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“Recognizing in particular the right of 

indigenous families and communities 

to retain shared responsibility for the 

upbringing, training, education and 

well-being of their children, consistent 

with the rights of the child…”   UNDRIP 2008



TRC Call to Action #20:  Education for 

Reconciliation

We call upon those who can effect 

change within the Canadian 

health care system to recognize 

the value of Aboriginal Healing 

practices & use them in the 

treatment of Aboriginal patients in 

collaboration with Aboriginal 

healers & Elders where requested 

by Aboriginal patients.



We have lots of experience where evidence

has not served us well



Going Beyond The Stats

• Information and statistics have highlighted many of the 

challenges faced by Indigenous youth. These include:

• Significant losses (language, culture, identity, 

traditional skills, Indigenous knowledge, etc)

• Social problems (poverty, low educational 

attainment, unemployment, substandard housing, 

child welfare)

• Health problems (chronic & infectious 

illnesses, high suicide rates, substance 

abuse, violence, intergenerational trauma, 

accurate diagnosis, etc)
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We miss the strengths of the people

Without a vision of wellness



Strengths Based Approach

The reality is, the 

strength is in what we 

cannot see… or have 

not invested in seeing.

Strengths exist despite 

intergenerational 

trauma.

A strengths based 

approach attends to 

intergenerational 

trauma



RECONCILIATION is about SHIFTING

What we know

• Western approaches do not 

generally consider cultural identity as 

a determinant of health, don’t 

consider the spirit and do not 

interpret identity or health beyond 

the individual to include family, 

community, Creation

• They haven’t worked well or 

supported healthy change, growth or 

development



Decolonization of Indigenous Knowledge

Inclusion of Indigenous Evidence and 

Research Methods



Indigenous Knowledge

• Strength and resiliency based

• Community action

• Spirituality based

• Importance of knowing history

• Nurturing a strong sense of identity (personal, family, 

community)

• Importance of culture and language

• Healthy identity connected to healthy people



Indigenous Approaches to Child Health

Indigenous knowledge can be seen as an 

original ‘population health’ conceptual 

framework.

➢ Holism

➢ Ecological contextualization

➢ Community-specificity, place-based, 

wise practices (vs. universal, ‘best’ 

practices)

➢ Circles of caring and learning

➢ Continuity of engagement in a 

continuum of care



Culture as the Foundation 

• Culture is an important social determinant of 

health, and as a holistic concept of health is an 

integral part of a strong cultural identity. 

• Many First Nations communities 

believe that the way to achieve 

individual, family, and community 

wellness (a balance of mental, 

physical, emotional, and spiritual 

aspects of life) is through culturally 

specific, holistic interventions.

(FNMWC)



‘Culture is the expression, the life-

ways, and the spiritual, 

psychological, social, AND material 

practice of this Indigenous worldview.

Elder Jim Dumont



Wellness is supported by:

✓ Culture

✓ Language

✓ Elders and families

✓Natural environment

Achieving wellness utilizes:

✓Indigenous knowledge

✓Indigenous practices

✓Language

✓Ways of knowing



We have to change the way we think about mental     

health and wellness if we are going to make a             

difference

Health Economics: shift our focus from inputs for 

individuals to outcomes for families and communities



First Nations Voice said…

First Nation Voice on Wellness



Outcomes

Mental wellness is a balance of the spiritual, emotional, mental, and physical. 
This balance is enriched as individuals have: 

• HOPE for their future and those of their families that is grounded in a 
sense of identity, unique Indigenous values, and having a belief in 
spirit 

• a sense of BELONGING and connectedness within their families, to 
community, and to culture 

• a sense of MEANING and an understanding of how their 
lives and those of their families and communities are part 
of creation and a rich history

• PURPOSE in their daily lives whether it is through 
education, employment, care-giving activities, or cultural 
ways of being and doing



“We want to have a 

deeper connection to 

the land, our traditions, 

communities and elders 

and live in communities 

where we can give back 

and help one another”



CULTURAL WELLNESS IS A 

CONNECTION TO ORIGIN

• Wellness from an Indigenous perspective is a whole and 

healthy person expressed through a sense of balance of 

body, mind, emotion and spirit. Central to wellness is belief 

in one’s connection to language, land, beings of creation, 

and ancestry, supported by a caring family and environment

Elder Jim Dumont



Indigenous culture is   
what has sustained us 

Denied Approved



Cultural reclamation is at the heart of healing

Reclaiming culture includes: 

➢Revitalization of language

➢Understanding impact  of Indigenous history to 

community and nation

➢Reclaiming cultural practices and community 

ceremonies,

➢Learning cultural teachings

• Our task in achieving wellness requires we:

• Know who we are

• Seek our identity

• Understand our role on Mother Earth



Culture & resiliency

• Connection to culture and a strong sense of cultural 
identity has been found to demonstrate the following:

• Associated with prosocial behavior in youth

• Increases values of belonging, mastery, 
independence and generosity in youth

• Discourages risky heath behaviors and encourages 
generally stable and positive health practices

• Combats the effects of stress and negative 
health outcomes

• Buffers depressive symptoms and alcohol in 
adults

• Protects against alcohol misuse, the impact 
of discrimination, and suicide

• As listed in Crooks, Chiodo, Thomas, Burns & Camillo (2010)



Cultural Continuity for Wellness

• Connection to traditional land & land claims

• Use of or reclamation of traditional language

• Strong sense of spirituality

• Use of traditional medicines, foods and 
activities

• Use of traditional healing practices

• Access and use of culture and cultural facilities

• Self-governance and control over health, 
education, fire ad police services

• Connections to family, social support, positive 
relationships with community leaders

• Chandler & Lalonde (1998)
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Identity/

Culture as 

Foundation

Nunavik project uses Inuit 

identity to tackle 

addictions, mental health 

issues

“It gives them hope and 

confidence that they can 

succeed"

SARAH ROGERS, NEWS: Nunavik 

April 11, 2016 - 1:15 pm

30

Pigiatsiaq hunters and youth pose for a photo in an 

igloo the group built together outside of Puvirnituq Feb. 

3. The life-skills program is largely focused around 

on the land activities for at-risk youth. (PHOTO BY 

JAMES ASINAJAQ NAPPARTUK)



Our World is Made Up of 
Relationships

Relational worldview connections as 
integral part to living and creating 
wellness



Cultural Connections 

Foster Belonging

Research with the 

Quebec Cree have 

found that people 

who report good 

relationships in the 

community and 

spend more time in 

the bush are 

associated with less 

distress (Tanner, 

1993)



Connection to Creation is critical To Wellness

Land-based healing programs facilitate wellness.





Cultural Understanding

• Manido Meness is an Ojibway term used 
contemporarily for “beads” but its origin 
comes from the understanding that our 
physical and spiritual life is “strung” 
together by the Creator with “spirit seeds”

• The spirit seeds that are strung together, 
physically and spiritually make up our 
unique identity, which is:  our nation, spirit 
name, language, and from these comes our 
personality, characteristics, strengths, gifts 
and potential…



The way we dress our children  should be a reflection of  
their inherent gifts … The DNA, string of life. 

As helpers we have the same obligation… to help 
people connect with their identity and then help dress 
them up with their inherent gifts / strengths



Attitude:  Culture Perspective of engagement in 
life comes from birthing time…

Touches the 

earth for the 

first time

When we are born, its important to 
“tether” or “connect” our spirt to the 
earth… our first mother.

This simple act of touching the earth 
for the first time, is an act of 
connecting our life to our life path.

This engages our connection to life.

As helpers are role is to support 
engagement with the healing journey 
by facilitating some practice of 
“connection”

From that point forward, a culture 
based approach to supporting 
strengths is “dressing them up with 
their strengths, gifts and identity.



FAMILY
• Traditional parenting 

promotes 
interconnectedness & 
balance

• Secures knowledge of 
family, extended 
family, clan, 
community, nation, 
natural world

• Promotes bonding

• Promotes identity for 
self and to community





Belonging Brings Meaning into Life

• Including cultural 

knowledge and 

language into 

curriculum for wellness 

that creates meaning 

for healthy coping

• Helping create 

relationships in 

provincial school 

systems that creates 

belonging



Language Gives Meaning

• “We must stick with the language because 

that’s the thing that’s going to get us 

through. That’s our only identity now. This 

is the place where we can re-learn all 

those things what our ancestors did. 

That’s why I’m teaching my children to be 

prepared for the future… to keep our 

language…is very important” 



Mi'kmaw Kina'matnewey (MK) continues to work on improving 
the quality of education for our people, while remaining vigilant 
in maintaining and revitalizing our Mi'kmaq language.

• High school graduation rates among First Nation students in 
Nova Scotia were nearly 88%, considerably higher than the 
national average of 35%;

• Numeracy and literacy rates in elementary and secondary 
schools increased;

• More than 500 First Nation students were enrolled in post 
secondary institutions;

• Eighty-eight First Nation students graduated from a post 
secondary institution in 2013 and went out into the world, 
confidently expanding their personal horizons and ready to 
make a change in their communities; and

• Our special needs students are getting the focused attention 
they need to grow and thrive.

http://kinu.ca/introducing-mikmaw-kinamatnewey

http://kinu.ca/introducing-mikmaw-kinamatnewey


Belief Provides Meaning for Wellness

First Nations that appeared to have more cultural 
continuity, measured by traditional Indigenous 
language knowledge,  who have greater than 50% 
of members with Indigenous language knowledge 
have youth suicide rates six times less than those 
First Nations with less than 50% of members 
having Indigenous language knowledge
“..when First Nations ‘live from their language’ 
they are ‘maintaining all that (they) believe in and 
all that you’ve been born from.’  …Because our 
beliefs come from that in terms of how we govern 
ourselves. It comes in terms of how we eat, and in 
terms of how we educate ourselves and conduct 
ourselves in that full circle.

”Oster, R. T., Grier, A., Lightning, R., Mayan, M. J., & Toth, E. L. (2014). Cultural 
continuity, traditional Indigenous language, and diabetes in Alberta First Nations: a mixed 
methods study. International Journal for Equity in Health, 13, 92. 



PURPOSE

Youth who are given the 

opportunity to learn how 

to manage transitions 

through cultural 

ceremonies and 

teachings gain 

understanding:

• Personal capacity

• Roles (gender, family, 

community)

• Abilities to cope with 

life challenges



Cultural based 
programs to address 
youth addictions had a 
100% completion rate 
of 4 months residential 
treatment and 86%            
discontinued use of 
inhalants post-
treatment         

(NNHC, 2007)



“Aboriginal people believe that children 
do not belong to us but are gifts sent 
from the Creator. It is our job to nurture 
and guide children throughout their 
childhood so they will grow to fulfill 
their purpose while on this earth. 
Because children are so sacred it is 
everyone’s responsibility to nurture 
them and keep them safe, to provide 
them with unconditional love and 
attention so they will know they are 
wanted and hold a special place in the 
circle. Every child regardless of age, or 
disability has gifts and teaches us 
lessons. They are all unique and should 
be respected.” 

(A Sense of Belonging: Supporting Healthy Child Development in 
Aboriginal Families, 2006)



How do we help?

• Increase our understanding & knowledge about 
Indigenous people

• Create equitable, collaborative partnerships with 
First Nation communities, leadership and education 
workers

• Examine and work to dismantle colonialism and 
structural racism in the health & education system

• Create a culturally safe health & education system 
and how we work with Aboriginal students

• Work with, consult and learn from elders and 
traditional knowledge keeper

• Create opportunities to incorporate culture into 
curriculum and therapy



Change and wellness can only come through collective action 

and innovation with all of us together looking seven                

generations into the future 



Miigwech, Thank You, Merci


