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A pillar of the 

Indigenous 

community 

and a strong 

advocate for 

her people, 

Carole Cadue-

Blackwood 

continues to 

shed a light 

on the racism 

against Native 

Americans in all 

walks of life—

from sports 

to schools to 

everyday life.
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On a cool morning one re-
cent Saturday, about 15 people 
showed up to a Kansas City 
Chiefs game to protest—
peacefully—at the GEHA en-
trance of  Arrowhead Stadium. 
Members and supporters of  
Not in Our Honor, formed 
in 2005 by a group of  Native 
American college students 
at the University of  Kansas 
(KU) and Haskell Indian Na-
tions University, were there 
to raise awareness about how 
detrimental the use of  Na-
tive Americans as mascots in 
sports is. The Chiefs happen 
to be the last NFL organiza-
tion to choose not to change 
its mascot. 
“I’m not going to stop until it changes,” 
says Carole Cadue-Blackwood, USD 
497 Board of Education member, 
case manager for The Kansas City 
Indian Center and enrolled member 
of the Kickapoo Tribe in Kansas. “It’s 
dismantling structural racism. People 
aren’t aware of how harmful the use 
of Native American imagery is.”

This life that she has chosen—or that 
has chosen her—is one of activism, 
community outreach, service to her 
people, advocacy for youth and pro-
viding mental health services for all.

“She’s very justice-oriented,” explains 
Gaylene Crouser, executive director 
of the Kansas City Indian Center. “It 
all boils down to her people and being 
able to create positive social change 
for our community.” 

In November 2022, a win for Not in 
Our Honor and Indigenous people 
alike, the Kansas Board of Education 
voted to retire using American Indians 
as mascots, helping to prevent “imag-
ery and practices (to) seep into our 
publics schools,” Cadue-Blackwood 
says.

The Roots of 
Change
Cadue-Blackwood grew up in Law-
rence. Her parents had moved the 
family here for the schools in 1978. 
She began her education at Sunset 
Hill Elementary in kindergarten and 
ultimately graduated from Lawrence 
High School in 1992. “I enjoyed the 
freedoms of being able to ride bikes 
with the neighborhood kids,” she 
says. “One of my favorite memories 
was when my parents came home 
from the grocery store to find us 
neighborhood kids playing kickball 
in the street.” She says her parents 
always encouraged their kids to get 
outside, and they never allowed them 
to say the “B” word (“bored”). 

She spent many summers with her 
grandparents. From her grandmoth-
er, she learned “the concepts of 
mindfulness and the ability to exam-
ine my own biases while developing 
how to look through another person’s 
perspective,” she explains. “She (her 
grandmother) was highly intelligent, 
kind and fearless.”

From her grandfather, Cadue-Black-
wood learned about discrimination, 
segregation and the power of words. 
She grew up seeing townsfolk call 
her grandfather “Chief” whenever 
they encountered him. She witnessed 
firsthand what he was forced to en-
dure throughout his life (eating in the 
backs of restaurants and sitting on 
milk cartons around town) and what 
that kind of treatment can do to a per-
son. This taught her how to be strong. 
She was called “Chief” once in high 
school, but only once. “I put a stop to 
that immediately,” she asserts.

She has always admired strong 
women, “my mother, my grandmoth-
ers and Wonder Woman. Specifically, 
in that order,” she quips. “All of them 
were committed to fighting the good 

fight while maintaining grace and 
compassion.” 

Cadue-Blackwood met her husband, 
Dennis Blackwood, in the Intertribal 
Club at Lawrence High School when 
she was a junior and he was a senior. 
“It was during the ’90s when seven of 
our Indigenous men were being killed 
in a rash of violence or unsolved 
murders,” she relates. “I wasn’t able 
to concentrate in school and advo-
cated and coordinated for members 
of our club to protest with members 
from The American Indian Move-
ment (AIM),” a grassroots movement 
founded in 1968 to address issues 
related to racism and civil rights viola-
tions against Native Americans.

The couple has three adult children. 
“As an Indigenous woman, I was 
raised with the mindset of doing ev-
erything for future generations. I took 
my children everywhere with me as 
much as possible for advocacy ef-
forts,” she says. Cadue-Blackwood 
credits her parents for taking her and 
her siblings to their workplaces, pro-
tests, lobbying and public meetings. 
“I try my best to model that same be-
havior for them (her kids).”

She credits her first job, as a cashier 
at Checker’s, for directing her career 
down the path it has since taken. “I 
now advocate for a living wage and 
am mindful of how the cost of climate 
change will affect the price of a loaf 
of bread or an increase in utilities. 
I am able to help the clients I serve 
maximize their resources to live with 
dignity.”

Cadue-Blackwood says the most 
challenging part of her life has been 
maintaining harmony in work and life. 
“Balancing child care, school, activ-
ism and marriage have all been chal-
lenging. I am fortunate to have found 
the love of my life early who supports 
me and vice versa,” she says. “He 
served our country, and now I feel like 
it’s my time to reciprocate.”
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The Community 
“Auntie”
Cadue-Blackwood says advocating 
for others is her “self-care.” “I grew 
up in a household of change agents. I 
like a good challenge,” she says. “I’m 
able to measure moments that will 
influence future generations—my de-
termination to see a dream or an idea 
become a reality.”

She is the first USD 497 board mem-
ber to have attended Lawrence public 
schools, K through 12, and hold de-
grees from Haskell and KU (an asso-
ciate’s degree from Haskell, a bach-
elor’s degree in political science and 
a master’s degree in social welfare 
with a clinical focus, both from KU). 
She serves on three site councils, 
the Budget and Program Evaluation 
Committee, Equity Advisory Commit-
tee and Educate Lawrence. “It’s my 
role (at USD 497) to serve as a link 
for the community; that means being 
accessible, looking out for students, 
keeping schools accountable for per-
formance (and) ensuring the best 
education while working with reduced 
funding and supporting our superin-
tendent,” she explains. “I also enjoy 
getting out and meeting our students. 
I want to hear from our most impor-
tant stakeholders—our youth.”

Cadue-Blackwood works at The Kan-
sas City Indian Center, one of only 
a few urban Indian centers in the 
country, which serves the Indigenous 
population of Kansas City and the 
greater surrounding area. “I love be-
ing a social worker,” she explains. “I 
have a dream job at The Kansas City 
Indian Center. I’m able to provide 
much-needed mental health services, 
performing community outreach and 
collaborating with other organizations 
to improve outcomes for urban Indig-
enous peoples.” She says she offers 
intensive outpatient services and fa-
cilitates a support group for those 

in recovery from addiction. “I want 
to improve access to mental health 
services and improve prevention ser-
vices for our students. The pandemic 
showed just how much mental health 
services are now needed more than 
ever.” 

But Crouser says Cadue-Blackwood 
does so much more at the Indian 
Center. “Carole wears so many hats,” 
she explains. Case manager, social 
worker, leader of after-care groups, 
counselor, policy and advocacy work, 
making connections and finding re-
sources. More importantly, “The folks 
that come here look at her as an aun-
tie. She’s just a really good auntie to 
the people in our community.” 

In addition to her work with USD 497 
and the Indian Center, she is also the 
liaison for the United States Attorney’s 
Office for the Western District of Mis-
souri for Missing and Murdered Indig-
enous Peoples (MMIP). She advocat-
ed for the passage of Savanna’s Act, 
a bill that requires the Department of 
Justice to “review, revise and develop 
law enforcement and justice proto-
cols to address missing or murdered 
Native Americans.” She was appoint-
ed by Gov. Laura Kelly to serve on 
the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention Committee to support lo-
cal and state efforts to prevent delin-
quency and improve juvenile justice 
systems. “In 2019, Kansas Depart-
ment of Corrections was transferring 
some inmates to an Arizona private 
prison to help alleviate overcrowd-
ing,” costing the state millions of dol-
lars, Cadue-Blackwood explains. “I 
strongly believe that if we invested in 
our educational systems and improv-
ing access to mental health services, 
we could begin to see improved out-
comes for our youth.”

She also is on the Douglas County 
Senior Services Board of Directors. 
She believes it’s important to include 
elders when working with students. 

“It’s imperative to incorporate the 
knowledge and experience of our 
elders to improve outcomes for our 
youth. The pandemic showed how 
isolation played a tremendous part of 
the need for mental health support for 
the world over.”

Years of Service
Over the years, Cadue-Blackwood 
has earned her fair share of acco-
lades. In 2022, she was nominated 
by the YWCA Northeast Kansas as a 
Woman of Excellence for community 
contributions. In 2020, she was ap-
pointed by Kansas Gov. Laura Kelly 
to the Kansas Advisory Group on Ju-
venile Justice and Delinquency Pre-
vention, was appointed to the Board 
of Directors for the Douglas County 
Senior Resource Center in Lawrence 
and was selected to be featured on 
the Lawrence Habitat for Humanity’s 
“Women Build” Calendar for out-
standing women in the community. In 
2019, she was a recipient of the Dr. 
Precious Porras Award for Campus 
Advocacy and Activism, and was rec-
ognized on the Kansas State Capitol 
statehouse floor for advocacy work 
for Indigenous peoples. In 2018, she 
was named to Lawrence Chamber of 
Commerce’s “Best Grassroots Initia-
tive” for leading the Billy Mills Middle 
School rededication efforts and was 
the recipient of the National Indian 
Education of the Year Award for Ad-
vocating. In 2015, she received the 
United Way’s “William Wallace ‘Gal-
luzzi’ Award” for Outstanding Volun-
teer. 

“My combined town roots, experien-
tial knowledge and education have 
given me the strength and knowledge 
to work with multiple systems from 
the macro to the micro level,” she ex-
plains.
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 Education and Inclusion
Cadue-Blackwood believes her hometown of Lawrence 
has great potential to become the mecca for Indigenous 
education. “I have matriculated my education in Law-
rence. A diverse school community alone is not enough. 
We can continue to strive to create a truly inclusive com-
munity, one where students and adults are welcomed 
and supported. The work of inclusion is a responsibility 
held by all and done for all, person to person,” she ex-
plains. 

She adds that we can do a better job toward inclusion 
of Indigenous people in the school curriculum while cre-
ating stronger partnerships with Haskell and KU. “Law-
rence does a great job of honoring the uniqueness of 
each individual while embracing diverse backgrounds, 
values and points of view to ... prepare students for lives 
in a multicultural society.” The best education, she be-
lieves, occurs in “a school comprised of students, teach-
ers and families drawn from diverse socioeconomic 
backgrounds, cultures, races, religions and sexual ori-
entations.” 

A Legacy of Love
Cadue-Blackwood says her greatest achievement thus 
far is leading the name-change campaign for Billy Mills 
Middle School, in Lawrence, the first public school in 
America to be renamed after a Native American, let 
alone a living one. “It will stand as an example that we 
are still here, and Billy Mills will serve as role model for 
others to remember their dreams.” 

“Sometimes it’s hard to know if you’re moving the needle 
at all,” the Indian Center’s Crouser says. “She (Cadue-
Blackwood) will work hard and stick with it when things 
are not easy-coming, and she’s not going to give up. If 
it’s important and worth doing, she’ll keep after it. That’s 
(Billy Mills) gonna live on, something to be proud of, and 
it’s not some stereotype.” 

To her family, friends and colleagues, she is an agent 
of change for her people and her community. “Her goal 
is to uplift the Native American community and provide 
and educate all kids, not just Native kids,” she continues. 
“She wants to make sure we’re really being seen in a 
way that reflects who we are as an Indigenous people.”

Cadue-Blackwood says she’d like to continue her advo-
cacy efforts into the future. “I would like to see myself at 
a ribbon cutting for a new school instead of searching for 
ways to maximize our underfunded schools,” she says. 
Ultimately, “I am able to sleep with a clear conscious. I 
feel that when I go into the next world, I can tell my an-
cestors I did the best I could to help.” p
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