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Autumn is the season when deciding whether to attend school is an important consideration for people 
with low skills who want to continue to live in Alaska. This is also a great time to look at how Alaskans 
seeking to stay here can find meaningful careers.

The economy here is very specific about what human resources it needs during the current recession. 
To be successful in this job market, training after receiving a high school diploma or GED must 
consider what have been identified as in-demand “priority occupations”.

Given Alaska’s place among the states academically, and the amount paid for Alaska Public 
Education, policy makers must consider new approaches to delivering basic education throughout the 
state.

Alaska Economy Reality

The Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development (DOLWD) in July issued its monthly 
Economic Trends magazine looking at the cost of living in Alaska. Economist Neal Fried reports that 
inflation hovered near a record low for a third straight year during 2017, with the Anchorage Consumer 
Price Index increasing just 0.5 percent. “That rate has been lower just four other times since 1960, 
when the Bureau of Labor Statistics began producing inflation data for Anchorage,” according to this 
report.1
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The Anchorage rate of inflation is much higher than the national rate over the last few years, mostly 
due to a cooling Anchorage housing market with continuing recession. By contrast, the nation’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) increased at the end of July by 4.1 percent (April through June). This is the 
fastest growth in four years while Outside housing markets are generally robust.2

A prosperous Outside economy provides incentive for young Alaskans to leave for better job 
opportunities elsewhere.

“No other economic indicator has more daily ramifications for people than inflation. It’s tied to 
bargaining agreements, wage negotiations, child support payments, real estate agreements, and—as 
of 2017—minimum wage adjustments. Because inflation has been so low, Alaska raised its minimum 
wage by just a nickel in 2017 and four cents in 2018,” explained Fried.3

Unfortunately, Alaska’s economy was rated worst in the United States in the third quarter of 2017, 
according to Business Insider: Alaska is among the top 10 state’s GDP rates–with a per capita of 
$70,574–while average weekly wage rate is $1,012.09. But Alaska’s labor market is the weakest in the 
country with a December 2017 unemployment rate of 7.3 percent. 

Alaska was one of only two states that lost nonfarm payroll jobs.4

There are good paying jobs in Alaska for people trained for them, but it costs more to live in 
Alaska–always has. That is the first reality of anyone expecting to make a living here. The second 
reality is that this state has been losing jobs; May 2018 was the 32nd consecutive month Alaska has 
recorded job losses—down -0.6 percent statewide.

Remember when we had great increases in summer employment? This was a destination for 
many young Americans going to college and working in cannery slime lines or setting chokers 
for Southeast logging operations. High pay long hour natural resource opportunities have been 
lost, and replaced by low-pay tourism service jobs.

Total visitor spending in 2014-15 was estimated to be $4.17 billion producing 39,700 jobs and a total 
Labor Income of $1.29 billion, according to the Alaska Department of Commerce.5
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The best spin to be put on Alaska’s employment situation is job losses during the current recession 
were at their worst back in September 2016 (-2.5 percent). 

While Alaska’s unemployment rate is highest in the nation, it is right at its 10-year average, according 
to Fried. Alaska is still losing ground on wages, but the losses are getting smaller: Overall Alaska 
ranks 50th in the nation for unemployment rate, 50th for private sector job growth, 50th for 
overall job growth, 46th for government job growth and 42nd for construction job growth.6

Given this reality, what are the possibilities for a young person determined to stay in Alaska expecting 
to enter a career that would provide long-term employment security? Let’s look at the unemployment 
profile:

Unemployment is highest in rural Alaska, according to DOLWD: During May of 2018 the Interior 
Region was at 7.0% unemployment, Northern Region was 12.1%, Southwest Region was 11.8%, Gulf 
Coast Region was 7.3% and Southeast Region was 5.7%, bettering the Anchorage/Mat-Su rate of 
unemployment, which was 6.4%.

Basic Skills are Necessary to Access Higher Level Training
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An estimated 92 percent of Alaskans have a high school diploma or higher, compared to 86 percent 
nationally. This is good as far as it goes, but the academic decline of Alaska Public Education makes 
this a meaningless statistic. 

Let’s use the government’s own numbers to examine the problem. The Alaska Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act (WIOA) Combined Plan 2018 Update was released July 2. Each governor of 
each state must submit a plan to the U.S. Secretary of Labor that outlines a four-year workplace 
development strategy. Among the requirements of the plan is a “Strategic Planning Elements” section 
that analyzes the State’s current economic environment and identifies the State’s overall vision for 
workforce development. Additionally, since Alaska receives significantly more Federal spending than 
most other states, this is a critical piece of the state’s economy. According to this report, Alaska also 
enjoys a concentration of typically high-wage natural resource and mining jobs that are more than 
three times as concentrated here than in other parts of the nation.7

These are the jobs Alaska should be targeting to be filled.

From the WIOA Report:
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Overall job growth of 5.8 percent is projected by a gain of 19,700 anticipated Alaska jobs between 
2014 and 2024. Health care and “social assistance” sectors are expected to grow 16 percent. Leisure 
and hospitality are projected at 11 percent. Professional and businesses services, seven percent.

By contrast, mining employment–including oil and gas–is expected by DOLWD to lose 1,100 jobs over 
those 10 years. Our once mainstay Alaska construction sector is expected to grow only 11.7 percent.7

These projections should not cause young Alaskans to give up on their dreams of living here, 
however. Being a report to the federal government, it is meant to provide arguments for more 
funding.

But there is more to worry about:

This Alaska WIOA Plan says there is ongoing concern that 15 percent of 18-to-24-year-olds have not 
completed high school. According to the “2010 Alaska Career and Technical Education Plan”, every 
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year approximately 8,000 Alaska students graduate from high school. This report was generated as a 
joint effort between the Department of Education and Early Development (DEED), DOLWD, and the 
University of Alaska, establishing that several thousand Alaska youths reportedly exit without securing 
a high school diploma. Of the graduates, less than half transition into college and only 18.5 percent will 
still be in school by age 19. The report states: Alaska ranks fifth in the nation for teens not in 
school and not working. 8

Our state has 54 school districts, including a statewide boarding school, most of which have at least 
one career and technical education program (CTE) geared toward one or more of Alaska’s “priority 
industries”, according to the AWAI Plan Report. Many districts have articulation agreements with the 
University of Alaska so students can earn concurrent secondary and postsecondary credits, making 
the UA system our new statewide high school. 

High school CTE programs are aligned to industry, academic, and employability skills, and to school-to-
apprenticeship standards: “Districts are trying to keep CTE programs viable by forming consortiums 
with other districts or programs, offering alternative delivery models such as intensive academies, 
using equipment simulators for training, or partnering with local employers or other agencies to share 
facilities or instructors,” says the report.9

Additionally, many Alaskan parents unhappy with public education options in their respective ZIP 
codes have enrolled their children into enterprise programs from far away rural districts like Delta or 
Iditarod, and taken on the job of homeschooling their own children. The measure of this is hard to 
determine in terms of actual students being home schooled, but DEED lists 30 such Correspondence 
Schools in its directory.10

PEAKS tests

A list of most Alaska school districts, with superintendent salary correlated to Alaska PEAKS Test 
scores is provided herein. Given the outcomes from investment some may ask how long can we 
accept this broken system?

Employer Training to Supplement Public Education for “Priority Occupations”

The “trickle-down” effect of inadequate public education is high-level employers must find potential 
employees who can train up to skill levels needed to meet the challenges of Alaska’s core GDP needs. 
Some are even setting up their own apprenticeship programs, as unions have long done with 
apprentice training programs. For typical Alaskans the choice is either college or skill training through a 
trade school and apprenticeship. DOLWA has prepared a comprehensive Employer Tool Kit for 
establishing a registered apprenticeship program for almost any business.11

As an Adult Basic Education instructor at the Mat-Su Job Center 4-1/2 years I learned that the first 
thing asked of any new job seekers is: “Do you have your high school diploma or GED?” If not,
visitors are urged to get one before attempting to find work using available state databases.

COMPANY NAME
Address | Phone | Link | Email

default watermark

Page 6
Footer Tagline



The GED Assessment is updated periodically. In 2014 it was changed from a paper and pencil test to a 
controlled computerized assessment nationally normed at 12th grade.10 The normed grade level of 
Alaska public education graduates is unknown, but statewide assessments in 2018 have placed 
Alaskan students at or near the bottom of all U.S. states.12

Alaska High School Graduation Qualifying Exams (HSGQE) under the federal No Child Left Behind Act 
initiative were given twice to high school sophomores, and twice again each successive year—11th

and 12th grades–until passed. HSGQE measured 10th grade skills. Certificates of Graduation were 
given in lieu of diplomas until the HSGQE was passed, even allowing students to take the test when 
they were no longer in attendance. 

When the Alaska Legislature revoked requirement to take the HSGQE in 2014, with passage of HB 
278, all students who could not pass it were given their diplomas retroactively, thus reducing the value 
of all public education graduation certifications for the past nearly two decades. 13 Sec. 14.03.075. 
College and career readiness assessment; retroactive issuance of diploma

DOLWD provides an Adult Basic Education program separate from the Department of Education. At 
each job center “WorkKeys” assessment of employees is utilized to assure basic skills of applicants 
prior to referral to potential employers. According to the website:  ACT WorkKeys® assessments are 
the cornerstone of ACT workforce solutions. The assessments measure foundational skills 
required for success in the workplace, and help measure the workplace skills that can affect job 
performance.14

This is all part of our hodge-podge approach to training people to find a career.

Professed outcomes of the Adult Basic Education program at DOLWD is “for adult learners to reach a 
higher level of self-sufficiency as individuals, community members, and employees.”16 People as 
young as 16 years old can now take the improved GED (with parental permission) and skip traditional 
high school for direct access to college or career training options. To take the GED a student must 
withdraw from the public school they are attending. The GED is also an appropriate way to validate a 
home school education. 

Priority Industries require certain skills in Alaska’s Workforce.

Alaska hire–the prioritizing of Alaskans over bringing other skilled workers to the state—has always 
been a challenge, and methods have been developed to measure it. Alaska has long been the only 
state that requires employers to report the occupations of their workers as part of mandatory 
unemployment insurance reporting.15 The detailed occupational data reported by employers, together 
with Permanent Fund application data on residency of individual workers, allows Alaska to produce a 
report each year showing the industries and occupations with the highest percent of nonresident hires. 
Certain “Priority Occupations” have been identified as generally providing a livable wage and being 
either difficult to fill with qualified Alaskans or in high demand as a result of projected growth or 
attrition/turnover.16
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Likewise certain industries have been identified as “Priority Industries” because they are thriving in 
Alaska and need employees in identified Priority Occupations. Reliance on nonresident workers in 
priority industries and in-demand occupations indicates a skill gap.

A McDowell Group 2016 study titled Cross-Industry Workforce Development Priorities identified 
key skills, trainings, and concepts needed across Alaska’s construction, oil and gas, mining, health 
care, and maritime industries. The Alaska Process Industry Consortium (APICC) is made up of 
companies in those Priority Industries. They paid for the study whose goal was to identify priority 
occupations and workforce needs in common between the various priority employers.17

A young person looking for a skill set leading to a broad-based career in Alaska’s economy 
should consider what they want to do and how they might assure employability, as explained in 
this study. 

Pathways of interest in those industries include 1. Manufacturing production process development, 2. 
Engineering and technology, 3. Transportation operations, 4. Therapeutic services, 5. Construction, 6. 
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Natural resources systems, and 7. Maintenance, Installation, and Repair.

The McDowell study found: “Common skills needed include critical thinking, active listening, reading 
comprehension, social perceptiveness, speaking, writing, complex problem solving, mathematics and 
science, time management, and active learning.”

Instructional note: This is boilerplate jargon for what employers want in ANY high skilled 
position. Basic skills, plus training for specific employability lead to a workplace tailored for 
Alaska’s economy. 

From the McDowell Report: The following first pair of charts detail identified top “priority occupation” 
skilled jobs in Alaska, with number of expected openings, and wage ranges available.
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These are identified Alaska “Top Jobs.”

Of 53 listed Priority Occupations in this report, 17 require a minimum of HS Diploma/GED while 8 more 
mandate an Associate Degree or Postsecondary Non-degree Award. 21 other job categories call for a 
Bachelor degree and only 3 require a Master’s Degree.

Given this cross-section of job categories, a person seeking career stability by training into skills having 
multiple priority employment possibilities, can also cross reference priority jobs to skills with the 
following charts:
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Our economy is in the doldrums. We have a mediocre top-heavy K-12 system in which our Alaska 
students rank below the national average, and high unemployment for low-skill workers. Young 
Alaskans wishing to have a sustainable career must use smart strategies that correlate with what our 
state economy needs to find a career ladder that will remain connected at the top over a working life. 
What is your passion? Where can you get the training you need? How does what you what to do align 
with what Alaska’s economy needs now and in the foreseeable future? Some smart Alaskans don’t 
need to go to college to figure this out.

Education to Career Policy Considerations
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The current structure of Alaska Public Education pre-dates discovery of oil on the North Slope and the 
Trans-Alaska Pipeline. It is time to update how education funds are spent.

In 1975 Anna joined as a plaintiff in a lawsuit, Tobeluk v. Lind in what became the Molly Hootch Case 
for the Eskimo girl whose name headed the original 1972 list of plaintiffs suing the state for failing to 
provide rural community high schools. In 1976 Marshall Lind, Commissioner of Education under 
Governor Jay Hammond, signed a detailed consent decree providing for establishment of a high 
school program in 126 villages covered by the litigation, unless people in the village decided against a 
local program. This was the easy political way out; Alaska was about to become wealthy beyond most 
people’s imaginations from oil development, and throwing money at public education meant 
construction jobs building schools and communities keeping their young people at home in programs 
run mostly by Outside teachers on their Alaskan Adventures. With more than 50 Alaska school 
districts, each with an elected school board, this was a political win-win-win for Gov. Hammond.18

Over the: decades since oil began flowing from Prudhoe Bay our public education system has been a 
crazy quilt of programs in schools with mostly itinerant teachers. We should have been able to hire the 
best teachers in the world for what we pay but instead we have a wave of teachers coming and going 
each year leaving a legacy of lower academic outcomes with ever higher costs.

Suggested Policy Considerations:

Policy 1: Establish a commission to research and consider public education needs for Alaska in context 
with past commissions established for that purpose.

Policy 2: This commission shall review all possibilities for consolidation of current school districts into 
12-14 regional school attendance areas, each with at least one regional high school fed by multiple k-8 
schools. Mt. Edgecumbe has been a successful boarding school and could serve as a model exemplar.

Policy 3: Examine and consider Alaska Native organization current efforts in public education 
programming. Seek to establish partnership potentials for sharing the challenges of enhancing quality 
and effiient public education throughout the state.

Policy 3: Examine the University of Alaska involvement in teacher training and establish guidelines 
recognizing training and career objectives with curriculum expectations. 

Policy 4: Inventory current technology applications in public education and potential for consolidation 
and economic efficiencies for all schools.

Smart Alaskan parents are helping their young adult children identify their passions, consider entry 
points to entering chosen careers, and taking steps to find the training paths necessary for lifelong 
Alaska employment success. An examination of how Alaskans can benefit from our tremendous 
investment in infrastructure and personnel can result in delivery of better academic programs suited to 
Alaska’s unique needs and opportunities.

Donn Liston, MEd. Is a retired Alaskan teacher whose family first came to the state in 1962 so his father could work as a civilian 
contractor with RCA Service Company on the White Alice System.
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Outline:

This is the season when deciding whether to attend school is an important consideration for people with low skills who want to continue to live in Alaska.  The economy here 

is very specific about what human resources it needs during the current recession and training after receiving a high school diploma or GED must consider what have been 

identified as in-demand “priority occupations”. Alaska Public Education needs new policy considerations.

Alaska Economy Reality

1.     High cost of living and inflation

2.     Highest unemployment in the US

3.     Seasonal jobs are low-paying

4.     Minimum number of Jobs exist in rural Alaska

Public Education’s expanding mission

1.     High School Diplomas aren’t worth much

2.     GED option provides direct route to training

3.     Districts around the state are expanding their missions

Alaska employers have identified “priority occupations” which will be in demand in the foreseeable future.

1.     Identified in-demand employer needs

2.     Training required to meet those needs

3.     Routes to get to those jobs

Recent federal actions provide hope for increased opportunities for Alaska workers.

1.     Drilling in ANWR

2.     Other development options

While Alaska is in recession Alaskans are resilient people and smart ones will choose career paths leading to long-term success in this difficult economy.

Policy Considerations for Improving Career Success for Alaskans
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