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LANGUAGE FAIR  pg. 5

(OKLAHOMA CITY) 
Doug Collins, Secretary of 
the U.S. Department of Vet-
erans Affairs (VA), joined 
Tom Cole in Oklahoma City 
on March 30 to meet with 
tribal leaders for a roundta-
ble discussion focused on 
improving care for Native 
American veterans.

The meeting brought at-
tention to two critical issues 
facing Native veterans: sui-
cide prevention and home-
lessness. Tribal leaders em-
phasized the need for more 
culturally appropriate ap-
proaches, particularly in sui-
cide prevention efforts.

One key concern raised 
was that current suicide 
screening methods used by 
the VA do not always align 

with Native cultural values. 
In many tribal communities, 
discussions about suicide or 
death are considered sensi-
tive or avoided altogether, 
creating barriers for veterans 
who may need support but 
are hesitant to speak openly.

Secretary Collins ac-
knowledged the gap and 
stressed the importance of 
reaching veterans who may 
feel disconnected from VA 
services.

“One of the things I’ve 
been focused on at the VA 
is how do we reach out to 
those who may not reach out 
to us or how do we reach out 
to those who don’t feel wel-
come?” Collins said in an 
interview.

VA Secretary meets with
tribal leaders in Oklahoma to
address Native Veteran Care

Rosemary Stephens, Editor-in-Chief

Pictured l-r: U.S. Veterans Affairs Secretary Doug Collins, VSR Prevention Specialist 
for the Cheyenne and Arapaho Office of Veterans Affairs (OVA) Elizabeth Kerns, OVA 
Coordinator Jerry Chebon Levi, OVA SSG Fox Prevention Coordinator Rosanna Tallbear, 
OVA VSR Prevention Specialist Delena Nibbs and U.S. Senator Tom Cole. (Submitted pho-
to)VA SECRETARY pg. 4

(NORMAN, Okla.) Celebrating language diversity and 
cultural pride, the Oklahoma Native American Youth Lan-
guage Fair returned for its 23rd year with record-breaking 
participation. More than 1,900 Native youth took part in this 
year’s event, making it the largest gathering in the fair’s his-
tory.

Spanning over two days, the Oklahoma Native American 
Youth Language Fair was held April 6-7 at the Sam Noble 
Museum in Norman, Okla. Over the two-day event, the stag-
es were filled with youth speaking their native languages, 
through song, spoken languages or poetry, while groups or in-
dividuals also performed skits, cited speeches or sang duets. 

Off stage, students could also participate in the fair by sub-
mitting artwork, posters, film, and writing materials to proud-
ly display at the fair. All participants of the language fair were 
awarded with participation medallions. 

With the amount of youth participation growing each year, 
Dr. Raina Heaton describes the language fair as a special time 
of the year. 

“It’s just really wonderful that everybody could come out, 
we always are struggling with scheduling conflicts, the sports 
conflicts, but we had 1,908 students register this year, which 
is a new record again, it is the most we’ve had by about 200, 
so lots of growth,” Heaton said. 

This year’s gathering also carried a moment of remem-

brance. Founding member Geneva Navarro, who passed 
away in December 2025, was honored during the morning 
ceremony. Her family shared reflections on her life and her 
dedication to preserving Comanche language and history.. 

“We wanted to make sure we honored her in the morning 
ceremony, so we had that in the morning, her daughter and 
some other family came down to say a few words about her 
and teach us all about her life and the Comanche history, so 
that was pretty special,” Heaton said. 

Along with Navarro, other founding members of the Okla-
homa Native American Youth Language Fair are educator 
Quinton Roman Nose, Cheyenne, and the museum’s first Na-
tive languages curator, Mary Linn. Together, they envisioned 
a space to uplift Native language teachers and students across 
Oklahoma.

Dr. Marwin Begaye was the guest speaker for the language 
fair, an internationally exhibited printmaker and painter. Be-
gaye, a dine citizen, is also a University of Oklahoma faculty 
and has been a judge for the language fair for many years. 

Each year, between 35-40 languages are spoken at the lan-
guage fair among the youth. This year the fair has reported 37 
languages being spoken, making it particularly challenging 
for judging as youth are becoming more fluent in their native 
languages. 

Record numbers mark 23rd 
Oklahoma Native Youth
Language Fair, honoring 
legacy and lifting voices

Darlington Public Schools perform an Arapaho Hymn and a Cheyenne Hymn in the 6th-8th grade extra large group 
category at the Oklahoma Native American Youth Language Fair. (Photos / Latoya Lonelodge)

Latoya Lonelodge, Senior Reporter

(WASHINGTON, 
D.C.) The U.S. De-
partment of Labor 
said it will make 
about $76 million 
available in grants to 
support employment 
and training programs 
for American Indians, 
Alaska Natives and 
Native Hawaiians, di-
recting funds to tribal 
governments and af-
filiated organizations 
under federal work-
force programs.

The funding, ad-
ministered by the 
Employment and 
Training Adminis-
tration, will support 
about 163 grants un-
der the Workforce In-
novation and Oppor-
tunity Act’s Indian 
and Native American 
programs.

Roughly $62 mil-
lion is allocated for 
adult employment 
and training, with 
$14 million designat-
ed for youth services, 
including summer 
and year-round job 
programs for individ-
uals ages 14 to 24 in 
tribal communities, 
Alaska, Oklahoma 
and Hawaii.

The grants are 
structured to fund 
education-to-career 

pathways, including 
academic instruction, 
occupational training 
and literacy develop-
ment.

The department 
said the funding 
is intended to im-
prove workforce 
competitiveness and 
support self-em-
ployment through en-
trepreneurial training, 
while strengthening 
connections between 
tribal communities, 
employers and edu-
cation providers.

Eligible applicants 
include federally rec-
ognized tribes, tribal 
organizations, Alas-
ka Native-controlled 
entities, Native Ha-
wai ian-control led 
organizations, Indi-
an-controlled non-
profits, and certain 
state-controlled enti-
ties and consortia.

Final award 
amounts will be de-
termined through a 
geographic funding 
formula. The grants 
are part of the federal 
government’s work-
force strategy aimed 
at aligning training 
with labor market de-
mand, according to a 
DOL news release.

Labor Department 
opens $76M in 
workforce grants 
for tribes, Native 
organizations
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Open enrollment for Oklahoma’s Soon-
erSelect Medicaid program runs from May 
1 through June 12, giving SoonerCare mem-
bers the opportunity to choose a health and/
or dental plan that best meets their needs. For 
American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN), 
participation in SoonerSelect is optional, and 
tribal citizens can choose whether to enroll or 
remain with traditional SoonerCare.

SoonerSelect is Oklahoma’s coordinated 
health care delivery system designed to im-
prove quality of care and health outcomes. 
Through SoonerSelect, the Oklahoma Health 
Care Authority (OHCA) partners with health 
and dental plans to coordinate services for 
members, with a focus on preventive care 
and overall wellness. This approach allows 
providers to focus on quality care and better 
health outcomes, while ensuring members re-
ceive the same core services currently offered 
through SoonerCare. Plans may also offer ex-
tra benefits to support healthier lifestyles.

SoonerSelect serves many SoonerCare 
members across Oklahoma, including chil-
dren (including foster children), low-income 
adults, pregnant women, non-disabled adults 
ages 19–64, and children involved in the ju-
venile justice system. Some individuals are 
not eligible and will remain in traditional 
SoonerCare. Members who choose to enroll 
can select from three available health plans: 
Aetna Better Health of Oklahoma, Humana 
Healthy Horizons in Oklahoma, and Okla-
homa Complete Health. While all plans offer 
the same core services, they differ in extra 
benefits, including support for traditional 
healing services. Aetna offers up to $400 per 
year for traditional healing, Humana offers 
up to $300 per year for ceremonial or tra-
ditional services, and Oklahoma Complete 
Health offers up to $250 per year for tradi-
tional healing support.

AI/AN members have important protec-
tions and flexibility when it comes to Soon-

erSelect. Enrollment is voluntary, meaning no 
action is required to remain on SoonerCare. 
Members may choose to opt in during open 
enrollment if they want access to additional 
benefits, and they can disenroll at any time 
without needing a reason. There is no cost to 
enroll, and AI/AN members are exempt from 
copays. If members do not opt in during the 
May–June enrollment period, they will need 
to wait until the next open enrollment cycle 
to join.

Choosing SoonerSelect does not mean 
losing access to tribal health care providers. 
AI/AN members can continue to receive ser-
vices from their Indian Health Care Provider 
(IHCP), as long as the provider participates 
in the selected plan’s network. This ensures 
members can maintain culturally appropriate 
care while also accessing expanded services 
if they choose to enroll. 

SoonerSelect is part of the Medicaid ex-
pansion passed by Oklahoma voters in 2020.

Enrollment is simple, and support is 
available. Members can call the SoonerCare 
Choice Counseling Line at 800-987-7767 
to speak with a representative who can help 
compare plans and benefits. SoonerCare staff 
are available to help individuals understand 
their options and choose the plan that best fits 
their needs.

For tribal communities, choosing whether 
to enroll in SoonerSelect is a personal deci-
sion. Some members may benefit from extra 
services such as traditional healing support, 
wellness incentives, and care coordination, 
while others may prefer to remain with tra-
ditional SoonerCare. No matter what you 
choose, your coverage remains secure, and 
your access to tribal health services contin-
ues. As open enrollment approaches, take 
time to review your options and select the 
plan that best supports your health, your tra-
ditions, and your community.

SoonerSelect Open 
Enrollment Begins 
May 1
What Native Americans living 
in Oklahoma need to know

For many years, participa-
tion in Tribal Council meet-
ings has depended largely on 
the ability to travel—often 
long distances—to be phys-
ically present. For a geo-
graphically dispersed tribal 
nation like ours, this has qui-
etly limited participation for 
many of our people.

The Special Tribal Coun-
cil Meeting held on March 7, 
2026, in Elk City marked an-
other important step toward 
changing that reality.

At that meeting, the use 
of handheld electronic vot-
ing devices (“clickers”) 
alongside remote participa-
tion through online access 
allowed more tribal mem-
bers to take part in the de-
cision-making process than 
ever before. This effort re-
flects an ongoing commit-
ment to ensure that every 
tribal member—whether 
near or far—has a meaning-
ful opportunity to be heard.

What We Saw on March 
7

Participation numbers tell 
an important story.

•	 118 tribal members 
registered to vote remotely, a 
notable increase from previ-
ous meetings 

•	 24 remote voters 
actively participated on the 
day of the meeting 

•	 Over 230 tribal 
members attended in person 

While in-person partici-
pation remained strong, the 
growth in remote registration 
shows a clear direction: our 
people are ready for more ac-
cessible ways to engage.

The final vote totals 
also reflected a combined 
process—integrating both 
in-person and remote voices 
into one outcome. As shown 
in the official meeting min-
utes, remote votes were 
counted alongside in-person 
votes, contributing to the fi-
nal tally of 230 votes on the 
resolution. 

This is what inclusion 
looks like in practice.

Why This Matters
At its core, the Tribal 

Council is not a building or 
a meeting—it is the people.

When participation is lim-
ited, so is representation. Re-
mote participation begins to 
remove those barriers:

•	 Elders who may not 
be able to travel 

•	 Working families 
balancing responsibilities 

•	 Tribal members liv-
ing out of district 

•	 Individuals facing 
transportation or financial 
challenges 

By introducing remote 
voting and electronic tabula-
tion, we are moving closer to 
a system where participation 
is based on willingness—not 
proximity.

Efficiency, Accuracy, 
and Transparency

The use of handheld vot-
ing devices also addresses 
long-standing challenges.

Electronic voting allows:
•	 Immediate and ac-

curate vote tabulation 
•	 Anonymous and se-

cure voting 
•	 Real-time display 

of results for transparency 
These systems reduce de-

lays and minimize the poten-
tial for human error that can 
occur with manual counting. 
As noted in recent updates, 
these tools are designed to 
help a large Tribal Council 
conduct business more ef-
ficiently while maintaining 
trust in the process. 

At the March 7 meeting, 
100% of voting devices were 
returned, demonstrating 
strong accountability and re-
spect from participants. 

Lessons Learned
As with any new effort, 

there were challenges.
An internet interruption 

temporarily affected remote 
participation just before the 
final vote. According to the 
meeting minutes, contingen-
cy plans—including prepar-
ing for hand counting—were 
discussed while the issue 
was resolved. 

The system was restored, 
and voting proceeded.

Importantly, these experi-
ences are not setbacks—they 
are part of building a stron-
ger system. Adjustments 
have already been identified, 
including:

•	 Clear help desk 
support for remote users 

•	 Structured pauses 
to resolve technical issues 

•	 Improved commu-
nication during disruptions 

Each step forward 

strengthens the reliability of 
future meetings.

Looking Ahead
The goal is not simply to 

maintain remote participa-
tion—but to expand it.

There is a vision for a fu-
ture where:

•	 Remote partici-
pation equals or exceeds 
in-person attendance 

•	 More tribal mem-
bers feel informed, engaged, 
and empowered 

•	 Tribal Council de-
cisions reflect a broader and 
more representative voice 

As stated in recent com-
munications, the long-term 
aim is to increase overall 
voter turnout while continu-
ing to improve access and 
inclusion. 

A Collective Responsibil-
ity

Technology alone does 
not strengthen the Tribal 
Council—participation does.

Whether attending in per-
son or logging in remotely, 
each tribal member plays 
a role in shaping the future 
of our nation. Asking ques-
tions, staying informed, and 
casting a vote are not just 
rights—they are responsibil-
ities.

The March 7 meeting 
showed that when opportuni-
ties are expanded, our people 
respond.

And that is something 
worth building on.

Strengthening the 
Voice of the People: 
Remote Participation 
and the Future of
Tribal Council Meetings

By the Office of the Tribal Council Coordinator

APRIL 28TH - 30THAPRIL 28TH - 30THAPRIL 28TH - 30TH

Pre-tests in
Mathematics
Science
Social studies
Language Arts

Will be working on
Resume Writing
Interview Skills
Applications
Jobs Searching

Tues - Wed - Thurs
from 10:00 AM - 02:00 PM

@ Watonga ERC
  257210 E 820 Rd 

Watonga, OK 73772
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Official tests will not be scheduled until clients are Ready
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CONNECTED CIRCLES  pg. 5

(OKLAHOMA CITY) Tribal leaders and providers gather 
to share strategies, tackle stigma, and improve access to care

Building bridges between communities and behavior-
al health programs, and connecting vital resources, was the 
goal of the Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribal Office of Recov-
ery (TOR) as it hosted the ‘Connected Circles: A Summit for 
Tribal Behavioral Health Collaboration.’ The summit aimed 
to strengthen collaboration among tribal TOR programs to 
better serve communities in need of behavioral health ser-
vices.

The event was held April 1 at the Oklahoma City Tribal 
Service Center. As the first behavioral health summit of its 
kind for the program, TOR Director Darien Chebahtah said 
the initiative came in response to growing requests from oth-
er tribes seeking mentorship as they launch their own TOR 
programs.

In response, Chebahtah said bringing tribes together for a 
shared learning experience was the most effective approach.

“We decided to bring as many tribes as possible together to 
have a collaborated effort and mentoring each other to show 
each other what works in their communities, what doesn’t so 
we don’t have to go through the same growing pains,” Che-
bahtah said.

While the Cheyenne and Arapaho TOR program is often 
invited to present in other tribal communities and at confer-
ences, this marked the first time it hosted its own summit, 
welcoming approximately 35 participants.

“We just wanted to prepare every program to do the best 
practices that other tribes are doing, that way they can maxi-
mize that impact in their communities, we want to hopefully 
build bridges so that way there’s a lot more intertribal collab-
orations too,” Chebahtah said.

Participants traveled from across Oklahoma, represent-
ing tribal behavioral health programs, tribal departments, 
and nonprofit organizations. Tribes in attendance included 
the Comanche, Kiowa, Chickasaw, and Absentee Shawnee, 
along with various partner organizations.

Chebahtah emphasized that one of the most pressing barri-
ers facing tribal communities is access to care.

“That’s one thing we try to harp on is access to our services, 
our awareness, our education, our supplies, so that’s one thing 
that we’re trying to emphasize on other communities as well 
with our mail out systems, our leave behind distribution sites 
for NARCAN to prevent overdoses,” Chebahtah said.

Through the summit, organizers aimed to share strategies 
that could help save lives while also increasing awareness of 
available services.

“Then this is who we are so that way people know who we 
are before they come and reach out for help,” Chebahtah said.

The summit featured breakout sessions and group discus-
sions focused on key behavioral health topics. Participants 
exchanged ideas, built connections, and shared practical 
strategies to take back to their communities.

Michaela Tuberville, with the Absentee Shawnee Tribal 
Opioid Response Program, attended to expand her network 
and gather resources for clients.

“I work with a lot of clients that constantly need resources 

and this provides a place to gather those and be able to give 
them to my clients so they know where to go,” Tuberville 
said.

Tuberville said the collaborative discussions allowed her 
to actively engage, share insights, and learn from others in 
the field.

“It’s a great way to put our minds together to figure out 
how we can help our clients and work and go back to our 
tribe to implement these strategies to hopefully impact our 
communities,” Tuberville said.

In her work, Tuberville often serves veterans and individ-
uals experiencing homelessness. She said building connec-
tions at gatherings like this is essential to improving services.

“Even if they have a substance abuse issue, they may come 
from a different background and that backgrounds going to be 
able to help them better than I can, so even just making those 
connections, I also work with a lot of homeless and having to 
be heard here, gives me that resource and so it’s great to just 
be able to meet people and know who to contact when I need 
this information,” Tuberville said.

She added that mental health remains a critical issue that 
needs more attention, particularly in relation to substance use.

“I think getting us together in a group like this we can talk 
about it because not all people know the things I experienced 
as a case manager and not a lot of people know what’s actu-

ally going on in the community because they’re not out there 
every day, though I think seeing that and being able to hear it 
is important for everybody here so we can address it togeth-
er to know how to be better for substance abuse and mental 
health,” Tuberville said.

For Daviaann Connywerdy, case manager at the Coman-
che Nation Prevention Recovery and Medication Assistant at 
the Treatment Program, collaboration was one of the sum-
mit’s most important takeaways.

“I think we all need to collaborate a little more that way we 
can provide more resources to our native communities and 
bridging those gaps as far as those things that we’re lacking 
and by meeting each other and getting to know each other, 
that’s helping with that connection that we need, as far as 
Indian people, we’re a communal type of people, having a 
bigger community and bigger resources that helps with those 
that are needing that extra support,” Connywerdy said.

Despite working in different roles and communities, Con-
nywerdy said attendees shared a unified purpose.

“We all work in different places but our goal is the same 
by helping those ones that need that help and being here has 
brought me more connections to be able to do that,” Conny-
werdy said.

She also highlighted the need to address stigma surround-

Connected Circles Summit Builds 
Bridges in Tribal Behavioral Health

Latoya Lonelodge, Senior Reporter

Darien Chebahtah, TOR director instructs participants to break into groups to discuss various topics related to behavior 
health. (Photos / Latoya Lonelodge)
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Cheyenne and Arapaho 
Tribes’ Office of Veterans 
Affairs Coordinator Jerry 
Levi said tribal nations were 
initially allowed to ask three 
questions each with their 
group ultimately limited to 
one.

“On behalf of the orga-
nization, we used that op-
portunity to raise a critical 
concern regarding the Sui-
cide Screening tool current-
ly required for eligibility in 
the VA’s SSG Fox Suicide 
Prevention Program Grant. 
Our organization, now in 
its second year of the grant, 
highlighted that the exist-
ing screening method is not 
culturally sensitive for Na-
tive veteran communities. In 
many tribal cultures, topics 
such as death and suicide are 
not openly discussed, mak-
ing direct questioning inef-
fective and often resulting 
in incomplete or untruthful 
responses,” Levi said.

He proposed collaborat-
ing with other tribal veteran 
organizations to develop a 
more culturally appropriate, 
wellness-based screening 
tool, one that emphasizes 
overall well-being rather 
than explicitly referencing 
suicide. Such an approach, 
Levi said, would better align 
with Native cultural values 
while still identifying veter-
ans in need of support and 
ensuring they remain eligible 
for critical services provided 
through the grant.

“Secretary Collins re-
sponded positively to this 
concern and later reinforced 

the importance of updating 
this language in comments 
to local media, noting that 
such changes are overdue. 
Following the session, addi-
tional support emerged, in-
cluding from the Cherokee 
Nation, which echoed con-
cerns about the limitations 
of the current screening pro-
cess,” Levi said.

Currently, the Colum-
bia Suicide Severity Rating 
Scale (C-SSRS) is used to 
determine eligibility. While 
it is straightforward and 
widely used, it does not ac-
count for the cultural nuanc-
es of Native communities. 
This creates a disconnect: 
many Native veterans may 
screen negatively on sui-
cide-specific questions yet 
still demonstrate clear signs 
of depression or emotion-
al distress on other mental 
health assessments.

“With growing support 
from the VA and tribal na-
tions, our organization is now 
taking the lead in developing 
a culturally grounded well-
ness questionnaire, one that 
intentionally avoids direct 
references to suicide while 
still identifying risk factors 
through a broader, more ho-
listic lens,” Levi said. “We 
have already initiated fol-
low-up by providing our 
contact information to the 
VA Secretary and expressing 
our readiness to collaborate 
immediately with other trib-
al veteran organizations to 
develop and implement this 
tool nationwide.”

At the same time, the 

urgency for this effort is 
underscored by a newly re-
leased VA data from 2023. 
While overall veteran sui-
cide rates have slightly de-
clined, the trend for Native 
veterans, particularly those 
in urban and rural areas en-
rolled in VA healthcare, is 
rising. Native veterans now 
represent the highest suicide 
risk among minority veter-
an populations. These num-
bers reinforce the need for 
culturally appropriate tools 
and approaches. By imple-
menting a wellness-based 
screener and increasing the 
presence of prevention co-
ordinators on tribal lands, 
Native Veteran organizations 
can better engage Native vet-
erans, strengthen community 
connections and address the 
isolation, depression and 
anxiety that too often goes 
unspoken.

“Today’s discussion with 
the tribes actually saying, 
‘Hey, some of this language 
is not appropriate for what 
we’re doing,’ is some of the 
feedback I was looking for. 
I’m looking forward to tak-
ing that into consideration 
and seeing how we can work 
better with it,” Collins said.

The VA Secretary also 
emphasized his goal of re-
ducing bureaucratic barriers 
and making it easier for vet-
erans to access the benefits 
they have earned.

This visit marked Collins’ 
first trip to Oklahoma, where 
he also toured the Oklahoma 
City VA Medical Center.

VA SECRETARY
continued from pg. 1

OKLAHOMA CITY — 
With nearly 900,000 Okla-
homans age 60 and older 
represented, state leaders, 
tribal elders, caregivers, 
and advocates gathered at 
the Oklahoma State Capitol 
on March 30 for Senior Day 
at the Capitol, a statewide 
event focused on ensuring 
aging voices are heard in 
policy decisions.

Centered around the 
theme “Hear Our Voices,” 
Senior Day provides an op-
portunity for aging Oklaho-
mans to meet and speak di-
rectly with their legislators, 
share their experiences, and 
learn about policies and 
services that impact their 
lives and communities.

“Oklahoma is home to 
nearly 900,000 adults age 
60 and over, and these se-
niors are an important part 
of our state,” said Lt. Gov-
ernor Matt Pinnell. “I look 
forward to speaking at Se-
nior Day at the Capitol again 
this year and encourage se-
niors from all 77 counties 
to come to the Capitol and 
make their needs and prior-
ities known.”

“Advocating for aging 
Oklahomans means show-
ing up wherever decisions 
are made,” said Amanda 
Williams, one of the event 
organizers. “Senior Day 
is about making sure old-
er adults, caregivers, and 
communities are heard in 
every space where policy is 
shaped.”

Cheyenne Peace Chief 
Gordon Yellowman offered 
the invocation, Cheyenne 
and Arapaho Tribes’ Gov-
ernment Affairs Officer 
LaRenda Morgan led the 
Pledge of Allegiance and 
Chickasaw Nation Color 
Guard presented the Flags.

Senior Day at the
Oklahoma State Capitol

Pictured l-r: Rebekah Williams, Oklahoma Alliance on 
Aging event organizer, Cheyenne Peace Chief Gordon Yel-
lowman, LaRenda Morgan and Amanda Williams, Oklaho-
ma Alliance on Aging. (Courtesy photo)

Oklahoma Lt. Gov. Matt Pinnell and Cheyenne Peace 
Chief Gordon Yellowman.

Scan QR Code to 
download the Tribal 

Tribune on any
mobile device
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LANGUAGE FAIR
continued from pg. 1

“I’ve been really excep-
tionally impressed, the per-
formances are always won-
derful and a whole lot of fun, 
but I’ve been particularly 
impressed by the language, 
I’ve heard this year the judg-
es have reported having a 
particularly hard time judg-
ing, particularly the spoken 
language and prayer catego-
ries,” Heaton said. 

Heaton said it’s the best 
kind of problem to have as 
the youth are doing so well 
in speaking their languages. 

“You can’t possibly de-
cide because they were all so 
amazing, so that’s an inter-
esting challenge going for-
ward on the judging, which 
says volumes I think about 
how well our programs are 
doing, both the tribal pro-
grams and school programs,” 
Heaton said. 

Proudly performing their 
languages on stage in front 
of others, native youth en-
tered various categories dis-
playing the Cheyenne and 
Arapaho languages through 
song, speech, group perfor-
mances and duets. 

For many, it’s a time of 
the year they look forward 
to, returning to the language 
fair to not only compete but 
to just acknowledge their 
own native language. 

Aracelie Chavez, 17, from 
Clinton, Okla., is in her third 
year competing in the youth 
language fair, returning with 
her group, the Koinonia In-
dian Mennonite Church. 
Chavez said church is where 
she’s mostly learned her 
language as she performed 
a Cheyenne song with her 
youth group from church at 
the language fair. 

“Every time we go to 
church on Wednesdays with 
the youth we learn a song 
and we’re really fast learners 
because who helps us, they 

help us go through the song 
with us and it took us prob-
ably about two months to 
learn, not that long,” Chavez 
said. 

Learning the songs and 
learning her language, 
Chavez said makes her feel 
really grateful because grow-
ing up, Chavez didn’t go to 
powwows and never got to 
learn and her grandmother 
who wanted to teach her 
grandchildren passed away 
before they were old enough 
to understand it. 

“I feel like this really 
helps, my grandmas that are 
at the church and my uncle 
that helps us, it’s really made 
an impact on me and I’m 
helping my siblings learn, 
the language that is solely 
trying to be forgotten its like 
it’s not because our church is 
trying to impact it on every-
one else,” Chavez said. 

Participating in the lan-
guage fair has become one 
of Chavez favorite things to 
look forward to each year as 
she’s able to go to school and 
tell people she knows her 
language. 

“It’s like really important 
to me and it’s really fun to be 
able to talk in my language,” 
Chavez said. 

Teaching the youth at 
Koinonia Indian Menno-
nite Church, Roger Davis 
instructs with the Cheyenne 
hymns as part of the activi-
ties they do throughout the 
year at the church and said it 
means a lot to see the youth 
participating in the language 
fair each year. 

The songs that are shared 
with the youth are songs 
passed down from relatives 
of Davis and that’s how he 
also learned them. 

“We have this brown 
book there at the Menno-
nite church that has a lot of 
the songs that we’re able to 

utilize, that was the purpose 
of that book, for the people 
before us, they wanted to put 
these songs on paper so they 
wouldn’t be forgotten, so for 
these kids to pick this book 
up and carry on their mission 
is outstanding and phenome-
non,” Davis said. 

Being involved with the 
church and instructing the 
youth with song and lan-
guage for the past three 
years, Davis said they nev-
er pressure the youth into 
learning the language, they 
always leave the door open 
and the youth come and want 
to learn. 

“I’m very proud of these 
kids for stepping outside of 
the box and it’s very hard to 
perform in front of people 
and so for these Cheyenne 

and Arapaho kids from my 
area to do that is something 
amazing, so what they’re 
doing here with these songs 
with language needs to be 
commended because they’re 
a great group of kids,” Davis 
said. 

Singing an intertribal 
song that Davis made for 
him, Levi Hulett, 17, placed 
second for singing a Chey-
enne song in the tradition 
song category. 

“My uncle, Roger Davis 
made that song, he asked if 
I could sing it this morning, 
I just blasted it, I’m Kiowa, 
Cheyenne, Cherokee, Pot-
tawatomie, Lakota Sioux and 
others,” Hulett said. 

Learning his language 
and hearing the drum songs 
from his culture, Hulett said 

Cheyenne and Arapaho youth participating in the 23rd annual Oklahoma Native American Youth Language Fair, par-
ticipating in various categories. Pictured l-r: Lilliana Youngbear, 13, Adele Greeley, 13, Audrina Greeley, 15, and Sage 
Youngbear, 16. (Photos / Latoya Lonelodge)

Cheyenne and Arapaho Youth from the Koinonia Indian 
Mennonite Church perform a Cheyenne Hymn.

Pictured l-r:  Walk Up Tallbear, 17, Aj Spottedwolf, 16, 
Marley Gamboa, 17, Aracelie Chavez, 17, Lariah Spotted-
wolf, 17, and Cameron Trout, 16. LANGUAGE FAIR  pg. 6

ing medication-assisted treat-
ment.

“One of the things is the 
stigma with medication as-
sisted treatment and meth-
adone, suboxone, things 
like that you just feel like 
it’s replacing one thing for 
another, but they don’t also 
see what I see, my clients, 
the progress, being able to 
be a support system to them 
and also providing those re-
sources because they don’t 
choose to go the traditional 
route of recovery as far as 
being patient and sober liv-
ing,” Connywerdy said.

Connywerdy said her 
work focuses on providing 
support and options for cli-
ents on their recovery jour-
ney.

“Somebody that can pro-
vide those resources for them to be 
able to make the choices of whatev-
er route they want to go like mental 
health wise, giving them that option 
and helping them find those things 
I think for me, has helped me a lot 
destigmatizing medication assisted 
treatment,” Connywerdy said.

Also in attendance was the Be 
Heard Movement, a nonprofit based 
in Tulsa that provides mobile shower 
and laundry services for unhoused in-
dividuals. In just six months of opera-
tion last year, the organization provid-
ed more than 2,000 showers and over 
1,200 loads of laundry.

“So the need is there, it’s been pret-
ty amazing,” said Aybreon Cole, di-
rector of the Oklahoma City Be Heard 
Movement.

Cole said TOR invited the organi-
zation to participate due to an ongoing 
partnership and shared commitment 
to community service.

“It’s been great, I got a lot of take-
aways, a lot of great new people I met, 
a lot of the takeaways I would say is 

that I learned a lot 
I would say with 
overdose preven-
tion and stigma, 
prevention, it’s 
been great to see 
and eye opening 
on a lot of things 
and we just love 
to learn and it’s 
been a cool expe-
rience, it’s been 
great,” Cole said.

He emphasized 
the importance of 
partnerships and 
continued en-
gagement.

“Following up 
with your guests, 
following up with your clients, fol-
lowing up with other partners has 
been a great thing, also just education 
on NARCAN and opioids and things 
like that is a great thing, what has been 
a great takeaway for me is just getting 
our staff more educated on those type 
of things,” Cole said.

As the summit concluded, Che-
bahtah said he hopes to see more 
gatherings like this in the future, with 
different tribes hosting and continu-
ing the collaborative effort.

“Hopefully we can even do a TOR 
where it’s from different communi-
ties, so different tribes host it because 
I think it’s needed,” Chebahtah said.

CONNECTED CIRCLES
continued from pg. 3

Break out groups lead discussions and network among one another during the connect-
ed circles summit.

Daviaann Connywerdy, case manager at the Coman-
che Nation Prevention Recovery, shares her input with the 
group discussion during behavioral health collaboration. 
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means everything to him as it 
was almost taken. 

“We got it back so why 
not show it off that we can 
still do it and we’re still here 
and we still know what we’re 
doing, anybody can still crit-
icize you, but if you know 
who you really are and where 
you come from, it shouldn’t 
bother you, just be proud of 
what you have and continue 
on, is what I was always told 
growing up and I got to give a 
big thanks to my dad, Homer 
Wassana and my pops and 
mom raised me,” Hulett said. 

Performing an Arapaho 
hymn, Sky Sleeper, 15, re-
turned for her second year at 
the language fair. Learning 
the Arapaho hymn from her 
grandmother, Sleeper returns 
understanding the importance 
of learning her language from 
her grandparents. 

“I think it’s cool that I’m 
learning our language, songs, but I know a few other songs, 
I know sweet by and by, take the name of Jesus with you, I 
learned sweet by and by from my grandpa he taught me be-
cause it was the song I sang last year and then the other ones 
we sang in church and that’s how I basically learned them,” 
Sleeper said. 

Returning to the language fair, Sleeper said she looked for-
ward to seeing other participants sing and to learn, listening 
to other people’s languages. 

“I think it’s important because people tried to kill us off, 
but didn’t, we also have to hold onto our traditions because 
it’s spiritual,” Sleeper said. 

Participating in the youth language fair for her third year, 
Adele Greeley, 13, performed in the modern song category 
in the Arapaho language, where she performed Neixoo Jesus 
alongside Lilliana Youngbear and received third place. In her 
third year at the language fair, Adele said she was ready to 
sing and present her culture. 

“I think speaking your language, there’s not a lot of people 
that speak Arapaho and Cheyenne now days and I feel like if 
you present it in front of everybody then maybe more people 
would want to start learning about their culture,” Adele said. 

Also performing alongside Adele in the small group in 
modern song category, singing amazing grace was Sage 
Youngbear, 16, who has been singing songs for awhile and 
was first taught by her aunt at church. Youngbear said she 
knows the songs by heart. 

“I think it’s important that we’re doing this is because our 
language got took away from us and I just think it’s really 
important because it was wrong to take our language from 
us,” Youngbear said. 

Returning after several years, Darlington Public Schools 
students return to the stage at the youth language fair to per-
form an Arapaho hymn and Cheyenne hymn in the tradition 
song category for the 6th-8th grade extra large group. 

Darlington student, Violet Roman Nose, 12, said the 
school came to sing the Arapaho and Cheyenne hymns called 
This World in Not my Home and Maheo, which took the 
group about two to three weeks to learn. 

“It was just something we did with the school because we 
used to do it years ago but then we stopped doing it because 
of state testing and because of other stuff going on and we had 
to be able to come here. So this is our first year in about seven 
years, Roman Nose said. 

In her first year participating in the youth language fair, 
Roman Nose said it was cool to see the different tribes com-
ing from different locations and hearing all the different lan-
guages and their cultures. 

“It’s just really cool because I feel like language is getting 
really forgotten now and just us kids can bring it back and 
learn it,” Roman Nose said.

Looking forward to representing her culture, her language 
and learning about other people’s languages, Audrina Gree-
ley, 15, spoke a prayer in the Arapaho language called God is 
good. Audrina spoke the same prayer last year but shortened 
the version for this year’s language fair. Learning her lan-
guage means a lot to Audrina, as she returns each year to the 
language fair, her goal always remains the same of carrying 
her language and sharing it with others. 

“There’s not much fluent speakers, any speakers at all in 
the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes and so I feel like if I start 
learning now and picking up on it then I can soon teach my 
kids and my grandkids so then the language can live on,” Au-
drina said. 

Over the course of the two-day event, Heaton said the 
overall greater outcome the language fair hopes to accom-
plish each year is just having a place for youth to come and 
speak as more language venues are becoming popular. 

“It’s been really wonderful to see that this isn’t the only 
venue anymore in the way that it didn’t used to be,” Heaton 
said. 

Heaton has tried to visit with tribal language programs and 
see what else they’re doing, including the Choctaw Nation, 
who started a film festival and the Kaw Nation, who has a 
powwow to celebrate their kids that attend the fair as well as 
the Shawnees who started up a similar language fair in the 
northeast.

“It’s just really awesome to see it spread like that and 
grow, we are always happy to share with anyone that wants 
to hold another language fair, sort of wild that this has been 
going on long enough that we, along with the programs, have 
sort of developed this symbiotic structure to handle the fact 
that we’re going to have 2,000 kids coming and speaking 
their languages and the fair gets to work with programs in 
that way,” Heaton said.

LANGUAGE FAIR
continued from pg. 5

Adele Greeley, 13, and Lilliana Youngbear, 13 perform 
a modern song in the Arapaho language and place third. 

Levi Hulett, 17, sings an 
intertribal Cheyenne song 
with a hand drum and plac-
es second.

By Latoya Lonelodge, Senior Reporter

Juliana Thomas, El Reno High School
Making the most out of 

her senior year of basketball, 
facing adversity and finish-
ing out the season strong, 
tribal youth, Juliana Thomas, 
18, felt confident in the work 
she’s contributed to her team 
and to herself as an athlete. 

Born and raised in the 
El Reno, Okla., communi-
ty, Thomas grew up playing 
basketball most of her whole 
life coming from a basket-
ball family. Actively playing 
for the Cheyenne and Arap-
aho R.E.Sp.E.C.T. basketball 
team, traveling and compet-
ing in various tournaments, 
Thomas’ life is in a constant 
state of basketball. 

Standing 5’2, Thomas 
plays point guard. 

As a former two-time 
state champion from El Reno 
High School, finishing up her 

final season of high school 
basketball, what Thomas 
looked forward to the most 
this season was preparing 
herself for the next level. 

“Really just using this 
year to kind of get ready for 
college and use it to prepare 
myself for the next level,” 
Thomas said. 

Thomas’ motivation for 
playing basketball comes 
from her family and for 
herself. And her love for 
continuing to play the sport 
comes from the foundation 
she’s built from basketball. 

“All the friendships and 
relationships I built and the 
people I met through basket-
ball,” Thomas said. 

Looking back on the 
season, Thomas believed it 
wasn’t the best season for her 
team but it wasn’t the worst 

as they faced a lot of adver-
sity. However, she enjoyed 
her senior year of basketball 
overall. Her goals for the 
season included becoming a 
better player overall. 

“Just to be better than last 
year, be better than the past 
couple years, being more of 
a leader in different ways, 
that’s really the goals and 
standards I kind of set for 
myself before the season 
started,” Thomas said. 

With her high school ca-
reer of basketball ending, 
Thomas felt bittersweet, but 
realized she wouldn’t have 
changed a thing with how the 
season went. 

“I’ve been playing my 
whole life and that era com-
ing to an end, it was enjoy-
able. I wouldn’t want any-
thing else to be different 
about last season,” Thomas 
said. 

Maintaining a 3.8 GPA, 
Thomas best manages sports 
and academics by prioritiz-
ing academics first. 

“I think it’s important 
to have good grades to be 
able to play the sports that 
you love, managing both at 
the same time can be hard, 
but just really focus on the 
school part mainly,” Thomas 
said. 

Hoping to become a bet-
ter player with each season 
and each year, Thomas looks 
forward to playing at the 
next level as she believes 
she’s grown the most as a 
player, improving on and off 
the court.

“I think I improved a lot, 
from freshman and sopho-
more year not really getting 
any minutes coming in and 
starting junior and senior 

year, I think I really did im-
prove on and off the court, 
kind of took it more serious-
ly as a player,” Thomas said. 

With a busy practice 
schedule, Thomas stayed in 
the gym during the season 
working on improvements. 
While she wasn’t in school 
for eight hours, she was in 
the weight room or in the 
gym putting up shots. 

“It was really busy this 
season, really hard to go to 
eight hours of school to com-
ing to practice for weights, 
then practice, then stay after 
to put extra shots up. It was 
kind of a lot, sometimes I 
would go in the morning too 
and work out or put up ex-
tra shots or lift, then going 
to school, weights, practice. 
It was what the daily rou-
tine schedule looked like,” 
Thomas said. 

Trying to get into a daily 
routine, Thomas was prepar-
ing herself for playing at the 
next level as she received an 
offer to play college basket-
ball. 

Working on her ball han-
dling the most, Thomas has 
been focused on building a 
stronger foundation, mental-
ly and physically. 

“Being stronger, getting 
in the weight room. I know at 
college it’s going to be way 
different, so this season I re-
ally try to stay in the weight 
room,” Thomas said. 

And the best way for 
Thomas to improve her game 
was to put in the extra work, 
whether it was in the gym, 
lifting, shooting or training.

“Just staying in the gym, 
putting in extra work, wheth-
er it’s lifting, shooting, train-
ing, but personally I would 

say training would help me a 
lot, getting in the gym early 
in the morning, working on 
little things that would help 
me improve my game and 
seeing it happen in games,” 
Thomas said. 

As a basketball player, 
Thomas feels it’s important 
to have a strong IQ in basket-
ball and be knowledgeable in 
the sport. 

“I feel like that’s really 
important to have as a bas-
ketball player, playing for so 
long, you kind of gain that 
basketball IQ and it will help 
in different ways moving to 
whatever level you’re going 
to,” Thomas said. 

Ending the season, Thom-
as hopes to be remembered 
as the player who worked 
hard and who always pushed 
themselves and set the stan-
dards for others. 

Overall, what basketball 

has taught Thomas is pa-
tience.

“I’ve learned and grew 
through a lot of patience, dis-
cipline and teamwork, learn-
ing to compose myself under 
pressure, I would say would 
be the main thing it taught 
me,” Thomas said.

Following graduation, 
Thomas looks forward to 
attending college in the fall, 
where she will attend Con-
nors State College in Warner, 
Okla., to study nursing and 
continue playing collegiate 
basketball. 

Juliana’s parents are 
Hanna Prairie Chief and 
Denton Thomas. Her grand-
parents are Simona Foreman 
and Duke Thomas, Theresa 
Tsoodle and Charles Prai-
rie Chief. Juliana’s siblings 
include James Blackowl and 
Arya Eaglenest.
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Auction of Oil and Gas Mining Leases
Cheyenne Arapaho Tribal and Allotted Lands

PG-2026-0013
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Drivers Needed
Full-Time / Perm, 40 hours per week; pro-

vide safe, courteous & efficient transport of cli-
ents while operating a transit bus. Perform pre 
& post inspection of vehicle and securement of 
wheelchair in a safe manner. Able to complete 
driver logs and submit reports.

Minimum Requirements: must be 21 years 
or older, high school diploma or G.E.D., w/val-
id Oklahoma Class D driver’s license. Must be 
insurable & pass a pre-hire drug screen. $16/
hour; benefits include health, dental and vision 
insurance, vacation and sick leave and 401K 
retirement plan.

Apply at www.cheyenneandarapaho-nsn.
gov/careers. For more information or questions 
email CATT at transit@cheyenneandarapa-
ho-nsn.gov or call 580-331-2600.

CIV-2026-0023 CIV-2026-0028

CIV-2022-0120 CIV-2025-0070

JFD-2026-0005

PG-2018-0052

PG-2024-0047PG-2025-0088

Happy 4th 
Birthday

Serenity Bates
April 19

We love you so 
much and you are 
a great Blessing 
to us! You are so 

beautiful!
Love, Nonna & 

Papa

Congratulations to 
Cheyenne and Arapaho 
tribal youth Acelyn Snow 
for being selected to serve 
on the 2026-2027 FCCLA 
State Executive Council 
as Vice President of Public 
Relations. 

Acelyn is a junior at 
Seiling High School. 

Acelyn is the daughter of 
Katrina Smith and Dallas 
Wagner of Canton, Okla., 
and Kerry Snow of Talo-
ga. Granddaughter of Tami 
Smith & the late Richard 
Smith. Great Granddaugh-
ter of the late Melvin & 

Norman Smith of Fonda. 
Oklahoma FCCLA 

serves more than 28,000 
members in over 400 lo-
cal chapters in junior and 
senior high schools and on 
technology center campus-
es. Known as the “ultimate 
leadership experience,” 
FCCLA national programs 
and chapter activities help 
members become strong 
leaders in their families, 
careers and communities.

FCCLA is one of seven 
CareerTech student organi-
zations affiliated with Ca-
reerTech career areas.
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OBITUARIESOBITUARIES
Winona June Goodbear BlossomAlan Dale Akeen

Alan Dale Akeen, affec-
tionately known to all as 
“Mookie,” began his jour-
ney to the Creator on March 
24, 2026, in Oklahoma City, 
surrounded by the love of his 
family. He was 39 years old.

Born on Dec. 15, 1986, 
in Lawton, Okla., to George 
Akeen Jr. and Thelma Lit-
tle Charley, Mookie carried 
with him a spirit that was as 
vibrant as the beadwork he 
so meticulously crafted. A 
proud member of the Native 
American Church, he lived a 
life rooted in faith, tradition, 
and a deep-seated kindness 
that extended to every living 
creature.

A Life of Laughter and 
Legacy

Mookie was a man who 
understood that the best 
things in life weren’t things, 
but moments. He was happi-
est when he was:

By the Water: Some of 
his most cherished memories 
were made at the lake with 
his wife, where the days were 
spent fishing and the eve-
nings were filled with peace.

A Master Storyteller: 
Known for his “big fish sto-
ries,” Mookie could com-
mand a room with his humor. 
His laughter was infectious, 

and he made it his mission to 
ensure everyone around him 
was having a good time.

An Artist: His talent for 
beadwork was a reflection of 
his patience and his connec-
tion to his heritage, creating 
pieces that will be cherished 
for generations.

A Protector of Animals: 
Mookie had a heart for all an-
imals, often showing a gentle 
compassion for any creature 
that crossed his path.

Family and Faith
Above all his hobbies 

and talents, Mookie’s great-
est pride was his family. He 
was a devoted father to his 
two daughters, who were the 
light of his life. He found 
his greatest joy in the simple 
presence of his kin, remind-
ing us all that family is the 
anchor that holds us through 
every storm.

He was preceded in death 
by his father George Clay 
Akeen Jr., stepmother Elea-
nore Masbull, brother Clar-
ence Akeen, sister Patricia 
Akeen, nephew Clarence 
Black and nieces, Rileigh 
Akeen, Joella Cychers and 
Carmella Cychers.

He is survived by his be-
loved wife Peighton Perry, 
daughters, Gertrude Sara 

Akeen and Cedar Woman 
Akeen, mother Thelma Lit-
tle Charley, brother Antho-
ny Akeen, sisters, Joanna 
Akeen, Jenny Bigfoot, twin 
Ella Akeen and Samatha 
Creek, and a large circle of 
extended family and friends 
who will miss his jokes, his 
artistry and his unwavering 
warmth.

“He has gone to a place 
where the waters are always 
still and the fish are always 
biting.”

Wake services were held 
March 29 at the Huber Ben-
son Funeral Home. Funeral 
services were held March 30, 
at the same venue. With Rev. 
Gerald Panana, Rev. Edwina 
Horsechief and Rev. Joe Mc-
Coy officiating, followed by 
an interment at the Concho 
Indian Cemetery under the 
direction of Huber Benson 
Funeral Home.

William Dennis Johnson

Daniel Rogers Haag Jr.

Winona June Goodbear 
Blossom passed away at her 
home in Red Rock on March 
31, 2026, surrounded by her 
children and loved ones.

Born on March 13, 1959, 
at Clinton Indian Hospital to 
Chief Leonard Frank Good-
bear and June Whiteplume 
Goodbear, Winona was a 
graduate of Duncan Brothers 
College of Hair Design and 
also completed truck driving 
school. Throughout her life, 
she remained dedicated to 
her family and her commu-
nity.

Winona was preceded in 
death by her parents; siblings, 
Barbara Jean Goodbear, Son-
ny Leonard Goodbear Jr., 
Ralph Robert Goodbear, Gail 
Ann Whitebird, Brian Keith 
Goodbear, Jacqueline Sue 
Goodbear, and Raymond 
Lindsey Paddyaker.

She is survived by her 
children, Toya Harragarra, 
Tonya Paddyaker, Tashine-
nia Guardipee, and Cherokee 
Leonard Goodbear Blossom; 

and siblings, Minnie Eliza-
beth Goodbear-Moore, Paula 
Jo Jackson, Richard Good-
bear III, and Shelly Marie 
Goodbear.

A traditional all-night 
wake service was held April 
2 at the Concho Emergency 
Response Center in Concho, 
Okla. Funeral services were 
held April 3 at the same ven-
ue, officiated by Rev. Way-
lon Upchego and Robert 
Little Bird Jr, followed by 
an interment at the Concho 
Indian Cemetery under the 
direction of Huber Benson 
Funeral Home.

The Heaven Ceremony 
was performed by James 
Allen and Emmit Redbird. 
Pallbearers included Cher-
okee Leonard Goodbear 
Blossom, Jalen Goodbear, 
Louis Harragarra, Donovan 
Harragarra, Derrick Redbird. 
Alex Yellow Eagle. Those 
serving as honorary pallbear-
ers are Brandon Goodbear, 
Melvin Harragarra, Zachary 
Harragarra, James White-

tail, Duyen Goodbear, James 
Goodbear, and Sydney Der-
rall Coffey.

As Cheyenne People, we 
carry the knowledge that this 
Earth was never our perma-
nent home. Our language 
and way of life speak of a 
journey through this world. 
Though life begins as a tiny 
seed, it returns in death to the 
place of our relatives who 
have gone before us. We re-
turn to a place of quietness, 
where the rivers are calm and 
the grass is tall. There is no 
loneliness there, only laugh-
ter and peace among our kin. 
The battles and pains of life 
have now come to an end.

Daniel Rogers Haag Jr., 
65, of Oklahoma City, passed 
away on March 28, 2026. He 
was born on Sept. 1, 1960, 
in Lawton, Okla., to Daniel 
Rogers Haag Sr. and Thelma 
Louise Haag.

Daniel lived a life rooted 
in love, faith and service. He 
proudly answered his coun-
try’s call and served hon-
orably in the United States 
Marine Corps, receiving an 
honorable discharge for his 
dedication and service.

He attended high school 
in Mustang and Moun-
tain View, Okla., and lat-
er furthered his education 
at Okmulgee Tech, where 
he developed a passion for 
working on computers. 
Throughout much of his life 
Daniel worked as a skilled 
handyman and was known 
for his strong work ethic. He 
also spent many years work-
ing at the Oklahoma State 
Fair, where he enjoyed being 
part of the community.

Daniel found joy in life’s 
simple pleasures. He loved 
fishing, camping, and hiking, 
and was an avid music lov-
er who especially enjoyed 
attending concerts. A dedi-

cated sports fan, he cheered 
proudly for the Oklahoma 
Sooners and the Washington 
Redskins. He also enjoyed 
attending horse races and 
spending time dining out, 
with favorite spots includ-
ing Shipman’s, Cattlemen’s 
Steakhouse, and Robert’s 
Grill in El Reno, where he 
never passed up a good on-
ion burger.

A man of deep faith, Dan-
iel loved attending First Indi-
an Church and found peace 
in listening to Native Amer-
ican music and cooking for 
family gatherings, especially 
during powwows. His great-
est joy in life was spending 
time with his family, whom 
he loved deeply.

Daniel will be remem-
bered as a kind, gentle, and 
generous man. He was quick 
to make friends and always 
willing to lend a helping 
hand. His love for God and 
for others left a lasting im-
pression on everyone who 
knew him.

He is survived by his 
children: son Randy Ma-
jors; daughters Tivolee Haag 
and Ananda Majors; seven 
grandchildren; three broth-

ers, Harry Haag, Andrew 
Haag, and Roy Haag; and 
two sisters, Oneida Falls and 
Clarice Garza.

He was preceded in death 
by his parents, Daniel Roger 
Haag Sr. and Thelma Louise 
Haag; three brothers, Wesley 
Meeks, Calvin Meeks, and 
Bryan Haag; and four sis-
ters, Gloria Rivers, Wilma 
Meeks, Enid Haag, and Ed-
wina Haag.

A traditional all-night 
wake service was held April 
3 at the First Indian Bap-
tist Church in Moore, Okla. 
Funeral services were held 
April 4, at the same venue, 
followed by an interment at 
the Rainy Mountain Cem-
etery under the direction of 
John Ireland Funeral Home.

William Dennis Johnson 
was born on Jan. 29, 1985, 
in Clinton, Okla., to Chris-
topher Johnson and Terry 
Whiteman. He passed away 
March 26, 2026. He was 
raised in both Hammon, 
Okla., and Towaoc, Colo.

He was a proud of his In-
dian Heritage and a citizen of 
the Cheyenne and Arapaho 
Tribes.

William was employed at 
a manufacturing company in 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, 
and worked for Ute Casinos. 
In his spare time, he enjoyed 
drawing and specialized in 
graffiti art. He loved music 
and was an avid Dallas Cow-

boys fan.
He was preceded in death 

by his father Christopher 
Johnson.

He is survived by his 
mother Terri Whiteman, his 
son Cainaan Johnson, his 
four daughters, Leah John-
son, Aubri’ Lyn Johnson, 
Allison Johnson, and X’Za-
valee Johnson, his sister 
Chrystal Johnson of Towaoc, 
his brother Christian Johnson 
of Durango, Colo., and his 
maternal grandmother Emily 
Whiteman of Towaoc, Colo.

A traditional all-night 
wake service was held April 
1 at the Hammon Emergen-
cy Response Center in Ham-

mon, Okla. Funeral services 
were held April 2, at the 
same venue, officiated by 
Darwin Whiteman, followed 
by an interment at the Ham-
mon Mennonite Cemetery 
under the direction of Lee 
Home-Town Funeral Home.

Mary Sue Smith
Mary Sue Smith was born 

on April 13, 1961, in Walla-
walla, Wash., to Clifford and 
Nora Birdshead. She went to 
her heavenly home March 
30, 2026, at the age of 64. 
She went to high school in 
Anadarko, Okla., graduat-
ed from Southwestern State 
University in 1984, and went 
to work for Oklahoma Peer 
Review.

In the spring of 1986, she 
married the love of her life, 
Justin Smith. She worked in 
the medical records field at 
Anadarko Hospital and Co-
manche Memorial in Lawton 
for eight years. In 1994, she 
decided to pursue a career 
in education. While working 
part-time at Anadarko Nurs-
ing Home, she graduated 
from University of Science 
and Arts of Oklahoma in 
1996. She taught at East El-
ementary in Anadarko until 
they relocated to Seminole, 
Texas, in the fall of 2004. 
She completed her Texas 
education licensing require-
ments in a year at Midland 
College in Midland, Texas. 
She taught in Denver City, 

Texas, from 2006 to 2011.
In 2011, she moved back 

to be closer to her family 
and taught in Anadarko for 
the next 15 years. Her call-
ing in life was to teach. Even 
in her time of sickness, she 
drew strength from her stu-
dents, who always remained 
her inspiration and priori-
ty. She cherished time with 
friends and family. Whether 
it was hosting a cookout or 
swimming in the pool, she 
always made sure everyone 
was included. She will be re-
membered for her kindness, 
generosity, and the love she 
shared with everyone around 
her.

She was preceded in death 
by her mother, Nora Bird-
shead, brother Eddie Bird-
shead, and his wife Penny 
Birdshead, and son Jonathan 
Smith.

She is survived by hus-
band Justin Smith, son Ricky 
Smith and wife Kelly Smith, 
daughter Tina Davis and hus-
band John Davis, daughter 
Whitney Smith and fiancé 
Brandon Ataddlety, daughter 
Makayah Brooks and fian-

cé Justin Hernandez, father 
Clifford Birdshead, brother 
Jack Gomez, sister Debbie 
Pletcher, numerous grand-
kids, and two great-grand-
kids.

We would like to take 
this time to mention persons 
that were more like sisters 
to Mary than friends, Diana 
Nation, Marletta Marleeta, 
Shorna Coffee, Shelly Isen-
berg and Darla Stewart.

Visitation was held April 
3 at the Smith Funeral Home 
in Anadarko, Okla. Funeral 
services were held April 4 at 
the First Baptist Church in 
Anadarko, followed by an in-
terment at the Memory Lane 
Cemetery under the direction 
of Smith Funeral Home.

Jerrie Zelda Warden White Buffalo

On Dec. 7, 1944. a proud 
full blooded Arapaho Jerrie 
Zelda Warden-White Buffa-
lo was born to James (Jim) 
Warden and Daisy Alice 
Whiteman-Warden at their 
home place in Carlton, Okla. 
She was a baptized member 
of the Zion Arapaho (Indian) 
Mennonite Mission Church, 
Canton, Okla.

Jerrie attended school 
at Concho Indian Board-
ing School, Fort Sill Indian 
School and Carlisle Indian 
Industrial School.

Throughout Jerrie’s 
adulthood she worked as a 
carpenter, Lucky Star ca-
shier, and custodian, all for 
the Cheyenne and Arapaho 
Tribes. She also was a truck 
driver for ODOT and helped 
rebuild the current Highway 
81.

Jerrie loved and lived 
life to the fullest. She car-
ried a spirit that was vibrant, 
strong, and full of love. Jer-
rie was an inspirational sing-
er who brought life to pow-

wows and ceremonies, when 
she sang, you could feel it. 
Her voice was a blessing to 
all who heard it, and she car-
ried those songs with pride 
and purpose. Jerrie cherished 
and loved these moments 
as they reminded her of her 
father, mother, sisters and 
friends.

She is survived by chil-
dren Terri Fletcher, Milford 
Fletcher, Janice Warden, 
Tracy White Buffalo, Jodi 
White Buffalo, and Dustin 
White Buffalo all of El Reno, 
Okla., and Tia White Buffalo 
of Brownsville, Texas. Also, 
numerous grandchildren, 
great-grandchildren, and 
great-great-grandchildren, 
nephews, nieces and many 
adopted grandsons. Extend-
ed family, and extended chil-
dren, Minnie and Charlie of 
the home.

She is preceded in 
death by her father James 
Warden, mother Daisy 
Whiteman-Warden, siblings 
Nadine Warden, Cecilla War-

den, Robert Warden, June 
Black, Georgia Siemens, 
Joyce Maritnez and nephew 
Mervin Warden. Husband 
Milford Fletcher Sr. and hus-
band Joseph White Buffalo. 
Extended children Bruce Al-
len, Skeeter and Missy.

An all night wake service 
was held April 6 at the Con-
cho Emergency Response 
Center in Concho, Okla. 
Funeral services were held 
April 7, at the same venue, 
followed by an interment at 
the Concho Indian Cemetery 
under the direction of Huber 
Benson Funeral Home.

Jason Calvin McKeaigg

Jason Calvin McKeaigg 
Sr., was born Dec. 31, 1959. 
He passed from this earth on 
March 20, 2026.

Funeral services were 

held March 29 at the Clinton 
Emergency Response Center 
in Clinton, Okla., under the 
direction of Wilson Funeral 
Home.
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With a love for winning and a heart for 
the game, tribal youth Eryn Roman Nose, 18, 
puts her all into her senior year of basketball 
and leaves it all on the court. 

Born and raised in the El Reno, Okla., 
community, Roman Nose grew up playing 
basketball for most of her life as she started 
playing in the second grade when she wanted 
to be more like her older siblings.

“What made me start playing was just 
watching my older siblings and being at their 
games all the time. I just wanted to be like 
them,” Roman Nose said. 

Basketball has become more of a fami-
ly tradition and a household name. Making 
a name for herself, Roman Nose is part of a 

two-time state champion team.
Standing 6-foot tall, Roman Nose played 

forward for the El Reno High School Lady 
Indians. 

What Roman Nose has come to love the 
most about basketball are the winning mo-
ments she’s shared with her teammates. 

“I just love being able to play and win-
ning, I love winning, but also just love the 
moments that I make with my teammates on 
the court, it’s just fun, I love playing,” Ro-
man Nose said. 

Coming from a basketball family, her big-
gest motivation for continuing to play comes 
directly from her family. Looking back on the 
season, what Roman Nose looked forward to 

the most in her senior year were mak-
ing memories and becoming a leader 
on and off the court. 

“Wanting to fill that leadership role 
and become more of a scorer on the 
court,” Roman Nose said. 

Roman Nose believes the team had 
a better season than what others ex-
pected after having won two consec-
utive state championships and losing 
their former seniors. 

“We did pretty good, better than 
what everybody else expected since 
we lost all our starters, except one, just 
me, and we proved we could still hang 
in there with the bigger teams,” Ro-
man Nose said. 

Going through the motions of her 
final season playing basketball, Ro-
man Nose felt the emotions however 
was very grateful through it all. 

“It’s definitely sad, but I was very 
grateful to have a good senior season 
and have really good teammates this 
year,” Roman Nose said. 

What Roman Nose had hoped to ac-
complish was to score 10 points each 
game, which she succeeded by the end 

of the season. The best way to 
improve one’s game, Roman 
Nose believes is by getting in 
the gym every day.

What Roman Nose was 
working on the most to get 
better at was her shooting. 

“I was working always 
working on my shooting, I 
wasn’t a very good shooter, 
so I always worked and I be-
came better,” Roman Nose 
said. 

Over the years playing 
basketball, Roman Nose has 
grown the most by building 
up her confidence as a player 
and not being scared. 

“Freshman year I was 
definitely scared and my con-
fidence grew over the years 
to now and shooting the ball and not scared 
to make mistakes, which I was definitely my 
first two years of playing,” Roman Nose said. 

Maintaining a 3.5 GPA, Roman Nose best 
manages her schoolwork and basketball by 
getting her work done in school. 

“If I’m behind, I just go to my teachers and 
ask what I need to do and finish and then I get 
it done and I’m never really behind because I 
get it done in class,” Roman Nose said. 

As a basketball player, Roman Nose be-
lieves it’s important to have effort and atti-
tude, as you don’t have to be the best player 
on the team but just having to give full effort. 

“And having the best attitude, even if 
you’re not getting the playing time, just sup-
porting your teammates from the bench and 
then whenever you’re getting in, you give 
full effort into what you do,” Roman Nose 
said. 

Ending her senior season on the basketball 
court, Roman Nose hopes to be remembered 
as somebody who did the little things on her 

team. 
“And being a good teammate,” Roman 

Nose said. 
Overall, basketball has taught Roman 

Nose a lot of things but what its taught her 
the most is patience. 

“Making mistakes is okay in anything you 
do, you won’t be good at something new that 
you try and you just have to keep breaking on 
it and you’ll be better at it, Roman Nose said. 

After graduation, Roman Nose plans to 
further her education and attend college to 
study nursing while playing collegiate bas-
ketball. She has offers to play college bas-
ketball, however, has not accepted any at this 
time. 

Eryn’s parents are Parry and Stephanie 
Roman Nose. Her grandparents are Quin-
ton Roman Nose and LaDonna Roman Nose, 
Dara Franklin and the late Billy Whitlow. 
Her great grandmother is Ruth Brooks. 
Eryn’s siblings include Rachelle, Evan and 
Carter Roman Nose. 

By Latoya Lonelodge, Senior Reporter

Eryn Roman Nose, El Reno High School


