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Education leads to bright future
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Graduation time in Santa Barbara County is upon us. One of my interests as tribal vice-chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians has been promoting increased educational opportunities for our tribal families.

This time of year is always a special one for us at the tribe, as we see more and more of our family members obtain degrees and certificates or pass another milestone in their educational careers.

Our tribal government’s education director, Dr. Niki Sandoval, explains that our sustained investment in education is yielding measurable results. “In partnership with local public and independent schools, we have witnessed profound change in our educational outcomes,” she notes. “We are able to leverage existing tribal resources with the talent of our local parents, administrators and educators to help students realize their potential.”

Dr. Sandoval knows first-hand about the value of realizing one’s educational potential. She was the first of our Chumash family members to obtain a doctorate degree, in education at UCSB, where she continues to be active in promoting educational opportunities for Native American students.

We believe an early start is critical. The tribe is promoting academic readiness for kindergarten by supporting the preschool education of 35 students.

We’ve found that consistent and individualized support is essential as class sizes grow. Thirty-four credentialed teachers tutor more than 100 tribal students — pre-K through college — in Santa Barbara, San Luis Obispo and Los Angeles counties. The tribe also offers continuing education opportunities for adult learners.  

This month, families of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians will celebrate more than 45 graduates, from eighth grade through the doctoral level.  

Dr. Sandoval says: “I remember a time in our recent past when our graduation rates resembled national statistics — with only 50 percent of American Indians graduating high school in the United States. American Indian experiences of education in California are rooted in an oppressive history that began with the mission system.”

We have tribal elders living today who remember painful experiences in local schools, as well as being sent to boarding schools hundreds of miles from home.  

We are now writing a new chapter.

For the past few years, 100 percent of Chumash students at Santa Ynez Valley Union High School earned diplomas. This is a great source of pride for our community and demonstrates the effectiveness of our local high school to maintain the highest graduation rates in Santa Barbara County.  

  

Some numbers to consider from the 2010-2011 academic year:

* 97.5 percent of 40 students, in grades one through six, improved in one or more subject areas. 

* 80 percent of these elementary school students improved in three or more subject areas. 

* 37 individuals graduated, including one Ph.D., three master’s degrees, eight bachelor’s degrees, 11 vocational certifications and 14 high school diplomas.

Currently, 52 individuals are enrolled in a college or university. Five students are pursuing certification in a vocational or trade school. Since 1996, 310 individuals have earned graduation awards.

We have had a challenging road to travel, but our tribe has surmounted obstacles through investment in education, the support of our families, the hard work of our students, and the commitment of our local educators to help all of our children learn.

We salute all graduates in the Santa Ynez Valley. You are an honor to your family, school and community. The path of education promises a bright future for each of us.  

 

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