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Impact Engagement Learning
What delights me most about our Global
Engagement
for
Understanding
(GEU)
Program is the impact of engagement on
intercultural learning.
Engagement means
bringing together different people and ways of
knowing to share genuine conversation and
real life experiences. A story best illustrates.
Thirty students from 17 different countries
traveled with me to the Isabella Reservation
School for the Saginaw Chippewa Tribal
Nation’s Annual Round Dance. We made our
way toward the sacred fire crackling at the
school’s entrance. Prepared in advance, each
student placed asema on the flames, offered
prayers or stood in silence, before entering the
dance arena. Students offered food to several
women who were already preparing the feast.

Ojibwe people introduced themselves and welcomed
the students, the beginning of new relationships. An
hour later, the community elders gathered in a circle
for the pipe ceremony followed by prayers in
Ojibwemowin. The pipe was lit, and smoke was
offered to Creator, Mother Earth, and the Four
Directions. An elder stood and prayed, seeking a
blessing on their land, community, elders, drummers,
dancers, children and visiting guests. The students
observed quietly, formulating questions to ask new
friends during and after the ceremony. Summoned by
an elder, twenty musicians came to the center of the
arena. Suddenly, twenty drums reverberated through
the arena. Community members rose to their feet,
slowly forming several circles around the drummers,

upper bodies erect, hips swaying, feet lifting,
movements aligning clockwise with the syncopated
beat of the drums. This ancient culturally defining
ceremony required no instruction, only summoning
vibrations to join the circle moving rhythmically as
one. Hesitating, students listened and observed,
unwilling to risk mistakes or failure. But unable to
resist the power of the drum and encouraging nods
from new friends, they were slowly drawn in.
Awkwardly, they moved into the circle, trying to
imitate others instead of releasing their minds and
bodies to the syncopated beat of the drums. With
the drum as teacher, their attention and their
bodies were eventually given to the drum and they
found their place in the circle, moving effortlessly
as one diverse synchronous community.
Participating in the Annual Round Dance is engaged
education, transformational rather than informational
learning, so important in intercultural contexts. This
way of learning is the heartbeat (dewe’igan) of our
GEU Program. This way of engagement makes me
happy, whether it occurs on the Isabella Reservation or
in our Commons around an intercultural holiday event
or community meal, because it results in a deeper
understanding of the many differences found in our
world.
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