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Childhood development or childhood mental health?
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SHIFTING 
THE 
LANGUAGE



From Mental Health to Mental Wellness

• Common narratives are from a biomedical model

• Mental health and mental illness

• Deficits based

• First Nation lens focuses on a holistic model of health

• Physical, emotional, mental and spiritual health

• Strengths based

• Promoting wellness means nurturing identity, growth, self-
determination, peace and balance



We miss the strengths of the people

Without a vision of wellness



WELLNESS IS CONNECTION

• 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



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



Wellness is supported by:

✓ Culture

✓Language

✓Elders and families

✓Natural environment

Achieving wellness 
utilizes:

✓Indigenous 
knowledge

✓Indigenous practices

✓Language

✓Ways of knowing



Student Understanding of Wellbeing

• Grounded in a positive sense of self and spirit

• Reflected in students’ sense of personal identity and self-worth

• Optimistic and hopeful view of life

• Connection and sense of belonging at school

• Feeling a respected and valued member of the school community

• Physical and emotional safety in an accepting environment

• Engage in meaningful learning

• Positive relationships with peers and caring adults

• Develop skills they will need to face challenges

• Equipped to make healthy choices, be actively involved in school life and 
have their voices heard

• www.edu.gov.on.ca (2017)

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/


What Wellbeing Means for Indigenous 
Youth/Students

• Positive sense of identity within the collective wellbeing of the community

• Deeply rooted to connection with land, language, culture and places that connect 
family and community

• Sense of safety – spiritual, physical, mental, emotional

• Sense of belonging where Indigenous voices are valued and respected

• See their culture reflected in the school, curriculum and visible throughout the school

• Inclusive school environment that learns, practices and shares Indigenous knowledge 
including through ceremonies, practices and on the land

• Healthy relationships that includes family, community, Elders and knowledge 
keepers

• Recognize diversity among Indigenous students

• Equipped with skills and knowledge to make healthy choices and actively participate 
in school and community



What Indigenous Student Needs for 
Wellbeing

• Indigenous knowledge, traditions and cultural practices must 
be fully inclusive within the school system

• Community based schools to be a community space for 
gatherings and connecting

• Schools a safe place to have access to sports, arts and 
recreational activities

• Place to connect elders and youth to teach and learn 
traditional cultural practices of the community

• Community based schools to keep families together and 
eliminate harm from discrimination, racism, lack of cultural 
sensitivity/relevancy, depression, substance abuse & suicide



• For Indigenous children and youth in 
Canada, who experience a disproportionate 
burden of ill-health compared to their non-
Indigenous counterparts, access to culturally 
safe, strengths-based, family and community-
oriented mental health promotion programs 
and services is critical to mental wellness and 
resilience in later life” NCCIH, 2017



Strategies and 
Skills to 
Support 
Wellness



Building wellness means connecting 
to our culture and identity



Culture Supports Healthy Transition

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



Connections Create 
Meaning

Ensuring cultural knowledge and 
language is woven into our life creates 
a path for wellness by giving meaning 
to life.

This builds healthy coping strategies 
for a lifetime



Develop Social and Emotional Skills

• Emotional intelligence

• Skills to understand and recognize emotions of self and others

• Regulate emotions, thoughts and actions

• Build hope

• Ability to achieve goals

• Create a roadmap to reaching goals

• Nurture empathy 

• Social skills through cooperative learning

• Conflict resolution and peer mediation programs

• Strengthen a moral identity



Become Trauma Aware

• Learn how to manage toxic stress

➢Body and brain connection/reaction

➢How to recognize what is happening

➢How to respond and manage distress (or calm down)

• Learn mindfulness and meditation practices

• Incorporate use of cultural practices: smudging, drumming & 
singing, land based

• Know and use harm reduction approaches for safe practices



Skills to Build in Times of Stress or Crisis

• Communication

• Do a mental health check in to improve coping, healing and help seeking behaviors

• Ask yourself the following questions:

➢ Positive or best part of the day

➢ How is your mental wellbeing?

➢ What are your needs and are they being met?

➢ Do you have good relationships (i.e., family, friends)?

• Consistency

• Do you have a good daily schedule or routines you follow?

• Have you made time for social interactions?

• Control 

• What is my self-care plan?

➢ Who are my supports?

➢ What healthy activities (physical, cognitive, emotional, spiritual) do I regularly do?

➢ What are my stressors and how do I deal with these?



First Nation Specific Resiliency Factors

• Participating in land-based activities

• Practicing and holding traditional knowledge and skills (i.e., harvesting, 
beading, etc)

• Cultural continuity at a community level

• Desire to be useful and contribute meaningfully to community wellness

• Positive role models

• Use and reclamation of traditional language (community and individual)

• Participation in cultural activities (i.e., ceremonies)

• Social and family supports



Resiliency Skills & 
Cultural Practices

• Manage and reduce stress 
responses

• Promotes collective 
wellbeing

• Reduces feelings of 
isolation, loneliness

• Improves concentration 
and focus

• Promotes calmness, 
mindfulness

• Reduces feelings of 
depression & anxiety

2311/5/2025



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)



Our Language Promotes Resiliency and Wellbeing

• Language acquisition promotes stability which creates a strong foundation for 
healthy coping

• Communicating in the language enacts cultural and spiritual behaviors that 
leads to nurturing relationships through social interactions and strengthens 
sociability

• It promotes tolerance and balanced thinking

• Leads to better developed executive functioning for critical thinking and 
problem-solving

• Immersion education promotes academic and behavioral success

• Language prevalence relate to lower incidence of diabetes, lower suicide rates, 
reports of happiness and good mental health, lower incidence of at-risk 
behaviors (substance misuse)

• Speaking ones traditional language has the strongest positive influence on 
resilience – even higher than cultural engagement





Creating the Foundation to Support 
Wellness



“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)



Our task in achieving wellness requires children and 
youth:

Know who they are
Seek their identity

Understand their role on Mother Earth



Goals in Skill Development

• Wellness can only be derived internally when one 
displays:

✓a healthy self-concept

✓self-esteem

✓positive identity (self, cultural, family and 
community)

✓self-worth

✓self-respect

✓self-pride



Programming to Promote Wellbeing

• Self Esteem and confidence building 

• Culture and language programs 

• Life skills 

• Healthy living 

• Indigenous curriculum and resources 

• Opportunities to build skills and participate in 
ceremonies 

• Land based learning – experiential learning



BUILD IDENTITY

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



Build Self Care Strategies

1. Teach basic skills

▪ Set a foundation for taking care of oneself to be healthy

✓Care for personal hygiene

✓Eating good foods

✓Getting plenty of rest

2. Nourish the mind

▪ Promote activities that build creativity, imagination and 
problem-solving

▪ Teach activities that help build insight and awareness



3. Talk about emotions

▪ Tune in to the child or youth to help them recognize, label 
and understand their emotions

▪ Support them to find ways to manage their emotions

4. Get active

▪ Promote an active lifestyle for better mental, emotional and 
physical health

5. Allow for downtime

▪ Support time to slow down and encourage rest and relaxation



6. Spend time with important people

▪ Encourage quality time with caring adults engaging in 
enjoyable activities

7. Get outside

▪ Promoting time on the land/in nature teaches valuable 
lessons and skills that can be used for self-care





Teach Harm Reduction Strategies

• Kids will have experiences that are necessary in their growth and 
development

• Take a non-judgmental approach to their exploration by building in 
natural harm reduction messages and practices

✓ Sex: ensure access to birth control measures such as condoms, foam and 
oral contraceptives

✓Alcohol: negotiate safe access to alcohol including discussions on safe use 
and practices (i.e., be available to pick up if drinking, money for a cab).

✓Drugs: teach them about safe use and access to safe equipment

▪ Meet them where they are at in their experiences

▪ Agree there will be no judgment if they use safe practices/harm reduction 
strategies. Do not remove or restrict access to strategies that can support 
better coping (ie., ceremonies)



Foster Trauma Informed Awareness

• Start early by teaching with trauma informed education

• Teach them how to manage toxic stress

➢Body and brain reaction

➢How to recognize what is happening

➢How to respond and manage their distress (or calm down)

• Help them understand themselves, their peers and adults

➢Demystify with education and information

• Teach mindfulness and meditation practices

• Incorporate use of cultural practices: smudging, drumming & 
singing, land based



Focus on Strengths of Family & Community

• Invest in family and community

• Focus on the strengths of friend groups, family and 
community

• Support their development by focusing on the teachings that 
they are part of something greater than themselves 

• Using teachings of interdependence and interconnectedness

• Wrap around services that promote a caring community with 
the child/youth at the center

• Shift away from services that are siloed, deficit based and 
geared to individual 



Holistic Resiliency

1.Caring and Supportive Community

2.High Expectations for Success

3.Opportunities for Meaningful Participation

4.Positive Bonds

5.Clear and Consistent Boundaries

6.Life Skills

7.Self Identity





Hope, Belonging, 
Meaning, & 
Purpose Across the 
7 Stages of Life 
plus pre-birth and 
death 
(Peter Ochiese, Aki winini)

Spirit Journey 
through 7 

stages of life

Elder / 
Giveawa

y life Death & 
Spirit 

Journey

Pre-Birth

Good Life

Fast Life
Wandering 

& 
Wondering

Truth 
Life

Planning 
& 

Planting 
Life

Doing 
Life 



The seven stages of life are: 

 

• 

Stages of Life & 

Journey of the 

Spirit Important Events Focus of Development

Pre-birth Tether spirit to physical 

world

Identity

The Good Life  Confirming belonging Developing self in relation to 

others

The Fast Life  Understanding of purpose Finding expression of 

identity

The Wandering and 

Wondering Life

Sorting meaning Seeking meaning of life

The Stages of Truth Knowing oneself & purpose 

in life

Spiritual identity, roles & 

responsibilities

Planning & Planting Family Preparing for the future

Doing Living out what ones purpose 

is in the world

Family & community 

The Elder, Giving 

Back Life  

Teaching, connection to 

ancestors, preparing for 

future

Cultural continuity

Death Spirit journey & celebrating 

life

Honoring “the spirit that 

lives forever”

After Death Ongoing support from 

ancestors

Support from ancestors



Setting Up for Success

1. Develop Trusting, Caring and Meaningful 
Relationships

▪ Be present, engaged and transparent

▪ Build connections that support wellness

▪ Connection to self & others including Creation

▪ Connection to culture

▪ Connection to spirituality

▪ Identify helpful and caring relationships

▪ Support inclusion in caring communities

▪ Create a sense of belonging and purpose



2. Communication

▪ Be open to understanding and learning

➢What is their understanding of what is happening?

➢How do they interpret their feelings and behaviors?

➢When and where are things better?

▪ Look for information that highlights strengths, gifts and 
resiliency

▪ Model listening that supports use of rational and intuitive 
knowledge to promote their understanding of themselves and 
the world around them



3. Attend to What They Need

▪ Don’t assume you know what they need!

▪ Find out what their priorities are

▪ Amplify their voice and experiences

➢Do they have immediate concerns that can be addressed 
quickly to reduce distress?

➢What tools, resources and skills do they have to meet their 
immediate needs?

▪ Recall developmental and cultural teachings about their 
focus at this age

✓Childhood: Good Life = teaches sense of self, prevents 
selfishness and fosters attachments

✓Youth: Fast Life = instant gratification, social belonging and 
physical sense of self



4. Education and Knowledge

▪ Knowledge is power!

▪ Provide education on what they are experiencing.

▪ Normalize their experiences

▪ Words like mental health, anxiety, depression are loaded.

➢With education we can take away the power of these words and 
give power to the young person in their own wellness journey.

▪ Reduce feelings of different and other by giving them 
information

▪ Give meaning to their experiences



5. Identify Supportive Network

▪ Match supports to need

✓Developmentally appropriate

✓Culturally relevant

✓Easily accessible

✓Attend to gender and sexuality

▪ Build supports in places kids find themselves (i.e., schools, 
community)

▪ Link to multiple supports that for physical, emotional, 
mental and spiritual wellness

▪ Create a sense of belonging



Resources to Support 
Children & Youth



Aniish Naa Gegii : achwm.ca



Aniish Naa Gegii – Children’s Health & 
Wellbeing Measure

• The Aaniish Naa Gegii: the 
Children’s Health and Well-
being Measure© (ACHWM) 
is a culturally relevant 
measure of health and 
well-being for Indigenous 
children (ages 8-18 years). It 
is a tablet-based measure 
created by the children for 
the children and is used for 
population health 
assessment; for program 
evaluation; or for mental 
health screening.

• Purpose:s to provide Indigenous 
communities or organizations with an 
overview of the health and well-being 
status of the children and youth in their 
communities.

• We provide insight into children's 
spiritual, emotional, physical, and mental 
health strengths. 

• The survey is completed on a tablet, 
which engages children and acts as a 
catalyst for honest conversation. The 
results are shared with each child/youth 
in a visual form on the tablet. 

• The data obtained from the survey can 
help identify areas where more services 
may be needed, and support advocacy 
for program funding.



ACHWM Resources - Examples



Buffalo Riders Early Intervention Program

• Enhances and strengthens 
community-based capacity to 
provide youth with early and 
brief interventions and support 
services in reducing substance 
using behaviors

• Uses culturally specific teachings 
about youth resiliency

• Evidence based model

• Target group 11-13 yrs at risk 
youth



Life Promotion 
Toolkit

Lots of activities and 
reflection questions 
grounded in Indigenous 
knowledge and practices 
to support youth to 
connect to life.



We Matter

• Indigenous youth led 
organization dedicated to 
Indigenous youth support, hope 
and life promotion

• Videos and messages of hope, 
culture, strength, healing, 
mental health and life 
promotion

• Toolkits and resources 

• Youth capacity in schools and 
communities by helping 
implement youth led initiatives 
and peer to peer support



Other Resources
1. School Mental Health Ontario

• provides resources for students, parents/families, educators and school/system leaders to support 
student mental health.

2. ACCESS Open Minds

• National youth mental health network uniting youth, families/carers, researchers, service providers 
and decision makers in improving quality and access to leading innovative and evidence-based 
services

❖ Adolescent/young Adult Connections to Community Driven Early Strengths based and Stigma free 
services 

3. FRAYME 

• National and international network of youth that connects metal health, health and social services 
by supporting and leading work and projects aimed to improve youth mental health and substance 
use care systems

4. Jack.org

• Empowers young people to revolutionize the provincial/territorial mental health system through 
local and regional mental health initiatives focused on prevention and promotion using resources 
that focus on leadership and advocacy skills



The creator imaged the most beautiful 

and perfect place... This is what we are 

always striving to create for our 

children. 



Miigwech. Thank You. Merci
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