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Summer: A Long, Long List of Healthy 
and Fun Activities for Families and Children

CSUSM Native American graduates   Photo courtesy of CSUSM American Indian Review
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At CSUSM, Seven Students 
Honored At American Indian 

Graduate Ceremony
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  Seven California State University San Marcos (CSUSM) 
students received accolades at the American Indian 
Graduate Honoring Ceremony in May.
   The graduates - six Native Americans and one American 
Indian ally - were honored in a 90-minute ceremony at the 
SBSB Courtyard on the eastern side of the CSUSM campus. 
   Nearly 100 family members, friends, tribal members and 
educators attended the May 15 event, which also included 
Bird Singers and a blessing for the graduates from Chris 
Devers Sr. of the Pauma Band of Luiseño Indians.

By Gary P. Taylor, for SCTCA TANF

By Gary P. Taylor, for SCTCA TANF

(Continued on page 4)
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 Every summer - year after year, generation after generation 
- there comes a familiar cry from children of all ages: “I’m so 
bored - there’s nothing to do!”

With school out, it’s something that has been said to 
parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins or to any adult 
who will listen. 

No school, no class, no homework, no schedule -  so what 
is there to do in the summer? This is a question that can 
be especially difficult for Native American children, many of 
whom live on reservations far from any cities or towns.

 As it turns out, though, there are many, many things to do 
in the summer for Native American families and non-Native 
families. So many things, in fact, that doing even some of 
these things will take hours. Some could take days. And 
some could even take weeks. 

Cara Comini, who wrote online for Health, Home and 
Happiness for 15 years, compiled a list of 101 Healthy and 
Fun activities for children and their families to do throughout 
the summer. A mother with several kids of her own, Comini 
was quite familiar with her own children's anticipation of 
free time in summer. But being out of school wasn’t enough 
- they wanted something to do, she recalled.

So she came up with her list.
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   The graduates - five women and two men - heard remarks from Samantha Cypret 
(Mountain Maidu), Executive Director of Tribal Relations at the CSU Chancellor's Office. 
She congratulated and praised the students for their academic accomplishments. 
Remarks were also delivered by Dr. Joely Proudfit (Luiseño, Tongva), Director of 
the California Indian Culture and Sovereignty Center (CICSC) and Chair of CSUSM’s 
American Indian Studies Department. Proudfit noted the personal contributions 
made by the graduates and lauded their determination and persistence in achieving 
their academic goals.
  The six Native American CSUSM graduates included:

- Virginia Aguilar (B.A. American Indian Studies, Pauma Band of Luiseño 
Indians and Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians). She plans to work in Tribal 
government and with Native youth.
- Samantha Calac (B.A. Political Science, Pauma Band of Luiseño Indians). She 
is preparing for law school to advocate for tribal sovereignty and Native youth.
- Richard Hood (B.A. Criminology and Justice Studies, Absentee Shawnee Tribe 
of Indians of Oklahoma). He plans to attend law school or graduate school.
- Anyssa Stewart-Vaughn (B.S. Kinesiology, Pechanga Band of Luiseño Indians) 
is pursuing a Master's in occupational therapy with a pediatric career in mind.
- Alexandra Valle (B.S. Kinesiology, Kumeyaay) is on her way to graduate school 
and a career as a physician's assistant.
- Aiden Valverde (B.A. American Indian Studies, Iipay Nation of Santa Ysabel) 
plans to pursue conservation work and become a park ranger who strengthens 
relationships between Tribal Nations and local, state, and federal agencies.

   The ceremony also honored Emely Morales (B.A. Literature and Writing) as the 2026 
American Indian Ally Graduate, recognizing her dedication to the CICSC community 
and her plans to pursue a master's degree and doctorate to become an educator and 
college professor.
   “Each of these graduates carries the CICSC's core values of Responsibility, Reciprocity, 
Respect, and Relationships into the next chapter of their lives,” CICSC noted in a 
statement. “Their plans, from tribal government to tribal law, from pediatric clinics to 
park ranger stations, reflect a generation choosing to build their futures while never 
losing sight of the communities and lands that raised them. The Center is proud to 
have been part of their journey, and prouder still of where they are going.”
   As in previous years, at the end of the ceremony the graduates stood in front of 
the crowd and received their colorful traditional Native American stoles. After that, 
they took photographs with family and friends in the green meadow just west of the 
Courtyard.

CSUSM graduates and educators   Photo courtesy of CSUSM American Indian Review
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–––– DISPATCHES ––––

  Five years ago, Deb 
Haaland became the first 
Native American woman 
to become Secretary of the 
Department of Interior. 
   Haaland - a Laguna Pueblo 
from New Mexico - served 
four years in that role, 
leaving in January of 2025. 
But that wasn’t the end of 
her career in politics.   
   Now, she is on the 
campaign trail in New 
Mexico, seeking to become 
the nation’s first Native 
American woman to be 
elected governor of a state.

    She is running as a Democrat, and her current standing 
in the polls indicate she has an excellent chance of winning 
in the November election. If she does, it will mark another 
historic accomplishment for a woman who attended 13 
schools (her parents were in the military) and worked in a 
bakery before graduating from UCLA.
   Haaland’s rise doesn’t mean she’s taking anything for 
granted, though. According to a profile of her published 
in the July issue of Vogue magazine she declared she’s 
“running like I’m 20 points behind.” Which is why she’s 
traveling throughout New Mexico, speaking with thousands 
of people.
   As noted in Vogue, covering Haaland at a town hall meeting 
in Las Cruces:
   “In New Mexico public safety is a big issue— (but) Haaland 
tacks toward safety as care. “People don’t feel safe in their 
neighborhoods,” she says. Heads nod. “We need to make 
sure that law enforcement has the tools they need…. And 
we need to address the root causes of crime. Substance 
abuse disorder, I think, is one of those root causes. We need 
more rehab centers. We need more of our behavioral health 
dollars to ensure that people can find the help they need 
when they need it.”
   Running - both literally and figuratively - seems to be 
part of who Haaland is. She told Vogue she “ran to work 
in (Washington) DC to train for the Boston Marathon with 
her security detail in tow.” In a piece for The Boston Globe 
in 2021, Haaland, 61, drew a line from the city’s race to her 
history: “Traditional foot races in our Pueblo villages honor 
those who were strong and fast,” she wrote. “I run because 
my ancestors gave me this ability.”
   And she is running again, this time for governor of New 
Mexico, where Native Americans have lived for centuries.

- Gary P. Taylor

“This new facility is being 
designed to serve as a shared 

resource for tribal communities 
and to support long-term 

access to training, services, 
and broadband-enabled 

opportunities.”

Deb Haaland, right, with her daughter

NTIA Digital Training Facility 
Under Construction at Pala

By Nicholas Rajen, SCTCA Digital Training Center Coordinator

  Southern California Tribal Chairmen’s Association (SCTCA) is 
excited to share progress on the new Digital Equity Training Center.
  The training center is a regional facility being developed in 
partnership with nine member tribes to expand access to 
technology, digital skills, workforce development, and telehealth 
opportunities.
   Ground has been broken at the Pala campus, and the framework 
for the facility is now being set into place as planning continues 
for the center’s classrooms, computer access, private-use rooms, 
and dedicated makerspaces. This new facility is being designed to 
serve as a shared resource for tribal communities and to support 
long-term access to training, services, and broadband-enabled 
opportunities.
   As the project moves forward, SCTCA will continue working 
with partner tribes to shape the space and prepare for future 
programming. Nicholas Rajen (Diné, Oneida) has joined the SCTCA 
team as the Digital Training Center Coordinator and is ready to 
outfit the center with state of the art technology. Rajen is also 
planning sustained growth to prepare tribal communities for 
careers and solutions building from the soil to silicon. 
   Community members are encouraged to keep an eye out for 
upcoming trainings, classes, and other opportunities that will be 
offered through the center as it comes online.
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Around Town

1. Library story time – find out when it is and see if it’s a good 
fit for your summer schedule.

2. Find bike-accessible loops and trails and bike to a destination- 
lunch, a smoothie, or a fun park can all be fun destination hikes.  
See what parts of your town are specifically bike friendly.

3. Make it a goal to visit every park in your city. List them and 
check them off one by one.

4. Visit the fire station. (Note: several reservations throughout 
San Diego County have their own fire departments that can be 
visited by Native American children).

On the Trail

1. Look for trails in your area and choose five that are age and 
ability-appropriate.  Try to do a mix of the same and new trails 
for different experiences every time. (Note: this is an activity that 
can be challenging for younger children, especially in the summer 
heat. Always bring water on any hikes).

2. Keep a nature journal.  We purchased this book, blank sketch 
books, and colored pencils to share. They will pack easily on hikes.

3. Learn about trail dangers. Learn about grizzlies, mountain 
lions, spiders, snakes, and bugs- and how to stay safe, what to do 
if you encounter them, and precautions to take. Also explain how 
easy it is to get lost in the woods and the importance of sticking 
together on the trail.  Learning about danger is both humbling for 
the children who have a tendency to think they are invincible, and 
empowering for the children who are more fearful.

4. Learn basic first aid.  Being out of cell phone range and away 
from the city can be a good motivator to learn how to take care of 
ourselves.  Learn about travel first aid kits for hiking and what to 
do in an emergency.

5. Identify plants and animals with a guide book. This goes well 
with your nature journal.

“When kids are out of school, it helps to carry on the routine of learning, doing, and following a plan for the day,” Comini 
explained. “We schedule camps, vacations, and visits first and then in the days between we establish a pattern. This helps 
everyone to know what to expect, and prevents us from trying to do too many things at once, or letting the summer go by 
without getting to our favorite activities.”

She cautioned that coming up with activities doesn’t mean everything will happen smoothly.
“If there is more grumbling than cheering when you do some of these activities, know you are not alone,” she said. 

“Children are still learning to connect the difficulty of a process with the joy of the reward… I absolutely love summer and 
it’s a priority for me to expose my children to the beauty around us. There is some fussing on nearly every trail and nearly 
every road trip from one or more children but we still keep on.

“We’re still building memories. And looking back, they remember the cool fort at the top of a hike that someone made, 
watching the huge water falls, or swimming in the hotel pool after 8 hours of driving. Every year it gets easier, and we are 
setting our children up for a lifetime of experiencing new things even if they aren’t sure they’ll love the end result.”

Comini’s list of activities are broken into 10 different categories. Some of these summer activities are easier in certain 
locations or situations. (And don’t forget - in San Diego County, there is the Zoo, Safari Park, Balboa Park, Sea World, water 
parks, the beaches and countless other fun places to go). There’s also  traditional Native American events, including Powwows 
and Gatherings, on reservations throughout the summer.

Comini’s activities apply to both Native American and non-Native children of various ages and their families. The following 
are extended excerpts from her list, by category:

S U M M E R  A C T I V I T I E S
(Continued from top of page 1)
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Road Trip Goals

1. An atlas with the route that you’re taking highlighted so the child can 
follow along.  You can print your route from Google Maps and help them to see 
where you’re going and follow along with a highlighter.

  TIp: Bring electronic toys out once everyone starts getting restless rather 
than letting them play with them right away. And when you’re on a long road 
trip, you know how much longer it takes if you don’t postpone those rest stops!

2. Involve kids in travel plans. Show them google maps and the different 
routes you could take, and how they take different amounts of time. Show 
them how you reserve the hotel room or camp ground.

3. When packing, make a checklist of everything that needs to go in the 
kids’ suitcases, and help them to be responsible for making sure it is all there.

Lifetime of Learning

1. Keep a reading chart to keep up the habit of reading every day.
2. Print out a calendar and help kids learn how to follow along the days and 

look forward to special days like holidays, birthdays, and vacations.
3. Use a prism to learn about light.
4. Set up a bird feeder and learn about different bird seed and your local 

birds.

In the Kitchen

1. Choose five easy-to-cook dishes that are age appropriate, and learn 
how to make them from purchasing ingredients to assembling to cleaning up. 
(Note: this is a very good activity for teens and older children).

2. Teach your kids to use sharp knives safely.
3. Let your children look through cookbooks and choose treats to make- we 

make treats on Saturday, and I let them look through paleo cookbooks to see 
what they want to make.

4. Make popsicles. That’s our ‘snack’ in the afternoon all summer.
5. Set up a chore routine for after meals – we go on a family bike ride after 

chores are done.  I have my kids do one thing for a month, then switch, this 
encourages them to learn to do it well.

S U M M E R  A C T I V I T I E S
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In the Water

1. Go tubing- is there a small creek or slow part of a river near 
you? Tubing doesn’t need to be an all-day thing, or done behind a 
boat. Do a few 100-foot runs down a creek, running up to the top 
and tubing down to where a parent helps you get out. It makes 
great memories.

2. Advance swimming skills- you can see swim lesson plans 
here and use them to help your children improve. Lessons are fun 
and great for development too, but sometimes they don’t fit in 
the budget or summer time frame.

3. Skip rocks.
4. Make log boats (whittling comes in handy here too!) 
5. Learn to fish. Sometimes local rec departments will have 

a learn to fish program that doesn’t even require a license…
developing a hobby that takes minimal equipment and takes 
people to areas without cell phone reception is something greatly 
beneficial for our culture.

6. At the beach, use a big adult-sized shovel and help kids 
dig a huge hole. My uncle did this for my cousin and I every 
summer, and after a few minutes of work from him it was hours of 
entertainment for us.

Crafts without Clutter

1. Whittling wood teaches fine motor skills, safety, and makes 
cool figures for a doll house or nature table. (Note: beading, 
pottery and making jewelry are traditional Native American crafts 
open to children and teens as well as adults). 

2. Pressed flowers make amazing stationary and reminders of 
hikes.

3. Getting a canvas on sale at the craft store and creating a 
painting with acrylics can be displayed in their room or your home.

4. Take pictures and put them in a scrapbook or picture album 
to remember the summer.

5. Clay can be played with and then put away.
6. Learn to knit- dish cloths are great to start with and are 

useful.
7. Tie dye makes wearable art (though this is a little stressful to 

do- we love it)

Thinking of Others

1. Send a friend a picture or a postcard.
2. Visit an elderly neighbor and bring cookies
3. Raise money for your charity of choice.
4. Mow someone else’s lawn.
5. Offer to walk someone else’s dog.
6. Make a happiness jar.
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Cara Comini

In the yard

1. Glacier melt: Freeze little plastic cars, dinosaurs, etc in a bowl full of water and then let the kids help them melt and 
discover them as they melt.

2. Bubbles– I love the no-spill bubbles that they have now! Older kids can have contests, either in number of bubbles in 
one blow or how big they get.

3. Sprinklers are always fun.  Catching water in buckets and filling small water guns prolongs this activity.
4. Getting scrap wood, hammers, and nails (for older children) will provide hours and days of building and teach life long 

skills as well.
5. Some longer pieces of wood and a few stumps are great for toddlers and preschoolers who want to build, roll, and 

balance.
6. Painting with paint brushes and water on the side walk, deck or fence provides creativity without anything to clean up.

For the Future

Comini notes that “developing a good work ethic is something that comes easier to some children than others.  Because 
it is so important to their future, I make a point to gently, but persistently, encourage good work ethic and an understanding 
(that) working equals paying bills AND having fun. When it’s framed right, children will usually pick up that this is something 
that we are excited that we get to do.” 

   All of these lessons can be taught (mostly by example) through her list, Comini believes. She concludes;
1. Learning self-care.  Children should learn to wash their own hair, do their own laundry, make their bed well, even clean 

the bathroom. These are all skills that take time to master. (Note: children of all ages, including teens, can work together and 
help each other with some of these skills).

2. Explore different occupations, job shadowing or reading books about them (if age appropriate).
3. Set up a lemonade stand or other small business and learn about the cost of doing business and sticking through with 

a task.
4. For older kids, setting up a (parent-supervised) blog or website could be a small business opportunity and a great 

learning activity.

And remember - it’s summer. Have some fun!



If you have any questions or would like to discuss this further please contact Cyndie Gilliam LMFT TANF
Therapist @ 760-330-3913 or cgilliam@sctca.net
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not at all.not at all.
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pm at Scripps Mercy Hospital San Diego and thepm at Scripps Mercy Hospital San Diego and the
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chaplains@scrippshealth.org.chaplains@scrippshealth.org.
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different types of support so check it out online. You can also speak to admin in Orange County at (949) 255-6408 and San Diego County (619)205-8811
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It's OK That You're Not OK: Meeting Grief and Loss in a Culture That Doesn't UnderstandIt's OK That You're Not OK: Meeting Grief and Loss in a Culture That Doesn't Understand    by Megan Devine LPCby Megan Devine LPC
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In California, A Verdict - and Remembrance -    
Provide Some Comfort One Year Later

By Gary P. Taylor, for SCTCA TANF

  In mid-May, I left my home in Nebraska for four days in 
California.
   It had been almost exactly one year since the death of my 
oldest sister Brandie. She died in the early morning hours 
in her bedroom in her home on the Santa Ysabel Indian 
Reservation. She was found by her 18-year-old son Hunter, 
who lived with her, just as he had all his life.
   I returned to the Santa Ysabel Indian Mission for the 
commemoration of her death. A headstone was delivered 
the day before the ceremony, and it rose next to the dark 
granite stone marking my mother Silvanna’s grave. She had 
died four years earlier, after much suffering. She was 70.
  Unfortunately, Brandie also suffered 
in the year before she died. She was 
just 51.
   Her death came less than a year 
after she was viciously attacked in her 
own home.
   The man who attacked her in June 
of 2024 broke into her house, beat 
her, strangled her, and left her bruised 
and unconscious. Hunter confronted 
this intruder, causing him to flee and 
saving his mother’s life.
  There was nothing complicated 
about what happened to my sister. 
She was brutally assaulted, with no 
mercy and no regard for her life. 
   Three months ago, the man who 
attacked Brandie was convicted of the 
crime and sentenced to eight years 
in state prison. Phillipa Cunningham, 
from the San Diego District Attorney’s 
office, represented Brandie in death. 
She had known her in life, working with my sister to prepare 
her case in the months after the attack. 
   Cunningham - cool, professional and poised - presented 
the evidence in court at a hearing on March 27. She noted 
the cruelty and viciousness of the attack, and asked the 
judge for a sentence of eight years. It was the most she 
thought she could get, Cunningham had told our family 
beforehand, even though she was appalled by the violence 
of the assault.
   She got it. It was at once a verdict of guilt and a sentence 
that provided some measure of justice for my sister. There 
were tribal members from the Iipay Nation at the hearing, 
as they had been throughout the legal proceedings over the 
past year. No one wanted to forget what had happened to 
Brandie. She was a former Iipay Nation tribal Chairwoman, 
but more importantly, she had been a friend to so many.

     Since Brandie’s death, I have thought about her often. 
   In my grief I draw some consolation from a dream in 
which she came to me a few months after she died:
    We were in her house on the reservation - just the two of 
us. She was sitting on the couch, in great pain and distress. 
She was dressed in black.
    She asked me for a glass of water because she had to take 
her medication. 
   “So many pills,” she said. “I am so tired of taking all of 
these pills.”
    I walked over to her, and just as I was handing her the 
glass of water, she suddenly looked up at me. “I don’t 

want it,” she said, waving it away and 
tossing her pills aside. “All the pain is 
gone.”
   At that moment, there was a knock 
on the door. It opened, and in walked 
our mother, Silvanna. She was also 
dressed in black. She walked over to 
Brandie and held out her hand.
   “It’s time for you to come with me,” 
she said.
   Brandie grabbed her hand and stood 
up, following my mother to the front 
door and stepping outside. I quickly 
went outside to see them. As they 
continued walking, I shouted to my 
mother.
   “Where are you going?” I said. “What 
am I supposed to tell everyone?” 
  My mother turned around. In that 
same sarcastic voice I had known all 
my life, she yelled, “Tell them we went 
to Oklahoma!”

  Brandie turned around and looked at me. She held on 
tightly to my mother’s hand, and they continued walking.
   I watched them, and as they neared the top of the road, 
Brandie began to get smaller and smaller, and my mother 
started to look younger and younger. Then, at the very top, 
my sister turned into a little girl, as she was when she was 
two or three. Her black dress became bright yellow, and 
she jumped into my mother’s arms. She held on tightly, and 
they disappeared over the hill.
  When I awoke from this dream, I felt very sad. But as I 
thought about it, I understood that Brandie had come to 
me to let me know she was alright, that she was with my 
mother, and she was past all her suffering and anguish. 
  One year later, there is comfort in believing this, and 
knowing this.

My sister Brandie, with her son Hunter

CONTEMPORARY
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Scan the QR code to view current SCTCA Tribal TANF Scan the QR code to view current SCTCA Tribal TANF 
Contractor Class Schedules and Calendars.Contractor Class Schedules and Calendars.

   Schedules include training offered through our approved contractors.    Schedules include training offered through our approved contractors. 
Schedules are updated monthly.Schedules are updated monthly.

JULY 2026

Commodity Distribution Schedule Commodity Distribution Schedule 
JULY 2026JULY 2026

(760) 749-5608
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SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA  
TRIBAL CHAIRMEN’S ASSOCIATION
Tribal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families  
P.O. Box 1470 Valley Center, Ca 92082

Coming in August:

•   Get Ready - Get Set - It’s Back to School

•  Childcare and School Attendance Planning

•   End-of-Summer Recipes for the Family


