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	Good afternoon, my name is Danny Wells, Executive Officer for the Division of Education, representing the Chickasaw Nation. Thank you Senator Tester and the Committee for allowing me this opportunity to provide “best practices” and “challenges” in regard to education and particularly in Early Childhood Development.
	The Chickasaw Nation is a federally recognized tribe located in south-central Oklahoma and encompasses all or parts of 13 counties. The Chickasaw Nation division of education serves approximately 14, 200 students per year from across the United States. The majority of our Chickasaw students in Oklahoma attend public schools. Currently there are an estimated 59,474 students enrolled in the public school districts within the tribe’s jurisdiction; 14,801 are Native American. 
The Chickasaw Nation constitution provides the Governor with broad discretion to develop and guide the division of education. The division of education is comprised of 210 employees and 5 departments: childcare, head start/early childhood; education services; office of supportive programs and vocational rehabilitation. Our goal at the Chickasaw Nation is to develop programs and services that enhance the overall quality of life of Chickasaw people. Our services and programs are not limited to Chickasaw citizens. We have a wide range of services that benefit other Native Americans and non-Natives as well. Many of our programs rely heavily on outside partners in order to address the needs of our people and local communities. We realize that education provides a stepping stone for people to become productive citizens. For that reason, we embrace the idea of becoming better partners with our local schools to improve the education for all students.     
Most people agree that providing our children with a solid foundation is one of the most rewarding investments we can make. We are increasingly learning just how early in a child’s life this education should start if we want to best prepare our children for future successes in all areas of life. 
Mounting studies demonstrate that by age six, a child’s capacity to learn is largely formed. Seemingly unremarkable childhood play teaches communication, thinking, and problem solving skills. A high level of stimulation with books and talk can mean that a child will possess a 20,000-word vocabulary by age five rather than 5,000 words, the average for children who are not often engaged with language. This early gap has long-term repercussions for a child’s cognitive development. The gap between the child who is stimulated at an early age and the one who is not is likely to widen throughout the school years. Staggering evidence supports the case for broad access to early childhood programs: 
•	Children who participate in quality programs require less special and remedial education, the cost of which is growing twice as fast as regular education, and demonstrate higher achievement in math and reading through age 21; 
•	As teenagers, these children have lower pregnancy rates, lower delinquency rates, higher test scores, and higher high school graduation rates; 
•	Adults who received early education suffer lower rates of unemployment and commit fewer crimes.
Early childhood, which is the period in a child’s life from birth through age five, is a critical time for children to develop the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive skills they will need for the rest of their lives.
A child’s cognitive development during early childhood, which includes building skills such as pre-reading, language, vocabulary, and numeracy, begins from the moment a child is born. Developmental scientists have found that the brain acquires a tremendous amount of information about language in the first year of life even before infants can speak. By the time babies utter or understand their first words, they know which particular sounds their language uses, what sounds can be combined to create words, and the tempo and rhythm of words and phrases. 
There is a strong connection between the development a child undergoes early in life and the level of success that the child will experience later in life. For example, infants who are better at distinguishing the building blocks of speech at six months are better at other more complex language skills at two and three years of age and better at acquiring the skills for learning to read at four and five years of age. Not surprisingly, a child’s knowledge of the alphabet in kindergarten is one of the most significant predictors of what that child’s tenth grade reading ability will be.
When young children are provided an environment rich in language and literacy interactions and full of opportunities to listen to and use language constantly, they can begin to acquire the essential building blocks for learning how to read. A child who enters school without these skills runs a significant risk of starting behind and staying behind.
Intended primarily for preschoolers from low-income families, head start’s mission is to promote school readiness to enable each child to develop to his or her fullest potential. Through head start and child care, children receive comprehensive health services, including immunizations, physical and dental exams and treatment, and nutritional services. The head start and child care program engages parents in their children's learning and helps them make progress toward their educational and employment goals. National research is clear: the earlier children are exposed to a rich learning environment, the better their chances of succeeding in school.

Best Practices:
The Chickasaw Nation Early Childhood development program consists of the department of child care and the department of head start which serve children from birth to five years of age. Both departments focus on school readiness and preparation and family involvement in school readiness. The staff understands and promotes the importance of preparing children to be ready for school and the significance of parent and family engagement activities which are grounded in positive, ongoing and goal-oriented relationships with families. The Head Start Parent, Family and Community Engagement Framework serves as a guide to prepare our children for school and sustain development and learning gains through third grade. The Head Start Child Development and Early Learning Framework is used to identify goals and measure progress toward school readiness.  
The Chickasaw Nation child care program serves over 400 children and the head start program is funded for 256 children and serves 271 children in a center-based program option. The child care program provides 17 classrooms in two level child care facility and the head start program provides 14 classrooms in four centers. All four head start centers operate as part-day programs and the child care program is a full-day program. Through collaboration with the Chickasaw Nation Child Care program, child care services are available from 1:00 p.m. until 5:30 p.m. at Ada, Ardmore and Tishomingo.  Through collaboration with one public school, classroom instruction has been extended until 3:00 p.m. at Sulphur. The Ada and Ardmore head start centers provide summer school to children and families during the month of June. 
The child care Early Development Center is open and available to children year round. In addition to the Early Childhood Development center the child care program provides an after school program to school age children as wells as a summer school age program for students up to 12 years of age. 
The Chickasaw Nation Cultural Resources Department provides a Chickasaw language program for all centers. Language preservation specialists visits each classroom throughout the year to offer lessons which includes Chickasaw words for numbers, colors, animals, body parts, commands and traditional greetings. The lessons also include proper pronunciation, stories, poems, activities and songs.  Additionally, the Chickasaw language is used every morning in the classroom during circle time. The education component is met through a variety of curricula. A comprehensive approach to each child’s individual educational needs is met by using the High Reach Curriculum in the child care facility and the head start uses the Creative Curriculum and the Frog Street Press curriculum. Each child is introduced to a variety of languages including Chickasaw, American Sign Language, Spanish and English. Infants are taught sign language to increase their level of communication. Pictures and repetitious use of words and
phrases help the children to grasp the languages. The head start program has participated in the Reading is Fundamental program the past ten years and the child care program utilizes the Dolly Parton book program. Many child and family literacy activities are conducted throughout the year as well as three book distributions. Lending libraries are available at each center to support family literacy.
Each child is screened at enrollment, using the Brigance screening tool to determine the child’s beginning level of performance. The Teaching Strategies Gold ongoing assessment is performed with each child to develop the best education program for his/her individual educational needs.  
Interactive SMARTBoards have been installed in all classrooms in all centers. Teachers have been assigned laptops on which they plan and program their lessons to present on the SMARTBoards. The teachers use the smart boards daily to engage and motivate the children. Share point is utilized so teachers can share educational websites. Head start and child care teachers have Bachelor degrees in Early Childhood or Elementary Education or are in the process of completing a degree.
The Office of Supportive programs administers the JOM program, the STEP program, Tutoring Reimbursement program, Science, Technology and Math (STM) program and the Chickasaw Honor Club program. The Chickasaw Nation was fortunate to be awarded the State Tribal Education Partnership (STEP) grant which is a consortium with the Cheyenne/Arapaho tribe. The STEP program is designed to assist the Oklahoma State Department of Education in monitoring and reporting on the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) formula grant programs. In addition, the program is working in conjunction with four school systems to provide support and assistance for American Indian students in an effort to help them to be more successful in school. Full-time education specialists provide “wrap around” services for students and their families and are part of the “front line” in targeting students who are in need of assistance. The specialists help facilitate opportunities for gifted and talented students, identify students who are at risk of dropping out of school, provide assistance for those with academic issues and work toward improving parent/guardian relationships with the schools. The specialists also are in a position to help build cultural awareness for the school, students and families.
The Student Tutoring Reimbursement program is a reimbursement program for school age Chickasaw students in grades 1-12 in the areas of math, reading, writing and science. Students must be referred by a teacher or counselor and have a documented IEP or be making a “C” or below to be eligible.
The STM program was implemented to promote and increase interest in the areas of science, technology and math. 
· The program is offered to four age groups of FIRST robotics levels: 6-8 years – Junior FIRST LEGO League (Jr. FLL), 9-14 years – FIRST LEGO League (FLL), 15-18 years – FIRST Tech Challenge (FTC) and FIRST Robotics Competition (FRC). The FTC level is designed for students that have no previous experience and the FRC level is for students that have at least one year of experience.  These four programs provide students on opportunity to be involved in numerous competitions.
· The Chickasaw Nation Aviation Space Academy (CNASA) program is a week long summer day camp for students in grades 5-12 who have an interest in space aeronautical engineering.
· Space Camp is an all-inclusive week-long summer camp sponsored at the U.S. Space and Rocket Center in Huntsville, Alabama and is available to Chickasaw students 9-18. 
· East Central University Robotics Camp is a week-long summer camp sponsored by East Central University. The STM program sponsors 10 Chickasaw students each year and the STM staff assists with the camp.
· The Summer Science School for Day Care is an hour long hands-on learning opportunity each week for youth enrolled in the summer day care program.
· The STM Learning Academy provides short-term classes in the summer for students interested in robotics.  Examples of classes offered include: basic electrical and mechanical engineering, CADD design, LABVIEW programming, multi-media and photography.   
The Chickasaw Honor Club is an incentive program which is comprised of three components and serves Chickasaw students in grades 2-12. Gift cards are awarded to students who excel in academics, attendance and above and beyond in areas such as academics, athletics, band/music, and citizenship.
The Education Services administers the Higher Education program, the Career Technology program, Native Explorers, Junior Native Explorers, the Summer Science and Medicine Expedition, Hinoshi’ Himitta’ (New Path) and the Chickasaw Nation Summer Leadership Academy.
· The Native Explorers program provides educational programs and promotes partnerships that increases the number of Native Americans in science and math. The main goal is to promote and introduce STEM fields in order to increase the number of Native American students enrolled in STEM majors. The Native Explorers program partners with scientists and educators at the OSU-Center for Health Sciences in Tulsa, OK; the Sam Noble Museum of Natural History in Norman, OK and the Chickasaw Nation in an effort to broaden its range of impact and further increase the number of Native Americans who study the sciences and/or medicine.  
· The Junior Native Explorers offers opportunities for students to participate in activities  which include earth science, natural science and biomedical science and is open to Chickasaw students between the ages of 6-18
· The Summer Science and Medicine Expedition provides the opportunities for five college students to participate in a two week expedition which includes an archeological dig.
· The Hinoshi’ Himitta” (New Path) is a program designed to help Chickasaw junior and senior high school students transition into post-secondary education programs. The focus of this program is to encourage first generation students to attend post-secondary education.
· The Chickasaw Summer Leadership Academy is a two week academy in partnership with Southeastern State University. The purpose of this academy is to identify first generation students and provide a college experience as they live on campus during each week and attend classes designed to assist them with transition into post-secondary education.

Acknowledgments:
The Chickasaw Nation appreciates being a recipient of some of the Indian Community Development Block grants (ICDBG) the past few years. These grants have enabled us to build a phenomenal Early Childhood Development center, an STM building to house our science, technology and math efforts, a Sick Child Care center to serve mildly ill children and an expansion at one of our head start centers which enabled us to add two classrooms and a cafeteria. We are also about to begin construction on a new Early Childhood Development center in Ardmore, OK thanks to being awarded another ICDBG. 



Challenges:
Johnson O’Malley
The Chickasaw Nation serves as a contractor for the Johnson O’Malley (JOM) program for 52 public schools within the Chickasaw Nation boundaries. This funding provides supplemental educational opportunities for approximately 8,200 Native American students in our area assisting with school supplies, educational materials, tutoring and cultural education. Each school has a JOM coordinator and parent committee that oversees the use of the funds. 
In 1994 the Johnson O’Malley student count was frozen and the funding has not increased since 1995. Currently over 90 percent of Native American students are in public schools yet the funding has remained the same, resulting in fewer services for the students. Additionally when the student count was frozen, the JOM funds were placed under the Tribal Priority Allocation (TPA) category of funding and the JOM office at the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) was closed.  There is no contact person for the JOM program to maintain and administer the program. There has also been a move by the Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) to eliminate the JOM program so they can use the funds for other uses. The BIE’s priority is students located within BIE funded schools. As mentioned earlier, most Native American students attend public schools. The Native students in public schools do not have a voice in the BIE or BIA to advocate for their academic success. The best advocate for Native students is the tribes.  


Tribal Interaction with Schools
Tribal interaction with schools could be improved by allowing Tribal Education Agencies (TEA) access to students and educational data of students enrolled in public schools within the tribal boundaries. These TEAs could assign representatives to the schools to have direct contact with the students and could assist them with tutoring and help address attendance issues with an emphasis on access to tribal programs. Connecting students and families to tribal programs gives much needed access to family counseling, behavioral health professionals, mentoring programs, cultural and language programs to name a few.  There are too many issues in public schools to expect the teachers or administrative staff to be aware of tribal programs, which results in tribal students being disconnected to services that could help them perform better academically and socially. Tribal representatives should have access to student records (attendance, grades, etc.) so that tribes can become partners with the schools to improve the tribal student’s education or prevent at-risk students from failing or dropping out of school.
The curricula for public schools are determined by committees appointed at the district and state level. Unfortunately, in states with populations of Native American students, there are times when schools include offensive material into curricula without being aware of the nature of the offense. For example, in Oklahoma, public schools often conduct activities portraying the “Oklahoma Land Run” without realizing the negative connotation of the act to Native American students.  Most teachers and administrators are not aware of the negative impact they have on the students and their families. There are better ways to study historical periods of statehood or other events, and with a tribal representative on the curricula committee, it could be accomplished in a manner that is not offensive.
Accountability
Schools could be held more accountable for the education of Native American students if funding for Indian Education programs such Title VII and Impact Aid were administered by the Tribal Education Agencies in the area. This could be done in a manner similar to the JOM contracts. Currently, schools are only required to have public hearings or oversight committees appointed by the school administration. Tribes are often not given adequate notification for the hearings and may not be asked to participate at all. As a result the funds are often spent for educational services for the entire school population, not the Native American students for which the funds are allocated. If the TEA had oversight, it could ensure proper expenditures. For years tribes have been asking local schools how the Title VII and Impact Aid funds are spent. Schools are reluctant to share the information with the tribes but when they do answer their typical response is “the funds go into one pool and cannot be tracked;” they cannot tell us specifically if the funds were spent on Native students. Realistically we know the funds are federal dollars and must be reported to the funding agency so there is some type of reporting mechanism involved. 
Culture & Native Language
Over the past decades, tribes have made great advances in capturing and preserving their culture, history and languages. Culture, history and language make us who we are and help us to understand our struggles and accomplishments. It is unfortunate that the public school textbooks have not preserved this information or portrayed accurate Native American history to students.  History and culture validates people’s existence. Native students look to their history and culture to validate who they are and why they are here. Working with public schools, tribes can provide accurate and relevant history and culture so all students can benefit from the information and presentation. Tribes can be a resource for language, cultural or history curricula, and it can be designed so that it will abide by State’s Common CORE Standards.  
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act requires a teacher be considered “highly qualified” in order to teach a language for school credit. Most fluent tribal speakers are elders and do not have the degree or certification to become “highly qualified.” Those same speakers are being lost at an alarming rate due to their age. Native languages are highly endangered and action needs to be taken before they are lost.  The tribes are the best judge to say who is an expert speaker of their language. NCLB should include language which allows tribes to certify their language speakers according to standards the tribe determines. Additionally, Native language should be certified as a world language credit so that it is accredited for purposes of graduation. Currently, Native language is counted as electives due to the challenges of teacher certification.     
	In conclusion, we applaud the efforts of this committee to address issues related to Native students and education.  Working together, we believe the impact of this effort will not only benefit Native American students but will also positively impact their families, communities, and all students in public schools!

    

 
