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WE ACHIEVE 
MORE
TOGETHER

“I’m proud of CEHSP’s place in UMD  
history and look forward to marking 
our anniversary with you in 2020 with 
some exciting celebratory events.” 

Greetings,

The University of Minnesota Duluth’s 
story began 125 years ago with education 
and teachers at its core. Long before our 
institution became part of the University of 
Minnesota, we were a normal school—
with the express purpose of training 
teachers. 

UMD has evolved considerably since its 
inception as the State Normal School 
at Duluth with its one-building campus, 
10 faculty members, and initial class 
of less than 100 young women. But the 
academic legacy of placing education 
at the forefront and ensuring we prepare 
students to be critically reflective learners 
and practitioners remains integral to 

what we do in the College of Education 
and Human Service Professions.

This inaugural issue of our “Synergy” 
newsletter highlights this significant 
milestone as well as some examples  
of the exemplary work of our faculty,  
students, and alums who share a  
commitment to making a difference  
in the lives of others.

I’m proud of CEHSP’s place in UMD 
history and look forward to marking our 
anniversary with you in 2020 with some 
exciting celebratory events. I’d also like 
to also announce our new initiative to 
raise $125,000 to support high impact 
educational practices. 

The 125th Anniversary Student Fund will 
support international experiences and 
travel opportunities for students to present 
their research. See our Development 
Corner on page 13 for more details 
about how you can make an incredible 
difference for CEHSP students through 
this effort. You can also visit our website 
to learn more: z.umn.edu/cehsp125.

Warmly,

Jill Pinkney Pastrana, Dean

“Education is the most revolutionary thing that can happen to a young person.  
It is the ultimate step in the achievement of one’s freedom.” ~Raymond Gibson, 
president of the Duluth State Teachers College and first provost of the  
University of Minnesota, Duluth Branch

To commemorate 125 years, we’re planning our first-ever CEHSP Alumni Reunion 
Weekend. Our special events will coincide with UMD’s Homecoming festivities. Stay 
tuned and find more details on our website: z.umn.edu/125CEHSP.

Save the date - October 23-24, 2020
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Choosing 
Adventure 
in Life and 
Work
Alums Find Success in 
Film and Television
By Lissa Maki

Trial and error are often prerequisites in 
the journey to discover one’s calling. 
But the right program can channel a  
passion and provide a path forward. 
UMD’s Environmental and Outdoor 
Education program did just that for J.J. 
Kelley (‘07) and Nova West (‘17). 

The two alums graduated a decade 
apart but their trajectories have similar 
themes. Both excelled in their course-
work and went on to internships with 
National Geographic that helped launch 
successful careers in film and television. 

Kelley is an Emmy-nominated filmmaker 
and host of a new Travel Channel show 
“Lost in the Wild” that premiered in 
December. West worked on a recent 
National Geographic documentary to 
find Amelia Earhart’s plane with Robert 
Ballard, the renowned deep-sea  
explorer who discovered the wreck of 
the Titanic.

The Urge to Explore 

As a teen, Kelley started exploring the 
woods around his home in Taylors Falls. 
“I just basically walked in every direc-
tion I could and fell in love with being 
outside,” he says.

High school treks fueled Kelley’s desire 
to venture farther. The day after gradua-
tion, he flew to the Philippines to help an 
adopted classmate find his birth mother. 

J.J. Kelley

The pair spent two months searching, 
eventually finding her. 

Kelley experienced culture shock and 
profound loneliness during the trip—but 
also euphoria. He became “thoroughly 
addicted to getting out of my comfort 
zone and seeing what this planet had  
to offer.”

Family camping trips to Northern Minnesota 
spurred West’s love of the outdoors. They 
provided a welcome contrast to daily life 
in Owatonna. 

“I had the autonomy to explore and to 
get really dirty and just see what’s out 
there,” says West, noting that their  
parents encouraged learning about nature.

“There was always this level of admira-
tion for the natural world coming from 
my parents,” explains West.   
Finding the Right Path

From the moment West was old enough 
to hold the family camcorder, they were
capturing events on video. “I remember 

being really excited about how it 
changed my worldview, looking through 
that viewfinder,” says West, who got a 
gig as a videographer for the local 
newspaper at age 15.

High school was difficult for West, who is 
a queer and trans person. Back then, they 
struggled with identity and career aspira-
tions. “I didn’t know what I wanted to do. 
I didn’t know if I wanted to go to college. I 
didn’t see a future for myself,” West says.

On a whim, West decided to check out 
UMD. They were awestruck driving into 
the city. “It’s absolutely stunning, no mat-
ter what time of year. As soon as I went 
over that hill the first time, I just knew. 
‘This is the place I’ve got to go.’”

West started out as an art major but one 
intro to outdoor education class shifted 
their career path. “It felt so natural to me,” 
says West. “I wanted to find new ways 
to show people what the outdoors has to 
offer and why we need to protect it.”

Continued on page 10
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UMD’s 
125th Anniversary 

Celebrating 125  
Years of Educating

Old Main Park, the site of the original campus.
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Faculty of the State Normal School at Duluth in 1907.

1895-2020: Celebrating 
UMD’s History

On April 2, 1895, the Minnesota State 

Legislature approved the creation of the 

State Normal School at Duluth. Eight years 

later, in 1903, seven women graduated 

with teaching degrees. In 1921, the Normal 

School became the Duluth State Teachers 

College. And in 1947, the Teachers College 

was named the Duluth Branch of the  

University of Minnesota.

The College of Education and Human 

Service Professions is at the core of this 

125-year educational legacy. Our CEHSP 
alumni are now spread across Minnesota, 
the region, the country, and the world. They 
are serving others and making a difference. 

We invite you to join us in celebrating our 
history in 2020 and in looking forward to 
the future together.

Eugene W. 
Bohannon, the 
first president 
of the State 
Normal School 
at Duluth. Bohannon Hall dedication, 1974.
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UMD’s 
125th Anniversary 

Celebrating 125  
Years of Educating

 Faculty in communicative disorders 
demonstrate audiometry equipment.

A student teacher 
at work in 1973.

Students of the 1920s.
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Student orientation in 1962.

Bridge adjacent to the 
Normal School grounds.
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People looking at a psychology survey in 1962.



A HISTORIC  
VIEWPOINT
John Hatten has seen 
more than 70 years of 
progress at UMD.
By Cheryl Reitan

When John T. Hatten was a young  
boy he had an inkling that he was  
surrounded by greatness. He attended the 
Laboratory School at the Duluth State Teachers 
College (DSTC), which was a model elemen-
tary school used to train teachers, and he paid 
attention to the people around him.

John T. Hatten

Hatten remembers playing softball for the 
first time in the seventh grade, “on a parking 
lot playing field.” He learned the rules for 
baseball and softball from a teacher who also 
served as the umpire.

“We had a softball that was three times the 
size of a regular one, very heavy and very 
big,” he remembers. “I was so small that I 
had no chance of ever hitting it far … So I 
schemed a little.”

He learned to hit foul balls and he got on first 
base over and over. “When I did that, [the ball] 
went over a hill and down a ravine” into the 

creek. “The umpire looked at me with such 
fire in his eyes … I got the message. 
I stopped doing that and I tried to learn how 
to play well.” Who was the umpire and 
physical education faculty member? None 
other than Ward W. Wells, who later became 
the head of the UMD physical education 
department and namesake of the current  Ward 
Wells Field House. 

School and More School

By all accounts, Hatten was a born academic. 
From kindergarten in a college setting until 
retirement as a university dean, he enjoyed 
scholarly pursuits. He went straight from 
Duluth East High School to UMD, where he 
graduated with a B.S. in 1959.

He received an M.A. from Purdue University 
in 1961 and his Ph.D. in 1965 from the 
University of Wisconsin Madison. Prior to the 
start of his teaching career at UMD in 1967, 
he was a public school speech-language 
pathologist and an assistant professor of 
speech pathology at Northern Michigan 
University. At UMD, the courses he taught 
included phonetics, communication  
disorders, and language disorders.

Mark Mizuko, who is currently a professor 
and head of the Department of Communication 
Sciences and Disorders, has high praise 
for Hatten. “John’s greatest asset was his 
connection to his students, and he valued 

teaching students as his main priority.” 
Mizuko tells a story about being offered a 
job at UMD. Hatten predicted, “You will  
return to Hawaii in two years.” But Mizuko 
did not leave. He continued in his UMD 
position and credits Hatten for the decision. 
“I stayed at UMD primarily because of 
John. He was a great mentor to me. He had 
valuable insights about administration and 
teaching focused on student success.”

When Hatten took on the role of assis-
tant dean and later associate dean of 
the Graduate School, he served on many 
committees at UMD. He presented several 
of his publications regionally, nationally, and 
internationally.

Dennis Falk, a UMD Distinguished Global 
Professor Emeritus worked with Hatten 
when Falk was director of graduate studies 
in social work. Falk said, “John was fair and 
committed to getting the best outcome for 
our program and its students. In all of my 
interactions with him, I appreciated John’s 
positive attitude and respectful behavior. He 
helped make UMD an enjoyable place to work.”

Hatten lives with his wife Pequetti and they 
divide their time between Edina, Minnesota, 
California and Arizona. 

UMD appreciates Hatten for his long 
association and significant contributions 
that have, in many ways, enriched students, 
colleagues, and the community.

8



Students Addressing Real-World Problems 
Public Health Class 
Tackles Vaping Epidemic
By Lissa Maki

The use of electronic cigarettes among 
young people has skyrocketed in recent 
years. A recent youth tobacco survey 
by the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention found that 1 in 4 U.S. high 
schoolers is vaping.

A rash of vaping-related deaths and lung 
injuries in 2019 gave rise to national 
concern and spurred some UMD Public 
Health students to take action. As part of 
their “Community Health Methods” class 
last fall, they tackled the issue of vaping 
and e-cigarettes within the campus 
community.

Amy Versnik Nowak, associate professor 
in the Department of Applied Human 
Sciences, designed the course, which 
gives students practical experience in 
addressing public health problems. “It 
builds skills and gives students a higher 
level of confidence through hands-on 
learning. The goal is that they’re prepared 
and ready to lead when they go into  
real-world settings,” Versnik Nowak says. 

Peer Education

Class members surveyed their peers to 
better understand opinions about vaping 
and created a “Nic Free at UMD” edu-
cational campaign. UMD Public Health 
program alum Taylour Blakeman (‘18), 
now a health specialist at the American 
Lung Association, mentored students and 
helped them fine-tune their messaging. 

Blakeman says she was impressed by 
the students’ comprehensive under-
standing of the issue, from the history of 
tobacco litigation to current health risks 
associated with vaping and emerging 
policies that seek to solve the problem. 
She points out the value of a campaign 
directed by young people. 

“It’s so powerful because they see it first-
hand. They know their friends are vaping 
and they want to find ways to help,” 
Blakeman says. “I’m really excited about 
the project and proud of their work.”

Senior Hannah Johnson was enrolled in 
the class and active in the semester-long 
project. For her, it was an eye-opening 
process. She also believes peers edu-
cating one another about the dangers of 
vaping can have a greater impact.
“If my mom is going to yell at me about 
vaping, naturally I’m going to rebel,” 
Johnson explains. “It’s crucial for kids 
our age to be talking to each other about 
this—because we’re more likely to listen 
to each other; we can relate to each 
other on a different level.”

Community Impact

The public health students organized 
a campus-wide presentation to share 
what they learned. They addressed a 
number of misconceptions their peers 

have, including the idea that vaping is 
a safe alternative to smoking combus-
tible cigarettes, a claim made by e-cig 
manufacturers.

Nic Free at UMD successfully attracted 
local news media attention. To continue 
the campaign’s momentum, Johnson 
will be interning during spring semes-
ter 2020 as part of a new joint effort 
between UMD Health Services and the 
UMD Public Health program.

Versnik Nowak notes that e-cig manu-
facturers have targeted young people 
with marketing and flavored vaping 
devices that resemble common objects, 
such as pens, whiteout, and flash drives, 
which can easily be hidden in a class-
room or backpack.

She anticipates the 
collaboration will mean 
additional outreach to 
UMD students and youth 
in the greater community. 
“We’re building on what 
we did last semester 
now and trying to  
connect more in the 
community to see  
where we can help.”

Find out more about the UMD Public 
Health program: z.umn.edu/umdpublic 
healthdegree and Nic Free at UMD:  
facebook.com/NicFreeUMD/.
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Continued from page 2

Choosing Adventure  
in Life and Work
Alums Find Success in 
Film and Television

Nova West

Channeling Wanderlust

Similarly, Kelley studied ancient language 
and culture for a year before realizing it 
wasn’t a good fit. “I felt like I was wasting 
a precious life,” says Kelley. “We’re only  
given 60 or 70 years—if we’re lucky—on 
this planet. Why do something that you  
don’t love?”

He packed up his truck and drove to 
Alaska, where he lived in a tent and 
worked as a kayak guide. Then he  
traveled some more.

Kelley moved to Duluth when he learned 
about UMD’s Environmental and Outdoor 

Education program. “I was the happiest 
person in the world when I realized I could 
go to school for this—for teaching about 
and protecting the outdoors,” he says. 
 Still, that wanderlust prevailed. He left 
after a semester to hike the Appalachian 
Trail from Maine to Georgia. It was a  
pivotal experience.

“That expedition made me realize so 
many things,” says Kelley. “I had profound 
breakthroughs and epiphanies. I thought it 
was a shame to waste that and I started to 
wonder if there was a way to share those 
stories with others.”

Faculty Encouragement

For an ambitious assignment in his final 
year at UMD, Kelley and a friend chron-
icled their 1,200-mile bike trip across 
Alaska to create a documentary, “Pedal  
to the Midnight Sun.”

Kelley credits faculty in the Department of 
Applied Human Sciences like Professor Ken 
Gilbertson for supporting this unconventional 
project. When it was time to cap off the 
program with an internship, Gilbertson was 
there again to encourage Kelley. 

“J.J. showed exemplary skills in commu-
nicating through videography,” Gilbertson 
says. “I knew the senior editor for National 
Geographic and suggested he aim high 
and apply for an internship there.”

National Geographic staff were impressed 
too. They not only accepted Kelley’s appli-
cation, they also aired his documentary. 
His three-month internship in Washington, 
D.C. was supported by a Richard and 
Carol Flint Environmental Scholarship.

Kelley continues to travel the world to work 
on a variety of film and journalistic projects. 
His work has appeared on National  
Geographic Channel, NOVA, Discovery J.J. Kelley

Nova West and the Exploration Vessel Nautilus. 
Photo by Itzel-Marine Gourmelon.
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Channel, Outside, PBS, and more. He  
credits that internship experience with 
jumpstarting his career. “I love that the 
program requires an internship. I wouldn’t 
be where I am professionally if not for that.”

Recognizing Student Potential

During West’s final year at college,  
Gilbertson similarly recognized their talent 
for videography and suggested a National  
Geographic internship. West says his 
support was instrumental, “It was just a 
godsend that he thought of me. He saw  
so much potential in me.”

West moved to D.C. and never looked 
back. One internship turned into another. 
Then came an assistant editor job with  
“The Incredible Dr. Pol,” a Nat Geo Wild 
series about a pioneering veterinarian. 

Networking and being in the right place at 
the right time have been integral to West’s 

“I felt like I was wasting 
a precious life,” says 
Kelley. “We’re only given 
60 or 70 years—if we’re 
lucky—on this planet. 
Why do something that 
you don’t love?”

success, but hard work, passion, and 
enthusiasm have factored in too.

Working on “Expedition Amelia,” was an 
exceptional experience. “It was really a 
once in a lifetime opportunity to be part of 
something bigger than myself,” says West. 
“There’s something about being in the 
place where things happened.”

The project affirmed West’s affinity for 
film and fieldwork and may help set their 
future course to go back to graduate 
school to delve deeper into environmental 
science. West looks forward with enthusiasm, 
eager for the next adventure.

“I’m really excited about being able to 
travel and see the world and be able to 
share the things that I experience,” says 
West. “The world is so rich and full of 
life and energy. I find myself in the most 
strange but amazing situations. It really 
just feels like I’m living.”

Go to the CEHSP news page for more ex-
tensive articles about J.J. Kelley and Nova 
West: cehsp.d.umn.edu/news-events.

Learn more about UMD’s Bachelor of 
Applied Science in Environmental and 
Outdoor Education at: z.umn.edu/eoebasc.
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Honoring a Loved One by Giving Back 

accounting, retiring in 1992. He served 
as an enthusiastic member of the Lions 
Club for 59 years and was passionate 
about the club’s involvement in the area 
of communicative disorders. 

The Andersons were both UMD alumni. 
Evelyn graduated from UMD in 1955 
with a degree in home economics. They 
were married for 56 years and enjoyed 
the music, theater, and art available on 
the UMD campus. 

In Evelyn’s words, “We have always been 
grateful for the educational experiences 
the University provided us, as students 
and as community members. Now I’m 
happy we’re able to give back with  
ongoing support to help future  
generations of students.”

New Scholarship for Communication Sciences and Disorders Students

Evelyn and William Anderson

The William D. and Evelyn M. Anderson 

Scholarship was established by Evelyn in 
2018 to honor her husband Bill’s legacy 
as well as their shared love of UMD and 
commitment to quality education. 

Bill graduated from Duluth’s Central High 
School and received a bachelor’s degree 
in business and economics from the 
University of Minnesota Duluth in 1951. 
He worked in the fields of business and 

Professor Honored for  
Dedication to American 
Indian Education

By Lissa Maki

David Beaulieu first became interested in 
American Indian education while a student 
at the University of Minnesota Twin Cities 
in the 1970s. He says the curriculum at the 
time did not resonate with his identity and 
was tainted by prejudice and racism.  

Despite these challenges, Beaulieu went 
on to receive undergraduate and graduate 
degrees from UMN. “I became involved 
in my work associated with Indian affairs 
and education when I first learned I could 
take charge of my own education,” he 
says. “I believe that the best of our ideas in 
Indian education come by way of placing 
Indian students at the center of their own 
education.”  

While completing his graduate studies, 
Beaulieu joined a unique cohort of 
American Indian graduate students 
from across the country. He says the 
relationships he formed with students  
in programs at UMN, Harvard, Penn 
State, and Arizona State “formed the 
foundation of the future of Indian  
education at the time and the work  
I would do for the rest of my life.” 

The National Indian Education Association 
(NIEA) honored Beaulieu with a Lifetime 
Achievement Award at its national  
convention last October for his career- 
long commitment to improving educational 
opportunities for American Indians.

Photo by Theresa Beaulieu. Pictured are 
CEHSP Dean Jill Pinkney Pastrana, Professor 
David Beaulieu, and Lt. Governor Peggy  
Flanagan at the NIEA Convention on October 9.

As part of this recognition, NIEA launched 
the Dr. David Beaulieu Legacy Scholarship, 
which is earmarked for Native  
undergraduate students seeking degrees 
in education, policy, political science, or 
public administration. It’s a fitting tribute to 
a man who devoted his career to making 
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change in these areas. An enrolled  
member of the White Earth Minnesota 
Chippewa, Beaulieu’s career in American 
Indian education spans more than four 
decades. He is professor emeritus of 
education policy studies at Arizona State 
University and currently serves as UMD’s 
Ruth Myers Endowed Professor of  
American Indian Education. 

At UMD, Beaulieu says he is continuing 
to work on behalf of Ruth Myers’ lega-
cy. The Ojibwe woman is known as the 
“grandmother of Indian education in 
Minnesota.” She was the first American 
Indian elected to a Minnesota school 
district board and was later appointed to 
the Minnesota State Board of Education. 

Myers and others organized the first 
national conference on American Indian 
education in Minnesota in 1969. Beaulieu 
worked closely with Myers in the 1980s to  

125th Anniversary Student Fund

Consider making a gift to support high  
impact educational practices for our 
students. As we celebrate UMD’s 125th 
anniversary, help us elevate our students’ 
education through international experiences 
and innovative research opportunities  
by raising $125,000 to support  
these practices. You can give directly online 
at: z.umn.edu/cehsp125.

There are so many ways to make a lasting 
impact through a gift to your alma mater. 
Let us help you find the most meaningful 
way to invest in CEHSP and find joy in 
seeing the impact of your giving. To learn 
more about how you can make a difference 
in the lives of our students, contact Nicole 
Kangas, our development officer.

implement important changes to Amer-
ican Indian education policy while he 
was Director of Indian Education with the 
Minnesota Department of Education. This 
included state legislation to equalize state 
funding to tribal schools.

“That fact that significant 
numbers of Indian people 
are now in state offices 
and Congress and venues 
like that is at least one 
indication of the success 
of Indian education efforts 
over the past 50 years.”

In the 1990s, Beaulieu served as  
Minnesota’s Commissioner of Human 

Rights under Governor Arne Carlson.  
In this role, he brought national attention 
to the issue of student-to-student sexual 
harassment. He moved to Washington, 
D.C. in 1997 to direct the U.S. Department
of Education’s Office of Indian Education
and later served on the NIEA board
of directors.

Beaulieu was pleased to have the  
honor of introducing Lt. Governor  
Peggy Flanagan, who is also a White 
Earth tribal member, at the NIEA  
conference and points to the  
significance of having Native people  
in leadership roles. 

“That fact that significant numbers of  
Indian people are now in state offices 
and Congress and venues like that is at 
least one indication of the success  
of Indian education efforts over the 
past 50 years.”

Development Corner
Do you want to make an impact in the life of a student? We can help!

As the stories in this issue illustrate,  
CEHSP students make a difference in the 
lives of others. They’ve been doing so for 
nearly 125 years. Their work is inspiring 
and worthy of support. Many student  
opportunities were made possible by  the 
philanthropic support of people like you. 
Thank you! 

Throughout 2020, the University of  
Minnesota Duluth celebrates our 125th  
anniversary. Our alumni are teachers, 
social workers, scholars, and leaders in  
our communities—their impact has  
been enormous. Let’s celebrate all that  
we have accomplished and look ahead to 
the work we have before us. 

Nicole Kangas
Development Officer

218-726-6692
nikangas@d.umn.edu

13

mailto:nikangas@d.umn.edu
https://give.umn.edu/giveto/cehsp125


FOREST, FORTS,  
AND CHILDREN
Graduate Student  
Explores Environmental 
Learning
By Britney Leanos

Stowe Elementary students are playing 
outside on a chilly day. Leslie Bucar 
is close by, smiling at the kids, even 
though they have abandoned their coats. 
Bucar knows this is a result of her work. 
Her students have been with her in the 
classroom, the recreation center, and 
the forest through all seasons at Stowe. 
They’re comfortable outside.

Built with an  
Environmental Vision 

Leslie Bucar inspects the fort built by the Stowe Elementary students. 

In the 1990s, Stowe Elementary School, 
which is located in Gary New Duluth,  
received a new building with environ-
mental education in mind. The forest, 
trails, a lab, a pond, and a courtyard, 
formed the foundation.

Later, Jennifer Frisch, a UMD associate 
professor in the environmental education 
program, and  Nathan Glockle, a new 
principal, revitalized the original  
environmental vision for Stowe. 

Frisch wanted the program to be bigger 
than just the classroom. She wanted to 
have an environmental impact on the 
community.

Bucar’s Impact

When Bucar first came to Stowe, she 
established recess clubs to give students 
new outdoor experiences like snowshoe-
ing, gardening, and fort building. They 
also have after school programs.

“I wanted to be a resource for teachers,” 
Bucar says. Creating all that activity 
in the school was spurred on by the 
teachers’ assistance and willingness 
to change their curriculum. They too 
received support. The teachers’ efforts 
were supported by a National Oceanic 

and Atmospheric Administration Bay 
Watershed Education and Training grant.

The outside activity allows students to 
release energy productively and become 
more focused when they are back in 

their classroom. Frisch also has the goal 
of getting students to see the outdoors 
as a safe space. While students come 
from many different home lives, they can 
appreciate the outdoors on many levels.

Making the Forest  
Available to All

Bucar is most proud of the school forest 
accessibility. She marked two trails in the 
forest, an accessible one and a longer 
one. Now, students of all needs can 
experience environmental education. She 
also honors the large Indigenous student 
population. She painted the courtyard 
benches white, yellow, red, and black, 
the colors of the medicine wheel, and 
aligned them in the traditional way of 
north, east, south, and west.

The school is starting to work Indigenous 
names and teachings into the curriculum 
and plans to bring in members from 
the community to teach their traditional 
knowledge to students.

Bucar says, “I learned a lot. I was 
surprised by teachers being so willing 
to add new things and ideas to their 
curriculum.”

Learn about UMD’s Master of Environmental 
Education: cehsp.d.umn.edu/meed.

This article was written by Britney 
Leanos, a UMD student majoring in  
environmental science. 
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Using an Indigenous Lens
UMD Center a Leader in Tribal Child Welfare Worker Training

By Lissa Maki

Congress passed the Indian Child Wel-
fare Act (ICWA) more than four decades 
ago to help counter the devastating  
impact of years of callous national 
policies that uprooted American Indian 
children from their families and culture.

Incremental progress has been made, 
but Minnesota still has the highest rate 
of any state in the country for out-of-
home placement of American Indian 
children. The latest available data shows 
that Native kids in Minnesota are 18 
times more likely to be placed in foster 
care than their white peers. 

UMD’s Center for Regional and Tribal 
Child Welfare Studies (CRTCWS) has 
been working to address this complex, 
systemic problem since 2005. The 
center serves as an important connector 
between American Indian tribes, aca-
demia, government agencies, and the 
community. 

“We have really strong linkages with 
tribal communities throughout the state 
and beyond. We always keep on top of 
emerging issues and how we can be 
of assistance,” says Priscilla Day, who 
directed the center, based in the UMD 
Department of Social Work for 12 years.

Under Day’s leadership, CRTCWS 
became recognized as a leader in the 
state and nationally for its approach 
to training child welfare workers. The 
center’s collaborative method engages 
tribal leaders, government entities, and 
the child welfare workforce.

The overarching goal is to prevent 
out-of-home placement of American 
Indian children or fostering in non-Native 
homes unless absolutely necessary,  
according to Bree Bussey, current  
director of CRTCWS.

Bussey points out that the many systems 
in place to address child welfare issues 
tend to be compartmentalized and  
adversarial. “Our approach teaches  
students and practitioners to see the 
world from a relational perspective … 
Not to look at how we’re different but to 
look at how we can work together.  
Because it’s the families that suffer 
when we don’t.”

CRTCWS and its tribal partners received 
one of three federal grants in the nation 
to bolster training among American 
Indian child welfare workers. Now the 
center has been chosen to spearhead 
an intensive 40-hour certification for all 
child welfare workers in Minnesota.

In fall 2019, CRTCWS entered into a  
joint powers agreement with the  
Department of Human Services (DHS) 
and the University of Minnesota Twin 
Cities Child Welfare Training Academy 
to conduct the training, which is being 
developed along with input from tribal 
leaders. CRTCWS is also collaborating 
with Minnesota tribes to work with DHS 
on a legislative proposal to have ongoing 
funding for the training included in the 
Governor’s budget.

The new Aabinoojiiyag-Wakhanheza Un 
Thantanhanpi – For all the Children -  
Sacred Being: Tribal Training and  
Certification Partnership (TTCP) will 
ensure child welfare workers learn  
about American Indian culture and the 
historical trauma endured by tribes 
in this country, from colonization to 
boarding schools and beyond. Bussey 
explains, “The vast majority of people 
don’t know about this country’s history 
of systematically breaking up tribes, 
rounding up children, and sending them 
to boarding schools. The public school 
systems don’t teach that.”

Bussey adds, “There are people who 
work in the child welfare system who 
have no understanding of the political 
status of American Indians, which gives 
tribes the right to determine what  
happens to their own children.” 
Reframing the problem with this  
historical understanding and cultural 
lens can help reduce practitioner as-
sumptions and biases, a critical piece  
for the preservation of Native families. 

“People have transformations in the 
training,” asserts Karen Nichols, 
CRTCWS associate director. “It engages 
not just people’s heads but their hearts. 
We’re not going to change the system 
unless we change hearts.”
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Researching 
Mental Health 
in Kenya
Lessons Learned While 
Studying Abroad

Katie Desautels  

Katie Desautels moved to Kenya last fall 
not knowing what exactly to expect.  

Like most students who study abroad, 
she returned with invaluable lessons  
and insights.

Desautels is a senior at UMD, majoring 
in psychology. She relocated to Kenya  
to do research with support from the  
Katherine E. Sullivan Scholarship,  
which grants students from University  
of Minnesota campuses the ability to 
gain experience and perspective  
through studying in a different country.

Before she left for Kenya, Desautels 
said, “A lot of people generalize Africa, 
and that feels unfair.” She decided to 
focus her research on examining the 
stigma, misconceptions, and barriers 
surrounding mental health in urban vs. 
rural Kenya.

After Katie arrived in Kenya in August 
2019, she became passionate about the 
disparities she saw regarding access  
to healthcare in rural areas. She was 
inspired to address the challenge even 
though she was in a different culture 
and country. 

“The systemic issues which cause  
global disparities have me angry.  
We’ve identified some of the perpetrators  
creating these disparities, and now  
I want to be part of a team that uses 
science-backed tactics to dismantle 
these failed programs and institutions. 
I want to build something better,”  
she says. 

Desautels’ study was part of the  
Minnesota Studies in International  
Development program that teaches 
about the culture and language of the 
Swahili people. This helped with her 
immersion into the community. 

“I feel like I’ve learned how to navigate 
and learn another culture without forcing 
my own culture on others,” she says. 
“It’s important for future study abroad 
students to experience without  
judgment, and examine the biases  
that form their worldview.”

This article was written by Rikkia Walker,  
a UMD journalism student.
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