
Public Charter Schools on Bureau of Indian Affairs Land

By Anna Nicotera

To provide a better understanding of the public schools that serve students 
on Native American lands, the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools 
(NAPCS) compiled data on public charter and traditional public schools for 
this report. We present this data as a helpful foundation for additional re-
search and advocacy work in the area of Native American charter schooling.

The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) in the Department of the Interior is the 
federal government agency responsible for providing U.S. services to tribes 
across over 55 million acres of Native American lands. The Bureau of Indian 
Education (BIE) in the Department of the Interior oversees public schools 
on these lands. In contrast to local public schools, BIE schools are primarily 
federally funded and many are operated by tribes under a contract or grant 
from BIE. As of the 2012-2013 school year, the BIE school system had 183 
elementary and secondary schools on 63 reservations in 23 states.1 Tribes 
and tribal school boards control 126 of these schools through contracts with 
BIE, and BIE operates the remaining 57 schools. In 1995, Congress instituted 
a temporary moratorium on new educational programs funded by BIA, 
which has yet to be lifted. The moratorium prohibits the opening of new 
BIE-operated schools or the expansion of grade levels offered in existing BIE-
operated schools.

Also on BIA land are a growing number of elementary and secondary public 
charter schools. In 2005, there were 19 charter schools on 17 reservations 
in five states, and by 2010 this figure increased to 31 charter schools on 19 
reservations in nine states. In 2010, public charter schools accounted for 23 
percent of public schools on BIA lands in the nine states with charter schools 
on BIA lands, and 15 percent of public schools on BIA lands across all states.

1

D
as

hb
o

ar
d

fr
o

m
 

th
e

f

1The following states have BIE traditional public schools, but do not have charter school laws: Montana, 
Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota. Washington also has BIE traditional public schools and a 
charter school law that passed in 2012, but the state does not currently have public charter schools.

http://www.bia.gov/
http://www.bie.edu/


Data Analysis and Findings

Charter school data, including enrollment, student demographics, and 
charter-specific characteristics are collected annually by NAPCS for the 
Public Charter School Dashboard. Traditional public school data were com-
piled from the National Center for Education Statistics’ Common Core of 
Data, which include demographic and location data through the 2010-2011 
school year. We mapped the physical location of charter schools and tradi-
tional public schools to BIA boundary maps provided by NationalAtlas.gov. 

Table 1 reports the number of charter and traditional public schools, as 
well as enrollment from the 2008-2009 through 2010-2011 school years, 
organized by state. The percentages in parentheses indicate growth or 
decline from the previous year. Public charter schools have experienced 
growth in both the number of schools and student enrollment, while the 
number of schools and enrollment in BIE traditional public schools has 
remained relatively constant over these years due to the Congressional 
moratorium on BIE-operated public schools. The number of students 
enrolled in charters on BIA lands increased 18 percent, from 2,111 in 2008-
2009 to 2,493 in 2010-2011.
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http://dashboard.publiccharters.org/dashboard/home
http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/pubschuniv.asp
http://nationalatlas.gov/index.html


Table 1: Number of Schools and Students Enrolled in Public Charter Schools 
and Traditional Public Schools (TPS), 2008-2009 – 2010-2011
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Of the nine states where charter schools operated on BIA land in 2010-2011, 
Arizona and California had the most charter schools, a total of 19 (61 percent 
of all BIA charters). The largest growth from 2009-2010 to 2010-2011 oc-
curred in California, with a 100 percent increase in charter schools and a 131 
percent increase in enrollment during the same period of time.

There are 310 Native American reservations in the United States.2 In some in-
stances, charter schools opened on reservations where there were no other 
public school options. Between 2005 and 2010, six charter schools opened 
on reservations without an existing public school, and by 2010, 15 reserva-
tions had charter schools as the only available public school option. In 2010, 
there were five reservations with at least one charter school and traditional 
public school, and 46 reservations with only traditional public schools. 
The remaining 244 reservations do not have a charter or traditional public 
school. (The Appendix lists public charter schools by state and reservation in 
Table A-1 and by state, reservation, and Congressional District in Table A-2.)

Table 2 provides a snapshot of information about charter schools on BIA 
land in 2010-2011, by reservation. A majority of schools are freestanding 
(not managed by non-profit CMOs or for-profit EMOs) and are new startup 
schools (as opposed to conversions of traditional public schools). The 
schools range in grade configuration and type of authorizer.
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2Alaska and Hawaii, while having sizeable Native Alaskan and Hawaiian populations, do not have BIE-operated 
schools or public charter schools on BIA land. Hawaii does not have any Native American reservations.
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Table 2: Characteristics of Public Charter Schools on BIA Lands, 2010-2011
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All schools are start-ups except for Rite of Passage Charter School in Yerington Indian Reserva  on, which is a converted public school.
*Last row shows averages for percentage of “free and reduced price lunch” and percentage of “Met AYP”
** 13 schools did not report AYP results in 2010-11 

^Grade Confi gura  on:
• EM: low grades between Pre-Kindergarten and 3rd and high grades between Pre-Kindergarten and 8th 
• M: low grades between 4th and 8th and high grades between 5th and 8th 
• MH: low grades between 4th and 8th and high grades between 9th and 12th 
• H: low grades between 9th and 12th and high grades between 9th and 12th 
• EMH: low grades between Pre-Kindergarten and 3rd and high grades between 9th and 12th 

^^Authorizer:
• ICB: Independent Charter School Board
• LEA: Local Educa  on Agency (School District
• SBE: State Board of Educa  on
• UNIV: Higher Educa  on Ins  tu  on
• NFP: Non-for-Profi t Organiza  on
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TPS 2010 Totals



Charter School Data Shows Progress

In BIE’s 2010 School Improvement Grant application, it was reported that 
115 of its schools were “in improvement, corrective action, or restructur-
ing status.” Based on data from BIE’s 2010-2011 Bureau-Wide Annual Report 
Card, schools overseen by BIE had lower graduation rates and higher drop-
out rates than national averages. Specifically, in 2010-2011 BIE traditional 
public schools had a graduation rate of 59 percent and a dropout rate of 
11 percent, compared with national rates of 75.5 percent and 7.4 percent, 
respectively.

Moreover, recent data from the National Assessment of Educational Prog-
ress (NAEP) indicated a persistent gap in reading achievement and a growing 
mathematics achievement gap between Native American students and their 
non-Native American peers. In the 2011 school year NAEP mathematics and 
reading assessments, roughly 5,400 American Indian and Alaskan Native (AI/
AN) fourth-graders and 4,200 AI/AN eighth-graders were sampled. Using 
these data, the National Indian Education Study (NIES) found that the gap 
in math scores at both grade levels between non-AI/AN and AI/AN stu-
dents was larger in 2011 than in 2005. The study also found a gap in reading 
achievement, but the gap did not increase between 2005 and 2011. 

Twelve public charter schools met Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) out of 
31 schools on BIA land, or 39 percent of charter schools. The percentage of 
charter schools on BIA land that made AYP is greater than the national aver-
age for BIE traditional public schools, where 51 of 159 eligible schools made 
AYP, or 32 percent of traditional public schools. These preliminary find-
ings suggest progress, and are a call for more research in achievement for 
schools on BIA land. 

Native Tribe Involvement with Public Charter Schools

The overall performance data for BIE public schools illustrate the challenges 
of providing high-quality learning opportunities for Native American stu-
dents. As demonstrated by the growth in charter schools and student enroll-
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http://www2.ed.gov/programs/sif/summary/bieapp.pdf
http://www.bie.edu/cs/groups/xbie/documents/text/idc016697.htm
http://www.publiccharters.org/Blog/Default.aspx?id=232
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/nies/


ment on Native American reservations, public charter schools are increasing-
ly filling a demand for education alternatives in Native communities. Charter 
schools are well positioned to allow more tribal control over Native educa-
tion, integrate language and culture into educational experiences, refocus 
on the needs of Native students and create new research opportunities, all 
of which are four priority areas for the National Indian Education Association 
(NIEA), the oldest advocacy and resource center for Native Communities 
throughout the country. 

The National Charter School Resource Center recently published a case 
study of the Akimel O’Otham Pee Posh Charter School, a public charter 
school created to expand the grade levels available on the Gila River Indian 
Reservation in Arizona since the BIE traditional public school could not 
expand due to the Congressional moratorium. The case study provides an 
example of how public charter schools can be used to provide new oppor-
tunities and meet the educational needs of students on Native American 
reservations. In June 2012, Harvard University released a report that outlines 
the attributes and practices of three successful charter schools serving na-
tive youth. These two reports are among the first to profile Native American 
charter schools specifically designed to educate Native students using indig-
enous curricula, assessments, and traditional realms of knowledge language 
and culture. 

There are also a handful of tribes or tribal colleges that serve as public char-
ter school authorizers. The Bay Mills Community College, the only tribally-
controlled community college in the state of Michigan, authorized its first 
two public charter schools in 2001 and now authorizes 44 charter schools. 
One of the charter schools, Ojibwe Charter School, is located on BIA lands. 
The other charter schools are located in 27 cities throughout the state. The 
Ojibwe Charter School is also the only school authorized by Bay Mills Com-
munity College that serves a majority Native American student population, 
and it is the only public school in the state located on a reservation. The 
other charter schools authorized by Bay Mills Community College enroll 
largely African-American students.
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In 2012, the Cherokee Nation became the first Native American tribe to au-
thorize a charter school.3 The tribe is the authorizer of the Tsunadeloquasdi 
Immersion School, which in 2011 served 112 pre-kindergarten through 8th 
grade students. The Cherokee Nation submitted an application to sponsor 
the school soon after the Oklahoma Charter School Act was amended in 2011 
to allow tribes to sponsor charter schools. The immersion charter school now 
receives state funding and will be required to meet state testing goals.4 

Looking Ahead

The data presented here underscore the need for more research on the 
impact of public charter schools for Native American children. Some avenues 
for research include: Are there policies in California that have encouraged 
the fastest growth of charter schools on BIA lands? To what extent does an 
emphasis on tribal languages and cultures impact academic proficiency rates 
for Native American students? In considering these questions, researchers 
need to identify schools and programs that have proven effective in educat-
ing Native students and develop rigorous methodology to identify the most 
effective practices to improve Native American education.

Charter schools provide promising opportunities for Native American tribes 
to create new public school options that directly meet the unique needs of 
children living in and around BIA land. As evidenced by the growth of charter 
schools and student enrollment, and the emerging research on educational 
practices in the Native American charter school community, public charter 
schools are beginning to fill a historic need for localized, innovative and 
culturally relevant education for Native American children.
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3 Lenzy Krehbiel-Burton, “Cherokees take action on charter school plan,” Tulsa World, June 22, 2011.  
http://www.tulsaworld.com/news/article.aspx?subjectid=11&articleid=20110622_19_A11_TAHLEQ516823
4 Cathy Spaulding, “School seeks to save Cherokee language,” Muskogee Phoenix, January 14, 2013. 
http://muskogeephoenix.com/local/x503821401/School-seeks-to-save-Cherokee-language
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Table A-1: Public Charter Schools on BIA Land

Appendix

5

5 NAPCS first collected charter school authorizer data in the 2009-2010 school year. As a result, 
information on the authorizer of charter schools that closed prior to 2009-2010 is missing.
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Data refl ects latest year (2012-2013) unless the school closed.
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 Table A-2: Public Charter Schools on BIA Land, by 113th Congressional District
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Congressional District refl ects the 113th Congress  
Enrollment data from 2011-2012 school year 
* Opened in 2012, 2012-2013 enrollment data not yet available

Anna Nicotera, senior director of research and evaluation at the National Alliance 
for Public Charter Schools, led the research efforts for this report, assisted by Chris 
Rue and Nora Kern. Todd Ziebarth, Gina Mahony, and Lisa Grover provided helpful 
comments and review of the report.
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