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The Tacoma Ocean Fest Youth Story Contest is a local 

literacy project designed to inspire students around the 

topic of oceans.  Rotary is an international philanthropic 

organization that began their international youth 

exchange program in 1929.  However, there are millions 

of students who don’t have the resources or qualifications 

to become an exchange student.  The Youth Story Contest 

(YSC) is a local Rotary attempt to serve those youth in 

other ways by intentionally giving a voice to youth from a 

variety of ethnic backgrounds.   

Managed by Tacoma Sunrise Rotary, the YSC is an informal 

collaboration with anchor institutions in Tacoma including 

Tacoma Public Schools, Tacoma Public Library, Tacoma Art 

Museum, Tacoma Youth Marine Center, four local 

Rotaries and more.    Middle school and high school youth 

are encouraged to express themselves on an 

environmental ocean theme through poetry, film, and 

data analysis/graphing.  Incentives include pizza 

participation rewards, cash prizes, the opportunity to 

present their work at the Ocean Fest waterfront festival 

and more.  Free poetry writing and filmmaking classes are 

offered to ensure all students have equal opportunity to 

develop skills. 

Tacoma, with a population over 200,000 people, is a 

waterfront city in western Washington (US Census 

Bureau, 2019).  The racial composition of children under 

18 years of age in households is in Table 1.  There are 20 

public schools, 15 private schools, several charter schools 

and a nearby tribal school serving students of middle 

school and high school age.   

Table 1:  Race, children under 18 years of age in 

households in Tacoma. 

Ethnicity/Race Estimate Margin of error 

One race 79.6% +/- 1.8 

White 54.2% +/- 1.9 

Black or African 

American 9.3% +/- 1.4 

American Indian 

and Alaska Native 1.6% +/- 0.6 

Asian 7.2% +/- 1.0 

Native Hawaiian 

and Other Pacific 

Islander 1.6% +/- 0.6 

Some other race 5.7% +/- 1.3 

Two or more races 20.4% +/- 1.8 

Source:  US Census Bureau, Children Characteristics, 2013-

2017 American Community Survey Estimates (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2013-2017). 

Although American Indian and Alaska Native children 

statistically are only  1.6% of the Tacoma population (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2013-2017), the YSC management 

intentionally set a goal in 2019 to encourage the voice of 

all youth, especially indigenous students.  The ocean 

theme is a shared value between indigenous and current 

residents and indigenous voices are vital to both 

community dialogue and ocean conservation   

The Youth Story Contest is run primarily by two 

volunteers.  Although they have wide connections with 

teachers, the school district, and the arts/business/non-

profit communities locally, they did not have connection 

with the indigenous community.  Setting a goal that 

contest entries from indigenous students would be at 

least 1.6% of the entire contest entries was definitely a 

challenge.   
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Intention 1: Respect for tribal elders and 
leadership 
An initial step was to consult with indigenous elders and 

regional leadership for permission and direction.  To 

begin, the YSC project manager contacted the Tacoma 

Public Schools Title VI Indian education program. Title VI 

is part of the national Every Student Succeeds Act from 

2015.  Title VI coordinators from the Office of Indian 

Education work with local educational agencies, 

postsecondary organizations and tribes, supporting the 

unique cultural and educational needs of their students.  

David Syth (Crow Nation), Indian Education 

Coordinator at Tacoma Public Schools, is an 

experienced, skilled administrator with a 

background in tribal school 

administration.  David’s welcoming, 

relational communication style 

and oratives made the first of 

many in-person meetings 

productive.  He intently listened 

to an explanation of the contest 

program design, made 

recommendations and identified 

where contest values aligned with 

tribal values.   

After contacting David, he 

recommended other local indigenous 

leaders be informally consulted in person.  

They included the Puyallup Tribe of Indians culture 

director Connie McCloud, the City of Tacoma Office of Arts 

& Cultural Vitality arts program coordinator, and the Little 

Wild Wolves Youth/Community Center youth coordinator.  

Puyallup tribal leadership agreed to distribute contest 

posters in the Chief Leschi tribal school and to encourage 

their youth to participate.  Tribal leadership has much 

expertise in working with their youth and generously 

provides resources to support them.   

Intention 2: Include and welcome 
indigenous culture 
To make the inclusion meaningful and to demonstrate 

shared values to the elders and students, two local 

indigenous artists including a poet and filmmaker were 

invited to be among the 15 volunteer judges for the 

contest.   

The Title VI coordinator provided a culture handout to all 

contest volunteers from Rotary and anchor institutions 

(view the handout). Volunteers were open to learning and 

were pleased to receive this helpful information.   

YSC managers worked with anchor institutions to ensure 

indigenous culture was included. 

Tacoma Ocean Fest commissioned an interactive mural by 

artist Ryan! Fedderson (Confederated Tribes of the 

Colville) for the festival.  Storytelling, a shared value 

between the contest and the community, was a 

key factor in the artwork.  At the artist’s 

recommendation, Tacoma Public 

Library staff provided story books at 

the festival and did hourly readings 

for younger children in a space in 

front of the artwork.   

The Tacoma Art Museum 

provided a contest – affiliated 

poetry writing class free of charge 

to the community, using ocean-

themed artwork.  When the YSC 

project manager asked the Tacoma 

Art Museum to add an artwork by an 

indigenous artist to the class, they 

immediately acceded.   

In informal communications, the contest project 

manager requested the public library add a work by a 

respected local indigenous author to their active stacks.  

After discussion, the library agreed to add the book to 

their stacks and purchased several more copies.  

Additional artists invited to perform at the festival were 

an intentional mix of cultures, including the TUPAC West 

African dance troupe, Hula Hulau OkealaAkua Naniloa 

Mana’oakamia performing Hawaiian, Maori and Tahitian 

dance, and Miho & Diego playing Latin and Japanese 

music. 

“Encouraging creativity 

in all our local youth, 

inspiring them to write, 

make films and graphs, 

is beneficial for their 

growth, their families 

and our community.” 
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Intention 3: Reflect student values in 
communications with them 
Contest communication with students was intentionally 

designed to reflect their cultures.   The main form of 

communication used in posters and social networking had 

a photo to emphasize inclusiveness for students of all 

cultures.   

Every school was contacted by email, offering the 

opportunity to their students to participate in the YSC.   

Each of the 25 schools that responded was given contest 

posters at no charge.  

Communication to the general student population 

focused on prizes and competition.  For email distribution 

to all indigenous students and family in the school district, 

this communication was rewritten to be culturally 

sensitive, following guidance from David Syth.  Changes 

included emphasizing community, family, and elders as 

well as the relationship to nature and the ocean.  Prizes 

and competition were de-emphasized.   

Input on contest design was sought from multiple student 

advisors.  Student advisors were deliberately chosen from 

a mix of geographic areas.  Several attended north side 

Stadium High School, where 35% of students receive free 

and reduced lunch (Washington Office of Public 

Instruction, 2018-2019).  The majority were from the 

south side Henry T. Schatz location of Boys & Girls Club of 

South Puget Sound.  Most of these students attend Gray 

Middle School, where 82% of students receive free and 

reduced lunch (Washington State Office of Public 

Instruction, 2018-2019).  In one example of advice sought 

by contest management, the Boys & Girls Club students 

chose the naming convention for the graphing contest as 

well as advised on prizes and submission rules.   

Following the contest, four student entrants from east 

side Lincoln High School (78% free and reduced lunch) 

(Washington State Office of Public Instruction, 2018-

2019), met with a Tacoma City Council member, a teacher-

librarian, the Tacoma Public Schools Director of 

Innovation, and YSC management to provide advice on 

future contest design. 

Results: The Youth Story Contest 
exceeded its goal three times over 

1. 4.8% percent of the entries were from indigenous 

youth, compared to the 1.6% expected.  Other 

entries exceeding expectations included youth of 

Black/ African American and Asian heritages.  See 

Table 2 for data analysis. 

2. Youth with indigenous heritage were voted among 

the contest finalists in all categories.  (See all finalist 

and prizewinning works.  Judges were blinded to 

entrants’ names, schools and all demographics 

other than age to ensure impartial judging. ) 

3. The Puyallup Tribe of Indians Canoe Family agreed 

to open the festival with a meaningful and beautiful 

blessing, song and dance.   

4. Entrants and finalists ranged from those attending 

Annie Wright School, a private institution with a 

yearly tuition of $27,000 per year, to Lincoln High 

School, a public high school where 78% of students 

receive free and reduced lunch.  Additionally, 

homeschoolers chose to participate as well.  

5. Along with the usual public and private school 

entries, entries were received from the local tribal 

school, Chief Leschi Schools.  

6. Several families attended the finalist boat ride 

event, including a family of indigenous heritage.   

7.  Students and families with indigenous heritage 

attended the festival, presented their works to the 

public, and received certificates/prizes during the 

festival. 

Table 2:  Race of Youth Story Contest entrants compared 

to general under-18 Tacoma population 

Ethnicity/Race 

Total YSC 

Entrants YSC  Tacoma 

One Race 53 84.1% 79.6% 

White 31 49.2% 54.2% 

Black or 

African 

American 8 12.7% 9.3% 
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Ethnicity/Race 

Total YSC 

Entrants YSC  Tacoma 

American 

Indian and 

Alaska 

Native 3 4.8% 1.6% 

Asian 8 12.7% 7.2% 

Native 

Hawaiian 

and Other 

Pacific 

Islander 1 1.6% 1.6% 

Some other 

race 2 3.2% 5.7% 

Two or more 

races 8 12.7% 20.4% 

Declined to 

report 2 3.2%  

The statistics tell one story, but interviews with entrants 

and family give wider insight.  One student was inspired to 

try a different language: “I always loved writing poems.  I 

always do it in Spanish.  Actually doing it in English, it was 

weird because I have to find a rhyme, a rhythm.” That 

student placed in the contest finalists.   

A family member stated, “It’s always good to educate 

people.  Sometimes we don’t do things just because we 

don’t know how… But we’re very capable of doing great 

things, so I think that’s the message too, to those kids”.   

Another student says, “This was my first experiment on 

thinking about a topic that’s super-important that affects 

a lot of things…Your art is your own.”   

A third student: “I just wanted to try something new.”  

Added his father: “I’m proud of him…We have to look 

forward into the world so that we have a better planet for 

our children…It is big for them to voice their opinion”.  

Encouraging creativity in all our local youth, inspiring them 

to write, make films and graphs, is beneficial for their 

growth, their families and our community.  Our thanks to 

the elders and leaders of the indigenous community, 

whose passion and pride in their youth is inspiring.  We 

invite you to contact us: David Syth (Crow Nation), 

dsyth@tacoma.k12.wa.us and Kathleen Figetakis, 

kfiget@gmail.com.  We wish the best to you on 

intentionally encouraging the voice of your local youth.    

A final note on terminology:  In this article, several terms 

were used including “indigenous”, “American Indian”,  

“tribal”, “Indian”, and “Native American”.  The current 

terminology some local residents indicated they prefer is 

“indigenous”.  However, when referring to a specific tribe, 

“tribal” is more appropriate.  “Indian” is a term consistent 

with Title VI language, while “Native American” is wording 

used by the U.S. Census Bureau. 
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