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June 10, 2010

Academic efforts rewarded each year

BY Richard Gomez/Commentary

Graduation is in the air as students get ready to don caps and gowns and pick up their hard-earned diplomas at graduation ceremonies throughout the region. Whether it’s graduation from middle school, high school, trade school or universities, it’s an accomplishment that’s worthy of a celebration.

We will have our own graduation celebration for Santa Ynez Chumash students later this month. Hosted by the tribe’s Education Committee every year to honor those students who have earned their diplomas, the event always brings smiles to the faces of those who have accomplished their educational goals and their family members, who proudly sit in the audience.

Our tribe has always had a commitment to education and we have set up our Education Department to demonstrate that. Run by Niki Sandoval, a Santa Ynez Chumash tribal descendant who was the first to receive her Ph.D. through our scholarship program, and overseen by our dedicated Education Committee, our Education Department helps students from preschool all the way through adult education.

We start by promoting academic readiness for kindergarten. We currently support the preschool education for 45 students. Right now more than 400 students affiliated with our tribe are enrolled in California schools in grades K-12. In addition, 65 tribal adults are pursuing higher education (10 vocational/ trade and 55 college or university).

Our after-school mentoring and tutoring program is in full swing with 25 credentialed teachers tutoring 87 tribal students (K-12) in Arroyo Grande, Lompoc, Los Alamos, Los Angeles, Nipomo, Santa Barbara, Santa Maria Valley and Santa Ynez Valley. At the Tribal Hall on our reservation, 33 of those students meet with 14 tutors one to four times per week.

One of the most exciting facts from our Education Department focuses on the statistics relating to our scholarship program. Since the scholarship program was established in 1996, we have seen 33 tribal students earn their bachelor of arts degrees, seven tribal students earn their master of arts degrees and seven more earn their doctorates.

This incredible accomplishment speaks volumes not only about the hard work and dedication exhibited by those 47 tribal students who persevered and reached their academic goals, but it also speaks about how far our tribe has traveled.

Just a generation earlier, only a handful of tribal students were able to pursue higher education due to a number of factors, including economic obstacles. Today, it’s great to know that when the economic factor is out of the way, our tribal students have an opportunity to soar.

At a presentation to our tribal membership last month, Sandoval said something that made me reflect on the pride I feel when seeing the success of our various tribal programs. She said, “Our tribal students have an entire community behind them when they pursue their educational goals.”

She’s right. Whether it’s the Education Committee, the Education Department staff, our Business Committee or our tribal elders, our tribal students have a whole community behind them to support, encourage and cheer them on as they travel on the road to academic success.

Congratulations to all who are celebrating their academic achievements this year.

Richard Gomez is the vice chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

