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Tribe honors its graduates

Richard Gomez / Commentary | Posted: Thursday, July 7, 2011 12:00 am
On Sunday, June 26, the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians honored 55 of our tribal student graduates at a special ceremony at Hotel Corque in Solvang.

Hosted by our Education Committee and attended by some 150 people, the event celebrated the accomplishments of these young scholars — from 8th grade through graduate school — and demonstrated to them how proud each and every tribal member is of their significant achievements.

Among the group were two who had received master’s degrees, eight with new bachelor’s degrees, 11 who had completed their studies in trade schools, 14 who graduated from high school, 13 who graduated from 8th grade and three adults who had earned their GEDs.

Degrees were earned in a variety of disciplines including clinical psychology, business, communications, culinary arts and photography. Graduates from vocational or trade programs are entering a variety of areas including law enforcement (Riverside County Sheriff’s Department) and firefighting (Santa Ynez Band of Indians Fire Crew).

Krista Armenta, who received her bachelor’s degree in psychology from UCSB and a master’s in clinical psychology from Antioch University, was a featured speaker at the graduation ceremony. She has worked for our summer camp, Camp Kalawashaq, and is now working as a counselor at the Tribal Health Clinic. 

Also speaking to the audience was Robert Gonzales, who received an associate degree in business from the University of Phoenix. He recently began to work on his bachelor’s degree in project management. He is a full-time employee of our Education Department, as well a full-time student, husband and father.

Since our tribe established our Education Department in 1996, 308 individuals have received graduation awards, including 41 bachelor of arts/bachelor of science degrees, nine master of arts/master of science degrees, one Ph.D., one M.D. and one J.D.

That’s a far cry from previous generations, when higher education was nearly an impossible goal due to lack of funding. Revenue generated from our Chumash Casino Resort has allowed us to set up a scholarship fund for our tribal students. As a result, our children and grandchildren have had the opportunity to pursue their dreams.

Our tribal graduates are now in fields as diverse as medicine, food and beverage, criminal justice, science, business and psychology. Niki Sandoval, one of our graduates from a few years ago who received her Ph.D. in education from UCSB, is our now education director.

She serves as a shining example of what our tribal students can accomplish. Growing up on our reservation, she kept her eye on her educational goals. After obtaining her bachelor’s degree, followed by her master’s, she made a decision to pursue her Ph.D. It was an extensive program that required commitment, discipline and dedication, and she demonstrated that she had the drive to see it through to completion.

Niki and our Education Committee members encourage our tribal students and help lead them through the path toward higher education. From early education on to university, they are there for our tribal students — to guide them, serve as role models and mentors and show them that the sky is the limit.

Congratulations to our tribal graduates! We are proud of you and look forward to seeing you continue to soar.

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

