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Description:	This report presents findings and recommendations from the Native American Graduation Adornments Task Force (NAGAT Task Force), established per Assembly Bill 945 (2021) to assess the implementation of California Education Code Section 35183.1 to support Native students’ rights to wear cultural regalia at graduation ceremonies. The report includes: 1. Key findings from the NAGAT Task Force Survey and 2. The NAGAT Task Force’s Policy Recommendations for full implementation of Education Code 35183.1.
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[bookmark: _Toc216205368][bookmark: _Toc235438021]Background
The Native American Graduation Adornments Task Force (NAGAT) was established by Assembly Bill 945 (2021) to support the implementation of California Education Code (EC) 35183.1, which supports the rights of Native students to wear cultural regalia at graduation ceremonies.[footnoteRef:1] Two thousand and seventeen Native students graduated from California public high schools during the 2024–25 school year, according to Data Quest.[footnoteRef:2] With the support of the California Department of Education’s (CDE’s) American Indian Education Program, the NAGAT Task Force conducted a survey between March and May of 2025 to obtain comprehensive stakeholder engagement and collect statewide data to assess ongoing challenges, highlight best practices, and elevate Native voices in educational spaces. [1:  As part of the approval process, the NAGAT Task Force authorized the CDE to make minor, non-substantive edits to support continuity, improve flow, and refine ideas for clarity. The CDE made these adjustments to ensure the document was appropriate for legislative submission without altering the core findings or recommendations]  [2:  https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/ ] 

This NAGAT Task Force report reflects the collective input of Native students, families, educators, and community leaders, and underscores the importance of honoring Indigenous traditions in academic celebrations in California’s public schools.
To ensure broad and inclusive participation in the survey, the NAGAT Task Force employed a multi-pronged engagement strategy. American Indian Education Centers (AIECs), which were established under EC 33380, alongside NAGAT Task Force members, CDE staff, and other key partners, played a vital role in distributing the survey and encouraging community involvement. Their contributions were instrumental in reaching a diverse cross-section of stakeholders across the state.
The survey was designed to gather both quantitative and qualitative feedback. It consisted of approximately 20 questions and took 10–15 minutes to complete. The format included a mix of Likert scale items, multiple-choice questions, and open-ended prompts, which allowed respondents to share both structured responses and personal experiences. The survey’s intent was to assess awareness of the law, identify barriers to implementation of EC 35183.1, and collect recommendations for improving compliance and cultural sensitivity at graduation ceremonies.
[bookmark: _Toc216205369]Survey results were collected beginning in May 2025 and were analyzed in August 2025. A draft report was submitted to the NAGAT Task Force on August 15, 2025, and formally approved on August 22, 2025.
[bookmark: _Toc235438022]Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc216205370][bookmark: _Toc235438023]Purpose of the Task Force
The NAGAT Task Force was formed in response to reported violations of EC Section 35183.1 and growing concerns from Native families, students, and tribal leaders regarding inconsistent implementation across local educational agencies (LEAs). According to AB 945 (2021), the NAGAT Task Force was established to study and develop best practices to protect pupil rights to wear traditional tribal regalia or recognized objects of religious or cultural significance as an adornment at school graduation ceremonies through all the following:
(1) Gather public comments from people impacted by noncompliance with EC Section 35183.1 and report findings to the Department and to the Legislature regarding continuing violations of the rights of pupils to wear traditional tribal regalia or recognized items of religious or cultural significance as an adornment at graduation ceremonies.
(2) Develop recommendations for best practices, protocols, proposed legislation, and other policies that will address how to comprehensively implement all aspects of EC Section 35183.1.
(3) Pursuant to subdivision (h), submit a report to the Legislature that includes the information described in paragraph (1) and the recommendations described in paragraph (2).
Survey responses revealed that 41 percent of participants were either not informed or unsure about their school’s policy on graduation adornments, and 10 percent reported that adornments were explicitly not allowed. These findings underscore the need for clearer communication and protection of student rights.
Exercising its autonomy, the NAGAT Task Force initiated an effort to examine institutional barriers, such as restrictive dress code policies, limited staff awareness, and inconsistent approval processes, and to gather community input through a statewide survey. The survey captured both quantitative and narrative data from 131 respondents, including students, parents, educators, and tribal representatives. Many respondents described having to advocate for their rights, submit detailed approval forms, or even involve tribal leaders and legal organizations to ensure compliance with the law.
This work aligns with broader research on culturally responsive education, which emphasizes the importance of affirming students’ identities and traditions in school settings. Studies have shown that culturally inclusive practices contribute to a stronger sense of belonging and academic engagement among Native youth (Murphy & Zirkel 2015; Sandoval et al. 2023; Ashrafova 2024). By centering Native voices and lived experiences, NAGAT Task Force seeks to strengthen policy alignment with student rights and promote educational environments that honor Indigenous heritage.
[bookmark: _Toc216205371][bookmark: _Toc235438024]Overview of Legislation
EC Section 35183.1 supports the rights of Native students to wear cultural regalia, such as eagle feathers, beaded caps, or other ceremonial items, at graduation ceremonies. The statute requires that schools honor these rights without imposing restrictive policies or dress codes that override cultural practices.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  While we recognize that LEAs retain discretion under EC 35183.1(a) to restrict items that they determine are likely to “substantially disrupt” or “materially interfere” with the graduation ceremony, this report expresses concern that such determinations often appear to be unexplained, unsupported, arbitrary, and inconsistent.] 

[bookmark: _Toc216205372][bookmark: _Toc235438025]Engagement
[bookmark: _Toc216205373][bookmark: _Toc235438026]Methodology for Gathering Feedback
To ensure broad and representative participation, the NAGAT Task Force implemented a multi-pronged outreach strategy. The NAGAT Task Force is composed of tribal representatives, individuals in tribal leadership roles, and representatives from higher education institutions. These members also supported dissemination efforts. The survey was distributed through the AIECs, which were specifically asked to share it with the families and communities they serve. These centers, which are deeply embedded in Native communities, played a key role in reaching students and families directly. In addition, the American Indian Education Oversight Committee (AIEOC), which includes Native individuals in both tribal and educational leadership positions, was instrumental in promoting the survey and encouraging participation.
The survey was also distributed via the American Indian Education listserv, a key communication channel for reaching Native education stakeholders across the state. To further expand reach, the NAGAT Task Force, with support from the CDE, launched a targeted social media campaign to connect with Native families in both urban and rural areas across the state.
[bookmark: _Toc216205374][bookmark: _Toc235438027]Summary of Input Received
Outreach was conducted through tribal education networks, AIECs, and statewide listservs, and responses captured first-hand experiences from Native families, students, and education professionals across 31 counties. The survey will continue to capture responses in an ongoing effort to gather input. The survey captured 136 respondents. Several individuals noted that they did not complete the survey simply because they had no concerns with current adornment practices—highlighting areas of strong awareness and successful implementation.
Survey responses reported inconsistent access to protections allowing students to wear traditional tribal regalia and cultural adornments at graduation ceremonies. For example, one respondent shared that their child was initially told they could wear a feather and beaded cap only to be challenged by staff on the day of graduation. Another noted that their school required detailed descriptions and photos of adornments, including bead colors, before granting permission, which they found invasive and culturally insensitive.
Fourteen families reported restrictions including (but not limited to) being required to submit formal requests or justification forms weeks in advance, while 23 other families were told outright that they were not allowed the adornments due to concerns regarding uniformity and dress code policies. In some cases, students were allowed to wear feathers but not a sash or were told to cover traditional clothing like ribbon shirts with their graduation gowns. Another parent recounted how their child was threatened with exclusion from the ceremony unless they removed their beaded cap.
These experiences highlight that LEAs are inconsistently applying EC 35183.1, which supports the right to wear items of cultural or religious significance. Survey respondents emphasized the urgent need for clearer statewide guidance and consistent implementation across districts.
Survey participants offered a range of constructive suggestions aimed at improving awareness, consistency, and collaboration around students’ rights to wear traditional tribal regalia and cultural adornments at graduation ceremonies. These included mandatory training for educators and administrators on the cultural significance of regalia, the history of forced assimilation, and the legal rights of Native students. Respondents also emphasized the need for proactive collaboration between LEAs and local tribal communities involving Native liaisons, tribal education departments, and advisory councils.
Additional suggestions included having schools send out pre-graduation communications affirming students’ rights, hosting cultural awareness sessions, and establishing Native American Advisory committees to ensure tribal voices are reflected in policy decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc216205375][bookmark: _Toc235438028]Key Themes and Issues Identified
The NAGAT Task Force Survey revealed a range of experiences among students, families, and community members regarding the implementation of EC 35183.1, which supports the right of students to wear items of cultural or religious significance at school graduation ceremonies. While 62 percent of respondents shared positive and affirming experiences, 50 families reported ongoing challenges that point to systemic gaps in awareness, application, and cultural understanding.
The following themes emerged as the most pressing and recurrent issues across survey responses. Many respondents reported experiencing more than one of these challenges and indicated overlap among categories:
	Key Themes/Take Aways
	Number of Respondents

	Continued resistance or denial of adornments in certain LEAs without justification
	12

	Inconsistent application of EC 35183.1 across districts
	5

	Lack of awareness and training among school staff 
	11

	Emotional harm and erasure experienced by Native youth
	22

	Importance of collaboration with tribal communities
	11


Table showing key themes from survey responses on challenges related to Native student graduation adornments. Themes include: Continued resistance or denial of adornments in certain LEAs without justification (12 respondents), inconsistent application of EC 35183.1 across districts (5 respondents), lack of awareness and training among school staff (11 respondents), emotional harm and erasure experienced by Native youth (22 respondents), and importance of collaboration with tribal communities (11 respondents).
[bookmark: _Toc216205376][bookmark: _Toc235438029]Recommendations of NAGAT Task Force
[bookmark: _Toc216205377][bookmark: _Toc235438030]Best Practices for School Districts and Graduation Committees
The following recommendations are grounded in EC 35183.1, which supports students’ rights to wear traditional tribal regalia or recognized objects of cultural or religious significance at graduation ceremonies subject to the LEA’s discretion. These recommendations are also informed by the lived experiences shared through the NAGAT Task Force Survey and reflect the collective input of the AIEOC, AIEC directors, students, and families.
[bookmark: _Toc235438031]Collaborate with Tribal Partners During Graduation Planning
LEAs should engage in meaningful consultation with local tribal governments, tribal education departments, and Native-serving organizations during the annual graduation planning process.
Rationale: Tribal consultation is recognized as a best practice for state and federal agencies. The same reasoning makes it the best practice for LEAs.
[bookmark: _Toc235438032]Include California Education Code 35183.1 Guidance in Graduation Communications
LEAs should prominently feature EC 35183.1 in graduation-related materials such as event programs, school websites, family notices, and student handbooks. This helps ensure that students, families, and staff are aware of students’ rights.
Rationale: The American Civil Liberties Union and California Indian Legal Services emphasize that many violations stem from a lack of awareness. Proactive communication can prevent conflict and confusion. 
[bookmark: _Toc235438033]Host Adornment Awareness Workshops for School Sites
LEAs are encouraged to conduct or participate in adornment-focused training sessions for school administrators, teachers, and graduation staff. The CDE will provide statewide resources and facilitation support to ensure consistency and accessibility.
Rationale: The NAGAT Task Force Survey indicated that respondents believe inconsistent treatment is often the result of staff unfamiliarity with both applicable laws and Native cultural practices.
[bookmark: _Toc216205378][bookmark: _Toc235438034]Proposed Legislative and Policy Changes
The following recommendations were developed by the NAGAT Task Force and are informed by the NAGAT Task Force Survey as well as extensive input from the AIEOC, AIEC directors, and the lived experiences of Native students and families across California. These proposals are designed to strengthen the implementation of EC 35183.1 and ensure consistent, respectful, and legally compliant graduation practices statewide.
[bookmark: _Toc216205379][bookmark: _Toc235438035]Expand Statutory Guidance and Clarify Local Expectations
Amend EC 35183.1 to include implementation benchmarks, sample policy language, and clearer expectations for LEAs. Such revisions would empower schools to align graduation practices and affirm Native students’ rights consistently across districts.
[bookmark: _Toc216205380][bookmark: _Toc235438036]Promote District Accountability Through Public Reporting
Encourage policy updates that require LEAs to annually report graduation policy changes, complaints related to cultural adornment practices, and summaries of tribal consultation efforts. Public transparency would help stakeholders assess progress, identify gaps, and share promising approaches.
[bookmark: _Toc216205381][bookmark: _Toc235438037]Formalize Tribal Consultation in Graduation Policy Development
Recommend establishing a statewide process that embeds tribal consultation into LEA graduation planning. This would ensure meaningful, government-to-government collaboration when policies directly affect Native students’ rights and cultural expression.
[bookmark: _Toc216205382][bookmark: _Toc235438038]Conclusion
EC 35183.1 supports the right of Native students to wear culturally significant adornments at graduation. However, survey respondents—including AIEOC members, AIEC directors, and other stakeholders—reported that implementation remains inconsistent across the state. Accounts of uneven enforcement, confusion at the local level, and emotional harm experienced by students highlight the need for stronger guidance, sustained support, and proactive engagement.
With committed partnership and culturally grounded reform, California can ensure that every Native student is respected, affirmed, and celebrated—not only at graduation but throughout their educational journey.
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