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Writing a new future
June 20, 2013 •  Richard Gomez/Commentary

Graduation season is a special time for our tribe. We get to celebrate the members of our families who've earned degrees and certificates or passed other milestones in their educational careers. But we also get the chance to see how far we've come as a tribe in making education a priority.
As our tribal government’s education director, Dr. Niki Sandoval, explains, “There was a time in our recent past when it was common for students not to graduate high school. With the diligence of our local high school faculty and staff, coupled with our tribe’s focus on education, we have written a new future for our community members.”
Writing that new future has included our tribal government establishing educational programs, including ones that provide an early start. For example, we’ve been promoting academic readiness for kindergarten by supporting pre-school education.
Also, more than 30 credentialed teachers tutor more than 100 of our students — at levels from preschool to college — in Santa Barbara County and elsewhere.
Dr. Sandoval, a Chumash family member who also serves on the State Board of Education, adds: “Our graduates are a great source of pride for our community members. Each graduate represents the results of hard work and the promise of new contributions to our society.”
We are in the process of collecting this year’s graduation numbers. But, for 2012, we had 46 of our family members graduate, from the high school to doctorate levels.
We’ve had our students admitted to a number of four-year universities, ranging from Michigan Technical University to the University of San Francisco to the University of Hawaii. Others have transferred to four-year schools such as California Lutheran University and California State University, Long Beach.
We’ve had our family members accepted to graduate schools from New York University (fine arts) to Tufts University and the University of Virginia (medicine).
In all, we have 67 community members pursuing higher education — 60 enrolled in colleges and universities, and seven enrolled in vocational and trade schools.
Our new graduates — just like members of your families as well — have their own stories. But with the limited space I have here I’d like to share one.
Valerie Kahn is graduated from Santa Ynez Valley Union High School and was selected as the California Conference on American Indian Education’s Student of the Year.
Among her many volunteer activities has been working with Devereux Foundation, a local non-profit organization that serves adults living with developmental disabilities and mental illness. She has contributed community service to the tribe by overseeing physical activities at our Kids’ Farmers Market, among other events. She’s demonstrated leadership by being in the inaugural class of the tribe’s Summer Internship Program and served as a role model for her peers.
Valerie will pursue a bachelor’s degree at Point Loma University this fall.
There was a time not that long ago when our graduation rates resembled the national average of only 50 percent of American Indians graduating high school. Some of our tribal elders remember unpleasant experiences in local schools or being sent to boarding schools hundreds of miles away.
Today, it’s a different story. “Our graduation celebration is a joyful event,” says Dr. Sandoval. “We gather to honor the achievements of our loved ones. It is important for our graduates to know that we support them. They are our future.”
Congratulations to our family members, and to yours, as they graduate this month and set out to build their bright futures.
Richard Gomez is vice tribal chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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