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Using Higher Education to Impact Policy for the Underserved

A s a young person, I was naïve to the background 
of many challenges Native people and millions 
of other Americans face. I accepted the way 

things were as status quo. As I grew older, I began to 
learn the history of those challenges. I learned that pol-
icy decisions often have a heavy hand in creating these 
issues and also, optimistically, that policy has a role to 
play in correcting the issues. I never imagined my sen-
sitivity to the challenges people face would draw me 
to social work and to policy work, yet, it has done just 
that. As a member of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation, 
solutions for Native specific issues are among the core 
of what I am interested in addressing. 
 I received my bachelor of science degree in psychology 
at Texas A&M University in August of 2015. A year later, 
after doing case management for homeless families and 
individuals in Bryan, Texas, I chose to pursue my mas-
ter of social work (MSW) degree. I made the decision to 
attend the George Warren Brown School of Social Work 
at Washington University in St. Louis for two reasons: 
their reputation as the top school of social work in the 
country and the Kathryn M. Buder Center for American 
Indian Studies. Before formally receiving word of my 

acceptance to the school, members of the Buder Center 
had reached out to me to congratulate me and inform me 
of the amazing support system the Buder Center has for 
Native students as well as the opportunity to learn about 
Native issues through the lens of social work. 
 I was amazed to learn that Washington University in 
St. Louis has held more presidential and vice presidential 
debates than any other university in the United States. I 
was one of just over 300 Washington University students 
who had the unbelievable opportunity to attend the 
Second Presidential Debate between Hillary Clinton and 
Donald Trump on October 9, 2016. While this election 
cycle was electric and historical, it overall left me dissatis-
fied with the lack of substantive discussion of real issues 
and truths in our country from our candidates. 
 The nature of the first debate held at Washington 
University in October of 1992 between President George 
H.W. Bush, Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton, and inde-
pendent candidate Ross Perot contrasts the most recent 
debate held at the University between Donald Trump 
and Secretary Hillary Clinton to a stark degree. Attacks 
made by the candidates in the Bush-Clinton-Perot debate 
were on the merit of the other candidates’ solutions to the 
questions asked. Though questions were raised regarding 
serious foreign and domestic concerns (the Affordable 
Care Act, the humanitarian crisis in Aleppo, energy 
policy and Islamophobia), this debate was dominated 
by personal attacks rather than the candidates’ plans to 
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Donald Trump’s slogan “Make America Great Again” 
appears to be a call to enhance the quality of life for 
Americans. If Americans in positions of power are only 
looking through the lens of individualism, the advance-
ments they make will certainly only boost positive effects 
for those in those positions and those like them. This 
highlights the need for us to get our Native voices heard. 
As future leaders in our communities, states, and this 
country, it will become our moral obligation to act as 
liaisons between people in power and those we represent 
to bring to light the issues we know to be prevalent in the 
Native community. I am pursuing my MSW with a spe-
cialization in policy to bring a social worker’s perspective 
into the policy arena. I will not allow certain populations 
of people to go overlooked but will advocate for change 
that enhances the lives of all. You do not have to be a 
social worker or a policymaker to do the same. Realize 
and do not underestimate the influence you can have as a 
professional and utilize it. Do not accept the current nar-
ratives as status quo. Speak up for yourself, speak up for 
your communities, and speak up for those whose voices 
are not heard. ✦

move this country forward. Even with the visibility of the 
protests against the Dakota Access Pipeline, no Native 
issues (the Dakota Access Pipeline itself, Native health-
care, etc.) were discussed in the debates. 
 

To request an application or for additional information contact Kellie Thompson, Assistant Director of the Kathryn M. Buder 
Center for American Indian Studies, at 314-935-4804 or kellie.thompson@wustl.edu. 
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Become a Field Site Supervisor to MSW students through our Social Workers 
Advancing Through Grounded Education (SAGE) Program  

The SAGE program recruits, trains, and financially supports Native and non-Native students as they complete 360 
hours of their concentration practica. The SAGE students are awarded paid practicums and complete their field 
education in Indian Country or with American Indian/Alaska Native populations, providing students with the 
necessary experience to transition into employment in Indian Country.  

SUPERVISOR REQUIREMENTS: 
Hold a Masters Degree 
    Two years post graduate experience 
Have worked at your agency for more than 1 year 
Practicum must serve AI/AN populations, including children and/or transitional- 
       aged youth (15-25) 
 
GOAL 
To train culturally-competent social workers to be evidenced-based mental and 
behavioral health providers serving American Indians and Alaska Natives 

I was amazed to learn that 
Washington University in St. Louis 
has held more presidential and vice 
presidential debates than any other 
university in the United States.

American political narratives pit individualism and col-
lectivism against one another, as if there is nothing in 
between. The reality is that all Americans live in between 
the two ideologies, and finding the middle ground is 
the only way the country will move forward to improve 
the well-being of this nation and all who call it home. 


