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The SBO’s View from Alaska
An insider’s look at what it’s like to live and work in Alaska.

By Laura Hylton

PERSPECTIVES

Large and diverse, Alaska beckons adventure 
seekers looking for new experiences. The oppor-
tunity to discover this majestic state and to work 
in a career as rewarding as school business is a 

rare fi nd. Living and working in a remote school district 
in Alaska is an experience like no other.

Much of what we do is infl uenced by geography. For 
example, in the Lake and Peninsula School District, 
where I work, we experience relatively “normal” dark-
ness and daylight—the longest we are in the dark is six 
hours. By contrast, folks in the northernmost part of the 
state are in total darkness for 67 days in winter. And in 
summer, the sun doesn’t set for 80 days. Cold weather 
and darkness in winter tend to affect what and how 
much we can accomplish in a day.

Mastering Logistics
Alaska’s school system is small compared with most other 
states, with only 53 school districts. (Texas has more than 
1,000.) 

Simply by its size, Alaska creates unique operational 
and educational challenges that most Lower 48 school 
districts don’t encounter. For example, our rural district 
has 12 PreK–12 schools that are not connected to each 
other by roads and have limited local infrastructure. 

Contrary to popular belief, rural Alaska does have 
roads. Where there are no roads, short plane rides connect 
us to the road system. Air transportation in general is a 
reliable way to move people and supplies on a daily basis.

For most rural Alaska school business staffs, master-
ing logistics is an essential tool. Trucks do not roll up to 
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the school to deliver supplies. Instead, shipments arrive 
by small plane or by barge in the summer and fall. Man-
aging that system requires a delicate balance in schedul-
ing just the right lead time for delivery: before shipments 
are needed and when staff is on-site to receive them. 
Supplies are offl oaded onto the runway or the beach, so 
timing is everything!

Our Workforce
In Alaska’s small rural communities, the district is 
often the largest local employer, and the school is the 
heart of the community. Everything from carnivals to 
funerals happens at the school! Schools and communi-
ties share a limited workforce, so developing skilled 
staff to operate the schools can be challenging. Often, 
one family leaving a community results in signifi cant 
turnover at a school.

To address the limited workforce, our district partners 
with university education programs to provide one-on-
one online teaching to students in our rural classrooms. 
Each spring, the district augments its teaching staff by 
bringing tutors to the district to work with the kids in 
our multigrade classrooms. They provide students with 
access to creative learning experiences in addition to 
their regular classes. Tutors bring with them diverse 

skills, interests, and learning opportunities that small 
schools like ours simply cannot offer otherwise.

The somewhat unexpected benefi t of these tutoring 
programs is their value as a recruiting tool. Teacher can-
didates gain experience teaching and developing lessons, 
and those who have worked as tutors know what living 
and working in our district will be like.

Many rural districts in Alaska build and operate hous-
ing as part of their school facilities. Teachers considering 
employment in those districts are often infl uenced by the 

Alaska attracts young teachers looking for adventure.
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housing conditions, the size of the units, proximity to 
coworkers, and the necessity of sharing units.

Young teachers have difficulty understanding that 
“no stores” literally means no stores—no mall, no Super 
Walmart. Recognizing that transitioning into village life 
can be difficult, the University of Alaska and the district 
actually created a course for new teachers to help them 
adjust.

Doing School Business
Community and school relationships are so closely 
intertwined that every aspect of school operations and 
budgeting can affect communities in innumerable ways. 
When an energy-efficient school building reduces its 
power usage, the local utility’s operating revenue is 
reduced and the price per kilowatt-hour goes up to keep 
the utility operating—and you’re right back where you 
started. If support positions are cut, other employment 
may be unavailable, so families move and take their stu-
dents with them, reducing revenue.

Another consideration is the Internet. With a speed 
of 10 by 4 megabits per second—the highest ever for 
rural connections—the Internet has taken a long time to 
get here and has opened many doors. Now, monitoring 
systems in buildings can troubleshoot and allow changes 

without having to fly in a technician; financial software 
upgrades allow paperless requisition and purchasing, 
point-of-sale systems for lunch records, student informa-
tion software, and timekeeping systems on the business 
services side. And many more tools are available for 
classrooms.

In Alaska’s small rural communities, 
the district is often the largest local 
employer, and the school is the 
heart of the community. 

For the small but geographically diverse district, 
increased bandwidth brings training and professional 
support from anywhere in the world. Recently, four 
small districts in Alaska worked together to convert 
financial software and were able to save thousands of 
dollars on training and travel.

At first, reducing the cost for each district was the 
driver; however, the benefit was the collaboration and 
support gained throughout the conversion and imple-
mentation process.

Tazimina River Falls in the Lake and Peninsula District, is 
not only beautiful, it is the site of a hydroelectric power 
plant.

The Nondalton School enrolls about 25 students and 
serves grades PreK-12.

Students tend a garden at the Newhalen School.
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Jack of All Trades
With just over 300 students, the absence of economies of 
scale makes operating costs high. Business departments 
are often staffed by 2 to 10 people who provide fi nancial, 
risk management, human resources, federal program, 
and ancillary services. The diversity in knowledge and 
skill makes the professional network and annual confer-
ence of ALASBO (Alaska Association of School Business 
Offi cials) a lifeline.

Alaska makes the business manager a jack of all trades 
. . . and often the master of none. Collaboration and 

support among ALASBO members provide connections 
to colleagues who are masters of a topic and become 
substitutes for that “expert down the hall.”

By its nature, education provides an environment of 
continuous learning, and rural Alaska provides varied 
cultural and diverse conditions in which to live. If you are 
looking for a change, a challenge, or an adventure, there 
is no better place to fi nd it than in Alaska education!

Laura Hylton is fi nance director for the Lake and Peninsula 
School District in King Salmon, Alaska. Email: lhylton@lpsd.com

• • • FAST FACTS • • • 

Lake and Peninsula School District
✓ Located in southwestern Alaska, the district is 
roughly the size of the state of West Virginia 
and contains 17 communities.

✓ The district contains three national parks, two 
national wildlife refuges, and several wild and 
scenic rivers.

✓ The largest school site enrolls 70 students; the 
smallest enrolls 10 students.

✓ None of the school sites can be reached by 
public roads; all transportation is by boat or 
small plane.

✓ Average summer temperatures range from 
42 to 62 degrees Fahrenheit; winter tempera-
tures range from 6 to 30 degrees. Average 
annual snowfall is 54 inches. Airplanes are often the only means of transportation for 

staff  and students.

Left: Salmon fi shing on the Naknek River. Right: The beautiful Newhalen River is a 22-mile stream in the Lake and 
Peninsula Borough.
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