
 For the past nine years, Penn State students have had the opportunity to live among Ojibwe commu-

nities in northern Minnesota as part of the course, òExploring Indigenous Ways of Knowing among the 
Ojibwe.ó This unique experiential immersion course gives students the opportunity to see indigenous 

knowledge and ways of knowing brought to life in these native communities. Some of those students 
who participated in the summer 2012 program share their reflections on pages 3 and 4. 

 
Student:  Cassidy Holmes 

 

When I first entered Ojibwe country, I had no I idea I would learn so much about 
another culture, and so much about myself as well. I traveled to northern Minne-

sota in May 2011 to spend three weeks learning about the Ojibwe people by 
attending lectures, participating in age-old traditions and interacting with the 

people on the reservations. I decided to take the course on the naïve decision 
that it looked unique, fun, and different, and that I needed an elective. I am 

grateful I made the decision to take the course, but I wish it had been for a more 
mature reason. 

 
I quickly realized that this course, and this trip, would be nothing like I had expe-

rienced before. During the first weekend in Minnesota, after we had been there 
for a week, our group participated in a traditional sweat lodge ceremony. In the 

Ojibwe language, a sweat is referred to as a purification ceremony and is a cleansing or healing of 
oneself physically, emotionally, and mentally. A sweat is often performed when healing is needed 

especially when a person or a community is trying to heal from historical traumaña common theme in 
sweat lodges today. Though we had learned about the sweat lodge ceremony from two experienced 

medicine men, brothers Richard and Bebahmoytung Morrison, I still felt nervous because I had no 
idea what to expect or what was expected of me. 

 
When our group assembled in front of the lodge, with a large fire nearby already heating the stones 

we would use later, we were unusually quiet as Richard and Bebahmoytung instructed us on what we 
were about to experience. We would have to split up into two groups for the ceremony since we had 

so many people that the lodge could not hold all of us at once. I was in the second group, for which I 
was thankful, because, that way, I could find out from those going first just what would happen when 

it was my turn.  
 

The first group entered the lodge after paying their respects by offering tobacco to the fire. The door 
closed, and the medicine man who was in the lodge with them began drumming and chanting. To me, 

it seemed like the drumming and chanting lasted only a few minutes, because I was so anxious for 

my turn, but, in fact, a quarter of an hour had passed by. Soon, the door opened and a few of my 
peers struggled out of the lodge. They appeared exhausted and were covered in sweat; most looked 

as if they had been crying. One girl took a few steps out of the lodge and immediately lay down on the 
cool earth to calm herself. Seeing this made me more nervous. Then, after offering my tobacco, it was 

my turn to enter the lodge. 
 

 
Continued on page 2 
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Student:  Cassidy Holmes 
 

Clutching a towel that my professor had advised we all bring with us, I kneeled down and crawled 

into the lodge, which was difficult since I was in a floor length skirtña traditional piece of clothing 

women are required to wear in the lodge. It was dim inside and I tried to find a place to sit when it 

already seemed crammed. I settled between two of my peers and tried to calm myself down by 

breathing slowly. Eventually the lodge was full and the medicine man began placing more red-hot 

rocks from the nearby fire into the center of the lodge. As each rock was placed, the temperature 

rose noticeably until it felt as if it could not get any hotter. When enough rocks had been added, 

the medicine man closed the door and poured medicine (water) onto the pile of rocks.  

 

Immediately the steam hit me and felt as if it was searing my skin. Sweat began pouring down my 

body, and I felt as if I might panic. I wrapped the towel around my head and shoulders to stave off 

the searing steam, but my arms were bare and I could feel them burning. The medicine man be-

gan drumming and chanting, telling us we were here to pray for those who did not have a voice. 

We were here because others could not be and we had an opportunity to think about them and 

help heal them at this time. 

 

I felt the temperature rise, and with it so did my feeling of panic. I needed to get out quickly, but I 

wanted to fight it and stay to complete the ceremony. In a desperate act, I placed my hand on the 

ground and dug a small hole until I felt cool earth under my fingertips. I pressed my hand down 

until my whole palm was in the hole and left it there. Maybe it was the panic or maybe the heat, 

but a voice in my head kept telling me the earth was here before me, it would be here during the 

ceremony, and it would still be here afterwards for a long, long time, and this soothed me. I 

calmed down and was able to focus on what was going on around me. 

 

Those sitting next to me were crying and I realized suddenly that I, too, was crying. In part, it must 

have been from my panic and from the continual heat pressing itself on my body like a hot piece 

of metal. However, as the ceremony progressed I found myself crying for others, not just for my-

self. I remembered what the medicine men had taught us earlier. In the Ojibwe spiritual tradition 

of prayer, one never thinks of oneselfñonly of others. I thought of all those who were suffering and 

who needed help and I realized I had never given much thought to this before. In passing, per-

haps, but never in full contemplation of how many must be hurting in the world. I meditated on 

this fact, thinking to myself that if those people could survive each day in hopeless situations, 

then I could survive the next few minutes for them. 

 

The ceremony came to an end and the door to the lodge was opened. My emotional cleansing 

opened a mental door for me and allowed me to move beyond myself and instead focus on oth-

ers. The heat that had seemed so unbearable at the beginning of the ceremony had suddenly 

become easier to bear as well as meaningful after my emotional release and mental focus.  

 

As I pushed myself off the ground and struggled to the door, I said a silent thank you to those, 

whoever they were in the world, who had helped me through that experience. I crawled through 

the open door and, as the cool air hit me, it felt as if I had been òreborn.ó I had been reborn in the 

sense that I would no longer think solely about myself, as if I were the only one in the world worth 

considering. In that moment, I felt a passion to help those who need help and focus my energies 

towards those who deserve better than what they have. 

 

Though this happened a year ago, I still feel a driving force to help the world and its people in 

whatever way I can. As a young person, I may not have much influence over change in the world, 

but I try to think of others before myself as I live my life. After completing my three week course in 

Minnesota and seeing how so many things need to change for people who are daily losing pieces 

of their culture and heritage, I believe teaching people about indigenous knowledge is essential to 

help save cultures like the Ojibwe. We can no longer think solely about ourselves as if we live on 

different planets. Instead, I believe we must put others before ourselves and learn what they have 

to offer us. This was the biggest lesson I have learned in my short life, but one I feel many people 

have yet to learn.  

òThe Sheep are Like  

Our Parentsó 

The article "The Sheep Are Like 

Our Parents" appeared in the 

Travel Section of the New York 

Times on July 27th.  It describes 

how a Churro sheep herder and 

weaver is attempting to attract-

ing tourist dollars while main-

taining the traditional 

knowledge and skills of her 

Navajo culture.  

http://

trav-

el.nytimes.com/2012/07/29/

travel/following-a-navajo-sheep-

herder.html?emc=eta1&_r=1& 

Photo by: Michael Benanav  

http://travel.nytimes.com/2012/07/29/travel/following-a-navajo-sheep-herder.html?emc=eta1&_r=1&
http://travel.nytimes.com/2012/07/29/travel/following-a-navajo-sheep-herder.html?emc=eta1&_r=1&
http://travel.nytimes.com/2012/07/29/travel/following-a-navajo-sheep-herder.html?emc=eta1&_r=1&
http://travel.nytimes.com/2012/07/29/travel/following-a-navajo-sheep-herder.html?emc=eta1&_r=1&
http://travel.nytimes.com/2012/07/29/travel/following-a-navajo-sheep-herder.html?emc=eta1&_r=1&
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Student:  Emily Greer Cirillo  

As we pulled out of the Penn State parking lot to embark on our two-day journey to Minnesota, I felt 

excited for the unique opportunity I was about to experience, even though I was unsure of what to 
expect. During our three-week stay in Minnesota, we were greeted by a community that was warm 

and welcoming and whose generosity I will never forget. They were giving to strangers, not only of 
their material possessions, but also of their time, knowledge, and kindness. This generosity was 

reflective of the entire Ojibwe culture, in which there are gift-giving ceremonies to give away beauti-
ful and meaningful possessions, rather than keeping these items for oneself. One of the many 

things I learned from the Ojibwe that I now try to integrate into my daily life is to stop and slow down 
so that I can take notice of all of the beautiful things that surround me and appreciate them with 

my family and friends. There are many wonderful things about the Ojibwe culture and people, and I 
am truly grateful to all of the community members who allowed us to enter their lives for three 

weeks. It was an amazing and life-changing experience. I also cannot thank my professor enough 

for all of his hard work to made this class possible. 

 

Student:  Marisa Angela Brown  

 
The Maymester course that I took in northern Minnesota has been an unforgettable 

venture. I went into the trip expecting to take back some extra knowledge about the 
Native American way of life, but I gained so much more. Learning about a culture 

through firsthand experiences is definitely a different type of education. I experienced a 
sacred drum ceremony carried out in the Ojibwe language, powwow festivities in which I 

observed the reservationõs strong sense of community, shared an evening with Winona 
LaDuke on the White Earth Reservation, and much more. I have gained insight about the 

menoomin (wild rice) and why it is a sacred food source. I have listened to remarkably 

bright individuals speak and consider myself very lucky to have had those enlightening 
experiences. My life has been changed for the better as I now refer back to the teach-

ings of the medicine wheel regularly. If I could, I would definitely take this course a second time.  
 

 
Student:  Noelle Meyers-Powell  

 
To me, learning means to have an experience, because it is that experience that 

makes you want to do something or achieve some purpose with the knowledge you 
have just acquired. This type of learning was present in the field experience portion of 

the Indigenous Ways of Knowing course. What I enjoyed most about this course was 
its approach of immersion and its sense of community. Immersion into the Ojibwe 

culture allowed for participants to take on a new perspective. It is easy to see through 
a narrow telescope of oneõs own beliefs. This trip allowed us the freedom to look into 

the Ojibwe culture not from afar, but from the center of it. Experiences such as the 
drum ceremony and the sweat lodge challenged me to step out of my comfort zone. 

More importantly, these experiences demonstrated that even when people are differ-
ent from oneself, it does not mean that their perspective is òwrong.ó While seemingly 

a simple concept, we still live in a society that wants to distinguish between right and wrong, correct 
and incorrect. This course illuminated the idea that beliefs unlike oneõs own represent a different 

part of the truth. This courseõs lesson is helpful not only in approaching the idea of culture, but 
even in meeting or working with individuals in daily life. 

 
Community was the other facet of this field experience that intrigued me. Being, temporarily, a vital 

part of the Ojibwe community created bonds between the students and the indigenous culture. The 
sense of community in this course created trust and motivation that is not found in most college 

classes. There was less focus on individualism and more on how you function and fit into the com-
munity of the class, the reservations we visited, and the larger scale of the world. I enjoyed this part 

of the Ojibwe culture and the course because it placed importance on paying attention and listen-

ing to the stories of others. Whether it was the students with whom I took the class, the professor, 
teaching assistant, or the members of the Ojibwe community, real relationships were built instead 

of temporary interactions.  

Emily Greer Cirillo 

NatGeo and the Pine 

Ridge Community Story-

telling Project 

In partnership with Cowbird 

(http://cowbird.com/
about/ ), National Geo-

graphic has launched the 

Pine Ridge Community 
Storytelling Project at:  

http://
ngm.nationalgeographic.co

m/2012/08/pine -ridge/
community-project.  This 

project captures the stories 
of life on the Pine Ridge 

Indian Reservation as told 
by the people of Pine Ridge 

in their own words.   

Also see this article about 

the decision to use Cowbird 
on the National Ge-

ographic's website: http://
www.cjr.org/

behind_the_news/
nation-

al_geographic_launches_a.

php. 

http://cowbird.com/about/
http://cowbird.com/about/
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2012/08/pine-ridge/community-project
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2012/08/pine-ridge/community-project
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2012/08/pine-ridge/community-project
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2012/08/pine-ridge/community-project
http://www.cjr.org/behind_the_news/national_geographic_launches_a.php
http://www.cjr.org/behind_the_news/national_geographic_launches_a.php
http://www.cjr.org/behind_the_news/national_geographic_launches_a.php
http://www.cjr.org/behind_the_news/national_geographic_launches_a.php
http://www.cjr.org/behind_the_news/national_geographic_launches_a.php
http://www.cjr.org/behind_the_news/national_geographic_launches_a.php
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Student:  Nicole Walsh  
 

While there is a great deal to be gained from reading books or listening to 
lectures about a culture, it is not until you are thrust into a social situation 

and personally interact with a culture that you truly learn. Throughout the 
Ojibwe field experience, I encountered many aspects of Ojibwe society and 

spirituality firsthand. We hear so often about aspects of Native life in the 
past tense. It was refreshing for me to be able to switch to the present tense 

and see Ojibwe people living in the ways of their ancestors long before Min-
nesota was a state. For example, the Ojibwe and many other tribes in North 

America customarily gesture or point with their lips. It seems like such a 
small expression of identity when compared to dancing at a powwow, partici-

pating in a sweat lodge ceremony, or harvesting wild rice the traditional way. 
However, after decades of forced assimilation, seeing this habit still occur-

ring today on Red Lake, Leech Lake, and White Earth reservations genuinely amazed me. 
 

 

Student:  Robert Jenkins  

 

One of the more moving experiences that I had while on the Ojibwe field experience was during a 

canoe trip down the Mississippi River. I had never stepped foot in a canoe before, nor had I ever 

seen the Mississippi River. My canoe partner was a Native by the name of Gimiwan Inini. Before 

the beginning of our 4-hour journey, Gimiwan blessed our class with a song to spirits above, and 

we soon set off down the river. While on the canoe trip, I inquired about many things in relation to 

spirituality in the Ojibwe culture and learned many of the beliefs that were held sacred over centu-

ries. The highlight of the canoe trip came when Gimiwan and I decided to divert from the river and 

hike up an unmarked path next to the river. While we were walking, Gimiwan stated that this land 

has probably been untouched for hundreds of years. When I reflect on that statement now, it is 

simply remarkable that I was able to marvel at land that was so untouched and peaceful. That 

experience will be one that I will remember for the rest of my life.  

Robert Jenkins 

Call for Student Research Proposals 

Penn State undergraduate and graduate students are invit-
ed to submit proposals to conduct research between April 

2013 and January 2014 on topics that focus on aspects of 
indigenous knowledge, with awards not to exceed $1,800. 

Awards will be funded through the M. G. Whiting Endowment 
for the Advancement of Indigenous Knowledge. If your pro-

posal is selected, you will be required to present your re-
search findings and/or project results at the 2014 ICIK Re-

treat or at an approved alternative event. Applicants for the 
Indigenous Knowledge Research Grants must be current Penn State students. The due date for 

proposal submissions is January 1, 2013. 
  

For more information, go to: http://icik.psu.edu/psul/icik/IKGrants.html . 

The Annual ICIK  
Anishinaabeg (Ojibwe) Seminar 

October 8, 2012 
 

This seminar, held on October 8 
in 2012, is the culmination of 

the cultural experience of Penn 
State students and always 

draws a crowd.  This yearõs sem-
inar òStudent Perspectives on 

Anishinaabeg Ways of Knowingó 
included students from the 

2010, 2011 and 2012 classes. 
 

To view this seminar, go to 
http://live.libraries.psu.edu and 

scroll down to select òStudent 
Perspectives on the An-
ishinaabeg Ways of Knowing.ó    

Native American Food Traditions 

The growing effort to revive Na-

tive American food traditions is 

captured in the article at the 

following url.   

 

http://grist.org/food/looking -

back-to-see-ahead-one-womans-

quest-to-bring-back-native-

american-food-traditions/  

http://icik.psu.edu/psul/icik/IKGrants.html
http://live.libraries.psu.edu
http://grist.org/food/looking-back-to-see-ahead-one-womans-quest-to-bring-back-native-american-food-traditions/
http://grist.org/food/looking-back-to-see-ahead-one-womans-quest-to-bring-back-native-american-food-traditions/
http://grist.org/food/looking-back-to-see-ahead-one-womans-quest-to-bring-back-native-american-food-traditions/
http://grist.org/food/looking-back-to-see-ahead-one-womans-quest-to-bring-back-native-american-food-traditions/
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FEATURE:  INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SHOWCASE 

 

Indigenous Knowledge in the Academy 

Indigenous Knowledge Showcase 

October 5, 2012 

9:00 amñ3:30 pm 

Foster Auditorium, Paterno Library, Penn State 
 

 
The October 5th event was the first Indigenous Knowledge Showcase in the history of Penn State. It 

was an undertaking of the Faculty Advisory Committee that oversees a $100,000 endowment for the 
advancement of indigenous knowledge that was received by Penn State in 2008/2009 from the Mar-

jorie Grant Whiting Center for Humanity, Arts and the Environment. The Whiting Endowment was giv-
en to Penn State, rather than to Cornell or Yale Universities where Dr. Whiting had studied, because 

Penn State's Interinstitutional Consortium for Indigenous Knowledge (ICIK) is the only global academ-
ic indigenous knowledge resource center in the U.S. and the Center's Board of Directors believed that 

the Whiting Endowment would be used effectively at Penn State to advance research, teaching and 
outreach related to indigenous knowledge in the academy.  

 
More than 50 participants gathered for the Showcase to highlight 17 years of steady network build-

ing and the gradual in-reach of indigenous knowledge into departments, colleges and campuses at 
Penn State. An interest in indigenous knowledge has brought together faculty. staff, students and 

townspeople who are interested not only in academic knowledge, but also in knowledge generated 

outside the academy in natural environments and local communities. In these naturalistic settings 
knowledge is generated by individuals using finely tuned skills acquired and transmitted through 

generations of watchful waiting, careful observation, thoughtful prediction and constant adaptation 
the has resulted, over time, in establishing connections that are missed by academic scholars.  

 
The Indigenous Knowledge Showcase was designed to make the case for welcoming knowledge from 

indigenous and local communities into the academy with the same dedication that land grant institu-
tions bring to their mission of outreach from the academy. 

 
Thanks were extended to the Showcase Planning Committee and to the members of the new Student 

Society for Indigenous Knowledge (SSIK) and especially it's officers, Maeve Klutch, Sarah Eissler and 
Cassidy Holmes, who handled many of the Showcase details. Audrey Maretzki, Showcase Co-Chair, 

also recognized Helen Sheehy and Amy Paster, Penn State Librarians, whose collaboration has made 
it possible for ICIK to have a new website, publicize its seminar series and make the presentations 

accessible world-wide through Media Site. ICIK's collaboration with the Libraries also enables Bednar 
interns to create promotional materials for indigenous 

knowledge events and, with the support of the Libraries, the 
collection of Dr. Michael Warren from the Center for Indigenous 

Knowledge in Agriculture and Rural Development at Iowa State 
has been acquired by Penn State and is currently being cataloged and digitized to make these price-

less documents globally accessible through the web.  
 

 

Dr. Audrey Maretzki (r) talks with 

keynote speaker, Dr. Eva Pell. 

Follow the Penn State Student 

Society for Indigenous 

Knowledge (SSIK) on Facebook 

at: http://www.facebook.com/

PSUIK.  

IK Showcase Planning Committee Members (L-R) Dr. Ted Alter, Agricultural Sciences; Audrey Maretzki, Agricultural Scienc-

es; Chris Palma, Eberly College of Science; Amy Paster, University Libraries; Phil Wilson, College of Medicine 

http://www.facebook.com/PSUIK
http://www.facebook.com/PSUIK
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Dr. Bruce Martin, who, since 2003, has provided students the oppor-
tunity to explore the indigenous ways of knowing of the Ojibwe, conduct-

ed a traditional Ojibwe ceremony to officially dedicate òThe Watcheró to 
Penn State. Sculpted by Ojibwe artist, Gordon van Wert, òThe Watcheró 

was gifted to the 2012 class of Penn State students by Red Lake Tribal 
Chairman, Floyd òBuckó Jourdain, during a May visit to his tribal office in 

Red Lake.    

Dr. Martin read the dedication in Ojibwe and then translated it into Eng-

lish.  

òNimiigwechiwendaamin Mezinaabikiwebizid "Genawaabanjiged," mii 

a'aw Eshpabid iwidi Miskwaagamiiwi-zaaga'oganiing Bezhigogaabaw 
gaa-miinaad onow gikinoo'amaaganan miinawaa enokiinijin owidi Penn 

State Gabe-gikendaasoowigamigong nawaj ji-gikenimind Ojibweg ezhi-

wiijikiiwendiyaang.ó 

òWe dedicate ôThe Watcherõ, a gift from Floyd Jourdain, Chairman of the 
Red Lake Nation, to be installed in the library of Penn State University, 

a reminder to students and faculty that we have much to learn from our 
Ojibwe friends and neighbors." 

 
Martin closed the ceremony with these words: òOn behalf of Chairman 

Jourdain, the Red Lake people, and the Penn State students of 2012, I 
dedicate ôThe Watcherõ to watch over our ten year relationship, to re-

mind students to observe carefully the world around them, and to 
strengthen our relationship and program for many decades to come.ó 

 

òThe Watcheró by Ojibwe 

artist Gordon van Wert 

Follow Native American stone sculptor Gordon van Wert 

on Facebook at: 

http://www.facebook.com/GordonVanWert1 

 

And watch Gordon van Wert on YouTube at:   

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uo2nd6lrJD8 

 
 

Dr. Bruce Martin begins the ceremo-

ny by honoring the òfour directions.ó 

òThe Watcheró was accepted on 

behalf of Penn State by Dr. Barbara 

Dewey, Dean of the University Li-

braries and Scholarly Communica-

tions, who announced that the 

sculpture would be permanently 

displayed in the Leisure reading 

Room of Pattee/Paterno Library. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uo2nd6lrJD8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uo2nd6lrJD8

