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Education is the tribe’s major focus
August 1, 2012  •  Richard Gomez/Commentary

School may be out, but various departments of our tribal government are busy making sure our young people have a summer that’s both fun and educational.
Educating our young people is of particular importance to me. It’s a passion shared by many members of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash and shows up in many ways, whether it’s benefiting from the wisdom of our elders, or discovering the world through teachers outside the tribe.
In my last column, I discussed how we believe an early start is critical, so we’ve been promoting academic readiness for kindergarten by supporting the pre-school education of 35 students. Also, 34 credentialed teachers tutor more than 100 tribal students — pre-K through college —  in Santa Barbara, San Luis Obispo and Los Angeles counties. 
Tribal families last month celebrated more than 45 graduates, from eighth grade through the doctoral level.
Our government has seen to it that numerous tribal departments place an emphasis offering increased learning experiences for students.
As I’ve previously noted, respect for Earth is a covenant that links our ancestors and future generations. Our ancestors since time immemorial have lived, worked and relied on this land. 
Because of this, our environmental, education and cultural programs often involve engaging the tribe’s young people to teach them to respect nature and be environmental stewards, just as our Chumash ancestors were before them.
Our summer camp programs operated by the cultural department gathers more interest every year. Students go on field trips to learn about our Chumash heritage and the natural world around them, among other things.
Our environmental office’s community garden project on the reservation also helps teach young people the wisdom of our elders about reverence for the land. It also teaches them to make more informed decisions in what they eat.
The community garden has produced a bounty of vegetables and herbs. The young people even have held a Kids’ Farmers Market on our reservation. Learning by doing is at the heart of the community garden project.
In fact, we are using the learning-by-doing approach to instill in our youth their responsibilities to society. Because of this, our tribe’s youth are emerging as social entrepreneurs who are making contributions to community.
These social entrepreneurs have taken on numerous projects. They sell items they’ve produced at community events for the purpose of making a positive difference in the lives of others. Our youth have donated funds to support homeless people, animal shelters and indigenous plant restoration in the county.
In other cases, we have them sell items for themselves to learn about investments and the value of their work.
This month, our young people ages 11 and older set up a booth at tribal hall to sell T-shirts, magnets and note cards.
School will soon be back in session. But our goal is for our young people to learn that they should never stop learning.
 
Richard Gomez is tribal vice chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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