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A year of educational milestones
January 02, 2014 12:30 am  •  Richard Gomez/Commentary
Happy New Year to our neighbors in the Santa Ynez Valley.
Thinking back on the year that has just passed, I thought I’d share with you some of the successes we’ve achieved as a tribe in providing educational opportunities for our families.
Improved preparation for our family members to succeed, whether it be in elementary school or graduate school, has been a particular interest of mine during my years as a tribal officer. Our educational offerings are one of the many vital government services that we provide to our family members who live both off and on our reservation in the valley.
We are seeing real successes in our family members marking milestones in their educational careers.
[bookmark: _GoBack]As Dr. Niki Sandoval, our tribal education director and member of the state Board of Education, explains: “Our strong high school and college graduation rates are the direct result of the tribe’s investment in education. We encourage our families to enroll their children in pre-school. School readiness sets the stage for achievement.”
Academic readiness does indeed set the stage, and our education department has been promoting such preparation for kindergarten by supporting the pre-school education.
We do not stop there, though. Dozens of credentialed teachers tutor more than 100 of our students at levels from preschool to college in Santa Barbara County and elsewhere.
We also have a Learning Center on our reservation, established by a vote of our tribal General Council. The center has a computer lab, library, parent resources, curricular materials and study spaces for tutorial sessions individualized for each student. Some study spaces have smaller-sized tables and chairs to accommodate children in pre-school or kindergarten.
The statistics from our education department help tell the story. Consider these numbers:
Eighty percent of local Chumash elementary school students tested at proficient or advanced levels in English-Language Arts. That’s a 20 percent increase in two years.
As I said, the numbers do help tell the story of our educational successes. But another part of it involves seeing both the joy and self-confidence of our young people when they have succeeded academically. These are successes we all share.
As Sandoval notes: “Increased graduation rates and improved academic proficiency are due to authentic partnerships between home, school, and community. Our local administrators, teachers, and family members all want to see our students learn, graduate, and contribute to our society in positive ways.”
We have 93 tribal community members pursuing higher education at this time — 85 at a college or university and eight in vocational or trade school.
The numbers from last year include 51 individuals who graduated — three master’s degrees, four bachelor’s degrees, seven associate’s degrees, four vocational certifications, and 33 high school diplomas/GEDs.
As I’ve noted before, 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.
Now, we are creating a new future through education.
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