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Camp K brought fun and sun

Nakia Zavalla/Commentary | Posted: Thursday, August 18, 2011 12:15 am
We recently completed our seventh year of Camp Kalwashaq, a summer camp program designed to provide our tribal youth an opportunity to learn, expand their horizons and have fun.

One of our generous tribal elders, Grace Pacheco, also participated in Camp K to interact with our tribal children and help teach them the ways of the Chumash. It was a wonderful way for her to share her significant knowledge in a manner that truly benefits our youth. Our children took away invaluable lessons from her that they couldn't get from a book or a class.

This was the first year at our new site, Rancho Alegre, a camp located in the wooded oak foothills of the Santa Ynez Mountain Range of the Los Padres National Forest. The camp is at 2,000-foot elevation and covers 225 acres with areas that have inspiring views across the valley and Lake Cachuma.

In addition to our cultural activities that are an integral part of Camp Kalawashaq, Rancho Alegre afforded us the opportunity to facilitate the development of community and environmental stewardship through a direct, hands-on experience with nature. Incorporated into the program was teaching our youth the values of respect for nature, other people and themselves.

Our Camp K participants enjoyed a full breakfast and lunch daily, use of a newly-redone pool, archery and bb range, hiking trails and our own private location at Larsen Meadow. We trust that each child completed the Camp K program with fond memories of cultural activities and games, language, environmental awareness and friendships they formed at camp.

At Camp Kalawashaq's closing ceremonies on the last day of camp on July 29, we were honored to have Tom Torlakson, state superintendent of public instruction, stop by to visit with the children, camp staff and other participants in attendance. He participated in playing traditional tribal games with the children and spoke to them about education - he even used a few words from our native language, Samala.

As chief of California's public school system and leader of the California Department of Education, Superintendent Torlakson applies his experience as a science teacher, high school coach, and state policymaker to advocate for our students and improve our state's public education system.

Superintendent Torlakson said nationwide, the dropout rate for Native American students is 50 percent. But, the Santa Ynez Chumash tribe has set the bar higher. That fact was demonstrated recently when we held our tribal graduation ceremonies in June and honored 55 graduates - from eighth grade to master's degrees. Since our Education Department was established in 1996, 308 individuals have received graduation awards.

The superintendent told the crowd at Camp Kalawashaq that he's looking for role model programs to work around the state with other native Californian tribal groups and also looking for generally good practices.

I'm excited that he had an opportunity to visit our reservation and also see Camp Kalawashaq in action. The camp provides a well-rounded curriculum for our tribal kids with a healthy balance of recreation, education, motivation and cultural activities and he had an opportunity to experience that personally. It was also exciting for our tribal children to meet Superintendent Torlakson and hear from him first-hand about the importance of education.

