Interview with Brandie A. | shcomer

| have been a management assistant for the Lilrapartment for the City of Phoenix
for about a year and a half. In that role | watel coordinate City Council reports. |
work with staff about what kind of information tedlude in the reports. | work with our
library advisory board to be sure they have thermftion they need. | also work on
constituent issues with the City Manager’s Officel éhe City Council and Mayor’s

offices.

| kind of landed in this profession by accidenthalve always been a generalist. | have
always been interested in a wide variety of pussuind as long as it's engaging and
rewarding and | feel like I'm growing and learniiitg a good thing. | went to Mount
Holyoke College and | majored in German Cultured&isi and created a special major
called Central European History and Politics. sbadpent one year at the University of
Bonn, Germany for my study abroad program. Oné@itost beneficial skills | took
from Mount Holyoke was the ability to write well. Mfe | was at Mount Holyoke |
applied for a program in American Indian studiethatUniversity of Arizona. | was
accepted and offered a scholarship. | decideefercnrollment for a year to complete a
a postgraduate program at the International Womlgnigersity. The university was
kind of an experimental thing; it was truly intetiomal. That was an amazing

experience.

After returning to the United States, | acceptedfirsg job out of college as an
administrative assistant at the office of the Pebvamd Dean of the Faculty at Mills
College. It was a great first job, but | felt thatuld contribute much more than the
scope of my job duties. | kept asking my Supemisbcould have more responsibility.
| felt that | wasn't getting anywhere and | gotstrated really quickly. After nine
months, | decided it was time to move to Tucsah lestarted a master’s program in

American Indian government and nation building. nyiaf my courses focused on good



governance, building infrastructure and how mangiygaNations are using economic

development as a means to better the community.

Even though | studied German in undergrad, | knewarited to do Indian studies. I'm
Choctaw, part Choctaw from Oklahoma, on my dadis sil didn't grow up with my dad
being around, or any of his family. My mom leftrhivhen | was about three and then
raised my brother, sister and | until | was abdut My mom didn't have a college

degree. She had her high school diploma and shieeddast food. She was working a

lot and basically | raised my siblings. Then oag thy grandparents came and visited us
after they had moved out to California. They savaiukas really going on and | think
they were afraid that we were not going to have@portunity to go anywhere. They
thought that we were going to be stuck in that lohdituation. Somehow they

convinced my mom to let us come to live with themtillsuch a time that she could take

all of us. Of course, that never materialized.

We always knew that our dad was Choctaw. But mgnndan't convey any of the
cultural traditions of the Choctaw. She didn't édidlvat knowledge herself. Then we
ended up living with my mom’s parents and theylyeakren't big on the idea of us
being Indian. To them to being an American wasenmportant than identifying with
any ethnic or racial category. And so they didat¥e the resources or encourage our
Native identity development at all. It wasn't ihtvent to college that | started to find

my place in the Native community.

After completing the Masters program, | moved to&hx. | was looking for work for
about six months and that was very difficult. Déély a piece of humble pie. | think of
myself as someone who's pretty skilled and defyngemeone who could fit in in a
number of different places. It was really diffictd try to find a job and not find one. |
ended up finding a job with an urban Native Amaricanprofit as a case manager.
Native American Connections is a fantastic orgarnan Phoenix. They do residential
and outpatient substance abuse rehabilitationgtven and non-native clients. | worked

at Guiding Star, the residential substance abussbritation facility for women.



So | was a case manager. | was there for onlgtbréour months when I got word that
the City of Phoenix wanted to offer me an interpshiad applied for their Management
Intern Program when | was unemployed. | was is téirible dilemma of having to
decide between two good options. | could workaierorganization that | really believed
in but felt like I could contribute more than theope of my job duties. | had never
worked in case management or any kind of rehatdieor substance abuse. | learned
by leaps and bounds, tons of stuff, but Case Managewasn't challenging to me.. |
had a degree in Indian studies, and it was a mghaniway for me to work with Native
women . On an individual basis, | think | was hel@nd effective. But, it was not my
real passion, doing that case management type if, w0, | had to make a difficult

decision.

| went for the management internship with the ©ity?hoenix. This is an internship
which is widely recognized as a program for groagmmanagers in local government. It
was a year long program. | spent time in the ®ignager’s office, the budget office and
then the library. When | applied to the programvas interested in going into
community and economic development. | wanted topre what the cities were doing
with what tribes were doing. But | ended up wodkfar the library. At first, | was kind
of annoyed. | don’t think | fully realized at thabint in time what an important role the
library plays in the community. It focuses on dinl literacy from a young age and
teaching parents to be engaged in teaching thdst KThe Library is a wonderful
department and | had an excellent supervisor winows one of my strongest advocates
and mentors. She is someone who | would some dag twogrow into.

John: What would you say motivated you? Your masai

Brandie: | think it's kind of a wide reaching thinghave always just naturally been
someone who is curious and who always feels likewo steps behind where | want to
be. I've always been interested in justice, youwknénd | have always been kind of a

peacemaker in my family and my community. I'veas/been the person who builds



bridges between other people who for some reasanitaeeing eye-to-eye. My
experience very early in life has helped to shapeliing with my mom who was
struggling to raise three kids on her own, workiagt food. And then, practically
overnight, we were living with my grandparents where established and educated and a
little bit further on in their lives. They were a&ltio offer us opportunities like playing
soccer and traveling. They encouraged educati@ein§ that startling difference made it

clear to me very early on that not everyone has#énmee opportunities.

It's a real privilege.

I'm sorry I'm getting emotional about this. Itart for me to have had those experiences
and to realize that I'm now so privileged. | ththlat with that privilege comes real

responsibility. That responsibility is part of vmotivates me.

John: It sounds like you're now committed to cibygrnment?

Brandie: Well, yes and no. | didn't study publieranistration, and | didn't study
business. 1 still can’t imagine working for thevsaorganization for the rest of my life. |
mean it is just not me. But actually, working fbetCity of Phoenix you can work for the
same organization and have a huge variety of esapess. It really is like working for

small, different organizations within a broad untlare| don't know. | don't know.

John: How do you balance your passion with whatttyepays you?

Brandie: | say I'm guilty like Kafka. | feel gwtt Working for city government you are

really fortunate. You have opportunities to affpositive change in the community and
still be paid in a way that's at least somewhatroemsurate with your skills. | feel that

my compensation is far and above what other folke are doing equally good work

earn. It's difficult.



It is a difficult balance. Making money is juspeactical piece of having to live and take
care of your family. You need money in case sometiskomes up. You don't want to

become homeless because that can easily happemdtedibly easy to happen.

| did the grad program in Indian Studies, to bedsbnwvith you, for personal enrichment.
And it worked out. | always think at some pointremne's going to say to me, “you can't
move forward in city government with an Indian Sasddegree.” And I'll have to go
back to school. But I'll wait for them to tell rtieat.

John: If you're trying to give people coming outcoflege or grad school some advice,

what would you say?

Brandie: Never do anything that's against whatlyelieve in. You have to be true to
yourself and listen to your body's response tcagethings. If you feel in any way
uncomfortable, just don't go there. It's not watthAnd, don't feel guilty, like me, about
trying to find those jobs that allow you to stritkeat balance more easily. And remember
your privilege and your responsibility and how ymntribute back and how you bring

others up with you.

| would never do anything that | consider negattvéhe community, negative to the

environment or detrimental to any person or people.

Hopping off of the city government path and goiagvork for a nonprofit that works
with native peoples is not totally out of the quast In fact it could very well happen.

It comes back to the question of how do you aftéetnge? You can't help others if

you're not meeting your own basic needs.



