ho-chunk people who 

courageously fought a series of removals for nearly 40 years.  The story and succeeding memory, 

though lost on many of the modern-day residents, remains central to the region’s identity.   

The education strand of our community’s story reflects the complicated history of the 

community.  Schools were established in the community as early as 1847 and by the 1870s were 

increasingly important, but only for the Euro-American children.  After the final removal 

attempts in 1873-74, the Ho-chunk people were granted homesteads on property east of the Black 

River and Christian missionaries arrived bringing the prospect of education for some of the native 

children.  Regional boarding schools, some under federal control and others affiliated with 

various Churches, increasingly played a role as well.  The Tomah Industrial School, the Neillsville 

Indian School, and Bethany Mission in Wittenberg became part of the experience of many of the 

Ho-chunk children during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  The well-documented boarding 

school experience was predicated on aggressively promoting assimilation and posed dramatic 

challenges to both native cultures and languages and its effects are still being felt today.1  By the 

middle 1930s in conjunction with changes in Federal Indian policy under Franklin Roosevelt, the 

Black River district established the Hochungra School at the Mission east of town, similar in many 

respects to the other county schools of the era.  This enabled Ho-chunk children to gain 

                                                           
1
 My grandfather, T.M. Rykken, worked as a missionary and teacher from 1920-1930 at Bethany Mission in Wittenberg, 
Wisconsin.  The Mission was under the auspices of the Norwegian Lutheran Church and included children with Ho-
chunk, Oneida, Stockbridge, and mixed backgrounds from the region and other parts of the state.  Historian Betty Ann 
Bergland has done significant research on Bethany.  Her work is documented in Competing Kingdoms: Women, 
Mission, Nation, and the American Protestant Empire, 1812–1960 (Duke University Press, 2010).  My father, T.A. Rykken, 
was born at Bethany in 1924 and I was able to explore the history and culture of the school with him, particularly in the 
last years of his life.  Further, I have had the unique experience of actually teaching students whose ancestors attended 
Bethany, and actually had the opportunity to meet Jim Funmaker prior to his death.  Funmaker was a student of my 
grandfather’s at Bethany in the early 1920s.   
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education in their home community and, in fact, the school remained an integral part of that 

community for nearly 30 years until its closing in 1963.   

Beginning in the fall of 1963, Ho-chunk students were bussed into the city schools and thus began 

the period of integration.  The closing of the school, part of a larger consolidation process 

undertaken by the district during those years, proved contentious for the Mission community, as 

did other such closings for various settlements within the county.2  For over 50 years, therefore, 

Black River’s public school leaders and teachers have confronted the challenges inherent in 

working with students of diverse backgrounds.3  In 2015 the district is comprised of roughly 1,900 

students, 20% of whom are Ho-chunk, and has an increasingly diverse student body with a 

growing number of Hispanic and mixed-race students.  In addition, the District struggles with 

issues of poverty – also historically based – with nearly half of our students qualifying for free or 

reduced lunch.  Jackson County consistently has ranks in the upper echelon of Wisconsin 

counties with significant socio-economic and health-related challenges.   

APPROACHING ACT 31  

Act 31 was a natural consequence of a series of events in Wisconsin during the 1980s and became 

part of the Wisconsin educational landscape in 1989/90.  Notably, the Voigt Decision of 1983 

affirmed off-reservation fishing and hunting rights of the Ojibwa people of northern Wisconsin, 

rights imbedded in treaties signed in 1837 and 1842 with the Federal Government.  The revival of 

spear-fishing, in particular, led to confrontations at boat-landings between native and non-native 

fishermen, confrontations that ultimately became violent.  Such actions spurred major debates 

between competing factions of the state’s population, and ultimately prompted the call for greater 

awareness of the history of treaty-rights and American Indian history in general.  Act 31, as it 

                                                           
2
 Ethno-historian Nancy Lurie of Milwaukee indicated to me in an interview that the Hochungra School provided a 

sense of community within the Mission.  The integration of Ho-chunk students in the city schools came during the 
period following the Brown v. Board of Education decision of 1954.  Lurie indicated, for example, that Mitchell 
Whiterabbit, UCC Minister and leader within the Ho-chunk community, argued that such integration would, in fact, be 
a benefit to the Ho-chunk children over time.    
3
I was part of that first wave of students and this has given me a unique perspective on the story.  My family lived in 

Black River from 1962-1972 and I attended my first 9 years of school during these years.  I was able to witness first-hand 
some of the dynamics of this process while growing up.   
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came to be known, is embodied in 5 specific statutes that provide direction for History and Social 

Studies teachers and curriculum leaders.4   Here is a shortcut version of the 5 statutes:   

CHAPTER 115.28 (17)(d):  Treaty-based, off-reservation rights (focus on Chippewa),  

CHAPTER 118.01 (c)(7)(8):  Human relations, understanding different cultures and value systems 
(notably, American Indian, African-American, and Hispanic) 

CHAPTER 118.19 (8):  Pre-service Requirements for Wisconsin teachers (beginning 1 July 1991) 

CHAPTER 121.02 (1)(h):  Instructional materials, texts, LMC materials that reflect cultural diversity 
and pluralistic nature of American society 

CHAPTER 121.02 (L)(4):  Beginning September 1991 (specifically) as part of Social Studies 
curriculum, instruction in history, culture, and tribal sovereignty of the federally recognized 
tribes and bands located in Wisconsin – 2 exposures in elementary grades (K-8) and at least once 
in high school.  

It is clear from the provisions of the law that Act 31 sought to address the perceived lack of 

emphasis on diversity within our History and Social Studies classes in general, and challenged us 

to dramatically rethink our curriculum, particularly as it relates to American Indian studies.  To 

what extent and how schools have chosen to implement Act 31 remain subjects of debate twenty-

five years into implementation.  A great deal of work has been done throughout the state, though 

my sense is that the original vision of the law has yet to be fully realized and progress has been 

slower than intended.  The Black River Falls experience with Act 31 is often viewed as a success 

story, and in many respects it has been.  As is the case with any curriculum reform, however, 

there is much left to be done in 2015.  What follows is a brief commentary on the Black River 

experience with Act 31 and a series of relevant recommendations based on that experience. 

It may seem natural that within a mixed community such as ours implementing Act 31 would be 

relatively simple, but as Nancy Lurie once told me, the seven miles between Black River Falls and 

the Ho-chunk Mission often seemed more like seventy miles.  As mentioned earlier, the Black 

River District had been fully integrated for 27 years by the time of Act 31.  Sporadic efforts at 

“awareness-raising” concerning American Indian history and culture certainly occurred during 

those years.  Individual teachers made conscious attempts to build bridges within the community, 

                                                           
4
 Alan Caldwell, member of the Menominee Nation of Wisconsin and DPI American Indian Studies 

Consultant during the 1980s was responsible for much of the original language of the law.  In the fall of 
2014, Caldwell spoke at the 25

th
 Anniversary celebration of Act 31, calling on educators to keep up the fight 

for its provisions.    
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though such efforts were not necessarily rooted in the curriculum.5  Significant learning gaps, as 

well as graduation rates, between native and non-native students were ever-present.6  While it is 

clear that some work had been done prior to 1990, Act 31 served as a catalyst for a more formal 

approach to developing an inclusive curriculum.  My arrival in the District in the fall of 1990 

coincided with the implementation of the law.  It was clear to me from my hiring interviews in 

May of 1990 with Principal Roger Sands that the Administration was open to taking a hard look at 

this facet of the curriculum.  Further, there were leaders within the high school, notably Charity 

Thunder and Ron Perry, who were determined to carry out the provisions of Act 31.  Perry, in fact, 

had piloted changes with the 9th Grade World Cultural Studies program that highlighted Ho-

chunk history and culture for a portion of the school year.  It was a well-intentioned effort that 

opened the door to further changes over time.   

Beginning in the fall of 1990, then, we began to take a hard look at our History and Social Studies 

curriculum with the new law in mind.  The timing proved advantageous because we were 

implementing other changes in our class offerings including the addition of Economics, a revised 

Government course, a changing approach to US and World History, and the addition of Advanced 

Placement History.  It was our good fortune throughout this process to have the wise counsel of 

Nancy Lurie.  Dr. Lurie’s connection to the area and her incredible work regarding American 

Indian cultures in Wisconsin is well documented, and during the 1990s in particular, she offered 

sound advice and ideas for our particular situation.  Charity Thunder was also instrumental in a 

number of ways during this period.  Her insights into Ho-chunk history and culture along with 

her ability to work as a bridge between school and tribe proved invaluable.7   

As mentioned earlier, we never do this type of work in a vacuum.  The economic and political 

developments occurring within the Ho-chunk Nation provided a dynamic atmosphere for the 

work we were doing.  The development of the new Ho-chunk Constitution in 1993-94, for 

                                                           
5
 An example of what I’m talking about in this regard is work that Mildred Evenson (now retired) undertook in the 

elementary schools.  She had a particular affinity for local history and had worked extensively with Francis Perry, 
resident local historian, in transmitting a greater understanding of the ethnic history of the area with a special emphasis 
on the Ho-chunk story.  Unfortunately, when Millie retired, much of that work was discontinued.   
6
 In fact, a good deal of de facto segregation still exists today and relationships between native and non-native people, 

as a whole, remain tenuous.  Nevertheless, the advent of gaming in the early 1990s, changed the landscape of our 
region.  The Ho-chunk Nation is the largest employer in Jackson County in 2015, a fact that is not lost on local residents.  
The dramatic changes, both economically and politically, within the HCN are certainly part of a much larger story.    
7
 It’s interesting to note that both Dr. Lurie and Ms. Thunder suggested the addition of a Ho-chunk history course to 

our curriculum during conversations I had with them in the early 1990s.  I recall at the time feeling very intimidated at 
the thought of attempting that in our school.  Looking back all these years later, I’m impressed by their vision, 
particularly in light of the addition of Ho-chunk and Ethnic Studies to our curriculum in the fall of 2014.   
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example, provided an opportunity for our students to witness history in “real time.”  As we 

worked out the details of our new government and politics curriculum, we devised a unit in 

comparative Constitutions.  I had discussions with tribal leaders during this period, particularly 

President JoAnne Jones and Area 1 Representative Tracey Thundercloud, about the prospect of 

doing that -- discussions that were met with enthusiasm.  Why not teach the United States, 

Wisconsin, and Ho-chunk Constitutions comparatively?  What better way for our students to 

delve into the nuances of sovereignty and how that applied to tribal nations?8  From there, it was 

natural to explore the Supreme Court decisions relevant to tribal gaming – again, something our 

students were witnessing within their own community.  Though I did not fully understand this at 

the time, it is clear to me now that each time we opened up a new topic within our various 

classes, we were scaffolding into something bigger.  The process was (and remains) organic and 

“bottom-up,” in a sense.   

By the middle to late 1990s we were having open discussions within our department and with 

various educational leaders from the HCN to more naturally integrate American Indian history 

and culture into the range of our classes.  We became uncomfortable with the “add-on” approach 

often afforded minorities and women, particularly in history education.  Corresponding with this 

evolution on our part was the leadership of JP Leary at the Wisconsin Department of Public 

Instruction.  Dr. Leary, now a professor at UW-Green Bay, was doing ground-breaking work 

during those years regarding Act 31, and our association with him proved extremely important.9  

Our integrative approach (we sometimes used the word “infusion” to describe this) became 

central to what we were doing.  This enabled us to rethink all our classes and challenged us to 

look at our K-12 curriculum with “fresh eyes.”  We did not think of what we were doing as 

necessarily that unique, but in hindsight, it probably was, at least relatively speaking.  It seems 

clear to me now that, most importantly, we changed the conversation, and that was truly 

                                                           
8
 It has been my contention that the basic starting point for much of this work is to help our students understand the 

concept of Tribal Sovereignty.  My sense is that this fundamental idea is lost on a good share of the public and that 
clarifying this with our students paves the way for much greater understanding.   
9
 I had the opportunity to be a presenter at the first American Indian Studies Institute held at UW-Eau Claire in 1997.  

Dr. Leary established the Institute to bring together leaders from around the state for a week-long focus on Act 31.  It 
was there that I met Dr. Ronald Satz, notable author and historian, who had written extensively on Chippewa Treaty 
Rights.  Dr. Satz offered terrific insights on the work that we were undertaking and I am forever thankful that I had that 
opportunity.  His death in 2006 was a great loss for our state.  It was also there that I met others that became so 
instrumental in the work of Act 31:  Dorothy (Dot) Davids and Ruth Gudinas, for example -- one of my prize possessions 
is a copy of Ruth’s PhD Dissertation on Ho-chunk politics, something I have used extensively over the years!  I was also 
introduced to Barb Munson at that initial conference.  Barb has been an incredibly strong leader on the Mascot issue 
both in Wisconsin and on the national level.      
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important.  Our guiding principle, from the start, was to consider what was best for all our 

students, particularly when it came to understanding their history.     

One final point here prior to providing some prescriptions based on our experience:  As conceived 

by Alan Caldwell and others in the late 1980s, Act 31 was aimed primarily at the non-native 

students in Wisconsin schools.  Logically and naturally, the initiatives were designed to enhance 

awareness among the emerging citizens of our state concerning the history and tribal sovereignty 

of American Indian people.  In a broader sense, however, Act 31 and the discussions that ensued 

in the Black River District, ultimately led us to more fully embrace the principles of Culturally 

Responsive Teaching (CRT).  Through years of trial and error, coupled with ongoing discussions 

between school personnel and tribal educational leaders, we have kept the train moving.  In 2010 

the District and the HCN signed a Memorandum of Understanding that must be considered as 

historic.  We now offer H0-chunk Language classes as part of our World Languages Program.  

Beginning two years ago, as part of a newly designed leadership structure for the District under 

Dr. Shelly Severson, a Committee for Culturally Responsive Teaching was established as part of 

the District Leadership Team.  In our most recent School Board election, Nehomah 

Thundercloud, a graduate of BRFHS and Dartmouth College, was elected by a wide margin and 

now serves on our Board.  In the spring of 2014, the Black River School Board unanimously 

approved a new course to be offered in our High School Social Studies Department called Ho-

chunk and Ethnic Studies in conjunction with the First Nations Studies Department of UW-Green 

Bay.10  Again, all these developments have strengthened our approach and ultimately benefit our 

students.   

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPLEMENTING CHANGE 

Every school district is unique and what works in one area will not be the right fit for another.  

Nevertheless, my sense is that there are some universals.  The suggestions offered here are based 

on work that we have done within the Black River District since 1990.  Before examining specific 

suggestions related to preparation and teaching strategies, however, I believe it is fundamental to 

approach this work holistically or contextually – that is, envision curriculum reform broadly and 

organically – think beyond textbooks, standards, testing, and all the normal “trappings” we 

                                                           
10

 The idea for this course and this collaboration originated with Dr. JP Leary over three years ago.  When first 
proposed, we hesitated.  Over time, however, and with significant groundwork laid, the proposal for such a class – 
something suggested nearly 25 years ago by Nancy Lurie and Charity Thunder – came to fruition.  Our first round of 
students (25 of them) completed the class in the fall semester of 2014-15.  38 students have signed up for next year.   
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associate with our curricula.  In light of that, creating an atmosphere of open communication 

with all stakeholders is paramount.  The conversations can be difficult, but they are absolutely 

necessary.  The following diagram illustrates the components that comprise this work:   

   

  

   

 

  

    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ONGOING PROFESSIONAL PREPARATION 

Teaching history is undervalued in our schools in my estimation.  There seems to be a notion in 

the public mind that “anyone can teach history,” and nothing could be further from the truth.  

Specifically, teaching authentically inclusive history is especially challenging and requires great 

preparation and creative thinking.  Our preparation as history teachers needs to be ongoing.  

Here are four things to think about specifically related to Native American history.     

1. Realize the sheer complexity of American Indian history and focus on one tribe as a 

microcosm of larger narratives.  This will allow you to go into greater depth and will lessen 

confusion for students.  There are multiple sources out there to help you with your own 

background knowledge and there is no substitute for reading.  Here are two books I have 

read recently that are really good with the big picture – I highly recommend both.       
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Colin G. Calloway’s First Peoples:  A Documentary Survey of American Indian History.  Fourth      
Edition. New York:  Bedford/ St. Martin’s, 2012.     

Richter, Daniel K.  Facing East From Indian Country:  A Native History of Early America.        
Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2001.   
 

2. Get beyond “compartmentalizing” our history, particularly when it comes to including the 

forgotten or underrepresented parts of our past.  We do a great disservice to First Nations 

people or African-Americans or women or any other marginalized groups by “adding” 

them in token or “sidebar” fashion, as textbooks often do.  I have spent my career fighting 

that approach.  In 2013 I had the opportunity to spend one week studying with Colin 

Calloway at Dartmouth and he was fond of saying, “American Indian history IS American 

history in its most fundamental sense,” and I couldn’t agree more.  Realize that there are 

forces out there in the political environment that prefer a celebratory version of the 

American past, but a much more authentic version of our past is the story of “competing 

narratives,” and my experience is that students find exploring the tension compelling.  

History must be taught from multiple perspectives.     

 

3. Look at your curriculum (in its entirety) and think creatively about “access points” for 

American Indian history. In educational parlance, the expression “access points” is often 

used in the context of discussing differentiated instruction – the idea that we find different 

ways to help all students access the information we are presenting.  I’m using the term a 

bit differently here, but the concept applies.  How do we take a topic that is as complex 

and potentially controversial as American Indian history and weave it into our 

curriculum?  How do we do that in an authentic way that does not appear to be 

patronizing a particular group of people?  When do we begin that process with our 

students?  What strategies and approaches will be most effective with students at various 

stages in their education?  These are important questions for those of us dealing with 

diverse student populations and we need to think creatively.   You cannot “do it all,” but 

you can provide several opportunities along the way and once that starts happening, you 

will be amazed at how natural it starts to become for students.  

 

4. Think differently about textual history.  A lot of my work in recent years has been 

centered on developing a document-based approach to my teaching in all classes and that 
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is something we continue to focus on in our department.  That said, I have always been 

somewhat frustrated with the lack of documents related to native voices.  Part of the 

difficulty relates to the heavily oral tradition present in most native cultures (and 

therefore a relative lack of textual sources), but also my limited view of primary sources.  

By that I mean that I need to be more open to other types of sources, particularly 

pictographs, artifacts, and other images that are rich in meaning.  I find it interesting that 

we really do have a bias in our history instruction to “textual” documents and this can 

actually be a very limiting factor.  I’m struck by the notion, for example, that we think of 

“history” as the point at which we began to have a written record of the past, and the 

period prior to that as “pre-history.”  My sense is that presents us with a diminished view 

of the past. 

STRATEGIES FOR IMPLEMENTATION IN OUR CLASSROOMS   

Beyond these suggestions for preparation, the following seven suggestions related more 

specifically to curriculum and pedagogy and reflect my current thinking based on many years of 

doing this type of work.   

1. Realize that scaffolding is incredibly important when dealing with classroom 

methodologies regarding potentially controversial information.  If the ultimate goal is to 

encourage high-level discussions about American Indian history and race-related issues, 

there is much skill development that must happen first.  It is easy to make the mistake of 

jumping too quickly into areas that require measured reflection.   

 

2. Take the time to analyze the impact that disease had on White-Native relationships – this 

piece of the history is essential to the story and my experience tells me that most non-

native people simply do not “know” this story.  It is nearly incomprehensible to grasp what 

European diseases did to the indigenous people of this continent.  Stories abound, of 

course, about how some of the affliction was deliberately imposed, but the reality is that 

the vast majority was simply a tragic collision of cultures.  The use of the word “genocide” 

to describe what happened to native people between 1492 and 1900 prompts an important 

discussion – one that I have witnessed a number of times in different contexts.  That term, 

of course, is usually applied to the story of Hitler and his attempted extermination of the 

Jewish people during the 1930s and 40s, but in many respects it is the right word to use 
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when describing what happened as Europeans ventured into the American wilderness.  

You will want to consider where that discussion fits and how it should be brought into the 

classroom – it is controversial and it is important to think it through carefully before 

taking that step.  This provides a natural step to introducing the concept of historical 

trauma.   

 

3. The use of well-informed and properly selected imagery is absolutely central to teaching 

American Indian history.  The adage “a picture says a thousand words” applies here.  For 

example, the use of John Gast’s “American Progress,” a famous painting that presents a 

glorious vision of America’s “manifest destiny,” illustrates several important concepts 

related to the complexity of frontier history.  Imagery provides a terrific “access point” for 

most students and can prompt excellent discussions.   

 

4. Consider teaching your students about the First Nations of North America in a 

comparative context.  As one who deals with native students on a daily basis, comparative 

history challenges me to understand the American experience from a global perspective, 

something I have been attempting to do more within the past 10 years of my career.  

Though unique, the experiences of American Indian people are part of a wider narrative of 

greed and the pursuit of power that unfortunately dots the landscape of the human story.  

There is a lot of work being done right now on trans-national histories and this is another 

excellent access point for looking at indigenous cultures.   

 

5. Stress the removal episodes as a way of helping students understand the concept of 

DERACINATION in history.  Never underestimate the power of that experience.  The 

word “deracinate” means to uproot an individual or group of people from their traditional 

culture or environment – a process that leads to isolation and alienation. The native 

students I work with in Wisconsin, for example, are descendants of people who faced a 

horrific series of removals during the 19th century.  It has become increasingly clear to me 

over many years of doing this work that the removal experience and subsequent “memory” 

of it is singularly important in Ho-chunk culture.  In addition, that particular chapter of 

their history, coupled with the boarding school experiences, raises the issue of 

generational trauma, something that we are currently exploring more deliberately in our 
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department.  My experience with students is that removal stories resonate with people on 

a very basic level and raises the level of empathy in the classroom.  Again, you may want 

to talk about other examples from history where this happened.  The shift from a 

rural/agrarian culture to an urban/industrial culture, for example, led to the experience of 

deracination by millions of people.  Slavery provides another example.   

 

6. Spend time with students helping them understand historiography and how that impacts 

what we do in our classes.  In other words, we should talk more openly with them about 

the evolution of studying history and why more attention is being given today to the 

“forgotten voices” of the past.  I say that especially because I think that in 2015 our 

students need better frameworks for interpreting our history.  It’s almost cliché to stress 

that our society is becoming more diverse, but between now and the middle of the century 

this evolution will continue to garner more and more attention.  We need to prepare them 

for that world as best we can.  They need to be guided in their formative years by adults 

who are willing to be open with them about their own evolution concerning race issues.  

Again, let me reference a statement from Colin Calloway from my Dartmouth experience:  

“We need to liberate our students from the myths they have been sold.  We do that 

through documents, clear thinking, and healthy skepticism, without leading to 

jaded cynicism.”  The final portion of that statement is particularly important.  While we 

need to move beyond a celebratory version of American history, we must help our 

students develop a reasoned perspective on our triumphs and failures – a complex but 

necessary task for anyone involved in history education.       

       

7. Finally, give serious consideration to discipline literacy and the Common Core Standards 

as you move forward.  Three teaching methods are central to this endeavor:  building 

knowledge through content-rich informational text, reading and writing grounded in 

evidence from text, and regular practice with complex text and its academic vocabulary.  

From the perspective of what we do in our jobs day to day, I see this renewed emphasis on 

close reading as smart and challenging.  We live in the “age of skimming” and our 

present generation of students read differently from those of us that came through school 

in the pre-computer and social media age.  I see the discipline literacy work that is being 
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promoted as the natural antidote to this situation.  Along with that, DL offers us a natural 

“access point” for integrating documents related to American Indian history.  
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together – he has forgotten more about American Indian history than I will ever know.  Principal Tom 
Chambers, Superintendent Shelly Severson and Curriculum Director Stephanie Brueggen also deserve 
mention here due to their unflagging support for our efforts.   
 
Finally, special thanks to my History and Social Studies colleagues for their continued efforts at improving 
our approach: Tony Boerger (Department Chair), Kris Wrobel, and our newest team member Eli 
Youngthunder. Tony, Kris, and I have been working together on this for more than 20 years and are in 
continual conversation on the subject. Colleague John Pellowski did genuinely excellent work while he was 
with us several years ago and had really special skills and expertise.  In addition, Mike Shepard at the 
Middle School brings a special passion into the work, especially in the area of early US History.  Last, it has 
been my great privilege to have had consistent correspondence with Nancy Oestreich Lurie for nearly 25 
years and her advice has been helpful and inspirational.  Dr. Lurie's knowledge in the field is unsurpassed 
and her unique connection with Black River dating back to 1944 has truly been a gift.   

 

 

Paul Rykken is originally from North Dakota.  He spent 10 of his formative years in Black River Falls 
(1962-1972) and graduated from West Fargo High School in 1975.  He received his B.A. from 
Concordia College in Moorhead, Minnesota in 1979, and earned a Master’s Degree in American 
History from the University of Minnesota-Moorhead in 1985.  Rykken taught in Minnesota and 
North Dakota for 11 years prior to coming to Black River in 1990.  He is currently completing his 36th 
year of secondary education and is teaching four classes:  AP United States History, Law and 
Society, US and Global Politics, and Ho-chunk and Ethnic Studies.  He also coordinates the Falls 
History Project and serves as District Chair for the Committee on Culturally Responsive Teaching.       


