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School board agrees to sell building to Native Family Center

by Kim Melton, The Oregonian 

Monday July 20, 2009, 9:21 PM

More than 200 children, parents and other supporters of the Native American Youth and Family Center filled the Portland Public Schools boardroom tonight to watch a longtime dream come to fruition.

The school board unanimously approved the sale of its building on Columbia Boulevard to the NAYA Family Center for $2.9 million.

For the first time, elder John "Buzz" Nelson said, the center, its school and Portland's Native American community will have a permanent home. The metro area has the ninth-largest Native American population in the nation.

"Since 1959, it has been a dream to have an organization and our own gathering place; a place to meet and a school where we can teach our culture and our heritage, things that have been taken from us," Nelson, 75, told the school board.

Since 2006, the NAYA Family Center has leased the building from Portland Public Schools. The building houses the center's two-year-old early college academy and serves as a resource to more than 500 people daily.

The nonprofit organization also provides support to Native American students in district schools, offering after-school programs and tutoring in several schools.

While Portland expects its enrollment to increase in the next five years, district staff said the four remaining vacant buildings would be sufficient to address any large increases. Also, staff said the building would be too small for a full middle school or K-8 program.

Cheers erupted from the crowd and signs waved in the air as the board completed its unanimous vote.

Board members said they were pleased to find a resolution that benefited the district and the NAYA Family Center. Portland will use the sale proceeds toward capital improvements throughout the district.

Board member Martin Gonzalez said he was glad to be part of a historic moment for the Native American community.

"It's going to take a concerted effort from all of us to deliver a quality education to the kids," Gonzalez said. "This is part of that, doing the best for all the kids in the community."

-- Kim Melton; kimmelton@news.oregonian.com
