


Maria Hrenchir



Maria Hrenchir

In Potawatomi culture, along with the majority of Indigenous cultures, elders are regarded with 

respect for their wisdom or mbwakawen. The people that came before us and paved the way for 

the tribe can teach us so much. Our ancestry plays a vital role in our history as a tribe; this is why I 

wanted to use this opportunity to get to know more about my Native history from the perspective 

of someone in my family, specifically my grandmother, Joan Hrenchir, who passed down my 

Potawatomi roots. This experience made me realize that even though I’ve learned so much about 

my culture and history, I’ve never had an in-depth conversation with the woman who connected 

me to my heritage. My Grandma Joanie has been researching our family’s genealogy for years 

and even has a couple of books on the matter, so of course, I was excited to hear her position and 

opinions on Citizen Potawatomi Nation. I wanted to find out how long she’d been in touch with 

her roots, if she had any stories about growing up as part of the tribe, and what being Potawatomi 

means to her personally. 

    My Grandma grew up having her mother tell her about being Potawatomi and showing her 

that it is something to be proud of and embrace. She enrolled her and her siblings as members at 

a young age. Her mother was open about her heritage at a time when our culture and traditions 

were suppressed, and Native people were recovering from historical trauma they’d faced for 

generations. My grandma told me that when she was younger, her German Grandmother would 

tell her mom to keep quiet about her lineage so no one would know she was Native because 

she was able to pass as white fairly well. Her response was, “When you came over, and your ship 

landed, we were waving at you.” This interaction interests me because it shows how immigrants 

from European cultures have been much more readily accepted into mainstream American 

culture. Even though our ancestors have been on the continent far longer than the Europeans, we 

are expected to conform to their standards and lifestyle. 

I also asked my grandmother how she got into learning about her ancestry and what made her 

want to research and document all this information about our family. She explained to me how 

it was hard to access a lot of information when she was younger. She’d encountered a couple 

of people who tried to sell information on those with the bloodline to her family. I believe as she 

does that discovering one’s ancestry for oneself is a valuable pursuit that reveals so much about a 

person and who they are today.

    My Grandma says that being a member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation to her means of 

embracing her Native American roots. Being a part of the CPN has piqued her interest in issues 

of tribal sovereignty. Sovereignty is essential for a tribe’s status as a federally recognized nation; 

they must have complete freedom to govern themselves. Predating this country, Native tribes 
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have existed as sovereign nations and therefore are entitled to total jurisdiction over their affairs. 

She defends Native rights to their land, resisting the pipelines and infrastructure that destroys 

natural habitats and obstructs tribally owned land. This tribe also gives a sense of family to us; 

it’s something that my Grandma and I share with each other along with the entire CPN. We are all 

People of the Fire who share a culture and traditions that are special to us.
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PROJECT

BSWEGI

For our project, Johnathon Tune and I plan to unite the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN) 

FireLodge Children and Family Services, the CPN Department of Education, and Workforce and 

Social Services departments. FireLodge Children and Family Services advocates for children in 

care and provides legal support for them, the CPN Department of Education offers scholarships 

and leadership programs to expand our members’ educational opportunities, and Workforce and 

Social Services assists economically disadvantaged, unemployed, or underemployed members 

of our community. We will call our project Bswegi, which means “he or her who rises up” in 

Potawatomi, and the goal is to provide educational and social services to foster kids and teens 

within the tribe. Many foster children face difficulties in achieving a higher education that come 

from their background. Native American youth have also encountered many struggles in this 

regard, which is why we want to make sure that these students know about all of the resources 

available to them being offered by the tribe and the state grants available to them. This program 

is intended for any child going through foster care at CPN, and the targeted age group is high 

school students from ninth to twelfth grade. Education is a crucial aspect of our tribe and for 

future generations, which is what makes this project so important to us. I see this project as 

something that could potentially make a huge difference in the lives of these students and help 

the tribe as a whole. 

The plan for this project is that when a child reaches ninth grade, FireLodge Children and Family 

Services would reach out to them and provide a voluntary release form in order to receive consent 

to transfer their information. After they have agreed and signed the release form, FireLodge 

Children and Family Services would share the student’s information with the Department 

of Education. Then, Education could reach out to that teen to see if he or she needs help 

achieving their goals for life after high school. Once they agree to aid from either department, an 

educational advisor would meet up these clients in a location of their choosing or contact them 

by phone. We would also like to make sure helpful information is more accessible by sending out 

flyers and brochures that highlight available resources. The Department of Education could also 

help these students apply for colleges or technical programs, complete the Free Application for 

Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), as well as find other scholarships, grants, and programs provided 

by their state. Workforce and Social Services offers many programs to help individuals succeed, 

such as help with college application fees available in any state and providing school supplies 

vouchers which are only open to Oklahoma residents. Whenever someone needs any of these 

resources, FireLodge Children and Family Services or CPN Department of Education can send a 

referral to WSS to supply aid for the youth, if they qualify. No additional budget is required for 

WSS, as they have received grants for these services. To accomplish the many goals we have 

for this project, we plan to work together with FireLodge Children and Family Services, Citizen 
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Potawatomi Nation Department of Education, and Workforce and Social Services. We will also need 

permission granted by tribal departments and tribal leadership. 

This program will not require any new funding from the tribe; we will only need a minimal amount of 

budget increase to print off around 250 extra flyers to pass out at events to get the word out about 

this resource. While this project would not require any new staff, it will require some extra effort 

from the departments involved, and the budget will need to account for a manageable addition to 

the workload of individuals in Firelodge, WSS and Education for the human labor and resources 

these services provide.

Connecting these three departments would help us reach more students, including those 

throughout the United States. If this project is actualized, the CPN will be the only tribe we know of 

to have a program like this, which would make the Nation a model for other tribes to follow in this 

regard, which could help tribal people as a whole.
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REFLECTION

Ever since I was little, I’ve heard stories about my heritage, especially about my Potawatomi 

roots. I thought it was exciting to hear about stories and traditions from my ancestors. However, 

as I grew older, I started to forget what that meant. I’ve always wished I could know more about 

being Potawatomi and have a connection with my tribe. When I first heard of the Potawatomi 

Leadership Program, although I wanted to do it, and it excited me, I thought it would be too far 

out of my comfort zone. I applied, knowing that I would regret it immensely if I didn’t at least try. I 

didn’t yet realize the importance of all I would learn in the PLP, nor did I think of myself as very in 

touch with the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, but getting this opportunity to see up close everything 

that the tribe does with every session I went to showed me the amount of care that tribal leaders 

and employees put into ensuring only the best for our tribe. 

Although I’d known about my tribal roots since I was young, my family still barely participated 

in ceremonies or events with the tribe. When I went to Haskell and started taking courses in 

indigenous studies, I thought I had learned all the information I needed to know about the 

Potawatomi and other Native American peoples. But the more time I spent in this program, the 

more I realized that my previous knowledge barely scratched the surface of all of the unique 

aspects of our tribe. One thing I was afraid of when I got here is that I wouldn’t have a place in 

the CPN and that I would be an outsider, but the more I learned, the more I realized that the tribe 

has so many rich traditions and incredible opportunities and the people I’ve met here have been 

nothing but welcoming and inclusive.

Some of my favorite experiences throughout the Potawatomi Leadership Program have included 

the various sessions we attended. I appreciated experiencing a combination of both the cultural 

and structural aspects of the CPN each day. History has always been an interest of mine, so 

some of the most enlightening activities to me were the historical and cultural teaching sessions 

as well as the Cultural Heritage Center tour. These taught me about the origins of my people 

moving to the plains region from the Northeast on the Trail of Death. I got to hear about the 

way my ancestors lived and get an idea of what they went through and what their migration 

was like. I especially appreciated hearing about my ancestry at the museum; I read about the 

Juneau and Vieux families from whom I am descended. This program also gave me a much-

needed opportunity to have an eye-opening discussion with my grandmother about growing 

up Potawatomi and what it means to her to be a part of the CPN. Throughout sessions, I’ve 

listened to the origin stories of our people, such as those about the eagle and the muskrat, which 

I particularly loved as it showed that even the smallest, most insignificant seeming individual 

can play a vital role and that anything can be achieved with enough effort and determination. 

Although they’re from so long ago, the themes of these stories are still relevant and can teach us 

so much to this day. 
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As an Environmental Science major, as well as someone who has a love for the outdoors in general, 

it fascinated me to see all the ways in which the natural world plays into both the culture and the 

operation of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. One of the most informative sessions I went to was 

the Environmental department, where I got to see what ecological steps the tribe takes to ensure 

the wellbeing of tribal lands, such as water sampling and the recycling program. I would like to 

shadow this department to get a closer, hands-on look into all that Environmental does for the 

tribe. Some of the best times I’ve had are learning about traditional plants and medicines in the 

community garden. I’m very interested in learning about the roles of specific foods and plants 

within our culture, such as what I learned about the Three Sisters (corn, beans, and squash) and the 

stories behind their roles of nourishment for Potawatomi people. I attended the squash workshop 

and learned many new plant-based recipes that come from our culture that I am excited to try. I 

really appreciate that the tribe has created an eagle aviary, where they shelter and care for injured 

eagles. Our tribe has one of very few institutions that provide this service, which is vital especially 

considering the role that eagles play in our tribe as spiritual messengers. 

Another aspect of a culture that has a significant impact is language. I’ve been studying many 

languages since high school because it has always been an interest of mine, but being able to learn 

the Potawatomi language has been an excellent way for me to connect with a lesser-known aspect 

of the culture. Many indigenous languages have seen a decline in speakers over time, so I’m really 

glad that Justin Neely has been working so hard to make the language more interactive and teach 

us and other young people to embrace it by adapting it into modern learning methods. I like how 

Potawatomi differentiates between animate and inanimate, and how the life and spirituality of an 

object are reflected in the language. Tribal Court was another session I learned a lot from, and it 

interested me to see how Native American values were a priority in the court system and how vital 

the court system is for our tribal sovereignty.

    Although everything I’ve learned and experienced here has been incredibly valuable, I think 

the interpersonal aspects of the program have had the highest impact on me. Being able to meet 

and interact with so many new people at the Citizen Potawatomi Nation and within the program 

has been such an honor. Getting to learn and delve deep into my culture alongside the other 

PLPs as well as receive guidance from Tesia Zientek and Randy Bazhaw has helped me open up 

and learn to communicate and work well with others. Some of my favorite parts of the program 

included talking circles as well as the ceremonies and powwows we attended. The talking circles 

have helped me to talk about things I might usually feel too intimidated to say by providing such 

a welcoming atmosphere. The talks we had about identity and leadership opened my eyes to both 

the ideas of my peers and made me take a look at my personal thoughts on the matter.  Building 

and participating in the sweat lodge was an enriching experience, both because of the cooperation 

required to construct a stable, functional lodge and the cleansing, spiritual effect it brought. The 

most fun I had was participating in the Family Reunion Festival and dancing at the powwow. It felt 

great to be able to work and help out with the Festival, join in hand games, and learn the different 

styles of dance. Seeing how far this Tribe has grown, and being able to be a part of all of it means 

so much to me.
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Overall, I appreciate this whole experience, and I am so grateful for the opportunity to come here 

to learn about the tribe and my culture. Getting in touch with one’s heritage is often overlooked, 

but it has a tremendous amount of value. After this program, I feel much more comfortable saying I 

am Potawatomi because I know so much more. Through all they do, the Citizen Potawatomi Nation 

makes me proud to be a member.
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In 2014, my brother, Parker, found his way into a special program called Potawatomi Leadership 

Program. I credit his experience for being the foundation to my understanding of what it means  

to be Potawatomi today. This essay is written from his point of view. 

Parker Lewis 

7/19/2014

Journal Entry #121: PLP 2014

For my entire life, I’ve always felt like I had something to prove. It doesn’t matter what situation I 

find myself in, the desire for approval from others is a feeling that I’ve never escaped. Maybe it’s 

just a side effect of middle child syndrome, or leftover emotions from never feeling good enough 

in high school, but my search for acceptance is a never ceasing cycle. I want to make my parents 

proud; I want to make my siblings proud; I want to be proud of myself. While this is something I 

always strive for, I don’t think it will ever be reached. The truth is, the longing for honor is just as 

rewarding as the destination itself. The longing is what keeps me from settling. 

At the beginning of the summer, I visited the eagle aviary and saw how much pride we place 

in the eagles. As our messengers to the creator, they deserve our respect and protection. That 

is something to be proud of. I helped build the sweat lodge and watched my elders tirelessly 

continue to build until the task was complete. As each of us worked together and completed the 

tasks that needed to be done, the difficulty was hidden behind laughter and togetherness. That 

is something to be proud of. As I’ve met with the Chairman, lawyers, property managers, and 

legislatures, I’ve realized the incredible variety of positions and teamwork it has taken to allow 

the tribe to be as successful as it has. That is something to truly be proud of. This summer has 

completely turned my life around. For the first time ever, I feel as though I finally have a place to 

make proud. As I have learned about Citizen Potawatomi Nation, an overwhelming sense of pride 

in my heritage has fulfilled me. While I may never be fully satisfied with my own actions, I know 

that the tribe will always be there as one thing I can truly be proud of. 

So Journal, it’s official. With just a short time left at my stay in the Sharp House, I’ve learned more 

than just how to hide beef jerky with Nick or thrive at “Big Brother” competitions; I’ve learned 

what being Potawatomi means to me. It’s “taking pride in my roots and honoring my ancestors 

who paved the way for us.” This is something that I know I’m going to take with me for the rest 

of my life. I know with every decision I make and action I take, I have the tribe behind me. For me, 

this means that I have a reason to take ownership for my actions. When I see how successful the 

tribe is, I can’t forget that it would’ve never become what it is today without the hard work of 

those who came before me. It’s crucial that I never let this work be forgotten. 
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Being Potawatomi is being strong, hardworking, and proud of who you are. It can mean something 

different to everyone, but it’s also synonymous between all of us. Our heritage connects us, and 

despite the many differences in personalities and backgrounds, we are eternally connected through 

it. There truly is a hunger, desire, and “fire” in all of us to always want to be the absolute best that 

we can be. That’s what being Potawatomi means to me.
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PROJECT

NATIVE MEDICINES

When I first came to the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP), I was full of many emotions. 

Excitement, nervousness, and pride were some of the primary emotions that resonated with 

me upon my arrival. Many of these feelings were rooted in the uncertainty of the famous “”Final 

Project.” Who would I be partnered with? Would they like my ideas? Would I even have any ideas? 

The initial worrying was unavoidable; however, it quickly shifted into ideas and excitement.

After several days, it was time for our first talking circle.  My nervousness was finally replaced with 

excitement as I was partnered with Ally Smith. We both have interests in the medical field, and we 

knew we wanted to do a project that aligned with this. For the first few days, we weren’t entirely 

sure on what we wanted to do, but then we had our first community garden session with Kaya 

DeerInWater. He told us about Native medicines, and how they are often mistaken as “weeds” and 

overlooked in our current society. Through him we learned that while modern medicine serves 

specific and important purposes, the Earth has provided us with many natural plants for healing. 

While we were both amazed while learning about this, we couldn’t help but wonder how we did 

not know about these natural medicines before. That is when inspiration struck, and we knew 

exactly what we wanted to do for our project. We want to find a way to both inform the CPN 

public about Native medicine and also provide the community with a physical location in order to 

utilize them.

Luckily for us, the CPN American Indian Science and Engineering Society (AISES) tribal chapter 

had already begun this quest. For the first time ever, a medicinal tea tasting event was held at the 

Family Reunion Festival this year. After helping with this event and seeing the public’s reaction to 

it, we were inspired to take it a step further.

After all of this, a two-part project seemed like the only way to fulfill our entire goal. While we knew 

that this was ambitious, we were determined to take on the challenge. For the first part of our 

project, we wish to build and plant a medicine garden within CPN. We feel that the best location 

for this garden would be next to the community garden that CPN currently has. This would 

provide our community with a centralized area in which both food and natural medicine can be 

accessed; however, it is very important that they remain two separate gardens. According to Native 

American literature, medicinal gardens within themselves possess healing power, but they need to 

be thoughtfully built because of this. We wish to use rocks and other materials in order to make 

the garden align with the four directions, so that it may be used for prayer before one harvests 

medicine. Additionally, it is very important for the garden to have permanent and specific signs for 

each plant. This will prevent the public from potentially using the wrong medicine. 
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While the medicine garden is important to us, it cannot stand alone. One of the most important 

aspects of our garden is that plants are, not just used by CPN, but used correctly. This is why 

an informational webpage on the Cultural Heritage Center website is also necessary. For the 

second part of our project, we want to provide, not just the local community, but the world with 

information about traditional plants in one centralized location. Our webpage will offer a search 

engine and symptom lists in a user friendly manner. Through this, users will be able to look up their 

individualized symptoms and will be greeted with a specific medicine to aid in their healing process. 

Along with this medicine, different recipes will also be provided to teach users how to properly 

make medicinal teas and other similar recipes. We hope that this allows us to reach, not just local 

CPN, but members throughout the world. The truth is, many of these medicines are growing right in 

our own backyards. It is up to us to understand how to use them responsibly. 

Throughout this project, my partner and I have learned a great amount about CPN. Everyone has a 

story which relates to these medicines, and our hearts are invested in sharing their many purposes. 

We hope that a sustainable garden and webpage last within Potawatomi culture for long after we 

leave PLP, hopefully for the next seven generations. We hope that through this project, we remind 

ourselves and those around us of our heritage in a way that is often overlooked. We wish to, in any 

way we can, bring ourselves back to our heritage.
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REFLECTION

There was a day during my second semester of college. It started out like most college days: I 

woke up to a lovely 6:00 A.M. alarm titled “STUDY NOW, ” dragged myself to Einstein Bagels, and 

chugged five iced coffees while desperately trying to learn titrations. After this was class, class, 

and more class. The cycle had long become repetitive. My last lecture of the day, though, was 

followed by a conversation with one of my classmates. Instead of asking me what my plans are 

for the day, or whether or not I felt prepared for the next exam, he said, “So... who is Lilly Lewis?” 

When I first heard this bluntly simple question, I was baffled. It was the first question I’d been 

asked all day that didn’t have a single right or wrong answer, and yet, I knew absolutely nothing to 

say. That single conversation lingered in my mind long after it occurred. I’ve realized that it’s easy 

to answer what I do, or how I am, or where I am, but I’d never even really taken the time to self-

assess who I am. For the first time in my life, this summer has given me that opportunity. 

During my first cultural teaching, Dr. Mosteller told the Potawatomi flood story. After Mamogosnan 

flooded the Earth, Original Man desperately needed the help of animals to try and retrieve some 

of the Earth back from beneath the flooding in order to rebuild and save humanity. The strongest 

of the water animals presented themselves and plummeted toward the Earth to try and retrieve 

land; however, each of them came up empty handed. They said it was too deep, too difficult: 

an impossible challenge. Finally, the Muskrat, Zheshko, courageously stated that he wished to 

attempt the challenge. Despite being immediately disregarded by everyone around him, he 

tried anyway. Eventually, a lifeless Zheshko floated back to the top with a tiny handful of soil. 

He had selflessly saved the Earth. When I heard this story, I thought of all the times I had been 

disregarded myself. I often struggle with people underestimating my intelligence, or my strength, 

or my abilities, but the truth is, none of that matters. There is a Zheshko inside of each of us, and if 

we trust that they are there, we can prove anyone who ever doubts us wrong. I learned a lot about 

who I am that day.

When Dr. Mosteller told this story, we were all serious as her eyes filled with tears. In that moment, 

we needed to hear it in that way. Weeks later, Justin Neely told us the same story with laughter 

and dramatic reenactments of each of the animals. He was teaching us about the Potawatomi 

words for animals during a language class, so in that moment we needed to hear the story 

in that way. It’s amazing how our ancestor’s words and stories are so adaptable. They can be 

told a thousand times and have a thousand different meanings, which I think is so beautiful. 

Through Justin’s teachings, I learned about the beauty of our language and the importance of 

understanding it. The animation that Potawatomi language adds to objects we now consider 

inanimate, such as fire, helped me to learn a deeper respect for both ceremony and nature. By 

beginning to learn our language, I felt a deeper connection to the tribe. Justin taught us the 
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power of words, the importance of our language, and occasionally a word or two to say in public 

that wouldn’t be very acceptable in English… wénije ga boget? Through Justin’s teachings, I learned 

a lot about who I am. 

Through the many departments we visited, such as environmental, education, the eagle aviary, 

energy and more, I met the most passionate and hard-working people. In the eagle aviary, Jennifer 

Randell and Bree Dunham taught us that eagles are our messengers to God. They deserve our 

protection because they in turn protect us. It’s quite amazing how similar humans and animals are. 

Eagle’s feathers can become deformed when they are mistreated or not cared for. Just like humans, 

they have scars. What’s important to note, though, is that Eagle “scars” aren’t only from outside 

wounds. When they feel unhealthy on the inside, it shows on the outside. Many of the eagles within 

the aviary had scars from previous mistreatment, and yet they were all fearlessly working to rebuild 

their strength. Those scars serve as a beautiful reminder that pain we experience on the inside is 

just as harmful as outer wounds. From learning about the eagles, I learned a lot about who I am.

The place where I probably learned the most about who I am was Talking Circle. Each Wednesday, 

Tesia would lead us in a group conversation about important topics such as ancestors and identity. 

Before we began any of these conversations, though, every PLP would be smudged. Smudging 

allowed me to both mentally and physically feel any negativity from the past week escape my body. 

Suddenly, all of the drama from the world would seem silly, and I could truly embrace being myself. 

Because of that, Talking Circle was always a safe place where I felt safe, heard, respected, and cared 

for by everyone around me. Inside the circle, there were moments of laughter, like when we noticed 

an entire skunk family casually approaching our circle. There were also many moments of tears, like 

when we opened our hearts to each other about family, relationship, or individual struggles. But 

most importantly, there were many, many moments of clarity. Talking Circle allowed me to finally 

have answers to questions about being Potawatomi that I had been too afraid to ask. It allowed 

me to escape the identity struggles of “not feeling Potawatomi enough.” A particular moment that 

hit home with me was when Tesia explained to us that CPN is actually recognized as a nationality 

and not an ethnicity. Just like any other nationality, we all look differently, come from different 

backgrounds, and understand our heritage in different ways. Despite all of this, we are no less 

Potawatomi. My understanding of this freed me of the guilt that I had once felt when describing 

myself as Potawatomi. Talking Circle gave me the strength to proudly say “Bodewadmi kwe ndaw”: 

and if that doesn’t say who I am, then I don’t know what does. 

The Potawatomi Leadership Program taught me so much about myself, but it would have been 

nothing without the people who shaped it. I learned something from each of you, and I will never be 

able to express just how grateful I am for the loads of life lessons that you have allowed me to learn. 

Kaya taught me how to treat every living creature with kindness, plants included. Chairman taught 

me that respect is earned, not given. Tesia taught me that a soft voice and strong style can get you 

pretty far, but an intelligent mind and hunger for greatness can take you anywhere. Margaret taught 

me to listen when an elder talks because their life lessons are what make them important. She also 
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taught me that sleep can definitely be replaced with late night coffee, but only if it’s for something 

very important. Randy taught me that it’s okay to be carefree, to not always know the answers, and 

it’s definitely okay to cry sometimes. 

And my fellow PLPs: we laughed, we cried, we yelled, and luckily no one died. From each of you I 

learned a million life lessons. Thank you for teaching me to chant loud and proud, hug whenever 

possible, drive golf carts safely, eat LOTS of Picanha, try vegan food from time to time, use butter 

properly in the pan, quote Zoey 101, squat (well kind of), pet Bandito often, use a coffee pot 

correctly, be honest, back out of the room, laugh, love those around me, and be there for my friends 

even when they seem okay. Through your abundance of love and lessons, I learned exactly who I am.
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During the Family Reunion Festival, I had the amazing opportunity to help the Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation’s Shkodedeajek tribal chapter of the American Indian Science and Engineering Society 

(AISES) with a workshop they were hosting. Through working with AISES, I was able to meet Chris 

Favre. The moment I met him, he became a very apparent elder for me to choose to interview. He 

seemed to be extremely wise, intelligent, and a type of person to whom I could relate.

Chris was born in Southern Mississippi and lived out there till 2005. His wife, less than two-year-

old son, and he moved out here to Oklahoma a week or so before hurricane Katrina hit. They 

bought a house that ended up being eight miles off his family’s original allotment. “Being so 

close is a sort of humbling experience,” Chris said over the topic. I do not think that I would have 

the same positive outlook on having such a close proximity to that part of my family’s history. 

Knowing what they were forced to go through to end up here, in Oklahoma, then to lose it all. 

However, with talking to Chris I came to the realization that being that close can remind you of 

what your ancestors had to go through for you and how you do not have to go through that.

Chris is very active in the Nation’s activities and has been for many years. His top three activities 

he participates in are keeping the fires going to heat the Meshomesek, the grandfathers, for the 

sweats done at the sweat lodge; he drums and learns songs with Justin Neely’s drum group; and 

he participates in Gourd Dance at powwows around the state. With Gourd Dance, I was taught 

that on the honor beats you bend down and act like you are looking for animal prints. When 

talking with Chris, he told me how on the honor beats he looks for the steps that his ancestors 

took and follow them, feeling what they felt and honoring their memory. With hearing this, I would 

like to get more involved in Gourd Dancing and feeling the spiritual side of it.

The final question I asked Chris was what it meant to be Citizen Potawatomi to him. His response 

was to “accomplish my civic duties as a citizen of the Nation.” He explained to me that being a 

part of the Nation is not something you choose like a membership. It is not like joining a club or an 

organization. You are born into it, and it is a part of you, just like being a United States citizen. As 

a citizen of the Nation, there are civic duties such as caring for your family, community, and fellow 

Natives. Most important is participating in the culture, whether it is attending the Family Reunion 

Festival or learning the language because without our culture we are not a sovereign nation, and 

we would not be Citizen Potawatomi Nation people.

ELDER INTERVIEW
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PROJECT

TWO-SPIRIT

Before I started the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP), I knew we had a final project, but I did 

not know any of the details behind it. In the beginning of our first week, Tesia Zientek explained 

that our final projects will be over a topic of our choosing and that it will also be a group project. 

So, throughout the week, I was brainstorming ideas as we visited different departments and went 

through different sessions. When we were taking a tour of the Cultural Heritage Center, I noticed 

that we did not have any section over our interpretation of two-spirit individuals. I developed a 

desire to do a two-spirit focused project but held off on fully formulating an idea till we found out 

who our partners were. 

After finding out that Katie Simpson was my partner, I started to formulate some ideas that would 

combine our major focuses in our academics. I thought of different ways to combine technology 

with special education to help those on the autism spectrum learn more about our culture or 

language. Also, another idea I had was to create a walking trail that would incorporate part of 

our culture so that those who learn better walking around outside can take more away from the 

Cultural Heritage Center. While these other ideas were popping up, doing something over two-

spirit teachings was still most prominent in my mind.

When Katie and I first sat down to talk about project ideas and how we could go about 

accomplishing these ideas, we narrowed it down to two that we could focus on: either something 

over two-spirit or a way we could better teach special education students about our culture. 

Within our discussion, we kept being drawn back into two-spirit and different ways we could 

approach the topic. We were in the Cultural Heritage Center when brainstorming our ideas, so we 

decided to go on a little walk and see the different ways that we could present this overlooked 

part of our heritage.

While walking around, we stopped at one of the first exhibits, which includes a couple of videos to 

tell our stories in an animated way. We loved these videos! How much information they conveyed 

in their timespan and how they were presented creates a space where people are more receptive 

to watching them and enjoying themselves. After walking around, we decided that if we could find 

a story over the Potawatomi interpretation of two-spirit culture, we would love to create a video 

similar to the ones in that exhibit. We wanted to, as a group, try to create a more open dialogue 

and inclusive environment while also reclaiming a part of our culture that has yet to resurface.

After pitching our idea to Tesia and getting her approval, we took to emailing so many people. We 

emailed tribal legislators, A/V personnel, Public Information, Dr. Kelli Mosteller, and Blake Norton 

from the Cultural Heritage Center. We tried to come up with as much information as we needed 
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to produce a polished video to present. We started researching and found that in our language we 

do have a word for two-spirit individuals: mnedokwe, which means “spirit woman.” We were also 

able to find a video done by a LGBTQ+ advocacy organization called InQueery, wherein they got a 

two-spirit activist named Geo-Neptune to speak about the overall history of two-spirit and what it 

means.

Throughout all of this research, we could not find a Potawatomi story about two-spirit individuals. 

We researched everything we could think of and still could not come up with a solid story. We 

decided to start looking in other avenues and ways of presenting the information that we had. 

We could not get the InQueery video out of our heads and were having issues thinking of ways to 

accomplish what we set out to do. After discussing it and talking to our counselor, Randy Bazhaw, 

we decided that we did not have to “reinvent the wheel.” We could just shape one that is already 

created to fit our purpose. We decided to change our base idea from one similar to the videos in 

the Cultural Heritage Center to a video similar to the one done by InQueery, just changing the focus 

to Potawatomi culture. After this decision we were able to talk to Kelli Mosteller and create a script 

over what we knew of our interpretation of two-spirit, and we filmed the video the next day.

We met up with Shawn Barfield, who does the A/V for the Cultural Heritage Center. Katie and I 

read through our script for him and he thought that it was informative with a strong call to action. 

Next, we put mics on and set to filming. We filmed large chunks at a time, repeating the segments 

multiple times trying to get a strong sounding one filmed to be able to put in the final product. 

After filming, Shawn gave me all the clips, and Katie found the sections for me to put together. The 

final video could be placed into an online article by the Hownikan over two-spirit, in an exhibit in 

the Cultural Heritage Center, or just posted by the Nation to bring more awareness to two-spirit 

individuals.

My goals with this project were to try and start a more open dialogue among my fellow tribal 

citizens and our legislature. Our historic culture was extremely inclusive and open to broadening 

their views. Through talking with Representative Eva Marie Carney, I learned that she had brought 

up same-sex marriage as legislation, and it has failed to pass. I wanted to try to tie our culture into 

a decision like this and start the conversation of how we as a Nation can create a more open and 

inclusive environment like our ancestors had. We can only do this by reclaiming this part of our 

culture that has been covered up, hidden, and closed off. I hope that individuals take away from this 

project the idea of creating a more inclusive environment for two-spirit and LGBTQ+ individuals, 

just like our ancestors would have.
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REFLECTION

I was born in Palm Springs, California and lived in Palm Desert, California for thirteen years of my 

life. Growing up out there, I was not around a lot of Native American influence. The closest to an 

experience out there for me was going to powwows. I have very faint memories from when I was 

extremely young of walking around with my parents and seeing fancy shawl dancers in the arena. 

As I grew up, my sister and I became extremely busy. She participated in baseball, cheerleading, 

and dance, while I was in baseball and dance. With this increase in business, we did not attend 

powwows as much, and I lost that connection. Recently, however, through my university, University 

of Central Oklahoma, I created a connection through our Native American Student Association 

and Native American Success Initiative. With this connection to general Native American culture, 

I wanted to deepen my connection with my Potawatomi culture. This led me to apply for the 

Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP). Through this program, I have learned so much about the 

Nation and reinforced my identity as a citizen of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation.

The first weekend was an intense blur. We were all meeting each other, sharing little bits of 

information about ourselves, and doing team building activities. One distinct unblurry memory is 

our first shopping trip. As a group, we planned out our meals for that first week and then went to 

eat lunch at FireLake Frybread Taco before jumping off on our first grocery store adventure. At 

Frybread Taco, we divided out our list with two people to a section and a PLP alumnus with each 

group. We split up and each got our own sections off the list while continually seeing each other 

and joking around as we passed each other in the store. I remember that so vividly because it was 

such a peaceful yet hectic time that I enjoyed extremely. When prepping for our first week’s meals, 

we were very aware that we had the Family Reunion Festival that next weekend.

It felt like as soon as we got here and got settled, Festival was upon us. We had a rotation schedule 

to help in the Cultural Heritage Center workshops; we assisted the Citizen Potawatomi Nation’s 

Shkodedeajek tribal chapter of the American Indian Science and Engineering Society (AISES) 

with their first Festival workshops; we attended General Council; and we danced in Grand Entry 

as well as did social dances as a group. For Festival, Margaret, our house mother, made all of the 

guys ribbon shirts. This meant so much to me because I have been trying to get one, and I just 

did not know where to go. It was my first piece of regalia, which makes it extremely special to me. 

I also bought a fan to add to my regalia that we later used for a ceremonial fire we lit after my 

grandfather passed away. 

Another notable moment for me was when we met with the Information Technology (IT) 

department. We met with IT the Wednesday after Festival. I found it extremely encouraging as I am 

a Computer Science major. I enjoy creating programs that accomplish a task or make someone’s 
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job easier. In every session if I could not think of a question, I knew I always had one question I could 

ask, and that was “Do you have any processes that would be easier to do on a computer?” The 

answers varied but two common responses were either getting a program where they could enter 

and retrieve data or establishing a database where they could store important information. These 

answers made me wonder if IT was low-staffed or just have not talked to these departments.

So, whenever we met with IT, I was prepared to ask when they answered my question for me. They 

said that they were understaffed and went on to explain that they had three-hundred or more users 

to each technician, and that they had one full-time programmer who worked on these programs 

for other departments. The reasons they gave for being understaffed were as follows: 1) there really 

is not space within Administration for them to grow; 2) it would increase the cost drastically for 

the Nation to have new hires who work in that department; and 3) the local talent pool is limited. 

There are not many in the area who ae going into the field. They also said that even though they 

are understaffed, they still have a good turnaround on projects and that may be part of the issue: 

because they have that turn around, maybe they do not need more people. It gave me assurance 

that after I graduate with my bachelor’s in Computer Science I could come back to the Nation and 

work in IT, or I could intern one semester to see what it is like. It reinforced the field I am going into 

and why. It also illustrates why we need more computer science majors graduating who know how 

to program. 

Another highlight of mine from this summer was our language classes with Director of the Language 

department, Justin Neely. One part of the program is learning a good base of the Potawatomi 

language, our language, and we had classes every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. On the first day. 

we started with how to introduce ourselves, and we did this in a more conversational way where 

either Justin or Robert would say it, and then we would go around the table and say it to each other 

or them. Within the first week, most of us could introduce ourselves in Potawatomi. As the weeks 

went on, we continually learned multiple phrases. We also all got on the online courses, learning bits 

and pieces of the language that will hopefully stick with all of us. 

One of my favorite parts of this program was the nighttime. After our long days and sitting through 

session after session taking notes during each one soaking up as much information as I could, it was 

nice to come home and relax--either by taking a quick swim or just laying down for a little. Then, 

whoever was cooking would start working on dinner. I love cooking, so I was always in the kitchen 

whether I was cooking, helping, or just socializing. Then when it was dinnertime and we were all 

settled around the dinner table, we prayed as a group and dug in. In the beginning, we created 

a board where we wrote down a topic for dinner conversation, and if anyone did something you 

appreciated you could give them a shout out. Every night after we all got our food, either Randy or 

Margaret would read the shout outs on the board. Then we would launch into everybody’s answer 

to the dinner topic. The topic changed each night and would sometimes reflect on what we did that 

day or the day before.
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This summer has been filled with so many experiences that I cannot believe that it is about to end. I 

will take every craft like beading, fringing a shawl, moccasin making, or hand drum making and teach 

others how to do them. I will continue to learn our language and use it in my day-to-day life. I will 

continue to interact with the Nation’s events and attempt to attend more of the drumming sessions 

in the Cultural Heritage Center. Finally, I will continue to be a proud citizen of the Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation and will take with me what it means to me to be Native American.
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Before the written word, stories were passed down through oral teachings, much like the way I 

learned how I was Potawatomi. My grandmother Ella-Louise Christine Pauley found it important to 

incorporate the Potawatomi knowledge she had into her children and grandchildren from a young 

age. My Potawatomi family is the Bertrand family coming from the maternal side of my family. 

Learning which Potawatomi family I belonged to was the first piece of knowledge I ever received 

about the Potawatomi history and culture.

Heritage is passed down generation by generation. Although my grandmother always knew that 

she was Potawatomi, it was not a part of her life until she was grown with children. In the 1970s, 

she received a check for $98.00 from the tribe. My grandmother, being an honest woman, did not 

feel she deserved to keep it. Since she felt that way, she contacted the tribe.

After that one phone call, she then became more invested in her Potawatomi culture by attending 

Family Reunion Festivals and meetings. By participating more she also began to identify more 

with her Native American side. Through her process of learning and diving into the culture, she 

enjoys crafts, traditions, and the Potawatomi language the most. Learning a new language gets 

harder as the years go on. However, when my grandmother was asked to speak at an annual 

conference for their church in the Potawatomi language, she saw it as not only a challenge but 

an honor. Through different opportunities and participating with tribal events my grandmother 

became motivated to teach her children and grandchildren the importance of being involved with 

our heritage.

Native American history can be easily ignored even by those who are Native American. So, what 

does it mean to be Potawatomi? As my grandmother wisely put, “Being Potawatomi means 

identifying with part of my heritage,” and I too believe that to be true. When explaining what she 

means by identification, she pointed out that when you are asked to check a box on what you are, 

Native Americans do not always make the list. Just like she is proud of her Potawatomi Indian side, 

she is also proud of what makes her Caucasian which includes French, English, Welsh, and German 

backgrounds. Although, my grandmother and I do not look like the stereotypical Indian, that is no 

reason to not be proud and take part in our heritage.

America is known as a melting pot full of people from different races, religions, and backgrounds, 

which is why it is important to continue learning and participating in the Potawatomi culture. 

If we don’t acknowledge all of our heritage and participate, we lose a part of ourselves. As my 

grandmother said, “We are who we are whether we know our heritage or not, but we must not let 

part of us die without interacting with that heritage.” I am proud to be Potawatomi, and I am forever 

grateful to my grandmother for continuously teaching and supporting me throughout my life.

ELDER INTERVIEW
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PROJECT

MENWENMA WEDDINGS

Panic was the first thought that came to my mind when the assignment of creating a project 

and eventually presenting the project was first explained to the Potawatomi Leadership Program 

(PLP) group. I had no idea how I would incorporate what I was interested in and use that to come 

up with an idea that would also match interests with my project partner as well. While visiting 

the different departments, I would write down my ideas on what I could do to contribute to the 

Citizen Potawatomi Nation. Ultimately, all thanks goes to Channing Seikel from the Department 

of Education for picking us up from the clinic and sparking the idea to create a wedding venue 

business at CPN on the FireLake Golf Course.

The project my partner, Rachael Sanders, and I have chosen to do is to establish a wedding venue 

business that will be held at the FireLake Golf Course. Citizen Potawatomi Nation has almost all 

the resources that are needed to contribute to a celebration by using the resources CPN already 

possesses to keep business within the tribe and prioritizing tribal members’ businesses to fill in 

the gaps of resources we do not have. During the first brainstorming session, it was clear that we 

both had an interest and passion for this idea, which added to the flame of creativity that was 

already burning.

I am proud to present Menwenma Weddings. Menwenma means “to love someone like a spouse” 

in Potawatomi. Marriage is a monumental stage in someone’s life, and offering a site that provides 

a beautiful ceremony location, a comfortable stay at the Grand Hotel, and multiple activities and 

venues to hold bachelor and bachelorette parties excites me. CPN offers a unique package of 

having an all-in-one option for a couple to choose that is within a close proximity, releasing some 

of the anxiety that comes from a stressful moment and choice.

To start this project, some research needed to be conducted. Because the tribe has so many 

resources, it also causes a challenge to figure out which departments can help us with different 

aspects of our project. To say that the Tribe is supportive of the PLP interns would give every 

single person who is employed at CPN injustice. The support and wisdom given from all 

departments is unreal, and this project would not be even thought possible without them. 

Channing Seikel and Tesia Zientek have led Rachael and I onto the right path, and I can now call 

myself somewhat of an email expert; the Department of Education, the Purchasing Department, 

FireLake Golf Course, IT, Public Information, and more have shown support to the PLP and this 

project. Once we established who we needed to talk to, we began to send emails out and arrange 

meetings. Thank you to Chris Chesser and the excitement he showed for our idea, which gave 

us a feeling of relief and confidence to carry on. Juggling emails and the meetings in between 

has been much simpler with the help of our timeline that states our goals for the week. We are 
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in the process of a website that will lead our clients to pictures of the site and packages that are 

available to them, and the budget is being calculated so that this will be more revenue for the tribe 

utilizing amenities and resources the Tribe has. We were able to work with Jessica Impson to help 

brainstorm and create an arch that will be moveable.

Once we decided on a name for the project, we were able to work with Emily Guleserian to create 

a logo with the CPN seal. In the final stages of our project, we have created a PowerPoint to display 

pictures, budget, and our website to best present our proposal.

Overall, the idea of leaving a mark on the Tribe and a project that could very well be implemented 

excites me, and I hope it does so for others at the Tribe as well. This has been a challenging, 

rewarding, honor to work for and with the tribe through the process of bringing an idea to life and 

sharing that with you all.
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REFLECTION

Embarrassment is what I felt when I told someone that I am Native American, not because I was 

Native but because I knew very little about what it meant to be Potawatomi. I knew that once a 

year the Family Reunion Festival was held, I knew that scholarship opportunities were available to 

me, and I knew that my family name is Bertrand. I always had a desire to learn more, but for the 

wrong reasons. The Potawatomi Leadership Program was introduced to me by my cousin Ivory 

Hanson, who was a 2015 PLP. Ever since she came back after that summer, it was not a question of 

if I was going to apply for the PLP, but when could I.

As mentioned previously, I wanted to learn more about what it means to be Potawatomi, but for 

the wrong reasons. I wanted to be able to know a lot of facts about Native culture so the next time 

I was asked I would know exactly what to say. Well, the first day “on the job” confused me a lot 

because I was so blind to all that occurs at the Tribe. Talking circles were a time that the PLP could 

reflect back on that week and discuss different topics that many Potawatomi people struggle 

with in this generation. I remember a talking circle we had where the discussion topic was about 

identity and Tesia showed us three different pictures of what Native Americans are supposed to 

look like or what we were taught Natives looked like. One picture was a man on a spotted horse, 

the other a couple with long dark hair, and the third was an Indian mascot symbol. All the people in 

the pictures had a dark complexion. A struggle today is people not feeling close to their heritage 

because sometimes it is hard to identify with a group when you feel you do not look like them. 

Through talking about our identity, I realized I was not the only one who feels this way, and the 

most important thing to remember is that our Potawatomi family accepts us, so we need to do the 

same for ourselves.

Mno Nemosh, or good dog, is my most favorite pairing of words in the Potawatomi language. This 

was taught to me by the Tribe’s photographer, Garett Fisbeck, when a little angel named Bandit 

showed up to the volleyball tournament during the Festival weekend. Language has been one 

of the most influential sections to the PLP. Trying to learn and understand a new language has 

made me feel a part of the Potawatomi culture. Justin Neely and Robert Collins in the language 

department meet with us three days a week to guide us through the language, and it was proven 

successful when my team took home the victory in the fly swatter game.

Learning and getting to visit the different departments within the Tribe has been extremely 

informational and fun to experience. Once the business day is complete, however, is when the 

cultural teachings take place. Throughout our stay so far, we have been spoiled in the opportunities 

and resources used for the PLP to learn about the traditions of the Potawatomi culture. One of 

the most unique and honorable activities we participated in was the building and participating 



Jaclyn Michener

in a sweat lodge. Few get the opportunity to build a sweat, and even fewer get the opportunity to 

build a sweat in the pouring rain. Knowing the labor and expertise that goes into a sweat made the 

experience even more meaningful. Thank you to Chris Favre and Burt Patadal for leading us through 

the building and meaning of the sweat. Another cultural teaching that we were able to participate 

in was learning how to bead the peyote stitch. Beading is not an easy hobby to pick up, and if it 

were not for Jason Hawk helping me every two minutes when I raised my hand for him to double 

check my work or figuring out how I messed up in a new way each time, I’m not sure if I could have 

accomplished it. However, I am proud to say that over time and practice, I can do a pretty decent 

peyote stitch. We also received the opportunity to make our own drums. Margaret Zientek taught 

and helped us make the drums, and after three days of drying, we had our completed drums. All the 

PLP women went to a woman’s drumming circle where there were about fifteen in the circle. We 

learned new songs to add to our repertoire, but the most meaningful moment of the night was when 

the elder women were sharing wisdom not only to us but to other women. This exchange taught me 

that no matter my age, I will always have something to learn.

One thing I was not expecting going into the PLP were the strong bonds I created with other PLP. 

I knew I was going to be making new friendships, but I never anticipated growing so close and 

connecting with them like I did. Lilly Lewis and Ally Smith deserve a shout-out from me for being my 

support group away from home. Late night conversations had us opening up about topics that we 

thought were going to leave behind in our own states. Thank you to Tesia, Margaret, Randy, and all 

PLP for an amazing time and memories.
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Bodewadami ndaw/I am Potawatomi: a phrase that I have recently learned on my adventures as 

a Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) intern. I am a PLP intern staying in Shawnee, Oklahoma, 

for six weeks. I live in Florida, and I personally have not known anything about the tribe until this 

program. Being Potawatomi has not been a major idea for me because it just meant I am Native 

American. So, what does it actually mean to be Potawatomi? What is the perspective that current 

Natives see toward their own culture? I have interviewed two Potawatomi women: one who has 

been immersed in the tribe her whole life and the other who has almost nothing to do with the 

tribe besides citizenship. Their answers will help us see into the view of being Potawatomi inside 

and outside of tribal grounds.

Both interviews contained the same questions, and each question was left open for interpretation 

by the person being asked. There was total of six questions that were targeted to enlighten on the 

idea of being Potawatomi. My first elder’s name is Ms. Hickman. Like me, she lives in Florida, has 

never lived in Oklahoma, and has been an enrolled member of the tribe all of her life. My second 

elder is named Ms. Tesia Zientek, and she has almost always lived around and interacted with the 

tribe. With their contrasting backgrounds, their answers will produce contradicting answers.

To begin, I asked question number one: What does being Potawatomi mean to you? The purpose 

of asking this first is to lay down a baseline of how they actually viewed being Native. Ms. 

Hickman’s honest answer was that being Potawatomi was purely just heritage. She confessed 

that she didn’t know enough about the tribe for it to mean more. Also, she expressed that it was 

unfortunate that she lived so far from Oklahoma because she greatly wants to learn more but is 

unable. From my own perspective, as someone who also lives far from the tribe, it is indeed very 

difficult to be incorporated in the tribe if you are not on the tribal grounds. On the other hand, 

Ms. Zientek believed that being Potawatomi was about carrying on a tradition that her ancestors 

survived and even died to protect. The idea behind it all was that doing what we can do now is 

“the greatest testament to what our ancestors sacrificed for”. For me, as I gain more knowledge 

about the tribe, I also have a strong urge that I need to contribute in the tribe and do what I can to 

protect my culture.

Another question asked was: What are your viewpoints on the tribe? After listening to both of 

these answers that these women had, I realized just how different living near or far from the tribe 

can affect how people look at the tribe. As someone who lives a good distance from the tribe, Ms. 

Hickman didn’t  feel as though she knew enough to form opinions about the tribe. According to 

her, she does see that the tribe is open and not too exclusive. As someone who had lived around 

the tribe, Ms. Zientek viewed the tribe as extremely inclusive, and she was very proud that the 

tribe does not use blood quantum to determine Native authenticity. They are inclusive of all ages, 
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characteristics, and backgrounds. The tribe views itself as a Nation not a race, which means that 

every kind of person can be Potawatomi, if they meet the tribe’s standards of being Native. Ms. 

Zientek believed that living outside the tribe often makes it more difficult to interact with the tribe 

but that the tribe is working hard to include those that live outside the state.

The last important question asked was as follows: Do you know how to contact or keep up with 

tribal activities or people (including departments)? For Ms. Hickman, she only knew that you 

could find information on the tribal website, but that was it. Living so far away, she didn’t hear 

any communication from the tribe. Opposite to that, Ms. Zientek actually works for the tribe 

as an Education Director, PLP advisor, and even lives close to the tribe. She is not only very 

knowledgeable about contacting and interacting with the tribal community but she is very big on 

helping others get connected as well.

Overall, what I concluded from the interviews was that the further out you get from Oklahoma, the 

less you know about the tribe. Because the tribe is a Nation and culture, it is harder to feel like a 

Potawatomi specifically because nobody around you knows about the culture either. Through the 

eyes of others, being a Potawatomi Native is actually a beneficial and beautiful honor that most 

Potawatomi, those who include themselves in the tribe at least, show with pride.



Kay-Sha Perkins

PROJECT

SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, AND INDIGENOUS CULTURES CENTER

Our project proposal is about a Science Center that can be used to educate and encourage young 

Native Americans to engage in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) and culturally 

significant fields. The goal is to create a building operation that gives interactive exhibits that 

explain cultural indigenous teachings with scientific activities. The name we have given our project 

is Science, Technology, and Indigenous Cultures Center (STICC). 

In STICC, we will provide a daily set of activities that will become permanent exhibits in the Center. 

Some ideas we are considering include: a planetarium, a plasma ball, an interactive circuitry 

section, an animal exhibit, and more. These ideas can stem specifically from Potawatomi-related 

teachings such as having our tribe’s constellations be the exhibit for the Planetarium or even 

explaining some language like “Thunders walking” with the plasma ball. This way, we can open 

various doors for kids to learn about their history and about STEM topics in a fun way. Another 

form of exhibit we look forward to having is the animal exhibit. This will be a safe enclosure for 

both animals and people, and it needs to stay in a controlled environment. In other words, if the 

animals are ever removed from their cages, a handler needs to be there to handle the animals 

which would prevent visitors from abusing the animals and the animals from hurting the visitors. 

Within reason, the animals will be periodically removed and shown to the public personally, but it 

should not become an everyday thing, because that puts too much stress on the animals, which 

would increase the likelihood of a problem. The animals that we will choose to exhibit will be 

culturally significant animals. In this way, we can explain how our cultural values them and provide 

lessons on how to treat animals, specifically wild animals. Part of our goal is to remain a safe 

environment where people can come to learn and not become bored with the subject. 

Another form of exhibit would be temporary showings. These will be probably be monthly 

teachings where we can invite other departments or people to come in and showcase what they 

do and what is significant about them. Then, some days would be based in cultural crafts. This 

will provide our center with a constantly new exhibit which will make people want to come more 

often than just once, and it would be an overall benefit to those departments that want to do 

outreach. Some shows that we have deliberated on were moccasin making, beading, Eagle Aviary 

teachings, and more. All the cultural sections will be taught by an experienced teacher, sort of like 

the ones they used for the Festival. All the temporary events will be held in a separate room used 

specifically for that purpose. One other factor we had looked at applying was providing a daycare 

section for very young children when their parents didn’t have time to take them to STICC, but 

they still wanted to go. Our staff members would watch them for the duration of their stay and 

either show them around STICC or keep them in one interactive room. Overall, the information 

described above would be the basic idea of what we look forward to in our project. 
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Liam Wrixon is the partner I am working with for this project, and he was the one who came up 

with the idea of a STEM learning center. The other idea we had in mind was a Veterinary Clinic. 

Just based on the things we have heard throughout our time here, it seemed like everyone wanted 

a veterinary clinic. The reason why we ruled out this idea, though, was because the complications 

and the challenges of setting up a tribally-owned veterinary clinic didn’t suit our purposes. First, we 

would have needed to find veterinarians who were willing to live near and work at the tribe, along 

with a Certified Veterinary Technician (CVT) or two and Certified Veterinary Assistants (CVA). That 

alone can halt or completely end our project’s progression, which is why it was not an obvious 

choice to choose. Plus, if the tribal legislators really wanted the tribe to have a veterinary clinic, 

we had no doubt that they would find a way to have one. Knowing this, we had the other idea of 

creating STICC, and this idea was based on the issue that the tribe is having a lot of outreach issues, 

and there is an opportunity to engage people who are not currently connected to the Nation. With 

our center, we can start them at young ages to get them involved with cultural aspects of the tribe 

while still promoting STEM factors. It should also become a bit more like an attraction that other 

tribal members that do not live near the tribe can come and visit. Our project was designed to help 

reduce the issue of tribal employees having to go out of their way to promote the tribe because the 

tribal citizens will come to us. 

The process of finding a way to make our project come to life included a lot of people. So far, 

we have conversed with Kelli Mosteller for all culturally relevant stories. We have contacted Tesia 

Zientek, the Eagle Aviary and are currently working on contacting more people. We had to make 

a budget for the overall cost, lists of exhibit ideas, a list of animals we would need to use, and set 

up a list of what kind of rooms would be included in STICC. Next on our list of duties is ruling out 

functions that we either cannot tie in culturally or ideas that are too superfluous. Overall, I have 

learned how important it is to network throughout the tribe because it seems like you can’t get a 

project done without involving almost all the departments.
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REFLECTION

If the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) had to be described as anything, it would have 

to be a rollercoaster. The whole summer was full of ups and downs with twists and turns at 

every opportunity. At times, the program would become ridiculously overwhelming, but for the 

majority of the time, the program was informative, fun, and fast-paced. There were so many 

great times and some much-needed reflection breaks, such as talking circles, which really made 

the PLP internship worth experiencing. Applying for PLP, I had no idea what to expect. Knowing 

information about the Citizen Potawatomi Nation was definitely a foreign concept to me, so 

I tried to keep an open mind about what I would be learning here. At the same time, I must 

admit that I never believed I would actually be chosen to become a PLP, but here I am. Now, 

today, I am reflecting on all of the amazing experiences that I have had at the tribe and all of the 

opportunities that I have been given. In doing so, I hope this will explain how much I have grown 

as a tribal member in the PLP year of 2019.

First off, let me share a little about myself. I am an aspiring Veterinarian, currently working as a 

Certified Veterinarians Assistant (CVA). I am attending Florida State University, where I major in 

Biological Sciences and plan to minor in Zoology and another field, maybe business. Because 

this has always been my goal ever since I can remember, I took very strongly to the Eagle Aviary. 

We visited them on June 27, and for me, it was probably the most helpful session toward my 

career. There, I learned how the Eagle is the messenger of the Potawatomi tribe, and he carries 

our prayers up to the Creator. I learned that you don’t need to start off working with animals, 

that sometimes life happens and responsibilities fall into your lap. Someone very special once 

told me that everything is like a rose bush. You have blossoms that bloom and die, and then 

more reappear and it becomes a constant circle. I believe that the Aviary ladies had the same 

experiences. They started off practicing one skill until an event changed their life, and then when 

that skill died, they found another one in eagle photography. Then when that flower died, another 

one bloomed in the Eagle Aviary that they have today. At the end of that session that day, I made 

sure to ask if I could come back in the future as an intern and trust me, the answer was very 

promising. Now I have something to look forward to so that I can connect with the tribe in the 

future while still being productive with my own life. 

Along with the Eagle Aviary, I had some pretty great experiences with the other departments as 

well, such as the Child Development Center, the Golf Course, the Cultural Heritage Center, and 

all of the other wonderful departments we visited. Presentations ranged from speeches all the 

way to shooting shotguns during skeet shooting. This helped in keeping everything fresh and 

new so that it wasn’t the same kind of presentation multiple times a day every day, which can 

get exhausting for any one person. Even though each session we entered had a new personality 
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and fresh information, they also all had some similarities such as how people started in their field of 

work. I couldn’t count how many times presenters would tell us that they received a phone call from 

Chairman or Mrs. Capps and then, bam: they have a job, responsibilities, and they do well in their 

position due to the vision and judgment of the tribal leaders.

Speaking of tribal leadership, this program was designed to help foster tribal leaders, and honestly, 

the PLP program was probably the best way to go about that. Over the summer, I have found it so 

obvious how much the leaders have to be involved with every department, especially when you are 

starting to build a Nation from scratch. For me as a PLP, it was absolutely beneficial to be able to 

meet great tribal leaders and learn how they have woven themselves into their Nation. They serve 

as exemplars for being the leaders they are, and that will help me decide what version of a leader 

I will become. Throughout this program, I have learned skills, tribal knowledge, and even how one 

carries themselves as a leader. I have made great connections not only with the tribe but with my 

fellow PLP students as well. I can speak only for myself, but I am sure that we all gained some very 

valuable knowledge on how to become a leader for the future through the program, and I know 

that I have grown so much by just attending and participating each day. I was not the same person 

coming into the summer that I am right now, and that isn’t a bad thing.

Reflecting on which aspect of being PLP was most beneficial to me, I strongly believe that our 

talking circles were the sessions that aided us the most. I related the most to the session that was 

based on identity. That helped open my eyes about others in so many ways. First off, even though 

we all had different thoughts about ourselves and our own interpretations of identity, we were all in 

unison about how we view people. Everyone had pretty similar morals about our Native identities. 

For example, there wasn’t one person in the circle who believed that you are only Native if you fit 

a certain stereotype, or if you have a certain blood quantum of Potawatomi. Instead, we were all 

very accepting of one another, and everyone showed a lot of respect towards each other’s story, 

and that was what made talking circle so special. Each session, we were able to release our pent up 

thoughts and express to one another how we see the world we live in. Also, each circle seemed to 

work as a reset, so if relations were getting a bit rough in the house, the talking circle would be right 

around the corner to help us recalibrate ourselves. In my opinion, the talking circles are probably 

the best addition to the program, and it is something I would not have minded more of.

For me as a PLP student, I had the time of my life this summer. I made amazing new friends, I met 

elders that now mean a lot to me, and I am looking forward to my Potawatomi name sometime in 

the future. I have learned so much in such a short period of time that more times than not, I wish 

the program were longer. This year, in 2019, I became a PLP alumni, an active tribal member, and a 

friend. I have learned so many new things about my tribe’s history and will continue to learn more in 

the upcoming future. I am ever so grateful for every encounter I have made with the people of this 

Nation, and I really am thankful to have had the chance to come to Oklahoma and be a Potawatomi 

Leadership Program intern.

Chi Migwetch!



Rachael Sanders



Rachael Sanders

For my elder interview, I chose to talk to my aunt, Karen Sanders Dunn. In my family, she probably 

knew the most about our Potawatomi heritage and culture. She started researching and figuring 

out our family history and genealogy. She was also the person I went to for questions when I 

did not know something about the Citizen Potawatomi Nation history or heritage. However, I 

found out that she did not know everything that I have learned while being in the Potawatomi 

Leadership Program (PLP), which is a great honor.

When asked about her childhood and being Potawatomi, my Aunt Karen said, “It wasn’t being 

taught that it’s an honor to be part of the original tribal nations in our country.” During my 

childhood, I felt that being Potawatomi was the best thing ever. I grew up in Oklahoma in a town 

that was mostly Chickasaw and Choctaw tribal members in the town, so I wasn’t really made 

fun of for it as a child. Oklahoma was once Indian Territory, and numerous tribes still reside here 

today, including the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. When I was around six or seven, I was the only 

Potawatomi tribal member in the school, and the education department sent me a flag that I still 

have hanging up in my bedroom today. It made me feel special that the tribe would do something 

so small for only one person. It is something I will never forget because it made me feel like I 

wasn’t alone.

The next thing I asked about was our tribal history. Her response to this was: “I believe that our 

tribe originally came from Michigan and was delegated to Indian Territory which later became 

Oklahoma.” This is not the whole story of our tribal history. We went to Kansas before we went to 

Oklahoma or what was Indian Territory. A few things that I have learned and know is that we were 

once part of the Nishnabe tribe, and it later split up into three different tribes because it became 

so big geographically. The first Europeans we dealt with were French fur traders in the Michigan 

area near the Great Lakes. Benjamin Petit was a priest that came to minister to the Potawatomi 

in their own language during mass instead of Latin. The Citizen Potawatomi Nation signed the 

most treaties out of all of the tribes with 44 various treaties. The Trail of Death for the Potawatomi 

started just a few months before the removal of the Five Civilized Tribes. There is a lot of other 

information to learn beyond just this small list.

Another thing I asked was what the tribe does for its members and employees. My aunt said, “In 

the country with healthcare issues, the tribe has been a great help to many people being able to 

have physicians and treatments that help improve our health.” This is true, but the tribe does so 

much more than this for its members. The tribe has established an Eagle Aviary to help eagles that 

are not able to fly or live in the wild. It has a housing area for elders and people who are disabled 

in the tribe. It helps Native Americans in five counties of Oklahoma build wells and get to water. 

The tribe also has its own court system, tribal tags, and offer loans for people for college or small 

ELDER INTERVIEW



Rachael Sanders

businesses. Workforce and Social Services helps with general social service, helps keep people out 

of prison, and finds jobs for those who need it. There is so much more that the tribe does that we 

have not even learned about yet. 

Finally, I asked her what it means to be Potawatomi. My Aunt Karen’s response was: “Knowing 

that our ancestors survived and that we inherited their stamina and strong will is a special part of 

us.” The problem with this question is that I don’t even know how I would answer it because it is 

a challenging question, but for me, it would have to be an illustration that the Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation is united in one of the greatest ways imaginable because our ancestors and families who 

came before us. I want to be able to honor my ancestors in the best way possible, and bringing 

back some of our culture and traditional stories to the world would be a great accomplishment. This 

program has helped me realize the importance of being able to be proud of my heritage.

This interview illustrates there is always something you can learn from where you come from. It is 

a privilege to be part of a great tribe that helps the members and community around them. It is 

extremely hard to define what being Potawatomi means when you don’t know everything. There is a 

ton to absorb about our heritage and culture that defining it is just a struggle.
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PROJECT

MENWÉNMA WEDDINGS

The project idea of the wedding venue was given to us by Channing Seikel, who works for the 

Citizen Potawatomi Nation Department of Education. Weddings have been done before at the 

FireLake Golf Course seven different times. This business would be able to make more revenue for 

the tribe with things it already has; we just need to put it all together in an organized fashion. This 

plan was something my partner, Jaclyn Michener, and I thought would be a good, successful idea 

that they could put into the works in the next few years or so down the line.

The project that I worked on during the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) is a permanent 

wedding venue for the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. There have been seven different weddings at 

the FireLake Golf Course in the clubhouse and at Pecan Grove. The name of wedding venue for 

the nation that we have come up with is Menwénma Weddings. Menwénma in the Potawatomi 

language means to love someone like a spouse. We are coming up with different packages for 

each wedding party’s needs and wants. There will be around six different packages. The tribe has 

all of the necessities for the weddings like bachelor and bachelorette party activities and facilities, 

a place to stay while here, and a location for the wedding ceremony and reception. The option for 

bachelor and bachelorette parties would be the FireLake Bowling Center, the Firelake Golf Course, 

the Shawnee Outdoors Gunroom, Quail Creek Gun Range in McLoud, Firelake Mini-Putt, the Grand 

Casino, the Grand Spa and pool, and the Firelake Entertainment Center with bingo and casino. 

The wedding parties and guests can stay at the Grand Hotel. Weddings can be held at various 

locations such as the Mission Hill Church, Pecan Grove on the Firelake Golf Course, and the 

upstairs of the clubhouse. We have planned website for the wedding venue so that everything can 

be explained in complete detail. There will also be the option of taking some of the things we offer 

and not everything in an a la carte package. We also want to employ a wedding or event planner 

based on hourly and seasonally wage of around fifteen dollars an hour or around $500 dollars per 

wedding, which would allow them to meet with the bride three times, attend the rehearsal dinner, 

and be present at the wedding day events. We got support by the golf director Chris Chesser to 

make the wedding venue more of a permanent business for the tribe.

We chose this project because it is a good idea that has already been done, but we wanted to 

expand on it and make it more of a business that is used on a regular basis. This is also something 

to hopefully get younger tribal members in the area more involved with their tribe and learn about 

where they come from. We wanted to help get it off the ground to make an impression on the 

tribe and show them we have good ideas for years to come. This something the tribe mostly has 

the resources for except for maybe some wedding arches, which might be worked on by the tribal 

architect. I also just got engaged a few months ago, and it would be so cool to get married at any 

of the three venues that the tribe provides.
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We are going to execute this plan for Menwénma Weddings by making a mockup website with 

Nathan Hawkins from the IT department. This website is going to include six different wedding 

packages such as small indoor wedding, large indoor wedding, Mission Hill Church small wedding, 

Mission Hill Church large wedding, small Pecan Grove wedding, and large Pecan Grove wedding 

for them to be able to choose from. We are going to make a few things optional to the bride and 

groom like floral displays, bachelor and bachelorette parties, and a DJ. We hope to have a few 

removable arch blueprints made for us by Jessica Impson for the Pecan Grove weddings. The 

wedding arch will be made out copper and at the top will have three curves overlapping. The 

estimate for the cost would be five hundred dollars or less for labor and material cost. We are 

going to try and keep all of the money that we are going to make in the tribe unless it is absolutely 

necessary. We are going to give them group rates at the Grand Hotel for those in the wedding 

party and the guests coming to the wedding. We will be selling the space to the people, and there 

will be differing prices based on location for the wedding. The lowest price will be the indoor, the 

church, and the Pecan Grove because closing the Golf Course down makes them lose revenue, 

which causes the price to go up. We are going to have cash bars at each wedding unless the couple 

does not want to have it. We think the Golf Course won’t mind catering the events because they 

have catered the other weddings they have done in the past, but if they don’t, we could also have 

the Bistro, Fry Bread Taco, or FireLake Pizza, or any of the Grand venues provide food. We have a 

few options for DJs, florists, and photographers that the Purchasing department has used in the 

past. We are going to estimate costs based on the seven weddings that they have had in the past. 

We can also add a bride’s room and a groom’s room for the day of the wedding, but we should wait 

before we bring in more revenue on a constant place for them to happen. 

My final takeaway from this project is that weddings require a lot of things that the tribe already 

has, and we should use our resources to the full extent. Weddings are very stressful, and being able 

to help someone’s big day is such a great feeling. This requires so many people working together 

to get the final goal. This is even something in the future that we could expand to other parts of the 

Potawatomi land and maybe even outside of Oklahoma.
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REFLECTION

This summer has been an awesome experience full of cultural teaching, learning about the tribal 

history, and figuring out how our tribe works as a whole. I met ten different people ranging from 

Florida to Washington, and it was so fun to get to know many different personalities and the 

adventures we had taken to get here. None of us knew what we were in for on the first day at the 

Sharp House. I have met some of the best friends who I would now consider family.  Each of the 

departments are like people. They all have different personalities and ways of getting to their final 

goal. All of these departments are vital to the future generation and are necessary for the Nation. I 

went to my first powwow, ceremony, and talking circle this summer. This gave me the opportunity 

to meet my tribal legislators that represent Oklahoma as well.

This year was the first year I had ever been to Family Reunion Festival or a powwow. This was 

such a special time because I got to meet countless people that I would have never been able to 

meet except through this program. I learned how to make a pair of pucker-toe moccasins, which 

are tons of work, took lots of patience, and gave me a real appreciation for our ancestors. Grand 

Entry was the first time I was ever able to wear my regalia and feel more of a connection between 

the people who came before me. I was kind of scared about the traditional dancing because 

we had learned the dance less than a week before, but it went really well, and I felt the most 

spiritually connected to everyone there. In the dance arena, there was a feeling of connection 

amongst all of the various families to make one Nation. The last drum beat at the Powwow was 

something that I wish could never end because it is so special to me. The weekend of activities 

allows people from all around the world to get back to their roots.   

Each day was completely different from the next with meeting with different departments, 

learning the language, understanding our history, and how the tribe came to be the way it is 

today. I had no idea the tribe had owned Rural Water District 3, which is such a good investment 

because of not knowing what the future holds on water.

Tribal Rolls told us a few things that I did not know about, including that we are the eleventh 

largest tribe, California is the state with the second biggest population of our Nation, and there 

are thirteen different districts, with five of them being in Oklahoma. I thought that our Nation 

was really small, but out of around 572 federally recognized tribes, we are number eleven. This 

illustrates that we are a growing tribe that should be taken very seriously. 

When we were having a cultural teaching time with Kelli Mosteller, we were taught that were 

once part of the Three Fires Council which includes Ojibwe, Odawa, and the Potawatomi. This 

was something that I had never heard of before this program and had no idea about. The Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation has 44 treaties with the federal government, which is the most of any tribe; 

this is a blessing and a curse because it allows us to have more records but also means we had 
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to deal with the federal government numerous amounts of times. There are nine bands of the 

Potawatomi, with two in Canada and seven in the United States. 

As a nation, we are self-governed, which means we govern ourselves via a tribal court, legislature, 

and how we deal with our own money. There is a department called the Office of Self-Governance 

that deals with federal grants and money needed throughout the tribe. We are also more flexible 

with our money than the federal government which allows us to redesign and program things to 

departments who need money or other resources. They also do tons of grant writing to help let the 

tribe get more funding, but it takes forever because each opportunity has different formatting. If 

the federal government is looking for one thing in particular, they will try to emphasize it more so 

that we have a higher chance to get the grant.

Another department that is critical to the communication and technology of the tribe is Information 

Technology. They are always trying to make sure that the servers don’t get hacked or get taken over 

by someone else. They also try to constantly improve what they are doing so we can have a system 

that is up to date which has been a constant battle for them since the beginning.

The Accounting Department is also another necessary department. They help deal with the tribe’s 

money and distribute the checks to employees. The Nation has an abundance of accounts with 

220 total bank accounts, but we can have this because we own six to nine banks in the state of 

Oklahoma. They have dealt with the few frauds over the years. These are some very important people 

because they keep our finances in check and secured, so everyone can have their proper funding. 

In the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, eagles in our culture are known as messengers and have saved 

the earth from the Creator destroying it and are very highly regarded and sacred. We have an Eagle 

Aviary to help eagles who are injured and try and nurse them back to health, so they can eventually 

go back into the wild. Sometimes the eagles may never be able to go back to the wild and get to 

stay at the Aviary. Each of these eagles have a story. Sometimes they can’t fly or aren’t able to see. 

Jennifer Bell and Bree Dunham, who work at the Aviary, should be praised for all the work they have 

done being able to let at least two eagles go back to the wild.          

At the Legislative meeting after the powwow, seeing all of the legislators in one room was a very 

powerful moment. This only happens at one time of the year, and for the rest of the year, they meet 

by video call and in person for the Oklahoma districts representatives. The legislature has a big job 

because they make all of the decisions for the tribe as a whole. I learned that every time someone 

tries to enroll into the tribe, they read the list of people in the legislative meeting and approve the 

people to join or not. This has been happening at least since the 1920s, which means at one time all 

of us had our names read out loud in a legislative meeting, which illustrates the impact they have 

made on us.

The department that is most like my major is Public information. They run a podcast, advertise for 

everything but the casinos and the supermarket, run the social media on Facebook and Instagram, 

and also make the Hownikan newspaper. They get the information out there on everything. There 
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are a few graphic designers, journalists, and a photographer. There is only eight people who work in 

this department, and for all they do, they don’t get enough recognition.

Another department that helps out the community is the Woman Infant and Children (WIC) 

program. They help people learn about nutritional food that they can cook, and you don’t have be 

Native American to get help from them. They have two offices in Oklahoma City, one in Shawnee, 

the traveling van with supplies, and a mobile app to help people know what they can and can’t get 

in the grocery store. 

The tribe has a great legal department, and they helped us know the history of tribal law and how 

it has developed. We talked about three influential cases: Johnson v. M’Intosh, Cherokee Nation v. 

Georgia, and Worcester v. Georgia. Johnson v. M’Intosh helped create the Discovery Doctrine, which 

said that those who “discovered the land” owned the land, meaning the British at the time and 

eventually the United States. They could also only sell the land back to the government. Cherokee 

Nation v. Georgia is about dispersing and removing the Cherokee from their land and Georgia 

tried to not allow them any rights. The Cherokee then sued the state of Georgia, and it went to 

the Supreme Court. The Cherokee won in the Supreme Court but were still removed. Worcester v. 

Georgia deals with a white missionary who lived with the Cherokee who fought on their behalf. The 

official ruling was that tribes are nations, and state law doesn’t apply to them. If it weren’t for this 

ruling, we would not have tribal sovereignty. The past has shaped our tribes today.    

The Citizen Potawatomi Nation would not be able to run without each of these departments doing 

all of their jobs to the best of their abilities. I have a great respect for everyone who works for this 

tribe and makes it run so smoothly. Thank you for all you do.



Katie Simpson



Katie Simpson

Coming into the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP), I have been on a constant turning table 

when it comes to making decisions. When we started the Elder Interview project, I had often 

thought about asking someone from my family since they mean a great deal to me. After asking 

a few members of my family if they’d like to help me in the process, the common answer I would 

receive is that they felt they weren’t the right person because they simply didn’t know enough 

about our heritage to share their thoughts or stories. Little did I know that the person I ended up 

interviewing was in front of me all along.

Robert W. Collins is one of the language teachers that has been helping the PLP in our language 

sessions throughout our time here. From the start of our program, I have always seen him around 

the Cultural Heritage Center helping with a smile on his face. I hadn’t thought of interviewing him 

until the PLP did our first sweat. We were beside Robert along with other elders while building 

the new lodge in the pouring rain. I didn’t know how much we had in common until that evening, 

when I felt that the stories from other elders about him and his own personal anecdotes alerted 

me to how we share a similar starting in our culture. That evening I knew he was the one I wanted 

to interview.

When starting our interview, the first question I wanted to ask was what it meant to be 

Potawatomi. He responded, “It’s not like a Hollywood Indian with the big headdresses. It’s about 

being a proud Native who learns and practices our ways.” Robert continued with adding how 

he teaches his own son what he can because he wasn’t raised with this cultural knowledge and 

hadn’t gotten into it until he was older. Being proud is a huge factor of being Potawatomi. Going 

back to my previous direct quote, sometimes it can be discouraging when someone tells you that 

you don’t look Indian enough or that your skin is too light, but you have to take it upon yourself 

to carry on that fire within you and live on the tradition even though some have tried to rip it from 

our very own hands. Like Robert had said and I have learned through talking circles, many people 

conceptualize that Native Americans physically look a certain way.  However, it shouldn’t stop us 

from being proud of who we are as a people and teaching traditions because it’s what our very 

ancestors predicted with the seven fires prophecy. He shared how even if it’s a struggle, we must 

press on because it’s what our ancestors did. Being out in the rain and mud as a group rebuilding 

the sweat lodge was a powerful example of that to Robert. For me, it was inspiring listening to his 

perspective on this topic because I still can’t wrap my mind around how resilient our tribe was. 

Even though they endured so much pain and heartbreak, our ancestors prayed for us to keep the 

fire going even after everything was taken from them. They had that hope, they had that grit, and 

now it’s up to us to keep their spirit alive and honor them.

Robert mentioned how he went to a sweat down by where he was born in Lawton for New Year’s 

of 2018 and felt that it was a full circle experience, as if it were a sign from a higher power that he 
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was meant to be there. Going to the sweat lodges, hearing the songs and prayers of the Potawatomi, 

and being surrounded by welcoming people is what inspired him to grow more involved.

Just hearing them sing in their Native tongue, it was like. . . we have a language? It was more than 

just hello, how are you, yes and no, it was them speaking their language. And it made me want to 

be the guy that doesn’t speak English anymore, just Potawatomi.

At first, I assumed that this was more than likely the reason he wanted to become a part of the 

language department in the tribe. After asking, I learned that as a matter of fact, he had no idea 

that he would end up in the language department. He’s currently going to school to be a

machinist and figured he would be working in a factory somewhere doing CNC (computer 

numerical control) work as we speak. Robert stated, “The creator puts things in our lives, it’s his 

way.” School had been taking longer than expected, and the position for the language department 

opened up, so he applied and ended up getting the job, so he took it. He hasn’t quit school, so 

every day it’s constant learning. Some days are more overwhelming than others, but it has been one 

of those things he can’t quit. In that, if I had to choose one moral that Robert had graciously taught 

me, it would be that it’s never about choosing one job over another; being rich in culture and one’s 

self amounts to more than having a large sum of money saved in the bank. Not that having financial 

stability isn’t important, but because you can’t take those things with you in the walk on, they 

matter less

Along with favorite teachings, I asked what drumming meant to him. He shared that it varies upon 

who you ask, but for him he feels that if we don’t learn and teach the art, we’ll lose it much like 

other cultures have over the years. Being able to play the drum, sing, and write more songs has 

such a crucial role in Potawatomi tradition because we want to have our own drum in the powwow 

and continue to grow. I enjoyed hearing him discuss the power you feel when in the circle; singing 

and drumming gives you this full body tingling feeling of peace and excitement. It’s the ancestors 

living through you. For me, that in itself was powerful listening to because it doesn’t just go for the 

men. Like he had said, nothing in our culture is derogatory like in today’s society towards women. In 

other words, our roles in the drum circle hold a sacred purpose. If the men were to hand the drum 

back over to the women, then they would fight again. So, having that support of the women and 

their prayers is just as important as the men drumming and having that presence.
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PROJECT

TWO-SPIRIT

The topic of interest that my partner, Mickey Loveless, and I share is advocating for the Lesbian, 

Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer (LGBTQ+) and minority communities. When discussing what we 

wanted to do for our project, I had recently discovered through Mickey what Two Spirit was and 

how it had an intricate meaning in Mickey’s life.

After talking about support groups and advocacy, it was clear to see what we needed to do our 

project over. Both Mickey and I felt that the highlight of our project should be explaining what 

Two Spirit is and the Nishnabe/Potawatomi interpretation of their importance to the tribe post-

contact with the European settlers and today in modern society. Our project will primarily be a 

presentation with an informative three-minute video for the use of the tribe to create a dialogue 

about Two Spirit as well as showing support of the LGBTQ+ community. The content of the 

presentation and video will cover the history of Two Spirit, why it’s relevant to today’s society, 

statistics of impact on Native American LGTBQ, and how our newly-created dialogue can change 

these statistics.

The reason why I felt compelled to research then present over this area of interest was because 

of the personal influence from people in my life who identify with, and are a part of, the LGBTQ+ 

community. It was a challenge for me in the past to learn about this topic because I come from 

an environment of people that aren’t accepting and often turn their backs. With that being said, 

when I went out into the world to live and work in places such as California and New York, I 

faced diversity and new social environments I have never encountered prior to that. So naturally, 

I was hesitant to ask questions of these sociocultural norms that I genuinely didn’t understand 

due to my lack of exposure. At times it can be overwhelming with the vast opinions on terms or 

notions because I personally don’t identify as an LGBTQ+ individual, and I never want to impose 

my thoughts in a place where I’m not entitled to a voice. As I’m still learning, I feel that I’ve had 

great role models placed in my life that have taught me some important perspectives about what 

they have gone through much like thousands of others, and how anyone who cares to step in 

and advocate can make a difference just by showing support and voicing our concerns about 

prejudice towards the community. That within itself is where I feel like I chose to do this topic for 

my project because there is so much cultural importance and relevance to today’s society. Shining 

light on this society can help people who are struggling to find their identity, help strengthen a 

found identity, or just raise a general awareness about Two-Spirit.

The timeline was the most straightforward component aspect of this entire project. From the 

beginning, Mickey and I had planned to meet with Dr. Mosteller and Shawn Barfield for guidance 

in their areas of expertise in cultural history and audiovisual technology skills. After reaching out 
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to our Elders for help, we then started the process of how we wanted to present the information 

we researched and how it would play out during the presentation. After brainstorming, we planned 

on creating a two to three minute video that briefly covered the history of Two-Spirit to offer some 

background knowledge for the rest of our presentation.

With that being said, we made an appointment with Mr. Barfield to film segments for the video. 

The rest of our presentation will be informative by covering statistical context of Native American 

LGBTQ and Two-Spirit. My plan for implementation of this information includes, but is not limited 

to: creating informational videos to share on our social media spaces, being an informational exhibit 

at the Cultural Heritage Museum, or being featured in the Hownikan by Public Information for 

educating tribal members about this forgotten part of our heritage.
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REFLECTION

For years, I have been fortunate to receive support from the Citizen Potawatomi Nation for my 

academic endeavors through scholarship funding. When thinking about where I stand today with 

my education and financial obligations, I could not possibly think of a better way to reciprocate 

my gratitude and pride than to participate in the Potawatomi Leadership Program this summer.

To think I would become involved and aspire to further involve myself in multiple capacities within 

the tribe is a major step forward from where I have been idling for years. From a young age, I have 

known of my lineage to the Toupin family through my grandmother, despite the fact that I had no 

actual knowledge of what all the tribe had to offer in our beautiful culture.

Regardless of my little knowledge for our own heritage, I had a knack for researching Native 

American history, and I had grown fond of trying to connect the dots on where our tribe fits into 

the larger picture of indigenous history. With that in mind, I reflect on how my grandmother would 

encourage our family to read the “Indian newspaper” and do more than just maintain a tribal ID.

Since attending Fort Lewis College in Durango, Colorado, I have been thinking of what career 

path I want to embark on after earning my degrees in Adventure Education and Native American 

Indigenous Studies. It has been a constant dilemma. Yet, little did I know, a miracle of a solution 

would fall onto my lap and later impact my outlook on self-identity of what I want to spend my 

life working towards. And that miracle is what I will be talking about today.

Five weeks ago, I arrived with an oversized suitcase and small understanding of where I come 

from and what role I play in the Potawatomi heritage. At first it was intimidating, but then I 

realized that the nine other wide eyed, intelligent, glowing faces I had just met were in the same 

boat as me. As time went on, we spent long hours of the day learning what families we come 

from, our history as a Nation, and our beautiful language.

After the first week was over and Family Reunion Festival was upon us, it felt as if I had already 

been in Shawnee for months and knew everything that I needed to know. Wrong! One of my 

favorite parts of the summer was, in fact, the days leading up to the Festival when my peers and 

I had spent hours working on shawls and moccasins for our regalia while learning some of our 

culture’s most valuable teachings about ceremonies and what it means to be a proud Native 

American. To me, the Festival and powwow were the cornerstones of my summer primarily for the 

reposing of the question, “Who am I, and where do I come from?” For so long I’ve been searching 

for the answer or an arrow pointing to one. Hearing our stories over creation, learning different 

styles of dance, and picking up some crafts became the arrows pointing towards a clear answer 

that I’ve been blind to all along. Bodewadomi Kwe Ndaw: I am a Potawatomi woman.

In the midst of my self re-discovery, I’ve been honored to sit in on many educational sessions 

that offered prodigious insight on the departments that contribute to the everyday rattle and 
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hum of our tribe. For that alone, I am exceedingly grateful for the individuals who not only took the 

time out of their schedule to teach us what they do for the tribe and why they are still here today 

but also offered perfect strangers the utmost compassion by sharing their wisdom and extended 

themselves as resources for our projects, being champions of our future aspirations, and being 

notable mentors for future tribal leaders.

Along with our breakout sessions, I was responsible for meeting with an elder to write a paper 

in reflection over my take-away from the experience and what lessons I had learned. While my 

decision for who I wanted to interview was up in the air, we (PLP) had the honor to rebuild the 

sweat lodge and perform a sweat ceremony that night. Although I was nervous about that night, I 

went into it open-minded and ready for a learning experience of a lifetime. After arriving, we were 

all split up and started with stripping down some willow trees for the skeleton of the lodge when 

all of a sudden the thunder and rain let loose. We went to the vans for a short break to wait for the 

thunder and lightning to pass, but even after coming back outside, the rain wouldn’t let up. To this 

day I will never be able to express the peace I felt in my heart while feeling the rain hit my cold, wet 

skin. We began to set the willow trees in the ground in order to put the sweat lodge together in the 

rain. I was listening to the importance of the sweat lodge and what meaning it holds in our culture. 

To enter a sweat lodge, in a way, is to seek cleansing and become humble. While listening to these 

teachings, I couldn’t help but look up at the sky and feel the rain come down upon my face and 

pray for the Creator to cleanse our eyes to help see his ways again and to bring us back to our path 

under his guidance and mercy.

The rain began to slow to a halt almost as a sign to begin covering the lodge and prepare to sweat. 

One of our elders who also helps us in our language sessions, Mr. Robert Collins, was needing 

help. so, of course, I lent a hand. Although our group had been working with him and Mr. Justin 

Neely since the beginning of our time here, I didn’t realize how much we had in common until 

that evening. I felt that the stories shared from other elders about him as well as his own personal 

anecdotes grasped my attention to how we share a similar starting point in our culture. That 

evening I knew he was the one I wanted to interview.

It was such a thrill to ask Robert if I could interview him one evening when the men had finished 

their drumming meeting. Later in the week, I was blessed with the chance to meet with him and 

learn more about his perspectives as well as some more cultural teachings. One of the multitudes of 

topics we discussed was the 7th Fire teaching. When reflecting on the sweat and the interview as a 

whole, it was a lesson within itself as to why our culture is powerful and filled with beauty. Singers 

harmonizing to a drumbeat even when it’s almost hard to breathe, crawling in and out of the lodge 

to be humbled and remember our place, and opening my eyes and ears to what my elders tell us 

are a few examples of that power.

When considering the context of my role in the 7th Fire, I can’t help but think of how being in the 

Potawatomi Leadership Program is an ample contribution to living out that legacy. To even fathom 

that nearly 200 years ago when our ancestors were enduring true heartbreak and pain, they still 

prayed that seven generations down the line, we would be here to pick up the pieces and rebuild 
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our Nation and do everything we can in our power to regain what we have lost. That alone makes 

me stand tall and remind myself of my purpose here on Earth and in the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. 

To continue to learn and educate about our past, to ensure that there is a future--a strong, vibrant, 

and confident future, that is.

Learning about who I am and delving into our tribe outside of the sessions wouldn’t have been 

possible, of course, without the cultivation from my mentors, Tesia Zientek and Randy Bazhaw. I 

knew from the first day of arriving here in Shawnee that the Creator had placed them in my life 

with such an intentional purpose in mind. I couldn’t possibly thank either of them enough for the 

effort and compassion they brought and continue to bring to the table every day to ensure that 

we are getting the max out of our time here with the CPN. When I think of who I was coming into 

the program and who I am today, I see two different versions of myself. I owe the credit of my 

growth to these two individuals because they have invested in my life in ways no one else has both 

emotionally and spiritually.

Not only have I been blessed with great mentors, but I had been honored to have been in the 

presence of amazing leaders who give of themselves to make sure the tribe has the best facilities 

and quality of service. I have never in my life seen an organization that is so adamant about 

meeting the needs of their citizens and making sure their voices are heard. No matter the role of 

any employee I have encountered working with the tribe, I have been a witness to the longevity and 

dedication that is contributed to our tribe. I would like to extend a Chi Migwetch to Chairman, Vice 

Chairman, and the legislators for the changes they have spoken into existence for the development 

of such a promising direction for the Nation. They have taught me so much about what it means 

to be a leader and have inspired me to one day return to the tribe and take on the role of being a 

leader no matter what capacity it may be in.
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To be a part of something is to know what being a part of it means. To understand more how this 

applies to being Potawatomi, I interviewed my older brother, Nick Smith, and my sister, Kat Smith, 

about what their heritage means to them. 

My brother, who completed the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) in 2014, gave me a well-

rounded, eloquent answer: “I’d say that to me, it means belonging to a line of unique history. A 

line of unique history that gives me a sense of pride and belonging.” Although other tribes dealt 

with similarly unjust treatment, the Potawatomi are unique in their history. Not every person’s 

experience is the same, and we learn this throughout the PLP; our understanding of these 

differences makes us feel like we belong together. He then elaborated more on what it means 

to him to be a part of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN). “Many people profess to be Native, 

yet very few have a tribe that reaches out to its members as CPN does. Not only does being 

Potawatomi assign me to that unique history, but the tribe today works hard to further associate 

me with its current unique endeavors. All that the tribe offers to its members, and the way it gives 

back to their community further makes me proud. To me, it sets an amazing example. I hope to 

replicate those qualities in my own life.” I could not agree with my brother more. To be a part of a 

tribe that will wholeheartedly accept and include its members is very special. 

Next, my sister, who participated in PLP in 2016, also shared her thoughts. “For me, being 

Potawatomi has always meant ‘family;’ we are all connected through our tribe’s rich and 

everlasting history and culture. Just a few weeks ago, at the 2019 Family Reunion Festival, 

I started talking to a random woman in the Cultural Heritage Center. As we continued just 

chatting about our days, we found out that we were actually from the same Potawatomi family, 

which made meeting her that much more amazing! But just meeting any Potawatomi is a warm 

reception. There is an acceptance in that immediate recognition between all of us, and those 

moments are amongst the most memorable.” It is amazing when people can connect so quickly 

to one another. It seems so hard to find people to connect to these days, and when one can feel 

like they really fit amongst one another, it can be eye-opening and make one feel less alone. Kat 

continued, “We are able to relate to, learn from, and teach each other so much. We take care of 

each other, and respect and motivate one another. As Potawatomi, we represent our ancestors, 

the ones who have helped our tribe become the family it is today. With each day we work to 

better our lives, and our tribe for future generations as well. This is what a family is, and I’m so 

grateful I am Potawatomi.” 

I hope our ancestors are proud of the nation we have become and look down on us and smile. 

Although different, both of the statements my siblings shared are parts of the pieces of the puzzle 

that make up what being Potawatomi is. I am grateful to have heard my older siblings’ responses 

and hope to connect the ways they have to the tribe.

ELDER INTERVIEW
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PROJECT

NATIVE MEDICINES

The project my partner, Lilly Lewis, and I decided to start has to do with connecting people back 

to their health and culture. We want to create an informational webpage about natural medicines 

that are accessible to the Potawatomi people. This webpage will include a full human body where 

one can mouse over the area they are having issues, and it will take them to another web page. 

This web page will educate people on which medicines could help them with certain illnesses and 

symptoms. It will include all the uses, potential side effects, and traditional information about each 

featured medicine. It will have ways to use the plants and how to make teas that will help with the 

symptoms of the person seeking. We hope to be able to include a demonstration video on how to 

make the recipe or tea. Also, there will be information on what the plant looks like through the use 

of photos and description and also places to find the plant. There will also have to be a disclaimer 

letting the user know that nothing has been approved by the Federal Drug Administration (FDA) 

and/or research to back up health claims.

Additionally, we hope to create a medicine garden. This garden will be round in shape, which is 

significant culturally with the four directions. Featured in the garden will be the holistic medicines 

that will have steel plaques that inform a visitor as to which plant is which. We are hoping the 

placement of the garden will be around the already established community garden, but if there is 

no room, we could look elsewhere for a location.

We chose this project because we are both interested in the medical field, but I feel there should 

be a more holistic approach to how people should treat illness. There are a lot of medications 

that can be dangerous and have bad side effects. Through the use of these more natural 

medications, we hope to bring people back to their ancestral roots and to a healthier more 

holistic way of helping them. Plants are the oldest teachers, and I wish to open everyone’s eyes 

to their wise teachings. We do not want to prescribe these plants to people but rather just have 

it as a suggestion to supplement them. We want to potentially have the doctors that treat tribal 

members suggest to their patients to use these plants for the patient’s benefit.

First off, to complete this project, we wanted to make an organized PowerPoint that we can 

present just to explain the purpose and how we will set up the website and what information will 

be on it. Then, we will have a mock webpage that one can scroll through to see what the real 

website could look like. It will also feature a video that shows how to make a tea with the health 

benefits the person is seeking along with this more extensive information about what the plant 

looks like and where one can find it. Lastly, we will have a tea tasting so people can have a hands-

on experience during our presentation.
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The second part of our project includes the real involvement of others. We want to create a round 

medicine garden. We hope to obtain a grant that will fund this project. We will need things like 

rocks, soil, and metal plaques for the garden. At the moment, we have asked about space in the 

current community garden for the round garden. If there is not space, then we may look at using 

or purchasing land elsewhere for this garden. The garden will be round as stated before and have 

paths at each of the four directions. We have contacted Kaya DeerInWater about if we need to 

purchase specific plants or if they can be harvested in the wild.

The final takeaway for me is that we will be helping people. Not only will we be giving them 

knowledge on how to help treat issues in a more holistic way, but we will also be helping them 

connect back to cultural teachings that have been around for centuries. Plants have been teachers 

to all and hopefully, we can open people’s eyes to these teachings. Plants have been on the earth a 

lot longer than humans; we are the younger sibling who must listen to our older siblings.
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REFLECTION

When I first heard about the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP), it was from my brother Nick 

Smith, who came to the program in 2014.  I wasn’t sure what it was or what he was doing, but 

when we came to visit, it seemed like a good thing for him. Then my sister, Kat Smith, came along 

and also completed the program in 2016. I remember eating with her and some of her fellow PLP 

friends. I did talk to some about random things, but this wasn’t enough for me to gauge what 

all of it meant. I came into the program thinking I knew about it and knew what I was going to 

be doing. I felt like I already had important knowledge about the tribe that I needed. However, 

I was very mistaken. I didn’t know anything, and having two older siblings that already did the 

program, I thought I knew a lot of things. Over the course of this program, I’ve gained some useful 

knowledge, new friends, and a better understanding of who I am. I’m originally from a small town 

called Allen, Texas and have lived in Simi Valley, California the past five years, and as I came to 

Oklahoma, my parents were on their way to move back to Texas. Everything was so surreal when 

I got here. But everyone has been so accepting and welcoming. I’ll know that even after I leave, I 

won’t just have a place to come back to, I’ll have a home away from home to come to.

The first couple of days diving into our family tree was such an eye-opening moment for me. 

I never realized how close my Potawatomi ancestor was to me. My great-great-great-great 

grandfather was an Anderson. The story of my journey with this program just begins here. Next, 

we started going to meetings, and I was shocked at how much the tribe offers its members. I 

never knew how extensive all the departments are and how much they benefit members of the 

tribe. Just being an employee, one gets someone so many helpful benefits, and it’s amazing that 

the tribe does that. Everyone likes to talk about how at one point in time the tribe operated out of 

a small trailer, and that was it. Well, look at us now with over twenty departments and counting. 

Next, we soon started language class. What an amazing opportunity it was to be able to learn 

our Native language from Justin Neely and Robert Collins. It’s a great honor to learn our Native 

language that was almost lost and ripped out of the fabric of our culture. Tesia recommended 

a book to me when she found out what our project was about called Braiding Sweetgrass. A 

Potawatomi lady named Robin Wall Kimmerer wrote this book, and she talks about this beautiful 

language and how it’s so different from English. Instead of a tree being an “it,” a tree is a he or 

she. It shows how beautiful and special the Potawatomi language is and how everything but man-

made things are animate in the language. It really opened my eyes to a world filled with various 

things that I might have taken for granted but I now see are gifts to humans. This leads me to 

think about the various creation stories or recreation stories Kelli Mosteller has told us that really 

give meaning to life as well. For example, the story of the muskrat who gave his life for others to 

survive was extremely moving. Humans were put on this earth after everything else was created, 

which puts us in a position of humbleness and thankfulness. We should remind ourselves that all 

these beings are not owned by us, but we have come among them to coexist. 
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Another experience that was new and very helpful was talking circle. I’ve never been around people 

so open and been so open myself at the same time. There is something so completely moving 

when you get to hear where other people are coming from, their opinions, and why and how they 

feel—and I mean really listen to what they are saying because no one is allowed to talk unless they 

have the feather during talking circle. It allowed me to clear my mind and really listen. Usually, 

every time I hear someone talk, I find myself not really listening, but more like thinking about what 

I might say next to reply. Every day, people live without listening, and being forced to practice that 

skill has somewhat changed me and my perspective. If people listened more, there would be less 

misunderstanding and more understanding.

Lastly, I want to acknowledge Kaya DeerInWater for all the special knowledge he’s shared with 

my partner and me about indigenous medicines. I will carry this knowledge with me forever, and 

hopefully, with the project Lilly and I did, we will be able to share his amazing knowledge with 

people all over the world. I would like to thank Margaret for being the perfect house mom and to 

her and Theresa for creating and gifting us irreplaceable and beautiful regalia. I would like to thank 

Tesia for being like an older sister for me by giving me the knowledge and being there to talk to 

anytime we needed something or had questions. I would like to thank Randy for being a mentor, 

a friend I can confide in, and for his seemingly endless happy-go-lucky attitude always being able 

to light up a room and make us laugh in the lows and highs. Not to mention, I’m grateful for him 

driving us around and putting up with our crazy requests and billions of questions daily. Thank you 

to everyone in the PLP for making this experience amazing and for being friends with me. Without 

any of you, this experience might have been less for me. I haven’t just made thirteen new friends 

but thirteen new family members that I will always keep in my mind and close to my heart.

Overall, thank you to all the departments for opening your doors to us and letting us see all the 

amazing things you do for the tribe on the daily. Thank you to the Chairman and Vice Chairman for 

allowing this program to happen and to giving us the knowledge to one day keep this tribe going.
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As part of the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP), I was asked to do an elder interview, so 

I interviewed my grandmother Anita Harmon. This interview was not only knowledge to Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation (CPN) but was knowledge for me, too. I learned a lot about the ancestral 

history that I didn’t know from my grandmother Anita. Some of the stories she told me that she 

learned about from her ancestors, and she said she doesn’t think some a lot of people know them.  

I say this because I didn’t realize the impact my elders had on the tribe or the ways they looked 

at being a CPN member. I am truly blessed to have completed this interview with someone who 

means so much to me.

On the phone with my grandmother, I talked to her about her future with the tribe and the 

impact she has already had with the tribe. I asked her what being a Citizen Potawatomi Nation 

tribal member meant to her, and she said, “Being a CPN member is something greater than 

me, something more than I can explain in person. It’s not about being able to say you’re a CPN 

member but it’s about proving that you are. Being Potawatomi has so many benefits, from 

healthcare, to education, to living on tribal grounds as an elder or a family when they have 

openings. I love being a tribal member, because I know that no matter what anyone says, I can 

always prove to them that I am an Indian and I am Potawatomi.” After hearing my grandmother 

say this, I feel so much prouder of being Potawatomi and being involved with the tribe. As part 

of being Potawatomi, I have taken advantage of some of the resources available to me as a tribal 

member. Being involved with the tribal makes a huge difference, especially in small communities. 

I asked my grandmother if she has ever done anything to be active with the tribe. She told me, 

“I worked for the Ponca tribe at one point for a couple years, and I enjoyed every piece of it. The 

staff were like family. Even though it wasn’t my own tribe, I try to stay involved within the Indian 

culture.” She said, “I would love to be involved with my Potawatomi more, but I work all the time 

and live in Ponca City, so it’s hard for me to ever make it to any of the activities.” 

I was so happy to hear her responses as she thinks outside the box about the way she sees things. 

I never would’ve seen things from her perspective if I didn’t have this talk with her. I don’t know 

everything about the Citizen Potawatomi, but I am learning about it. I am taking in every piece 

of knowledge I can get to make sure I better understand everything. The thing I live by is, “Elders 

have the wisdom, that we as people will have one day. Just listen to them, and be wise with how 

you use the information they give you.” What I mean by this, our ancestors know so much and 

have so much knowledge the can give us. If we use the information they give us correctly, then 

it will get us a long way, but if we don’t we could turn things they said around and make a bad 

perspective out of it. I don’t remember who told me this, but it’s something that falls into place 

when talking with your elders because they have so much knowledge about the way things 

were or how they see things going in the future. I love my tribe and everything they do, and 

ELDER INTERVIEW
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the more I talk to people about Potawatomi, the more knowledge I gain to take back home with 

me. The things that I learned in this interview and all throughout this program so far are going to 

help me prepare to keep my Indian culture alive when I get older. The wisdom she has given me 

is something I can spread to my children and grandchildren when they get older. I enjoyed this 

interview very much and look forward to learning so much more about the Potawatomi history and 

how far we have come.
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PROJECT

BSWEGI

I have always been passionate about helping others and making sure others succeed in life. 

Although I love firefighting or working in the medical field helping others, I most enjoy making 

sure children and teens advance in life. The project that my partner, Maria Hrenchir, and I have 

worked on is to make sure this happens not just for anybody but for young adults in particular. 

Our program is directed toward children and young adults who have encountered the foster  

care system.

The main reason I chose my project is because I have a teen sister who is seventeen and will be 

entering her senior year in high school. She is also in foster care in the state of Missouri. My sister 

means the absolute world to me, but she isn’t prepared for college and doesn’t even know about 

the programs or resources available to her. She hasn’t been talked to about her future or looked 

into college. With this in mind, Maria and I have proposed a program is to help children and teens 

like her advance in their dreams and make sure their future is better. This project means a lot to 

me because I have seen firsthand what has happened to a lot of teens who don’t pursue their 

education because they don’t have the resources available or the help to do so. By proposing this 

program, we would like to help teens currently in foster care or those who have been but are now 

out of foster care.

Ultimately, this program is to make sure teens receive the help they need to advance their 

higher education goals. Many high schools today do not adequately prepare students for the 

future in college. Most schools don’t have the resources or trained staff to do so, but the Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation does. Our goal is not to create more jobs for the tribe but rather use the 

resources and information the tribe already has and connect them to make one system. We want 

to ensure that foster care students in need of higher education help can get the help they need 

through Citizen Potawatomi Nation Department of Education. We hope to help create a system 

where FireLodge Children and Family Services, CPN Department of Education, and Workforce 

and Social Services can overcome legal information sharing barriers to work together to serve 

foster care children. 

We intend to overcome the barrier of confidentiality between FireLodge Children and Family 

Services and the Department of Education. First, we hope to implement a notification system 

that would alert FireLodge Children and Family Services when a child in their system reaches the 

ninth-grade level. Then, FireLodge Children and Family Services would make contact for a release 

form to be signed by their guardian for limited demographic information to be shared with the 

Department of Education and Workforce and Social Services department directors. The directors 
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of each department will review this information and assign and Advisor or Counselor to contact the 

student. With this information, the College Advisors and Counselors in both departments can reach 

out to discuss and offer educational help and resources with the children in care. I have spoken 

with many departments on our project including Ashlee May and Kendra Lowden from FireLodge 

Children and Family Services; Tesia Zientek, Stephanie Hawk, and Charles Lee from the Department 

of Education; and Margaret Zientek from Workforce and Social Services. All of these employees 

have been a big help in our project, and I can’t wait to show them our finalized proposal. 

The implementation of our project will be where the work comes in. Between the paperwork and 

preparing the processes for each department, it’s going to take a little more work from employees 

of these departments. I know that without a shadow of a doubt it will be slightly hectic at first 

getting the program up and running, but the end result will be so rewarding. I believe there is a fine 

line between not wanting to attend school and not having the resources to do so. Another benefit 

of our program is to not only help teens in need of help to get into school but to also encourage 

those teens to go to college who have no intentions on going. The number one key I have always 

learned in life is to “put others’ needs before yourself, but also take care of yourself, too.” What I 

love doing is helping people in life, especially making sure they succeed, and in order to do that, I 

have to put others needs first, and that’s what I do. At the same time, however, I am also taking care 

of myself because this kind of help is what I am passionate about. I hope my project is a success 

and hope it helps any teens who need the help.
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REFLECTION

As a 2019 Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) participant, I have learned a lot about my 

Indian culture. From knowing nothing before I came to this program to now, I have a way better 

understanding of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. Learning about how we as a tribe were moved 

from place to place really touched my heart, and there are so many things that fall underneath 

these obstacles we faced. We not only had to live differently, but we also had to learn to be both 

independent and work as a team. As a Citizen Potawatomi Nation tribal member, I plan on  

making sure that all tribal assets are maintained and tribal members get to keep what is theirs  

as a tribal member.

One of the main departments that really touched my heart was the Eagle Aviary. As someone 

who loves animals and also loves my tribe, I think this idea to save the eagles is amazing. It was 

truly heartwarming to see that we are one of the very first tribes in the United States to have 

such an amazing program. This not only shows compassion as a tribe, but it also puts CPN as a 

leader for other tribes who are trying to advance as well. As a PLP participant, I got to hear and 

see firsthand how they do things at the Eagle Aviary and how the workers keep a smile on their 

face the entire time. This shows a lot about their character that they can keep a smile on their face 

caring for the birds knowing that one day they must let the eagle go.

Another thing that I found very interesting and something that really touches my heart is the 

Indian Child Welfare department. They do so much for so many tribal youths and their families 

that they sometimes get no breaks. When I was talking to Ashlee May over in FireLodge Children 

and Family Services, I asked her what made her job worth coming to work for, and she said, “The 

main reason I love my job and come to work every day is to be here for the youth that need me, 

and need someone to tell them everything will be okay.” Ashlee also told me, “We like family 

reunification, and we try to keep Native American children in their homes.” One thing about this 

department that I love is the family environment they have. Working in a department where you 

must go into homes and work with families and possibly break up a family is hard, but these 

employees in this department do an excellent job to make sure the youth are safe. I have a little 

sister in foster care back home in Missouri, and she is my world. One thing I’ve noticed that is 

different is the way the workers treat their children. Citizen Potawatomi Nation seems to like 

more of a one-on-one approach with children and their families. In contrast, Missouri hardly ever 

does one-on-one with the children. Missouri also has different policies and procedures about the 

way they do things, and I believe they should be more like CPN’s FireLodge Children and Family 

Services department. Being able to listen to these different departments really helped me prepare 

for my future steps in life and my possible leadership roles within the tribe.

One day, we visited the FireLake Arena, and I thought this was really neat. One reason I thought 

this was neat is because we can host more than just tribal things in the Arena. From concerts 
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to wrestling, we can host about anything. The Arena does a great job on outreach for the Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation. Recently, the Arena hosted a Hank Williams Jr. concert, and the reception it 

got was unbelievable. The Arena had a fully sold out concert with coast-to-coast ticket purchases. 

While being there and talking with the director, David Qualls, and seeing what all was done there, I 

believe that the Arena is a good asset to the tribe. I say this because we not only can host outside 

events but also boost our tribal income tremendously when we hold an event there. This is because 

customers are not only spending money at the Arena but also at most of the local amenities the 

tribes offer like the FireLake Entertainment Center, the FireLake Corner Store, FireLake Discount 

Foods, and the FireLake Bowling Center. This is an amazing outreach opportunity and an amazing 

idea the tribe had.

I have learned many things about what we have as a tribe and why we have it. Learning about when 

we signed our last treaty in 1887 with the federal government and were moved off of our tribal 

land and told we basically must live like non-tribal people really impacted me. Knowing how much 

struggle our ancestors went through to get us to where we are now is something I think should be 

taken seriously as a Citizen Potawatomi Nation tribal member. I believe that no matter the outcome 

or the changes that go on within the tribe, I should always be involved. I came to this program with 

very little knowledge and I am leaving it with enough to know that the land we are on today and 

the land we are still fighting for is rightfully ours, and nobody should be able to come between us. 

I also know that we have an opportunity to increase our outreach to tribal members, and this is 

something that bothers me because my generation is the next leaders and without being able to 

reach tribal members, we may not have a strong next generation of leaders.

Part of my life mission is to be a tribal leader one day. I have enjoyed this program and hope that 

it stays around for many more years. This program has opened many doors and opportunities for 

me in life. After I finish college and take all my knowledge from this program back home with me, 

I can teach others about being able to know the importance of maintaining tribal assets and the 

land we have as Citizen Potawatomi Nation. It is my duty as a future leader to step up and take the 

role of reaching out and making people aware nationwide that we are Citizen Potawatomi Nation 

and we are Native Americans. It’s my goal as a future leader to step up and make sure my tribe 

continues down the amazing path were on. I really enjoyed being able to talk with all the different 

departments and learn about what we have and what we do at Citizen Potawatomi Nation. I do 

know that without the help and support from both Chairman Barrett and Vice Chairman Capps, 

we would not be where we are today. We would probably still be in a trailer with fewer than five 

workers. Thanks to the help from those two visionaries, we now employ over 2800 employees and 

are the largest employer for Pottawatomie County. Citizen Potawatomi Nation will forever be the 

biggest fight in my life, and I say that in a good way. I will forever help fight for what we have at my 

tribe, and I will never let anything step in between me and my goals as a future tribal leader.
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For my elder interview, I decided to choose my grandmother, Donna Hallgreen. She was the 

one who encouraged my father and me to pursue our tribal roots and to learn more about our 

ancestors’ traditions. Because of this, it felt natural to interview her and find out what being a 

Citizen Potawatomi tribal member means to her. 

We started out talking about her life, specifically when she was growing up, as that was when 

she was most involved with Native American communities. In fact, she grew up with Natives 

until the 8th grade when her family moved to Spokane, Washington. Her father had a Master’s in 

agriculture and was employed at the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) teaching Native communities 

better agricultural methods. They traveled all over the United States and helped many Native 

tribes from North Dakota to Minnesota and even down in Mississippi. My grandmother felt like one 

of the tribal members, often practicing common traditions like smudging and beadwork to this 

day. While living with them, she also witnessed first-hand how much the reservations struggled, 

saying how most families only had dirt floors, if they even had a home. The communities also 

struggled with alcoholism and suicide, her father often being the first one told whenever someone 

passed due to one of those factors. 

Luckily, she has also seen tribes make a comeback, being especially proud of how far the Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation has come throughout her life. She never visited our land as a child because 

there wasn’t much to see, and her dad was never assigned to our tribe. Only later in life did 

she discover her roots and enroll as a member, causing her to become involved in tribal affairs 

ever since. One of the things she is most proud about is how well the tribe treats its members, 

especially the elders. Being an elder she receives a 750-dollar allowance for prescriptions and has 

never had to pay for glasses. I can relate to this kindness. While in Oklahoma for the Potawatomi 

Leadership Program (PLP), I have been given access to free medical, dental, and even got a free 

pair of eyeglasses. The tribe has done an amazing job of giving back to its members, and the 

more I learn about the different departments, the clearer this revelation becomes. Even something 

as simple as the benefits from being employed by the tribe are extensive and extremely generous, 

showing how much they care about their community. 

I also agree with the last reason she is proud to be Potawatomi: the people in Oklahoma are so 

friendly it feels just like meeting with family. When I first entered the PLP, I was a little wary of how 

my fellow members would treat me. However, we all developed strong bonds almost immediately 

and are all close friends. This has continued to be true with nearly every member working for the 

Nation being friendly, funny, and caring. This has been one of best experiences of my life, and the 

best aspect has been all the wonderful people accompanying me on this journey.

ELDER INTERVIEW
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PROJECT

SCIENCE TECHNOLOGY AND INDIGENOUS CULTURES CENTER

For the group project, I was partnered up with Kay-Sha Perkins, and we ended up deciding to 

work on a science culture and technology center to help promote those topics within the tribe. 

For the longest time, we were trying to decide between two different project ideas: the one we 

ultimately chose, and a tribal veterinary clinic. We came up with the idea for a science center from 

a similar building in my hometown of Spokane, Washington, which is called the Mobius Science 

Center. Some of my earliest memories are of visiting Mobius during a school field trip and playing 

with my friends and the different activities that were exhibited there. On the other hand, we came 

up with the veterinary clinic because both of us were passionate about animals; Kay-Sha wants 

to be a veterinarian, while I am majoring in microbiology. This seemingly made the veterinary 

clinic the obvious choice. However, the longer we thought about it, the more we agreed that the 

science and culture center would be a better option because it directly incorporates Potawatomi 

culture, as well as promoting science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields in our 

communities. The veterinary clinic just seemed like it was too detached from the tribe, and 

although the Eagle Aviary needed one, there just isn’t enough demand yet, and animals could still 

be incorporated in the other project.

After finally deciding on a project, we then started on the extremely important task of creating 

a catchy name for the center, and after a long and arduous process we decided on calling it the 

Science Technology and Indigenous Cultures Center, or STICC for short. Once we agreed on this 

perfect name, we started thinking about the meat of the building: the programs and exhibits 

it will house. We wanted each exhibit to be both scientifically and culturally informative, so we 

would come up with different activities that would be fun and insightful, and then we talked to 

Kelli Mosteller about adding in culturally significant aspects relating to the exhibit. One example 

for an activity is that we could have a planetarium, but instead of showing and teaching Western 

constellations, we could teach traditional Potawatomi constellations, as well as put on educational 

showings and have lessons on astronomy. Another exhibit that is both culturally and scientifically 

important could be a table of flowing water that has blocks that kids could use to make dams. 

While being fun, it could also have information about the Beaver Wars and the impact beaver 

pelts had on our history. By providing the cultural aspect and then including information about 

beavers and their dams, the activity would add scientific understanding to the mix. While we have 

a lot more ideas, the last example for an exhibit in the center could be a plasma ball with cultural 

teachings on language. While the science element comes easily, the cultural teachings may not be 

as obvious. In Potawatomi, there is a word that literally translates to thunders walking, and means 
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a thunderstorm is rolling in. This is a great example for how verb heavy our language is, and a  

slab or wall that gives information on this topic would fit perfectly (Plasma Ball  Lightning à 

Thunders Walking). 

These were just some ideas for permanent fixtures, and the STICC could also be the perfect center 

for informative monthly or weekly events as well. The Aviary, for example, could be a frequent 

guest, coming over often to show off the birds and give presentations about how they fit in our 

culture and the ecosystem. We could also have the events that occur during Family Reunion 

Festival (moccasin making, beading, shawl making, etc.) become a regular occurrence at the STICC. 

The center could also house different summer camps or internship/educational activities that 

would occur either once a year or at semi-regular intervals. These events could be on a rotation 

and, depending on material needs and presenter preference, could be reserved, or even have a cost 

associated to the class. However, most of the teachers would likely be hired for each event and 

would need to bring their own supplies. In order to maintain and run STICC, we would need several 

different employees. If we have a planetarium, we would likely need a director in order to put on 

shows and effectively use the planetarium to teach. We would also need a handler or two for the 

animal section of the center, depending on the amount. Lastly, we would need around five or six 

generalists to make sure nothing is breaking, and to help the specialized staff.

The tribe is extremely committed in helping its people and keeping Potawatomi culture alive and 

thriving. The STICC would let the aviary, and many other programs or activities, reach a larger 

audience. This project would not only promote STEM fields in our communities, but it would also fit 

perfectly with the tribe’s goal of keeping our culture alive and well.
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REFLECTION

I originally did not want to apply for the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP). My knowledge 

and involvement with the tribe peaked in 2008 when my family flew to Oklahoma to attend a 

gathering. Afterward, being Native American was just a fun fact about me, which then gradually 

turned into a point of embarrassment. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be Native, but I just felt like I 

didn’t belong and didn’t have the right to call myself Citizen Potawatomi. Whenever I had to write 

my ethnicity for a form, if I ever put Native American, I would feel guilty, like I was faking being 

Native just to get benefits. My parents, however, were constantly pushing for me to explore my 

Native roots, and so when they heard about the PLP, they encouraged me to apply for it. While 

I was outwardly against it, I did wonder what it would be like and yearned to learn more about 

my ancestry. I applied, not thinking I would even be considered, and continued with my life until 

the day came that I got the acceptance email. Only then did I realize how much I wanted to go. 

However, all the negative emotions of the past came back once again, quieter this time, but still 

telling me to cancel, telling me I was a fraud, telling me I could never do it. When I arrived in 

Oklahoma, I had the irrational fear that I was going to be turned back--that they didn’t realize I 

was some white boy and I would have to get back on the next plane. I knew it wasn’t going to 

happen, but the thought still lingered; that is, it lingered until I met the other PLP members. 

When picturing a Native American, I often think of one of my childhood friends named Ila. He was 

full Nez Perce with long, braided hair, and he often visited his reservation, which wasn’t too far 

from where we grew up. As a child, I never thought of the difference between us, but as time went 

on, I noticed it more and more. Driving to the Sharp House, I was met with seven people who did 

not match the mental image I had for Native Americans. Now that my fears of ostracism were 

diminished, I felt much better and could enjoy my time in Oklahoma. It also helped that everyone 

in the PLP was incredibly warm and welcoming, immediately feeling like siblings I never had. After 

spending a couple days in the Sharp House, we went over to the Cultural Heritage Center (CHC) 

to learn more about our more direct ancestors and tried to fill out our family lineage. This activity 

made me feel more connected with my heritage, and there is something special about filling in 

the names in the stories I have heard from my grandma. After getting context for my heritage, I 

knew that my grandmother had to be the elder I interviewed. Having the stories about my great-

grandfather, once again, was very humbling, and showed how involved my family was in helping 

Native Americans. My grandmother also grew up in and around different Native communities, 

which I had no idea about. 

In PLP, we have visited almost every major aspect of the tribe. From the courts, police, self-

governance, casinos, and more, we were kept extremely busy and learned so much. One of my 

main takeaways is that the tribe is doing an amazing amount of work to help its people and 

community. The tribe employees nearly three thousand people, and while visiting the Human 

Resources department, we learned how extensive the benefits are for those employed by CPN. 
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Even outside of those who don’t work at the tribe directly, all tribal members get free healthcare 

and dental at tribal facilities. Those out of the area also gets money for prescriptions and an 

allowance for eye care. Not only did we learn that the tribe directly helps people, it also indirectly 

helps those living in the area through providing services and business. CPN runs its own police 

force, and even has its own emergency 911 dispatch system, which also covers the surrounding 

areas and is being used as inspiration in other tribes. CPN owns health clinics to serve members, 

as well as shopping centers to provide for the necessities of its members. The tribe has made me 

extremely proud of how far it has come over the years.

Every week we would all gather to the fire pit and smudge ourselves, the smoke cleansing us and 

acting as a reset for the week. We called this a talking circle because when we were around the fire 

we would talk about different topics. For the third talking circle, we discussed identity and how our 

tribal citizenship fits into that. This was the culmination of my personal journey. When we entered 

the fire pit, I still had feelings of fraud and guilt when it came to owning my tribal identity. When 

we went around the circle, and each had a turn to talk about what being CPN meant to everyone, 

it came to Randy, our counselor, right before me. When he spoke, I saw myself in him. He explained 

how there is a constant battle between him, thinking he was too white and privileged to be a part 

of the CPN community. This made something click in my head. To me, Randy was the embodiment 

of a tribal member. He was one of the most active members I know: knowing all the songs when 

we would drum, explaining every aspect of our culture, and embodying what it meant to be 

Potawatomi. If he wasn’t a true Potawatomi, then no one could be. 

There is no good way of defining what a Native American is. Popular culture depicts the Plains 

Indians as all Native Americans, but we are from forests, wore turbans, and didn’t use horses, so that 

doesn’t work. Some tribes use blood quantum to decide who a member is or is not, but most blood 

percentages were given to Natives by government agents just looking at their skin and guessing. 

Siblings with the same exact parents could have massively different blood percentage, just because 

one was tanner than the other. The only way left is the CPN’s method. If you can prove a direct 

descendant to someone who is Potawatomi, you can become a member. Our people’s, and most 

other Native Americans’, culture was systematically attacked by the American government, and 

throughout our history we have lost so much of our culture. The biggest lesson I have learned during 

PLP is that a true Native American can be of any race or creed, and if they love their community and 

keep our culture alive, they deserve to be called, and call themselves, Native Americans.
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