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Bringing our stories to life
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Summer brings with it another opportunity for us to share our stories with you, in our own words, about our lives as Chumash people. Our tribal government is documenting our progress in a video series titled Chumash Life.
The second episode is now available.
I’d like to highlight one segment because it details how our tribal government transformed an idea — which was just a dream two decades ago — into a full-fledged department that today helps many of our family members succeed. It is through such efforts that we are turning the goal of tribal self-determination into a reality.
Up until the 1980s, few members of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians had attended institutions of higher learning. For too many of our young people, it was out of reach.
We wanted to change this.
In the early 1990s, our education department was really more like an ad hoc program, organized by Richard Gomez, who today is our tribal vice chairman. “The first year,” he recalls, “we had three students who actually took use of the program.”
Today, nearly 100 tribal students are enrolled in universities, colleges or trade schools. We offer a wide range of educational opportunities to help our family members succeed, such as a tutoring program on our reservation and elsewhere in Southern California.
Dr. Niki Sandoval, a Chumash family member who serves as our education director and on the state Board of Education, notes: “There’d been a dream in our community to create a learning center where we could learn and grow as a community, and so now we have 5,000 square feet of space. It’s dedicated to our academic programs and services.”
Our goal is to embrace everyone, from birth through their careers, to nurture the next generations of leaders for us and the larger community. Our video series gives us the chance to bring those words to life.
For example, there’s Dr. Selena Nakano. She received her bachelor’s degree from UCSB and then earned a master’s and doctorate from Arizona State University. Now she’s a school psychologist and consultant, working with children with behavioral challenges
“Growing up my aspiration was always to be a helper,” Dr. Nakano says. “I knew that psychology was one of the helping professions."
She says as a young student she looked around and saw “hopelessness,” but now “everywhere you look the education committee has a very strong presence. They go above and beyond to put on as many culturally enriching and educationally enriching programs as possible to support the development of the youth.”
Dr. Nakano adds that our educational professionals get our young people to see there’s “much more to life, that their life began here and they are being built up here — but they will leave here and they will go on, and experience different parts of the world, meet new people, earn degrees, find out what their passions are. Ultimately, with the hope that they will come back to contribute and share their gifts in some way.”
The summer installment of Chumash Life also includes segments on the history of housing on our reservation, an examination of the role of tribal government, and a focus on one of our community partners and their work to help children in need.
You can find Chumash Life on YouTube (www.youtube.com/chumashlife) and Facebook. It also airs on Cox Cable’s Channel 8 and on Cox’s On Demand Channel 1892.
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