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Project Abstract — Pawnee Stars Rising: A Tribal Partnership for Early Learning,
Educator Development, and Family Empowerment

Pawnee Stars Rising is a tribally led initiative of the Pawnee Nation in partnership with the Tribal
Education Departments National Assembly (TEDNA), designed to expand early childhood
education, develop Indigenous educator pathways, and strengthen family and community
engagement for Pawnee youth. Serving approximately 1,000 enrolled Pawnee children and youth
from ages 3 to 18, this initiative focuses on students residing within Pawnee County and nearby
areas of north-central Oklahoma, specifically in the communities served by Cleveland Public
Schools, Glencoe Public Schools, and Pawnee Public Schools. These youth, many of whom face
systemic barriers to early education access, represent the heart of a comprehensive, community-
centered strategy grounded in cultural revitalization, family empowerment, and long-term
educational equity.

The project will improve kindergarten readiness, early intervention, and culturally aligned
instruction by establishing a responsive early learning infrastructure led by the Pawnee Nation.
The initiative will include the development of kindergarten transition programs, the
implementation of early screening systems, and culturally integrated curricula reflecting Pawnee
language, stories, and traditional knowledge. Career pathway development is central to the
initiative, with Pawnee Nation College leading certification programs for aspiring early childhood
educators and TEDNA coordinating technical assistance and workforce strategy. A parallel goal is
to empower parents and caregivers through the creation of the Pawnee Family Resource Network,
which will support home learning, connect families to services, and promote family leadership in

early education.
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Pawnee Stars Rising will leverage technology to support learning continuity, educator training,
and language preservation. Artificial intelligence (AI) tools will be explored to support
personalized instruction, provide virtual learning resources, and digitize Pawnee language
materials. These tools will serve to enhance—not replace—traditional learning modalities and
intergenerational teaching, ensuring cultural continuity across early childhood systems.

Key expected outcomes include a 30 percent increase in kindergarten readiness among
participating children, increased tribal capacity to deliver early learning services, a measurable
increase in the number of Pawnee early learning educators completing certification, and expanded
family involvement in culturally grounded education activities. In addition, this project will serve
as a model for sustainable, tribally governed early education that aligns with the Pawnee Nation’s
477 Plan by integrating workforce, education, and family development priorities into a unified
community strategy.

The Pawnee Nation serves as the lead applicant, ensuring all governance, implementation, and
evaluation decisions are driven by tribal sovereignty and community priorities. TEDNA, a
nationally respected tribal education organization, will support grant implementation and educator
pipeline development, including staffing a Pawnee Resource Specialist. Confirmed partners
include Pawnee Public Schools, Cleveland Public Schools, Glencoe Public Schools, Pawnee
Nation College, UCAP Head Start, and the Pawnee Nation Cultural Resource Division.

This proposal addresses all FY25 NYCP requirements, including the Absolute Priority and all three
Competitive Preference Priorities: Tribal Lead Applicant, Tribal Partnership, and Early Childhood
Education and Career Preparation. Through this initiative, the Pawnee Nation will strengthen its
educational sovereignty and create a replicable model for tribally driven early learning that

supports academic readiness, cultural identity, and intergenerational community wellness.
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Project Narrative

Need for Project

The Pawnee Stars Rising initiative was developed in direct response to longstanding and systemic
disparities in early childhood education access, educator development, and culturally responsive
family engagement experienced by Native children and families in the Pawnee Nation. Guided by
local data, national research, and direct consultation with tribal stakeholders, the project offers a
comprehensive solution built on the principles of self-determination, intergenerational knowledge,
and workforce integration under Public Law 102-477. This initiative satisfies the Absolute
Priority for Native Youth Community Projects (34 CFR 263.21), targeting a clearly defined

geographic area within the Pawnee

[ ] | ]
Nation locale, focusing on academic ‘ _N_
readiness and postsecondary success, "~ - _‘E;

and embedding tribal governance and

partnerships in every program element.

The project also satisfies Competitive
Preference Priority 1 (Tribal Lead Applicant). It integrates elements of Competitive Preference
Priority 3 (Early Childhood Education and Career Preparation), making it highly responsive to
the funding priorities of the Native Youth Community Projects (NYCP).

1. Magnitude of Need

The magnitude of the need for this project is both urgent and far-reaching. The Pawnee Nation’s
most recent education needs assessment, along with a review of Bureau of Indian Education and
state-level data, reveal critical deficits in early learning infrastructure and readiness. According to

the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2022), only 10% of Native American children
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are enrolled in formal preschool programs, compared to over 40% of non-Native peers,
highlighting a national readiness gap that is even more pronounced in rural tribal communities like
Pawnee. Local data confirm that most Pawnee children ages 0—5 enter kindergarten with no prior
exposure to structured early learning, resulting in low early literacy rates and disproportionately
high referrals for special education.

In a community where residents live below the federal poverty line and where families often face
multi-generational trauma from dislocated boarding school legacies, the absence of culturally
affirming early childhood education programs represents more than just an educational gap. It
reflects a systemic barrier to long-term self-sufficiency and tribal vitality. In interviews conducted
during the 2022-2024 planning period, Pawnee parents and caregivers identified early childhood
education as one of the greatest unmet needs, particularly when integrated with language
preservation and home-based learning options.

Additionally, the early childhood education workforce is critically underdeveloped. Nationally,
Native Americans account for less than 1% of early childhood educators (BLS, 2023), and in rural
Oklahoma, the number of credentialed Native early learning professionals is so small that most
tribally affiliated programs rely on non-Native or temporary staff. This not only contributes to high
turnover but impedes the ability to deliver instruction that reflects Pawnee’s language, cultural
values, and worldviews. Tribal youth interested in becoming educators report a lack of access to
certification programs, limited financial aid options, and few clear career pathways rooted in their
communities.

The three partnering school districts, Pawnee Public Schools, Cleveland Public Schools, and
Glencoe Public Schools, collectively serve approximately 2,100 students, including an estimated

1,050 Native youth from the Pawnee Nation and affiliated tribal communities. These schools are
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rural, Title I-designated institutions with limited pre-kindergarten capacity and few tribally
developed early learning resources. None operate a tribally governed early childhood program,
and only one employs a Native-certified early childhood educator. Data from district partners show
that over 60% of incoming kindergarteners lack formal pre-K experience, contributing to high rates
of early academic referrals, developmental screening delays, and low third-grade literacy scores.
Additionally, these schools lack systematic integration of Indigenous language or cultural curricula
in the early grades. The absence of localized, culturally relevant early childhood preparation
creates a readiness gap that persists throughout students’ educational trajectories.

Our Pawnee Stars Rising addresses this readiness gap by creating a bridge between early learning,
tribal culture, and elementary education, anchored in Pawnee governance and sustained through
strategic partnerships with schools that serve the majority of Pawnee children.

These unmet needs affect more than academic performance—they undermine tribal sovereignty,
delay workforce development, and inhibit community cohesion. Without a locally governed,
tribally grounded early learning system, Pawnee children remain at a disadvantage before their
educational journey even begins.

2. Specific Gaps and Challenges to Be Addressed

The Pawnee Stars Rising initiative is designed to directly address and remediate the structural and
instructional barriers facing the Pawnee Nation through five tightly integrated strategies:

a. Expanding Early Learning Access

At the center of the initiative is the creation of a tribally operated Early Learning Center that will
serve children ages 0—5. This facility will use Al-supported curriculum development tools to align

instructional content with Pawnee language, seasonal stories, and cultural themes. The Center will
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be intentionally designed to reflect tribal values, using community art, family storytelling sessions,
and seasonal knowledge to promote identity, early literacy, and cognitive development.

b. Improving Kindergarten Readiness

Children served through the Early Learning Center will be assessed using validated screening tools
such as the Early Literacy Quick Assessment (ELQA) and Oklahoma Early Learning Inventory
(ELI), which will be culturally adapted through a partnership with the Tuwaduq Cultural and
Research Institute (TCRI). These tools will ensure that children are not only academically prepared
but also socially and emotionally equipped to transition into K-12 systems without stigma or
misplacement and into inappropriate educational tracks.

c. Workforce Development and Educator Pipeline Expansion

Through its formal partnership with TEDNA, Pawnee Stars Rising will develop and implement
early educator micro-credentials, apprenticeships, and paraprofessional-to-certification pathways.
TEDNA staff, including CEO Quinton Roman Nose and Associate Director Kim Stewart Ruhman,
will lead these initiatives. Ms. Ruhman will provide ongoing support for educator training at
Pawnee Nation College, and TEDNA will recruit and mentor participants across multiple stages
of preparation. This partnership is deeply aligned with Pawnee Nation career pathways, fully
braiding them with the Nation’s PL 102-477 Plan, providing wraparound supports such as tuition
assistance, job placement, and supportive services for participants pursuing careers in early
childhood education, thus connecting education with economic development and workforce
inclusion.

d. Family Engagement and 477-Aligned Wraparound Supports

Pawnee Stars Rising recognizes the essential role of families in early learning. The initiative will

establish a Pawnee Family Resource Network (PFRN) to provide culturally relevant parenting
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workshops, home-based learning kits, and support services aligned with the 477 service delivery
system. Participating families will receive individualized case management to access education,
employment, and childcare assistance through WIOA and TANF programs already integrated
under the 477 model. The PFRN will host quarterly Family Learning Nights and will include
culturally responsive literacy materials and intergenerational storytelling events guided by elders.
e. Technology for Language and Learning
The initiative will implement Al-based tools to facilitate individualized learning and preserve the
Pawnee language. Through TCRI, the project will develop digital archives of oral stories, language
games, and personalized learning applications using Al voice recognition to support fluency in
Pawnee. These tools will be accessible to children at home and in school settings, ensuring that
technology is used to complement, not replace, tribal ways of knowing.
Collectively, these services offer a systems-level response to the complex and interdependent
challenges faced by Pawnee families: lack of early learning access, disconnected educator
pipelines, underutilized 477 programming, and cultural dislocation. Each activity is grounded in
the Nation’s strategic plan and 477 frameworks, making them not only impactful but sustainable.
3. Focus on Underserved Populations
This initiative squarely centers on historically underserved populations, including:

e Native children aged 0-5 in rural, low-income households;

e Unemployed or underemployed tribal members eligible for training via 477;

e High school youth and adults who are interested in early education careers but need local,

culturally responsive pathways;
o Pawnee language learners will explore the use of digital and in-person tools to preserve

heritage and pass on oral traditions.
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By addressing these populations, Pawnee Stars Rising creates an educational safety net and
opportunity structure that reflects the lived realities of tribal life. More importantly, by designing
services around these needs, the project strengthens the Pawnee Nation’s capacity for economic
growth, educational excellence, and cultural renewal.

All services provided through the initiative will be cost-free, tribally managed, and fully embedded

in existing tribal systems. This avoids duplication of services and ensures lasting integration into

the community’s broader vision of sovereignty and self-sufficiency.

Alignment with NYCP Absolute and Competitive Preference Priorities

o Absolute Priority: Native Youth Community Projects (34 CFR 263.21): The project is
centered within a defined tribal geographic area, with a focus on early learning and academic
readiness. The Pawnee Nation governs it and reflects community-led planning, meeting all
requirements of the Absolute Priority.

e CPPI1: Tribal Lead Applicant (34 CFR 263.21(b)(1)): The Pawnee Nation is the sole
applicant and decision-maker, ensuring governance authority remains fully tribal.

e CPP3: Early Childhood Education and Career Preparation (ESEA 6121(c)): This
initiative comprehensively incorporates both early learning services and educator workforce
development, with measurable outcomes related to kindergarten readiness and certification
expansion.

Pawnee Stars Rising proposal is aligned with the intent and structure of the NYCP grant program

and has been shaped through extensive tribal engagement, data analysis, and planning. By

embedding this work into the existing Pawnee 477 system, the initiative ensures that early
childhood services are not an isolated intervention but part of a long-term strategy to advance

sovereignty, sustainability, and self-determined futures for Pawnee children and families.
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Quality of the Project Design
The design of the Pawnee Stars Rising initiative is deeply rooted in a systems-thinking approach
that prioritizes measurable progress, tribal self-determination, evidence-based innovation, and
replicable frameworks for sustainable educational change. This initiative presents a high-quality
design that explicitly aligns with the Native Youth Community Projects (NYCP) grant’s Absolute
Priority and Competitive Preference Priorities while also integrating the EVOLVE Sovereignty
Framework as a developmental and evaluative tool. Through clearly specified goals, deep
community engagement, culturally embedded methodologies, and a commitment to both
qualitative and quantitative rigor, Pawnee Stars Rising establishes itself as a transformative model
for tribally led early childhood systems reform.
1. Goals, Objectives, and Measurable Qutcomes
The primary goal of Pawnee Stars Rising is to strengthen school readiness and long-term
educational attainment for Pawnee children by expanding access to high-quality early learning
programs, supporting the professionalization of Pawnee early educators, and fostering
intergenerational cultural revitalization. This goal directly supports the NYCP program’s purpose
by addressing barriers to college and career readiness through early and sustained interventions.
The project also seeks to reduce disparities in early learning access and teacher workforce
representation while developing scalable and data-informed practices that elevate tribal
sovereignty in education governance.
To operationalize this goal, the initiative articulates four clearly defined and measurable objectives:
e Objective 1: Increase enrollment of Pawnee children ages 0-5 in formal, culturally

grounded early learning programs by 25% within the first three years. Progress will be
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tracked through enrollment rosters and intake data from the new Pawnee Nation Early
Learning Center.

e Objective 2: Improve kindergarten readiness by at least 30% by Year 5, using culturally
adapted versions of the Early Literacy Quick Assessment (ELQA) and Oklahoma Early
Learning Inventory (ELI), aligned to both developmental benchmarks and Pawnee values.

e Objective 3: Expand the number of certified Pawnee early childhood educators by 40% by
the end of the grant period, with verification through certification data from Pawnee Nation
College and state-recognized credentialing bodies.

e Objective 4: Engage 90% of participating families in home-based learning and family
education programs annually, with documentation through attendance logs, feedback
surveys, and engagement rubrics developed in partnership with TEDNA.

These performance measures are ambitious yet achievable, grounded in current baseline data
collected through Pawnee’s education and 477 workforce planning teams. They will be monitored
annually, with quarterly data reviews to support continuous quality improvement. All objectives
reflect the core focus of NYCP to support Native youth through coordinated services, early
learning infrastructure, and career readiness preparation.

2. Community Engagement and Input

The development of Pawnee Stars Rising is grounded in extensive and meaningful tribal and
community engagement. Over the past three years, the Pawnee Nation conducted formal needs
assessments and community forums facilitated by the Education Division and supported by
TEDNA. These forums gathered input from parents, educators, elders, youth, and the Pawnee
Nation Business Council, with an intentional focus on elevating intergenerational and rural voices.

Key findings from this process identified three persistent gaps: (1) the lack of tribally controlled

11
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early learning environments, (2) the shortage of certified Native early childhood educators, and
(3) the absence of family-centered resources and culturally grounded curriculum.
In response, the project’s design centers continuous engagement mechanisms, including:

e Quarterly Community Advisory Board Meetings to review progress, surface feedback,
and adapt strategies;

e Parent Leadership Councils organized by school site, which will co-develop family
engagement plans and shape curriculum development;

e Elder Curriculum Consultations which embed seasonal stories, language, and cultural
teachings into learning modules;

e Student Apprentice Feedback Loops, through which high school participants in the
educator pathway, will co-design aspects of their mentorship experience and contribute to
youth advisory boards.

This level of engagement is not performative—it is embedded in the governance structure of the
initiative and will guide strategic direction throughout the five-year project period. The project
honors tribal sovereignty by placing decision-making power within the Pawnee Nation’s
educational governance infrastructure. This ensures that continuous improvement is informed by
those most impacted and leads to services that are authentically rooted in community aspirations.
3. Implementation and Evaluation for Replicability

The implementation design for Pawnee Stars Rising follows a phased and adaptive structure that
enables learning, scale, and eventual replication. The project draws on proven implementation
science frameworks as well as Indigenous planning methodologies, integrating both
developmental evaluation practices and formative data use.

The phased approach includes:

12
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e Year 1 (Development and Launch): Establish key governance structures, recruit staff,
build Al-informed learning modules, initiate curriculum co-design with elders and
educators, and begin the first cohort of early educator apprentices.

e Years 2-3 (Expansion and Deepening): Open full enrollment in the early learning center,
implement Al-supported family engagement tools, expand educator credentialing cohorts,
and integrate student-level learning dashboards for real-time data use.

e Years 4-5 (Evaluation and Sustainability): Conduct summative evaluation activities,
implement project refinements based on outcomes, and develop a Pawnee-specific
replication toolkit for other tribal early learning programs. Dissemination will occur
through TEDNA, the National Indian Education Association, and the Office of Indian
Education grantee network.

At the core of implementation is the integration of the EVOLVE Sovereignty Framework,
developed by Dr. Michael Pavel, who also serves as the project’s external evaluator. EVOLVE
(Engage, Value, Organize, Lead, Validate, and Elevate) offers a strengths-based, Indigenous-
centered approach to systems change. It guides both project teams and tribal partners through the
nonlinear process of establishing infrastructure, validating community readiness, and legitimizing
educational governance from within cultural paradigms. Dr. Pavel will use the EVOLVE
Framework not only to evaluate project fidelity and outcomes but also to support reflective practice
among program leaders, parents, and educators. Each stage of EVOLVE will anchor
implementation checkpoints, guiding the team in scaling from localized service delivery to
institutional-level system transformation.

4. Demonstration Design and Documentation

13
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The evaluation and documentation plan for Pawnee Stars Rising is rigorous, comprehensive, and
grounded in both Indigenous methodologies and federally aligned data standards. Dr. Pavel will
conduct the evaluation using the EVOLVE Framework as a lens to capture both technical fidelity
and cultural integrity across all project activities.
Quantitative data elements will include:

e Pre- and post-intervention ELQA and ELI scores;

e Student and family participation counts;

e Certification completions and educator placement data;

e Attendance and home learning engagement rates.
Qualitative data will include:

o Family storytelling logs and interviews;

e (Classroom observations coded for cultural responsiveness;

e Educator and parent reflective journals;

e Focus group data from tribal council and elder advisory sessions.
This mixed-methods approach ensures that documentation goes beyond compliance to illuminate
transformation. It captures not only what was achieved but how success was interpreted and
experienced within the Pawnee community. Evaluation reports will be shared quarterly with tribal
leadership and annually with external stakeholders. Documentation will also support replication
by generating accessible templates, tools, and annotated protocols for future use by other tribal
early learning programs.
5. Rationale and Alignment with Grant Purposes
The design of Pawnee Stars Rising is grounded in a research-informed and culturally resonant

theory of change. The project builds on a growing body of evidence showing that early learning

14
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programs that integrate Native language, community engagement, and Indigenous educator
pipelines lead to improved academic achievement and socio-emotional development (McCarty &
Brayboy, 2021; Carver, 2018; Mathews et al., 2025). These findings align directly with the NYCP’s
goal of supporting local solutions to promote college and career readiness.

Further, workforce development through the project responds to Bureau of Labor Statistics (2023)
projections showing a 15% growth in early childhood educator demand by 2031—an opportunity
that Pawnee Stars Rising positions Pawnee citizens to seize. The educator pipeline strategy,
designed in collaboration with TEDNA and Pawnee Nation College, creates a replicable model for
place-based credentialing, mentorship, and career advancement.

The use of Al tools for personalized instruction, early literacy interventions, and Pawnee language
revitalization is informed by emerging research on technology-supported Indigenous education
(Ayobami et al., 2024). These tools will support adaptive learning, track engagement, and preserve
oral histories through voice recognition archives, meeting both academic and cultural imperatives.
Finally, by embedding evaluation and implementation within the EVOLVE Sovereignty
Framework, the project introduces a culturally authentic model for systems transformation. This
model respects nonlinear change, centers community assets, and holds space for tribal sovereignty
throughout the education cycle. EVOLVE serves as a framework for both measurement and
leadership development, ensuring that Pawnee Stars Rising does not merely produce outcomes but
shifts the educational landscape toward enduring tribal control and innovation.

The Pawnee Stars Rising logic model outlines the systemic alignment between inputs, activities,
outputs, and the desired short-, medium-, and long-term outcomes for the Pawnee Stars Rising
initiative. This model supports the project’s data-informed design, evidence-based implementation

strategies, and strong theory of change that underpins its alignment with the NYCP priorities.
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U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION OMB Number: 1894-0008
BUDGET INFORMATION Expiration Date: 08/31/2026
NON-CONSTRUCTION PROGRAMS

Name of Institution/Organization Applicants requesting funding for only one year should complete the column under "Project

|PAWNEE NATION OF OKLAHOMA

| Year 1." Applicants requesting funding for multi-year grants should complete all applicable
columns. Please read all instructions before completing form.

SECTION A - BUDGET SUMMARY
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION FUNDS

Budget Categories Project Year 1 Project Year 2 Project Year 3 Project Year 4 Project Year 5 Project Year 6 Project Year 7 Total

(a) (b) (@ (d) (e) ) (9) (h)
1. Personnel | 140,000.00| | 155,100.00| | 160,354.00| | 165,760.00| | 161,336.00| | | | | | 782,550.00|
2. Fringe Benefits | 42,000.00| | 46,530.00| | 48,106.00| | 49,728.00| | 48,401.00| | | | | | 234,765.00|
3. Travel | 15,000.00| | 15,000.00| | 15,000.00| | 15,ooo.oo| | 15,ooo.oo| | | | | | 75,ooo.oo|
4. Equipment | 25,000.00| | 1o,ooo.oo| | 10,000.00| | 10,000.00| | 1o,ooo.oo| | | | | | 65,000.00|
5. Supplies | 23,000.00| | 21,000.00| | 21,000.00| | 21,ooo.oo| | 21,ooo.oo| | | | | | 107,000.00|
6. Contractual | 207,000.00| | 207,000.00| | 207,000.00| | 207,000.00| | 207,000.00| | | | | | 1,035,000.00|
Comcion | I I I I I I I |
8. Other | 1o,ooo.oo| | 12,000.00| | 15,000.00| | 15,ooo.oo| | 15,ooo.oo| | | | | | 67,000.00|
9. Total Direct Costs | 462,000.00| | 466,630.00| | 476,460.00| | 483,488.00| | 477,737.00| | | | | | 2,366,315.00|
(lines 1-8)
10. Indirect Costs* | 69,300.00| | 69,995.00| | 71,469.00| | 72,523.00| | 71,661.00| | | | | | 354,948.00|
11. Training Stipends | | | | | | | | | | | | | | | |
192.T)ota| Costs (lines | 531,300.00| | 536,625.00| | 547,929.00| | 556,011.00| | 549,398.00| | | | | | 2,721,263.00|
-11

*Indirect Cost Information (To Be Completed by Your Business Office): If you are requesting reimbursement for indirect costs on line 10, please answer the following questions:

(1) Do you have an Indirect Cost Rate Agreement approved by the Federal government? IXI Yes D No
(2)  Ifyes, please provide the following information:
Period Covered by the Indirect Cost Rate Agreement: From: [01/01/2025 To: |12/31/2025 (mm/dd/yyyy)
Approving Federal agency: X, ED D Other (please specify): |
The Indirect Cost Rate is %.
(3)  Ifthisis your first Federal grant, and you do not have an approved indirect cost rate agreement, are not a State, Local government or Indian Tribe, and are not funded under a training rate program or a
restricted rate program, do you want to use the de minimis rate of 10% of MTDC? D Yes D No  Ifyes, you must comply with the requirements of 2 CFR § 200.414(f).
(4)  If you do not have an approved indirect cost rate agreement, do you want to use the temporary rate of 10% of budgeted salaries and wages?
|:| Yes |:| No If yes, you must submit a proposed indirect cost rate agreement within 90 days after the date your grant is awarded, as required by 34 CFR § 75.560.
(5)  For Restricted Rate Programs (check one) -- Are you using a restricted indirect cost rate that:
|:| Is included in your approved Indirect Cost Rate Agreement? Or, |:| Complies with 34 CFR 76.564(c)(2)? The Restricted Indirect Cost Rate is I:I %.
(6)  For Training Rate Programs (check one) -- Are you using a rate that:
PR/Award # S299A2800d0ded in your approved Indirect Cost Rate Agreement, because it is lower than the
- Ly ’
D Is based on the training rate of 8 percent of MTDC (See EDGAR § 75.562(c)(4))? Or, Page e training rate of 8 percent of MTDC (See EDGAR § 75.562(c)(4))?
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