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Tribe honored for language work

Richard Gomez/Commentary | Posted: Thursday, March 31, 2011 12:00 am
Last week in Los Angeles, the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians received special recognition at the 34th Annual California Conference on American Indian Education for our work on Assembly Bill 544, the Native American Languages Credentialing bill. We were also recognized for our work on Assembly Bill 2089, which extended the sunset of the American Indian Education Program.

The conference theme, “Indian Education: Strengthening Our Future by Coming Together,” showcased 34 years of success and growth of American Indian education in California and the impact the American Indian Education Centers have had in American Indian communities.

Made possible by the collaborative efforts of the 27 American Indian Education Centers statewide, the conference was endorsed by the California Department of Education along with many other supporters of American Indian education throughout California.

Tribes attending the conference, like ours, had an opportunity to share traditional and academic teaching and learning through networking with elders, tribal leaders, students and educators.

It was particularly rewarding for us to be recognized by such a distinguished group, whose collective focus on advancing American Indian education is admirable. We are proud that the recognition we received was on behalf of the work we did on AB 544.

Authored by Assembly Member Joe Coto, AB 544 was signed into law in the fall of 2009 and went into effect at the beginning of last year. Specifically, the bill allows tribes to develop criteria for language fluency and other qualifications for awarding a special American Indian Languages Credential.

We were one of the first tribes that stood behind the bill from the beginning. Although we have had the opportunity to revitalize our own native language — Samala — we know that other tribes may not be as fortunate. In fact, many California Indian languages are on the brink of extinction.

AB 544 promises to assist the efforts of tribes to get the most qualified teachers of their languages and cultures into the classroom. That’s why we were so enthusiastic about providing wholehearted and immediate support.

Once one of the most linguistically diverse places in the world, with some 100 different indigenous languages, California is now seeing the last native speakers passing away. As we worked diligently to resurrect our own language, we knew it was important for tribes throughout California to work on ways to save their native languages.

In addition to being an early supporter, we have also been involved in advancing the implementation of AB 544 once it was signed into law. Last April our tribe hosted a special symposium for tribes and educators to discuss and explore ways to best implement AB 544. The event was significant in that it was the first opportunity tribes and educators had to share their visions. We discussed ways to ensure that we moved forward on our collective goal to develop criteria for language fluency.

Although native languages was just one of many topics discussed at the California Conference on American Indian Education last week, it was certainly a topic that stayed in the forefront.

We are proud of the work we have done so far on the languages credentialing bill and are honored to have received such recognition for our work.

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

