Testimony in Support of HB2224: recognize and fund the emergency
in mental health and wellness for Oregon’s school children

My name is Ageya Achili Diglihi. | am the mother of Ga-lo Nutley Skildigado. My settler
name is Rebecca Whetstine. | am here to offer support to HB2224, with a call to recognize
and fund the emergency in the mental health of our children, and, in particular, indigenous
children. You have heard the sobering report from Ga-lo Vann. | want to follow up with a
short rendering of what our life has been like.

First, | want you to know that | believe in education, in school. It is one of my Sacreds.
School saved my life when | was growing up in a deeply problematic, fragmented family
that has not improved to this day. Every year at least one teacher took particular notice
and allowed me to bond with them. Unlike the schools of today, | was able to plunge
myself into art, music, athletics, theater, science, writing and more. Our schools were not
rich, lacked basic science infrastructure for instance, but they were funded. Upon
returning to Oregon, | was unable to comprehend through my years of raising my son
without family or community, unable to comprehend that sports must be separately
purchased via leagues; tutoring is largely lacking; the arts depend on kids running on
tracks for family dollar donations. And: we are invisible to the community.

| raised my gentle, willing-hearted, charismatic and bright little boy alone. We came back
to Oregon from a largely-native context. Our schoolbooks and media had nobody like us,
but the streets and shops were filled with people who could understand us. | had
community all around me and raised my baby in my community work. In Oregon, it is
required to go find the community in certain spaces at certain times. For a single mother
working 2-3 jobs, this can be difficult.

In Oregon and Oklahoma, | had no family backup as they were unhealthy and bedeviled
by their own challenges. | fled OK when he was three, as his father was my batterer,
became my stalker. Despite that, my son was deeply bonded to his father and his father
to him. His father who adored him, has completely abandoned him. To be abandoned by
his father devastated my beautiful son. He wept daily and at length with a broken heart. |
could only hold him, take his anguish inside me, and reassure him | would not abandon
him in this process only he could do. This deep wisdom of profound loss was my son’s at
age three. And still he remained gentle, kind, and willing-hearted.

I've worked two and three jobs all of my years raising him. 1 did not have much time to
make friends, nor the space to solve my own character defects and traumas, to get
hooked up to the diaspora-style Portland community. During the nineties, schools were
being stripped of art, music, sports and all other identity- and peer-building programming
that allowed me to survive my own childhood. In the nineties, parents purchased lessons,
activity groups, sports leagues, tutoring and more. Parents of means did, anyway.

Interventions other than an interested teacher have been few and far between. In first
grade, my boy was in a poorly-run “divorced kids support group” at school. | trusted the
counselor, who cared about us. This untrained school counselor did not notice that my
kid was the only one whose father had abandoned him. The group made him more salient,
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disaster. Had | not been forced to continually fight for the smallest traction in my son’'s
basic cultural needs, what would our life have looked like? He’d have had a happier, more
peaceful childhood? Had we had access to competent, invested, well-supervised
psychological supports, | wonder how much progress we might have made on our trauma
and balance, manifesting even more of our gifts freely for school and community at large?

| thank you for your time. | appreciate your understanding. | trust you will make a decision
to support the kids.

Rebecca Whetstine
Project WIT (Whatever It Takes!)
Salem, OR






