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Introduction & Purpose //  

 A land-grant university is a collegiate institution in the United States that was designated 
by a state to receive funding created by the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890. The Morrill Acts set 
aside federal lands in order to erect colleges that would benefit agricultural and mechanical arts. 
Unfortunately, most of the federal domain lands were possessed by indigenous communities. 
Through expropriation and violence, the Morrill Acts converted native lands into college 
endowments. These colleges represent a dark history of “settler colonialism” (Nash, 2019) as 
they were founded upon the eradication of indigenous rights and cultural history. Auburn 
University is a land-grant university that was also established on indigenous Creek land. 
According to an investigative journalism website operated by High Country News, Auburn 
University benefited from the sale of 2,635 land parcels (239,646 acres) in the U.S. Upon the 
sale of the land, Auburn University was able to be founded with $0 spent of its own funds. 
Though the university paid no money for its creation, the true price of Auburn University is great 
and tragic. Auburn’s land grant took land from 178 different tribal nations, dispossessing their 
people and uprooting their way of life without compensation or apology. 

It is now up to Auburn University to provide a land acknowledgement statement to 
recognize, appreciate, and apologize for their debt to indigenous people. An acknowledgement 
statement is a formal statement that recognizes and honors indigenous people as original 
caretakers of the land that was taken from them during Native dispossession. There is a rising 
trend throughout higher education institutes to remember and acknowledge the communities 
that are responsible for their existence. It is necessary that Auburn University join the movement 
to convey its appreciation for the involuntary sacrifice that led to its foundation. Auburn is a 
large, leading university that must right its wrongs in order to promote social, environmental, and 
cultural sustainability. Beginning with a statement, Auburn University can strive to mend its 
relationships with native communities, enact programs that benefit descendants, reform effects 
of the Morrill Acts, and establish new norms valuing Native American history and culture.  

This project and our multiple outputs will act as this starting point for the university, with 
well-researched historical documentation, analyses of land acknowledgement statements and 
recommendations for how to write them, and finally a list of action plan proposals that the 
university can couple a land acknowledgement statement with in order to prevent this from 
being viewed as performative. 
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Sustainability Rationale & Goals //  

Our semester goals of laying a foundation to further the research of this topic and to 
develop useful and beneficial deliverables that Auburn University can use have come to fruition. 
We now look towards our long-term goals of increased awareness of indigenous land 
acknowledgement and sustainability-focused implementation, which can be seen through the 
share of our deliverables on campus platforms and increased conversations about this on both 
the highest levels of administration dialogue and on the level of student engagement.  

This project has identified 5 major areas where sustainability will be increased through 
the implementation of our outputs and further research.  

Honoring the Truth:  The first step in addressing any problem should be to research what is 
the ultimate truth and what is the historical context of the issue at hand. This is necessary for a 
land acknowledgement project to ever provide any real value or meaning to the indigenous and 
non-indigenous communities they include. The history of The Morrill Act, land-grant schools, 
displacement & attacks on indigenous peoples, rewrites of history, and Auburn University is 
complex and mostly unacknowledged now. The dark truth is being brought to light via the 
research aspect of this project and this information that is needed to accompany land 
acknowledgement will be made widely available to all. Another aspect of honoring the truth is 
honoring the people who were disrupted and oppressed, i.e., the native communities. 
Documenting both their histories and their presence today is an important task when developing 
land acknowledgement statements. This fight for justice and truth falls within the 16th UN 
Sustainable Development Goal, ‘Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions.’  

Building Partnerships & Connections: Sustainable development includes building 
partnerships. In fact, the 17th UN Sustainable Development Goals is all about building 
collaborative partnerships between diverse groups. Currently, there is a huge disconnect 
between Auburn University and indigenous communities, especially our American Indian 
students. This project aims to be a catalyst for developing true and invigorating partnerships for 
sustainable goals, collaborative research projects, and campus diversity. Partnering with tribal 
communities, when done with the benefit of Native Americans as the ultimate goal, has many 
benefits. As a part of the action plan section of this project, these partnerships will be 
recognized as a necessary component and plans for partnerships will be proposed in multiple 
aspects and with a few, equally beneficial and viable variations. 

Equitable Education: Education remains one of the most important and pivotal aspects of 
sustainable development, social equity, and opportunity across the globe and is the fourth UN 
SDG. In a university that was created to perpetuate higher education and economic 
advancement, unequitable educational opportunities fall short of the university’s expressed 
vision and goals. Auburn University has failed its Native American students by not providing 
attention to their needs, barriers, and goals. More action plans will be proposed in this project 
that relate to developing a better on-campus experience for native students, developing a 
native-oriented curriculum option, and offering hands-on, impactful internship opportunities 
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Social Inclusion: The United Nations considers equity and social inclusion to be one of its main 
shared principles and commitments, as outlined in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (‘Transforming our World,’ 2015). Many of the 17 UN SDGs include social 
inclusion as a tool for completing objectives, even ones that do not outwardly represent social 
sustainability. Native American culture and social inclusion underpins all facets of this project. 
During the research, statement development, and action proposal facets of this project culture 
has been celebrated and honored. There are many curated and intentional action plans 
proposed that highlight increased indigenous social inclusion on campus. 

Environmental Impacts: Grass-roots indigenous movements are being centered around land-
rights, conservation of traditional practices, and equitable access to resources. The 13th and 
15th UN SDGs, climate action and life on land, will see progress through this project’s research 
and action plans. Considering Auburn’s responsibility to give back to native communities, 
donating to and partnering with native organizations fighting for eco-related rights and 
regulations will make a huge impact on environmental sustainability. Also, developing 
collaborative research projects is an aspect of our action plan proposals. These co-grant 
research projects with native communities can have great environmental impacts, such as 
restoring ecosystems, enhancing native food sovereignty efforts, and gathering data about 
climate change using an indigenous framework and point of view. 

 

Project Contacts //  

Greg Schmidt: schmigr@auburn.edu;  (334) 844-1736  

- Head of Auburn University’s Library Special Collections and Archives 
- Expert in anthropology, environmental studies, sociology, special collections, and sustainability 
- Advising on accessing the best research material 

Dr. Gordon Ambrosino: gra0010@auburn.edu; 334-844-5008 

- Associate professor, landscape archaeologist, and art historian at Auburn University 
- Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) Coordinator 
- Advising on developing a land acknowledgement statement and working closely with native 
leaders and communities 

Dr. Sarah Hamilton: srhamilton@auburn.edu; 334-844-4360 

- Director of the Academic Sustainability Program at Auburn University 
- Advising on preliminary research and furthering the resource list 

Dr. Mark Freeland: mark.freeland@sdstate.edu 

- American Indian Studies Program Coordinator at South Dakota State University 
- Leadership position within the SDSU Wokini Initiative 
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- Advising on incorporating AI studies, Wokini Initiative development, and student development 
opportunities 

Prof. Nicole Gaillard: gaillnb@auburn.edu 

- Professor in AU Hospitality Management Program & events expert & previous director of the 
Auburn Black Student Union 
- Advising on developing fundraising & cultural awareness events on campus and how to 
promote inclusion and diversity for underrepresented students 

Dr. Ellie Lee: shl0003@auburn.edu 

- Deputy Director of the AU Korea Center - King Sejong Institute 
- Assisting with questions related to having cultural centers on campus, the benefits to students, 
offering specialized courses and dedicated faulty, and intentional programs 

Scholarship Office at Auburn University 

-  Assisting with questions related to scholarship opportunities for native students, scholarship 
marketing & outreach, and how develop new scholarships 

JuWan Robinson: jdr0097@auburn.edu 

- Chief of Staff, Special Assistant at the Auburn University Office of Inclusion and Diversity 
- Answering questions related to Indigenous student demographics at Auburn, native 
representation within the OID, and how to get a statement approved and published on behalf of 
Auburn. 

National Association of Tribal Historic Preservation Officers (NATHPO): info@nathpo.org; 
202-628-8476  
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Methods and Deliverables //  

 The project began with preliminary research about the topic, familiarizing ourselves with 
the history, and reading about the sustainability rationale regarding the development of land 
acknowledgement statements and actions. From there, we brainstormed what we wanted to see 
come to fruition by the project’s end and created three major sections of the project to reach our 
goals. Each group member took a section that played best to our strengths and interests, and 
we compiled an annotated bibliography and a list of deliverables that each group member would 
be responsible for producing based on our individual focuses. 

 

Section 1: History - Elizabeth Dudle (see Appendix A) 

To begin a project with such a buried subject-matter and rich historical background, we 
found it crucial to appoint a group member to work on a historical profile for Auburn University’s 
Land Acknowledgement. Having a background in Law and Justice and learning that Auburn’s 
acknowledgement stems from the passing of the Morrill Act, I knew this was right up my alley.  

Preliminary Research 

To start, studying to truly understand the deep and complex history behind the purpose 
of the land grant acknowledgement statement was necessary. Why would our school need to 
issue an acknowledgement? What type of Auburn history are we not taught about? Our group 
needed to have answers to these questions before we even began to think about drafting a 
statement.  

Research was conducted through contact leads, the Auburn University library database 
and Archives Department, and our key resource, High Country News’s landgrabu.org. These 
resources proved to be hearty reservoirs of the necessary information regarding Auburn 
University’s land-grant and indigenous dispossession. I began by researching the history of land 
grant universities and The Morrill Act; it’s relationship to Auburn University, indigenous peoples, 
and land acknowledgement statements. I analyzed over 20 articles, academic journals, and 
historical reports to compile a report that details Auburn University’s founding following the 
Morrill Act.  

Last step was compiling the relevant historical data about Auburn University and the 
Morrill Act to feature in the background and introduction of our project report and submitting the 
historical findings for my groupmates to propel their research from. It has been extremely 
important knowledge for us to possess when communicating with our contacts, especially those 
of indigenous communities. Having a deep understanding of the reason for the 
acknowledgement, backed with historical testimonies, numerical evidence, and well-
documented reports has enabled us to prove to why Auburn University’s past necessitates an 
acknowledgement statement.  
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Finalizing the Deliverables 

1. Indigenous Tribes Affected Infographic 

Through a search of Auburn University on landgrabu.org, I gathered general information 
about the 178 affected tribal nations, how much was taken from the biggest contributors to 
Auburn’s land grant, and how much money was raised from their involuntary sacrifice. I 
determined the compilation of losses to indigenous communities through the sale of their lands.  

I then chose to feature the top 10 indigenous tribes that had the most land taken from 
them for the benefit of Auburn University. These tribal nations are those whose sale of land 
contributed the most profit for Auburn University’s land grant. I chose to do this to showcase the 
magnitude of the losses to the indigenous tribes in contrast to the immense gains Auburn 
received in exchange. With so many tribes affected by the funding of Auburn University, it would 
be difficult to highlight all of them in a graphic, but this deliverable allows for a general idea of 
how each tribe was impacted in terms of land loss and university profit.  

2. “A Look at a Parcel” Visual 

           To showcase an example of how ingigenous land was so wrongly taken by the Morrill 
Act, I made a visual deliverable that focuses on one parcel of land. Using the interactive map 
search on landgrabu.org, I picked a land parcel at random that was sold for Auburn University’s 
land grant. I created a deliverable showing the land as it existed before modernization 
contrasted with the graphic depiction of the parcel. I detailed the size and location of the parcel, 
as well as the method and brief history of the indigenous dispossession from the parcel. I also 
included general facts about overall forced indigenous movement from all parcels sold for the 
benefit of Auburn University. This deliverable portrays the reality of the Morrill Act and shows 
that the land was not voluntarily surrendered for state colleges, but was really the product of 
government power and illegal trickery. 

3. The Morrill Act and Auburn University Historical Timeline 

Before the timeline, I laid out the history surrounding the project beginning with 
indigenous settlement to the Morrill Act, spanning through land grants sold for Auburn, and 
finishing with what Auburn has evolved into today. I created a general timeline detailing how and 
when the enactment of the Morrill Acts led to Auburn University’s creation. I featured 
descriptions of the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890, the foundation of Auburn University, and 
general important historical milestones of our land-grant university since the impact of the Morrill 
Acts.  
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Section 2: Land Acknowledgement Statement - Anna Lyle (see Appendix B) 

This section focused on providing examples of land acknowledgement statements from 
other colleges and universities and was created to highlight and analyze the quality of the 
contents and composition of other statements. The hope is that these deliverables can be used 
as tools in the future for creating a successful land acknowledgement statement. A working 
Auburn University land acknowledgement statement is also provided. 

Statement Deliverable 1: A document highlighting land acknowledgement statements, 
comparing “good” and “bad” ones, and explaining why based on research and contact expertise. 

In order to produce this document, 25+ case studies were analyzed to gather information 
on what makes a successful statement. Research was done on various articles written by 
Native Americans explaining what a successful statement includes/omits. The deliverable 
document was then formatted to be engaging and easy to read. 

This document will act as a resource for future projects at Auburn and at other schools 
who want to look at the differences between good and bad statements. This document will also 
feature recommendations about how to write the best and most respectful statement, especially 
for Auburn. 

Statement Deliverable 2: A draft land acknowledgement statement relating to this semester’s 
focus on the Morrill Act & the land sold in the Western U.S. in order to generate funds for 
Auburn. 

Research was conducted on other land acknowledgement statements, including their 
contents and how they are formatted. Other colleges and universities were contacted to ask 
what their processes were for writing their statements. Reaching out to Native American authors 
who have written articles about writing successful land acknowledgements was another step in 
this process. Professionals at Auburn University were also contacted for assistance in writing 
the statement and to find out what the process would be to have it published for the public. All 
research and advice was then applied to the deliverable. The draft statement will be ready to be 
added to and adapted when the next semester does a project about local land and local tribal 
communities. Suggestions for where the statement could be located (online on school website, 
office of inclusion and diversity webpage, on plaques and where the plaques would be, etc.) will 
be provided. The draft statement developed is: 

"Auburn University recognizes the importance of acknowledging that 178 tribes including the 
Arapahoe, Cheyenne, and Sioux had their land stolen and sold in order to generate our 
university's endowment via the Morrill Act. We believe that true acknowledgement comes from 
action, and we strive to continue to foster blossoming relationships with tribal communities and 
establish connections to aid in reconciliation and further encourage diversity among the Auburn 
Family.” 
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Section 3: Action Plans - Lily Herbert (see Appendix C) 

 This section focused on how Auburn University could actually take action to better 
represent the existing diversity statement and the potential land acknowledgement statement 
that this project hopes to inspire. Writing and publicizing a statement like this needs to be 
coupled with tangible and intentional action or else it risks being viewed as performative and 
ultimately disrespectful to the indigenous communities it addresses.    

Preliminary Research  

In creating the action proposal document for the university, the first thing to do was 
preliminary research about what native communities and students need, especially in terms of 
higher education. Research was focused on finding articles and reports done by Native 
Americans, experts, and professional researchers. Sifting through the findings allowed for the 
three main groups of action that would best reflect Auburn University’s abilities. Once grouped, 
case studies were examined to create the individual action plans with dialogue about why 
certain things worked, how other universities could replicate the actions, and how Auburn could 
take on these projects. 

1. The Native American Student Experience 

In the first group, the Native American student experience, actions were proposed that 
related to ways in which native students succeed in a higher education institution. Barriers and 
persistence factors have been thoroughly documented by researchers (Guillory and Wolverton, 
2008). Barriers include financial burdens and a lack of academic preparation. To address these, 
scholarship development, waiving out-of-state tuition, and offering bridge courses before the 
freshman year are all proposed. Persistence factors include giving back to the tribal community 
and on-campus social support. To address these, offering intentional academic and 
development tracks, adding spaces and groups on campus for indigenous students, and hands-
on internship programs are all proposed. 

2. On-Campus Awareness and Cultural Engagement 

The second grouping, on-campus awareness and cultural engagement, focuses on the 
broader Auburn community and getting the entire student body, faculty, and surrounding locals 
to become more educated and supportive of indigenous communities and land 
acknowledgement. Displaying signage around campus, hosting fundraising and awareness 
events, considering a diversity requirement in the general curriculum, and hosting more 
indigenous faculty on campus are all included within this group. It is important for all students to 
be aware of the progress that the university would be making by adopting these action plans 
and developing a land acknowledgement statement, so ensuring that all of this does not get 
swept under the rug and is instead made public should be a priority. 
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3. Collaborative Research and Outreach Projects 

The last group, collaborative research and outreach, involves all that Auburn can do 
beyond within the “walls” of our locale. Whether this is working with tribal organizations and 
indigenous-led movements or partnering with members of tribes and tribal colleges on co-grant 
research projects, the primary concern is moving forward with the interests of tribes and Native 
Americans being the priority. Increasing the sustainability of indigenous communities and 
building relationships with them is something that Auburn, a large university, can help with. We 
can seek out equitable and beneficial partnerships with native groups. We can be a supportive 
institution to tribal communities while simultaneously benefiting from the share of resources, 
information, and beliefs. Considering our history with the Morrill Act and all that was taken from 
indigenous people during that process, Auburn and other western institutions have a lot of 
reflection to do and a lot that we can and should learn from native groups and collaborative 
partnerships. 

Finalizing the Deliverables 

 After compiling all the research and creating the groups of proposals, all of the 
information was put into two deliverables. The first is a long, detailed report featuring all the 
action plan findings, explanations, potential applications, evidence, and references. This is a 21-
page document, so it was broken up into multiple sections, was given a table of contents, and 
has an executive summary at the beginning to entice interested readers. This report is intended 
to be used by AU administration as an actual proposal document, or at least a draft of what one 
would look like, for future action plan projects at the university. It is also intended to be used by 
future researchers as a starting point and as inspiration for later action plan proposals. 

 The second deliverable is an infographic that explains the three groups of proposals and 
their associated action plans. This graphic is easier-to-read, helps viewers to visualize the 
groupings, is shareable on more platforms, and can be seen as inspiration for future Auburn-
produced media and graphics about land acknowledgement. This deliverable was a necessary 
component, as the action plan report document is not necessarily intended for use by the 
average professor or student, whereas this infographic is. 

This project did not include the actual implementation of these actions, however, seeing 
their eventual implementation or having this proposal document become included in higher-level 
dialogue about making similar changes is the major goal of this deliverable.  
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Section 4: Website - All (see Appendix D) 

 To allow for the sharing of our research and deliverables, a website was created which 
features all that we have done. We used wix.com to create this website and it is our hope that a 
link will be shared on the AU Office of Sustainability website for easy access to all who are 
interested in learning more about this project for years to come. 

 The website has 5 major pages, three for each of the group members’ individual work 
(history, statement, and action), as well as a ‘future research’ page and a ‘deliverables’ page 
where the annotated bibliography, the project proposal, and this project report are readable via 
a PDF viewer add-on. Website viewers will be able to access all our documents, reports, and 
research in a visually appealing and easy to navigate platform which we hope will make the 
experience enjoyable for all. 

 

Evaluation // 

The establishment of a land-grant acknowledgement statement at Auburn University will 
hopefully have significant effects that reach beyond our local college community. We believe 
this project will inspire more research into Native American history and its deep connection to 
Auburn University. The possibilities of social change that flow from an acknowledgement are 
boundless. We are optimistic that the establishment of an acknowledgement will lead to more 
progressive schools of thought and knowledge. This project has the capacity to unite people 
and transform the relationships between damaged communities and responsible parties. The 
acknowledgement statement has ties in cultural, societal, and environmental sustainability and 
can serve as a leading example for how land-grant institutions can address and educate others 
about a hidden, dark past. The project may continue to be worked on for years to come, as 
others create university-wide outreach and reparations, work to bridge the local indigenous 
communities with the university’s environmental education, and draft an acknowledgment that 
includes the local dispossession of land that is now home to Auburn University. We sincerely 
hope for and encourage multi-departmental collaboration on efforts beyond just a written 
statement. 

Evaluation of our project will be in terms of how useful it is for future groups to use as 
starting points for continued development and research. The project will be considered 
successful if more administrators and faculty also start getting on board with the necessity of 
land acknowledgement at Auburn. If more people start talking about it and pushing for it based 
on this project and our outputs, we will have done our jobs. Part of this project’s assessment will 
also be looking at the comprehensiveness of our individual deliverables and how impactful they 
are when compiled together. 
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Considerations and Further Research //  

 The backbone of this project and all projects relating to indigenous land 
acknowledgement is the use of outside sources and using the voices and insights of Native 
Americans. The three group members of this project are white females with no heritage 
connections to indigenous communities and no previous background working with them. Relying 
on our sources and our contacts was a vital aspect of this project. With that consideration, 
further research and development of this project is necessary. Though we were able to connect 
with a few great sources of Native American voices, this project faced both time and resource 
constraints that created a barrier in terms of waiting for certain contacts to respond or not having 
access to people that would have given us great information. In the future continuation of this 
project, finding more contacts and connections to Native Americans is of the utmost importance. 

 In the middle of this project’s development, we came across a contact, Dr. Gordon 
Ambrosino, who stressed the importance of starting land acknowledgement at the local level 
first. Unfortunately, it was too late for us to switch over from our existing framework of the Morrill 
Act. This project is currently centered around the indigenous lands out west that were stolen 
and sold by the government in order to generate the land-grant funds for Auburn University. But 
the land that Auburn University sits on now is still relatively unacknowledged throughout this 
project. The next step in furthering this project and our research is to focus on the local land 
history and the relationships we have with the Alabama-based tribes. There are currently 9 
state-recognized tribes in Alabama; The Poarch Band of Creek Indians, Echota Cherokee Tribe 
of Alabama, Cherokee Tribe of Northeast Alabama, Ma-Chis Lower Creek Indian Tribe of 
Alabama, Southeastern Mvskoke Nation, Cher-O-Creek Intra Tribal Indians, MOWA Band of 
Choctaw Indians, Piqua Shawnee Tribe, and the United Cherokee Ani-Yun-Wiya Nation (“Tribes 
Recognized,” n.d.). These are the tribes that need to be the focus of the future development. 

 To address the need for further development of this project, we have created one last 
deliverable (see Appendix E) which is available on our website. This document is intended to be 
used by future Auburn SUST 5000 group members who will be doing research on indigenous 
land acknowledgement on the local level and also by any other students who are interested in 
doing research in this area. The document contains existing contact information and relevant 
information about the contacts that we feel could aid in the future research. It also contains 
relevant articles we have found, maps, and research/case studies that might be useful. Finally, 
all current group members have provided tips on what we did and what we learned that future 
student researchers might find helpful in their endeavors. 
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Appendix A - History Deliverables 

 

1) Indigenous Tribes Affected Graphic 

 

 

2) “A Look at a Parcel” Visual (based off LandGrabU.com): 

 

 



15 

3) The Morrill Act and Auburn University Historical Timeline: 
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Appendix B - Statement Deliverables 

 

1) Intro Graphic 

 

2) Auburn University Working Land Acknowledgement Statement 
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3) Successful Statement Graphic 1 

 

 

4) Unsuccessful Statement Graphic 1 
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5) Successful Statement Graphic 2 

 

 

6) Unsuccessful Statement Graphic 2 
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7) Successful Statement Graphic 3 

 

 

8) Unsuccessful Statement Graphic 3 
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Appendix C - Action Deliverables 

 

1) Action Plan Infographic:  
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2) Detailed Action Plan Report:  
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Appendix D - Website 

 

Website Link: https://lgh0015.wixsite.com/sust5000 

 

1) Website - Homepage with Sustainability Rationale 

 

https://lgh0015.wixsite.com/sust5000
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2) Website - History Page 

 

 



44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



45 

3) Website - Statement Page 
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4) Website - Action Page 
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5) Website - Future Research Page 
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6) Website - Class-Related Deliverables Page 
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Appendix E – Future Research Document 
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