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Abstract 

It is critical that non-Indigenous social workers seek knowledge from Indigenous Elders, 
Knowledge Keepers, scholars, mental health professionals, Indigenous-led agencies, and 
Indigenous clients on best practices for working with Indigenous children, families, and 
communities. Through a placement in the Children’s Mental Health Program at Nogdawindamin 
Family and Community Services, I aimed to learn how Western approaches of helping can be 
aligned with Indigenous approaches; how non-Indigenous helpers can practice Western methods 
of helping in good ways while being informed by Indigenous worldviews; and how Internal 
Family Systems Therapy (IFS) might be in harmony with Indigenous values and useful in 
clinical practice with Indigenous children and families. Academic research, direct practice, 
cultural and professional training programs, and consultation with Nogdawindamin’s Elders, 
Knowledge Keepers, and mental health professionals, led to answers to my questions. In this 
paper, I outline critical historical, social, and political contexts; relevant theories, approaches, 
and worldviews; the tenets of allyship, and the principles of the Seven Grandfather Teachings as 
they were taught to me. I reflect on applying allyship practices, the Seven Grandfather 
Teachings, treaty responsibilities, The TRC’s Calls to Action, and the 13 Rights of the 
Anishinaabe Child within therapeutic relationships with Indigenous children, families, and 
communities. I share findings on culturally aligned clinical practices and how the teachings I 
received support my developing allied, ethical, and culturally aligned practice. I describe 
findings on how IFS can be aligned with Indigenous ways of helping and a useful practice to 
uphold allyship commitments with clients. 
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Résumé 

Il est essentiel que les travailleurs sociaux non autochtones recherchent des connaissances 
auprès des aînés autochtones, des gardiens du savoir, des universitaires, des professionnels de la 
santé mentale, des organismes dirigés par des Autochtones et des clients autochtones sur les 
pratiques exemplaires pour travailler avec les enfants, les familles et les communautés 
autochtones. Grâce à un stage dans le cadre du Programme de santé mentale pour enfants des 
services familiaux et communautaires Nogdawindamin, j’ai voulu apprendre comment les 
approches occidentales de l’aide peuvent être harmonisées avec les approches autochtones ; la 
façon dont les aidants non autochtones peuvent mettre en pratique les méthodes occidentales d’aide 
de bonnes façons tout en étant informés par les visions du monde autochtones ; et la façon dont la 
thérapie Système familial intérieur (IFS) pourrait être en harmonie avec les valeurs autochtones et 
utile en pratique clinique auprès des enfants et des familles autochtones. Un examen de la 
littérature universitaire, de la pratique directe, des programmes de formation culturelle et 
professionnelle et des consultations avec les aînés, les gardiens du savoir et les professionnels de 
la santé mentale de Nogdawindamin m’ont permis de répondre à mes questions. Dans le présent 
article, je présente les contextes historiques, sociaux et politiques critiques, les théories, les 
approches et les visions du monde pertinentes, les principes de l’alliance et les principes des Sept 
enseignements sacrés qui m’ont été enseignés. Je réfléchis à l’application des pratiques d’alliance, 
des sept enseignements ancestraux, des responsabilités découlant des traités, des appels à l’action 
de la CVR et la Charte des droits des enfants anishinabés dans les relations thérapeutiques avec 
les enfants, les familles et les communautés autochtones. Je partage mes constatations sur les 
pratiques cliniques culturellement harmonisées et sur la façon dont les enseignements que j’ai 
reçus appuient ma pratique alliée, éthique et culturelle en développement. Je décris les 
constatations sur la façon dont la IFS peut être harmonisée avec les façons autochtones d’aider et 
une pratique utile pour respecter les engagements en matière d’alliances avec les clients. 
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Part 1: Preparation 

This reflection paper describes my learning and experiences throughout my Advanced 

Practicum placement at Nogdawindamin Family and Community Services in the Children’s 

Mental Health Program. Guided by my teachers along my placement path and Fellner’s (2018) 

spiritual approach to counselling practices, I envision this paper and my placement work toward 

developing ethical, allied, and culturally aligned practices with Indigenous children and families, 

as ceremonial preparation and a ceremony itself. Fellner (2018) echoes the teaching I have 

received about the importance of preparation within the ceremonial process:  

Each ceremony begins with preparation. I’ve been taught that preparing for 

ceremony is at least as important as the ceremony itself. Similarly, proper 

preparation for our work with Indigenous clients is essential. Once we have 

prepared, we may step into the sacred space and open the ceremony. (p. 183) 

With this in mind I begin in Part 1, by sharing my process of learning with you, 

my reader, by relating how I came to this learning journey. I then continue the process 

of preparation by outlining the foundational knowledge I needed to seek to prepare 

myself for the work of supporting transformation and healing. In Part 2, I share how I 

synthesized the teachings I received throughout my placement to begin building my 

helper bundle and shape the ways I wish to practice as a therapist. Additionally, I 

make recommendations for the field of clinical social work.  

Along this learning path I grew and transformed as one does on a journey.  I 

offer my reflections to you with the hope that you may find something useful here. I 

remain grateful for this learning process and honour it as sacred learning.  
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Chapter 1: Opening 

 My Questions 

I began my Advanced Practicum work as a student within the Children’s Mental Health 

program with Nogdawindamin Child and Family Services with the following questions in mind 

and heart:  

1. How can Western theories and practices of helping children and their families be 

influenced by or aligned with Indigenous approaches of helping?  

2. How can a non-Indigenous helper practice Western methods of helping children 

and families in a good way while being informed by Indigenous worldviews? 

3. As a relational, client-centered, evidence-based, non-pathologizing practice, is 

Internal Family Systems Therapy in harmony with Indigenous values? If so, is IFS 

a potentially valuable practice for Nogdawindamin’s Children’s Mental Health 

Program? 

Answers to my questions were offered by the many generous Elders, Knowledge 

Keepers, Shkabawis (helpers), and staff of Nogadawindamin. As described in my 

acknowledgements, much of my placement felt guided by Spirit with many of my questions 

being answered through synchronistic events, training opportunities, and teachings I received 

from Elders and Knowledge Keepers. What initially felt like somewhat unrelated inquiries 

eventually emerged in synergy with one another as my placement unfolded. For example, Eva 

Debutch, one of my placement supervisors, enlisted me in a project of gathering clinical tools in 

use by the agency that are culturally supportive which allowed me to come to a better 

understanding of my first question. She helped me to become clear about my second question by 

directing me on a quest to explore allyship in relation to therapeutic relationships. My 

exploration on allyship and ethical practices with Indigenous children and families was bolstered 
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by a mandatory training offered by Nogdawindamin’s cultural team called Anishinaabe Adziwin 

Pathways. This staff training program is designed to enhance cultural competency for staff and 

cultural safety for clients as well as increase staff knowledge of the history and impacts of 

colonization on the clients of Nogdawindamin. These learning experiences led me to a rich, yet 

incomplete, experiential education in Anishinaabe culture and history and a subsequent 

exploration of myself and my ancestral cultural influences. My final question was addressed 

amazingly through a Nogdawindamin organized clinical staff training on Internal Family 

Systems, led by Anna Gartshore. I find the synchronicity of this training and my interest in it 

amazing since it was organized by Nogdawindamin without me suggesting it and during a time 

when IFS is still in the process of gaining traction in therapeutic circles. Furthermore, Anna is 

dedicated to exploring this very question about how IFS can be in harmony with Indigenous 

worldviews and takes the question further to wonder how Indigenous worldviews can influence 

IFS. Marlene Syrette and Phil Jones, Knowledge Keepers at Nogdawindamin, offered their 

insight and wisdom to these questions and I participated in the training with deep gratitude for 

the synchronicity and soaked in the answers to my questions which had not yet been asked.  

What emerged for me from the many teachings I received through my placement in the 

Children’s Mental Health Program at Nogdawindamin was a gradual and practical exploration of 

some ways in which Indigenous worldviews can be integrated into Western therapeutic practices 

with integrity; how Western practices can be adapted or Indigenized to be culturally safe and 

connective for Indigenous clients; the importance and limitations of allyship; the key 

characteristics of allyship in relationships with Indigenous communities; how social justice 

principles, Indigenous worldviews, and Indigenous value systems can be engaged to understand 

and enhance the practices of allyship with Indigenous communities and clinical practice with 

Indigenous clients;  the usefulness of of Internal Family Systems as a clinical tool with 
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Indigenous communities; and IFS as a way to honour ally responsibilities and commitments to 

ethics in therapeutic relationships. 

I continue this paper by offering a brief introduction of who I am and what I brought to 

this exploration, outlining the approaches I used throughout my learning processes. Next, I will 

describe the history, work, and values of Nogdawindamin Family and Community services and 

the work I undertook during my placement there. I follow this description with a literature 

review coupled with cultural teachings I received in relation to relevant themes pertaining to my 

placement. Finally, I will share the ideas and understanding with which I was gifted during my 

time at Nogdawindamin about my roles and responsibilities as a non-Indigenous helper aiming to 

support the healing, self-determination, and preservation of Anishinaabe families and 

communities. 

What Brings Me to, and What I Bring to This Exploration 

At the beginning of the Anishinaabe Adziwin Pathways training, which I will refer to as 

the Pathways training, we were asked to answer the question: “What is your purpose and gifts 

that you bring (to the helping role)?” (Nogdawindamin, n.d.). Within Indigenous worldviews and 

helping practices the self is viewed at the centre (Baskin, 2016). The self is at the centre of the 

medicine wheel and the centre of a community, and one must begin with the self when one aims 

to help others. Likewise, understanding one’s purpose, one’s roles and responsibilities within a 

collective, and what gifts one has to offer others within one's role is essential to Anishinaabe 

worldview of wellbeing. Since I was asked, I have been pondering the answers to these 

questions. They are not simple to answer yet deeply important to understand and reflect on.  

I believe my purpose is and has always been to spread joy and support healing. This 

purpose has developed from my true self and my experiences along my journey. I am a deeply 
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joy filled person, yet my joy has been dampened along the way. I have learned and developed 

ways to reconnect with my joy and I take great satisfaction in sharing what I have learned in 

supporting others to reconnect with theirs. I am also someone who fully feels a multitude of 

emotions. I believe that facing darkness is necessary for the light to exist. Through my 

upbringing, ancestral and personal experiences of trauma, oppression, and abuse, I have become 

dedicated to processes of social justice; working against oppression and toward liberation for all 

people. I am an empathic and loving person who listens with all my senses to understand and 

know the humans in my world and my environment. I use and believe in the power of creativity 

toward personal and collective transformation, liberation, expression, and joy. These, I believe, 

are my purpose and my gifts.  

Qwul’sih’yah’maht (Thomas) and Kundoqk (Green) (2015) stress that relationships and 

reflecting on one’s relationship with others and oneself are critical to anti-oppressive helping 

practices. Throughout my placement the importance of relationships, of cultivating them, 

nurturing them and sustaining them, with others and myself was consistent throughout all the 

teachings I received in relation to my questions. Qwul’sih’yah’maht (Thomas) and Kundoqk 

(Green) (2015) also promote self-reflective practice as critical to anti-oppressive practices, 

involving the examination of our values and assumptions. As a helper who aims to engage in 

anti-oppressive helping practices, I have learned that I must not just practice anti-oppression in 

my work but live it as a way of life (Qwul’sih’yah’maht [Thomas] & Kundoqk [Green], 2015). 

Qwul’sih’yah’maht (Thomas) and Kundoqk (Green) (2015) assert that to begin this way of life is 

to question how we know what we know and to reclaim as well as politicize our humanity. As a 

starting point in this placement reflection, I offer a brief, albeit incomplete, description of the 

cultural, social, political, and personal aspects of myself that inform my knowing about the world 

and my relationships which brought me to this particular exploration at this time. 
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I am a white, able bodied, queer, heterosexual presenting, middle class woman. I am a 

mother of three children. I am a descendent of Turtle Island colonizers and the adopted 

descendent of Jewish refugees. I am a practicing Jew and Wiccan. I am the child of survivors of 

childhood sexual, physical, and emotional abuse, and of genocidal war. These particular aspects 

of my identity, and personal and ancestral experiences deeply inform the work I do with people. I 

understand my identity from an intersectional point of view (Mizok & Page, 2016). Because of 

who I am in the world, I have experienced prejudice, threats of violence, attacks on my people 

including myself personally, exclusions from experiences and opportunities, fears of practicing 

my spirituality, internalized hatred as well as pride in who I am and who my people are, as well 

as shame and guilt of my origins and the violence my ancestors participated in, were ignorant of, 

or chose to ignore. All these aspects of my identity and knowing are intertwined with 

experiences of many open doors, wealth, privilege, and access to knowledge, education, and 

power.  

I currently reside in the Robinson-Huron Treaty of 1850 Territory, the traditional territory 

of Atikameksheng Anishinaabe or Sudbury, Ontario. For the past 8 years I have been engaging 

in a gradual academic and relational education of the history of the First Peoples of this territory, 

and their cultures, practices, and languages. If I were to draw a parallel between my western 

based educational timeline and where I am at in my cultural education journey, I’d say I have 

been in preschool and kindergarten for the last 8 years. I may have just graduated to grade one or 

two through my placement experience at Nogdawindamin. In other words, I still have so much to 

learn and will never know all there is to know.  

For most of my life I have been a visual artist and over the last 10 years have stepped into 

various performance roles. My undergraduate work was in visual art and my previous graduate 

work was in interdisciplinary humanities. I have worked in schools, teaching art to children of 
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many ages, as an artist in residence and artist educator. I adore making art with children, 

nurturing their innate sense of creativity. My education and work experiences led me to 

community arts, through which I co-facilitated a variety of collaborative group art projects with 

many people in Sudbury from many backgrounds, including Indigenous people from different 

Turtle Island Nations. The projects I have found profoundly moving and impactful have been 

rooted and guided in part by Indigenous values and processes.  

I was led to seek a Masters of Social Work because I witnessed and experienced the 

healing impacts of art and safe community. I sought to grow and develop my skills to support 

others in safe and ethical ways. My professional and academic experiences have challenged me 

to grow as an ally, prioritize collaboration, and interrogate the ways I support others in order to 

reduce and eliminate harm or oppression consciously or unconsciously imposed by my inherited 

or adopted beliefs, race, culture, colonized mind, ignorance, and privilege. These particular 

growth processes require continual diligence and awareness.  

Throughout my social work development journey, I have received rich lessons and 

learned helpful healing practices from the traditions and practices of Indigenous worldviews. I 

have also been drawn to relational, innovative, intuitive, client-centred, and non-pathologizing 

interventions developed by Westerners which have been influenced by or appear to be congruent 

with Indigenous worldviews. These interventions are Internal Family Systems, Play Therapy, 

Expressive Arts Therapy, and Ecotherapy. As a non-Indigenous helper, I continually seek to 

understand how to practice these approaches with Indigenous children, families, and 

communities in a good way. My placement experience at Nogdawindamin has been immensely 

valuable and helpful in guiding me toward this goal.  
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Chapter 2: Description of the Advanced Practicum Environment 

My Advanced Practicum was with the Children’ Mental Health (CMH) program with 

Nogdawindamin Family and Community Services in Sudbury, ON. My placement supervisors 

were Eva Dabutch, Clinical Intake Case Management Supervisor and Shirley Gilpin, Team 

Supervisor of the Children’s Mental Health Services. Nogdwamindamin is an Indigenous led 

agency that employs over 400 people and provides protection and prevention services for 

children and families. Nogdawindamin services seven First Nations along the North Shore: 

Atikameksheng Anishnawbek, Batchewana First Nation, Garden River First Nation, Mississauga 

First Nation, Sagamok Anishnawbek, Serpent River First Nation, and Thessalon First Nation 

(Nogdawindamin, 2021a). Services include: child protection services; youth liaison services; 

neonatal services; Jordan Principle application support; a program called Family Wellbeing, 

which provides support to build life and parenting skills, managing stress and supports access to 

basic resources; Family Treatment which supports individuals and families to recover from 

addictions and its impacts aimed at  promoting and supporting “a culturally grounded model of 

care that mindfully addresses the root causes of substance abuse” in Anishinaabe communities; 

Cultural Services which aims to ground the work of Nogdawindamin in cultural values and 

beliefs and provides support and resources such as debriefing, teachings, ceremonies and healing 

services to staff and clients; Children’s Mental Health Program; Behavioural Therapy Model 

Program; Adult Mental Health Program; and the Alternative Care Program which supports the 

placement of children in alternative homes to their family of origin and aims to keep children in 

homes with their extended family members and holds the goal to safely reunite parents and 

children who have been housed with next of kin or other families (Nogdawindamin, 2021b). All 

these programs aim to work together to support community healing. Nogdawinamin also 

collaborates toward healthy communities with their community partners, including the 
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Mamaweswen, North Shore Tribal Council (NSTC) comprised of the Bands from the seven First 

Nations Nogdawindamin services, Maamawaysing, North Shore Community Health Centre and 

the Association of Native Child and Family Services Agencies of Ontario (ANCFSAO) 

(Nogdawindamin, 2021d). Nogdawindamin aims to foster relationships between families and 

outside agencies and services, employing the Circle of Care model. Additionally, 

Nogdawindamin aims to support all family members as a whole system, understanding that the 

well-being of each family member directly impacts the wellbeing of the whole system. 

Children’s Mental Health Program 

When I began my placement, the CMH program was only 3 years old. The program 

offers child-centred, evidence-based, voluntary services for children and youth from 4-24 years 

of age. Using a holistic healing model, interventions provided by Nogdawindamin’s CMH 

program focus on prevention of apprehension to support children to stay with parents while 

addressing issues of trauma, grief, loss, anxiety, depression, self-esteem, familial and 

relationship conflict, and social disruption (Nogdawindamin, 2021c). They offer individual, 

family, and group counselling as well as support for parents and caregivers, access to 

psychological and psychiatric consultation, assessment services, cultural teachings, traditional 

medicine, and ceremonies. Clinicians work closely with Indigenous Elders and Knowledge 

Keepers with the goal of offering “balanced, traditional treatment options” (Nogdawindamin, 

2021c). Interventions include art and play based therapy. The program provides a safe, 

confidential therapeutic environment, in-home, in-school or in-clinic counselling, on or off-

reserve. A walk-in (or call-in during the pandemic) clinic offers brief solution-focused services. 

Some of these services have been offered online during the Covid pandemic.  
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Agency Birth Story: Reclamation and Revolution of Child Welfare Practices 

Early in my placement I learned about the birth story of Nogdawindamin. In the 1980’s 

three grandmothers from the Sagamok First Nation went to their Chief to voice their concerns 

that they were restricted from seeing their grandchildren. This appeal led to the creation of a 

Tribal Council Child Welfare Committee. Their top three priorities were to promote and 

maintain their language and culture, to resist intrusiveness in their communities, and to promote 

healing of their communities (S. Van Every, personal communication, September, 2021). In 

1989, Hilda Syrette, an Elder and Nookomis (grandmother) from Batchewana First Nation gifted 

the organization its name. Nogdawindamin has a few meanings depending on dialect: “the center 

of thoughts, to take care of state of mind and wellbeing”, “protecting our children’s state of mind 

and wellbeing” and “taking care of one another, being mindful of each other” (Nogdawindamin, 

n.d.). Nogdawindamin has a spirit. In 2006 Mike Bisson was hired as the Cultural Coordinator to 

care for the Spirit of Nogdawindamin. Helpers, Knowledge Keepers, and Elders of 

Nogdawindamin continue to care for the spirit and it cares for all Nogdawindamin staff and 

families (Darren McGregor, personal communication, September, 2021).  

Manitowabi et al. (2018) describe how the development of Indigenous organizations can 

be connected to the cycles of a human life. Similarly, as adolescents go through transitions of 

developing and creating their identities and relationship adjustment, Nogdawindamin has gone 

through similar transitions of identity formation and relationship building with the communities 

they serve. Manitowabi et al. (2018) describe the patience that has been required through the 

developmental process of Indigenous led social service agencies. 

Patience with the funding agencies who may not have understood what the 

agencies were trying to achieve with the development of culturally relevant 

programming. Oftentimes, (they) would seek the advice and guidance from 



NIIZHWAAK SHI NAANANMIDNA KIDWENAN    11 

their elders to guide the development of their programs. These elders would 

also provide feedback about how to incorporate their teachings into the 

programs. (chapter 3, para. 3).  

 In 1987, the North Shore Tribal Council created Nogdawindamin Family and 

Community Services (Nogdawindamin, 2018). In 1992, twenty four helpers provided 

preventative services, community and family support, counselling, and cultural services. In 2004, 

the Ministry licensed the agency to provide Alternative Care Services for families and 

communities. In 2009, Nogdawindamin sought official designation to provide child welfare 

services by reclaiming jurisdiction and on April 1st, 2017 Nogdawindamin was granted 

designation over child welfare services in this region (Nogdawindamin, 2018). 

Agency Values 

Nogdawindamin works toward what Simard (2019) describes as “culturally restorative 

practices as a standard of care for First Nations children” (p. 61), in contrast to the historical 

child welfare paradigm (Simard, 2019). Nogdawindamin envisions healthy Anishinaabe families 

who nurture and guide their children (Nogdawindamin, 2021a). All programs and services 

offered by Nogdawindamin are intended to be relational, community based, strengths based, 

collaborative with communities and families, and rooted in and harmonized with Anishinaabe 

culture and values (Nogdawindamin, 2021a).  

Providing culturally based and prevention-based services, Nogdawindamin centres the 

child, family, and community in their services of care (Manitowabi et al., 2018). Culture and 

tradition are foundational to Nogdawindamin’s services. Guidance and support from their Elder’s 

Council aids in integrating culture into the services in a good and authentic way (Manitowabi et 

al., 2018).  Manitowabi et al. (2018) describe the particular service model that Nogdawindamin 
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practices as placing essential importance on “knowing Anishinawbe history, language and 

culture, and its connection to building a strong sense of identity and knowing one’s place in 

creation” (Nog-da-win-da-min Family and Community Services section, para. 3). 

Programs and services are guided by the values of the sacred Grandfather Teachings and 

the Medicine Wheel. Nogdawindamin believes in and practices relational reciprocity, encourages 

self care, and actively practices care for the collective. The agency offers ample training 

opportunities, cultural teachings, traditional medicine, and spiritual guidance by Elders and 

Knowledge keepers in the cultural department for clients, staff, and volunteer personnel.   

Darren McGregor, a Knowledge Keeper at Nogdawindamin, shares the organization’s 

vision for whom they work when he asks, “Who are our bosses? Not the ministry. It’s the 

children. The families and the First Nation communities” (D. McGregor, personal 

communication, September, 2021). They hold the vision of working themselves out of a job with 

the goal that each First Nation will have autonomous family services and are working toward 

having sovereignty over their child welfare systems and laws (D’Avino, 2021). Nogdawindamin 

seems to be operating through what Duran (2019) describes as an ideal organization service 

situation which has fluidity between worldviews by integrating Western and traditional 

Indigenous clinical ideologies and administrative processes. 

My Learning Goals and Placement Activities 

My main learning goals during my placement were to learn how to support Indigenous 

families and children using, and adapting, client-centered, anti-oppressive, anti-colonial, non-

pathologizing practices that are potentially in harmony with Indigenous cultural values.  The 

following more detailed learning goals, which I set prior to my placement in order to achieve my 

overall goal, are listed below along with whether or not I achieved them and how. First of all, I 
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aimed to gain knowledge of the traditional healing methods, and practices used within 

Nogdawindamin through support from Elders and Traditional Knowledge Keepers and agency 

clinicians and supervisors; and to learn how these can be appropriately supported by non-

Indigenous practitioners. Additionally, I wanted to gain understanding of the foundational values 

of the Seven Grandfather teachings and how they guide practical work at Nogdawindamin and 

decipher how these values can guide my practice as a non-Indigenous practitioner, with guidance 

from my supervisors and the agency’s Elders and Knowledge Keepers. To achieve this goal, I 

sought guidance from Nogdawindamin cultural staff through cultural consultations about cultural 

ways of healing, best practices with Indigenous clients, and how Western practices can align or 

be adapted to align with Anishinaabe worldviews. Within this paper I share what I learned about 

the Seven Grandfather Teachings and ways to apply them in clinical practice as well as what I 

learned about best practices with Indigenous clients and adapting Western clinical tools with 

Indigenous clients.  

Through this placement I aimed to gain hands-on supervision with Western practices and 

methods used in the Children’s Mental Health Program at Nogdawindamin and to understand 

through this hands-on experience how to appropriately adapt Western methods to work with 

Indigenous clients and how these methods may align with Indigenous ways of helping. I also 

wanted to learn to develop treatment plans and identify therapeutic supports and community 

resources toward wellness for clients, learn how to implement a circle of care approach to 

clinical work and learn how to be an effective and strong advocate to promote and support 

children’s wellness needs. I was able to receive this hands on experience through my time at 

Nogdawindamin, by supporting clinicians in treatment planning, delivery, and case notes, by 

supporting the development of  professional development training on best clinical practices with 

Indigenous clients in schools and by supporting the development of a group based experiential 
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curriculum for children and adults focused on the impacts of historical trauma on individuals and 

communities and opportunities for healing, hope and compassion. Furthermore, I supported 

reviews and exploration of culturally consistent clinical tools to be used by CMH and AMH 

clinicians. 

Another goal was to learn clinical intake processes and initial assessment processes of 

children’s mental wellness needs using the organization's assessment tools.  This learning goal 

was achieved through supporting intake workers with initial intake assessments and case notes. I 

was also given the opportunity to participate in a collective review and update of  intake forms.  

Through all this work I was able to achieve another goal which was to strengthen my effective 

documentation, communication, and collaboration skills within the clinical setting, across other 

organizational departments, with family and circle of care members, and within the community. 

Finally, my goal to incorporate training in Internal Family Systems from the Internal 

Family Systems Institute to decipher its congruence with Indigenous values and helping practices 

and potential usefulness for Nogdawindamin in conversation with supervisors and agency Elders 

was supported by my participation in a one-week session of IFS training and through my 

assistantship in a second week of Internal Family Systems Therapy training. Throughout these 

trainings I was able to learn from Elders and staff about how IFS may be aligned with 

Indigenous values and practices. In response to the interest in IFS from clinicians I began 

discussions with my supervisors on setting up ongoing practice supports for clinicians exploring 

the IFS model. Throughout my placement I worked independently on my goal to examine 

literature related to my initial questions in order to decipher which Western helping approaches 

are aligned or can be adapted to be congruent with Indigenous values and practices and to 

determine the congruence of IFS with Indigenous peoples/values.  In the final section of Part 2, I 
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share what I learned about this particular question and make suggestions about how IFS may be 

used within a practice of allied, ethical and self-reflective therapeutic practice. 

As described, I engaged in a variety of activities that led to a rich and well rounded 

learning experience and addressed many of my learning goals including additional learning 

opportunities I had not anticipated. For instance, participating in Anishinaabe Aadziwin 

Pathways, a staff training program designed to enhance cultural competency and knowledge of 

the history and impacts of colonization on the clients of Nogdawindamin, and my Supervisor, 

Eva Dabutch’s direction to focus on allyship practices, led me to collaborate in developing a 

sharing circle exploring decolonization and allyship practices with Indigenous communities. 

Through this project I was able to support cultural staff in the initial steps of developing a follow 

up program for past Anishinaabe Aadziwin Pathways participants. My learning from the 

pathways program and from my educational focus on allyship is reflected in both Part 1 and 2 of 

this paper.  

Working with Nogdawindamin was a unique experience for me as I had never before 

been immersed in an organization grounded in and guided by Anishinaabe values and systems of 

helping. I had the privileged opportunity to learn from Nogdawindawin clinicians, Elders and 

Traditional Knowledge Keepers and the children and families they serve. This unique learning 

opportunity was essential to my developing understanding of Indigenous ways of healing. As 

Robbins and Dewar (2011) write, “direct experience with healers and traditional healing is one 

of the most important factors in being able to grasp the nature of traditional healing” (p. 1). 

Although I was able to participate in much activity at Nogdawindamin, many of the projects I 

was supporting and collaborating on are just beginning or will be ongoing. I feel blessed and 

grateful to have the opportunity to continue my growth process, as well as continue to offer my 

gifts to the organization, through employment with the agency, which started early March 2022. 
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My Approaches to Learning from and Working with Nogdawindamin 

Primarily with Spirit and Trust 

 I have approached this experiential learning experience first and foremost with a trust in 

and connection to Spirit and acknowledgment of spiritual guidance, love, and wisdom through 

my journey. My learning and healing practices have been deeply influenced and nourished by 

Nogdawindamin’s emphasis on a balanced human experience which includes spirituality. 

Seinfield (2012) points to a renewed interest in the inclusion of spirituality in clinical practice as 

revitalizing healing relationships. As I described in my acknowledgements, I have felt guided 

throughout this experience and even before by an energy greater than myself. Honouring, 

learning about, and restoring spirituality in the healing process has been a thread throughout this 

placement. Throughout this learning journey, I have also felt held by Spirit. Witnessing and 

participating in Nogdawindamin’s wholistic healing and teaching practices, which include 

spirituality, has felt like a process of coming home or an activation of some deep knowing inside 

of me of how I want to practice as a helper. 

Early in my placement, I was offered a teaching about how to learn from Anishinaabe 

teachings which supported my trust in the learning process. I was taught that you receive what 

you need from teachings and leave the rest (P. Jones, personal communication, March 2, 2022). 

Your interpretation is what is personally relevant for you at the time you receive the teaching (E. 

Dabutch, personal communication, September 2021). In this way, one does not get confused or 

overwhelmed along the way. I listen to what emerges for me, what feels important each time I 

receive a teaching or listen to a story. I have received similar teachings through my placement 

and receive new understandings each time I hear them. In this way, I trust my inner wisdom to 

know what is important for me to know at each point along my path.  
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Indigenous Worldviews 

As I searched for the answers to my questions and remained open to whom, what and 

where these questions led me, I looked to Indigenous worldviews for answers and guidance 

throughout the process. At the same time, I was aware that my processes cannot come from 

Indigenous frameworks or worldviews. As a white woman of settler descent, I am aware that my 

worldviews developed within this context and not through Indigenous influences, relationships 

and experiences. Limited by my particular Western influenced worldviews, I cannot fully 

understand or embody Indigenous worldviews (Carlson, 2017). Within my limitations, I attempt 

to understand as best I can teachings offered to me about Indigenous worldviews and ways of 

healing by Indigenous Knowledge Keepers and Elders so I can enrich my own life, ways of 

knowing and being and my helping practices with all people. 

Theoretical Approaches to Practice 

As my Supervisor Eva Dabutch shared with me, it is ideal for Indigenous counsellors to 

work with Indigenous clients as they are in the best position to understand the struggles that 

Indigenous clients face (E. Dabutch, personal communication, February, 2022). However, the 

reality is that many counsellors/therapists and clinicians are not of Indigenous descent. 

Therefore, the next best scenario is for clinicians who are working with Indigenous clients to 

practice anti oppressive, anti-colonial, allyship based, social justice approaches of helping and 

have ways of incorporating cultural tools in good ways (E. Dabutch, personal communication, 

February, 2022).  

Anti-oppressive practices are critical to helping practices as meaningful social work 

practice requires an understanding of the dynamics and structures of oppression in order to 

disrupt, dismantle, and reject participation in them (Mullaly, 2002). Anti-racist and anti-colonial 

practices are especially critical in practice with Indigenous peoples in order to avoid 
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pathologizing of individuals and to contextualize problems within multiple levels of systemic 

oppression and racism (Mullaly, 2002). It is equally essential to apply an Indigenous informed 

anti-colonial practice, as those who benefit from colonization are unable to understand 

colonialism as it impacts those oppressed by it without Indigenous perspectives (Dei, 2006). 

 Building upon my past allyship practices with women with lived experience in sex work, 

my research into allyship lead me to a deeper exploration of what it means to engage in allyship 

work, what it means to ally with Indigenous communities, and how Indigenous values can 

inform and guide allyship practices. This research led me to an exploration of the limitations of 

allyship and nuanced ways of practicing allyship through social justice therapeutic alliances with 

Indigenous people through “accompaniment” or “walking alongside” them in their healing 

journeys (Mizok & Page, 2016). These approaches guided my placement work and my research 

processes. In order to steep my mind and heart in theoretical and practical knowledge as I sought 

guidance and answers to my questions, I conducted a literature review prior to my placement and 

continued this review alongside the knowledge I sought and received from Elders, Knowledge 

Keepers of Nogdawindamin. The next chapter presents relevant information I gathered through 

my knowledge seeking processes.   
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Chapter 3: Review of Literature and Knowledge Shared by Elders and Knowledge Keepers  

 This section of my paper outlines knowledge, theories, practices, and approaches relevant 

to my practicum questions organized in the following categories: Indigenous worldviews and 

ways of helping; disruptions to Indigenous ways of life, knowing and being; cross cultural 

approaches; relevant healing practices; theoretical approaches to helping; and trauma theories. I 

present knowledge shared in peer reviewed journals by Indigenous and Western scholars. I also 

include knowledge shared in person with me individually or within collective training by 

Knowledge Keepers and Elders. In this way, I aim to honour the richness and value of these 

teachings as well as the oral tradition of sharing and gaining knowledge as equally valuable to 

academic knowledge and Western knowledge sharing and learning pathways (Younging, 2018).  

Indigenous Worldviews and Ways of Helping 

As previously stated, it is not possible for me to fully understand or describe all that is 

encompassed with Indigenous worldviews because I am not Indigenous. However, as Indigenous 

approaches to helping and healing are based on Indigenous worldviews (Baskin, 2016; Hart, 

2014; Linklater, 2014), it is important to seek understanding of these ways of seeing the world in 

an attempt to understand these approaches. A few consistent themes emerge within the literature 

written by Indigenous authors specializing in Indigenous ways of healing as well in the teachings 

from the Knowledge Keepers and Elders at Nogdawmindamin. In this section, I review some of 

these, including Spirituality, Wholism, The Seven Grandfather Teachings, Relationality and 

Interconnectedness, Roles and Responsibilities, Connection to culture, Storytelling, and 

Connection to Land. 

Spirituality 

The very first concept is the spirit. If one can understand the place of Spirit in the 

indigenous worldview that will define the starting-place as the centre of one’s 
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understanding. When one can find that, and know what it is, then it makes all 

aspects of Indigenous culture and ways of knowing understandable. 

(Hopkins, 2010, p. 7) 

 

Spirituality is an essential aspect of healing in Indigenous healing practices (Baskin, 2016). To 

Linklater (2014) “Indigenous healing begins at the Spirit” (p. 125). Duran (2019) shifts Western 

healing language from “psychologizing” to “spiritualizing,” highlighting this foundational aspect 

of Indigenous healing. Baskin (2016) describes spirituality to be the embodiment of the 

“interconnectedness and interrelationship to all life” (p. 171).  

During a presentation to Nogdawindamin staff on October 5th, 2021, Kathy Absolon 

shared ways to connect with one’s spirit in the journey of healing and maintaining of wholistic 

wellbeing. She described how she checks in with her Spirit, “Hey spirit. I know you are in 

there.” She asks, “Who are we?” and listens to what she hears.  She posed these questions to the 

group: “Who is your spirit. What were you like when you were little? What did you love? What 

did you love to do? That is information about your spirit and what your gifts are in the world”  

(K. Absolon, personal communication, Oct. 5th, 2021). Marlene Syrette, a Traditional 

Knowledge Keeper in Nogdawindamin’s cultural program, says often, “Heal the Spirit, and the 

mind and body will follow (personal communication, October, 2021). Ross (2014) recounts 

Elder James Dumont’s Inaugural Newbury Lecture at the University of Sudbury: 

Just as the spirit is at the centre of each of us, so the spirit is also at the centre of 

everything else within this creation. The spirit is always at the centre. When we 

live our lives with other spirit-centred beings in the creation, our relationship with 

the Creator is from spirit to spirit. Our role as human beings is to preserve that 

relationship, to maintain the spiritual order and structure of the world. 
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Indigeneous psychology and Indigenous culture can only be fully and properly 

understood from within this belief: that spirit is the central and primary energy, 

cause, and motivator of life.  

Wholism 

The importance of a wholistic approach in Indigenous healing practices is presented as 

essential to Indigenous worldview. Wholism views people as whole beings and considers all 

aspects (physical, mental, emotional and spiritual) of a person when considering their wellbeing 

(Baskin, 2016; Hart, 2014; Linklater, 2014). Ross (2014) quotes Chansonneuve (2005) who 

emphasizes the symbol of the circle in relation to “the spirits of all beings and things in a great, 

sacred whole” (p. 66). Each part of Creation is recognizable as a separate entity which holds 

meaning only in relationship with the whole. When connection to any part of the whole is 

disrupted, sacredness is lost. This can result in the destruction of self and environment. This 

imbalance causes disharmony to individual systems and collective relational systems. Therefore, 

whole wellness requires balance in all aspects of life.  

The Seven Grandfather Teachings 

The Seven Grandfather Teachings are foundational values and guiding principles for the 

Annishnaabek people. The teachings are shared within the Creation story (Benton-Benai, 1988). 

The story tells about how the teachings were given to the people at the beginning of time by the 

Creator. They teach the people how to live a good life. They teach how to love, how to be, and 

act respectfully of all living beings--of all of Creation including ourselves. They teach to honour 

knowledge and respect one's own knowledge and wisdom and that of others including the 

wisdom in all of life. They teach to live an honest and brave life. They teach to speak and hear 
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truth with the heart. They teach about people's roles and responsibilities and their place in the 

web of life. They teach how to be in relationship with all of creation including ourselves.  

Each time the Creation story is told it may be a little different. Each nation tells it a bit 

differently. Each person tells it differently. Each time a person receives this story, they receive a 

new and deeper understanding of what these teachings mean to them. (M. Syrette, personal 

communication, February, 2022; P. Jones, personal communication, March, 2022; T. McGregor, 

personal communication, October, 2021).  

Nogdawindamin aims to enact these values, virtues, or code of ethics in all their services. 

The Pathways’ training manual describes the Seven Grandfather Teachings as “teachings of the 

Anishinaabe people on how we are to conduct ourselves in all of our relationships, toward 

ourselves, other humans and everything in creation. This is our integrity, and the foundation of 

creating trust and security in relationship building” (p. 15). Engaging in ongoing education in 

and practice of these teachings is an essential practice for all helpers of Indigenous communities.  

Relationality and Interconnectedness 

Relationality and interconnectedness are key aspects of Indigenous worldviews which 

view the individual in relationship with and interconnected to all people and all things in the 

universe (Baskin, 2016). Mental health challenges are seen within relationships between people, 

circumstances, and environments (Baskin, 2016). Baskin points out that “respect, reciprocity and 

responsibility” to relationships are what promote and maintain a person’s health (p. 196). In this 

vein, Gameon and Skewes (2020) identify the relationship between children and their caregivers 

and the inclusion of parents and caregivers in healing and change processes as essential aspects 

in supporting children to heal from trauma.  
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The relationship of oneself in relationship with others is integral to Indigenous ways of 

helping. Linklater (2014) describes the Indigenous healing perspective of wellness, which is 

“directly related to balance and harmony” and the care of one’s self and one’s community. 

Carriere and Richardson (2013) discuss developmental imperatives for Indigenous children as 

“learning, playing, emulating adult skills, receiving stories and skills, acquiring language, [and] 

caring for self and others”. They describe youth as at time of “finding a sense of purpose, 

preparing for adulthood, taking on apprenticeship, going through rituals that prepare for coming 

of age” (p. 15). All these developmental imperatives are learned within relationship to others. 

Indigenous scholars, writing about Indigenous ways of healing, highlight the need to start with 

oneself and work outward in the healing process (Sinclair, 2019; Baskin, 2016). These teachings 

are critical to understand in my work as a Child and Youth Counsellor as I seek to support the 

healthy development of Anishinaabe children and youth and aim to support the reparation of 

ruptures to these important stages of development. Furthermore, the concept of relationality 

informs the practice of social work specifically by encouraging the respect and openness for 

different world views and ways of knowing (Duran, 2019) and by considering the interconnected 

web of a client's life and relationships by going beyond one-on-one approaches to processes 

which can benefit the collective rather than just the individual (Carriere & Richardson, 2013). 

Social workers using an Indigenous framework are reminded that due to the importance of 

relationships, it is imperative that we conduct our interactions with the utmost sense of care, 

respect, and responsibility (Qwul’sih’yah’maht [Thomas] & Kundoqk [Green], 2015).  

Roles and Responsibilities 

Individual and collective roles and responsibilities are understood as sacred customary 

obligations by Anishnaabek people to be given as part of the sacred law from the Creator. Citing 

a presentation by Jourdain (2006), Simard (2009) shares how these roles and responsibilities are 
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passed from one generation to another. Clan systems determined who did what in the 

communities. Everyone had a specific and valuable role to the wellbeing of the whole 

community. Some clans were responsible for governance, some for philosophy, others for 

fishing, others for hunting and trapping, and still others held knowledge of ceremonies, of 

healing, and knowledge of medicines. These knowledges were passed from parents to children 

along clan lines. According to Brent Niganobe from Mississauga First Nation, everyone 

contributed to the community in this way. One was not part of the community if they were not 

contributing according to their assigned clan/family role (Niganobe, 2022).  

Simard (2009) describes the protective structure of concentric circles with the child in the 

middle surrounded by their biological family, their extended family and their first nation 

community. This structure has existed for over a thousand years within the teachings and 

systems of Anishinaabe communities. These protective structures ensure the healthy 

development of children within a system of relations. They also “acknowledges the importance 

of continuity for the child, the development of identity, the character, and the responsibility 

attached to children in their role within the Anishinaabe society (p. 61)”. 

Historically children, Elders, and vulnerable people were at the centre of circles of 

community care. Society was organized around them to support their wellbeing (Littlebear, 

2000). Children are viewed as gifts from the Creator so “they must be at the centre of love and 

nurturing from a circle of extended family and community members” (Qwul’sih’yah’maht 

[Thomas] & Kundoqk [Green], 2015, p. 37). Brenda Rivers (2022) describes how children share 

the closest union with the Creator. The Spirit communicates through them through sounds, 

laughter, crying, and music. 

Elders and Knowledge holders are respected and valued for their experience. Younger 

generations learn from Elders and Knowledge Holders through personal and cultural stories, and 
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through observing cultural and daily practices grounded in values that guide Indigenous people, 

such as the Seven Grandfather Teachings (Hart, 2014). By listening to, observing, and 

supporting Elders, children, individuals, families, and communities are given context within 

which to heal and learn about how to be in the world and with all creation (Hart, 2014). 

Connection to Culture 

Connection to culture is a very important aspect of Indigenous wellbeing, healing, and 

helping. Cultural connectedness is described by Snowshoe et al. (2017) as encompassing cultural 

identity, traditions, and spirituality. Traditional ceremonies, knowledges, and cultural practices 

offer Indigenous people opportunities to heal themselves and their communities from the impacts 

of colonization, and to connect with the past, present, and future, to each other and other living 

beings, and to grow as human beings (Hart, 2014, Linklater, 2014; Freeman, 2011). 

Qwul’sih’yah’maht [Thomas] & Kundoqk [Green] (2015) and Linklater (2014) discuss the idea 

of cultural repatriation with regard to Indigenous children; of feeling connected to the love and 

the spirit of Anishnaabe people together taking part in sweat ceremonies, or sitting in talking 

circles together with Elders, or harvesting medicine. 

Simard (2009) shares the words of Kelly (2007): 

The strength of the culture is so powerful and is embedded in the very nature of 

our existences, that even if all systematic oppression work and there was no ounce 

of culture left in us as a people and the only thing noticeable about us as different 

would be the colour of our skin . . . the culture is so strong that one day someone 

would dream . . . and we as a nation would start over once again. (p.67) 

Marlene Syrette, a Knowledge Holder at Nogdawindamin, frames the importance of culture on 

healing simply by stating, “culture saves lives” (M. Syrette, personal communication, October 

28, 2021).  
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Storytelling 

In Anishinaabe cultures, relationships are developed and knowledge and values are 

transferred across generations through the processes of storytelling (Niganobe, 2022). Stories are 

told both verbally and visually through pictographs, petroglyphs, wampum belts, bead work, and 

quill work, among other sacred object making practices (Stevens, 2020). The role and teachings 

of Anishinaabe spirituality is grounded in stories. Stories hold information about how to live a 

good life of bimaadiziwin (Gross, 2016). Indigenous storytelling principles emphasize 

collectivity, relationality, and reciprocal responsibility (Braith, 2020). Stories are generally told 

in the winter when the spirits are resting as ways of teaching children and to pass the time 

(Niganobe, 2022).  

Brent Niganobe, from Mississaugi First Nation, stresses the importance of Anishinaabe to 

tell their own stories as there are many assumptions made about Indigenous communities; 

misconceptions about lost culture (Niganobe, 2022). Niganobe (2022) asserts that the First 

Nation communities have retained much of their cultures, despite the attempts to erase 

Indigenous cultures. They have maintained their culture through the knowledge they have 

received about all aspects of life and about ceremony, through direct teaching and stories told to 

them by their grandparents.  

Storytelling has also played an important role in Indigenous resurgence by engaging 

Indigenous storytelling principles in order to restore relationships and through telling personal 

truths of Residential school experiences (Braith, 2020). Storytelling gives people opportunities to 

share and to be seen and heard. This kind of vulnerability and connection supports people’s 

healing journeys (Nogdawindamin, n.d.).   
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Connection with Land 

The land and territories of Turtle Island have always been the lands of the Indigenous 

people. Anishinaabe people have a sacred relationship with their traditional territories which is 

integral to their identity as a people (Littlebear, 2009). Through treaty agreements they maintain 

their inherent rights to hunt, fish, trap, and to gather food and medicines. Through inherent law 

they hold and pass down traditional knowledge on how to care for and maintain the land and its 

inhabitants (Sayers, 2022). Chief Sayers shares that the Spirits guide them and remind them of 

their original responsibility to the land. Trapping, hunting, and medicine gathering are not just 

responsibilities or rights for Anishinaabe people. They are opportunities to connect with the land 

and deepen their relationship with it as dependents on and recipients of the riches of the Earth 

(Ross, 2014). 

 Anishinaabe people are reminded to return to the land when feeling lost to seek healing, 

guidance, and connection (Stevens, 2020). Ross (2014) asserts that experiences with the land are 

balancing and healing for all people. However, “where the land is traditional to the person 

experiencing it, it will be full of the stories of his people, and full of spiritual ties that provide 

nourishment and comfort” (p. 242). For the Anishinaabe people, being on the land is essential to 

healing processes. In relation to traditional parenting, the Earth and land is recognized as the first 

Mother (Goodchild, 2021). It is encouraged to go to her to be nurtured, loved, and to know one's 

place in the world. 

Disruptions to Indigenous Ways of Life, Knowing and Being 

Within this section, I describe some of the historical and political contexts which 

interrupted and disrupted Indigenous ways of knowing and being and the impacts on Indigenous 

communities. Understanding both historical and political context is essential. In order for helpers 

to understand and support Indigenous people, they need to know the history of colonization and 
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the ways Indigenous people have been and continue to be treated since the arrival of European 

settlers (Baskin, 2016; Freeman, 2011; Qwul’sih’yah’maht [Thomas] & Kundoqk [Green], 

2015). 

Colonial Violence, Policies, Laws, Events and Their Impacts 

Colonialism is a common experience of Indigenous people the world over, while 

languages, histories, cultural practices, and ways of governance are distinct (Nelson & Wilson, 

2017; Mitchell et al, 2019). Colonialism is described as violence enacted through government 

policies “aimed to destroy the mind, body, spirit and humanity” of Indigenous people in Canada 

(Qwul’sih’yah’maht & Kundoqk, 2015, p. 30). Through these policies, cultural genocide was 

committed through forced assimilation, the spread of deadly diseases, removal of Indigenous 

children from Indigenous homes, land theft and destruction through extraction and misuse, and 

banning and punishing the use of languages, social, cultural and spiritual practices 

(Qwul’sih’yah’maht & Kundoqk, 2015). Experiences of colonization, such as residential schools 

and removal of Indigenous children from their homes during the sixties scoop, have been 

identified as directly causing imbalances to the wellbeing of Indigenous people (Nelson & 

Wilson, 2017). Social workers also need to be aware of the profession's long standing 

participation in these violent colonial practices (Sinclair, 2004).  

Indigenous Child Removal System  

 Developed in the late 1800s through partnerships between Christian churches and the 

Government of Canada, Residential schools removed children from their families in an attempt 

to assimilate Indigenous children into European culture (Miller, 2017; Trocmé et al., 2004). 

Within these schools, children were forcefully denied speaking their language, engaging in their 

traditional and cultural practices, wearing traditional clothing, having long hair, and stripped of 

their spirit names and often identified by numbers or Anglicized names (Miller, 2017). Many 
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children were physical and sexual abused and, as we are now seeing through the discovery of an 

immense number unmarked graves, many children never returned home (Sinha & Kozlowski, 

2013; Adach, 2021).  

Ross (2014) describes the children of residential schools as prisoners, not simply 

students. Students refer to themselves as “survivors”, survivors of deliberate cultural, spiritual, 

and actual genocide. Intent on “killing the Indian in the boy or girl”, residential schools played a 

vicious role in disrupting Indigenous ways of being and knowing within the lives of children, 

mothers, fathers, grandmothers and whole communities (Lavell-Harvard & Anderson, 2014). 

According to Lavell-Harvard and Anderson (2014), parents and grandparents resisted efforts of 

the government to colonize Indigenous communities. Understanding that assimilation could not 

be achieved without taking the children away from their families, the government imposed 

severe consequences on parents who resisted their children being taken away, including 

sanctions on supplies, which led to starvation, or laws that led to the imprisonment of non-

compliant parents (Juschka, 2017).  

Residential schools disrupted storytelling, knowledge, medicinal wisdom, ceremonial and 

language transfer from parents and grandparents to their children, and denied children love from 

and attachment to their parents (Juschka, 2017; Neufeld, 2014; Tabobondung, et. al, 2014; 

Baskin & McPherson, 2014; Simpson, 2011). These institutions literally beat teachings, 

language, empathy, and nurturing skills out of children. If they shared or consoled or showed 

love for each other they were punished (Juschka, 2017). Siblings were forcibly separated. Love 

and connection was not permissible. Children experienced a great deal of neglect, abuse, and 

loneliness (Fontaine, et al., 2014). The last residential school was closed in Canada in 1996 

(Juschka, 2017), but the project to disrupt Indigenous identity, existence, and cultural and 
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relational connections has been diversified with assimilation and genocidal practices that 

continue to this day.   

According to the Assembly of First Nations, the systematic removal of children from 

their homes, families, traditions, and cultures, and placement into Residential schools is 

continued through the policies and practices of the child welfare system (Manitowabi et al., 

2018).  Indigenous children are grossly over-represented in the child welfare system in 

comparison to children from other nations. According to Milloy (2017), like Residential schools, 

the sixties scoop and past and present child welfare practices were and are designed to assimilate 

Indigenous peoples into Canadian society, and like residential schools these practices have had 

lasting traumatic effects on individuals, families, and communities. 

The removal of children from Indigenous homes and placement into non-Indigenous 

homes through government mandated social worker run child welfare agencies began in the 

1950s. Indigenous teachings, language, and culture were absent from the lives of these children. 

Abuse and neglect persisted in many of these foster homes (Kennedy-Kish Bell, et. al, 2014). 

This first wave of child apprehensions is referred to as the Sixties Scoop and continues today, 

now referred to as the Millennial Scoop (Baskin & Macpherson, 2014; Juscka, 2017). These 

child apprehension strategies have had lasting intergenerational impacts of trauma on children, 

parents, and whole communities from the psychological, emotional, physical, and spiritual scars 

left from inhumane brutality and neglect inflicted on children, and the severed ties from love, 

knowledge, and cultural identity (Freeman, 2011; Juscka, 2017; Kennedy-Kish Bell et. al, 2014).  

Sinclair (2016) calls for the dismantling of the Indigenous child removal system. She 

calls for it to be replaced with “a system put in place that deliberately disrupts the racist and 

colonial ideological foundations upon which the current system has been built” (p. 15) . She 

proposes that the recommendations of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission be used to 
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create a new system which would respect Indigenous children, their families and culture and 

reflect “equitable nation-to-nation relationships” (p.15).  

Child Welfare Reform 

In the 1970s, Indigenous communities began to demand more control and autonomy over 

child welfare services (Auditor General of Canada, 2008). They began to develop their own 

agencies for child welfare delivery. In 1981 the Chiefs of Ontario demanded that all Indigenous 

children be returned to their communities and that all child removal be halted (Mandell, 

Blackstock, Clouston Carlson, & Fine, 2006). Statements were included in the Child and Family 

Services Act which governs child welfare in Ontario, that permitted First Nations child welfare 

agencies to form (Manitowabi et al., 2018).  

In 2007, Cindy Blackstock filed a complaint with the Human Rights Tribunal, on behalf 

of the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society (FNCFCS) against the Canadian 

Government. The complaint outlined how First Nations were not afforded the same level of 

services that other Canadian families were (Manitowabi et al., 2018). By January 2016 the 

Tribunal ruled in favour of the FNCFCS deeming the treatment of First Nations children to be 

discrimination and ordering an immediate halt to it. The government took some action but not 

anything that brought the level of services up to par. The tribunal issued a decision in 2018 

outlining specific actions, including the provision that the tribunal could follow the government’s 

progress on improvements and intervene again if necessary. Simard (2019) points to research 

that demonstrates the importance of developing “alternatives that support the recognition of 

culturally distinctive service practices which promote better outcomes for First Nations children” 

(p.57). 
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In December of 2021, The Anishinabek Nation and Canada signed an “Agreement-in-

Principle” for the 22 member First Nations and the Anishinabek Nation to create their own 

systems of child, youth, and family wellbeing programs in order to preserve Anishinabek 

children within Anishinabek families and communities (Anishinabek Nation, 2021). The Child 

Well-Being Law “acknowledges, respects, and supports the primary role of parents/guardians, 

families, and communities in safeguarding and promoting the well-being of Anishinaabe children 

and youth” (Anishinabek Nation, 2021). It addresses alternative protection and care when parents 

and guardians are unable to provide it. It aims to maintain Anishinaabe traditions, culture, values, 

and language. Finally, the law states that adoptions only occur on the approval of the parents or 

guardians and First Nation of the child. 

Furthermore, the North Shore Tribal Council, which is connected to Nogdawindamin, is 

seeking to develop their own child welfare laws and take back jurisdiction from the Ontario 

government. It is called the Binoojii Adziwin Inakonigewin project (D’Avino, 2021). Chief 

Sayers of Batchewana First Nation told reporters, “The creation of this initiative really started 

with the creation of Nogdawindamin Family and Community services when First Nations chiefs 

were tired of the treatment their people were receiving with agencies such as the Children's Aid 

Society. By advancing these child well-being laws, Nogdawindamin would answer to First 

Nations directly, rather than the province” (D’Avino, 2021).  Simard (2019) asserts that systems 

that empower Anishnaabe to take responsibility and accountability for raising their own will 

allow for continuity and restoration of Anishinaabe teachings, language, culture and systems of 

care.  

Contemporary Colonial Impacts 

Although some gains and progress toward Indigenous sovereignty and reconciliation are 

being made, Mitchell et al. (2019) remind their readers that the colonial project is not over. 
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According to Mitchell et al. (2019), “colonialism continues to be expressed in new and pervasive 

ways'' (p. 82). Indigenous people continue to be displaced and traditional territories continue to 

be irreversibly affected by resource extraction. Colonial aggression continues to be enacted by 

government policies and beliefs and actions of settler populations (Mitchell, et al., 2019; 

Qwul’sih’yah’maht [Thomas] & Kundoqk [Green], 2015; Baskin, 2016).  Many Indigenous 

people, families, and communities live with trauma and social impacts of colonial practices and 

racism, including high levels of poverty, poor physical health, substance misuse, degradation of 

land-based ways of living, social isolation, cyclical and intergenerational violence, family 

breakdown, and the loss of connection to traditional values and practices (Baskin, 2016; 

Linklater, 2014; Nelson & Wilson, 2017). 

According to Loppie and Wien (2009), poverty and social isolation can damage the 

psyche, leading to depression, anxiety, and substance abuse as coping responses. Young et. al. 

(2017) report that Indigenous children living in Canada are disproportionately affected by 

“anxiety, depression, and externalizing behaviours” (p. 2). Gameon and Skewes (2020) link 

historical trauma to high numbers of adverse childhood experiences for Indigenous children, 

including witnessing violence and substance abuse, emotional and mental imbalances in their 

family members, and disruptions to healthy family connections and functioning. These authors 

call for early intervention in childhood trauma to prevent the development of mental, emotional, 

and physical illness later in life.  

A number of scholars identify social work as a wing of the colonial project. They call out 

the profession as an agent for colonial racist and assimilation policies continuing to cause harm 

for Indigenous families and communities (Baskin, 2016; Carlson, 2016; Sinclair; 2019). Given 

the history and continuation of colonization, social workers working to support the wellbeing of 

Indigenous children, families, and communities must consider the vast social, psychological, 
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spiritual, emotional, and physical impacts of colonization and social workers’ roles in 

perpetuating these harms (Linklater, 2014; Nelson & Wilson, 2017; Sinclair, 2019).  

Indigenous Strength, Resilience, and Resurgence 

Simard (2019) asserts that understanding Indigenous history is a key factor to 

understanding Indigenous communities and developing a culturally competent social work 

practice. She points out however, that much of what is written about Indigenous history focuses 

on negative aspects. Likewise, Indigenous health literature predominantly focuses on deficits, 

emphasizing social and economic disparities between non-Indigenous and Indigenous 

communities, the overrepresentation of Indigenous children and youth in child welfare services, 

youth and adults in detention and prisons, and the prevalence of addictions and mental health 

issues (Nelson and Wilson, 2017; Simard, 2019). Carriere and Richardson (2013) challenge 

discourses that present Indigenous people and communities as “broken” and apathetic, arguing 

that victim blaming ways present Indigenous parents as insufficient, unmotivated, and 

ineffectual. 

 The reality is that most Indigenous people are not incarcerated or battling addictions and 

mental health issues, but are thriving and living well balanced, happy lives (Kinewesquo & 

Bonnah, 2014; Linklater, 2014; Moorehead et. al, 2015). Despite historical and oppressive 

circumstances, Indigenous people have endured and are enduring. Their survival and resurgence 

demonstrates great resilience (Sinclair, 2019; Linklater, 2014; Simpson, 2011; Freeman, 2011). 

Some authors reject “resilience” narratives that normalize struggle and celebrate 

exceptional survival strategies within the status quo while intentionally ignoring the need to 

dismantle systems and structures of colonial oppression (Lindroth & Sinevaara-Niskanen, 2019; 

Mauer, 2020). They assert that resilience should be oriented toward and emphasize present and 
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future Indigenous resurgence, reclamation, self-determination, sovereignty, and collective 

resistance to structural violence and oppression (Mauer, 2020; Simpson, 2004).  

 Simard (2019) also shares that although much of the process of understanding the current 

realities of Indigenous people lies in looking at the historical relationships between Indigenous 

people and the policies of the church and the state, they are cautioned by Elders to avoid staying 

in the pain of the past too long. She writes, 

They teach us to look at the internal strengths of our nations, as it is the cultural 

laws that have guided how First Nations people govern themselves, their 

families, and their communities prior the beginning of colonization in 1492…It 

is the teachings, the language, and the cultural ceremonies that have been passed 

down from generation to generation, from Elder to Elder, from parent to child. 

Seeking this knowledge and applying it to current realities is an important aspect 

of culturally restorative … practice. (p. 58) 

Acknowledgment of strength is important in social work practice to hear and honour 

stories of strength and to support autonomous solutions to challenges (Qwul’sih’yah’maht 

[Thomas] & Kundoqk [Green], 2015). Cindy Baskin (2016) argues that Indigenous people 

should not be viewed as “constant victims or mere recipients of social services” but looked to as 

“strong and active contributors” to healing practices and ways of helping (p. 22).  

Cross Cultural Approaches 

Within this section I share some approaches to working cross culturally which 

particularly apply to practices at Nogdawinamin. These are cultural competency, cultural safety 

and cultural humility. 
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Cultural Competency 

Nogdawindamin promotes cultural competency as part of the foundation to good social 

work practice with Indigenous communities (Nogdawindamin, n.d.). According to Simard 

(2019), cultural competency is having a standard of understanding of another culture and 

involves actively working to expand one's knowledge and skills to meet the needs of clients from 

that culture. Cross (2012) describes cultural competency as "a set of congruent behaviours, 

attitudes, and policies that come together in a system, agency, or professional and enable that 

system, agency, or professional to work effectively in cross-cultural situations" (p. 1). Cross 

(2012) envisions cultural competency along a continuum, from cultural destructiveness to 

cultural proficiency. Along the continuum between these two are cultural incapacity, cultural 

blindness, cultural pre-competence, basic competence, and advanced cultural competence. 

According to Williams (2006), to work toward cultural proficiency one must systematically 

gather cultural information on “beliefs, practices, and characteristics of different ethnocultural 

groups”, develop self awareness, critical thinking skills to analyze power structures, and develop 

an “effective working alliance” (p. 211). 

According to Weaver (2004), to begin the process of cultural competency one must 

explore the knowledge, cultural practices, and beliefs alongside the history and contemporary 

realities of Anishinaabe clients. Simard (2019) quotes Williams (2006) who explains that 

because “culture defines the norms, symbols, and behaviours” (p. 63) that shape how people 

understand the world, there can be misunderstandings and breaks in relationships when there are 

gaps in cultural understanding. This lack of understanding can cause barriers to effective social 

work intervention.  

Simard states that best social work practice with Indigenous clients uses culturally 

competent strategies to support healing from historical trauma and grief. Referring to Yellow 
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Horse Brave Heart (1998), Simard describes “psycho-educational programs on historical trauma, 

a process of disclosure within a group setting or in cultural ceremonies, in addition to ceremonial 

grieving processes” as good ways to foster wellness. She calls out the exclusion of addressing 

historical trauma in social work practice with Anishinaabe clients as a “gross injustice” (p. 60). 

This leads to the continuation of culturally destructive practices.  

Critiques to Cultural Competency 

Although culture is recognized as critically important in people’s wellbeing, the meaning 

they make in their lives, their identities, and their therapeutic experiences, there have been 

challenges to the cultural competency approach and alternate recommendations on how 

professionals should approach work with people of different cultures. Carpenter-Song et al. 

(2007) challenge cultural competence as an approach that risks “conflating culture with race”, 

fails to acknowledge diversity within groups, unintentionally blames a client’s culture for their 

problems and can ignore imbalances in structural powers by overly emphasizing cultural 

differences (p. 1363). The main issue that Carpenter-Song et al. (2007) cite is that cultural 

competence runs the risk of viewing culture as fixed or static and not evolving. Hollingworth 

(2013) echoes this concern by calling attention to the risk of  reductionism and essentialism 

which “is the belief that categories of people share an inherent and immutable ‘essence’ that is 

not subject to context or historical change” (p. 1051). He also points to the lack of recognition of 

the intersectionality of people’s cultural identities and lived experiences. Baskin et al. (2020) 

write that cultural competence “reproduces simplistic assumptions about Indigenous populations 

that are suggestive of the imperialism, racism and paternalism of an earlier social work era” (p. 

3). They state that emphasizing learning about another culture “creates generalisations that limit 

rather than enhance communication and effective services for Indigenous Peoples” (p. 3).  

Fisherborne et al. (2015) write that cultural competence frames the practitioner investigating 
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their level of comfort with a client’s culture as self awareness and neglects to promote awareness 

of differences in power between practitioner and client. They write that this approach assumes 

that one can learn everything there is to know about a culture, that knowledge of one Indigenous 

culture is transferable to another group and that the practitioner is culture free when in fact 

everyone has a culture and is influenced by their own cultural beliefs. Baskin et al. (2020) point 

to cultural safety and Fisher-Borne (2015) to cultural humility as alternative approaches to 

cultural competence.  

Cultural Safety 

Nogdawindamin also promotes the use of cultural safety in the work with Indigenous 

children and families (Nogdawindamin, n.d.). In 1990, Irihapeti Ramsden, a Maori nurse in 

Aotearoa (New Zealand) developed and promoted the concept of cultural safety. Cultural safety 

aims to address “racism, oppression, marginalisation and the experiences and needs of 

Indigenous populations” (Baskin et al., 2020, p. 6). Cultural safety views culture in relationship 

with and within the context of society and history and understands it as complex, fluid and 

dynamic, opposed to a fixed set of practices or beliefs. Cultural safety challenges professionals to 

engage in self reflexivity to question their own biases, assumptions and understand their 

locations and positions of power within their professions. Finally, cultural safety asserts that 

‘only Indigenous Peoples can decide what is culturally safe for them” (p.6).   

Cultural Humility 

Tervalon and Murray-Garcıa (1998) are credited with the introduction of cultural 

humility and describe it as processes of ‘committing to an ongoing relationship with patients, 

communities, and colleagues’ emphasizing ‘humility as individuals continually engage in self-

reflection and self-critique’ (p. 118). According to Fisher-Borne et al. (2015) this approach 

accounts for the “fluidity and subjectivity of culture and challenges both individuals and 
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institutions to address inequalities” (p. 171) Citing Tervalon and Murray-Garcıa (1998), Fisher-

Borne et. al (2015) describe cultural humility in contrast to cultural competence as not having an 

end point of mastery but a lifelong engagement in an active process that is entered “with clients, 

organizational structures, and within themselves” (p. 171). They further describe the practice and 

processes of cultural humility to: acknowledge the intersections of cultural identities; emphasize 

understanding oneself, our own cultures, community, societies, colleagues, along with those 

from another culture; and essentially require humility and recognition of power differentials 

between clients and practitioners and challenges institutional accountability. As Humility is a 

principle within the Seven Grandfather Teachings, which are Nogdawindamin’s guiding 

principles, I see cultural humility reflected in the work and values of this agency. 

 
Relevant Healing Practices to my Placement 

Healing Rooted in Cultural Practices 

Linklater (2014) asserts that “Indigenous resilience should be seen as a culturally rooted, 

community-based response that encompasses resistance and survival strategies as leading 

sources of strength” (p.26). Moorehead et. al (2015) assert that Indigenous healing and resilience 

lie in the reclamation of traditional healing practices which “strengthen cultural identity, bolster 

community support systems, and promote political empowerment” (p. 394). Indigenous cultures 

have had practices to address imbalances in wellbeing since creation (Baskin, 2016). These 

practices are wholistic, incorporating mental, physical, spiritual, and emotional aspects of being 

(Baskin, 2016, Carriere & Richardson, 2013). Indigenous healing is guided by worldviews 

rooted in spirituality, reciprocity, interconnectivity and relationship with creation, experience and 

wisdom held by Elders and Knowledge Holders, and by values such as the Seven Grandfather 

Teachings (Baskin, 2016; Hart, 2014; Linklater, 2014).  
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Anishinaabe ceremonies such as sweat lodges and ritual dancing support releasing of pain 

and trauma (M. Syrette, personal communication, November, 2021). The wiping of the tears 

ceremony is used for the process of grieving a loved one and returning to community (Treuer, 

2022). Art making holds powerful healing powers as well. The process of beading for example, 

supports inherent attachment to occur naturally. Beads are considered spirit seeds. The bead is 

inanimate, the action of putting them together along with thoughts and feelings make them 

animate (M. Syrette, personal communication, October, 2021). Songs themselves carry healing 

power, not through the singer but the song itself, it is seen as animate and having a life of its own 

(Gross, 2015).  

According to a growing body of evidence, the most effective interventions for Indigenous 

people healing from intergenerational trauma and 500 years of colonial harm (genocide, child 

kidnapping, abuse and murder, oppressive social policies, land theft) is self-governance as well 

as reclamation and reconnection to cultural and spiritual practices and lands (Chandler and 

Lalonde, 1998; Fast & Collin-Vezina; 2019; Linklater, 2014; Snowshoe et al, 2017 ). Cultural 

connection and access to learning their language are cited to be the strongest protective factor for 

Indigenous children and youth (McIvor et al., 2009; Snowshoe et. al, 2017). Marcia Manitowabi 

shares that language is an essential protective factor for Indigenous children and youth as 

language is at the core of Anishinaabe teachings, ways of knowing and understanding connection 

to spirit and Shkagamik-Kwe (Mother Earth) (personal communication, June 2022). 

Western Based Healing Practices 

By contrast, Western social work practices with Indigenous children, youth, adults, 

families and communities have been historically problematic. Western healing practices often 

carry reductionist worldviews, isolating mind, body, spirit, emotions, behaviors, and symptoms 

(Gameon & Skewes, 2020; Moodley & West, 2005). Rather than seeing symptoms such as 
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depression, trauma responses, and other mental, social, or behavioural issues as normal responses 

to abnormal circumstances such as violent colonial practices, Western health practices tend to 

individualize, label, and pathologize Indigenous people and their coping strategies (Carriere & 

Richardson, 2013; Linklater, 2014; Mitchell et. al, 2019). According to Linklater (2014), 

Western models of healing often lead Indigenous people to feel threatened by loss of freedom, 

potential institutionalization, imposed medication, and negative identity formation. Western 

practices are based on White European epistemes which, according to Carlson (2016), are 

heavily influenced by “coercion, hierarchy, othering, violence, capitalism, entitlement, privilege, 

domination, universalism, benevolent paternalism, environmental assault, assimilation, and 

supremacy” (p.170). Through these ways of knowing, doing, and being, Western practices often 

ascribe deficiencies to Indigenous people for failure to adapt to the colonized world, while 

valorizing and “normalizing” colonized political, historical, and social contexts (Carlson, 2016; 

Carriere & Richardson, 2013; Linklater, 2014). Practices of coercion, othering, paternalism, 

surveillance, and pathologizing have fostered general distrust of mental health institutions and 

practices. These practices, and clinicians’ failure to address historical trauma are identified as 

barriers to mental health services (Gameon & Skewes, 2020). 

Interface Between Indigenous and Western Based Healing Practices 

Despite this history, Indigenous helpers with practices rooted in and harmonized with 

Anishinaabe culture and values, integrate and benefit from adapted Western and Eastern healing 

practices (Baskin, 2016; Hart, 2014; Duran, 2019; M. Manitowabi, personal communication, 

June, 2021; Nogdawindamin, 2021c). Gameon and Skewes (2020) indicate that some Indigenous 

people who have not been involved in Indigenous practices have resistance to traditional ways of 

healing. Such resistance can lead them to leave therapy processes if cultural practices are 
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included in their intervention plans. For this reason, Western ways of healing have potential to 

offer support and healing for these individuals. 

Western Based Healing Practices Used at Nogdawindamin 

Using Western approaches to healing with Indigenous children and families as a non-

Indigenous helper is a complex and risky endeavor and must be approached with great care, self-

reflection, and caution in order not to perpetuate notions of Western superiority or actions of 

harm.  There are collaborative movements toward a healthy interface between Western and 

Indigenous ways of healing that honour wisdom that exists in both ways and influence each other 

toward better healing practices (Moorehead et. al, 2015).  

In the following section I describe a few Western practices that Nogdawindamin’s CMH 

program utilizes in their work with children and families. I present some of what is written in the 

literature about working with these approaches with Indigenous children and families, ways they 

are influenced by and/or congruent with Indigenous ways of healing, and I present some 

limitations and cautions related to applying these methods with Indigenous clients.  

Expressive Arts Therapy 

Nogdawindamin uses forms of art therapy in their Children’s Mental Health program. As 

it is important to utilize a trauma informed approach with Indigenous clients, I explore trauma-

informed expressive arts therapy (IT-EXACT) here which includes all forms of artistic 

expression that may be used in the healing process. Informed by neurodevelopment and 

neurobiology, IT-EXACT is founded on the knowledge that artistic expression can facilitate the 

integration of sensory and cognitive memories of traumatic events (Malchiodi, 2012). Activities 

such as drawing, sculpting, movement, sound, or music are non-verbal expressions which can 

help to integrate memories gradually, locate and identify distress in the body, and externalize 
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thoughts, feelings, and experiences. Trauma-informed creative practices also support people to 

develop healthy attachments and feelings of safety, support resilience, understand and make 

meaning of experiences, and create new post-trauma narratives (Malchiodi, 2020).  

As a Western developed practice, art therapy has been criticized for its limited 

understanding of the diverse art practices across the world. Recently, art therapy scholars have 

begun to explore Indigenous ways of healing through artistic practices and how non-Indigenous 

art therapists can learn from and work ethically with Indigenous communities (Kaimal & 

Arslanbek, 2020). Kaimal and Arslanbek (2020) review existing literature on the role of 

traditional and Indigenous artistic practices in promoting healing and wellbeing with a focus on 

art therapy practices. They identify a need for inclusion of, and education about diverse cultural 

art therapy practices to avoid culturally ignorant or Western imposed healing practices. 

Authentic education in artistic practices and an acknowledgement of origins are required to avoid 

appropriation of artistic practices. Citing Chilisa (2012) and Pascoe (2015), Kaimal and 

Arslanbek highlight the importance of respecting local Indigenous knowledge, cultural and 

spiritual traditions, of sensitively and ethically included what is learned into therapy practices, 

and “the importance of traditional wisdom and insight, including the close interaction of artistic 

practice with natural materials, creative agency, and contemplative and spiritual meaning making 

while recognizing our interconnectedness with other living beings in nature” (Kaimal & 

Arslanbek, 2020, para. 4). 

Vivian (2018) writes about non-Indigenous art therapists’ roles in decolonization through 

the processes of learning of colonization and the harms against Indigenous people, through 

collaborative practices which are open to and accepting of clients’ preferences for healing 

methods, and a commitment to developing long-term relationships, adhering to cultural 

protocols, and seeking guidance from Indigenous art therapists and Elders. Weinberg (2018) 
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asserts that a non-Indigenous art therapist must seek out an Indigenous mentor in order to 

practice culturally responsive art therapy. Muirhead and De Leeuw (2012) describe how 

Indigenous art making practices are “woven into the fabric of everyday life” (p.5). Engaging in 

art making is a way to promote community strength, resilience, and well-being. Furthermore, 

these authors point to the role art can play in bridging Western and Indigenous world views and 

ways of healing toward gaining a better understanding of each other.  

Play Therapy 

 Play therapy offers children and youth opportunities to non-verbally express emotional 

states and experiences (Goodyear-Brown, 2009), act out challenges or conflicts, try out possible 

solutions (Hays, 2016), and address emotional and behavioural issues as well as trauma 

responses. Play, “the language of childhood,” has the potential to support feelings of safety with 

the therapist and the therapeutic process; sooth somatic responses; develop coping strategies; 

involve parenting in the therapeutic process; repair attachment relationships; increase ways of 

expressing emotion; tell experiential stories, make meaning of experiences; counter toxicity 

through positive experiences of fun, and integrate learning and discovery that happen within 

therapy (Goodyear-Brown, 2009). Like art therapy, play allows for the externalization of 

emotions, somatic sensations, and experiential narratives through the use of props or toys.  

There exists a lack of guidance in the literature for non-Indigenous play therapists 

working with Indigenous children and families. A few authors such as Landreth (2013) and Mills 

(2006) address cultural issues in play therapy practice. However, they make generalizations 

about how to and how not to work with Indigenous children based on what seems to be a limited 

understanding of the Indigenous communities with whom they have worked. A number of 

scholars highlight the importance of culturally significant props and materials for creative 

expression and play (Gil & Drew, 2021; Hays, 2016; Malchioldi, 2020; Landreth & Mills, 2006). 
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They recommend providing a wide variety of options for expression, including dolls of different 

ages and skin tones and representing different abilities, having cultural objects and culturally 

neutral objects as well as many characters of each gender to be inclusive of a variety of family 

configurations1. Gil and Drewes (2021) offer strategies for decolonizing Western play-based 

practices including inviting children and families to teach the therapist about their cultural 

practices and be open to integrating these practices into the therapeutic process in ways that are 

meaningful and significant to them. Hays (2016) challenges assumptions that play across 

cultures is universal, that direct expression of feelings is essential to healing, and that 

unstructured play with a therapist is preferred by all children from all cultures.  

Indigenization of Western Based Practices  

Recently, non-Indigenous people and Western healing practices have been influenced by 

wholistic, relational, and spiritual values essential to Indigenous ways of healing (Baskin, 2016; 

Hart, 2015). Many non-Indigenous helpers work with Indigenous children, families, and 

communities. While they may remain rooted in Western practices, it is necessary for them to 

adapt using methods that are in harmony with Indigenous values. Adaptation is required in order 

to meet clients’ needs as well as to avoid culturally inappropriate practices that pathologize, 

oppress, and harm Indigenous people. While Baskin (2016) warns non-Indigenous helpers of 

risks and ethical issues in cultural appropriation of healing practices, she encourages helpers to 

be educated about Indigenous worldviews, especially when working with Indigenous 

populations, asserting that healing practices influenced by Indigenous worldviews benefit all 

people.  

 
1 I see the importance here for the inclusion of non-gendered or gender fluid dolls as well as natural items. I also 
challenge the existence of culturally neutral objects.  
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Dupuis-Rossi and Reynolds (2018) describe Indigenizing counselling practices as 

focused on repossession and reconnection to that of which Indigenous people have been 

dispossessed: land, culture, community, and identity. They offer culturally infused therapeutic 

responses that seek to reconnect clients on the following relational levels: rapport and trust 

building through honouring clients’ Indigeneity; placing trauma and dissociation in context of 

colonization; incorporating culturally relevant grounding and containment to achieve personal 

safety; and connecting to self, safe others, and an Indigenous worldview supported by traditional 

teachings; and participating in safe ceremony. Dupuis and Reynolds (2018) caution non-

Indigenous clinicians to avoid teaching or guiding sessions through the use of cultural 

knowledge, or presenting as an expert in cultural practices or knowledge, as this perpetuates 

colonial abuses and severely undermines client safety. They do however recommend connecting 

clients to Elders and Knowledge Keepers, asking clients about their knowledge of cultural 

practices and supporting them to reflect on their cultural experiences and connections.  

 Fellner (2018) uses what she calls a culturally responsive approach by treating the 

therapeutic session as a ceremony, acknowledging the sacred, relational, and healing dynamics 

that can occur between counsellor and client. By approaching therapy as ceremony, Fellner 

Indigenizes and decolonizes therapy by leveling power dynamics between the client and the 

counsellor. Fellner (2009) promotes Indigenizing clinical services by including themes of  “love, 

good relationships, Indigenous knowledges, Indigenous ways of living a good life, responsibility, 

identity/relationality, and the land, and…systemic changes that support transformations in 

clinical services” (p. 321). Additionally, Fellner (2009) describes Indigenous Focusing-Oriented 

Therapy (IFOT), which adapts somatic approach of focusing-oriented therapy to an Indigenous 

worldview. This practice is client-centered, holistic, and spiritual, recognizes and focuses on 
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healing all relations, uses land-based and somatic interventions to address trauma, and is justice-

centered (Turcotte & Schiffer, 2014).  

Helping Approaches 

 In the previous section, I described ways specific practices can be approached to work 

safely, ethically, and culturally responsively with Anishinaabe children and families. In this 

section, I outline the literature in relation to helping approaches which are critical to understand 

when working with Anishinaabe children and families, especially within the context of child 

welfare. These approaches are Anti-Oppressive Social work and its critiques, Anti-Colonial 

Social Work, Attachment Theory and Cultural Attachment theory.  

Anti-Oppressive Social Work  

Oppression is identified as the main explanation for and cause of social problems in anti-

oppression theory (Mullaly & West, 2018). Dumbrill and Yee (2019) tentatively define 

oppression as the restraint and suppression of an entire group of people while another group and 

their interests and knowledges are elevated, advanced, and privileged through oppressive 

processes. They contend that oppression operates through prejudice, discrimination, culture, bias, 

and power. They describe oppression as engaging in acts of annihilation, assimilation, 

marginalization, exploitation, and appropriation (Dumbrill & Yee, 2019). They assert that 

understanding privilege is crucial. According to Dumbrill and Yee (2019), we must also 

interrogate ways in which we acquire privilege through race, gender, class, language, abilities, 

age, and culture in order to disrupt “the power mechanisms that give people privilege” (p.113).  

Freeman (2011) offers pathways to anti-oppressive work with Indigenous people such as 

working with stories, affirming identities, being open to learning from Indigenous ways of 

healing, involving family members in problem solving, drawing on resources from the 

community, developing links and alliances with Indigenous community members, understanding 
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and supporting cultural practices, and learning about the history, culture, and roots of adversity 

experienced by Indigenous peoples. Qwul’sih’yah’maht (Thomas) & Kundoqk (Green) (2015) 

state that we must critically analyze power “and strive to work across, throughout and within our 

differences” (p.27). We must be continually self-reflective. We must make connections between 

our lived experiences and our knowledge and belief sets, must examine what we know and how 

we know it, and must interrogate our assumptions about helping, about other people, and in fact 

about all living things and our relationships with them. We must develop solid skills and push 

against everyday oppression (Dumbrill & Yee, 2019). Anti-oppressive social work must come 

from our hearts and not our heads. It must include love (Qwul’sih’yah’maht [Thomas] & 

Kundoqk [Green], 2015). 

Critique of Anti-Oppressive Social Work 

Sinclair (2019) and Baskin (2016) challenge anti-oppressive frameworks when working 

with Indigenous people as they developed from Western perspectives and without clear 

commitments to action. Social workers are often silent and inactive with regard to racism and 

oppression under the pretense of subscription to social work ethics. According to Baskin (2016), 

the anti-oppression lens conflates the oppression of Indigenous people with that of other 

oppressed groups when in fact, it is distinct. She writes, “all Canadians, and in particular the 

privileged sector of society, benefit from the stolen land of Indigenous people, the exploitation of 

resources, and the violation of treaties” (p. 79). Baines (2011) acknowledges a lack of 

Indigenous knowledge and practices in the development of and evolution of AOP. Dumbrill and 

Yee (2019) state that anti-oppressive social workers must ally themselves with and support the 

Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Actions of Indigenous people and work toward decolonization. 

We must be on guard for promises that omit actions toward Indigenous sovereignty. We must 

recognize our settler privilege and the privilege of whiteness. We must acknowledge feelings of 
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guilt about benefiting from colonization and lack of resistance to oppressive structures and 

systems and channel energy into anti-racist, anti-colonial social justice action (Mullaly & West, 

2002; Baskin, 2016; Dumbrill and Yee, 2019). 

Anti-Colonial Social Work 

Citing Ashcroft et al. (1995), Hart (2009) writes that anti-colonialism is a “political 

struggle of colonized peoples against the specific and existing ideology and practice of 

colonialism” (p. 29). It includes social and political actions to  

de-legitimize and stop the colonial attack on Indigenous knowledge and peoples. It 

seeks to reaffirm Indignenous knowledge and culture, establish Indigenous control over 

Indigenous national territories, protect Indigenous lands from environmental 

destruction and develop education opportunities that are anti-colonial in their political 

orientation and firmly rooted in traditions of indigenous nations. Anti-colonialism 

works to create the spaces needed for the recovery of indigenous knowledge systems 

using the processes, values and traditions inherent to those knowledge systems. (p.32)  

Coates et al. (2013) present a vision for anti-colonial social work practice that actively 

engages in decolonization by many processes. These processes are: recognizing the limitations of 

Western social work that victimize Indigenous people; rejecting Western domination of helping 

approaches; demanding that the profession of social work acknowledge its roles and participation 

in colonization; and consciously disengaging from current colonial projects. They assert that 

anti-colonial social workers should publicly condemn past and continuing effects of colonialism 

and collaborate with Indigenous Peoples to decolonize the social work profession, in part, 

through the removal of colonial language and concepts from theory and practice. They call for 

acknowledgement of the strengths of Indigenous communities in social work practice and the 
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end of victim blaming approaches which perpetuate the harms of colonialism. Decolonizing 

social work “recognizes and credits the strengths and contributions of Indigenous knowledges, 

traditions and practices, and supports Indigenous Peoples’ cultural survival and Indigenous 

rights” (p.8). Furthermore, decolonizing social work recognizes Indigenous ways of knowing and 

healing as valuable alternatives to Western ways of thinking, doing, and helping. Decolonizing 

social work values the lived experiences and knowledge of Indigenous people as essential to 

solving problems including global issues we all face such as climate change, poverty and hunger 

(Coates et al., 2013).  

Carlson (2016) writing from a white settler perspective, asserts that we do not do the work 

of decolonizing as a benevolence toward Indigenous people, but to heal ourselves, as we are also 

harmed by colonial, white ways of knowing, doing, and being. Carlson (2017) offers a framework 

for anti-colonial research which includes the following eight principles: resistance to and 

subversion of settler colonialism; the importance of developing and maintaining respectful 

relationships and honouring and valuing Indigenous ways of knowing; engaging with and being 

accountable to the land or place where one is researching; the use of egalitarian, participatory and 

community based methods; reciprocity; importance of self-determination and autonomy of 

participants; acknowledging one's social location and engaging in the practice of self reflexivity; 

and approaching the work through a lens of wholism, attending to the heart, mind, body, and soul, 

the context, value, and history. All these principles can be applied to clinical social work practice.  

Attachment Theory 

Attachment theorists assert that children need nurturing and consistent and responsive 

interactions with primary caretakers to view the world as safe (Bowlby, 1988). Lack of caregiver 

bonding, neglect, and abuse are viewed as adverse childhood experiences or traumatic 

experiences hindering healthy attachment and development (Feletti et. al, 1998). Negative 
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attachment experiences are correlated with the development of anxiety, suffering, depression, 

self-harm, and suicide attempts (Carriere and Richardson, 2013).  

Indigenous scholars expand attachment theory to view the relationship with and care of 

the Earth or Mother Earth and a web of community and cultural connections as essential to 

healthy human attachment and development (Carriere & Richardson, 2013). Carriere and 

Richardson (2013) affirm attachment theory as useful in Indigenous youth and child helping 

practices, through their goal to support mother/child bonds and by linking the concepts posed by 

attachment theory to ceremonies such as the vision quest. However, they challenge the theory’s 

framework that positions mothers as primary caregivers, blames Indigenous parents, and 

pathologizes individuals for colonial caused collective wounds. They highlight the need for swift 

redress of harm and violence against children through protective social networks to be effective 

in mitigating negative impacts on children’s lives and in restoring their senses of belonging, 

sacred value, justice, and safety.  

Cultural Attachment Theory 

Simard and Blight (2011) write that attachment theory hasn’t always worked for 

Indigenous families. Simard (2019) challenges the idea that attachment theory is the only 

appropriate theory for child welfare agents to assess family relationships in Indigenous families. 

Neckoway et al. (2007) argue that attachment theory’s focus on primary parents ignore how 

often members of Indigenous communities share collective responsibility caring and nurturing of 

children and that the bonds between this broader community are not dyadic but multi-layered. 

Simard (2019) advocates for “cultural attachment theory, and culturally restorative practices as 

best interest alternatives for First Nations children, families, and communities'' (p. 62). 

According to Simard and Blight (2007), cultural attachment theory reinforces healthy 

development of Indigenous children through cultural structure processes, and aims to protect 
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connections to and relationships with family, extended family, community, to their Nation, and 

to the world. This theory supports secure attachments from which an Indigenous child can 

interact with the world, offers a framework for healthy transition into adulthood, nurtures the 

lasting bond between children and their families, and provides cultural support that meets the 

needs of Anishinaabe children. Cultural attachment theory recognizes “deep connection between 

the individual and their spiritual connection to their Creator through his or her access to cultural 

structure” (p.39).  

Western science, psychology, and social sciences are just catching up to what 

Anishinaabe people have known about traditional parenting for countless generations. This 

understanding is that traditional parenting creates a strong bond between a child and their parents 

and extended family members that lasts a lifetime. It consists of welcoming the Abinoojiinh 

(little spirit) into the world and the collective guidance of the spirit from infancy through 

childhood to adulthood. Traditional parenting instills a strong self identity, and provides stability 

and security through a solid foundation that grounds a child’s identity and way of knowing 

themself as an Anishinaabe. It demonstrates how to live by Anishinaabe values, principles, and 

beliefs through engaging in everyday cultural practices (Nogdawindamin, n.d). 

Trauma Theories 

Given the historical context of genocide and colonial violence is it vitally imporant to 

approach work with Anishinaabe children and families with sensitivity and awareness of the 

impacts of  trauma. In this section I outline a few important Western theories and their critiques. 

This section concludes with descriptions of important Indigneous trauma theories.  

Trauma Informed Care 

Trauma-Informed Care (TIC) brings scientific understanding of how trauma affects both 

the mind and the body into client/helper interactions and intervention planning (Malchiodi, 
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2020). By acknowledging, recognizing, and reframing symptoms and reactions to trauma as 

normal adaptations of coping with adversity, approaches of TIC aim to avoid pathologizing 

traumatic responses (Levenson, 2017). Those seeking help are viewed as participants in the 

therapeutic process and family, community members, and cultural practices are included in the 

healing processes (Wilson et. al, 2013). Social and economic circumstances, including poverty, 

race, gender, and historical trauma, are factored into the process of understanding someone’s life 

experiences.  

Neurobiology of Trauma 

According to Levine and Frederick (1997), trauma is both a physiological and 

psychological experience. During a threatening event, the amygdala activates the fight, flight, 

freeze, or faint reaction and excess energy can be stored in the person’s body. Van der Kolk 

(2015) asserts that it is “critical for trauma treatment to engage the entire organism, body, mind, 

and brain” (p. 124). Rather than relying on constructing the narrative or the meaning of traumatic 

events, Rothchild (2007) and van der Kolk (2014) assert that effective healing must focus on 

awareness of self as well as psychological and physiological symptoms. Fragmented and 

unintegrated memories of traumatic events are often recalled in the present through sensory 

triggers, seeming to the person as though events are recurring in the present moment (van der 

Kolk, 2014). Many trauma survivors are unable to place memories within the time and place they 

occurred or to communicate about them through language alone. Western based trauma experts 

recommend neurobiological, somatic, cognitive-behavioral approaches, as well as expressive arts 

based approaches to assist in bridging sensory memories and cognitive narratives (Malchiodi, 

2011).  
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Neurosequential Development 

Neurosequential development theory is founded on research that demonstrates the 

sequential development of the human brain. Brain plasticity enables the brain to develop in 

relationship with experiences, people, and the environment within which it grows (Perry, 2006). 

Traumatic events cause developmental delays and fragmentations. Different symptoms can 

appear depending on the developmental period within which the event(s) occur. When traumatic 

events occur, appropriate, meaningful, safe, and nurturing relationships between children and 

helping professionals, caregivers, and parents are critical and are directly related to healthy brain 

development and resilience (Perry, 2006). 

According to Gabor Maté (as cited in Benazzo & Benazzo, 2021), traumatic experiences 

cause a disconnect from one's authentic self. He describes this aspect of trauma to be the greatest 

wound. Maté asserts that human bodies and minds are wise, protecting people from pain by 

shutting down feeling, awareness, and connection to themselves and to the world around them. 

In its extreme, trauma develops a worldview that the world is an unsafe, hostile place. The 

process of healing, he describes, is to recognize this wisdom; not resist, reject, or avoid 

symptoms of trauma, but to be curious and compassionate and follow trauma back to a 

reconnection with the authentic self. 

Critiques to Western Trauma Theories 

A survivor centered appraisal of trauma theory critiques the medicalized trauma model’s 

focus on the “psychological aftermath for victim, not at the offender, the source of the injury, or 

the social and cultural context of the victimization-the conditions that give rise to such violence” 

(Gilfus, 1999, p. 1242). According to Gilfus (1999), the focus on an individual’s psychological 

responses strips violence inflicted on people of its “context, meaning and political import” 

(p.1242). Solely treatment-based trauma theories do not integrate historical, social, and political 
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causes of trauma, victim vs. survivor narratives, or insidious trauma (such as poverty, racism, 

and long term and chronic stress).  Furthermore, Gilfus (1999) challenges the culturally bound 

“White, middle-class, never-victimized worldview” (p. 1251) aspect of trauma theory that states 

that trauma disrupts the normal feelings of safety and predictability in the world, that distrust, 

fear, and insecurity are abnormal, and that support must be given to help the traumatized person 

to view the world as safe again. She writes that, “notions of a just world are not automatic, 

readily available, or equally distributed” (p.1251). She suggests that survivor ways of knowing 

and being in the world should be explored toward disrupting and better understanding notions of 

“safety, home, justice, trust and mental health” rather than pathologizing worldviews that emerge 

from experiences of trauma and oppression. Survivor-centred epistemology acknowledges the 

survivor as “a complete human being, with a cultural and historical context, capable of expert 

knowledge, who is a subject in her or his own right, to be viewed through a lens of loving 

perception” (p.1253).  

Indigenous Frameworks of Trauma 

 Trauma from colonization is seen as the core of the historical and current challenges 

Indigenous children and families face, whether it manifests in depression, anxiety, grief, low 

self-esteem, or relational issues. Incorporating this knowledge, Linklater (2014) calls for the 

decolonization of trauma theories in resistance to pathologizing frameworks of trauma. Common 

threads in Indigenous trauma theory reframe trauma in Indigenous lives as it affects the 

collective rather than the individual; view harms and violence as originating from outside 

nations; view trauma responses as normal responses to abnormal circumstances; include colonial 

contexts in assessment and treatment strategies; challenge the use of psychiatry with Indigenous 

people and subsequent pathologizing diagnoses; and place Indigenous culture, strategies, 
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worldviews, experiences, and personal stories at the centre of discussions about Indigenous 

trauma (Freeman, 2011; Linklater, 2014; Mitchell, et al., 2019).  

Mitchell et al. (2019) advance a theoretical framework of colonial trauma to understand 

the disparities of Indigenous wellbeing. Colonial trauma is described as,  

a complex, continuous, collective, cumulative and compounding interaction of 

impacts related to the imposition of colonial policies and practice which continue 

to separate Indigenous People from their land, languages, cultural practice, and 

one another. (p. 83)  

The framework of colonial trauma disrupts existing trauma theories and terminology and 

serves as a model by which to “research, screen, monitor, diagnose, and treat” forms of colonial 

trauma in health care practice, research, and policy making (p. 87). Rather than Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder, Mitchell et al. (2019) advance the model of Post Traumatic Stress Response 

(Mitchell and Maracle, 2005) in relation to colonial trauma, framing trauma as a response to 

“external trauma that is outside the range of tolerable human experiences” (p. 80). Rather than 

viewing individual people with disorders, PTSR describes collective responses to “ongoing 

colonial traumagenic forces” such as chronic illness, poverty, suicide, and other symptoms 

(Mitchell, et al. 2019). They assert that historical trauma individualizes and pathologizes 

people’s trauma responses while the impacts of colonization oppress and traumatize a whole 

cultural group. Furthermore, the concept of colonial trauma disrupts historical trauma by 

challenging its misleading positioning of harm done in the past while colonial practices and 

harms continue.  

Duran (2019) frames historical and intergenerational trauma-informed theory as 

connected to the spirit of Indigenous people who describe their symptoms of trauma as “spiritual 
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injury, soul sickness, soul wounding and ancestral hurt” (p. 17). Yellow Horse Brave Heart 

(2003) describes historical trauma response (HRT) as often manifesting in “depression, self-

destructive behaviour, suicidal thoughts and gestures, anxiety, low self-esteem, anger, and 

difficulty recognizing and expressing emotions. It may include substance abuse; often an attempt 

to avoid painful feelings through self-medication” (p. 7). Duran (2019) describes clearly that 

intergenerational trauma, historical trauma, and soul wounding occur when the previous 

generations are unable to heal and subsequent generations must do the work to heal the trauma 

wounds. Yellow Horse Braveheart (1998) sees part of healing as understanding links between 

trauma symptoms and the historical causes for them.  

Allyship 

 As Williams (2006) describes, good social work practice includes developing an effective 

working alliance. Both Marlene Syrette, a cultural mentor and Knowledge Keeper, and Eva 

Dabutch, my placement supervisor encouraged me to develop a practice of Indigenous allyship. 

This research and developing practice became a central focus of my practicum study.   

Within the literature I reviewed I found common themes and guidance from other 

aspiring Indigenous allies, Indigenous social justice leaders, and academics seeking to support 

aspiring allies to do good work and reduce harm. Some of the literature on allyship is specific to 

working with Indigenous communities. Others are either generalized or are specific to other 

communities and for the most part the guidelines from this literature can be applied to alliances 

with Indigenous communities.  

Allyship practices are viewed as essential practice for helpers aiming to support the 

wellbeing of Indigenous individuals and communities.  Allyship theories can be recognized as in 

line with anti-colonial, anti-oppressive, and anti-racist theories and offer practical guidance about 

how to show up in good ways with marginalized communities one wishes to support. The Anti-
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Oppression Network (AON) (n.d.) quoting PeerNetBC (PNBC), define allyship as “an active, 

consistent, and arduous practice of unlearning and re-evaluating, in which a person of privilege 

seeks to operate in solidarity with a marginalized group of people” (AON, para. 1).  

Allyship is not an identity. It is a lifelong process of developing trusting, consistent, and 

accountable relationships with marginalized and oppressed people. In their Indigenous allyship 

resource guide, Smith et al. (2015) state that “Ally” is not something that one is, nor is it a title 

that one can bestow upon oneself. You cannot be an ally. However, if you practice allyship, you 

are in “a process” of becoming an ally. It is something to work toward, yet it is never fully 

achievable. The knowledge and the skills needed for true allyship are found in a continual 

process of development and honing. It is also a recognition that is gifted to a person by those one 

works to support. Those of us who aim to be allies to Indigenous communities can think of 

ourselves as “aspiring allies” and actively do the work and engage in the growth processes that 

are required of true allies (Smith et al., 2015).  

The common themes and allyship guidelines that arise in the literature are: to commit to 

ongoing critical self examiniation of attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours that perpetuate colonial 

violence and oppression (Brophey & Raptis, 2016; Mendoza, 2018; Regan, 2010); to prioritize 

and build authentic long lasting relationships (Smith et al., 2015); to learn about history, 

colonization, the territories and Indigenous cultures of the places in which you live and the 

oppression they have experienced (Bishop, 2002; Linklater, 2014; Smith et al., 2015); to 

understand learning is an ongoing process and to embrace one’s ignorance (Gehl, n.d.); to 

develop an understanding and appreciation for Indigenous perspectives (Mendoza, 2018); to 

create space and opportunities for Indigenous people’s success (Regan, 2010; Smith et al., 2015); 

to center and amplify the voices and verbatim stories of Indigenous people and honour the spirit 

of nothing about us, without us (Gaudry, 2011; Kievet, 2003; Mendoza, 2018; Reano; 2020, 
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Williams et al., 2021); to listen and following the lead of the communities you wish to support 

(Mendoza, 2018; Smith et al., 2015); to commit to doing no harm (Mendoza, 2018); to share 

your gifts, skills, and resources and be responsible for yourself by being conscious not to take 

away resources from Indigenous communities (Mendoza, 2018; Ray, 2015); to continually seek 

permission and consent (Mendoza, 2018); to take action to call out and correct injustice, 

discrimination, exclusion, silencing, demeaning, degradation, and oppression of any and all 

Indigenous people (Reagan, 2010; Smith et al., 2015) know when to step back (Mendoza, 2018, 

Williams et al., 2021); to work to share your knowledge and experiences of your journey through 

allyship with other non-Indigenous people (Smith et al., 2015); to interrogate privilege and 

power by examining one’s own position in social and political systems and how it was achieved 

(Gehl, n.d.); to examine one’s motivation for being an ally and to act out of a genuine desire to 

end the oppression of Indigenous people (Gehl, n.d, Williams et al.); and to be rooted in one’s 

own culture and practices (Gehl, n.d). The practice of allyship requires one to avoid taking 

leadership or speaking on behalf of the community unless explicitly asked (Smith et al., 2015, 

Bishop, 2002, William et al., 2021), having expectations that oppressed communities are grateful 

or welcoming of your support (Bishop, 2002; Smith, et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2021); taking a 

saviour’s position (Gehl, n.d., Williams et al., 2021); and burdening Indigenous people by 

seeking emotional support from them (Bishop, 2002; Gehl, n.d., Smith et al., 2015) . 

Throughout this chapter I have described knowledge about Indigenous worldviews and 

ways of helping and healing, along with the historical and political context of colonization and 

essential approaches and practices that were critical to incorporate into my learning journey to 

provide a foundation upon which to ground my future practice with Indigenous children, families 

and communities. In the next chapter, I share how I expanded upon and integrated these 
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foundational understandings into my helping practices through my placement and work 

experiences at Nogdawindamin.  
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Part 2: Building my Bundle 

I have had the unique experience of being a practicum student at Nogdawindamin for half 

a year, from Fall to the middle of Winter, and as promises of Spring emerge, I have begun a new 

role as a Child and Youth Counsellor with Nogdawindamin as an employee. During this 

transition, I have been given the task and gift of reflecting on my learning with this piece of 

writing. Through this reflection I have an opportunity to synthesize my learning into shaping a 

practice for myself. One of the main focuses of my placement was how to ethically and 

effectively support Indigenous clients, families, and communities in good ways as a non-

Indigenous white helper. I have already touched on various ways of approaching the work in a 

good way, the theoretical knowledge that I need to carry in my work, and some concrete 

practices in relation to this knowledge. In this Chapter, I focus on and describe some of the 

practices I learned and those that I am in the process of developing with guidance and inspiration 

from the theoretical and cultural teachings I have received and continue to receive. In the 

Pathways training, program learners are invited to reflect on what is in our bundle and how we 

can continue to fill our bundles. Pathways describes a “bundle” as “a collection of both physical 

and metaphorical tools for a person’s wellbeing.  It is customary for a bundle to be comprised of 

items and endowments that are gifted. Each gift has a story, and symbolizes a lesson, a teaching 

and/or growth from an experience which a person earns” (Nogdawindamin, n.d.). Shannon Van 

Every describes our bundle as the knowledge we gain through personal experiences and how we 

choose to interact with it and with other people (Personal communication, March 30, 2022). At 

times we can forget about these gifts and need reminders from friends, family, or helpers that we 

carry these gifts and we can use them in service to ourselves and others. As culture is living, 

breathing, and evolving, with dedication to growth and learning, so too will my tools evolve and 
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develop over time. My bundle will grow and develop, as I gain new wisdom, new experiences, 

and new knowledge.   

In the following Chapters, I reflect on my learning experiences at Nogdawindamin and 

share some of the ways I have begun to shape my practice through the teachings, and with what, 

and how I have begun to build my helping bundle. Fellner (2018) echoes the emphasis of many 

authors on preparing to work with Indigenous clients through learning about colonization and its 

impacts on Indigenous people by reflecting on our own social location in relation to colonization, 

and on our values, attitudes, and beliefs along with the theoretical and practical ways of working. 

Fellner describes this preparation as part of a process of ceremony. Through this preparatory 

ceremony, in chapter 4 I reflect on ally responsibilities through the lens of the Seven Grandfather 

Teachings, what Fellner (2018) and Wesley-Esquimaux and Snowball (2010) describe as a “wise 

practice lens”. Using this lens, I continue to apply my learning about the seven sacred values and 

allyship practices to a vision of ethical, allied, and culturally aligned counselling practice. I then, 

in chapter 5, continue this process of preparation by exploring how to apply treaty 

responsibilities, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action, and the 13 rights of 

the Anishnaabe child to this vision of an ethical, allied, and culturally aligned counselling 

practice. I share specific culturally aligned practices that I have learned throughout my 

placement.  Finally, in chapter 6 I share my learning about Internal Family Systems theory and 

how this particular therapeutic model can support counsellors’ commitments to ethical and allied 

social work practices.  
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Chapter 4: Ally Responsibilities Through the Lens of the Seven Grandfather Teachings  

 Baskin (2016) promotes learning about, embracing, and aligning with Indigenous 

perspectives to engage in ethical and authentic allyship. With this understanding, my research of 

allyship, alongside my foundational education in Anishinaabe culture through Nogdawindamin, 

it occurred to me that applying Anishinaabe code of ethics would be an essential part of 

Indigenous allyship.  Additionally, social justice social work advocates, Mizok and Page (2016) 

state, “the ally position may not be the optimal position to achieve social change and may lead to 

conflicts with social justice values.” (p.20). I explore here a process and approach to Indigenous 

alliance that may prove to address some of the limitations of allyship that Mizok and Page (2016) 

present as overlooking intersectionality, reifying social constructs and hierarchies, reinforcing 

ingroup and outgroup dynamics, hiding pseudo-allyship agendas of ally actions, promoting role 

confusion, and hero/victim narratives. Through this section, I contemplate my knowledge and 

relationship with each of the Seven Grandfather Teachings as I understand them and have been 

taught them, and their connection to allyship guidelines. I explore ways this approach may 

address some of the limitations of allyship as outlined by Mizok and Page (2016).  

 Through this particular process of learning, I sought direct teachings from two 

Knowledge Keepers at Nogdawindamin, Marlene Syrette and Phil Jones, and Shkaabawis 

(helper) Jordan Bisson. I received teachings during group training sessions from Pathways 

training manual writer, Shannon Van Every, and also Teresa McGregor and Anton Treuer. I also 

drew understanding from Susan Manitowabi (2018) a local professor in the Indigenous School of 

Social Work at Laurentian, and Nogdawindamin’s online resources, the Pathways’ training 

manual, and the creation story shared in the writing of Edward Benton-Benai (1988). The 

Pathways program at Nogdawindamin offers a dualistic way of looking at the Seven Grandfather 

Teachings through Eagle Feather Teachings which acknowledge when a person practices the 
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virtues in a balanced way, and when ways of being are out of balance.  I do not intend to offer 

official definitions or descriptions of the Creation Stories or the Seven Grandfather Teachings. 

Instead, what I share here are my processes of understanding, my reflections, and my 

interpretations and meanings of what was shared with me about the stories and messages of these 

seven virtues. I recommend that anyone who wishes to know and understand these teachings 

seek out someone who has gained traditional experience, who has been gifted the teaching, and 

who can share them with you in a good way. 

Nibwaakaawin-Wisdom 

“To cherish knowledge is to know Wisdom.  Wisdom is given by the Creator to 

be used for the good of the people.”  

(Nogdawindamin, 2021e, para. 1) 

 Manitowabi (2018) states that wisdom can be understood as “prudence” or 

“intelligence”, meaning it is essential to use good judgment when dealing with matters of 

importance. Anishnaabek people hold the view that conscious action should be guided by 

the principles of envisioning and contemplating what impact actions will leave for 

descendants seven generations from now. It takes wisdom to make choices that will leave a 

positive impact and avoid those that will cause harm. As wisdom is connected to 

intelligence and knowledge, which takes time to collect, Elders are revered as wise and 

their counsel is sought to gain knowledge and develop wisdom (Manitowabi, 2018; M. 

Syrette, personal communication, February, 2022). 

Marlene Syrette teaches children to understand wisdom by envisioning a bowl. They are 

invited to place in the bowl skills and knowledge they may need to learn along a path of learning 

about something they love and wish to become good at. For instance, if a child loves painting, 

she asks, “What do you need to know about painting to do it?” For each answer such as what 
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kind of brushes to use, what kind of paint, different techniques to achieve different effects, how 

to care for materials, how to find materials, who to learn from and so on, she says, “Okay! Put 

that in your bowl!”. Then she asks them to envision a time when they are older, when they have 

gathered lots of knowledge. She asks them to look in the bowl and envision what they see. She 

invites them to see it as wisdom and to cherish it as something they have worked for and as gifts 

they have received throughout their lives.  

As I imagine my bowl of knowledge I have begun to gather about how to practice 

allyship in a good way, I imagine what I have already gathered and the lessons I still need to 

learn. I see the wisdom of my ancestors, my Jewish ancestors and my European ancestors, my 

settler ancestors. I see their spirits and see them encouraging me to continue on this path. I see 

them telling me this is a good path, a path of healing for me and for them. I see my parents and 

all the teachings they gave me about how to be ethical in my relationships, to be honest, to be 

loving, respectful, and brave. In this way, I can see that I have a very personal relationship with 

allyship, one that does not come from guilt or shame, but from a desire to participate in the repair 

of relationships and a new way of being together. In Judaism this is called Tikkun Olam: the 

repair or healing of the world. It feels like a sacred and spiritual practice to me when I look at it 

in this way.  

 When I look in my bowl of knowledge about allyship I see the faces of the Indigenous 

friends and teachers I have learned from along this path. I see the ways they have been gentle 

with me and the ways they have challenged me and shaken me out of my ignorance. I feel 

sadness over lost friendships when my ignorant behaviours were not forgiven. I feel gratitude 

and humility for all these teachings. I see the lessons I have learned from scholars about how I 

need to behave and the practices I must enact in my continual process of becoming an ally. I see 

the personal stories about lived experiences of Indigenous people who were taken from their 
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families, language, and culture, their stories about learning their culture from their grandparents 

and extended family, and their stories of healing and hope. I see the lessons of history, the 

treaties, the laws, the policies, and the continued oppression and I feel a boiling drive to do the 

work to change these ways. I see myself. I see all that I have discovered about myself, my spirit, 

and my ancestral cultures and legacies. I see myself with openness and a commitment to 

continue to deepen my understanding of myself, examine my shortcomings, my biases, my 

colonized mind, and my ignorance to face and correct my mistakes with humility and 

compassion. I see the knowledge of the Eagle Feather teaching which presents the duality of 

each Grandfather Teaching. The opposite of wisdom is described as “falsehood” and “shame”. In 

relation to allyship, I understand this a rejection of knowledge, of growth, of seeking truth, and a 

complacency of accepting the myths of colonization, of racism, and division of our nations. I see 

the aspect of shame and guilt as hindering growth and courage to face these feelings within me 

with compassion, understanding, and a willingness to let go and do the work to build good 

relationships with Indigenous people. 

When I look into my bowl of allyship knowledge, I see myself with a yearning for more 

knowledge, at times too eager to know it all now. I see a vast amount of space in my bowl where 

I will place more and more knowledge, knowledge from books I wish I could have read in full 

throughout this learning journey and look forward now to the time I will make to absorb their 

teachings. New knowledge from Elders, Knowledge Keepers, friends, colleagues and children 

and families with whom I will ally myself; all will be placed in this space. I know that there will 

always be space in my knowledge bowl of allyship as I will never know everything there is to 

know. I will continue to fill it and take time to reflect on the knowledge I have gathered and take 

time to cherish it.   
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Zaagi’idiwin-Love 

“To know Love is to know peace.  Love must be unconditional.  When people 

are weak they need love the most”  

      (Nogdawindamin, 2021e, para. 2)  

Susan Manitowabi (2018) writes the following about the teaching of Zaagi’idiwin: 

Love is one of the greatest teachers. It is one of the hardest teachings to 

demonstrate especially if we are hurt. Benton-Banai (1988) states that “To 

know Love is to know peace.” Being able to demonstrate love means that we 

must first love ourselves before we can show love to someone else. Love is 

unconditional; it must be given freely. Those who are able to demonstrate love 

in this way are at peace with themselves. When we give love freely it comes 

back to us. In this way love is mutual and reciprocal. (Manitowabi, 2018, 

Seven Grandfather Teachings section, para. 4) 

 I understand this interpretation of the teaching of love in relation to working toward 

allyship--that it is essential to come from a place of love, not guilt, not desire for attention, nor a 

desire for credit or admiration. It is essential to come from a place of love, compassion, and 

respect toward Indigenous children, families, and communities. It is not love to view myself as 

saving any one or overly giving of myself because I receive the same love, kindness, and 

generosity of spirit from others that I give to them. I have experienced this reciprocity within my 

relationships with Elders, Knowledge Keepers, colleagues and friends, within Anishinaabe 

communities.  

 The opposite of love in Anishinaabe teachings is to have one’s guard up, to be 

antagonistic. In relation to allyship, I see love as essential in order to truly care about what 

Annishinaabe people are saying they need from allies, to hear critiques of our actions with 
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openness and without defense. I must understand that challenging myself to change and grow in 

order to practice allyship in good and better ways is out of love for my friends and myself.  

To love and know peace in allyship connects with the concept of reciprocity; when we 

work toward decolonization with the understanding that the change we seek in this work will 

benefit everyone. Doing allyship work is to love myself because aligning with Indigenous people 

is a gift to me, to my ancestors, and to my descendants. Together we can work toward caring for 

and loving all of Creation including our shared Earth that sustains us. Through loving work 

toward Indigenous sovereignty and inherent rights, I can care for my ancestors by actively 

working toward reconciliation between our nations.  

Minaadendamowin-Respect  

To honor all creation is to have respect.  All of creation should be treated with 

respect.  You must give respect if you wish to be respected.   

(Nogdawindamin, 2021e, para. 3) 

Susan Manitowabi (2018) describes relationships to be essential to the formation of 

respect, that it takes time to form an authentic and deep relationship, so respect develops over 

time. In relationship to allyship, one who seeks to act in true allyship with Indigenous people 

needs to take the time to develop real relationships. As Marlene Syrette shares, love connects to 

respect, when we live with love, we do things for others with love (personal communication, 

February, 2022). As with love, to receive respect one must give respect.  

Someone who aims to ally with Indigenous people must respectfully listen to the truths of 

Indigenous people. They must listen respectfully and attentively to Elders, Knowledge Keepers, 

and leaders, following their direction and avoiding taking the lead. They must respect their 

traditions, protocols and culture, their ways of doing, knowing, and being. They must respect the 

strengths they have maintained through centuries of colonial violence, understanding that they do 
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not need rescuing or saving. I see being respectful to Indigenous ways of knowing, being, and 

doing as understanding them as valuable ways for individuals from all backgrounds and society 

at large.  

The opposite of the Grandfather Teaching of respect is arrogance or the idea or feeling “I 

am better than you” (Nogdawindamin, n.d.). Understanding the Anishinaabe teaching of respect, 

as an aspiring ally, I can understand myself as not above or below anyone within Indigenous 

communities. I can have respect for myself as a valuable part of all Creation, an equal person 

within the four races of humanity, and part of the processes of decolonization. I can respect my 

own skills and gathered knowledge. I can respect myself as a learner with my own learning 

processes. I can respect and honour my own traditions and cultures. According to Marcia 

Manitowabi, when it comes to respect one must put aside one’s ego and have humility (personal 

communication, June, 2022). 

Gwayakwaadiziwin - Honesty 

Honesty in facing a situation is to be brave.  Always be honest in word and 

action.  Be honest first with yourself, and you will more easily be able to be 

honest with others.  

(Nogdawindamin, 2021e, para, 4) 

Essential practices of allyship are self-reflection and commitments to personal growth. 

The Anishinaabe teaching of Honesty teaches that we must first be honest with ourselves. It 

takes courage to face ourselves. It is hard work and sometimes painful work. As an aspiring ally, 

I must be honest about what racist, ignorant, or colonial beliefs I hold in my psyche. I must 

explore how I learned these beliefs and work to release them. I must be honest about my 

limitations of fully knowing or understanding Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing. I 

must be honest with myself about who I am and where I come from. I must be honest with 
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myself about my skills, knowledge, and abilities. I must be honest with myself about why I wish 

to do this work. Am I seeking celebration for this work? Am I seeking respect or benefits from 

this work? 

 The opposites of honesty in Anishinaabe teaching are greed, desire, and infatuation. This 

is a helpful reflection for allyship when examining one’s intentions for engaging in allyship 

practices. If I come from a place of desire for either celebration, respect or benefits, I am doing a 

disservice to those I wish to ally with and not being honest in my actions, words, and practices.  

Being honest necessarily includes holding myself accountable, owning my mistakes and 

working to make amends (Nogdawindamin, n.d.) . Marlene Syrette shares that “honesty is not to 

be confused with Truth (law). In reality, there are no “ifs and buts”, there can only be honesty” 

(personal communication, February, 2022).  

Aakodeewin- Bravery 

Bravery is to face the foe with integrity.  In the Anishnawbek language, this word 

literally means “state of having a fearless heart”.  (One must) do what is right 

even when the consequences are unpleasant.  

(Nogdawindamin, 2021e, para. 5) 

 Marlene Syrette teaches that the foe can be outside of oneself but can also be within 

(personal communication, February, 2022). Most often we need to face our own fears in order to 

do the right thing. Within the practices of allyship there are many times one requires bravery. 

Susan Manitowabi (2018) writes,  

it is easy to turn a blind eye when we see something that is not right. It is 

harder to speak up and address concerns for fear of being retaliated against. 

Oftentimes, one does not want to ‘rock the boat.’ It takes moral courage to be 
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able to stand up for those things that are not right. (Seven Grandfather 

Teachings section, para. 6) 

The Anishinaabe teaching that is opposite to Bravery is fear, worry, and anxiety. I have 

internal foes or parts that hold fears in my practices of allyship. I have parts that fear being 

judged, parts that fear doing the wrong thing, parts that fear being ostracized from my privileged 

communities, parts that do fear rocking the boat, making a scene, or of people viewing me as 

rude, or extreme. I hold fear of not knowing enough to say or do the right thing. This fear can 

lead me to not doing or saying anything at all. I have parts that fear giving up my unearned 

powers and privileges and what that means for my life. As an aspiring ally, I need bravery to 

look at all these fears, worries, and anxieties, to lean into them, work to understand them, and 

help these parts of myself to release these anxieties so that I can do honest and brave work as an 

ally, to show up in solidarity and avoid causing more harm to Indigenous communities. 

It takes bravery to take action. I need bravery to speak up when I see or hear someone 

being racist. I need bravery to share or relinquish my powers or privileges. I need bravery to use 

my powers and privileges when I see an injustice or inequality and am able to make change. I 

need bravery to respond to requests from community members when I may need to speak out and 

I feel shy. I need bravery in all the active work it takes to disrupt dynamics of power and 

privilege and push against systemic racism and oppression.   

Dabaadendiziwin-Humility 

Humility is to know yourself as a sacred part of Creation.  In the Anishnawbek 

language, this word can also mean “compassion”.  You are equal to others, but 

you are not better.  

(Nogdawindamin, 2021e, para.6) 
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 Marlene Syrette shared with me the meaning of the word “deba”, which means “low” 

(personal communication, February, 2022). This means that humans are the lowest species of all 

life on Earth. That we are fully dependent for our survival upon all the rest of Creation. Through 

this teaching I understand the work of allyship as sacred work that honours my dependency on 

all life, my dependence on other humans, and my dependency on the Indigenous people of this 

land. It honours the dependency my ancestors had on the Earth and the wisdom Indigenous 

people shared with them when they first came to this land. It honours the agreements to live in 

harmony with one another, to not interfere with one another's path, to respect each other's ways, 

to learn from one another and support one another with respect and humility. 

The opposite of this teaching is ego. I am reminded in this teaching to have humility and 

respect Indigenous peoples’ knowledge and experiences. It means to me that it is important to 

understand my position in all my relationships.  It supports my commitment to this work as a 

way to honour, to have compassion for, and not see myself as above any of my relationships with 

the land, animals, plants, and humans of Earth.  

Debwewin-Truth 

Truth is to know all of these things. Speak the truth. Do not deceive yourself or 

others.  

(Nogdawindamin, 2021e, para, 7) 

Marlene Syrette (personal communication, February, 2022) and Anton Treuer 

(2022) shared the meaning of the word de which is the heart or centre, it is a sound from 

the heart. To know truth or to speak truth is to feel it in your heart. When someone speaks 

their truth you know it is truth because you feel it to be true in your heart. When you speak 

your own truth this is a sound that comes from your heart.  
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Manitowabi (2019) echos the teaching I have received from all my teachers through my 

learning processes about the teaching of truth: 

All of these teachings go hand in hand. For example, to have wisdom one must 

demonstrate love, respect, bravery, honesty, humility and truth. You are not being 

honest with yourself if you use only one or two of these teachings. Leaving out 

even one of these teachings means that one is not embracing the teachings. We 

must always speak from a truthful place. It is important not to deceive yourself or 

others. (Seven Grandfather Teaching section, para. 9) 

Marlene Syrette says that through life at times some of our practices in any of the 

teachings will be weaker or stronger than other times, but our conscious practice needs to 

be to strive for balance. When one is lacking we are out of balance (personal 

communication, February, 2022).  

I see these teachings as connected to allyship through the practice of listening with 

one's heart to the hearts of others. I see it as seeking to know the true histories, true names, 

and ways of the original people of the land upon which I live. I see truth in allyship as 

listening with my heart to understand the truth about our shared history on Turtle Island. I 

see the practice of truth in allyship as listening with my heart to Indigenous peoples’ 

stories, understanding them in my heart as the truths of Indigenous peoples’ experiences 

of colonization. I see truth in allyship as speaking my own truths from my heart as I build 

heart to heart relationships with Indigeneous people. I see truth to be about seeking and 

hearing the truth with my heart about my own ancestry, history, and culture.  

Truth sums up all of the Grandfather Teachings (Nogdawindamin, n.d.). Knowing 

and contemplating how to incorporate them into daily life is said to be truth. One must 
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practice all teachings in every action and way of being to live a good life. I think that all 

these teachings must be employed to practice true allyship with Indigenous people.   
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Chapter 5: Walking Alongside– 

Allyship Principles and the Seven Grandfather Teachings Applied to the 

Therapeutic Relationship 

Fellner (2018) writes that “preparing for our work with Indigenous clients may be guided 

through embodying a wise practices lens, which uses Indigenous teachings referred to as the 

Seven Grandfather Teachings or the Seven Sacred Values” (p.186). This practice of preparing 

for working as a counsellor with Indigenous clients is an ongoing process. Learning how to apply 

allyship principles and using a “wise practice lens” will be a continuous process of fine tuning, 

learning, and growth. At this time, I have developed a few thoughts on what this kind of ethical 

and allied practice may look like.  

Applied to the context of therapeutic relationships, practicing allyship coupled with the 

values of the Seven Grandfather Teachings means prioritizing relationships by building 

authentic, respectful, trusting, and safe connections (Smith, Pucket & Simon, 2015). Safe, secure 

relationships are fundamental to the therapeutic process.  It means engaging in client-centred, 

trauma-informed, anti-oppressive, and anti-colonial approaches, continually working towards 

cultural understanding, safety, and humility by learning about Anishinaabe worldviews and 

cultural practices, learning about the history of oppressions and traumas of colonization and how 

multiple generations are affected by these traumas, and holding these understandings in work 

with Indigenous people (Bishop, 2002; Linklater, 2014; Smith et al., 2015). People who have 

experienced breaches of trust in personal relationships, attacks on their bodies, minds, and spirits 

or disruptions to their feelings of personal security and safety through experiences of trauma 

require safe and secure relationships to begin to heal the scars left by those disruptions 

(Linklater, 2014). Fostering safe relationships also means honouring personal stories as sacred 

and witnessing them with respect and care (Linklater, 2014; Poole Heller, 2019).  
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Allyship informed by an Anishinaabe worldview in the therapeutic context means 

viewing and approaching solutions with clients as experts of their lives and acting as a 

collaborator in the role of helper. The helper or therapist walks alongside those they aim to 

support, and those in their circles of care, through their healing journeys (Baskin, 2016; Mendoza 

2018; Smith et al., 2015).  It means trusting and referring to the client's internal wisdom and the 

healing power of their culture (Baskin, 2016; Linklater, 2016). 

Therapy through a practice of Anishinaabe informed allyship means being wise and 

courageous to use my voice, gifts, privilege, and power to make positive changes whenever 

needed (Regan, 2010; Smith,et al., 2015). It means recognizing my earned and unearned power 

and privilege as a white middle class educated person and how this dynamic may affect 

therapeutic relationships (Baskin, 2016; Gehl, n.d., Linklater, 2014). Allyship informed by 

Anishnaabek values and social justice values means working outside the therapy room to make 

changes within broader systems to address the systemic oppression my clients face on a daily 

basis. This kind of broader systemic change can take place in the agency I work for, the schools 

of those I work for, the government agencies with whom they interact, or with political parties 

and departments that make policies that affect those with whom I work ( Baines, 2017; Baskin, 

2016; Regan, 2010; Smith, et al., 2015).    

This approach of therapeutic practice means being honest, self-reflective, and dedicated 

to personal growth and healing, continually interrogating my biases, judgements, and prejudices, 

and working to transform them, understand them, and practice ways of preventing their 

interference with the therapeutic relationship (Brophey & Raptis, 2016; Mendoza, 2018; Reagan, 

2010). It means having humility, understanding that I do and will make mistakes. It means 

listening, actively inviting, and being open to feedback from those with whom I work in order to 

improve the ways I support (Baskin, 2016; Regan, 2010). It means recognizing and celebrating 
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my clients and colleagues’ strengths and gifts and honouring and using mine (P. Jones, personal 

communication, March 2, 2022). It means being a respectful learner, being open to and seeking 

support and understanding of cultural beliefs and practices from Elders and Knowledge Keepers 

(Baskin, 2016; T. Neganegijig, personal communication, March 21, 2022). 

Therapeutic practices from an Anishinaabe informed allyship approach means supporting 

those I help to access and participate in cultural practices, teachings, and rights of passage. It 

means understanding these as inherent rights and powerful opportunities for healing, growth, and 

belonging (T. Naganegijig, personal communication, March 21, 2022; M. Syrette, personal 

communication, October, 2021; Dupuis-Rossi & Reynolds, 2018; Linklater, 2014). It means 

bringing love and compassion into my work (Linklater, 2014).  

Finally, as someone who seeks to become an ally to Indigenous communities, I must see 

myself as a partner in the work. This means never patronizing those I seek to support and 

recognizing that, as we are all interconnected, our collective healing is tied together. As Invisible 

Children (2012)  share, the Gangulu elder, artist, educator and activist, Lilla Watson (2004) 

stated by quoting the Aboriginal activists group in Queensland who were active during the 1970s 

in a 2004 keynote address,  “If you have come here to help me you are wasting your time, But if 

you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together” (2012, 

para. 1).  

Treaty Responsibilities and Therapeutic Practices 

It is important for social workers to understand the treaty rights and responsibilities of the 

territories where they live because we are all treaty people who have entered into the existing 

treaty agreements by way of our settler ancestors and the Crown who entered directly into these 

agreements, or by way of agreements upon immigration to adhere to all the laws of this land. 

Treaties are sacred to Annishnaabe people, because the Creator sanctions them (Anishinabek 
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Nation, n.d.). These treaties were, and continue to be, broken. The Robinson Huron Treaty of 

1850 between the Anishnabek Nations of the Great Lake Areas and the British Crown came 

about through the objection of Anishnabek people to white settlement and resource extraction 

within their territories. They believed they should share in the benefits of the riches on their land 

and be compensated for the loss of land.  

In the summer of 1849 Sault Chiefs made it clear there needed to be a treaty between the 

nations (Anishinabek Nation, n.d.). The resulting treaty was considered an international contract 

between governments which established the terms of a mutually respectful relationship. It stated 

that each First Nation would determine the lands they would maintain for their people and 

descendants to live a traditional life and sustain their traditional economy without European 

interference. The Anishinabek Nations were guaranteed retention of their fishing and hunting 

rights without restriction. To offset living expenses and loss of land due to European settlement, 

each Anishnabek family would be guaranteed an annual payment.  

An article on the Anishinabek Nation’s (n.d.) website presents the account of Chief 

Dokis, of Lake Nipissing, who attended the negotiations of this treaty, his memory of the 

agreement, and what was said at the time to the Anishinabek people:  

When Mr. Robinson came to the Indians to make a Treaty for their 

lands, they were not willing to give up their lands and would not sign a Treaty. 

He then told them they need not be afraid to give up their rights because the 

Government would never do anything to make them suffer, he said you know 

yourselves where you have the best lands and there is where you have your 

Reserves for yourselves and your children and their children ever after. He also 

said if at any time you have a grievance you can go to the Governor and he will 

see that you get all your rights or whatever you may ask. (p. 2) 
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This account of what was told to the Nations along the North Shore about how they could trust 

the Government to fulfill its commitments, that their lands would be respected, that they would 

be able to seek justice and support when required, is helpful to understand the discrepancies 

between what was understood and what actually occurred.  

The Government of Canada did not honour the treaties. The Anishinaabe lands were not 

protected from encroachment; less land was maintained for Anishinaabe communities; the 

authority and jurisdiction of First Nations has been undermined by government laws, policies, 

and action; their fishing and hunting rights have been restricted; and the annuities have not 

increased since 1874 to reflect the great wealth that has been extracted from their lands. For 

those of us who are settlers living on this territory and who are aspiring to allyship, we can 

uphold our ally commitments by putting pressure on governments to rectify these injustices. 

Additionally, the Anishinabek Nation writes that social services “are the right of people 

deriving from the spirit and intent of the treaties, of political alliance and of the resource revenue 

sharing provisions of the treaties” (p. 9). However, many services are delivered meagerly and not 

equal to the services that non-Indigenous communities receive. Not only were the Anishnabek 

driven from the richest lands along the North Shore but they were given an annuity of $4 which 

has not increased since 1874; their fishing and hunting rights, which they held sovereignty over, 

were not honoured. The impact of European settlement and breaches to these agreements 

resulted in poverty and disruptions to the Anishinaabe ways of life. Further, Anishinaabe 

children were forcefully taken from their families and sent to Residential schools or non-

Indigenous homes to be raised away from their cultural practices, languages and relationships to 

their people and lands (Miller, 2017).  

Gehl (2015) writes that most Canadians don’t understand that what we know as Canada 

was founded on a treaty process designed by Indigenous traditions of treaties between human 
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and non-human relationships (Simpson, 2008), that was aimed at mutual benefit between Nations 

and sharing of land and resources. According to records shared and explained by Sharp (2022), 

through the The Robinson Treaty Waawiindamaagewin newsletter, the main signatories of the 

Treaty, Chief Shingwaukonse, Chief Nebenaigoching and William Benjamin Robinson had a 

respectful and trusted relationship. This is a relationship of trust that this country is founded 

upon. However, according to colonial rule the Robinson treaties of 1850, and those that followed 

them, saw Indigenous dispossession of land, hunting and fishing rights and sovereignty over 

their lands and ways of governing (Gehl, 2015). Gehl writes, “Canada continues to develop 

evermore deceptive ways to deny the rights of Indigenous nations while presenting these changes 

to Canadians as if they were progressive reforms” (p. 11). 

Simpson (2008) shares about the traditional Anishnabek development of and adherence 

to treaties between human and non-human nations. According to the Anishnabek Nation website, 

“nations” were human nations, clan nations, animal nations, and plant nations. These treaties 

were “negotiated, ritualized and formal” relationships (p. 33). These treaties were based on 

“good relationships between family members, clans and other Indigenous nations and 

confederacies and were the basis of lasting peace” (p. 32). These relationships were guided by 

the Seven Grandfather Teachings. Maintaining good relationships between self-determining 

nations was an integral part of treaties. Simpson (2008) writes,  

Oral agreements based on relationship, negotiation, and understanding required 

plenty of maintenance and nurturing to ensure lasting peace. That maintenance 

required commitment and hard work, but also encouraged understanding 

another point of view and when done correctly can bring about a lasting peace 

for all involved. (p. 35) 
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Simpson (2008) points to the Dish with One Spoon Wampum treaty between the 

Haudenosaunee and all other treaty traditions as offering great insight into the 

intentions of the treaties with the early European settlers. In these traditional treaties, 

neither party was expected to give up their rights to self government or sovereignty, 

neither party was expected to give up their rights to their lands, culture, or ways of 

doing, knowing, and being. She writes,  

It gives us an ancient template for realizing separate jurisdictions within a shared 

territory. It outlines the "rights" and "responsibilities" of both parties in the 

ongoing relationship, and it clearly demonstrates that our ancestors did not intend 

for our nations to be subsumed by the British crown or the Canadian state when 

they negotiated those original treaties. It is time to decolonize our relationships 

with our neighboring nations, and it is time to decolonize our relationship with the 

Canadian state. (p. 38) 

Through this knowledge gathering of the treaty agreements that I have entered into by 

living in the territory, I wondered how I can bring the spirit of these treaties into my work and 

life to enact my treaty responsibilities as a treaty person. Marlene Syrette proposed to me that a 

therapeutic relationship begins with a treaty (personal communication, February, 2022); that 

each person is gifted by the Creator with free will. Each party enters into the relationship with 

personal agency and sovereignty. As Simpson (2008) describes the traditional qualities of 

Anishinaabe treaties, the terms and agreements of this therapeutic relationship can be 

“negotiated”, “ritualized” and “formal” (p.33). This kind of contractual relationship should have 

clear understandings of both parties’ rights and responsibilities. The relationship should be 

nurtured and amended as needed with the consent and contribution of both parties. I propose that 

the breaches of our original agreements between our nations must be considered in therapeutic 
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relationships between non-Indigenous clinicians and Anishinaabe clients. As clinicians, we must 

understand how our historical relationship, based on one party's lies and misleading information 

and has resulted in over a century and a half of exploitation, denied justice, disruptions to ways 

of living and life itself, must factor into our contemporary relationships. The understanding of 

these relational ruptures are critical towards understanding the lack of trust that Anishinaabe 

clients may have toward the agreements we make now, especially in the context of a child 

welfare agency mental health services.  

These many relational ruptures must be acknowledged. Non-Indigenous clinicians must 

understand this history, and work to understand our responsibilities after so long being focused 

on our “rights”. We must reject and actively work against any instances where our clients or their 

family members are being coerced, deceived, or denied access to decision making process or 

agency over their lives, bodies, spirits, culture, education, therapy goals, plans of care, children. 

Honouring the spirit of our original agreements within my work as a therapist may be one way to 

work toward reconciling our relational ruptures.  

Wampum Agreement and Therapeutic Practices 

Brenda Rivers from Sagamok First Nation shared that the Two Row Wampum carried the 

spirit of treaties that had been made before the one between the Haudesaunee and the Dutch, and 

that it carried the spirit forward to treaties created after (Rivers, 2022). Grand River Cayuga chief 

and Faithkeeper, Jacob Thomas recited the oral history of the Two Row Wampum many times 

before his death in 1998. The agreement was that the Dutch and all newcomers to Turtle Island, 

represented by a ship on their path or river, would follow and practice their ways of living and 

being on this land while the Haudesaunee, represented by a birch bark canoe on their path or 

river, would practice their traditional ways. The intention was that neither one would interfere 

with the other's path (Nogdawindamin, n.d).  
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Yet, as Cree scholar Wille Ermine (2007) writes, to this day the differing worldviews of 

European descendants and Indigenous people of Turtle Island are the very things that have made 

it challenging to foster understanding and compassionate relationships between them. 

Referencing Ermine (2007), Goodchild et al. (2021), push forward another way of looking at the 

Two Row Wampum by exploring the space between the rivers or between Indigenous and 

Western ways of knowing. Relaying Jacob Thomas’ messages about the symbolism of the two 

rows of purple and the three rows of white within the wampum belt, they share that the two 

purple rows are made of two columns of purple beads. This, they say, signifies internal 

pluralism. The three white rows, which are three beads wide, represent peace, the good word or 

way and unified, empowered minds, translated into peace, respect, and friendship. They refer to 

this space as ethical space.   

Ermine (2007) first presented the notion of ethical space in relation to the negotiation and 

development of laws between Western and Indigenous nations and proposed a model of 

partnership that highlights the ethical space as a “cooperative spirit between Indigenous peoples 

and Western institutions” (p. 194). He envisioned that focusing on this space between cultural 

entities would develop new directions of thought and ways of communicating which has the 

potential to replace the historical ways of interaction between nations. Ermine writes that “the 

sacred space of the ethical helps us balance...moral considerations as we discuss issues that are 

trans-cultural, or trans-boundary in nature” (p. 196).  

Goodchild et al. refer to ethical space as “a place that affirms human diversity” (p. 80). 

Quoting Ermine (2007) they present this space as a place where we can “detach from the cages 

of our mental worlds and we assume a position where human-to-human dialogue can occur” (p. 

202). They describe it as “a space/place that is respectful and generous of spirit” (p. 80) where 

we can begin to release destructive relational energy. Echoing Ermine (2007), they propose this 
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idea of ethical space is helpful toward the creation of new Indigenous/non-Indigenous 

relationships. Quoting Scharmer (2020), Goodchild et al. (2021) describe this space as a sacred 

space that “enables a mindset of connection rather than separation, that allows us to access our 

deepest capacities for unconditional love” (p.80).  

I find these ways of looking at the Two Row Wampum agreement, understood as the 

foundation of Indigenous and non-Indigenous relationships, to be helpful for approaching and 

understanding therapeutic relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. As 

Ransom and Ettenger (2001) write, “Native and non-Native peoples are to help each other from 

time to time, as people are meant to do, and their respective knowledge systems, or sciences, are 

tools to be used in this partnership” (p. 222). When we enter into a therapeutic relationship with 

one another we are each bringing our knowledge, skills, and understandings into a working 

relationship to reach agreed upon goals. It is a sacred place we enter into; it is coming together 

from our respective paths, and although the goal is to support the client toward a healthier way of 

being, the therapist is affected and influenced by the relationship. Marcia Manitowabi, reflecting 

on her clinical practice, shares that we learn as much from them. The learning is reciprocal 

(Personal communication, June 2022). Therapists too, ideally learn and grow from the 

interaction. As I reflect on the possibilities of incorporating the spirit of the two row wampum in 

therapeutic relationships, I wonder about how to make new wampum with each new therapeutic 

relationship. I envision that as we develop goals together, and as we clarify roles, rights, and 

responsibilities, we add a new bead on our relational agreement together. As we share our 

knowledge, skills, and ways of knowing and as we respectfully learn from one another we add 

beads to the spaces between us.  

Additionally, I see this concept of ethical space and mutual growth appropriately applied 

to the continued learning between Indigenous and Non-Indigenous clinicians. In this ethical 
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space we can support each other in our work and learn from one another, and we can explore 

how our respective epistemologies can be enhanced and flourish through the partnership of 

therapeutic ideas and practices. It is in this ethical space between our respective worldviews that 

we can develop, innovate, and co-create new ways of helping and healing.  

Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Action and Therapeutic Practices 

Another area of exploration for my placement was to examine the Truth and 

Reconciliation Calls to Action in relation to myself as a treaty person and my work as a clinical 

social worker. Bridging theory and practice, heart and mind, or reason and emotion, Regan 

(2010) reframes reconciliation as a place of decolonizing encounters between settlers and 

Indigenous peoples for collective critical dialogue. She describes reconciliation practices as 

“public remembering embedded in ethical testimonial, ceremonial, and commemorative 

practices” (p. 13). Joining the 16 guiding principles for Indigenous community development and 

the Calls to Action specific to social work within the TRC, Wesley-Esquimaux and Koptie 

(2022) promote a reconciliation social work approach that they believe has the potential for 

positive relational healing and partnership between Indigenous people and Canadian settlers.  

Here I attempt to intertwine theory and practice, heart and mind, while examining how to 

enact the Calls to Action within clinical contexts. Nogdawindamin distributes mini booklets that 

clearly and simply outline all the Calls to Action. This book outlines the following Calls to 

Action that I found to be helpful as I develop my ethical and responsible practices with 

Indigenous clients.  

Firstly, I must practice reconciliation in my everyday life while “remaining committed to 

ongoing work of establishing and maintaining respectful relationships” (Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 11). This first direct and clear call relates to what I have learned 

of the Seven Grandfather Teachings and allyship practices of building and nurturing respectful 
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relationships based on love, kindness, and committed action toward supporting and actualizing 

our original agreements to not interfere with Indigenous sovereignty. 

Therapists can support the principles of truth and reconciliation by listening to, 

responding to, advocating for, and supporting ways that Survivors of residential schools and their 

families can heal themselves, their communities, and their nations; “in ways that revitalize 

individuals as well as Indigenous cultures, languages, spirituality, laws, and governance 

systems” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 12). Action 1, parts iii and 

iv, calls for social workers and those who conduct child-welfare investigations to be properly 

educated on the history and impacts of residential schools and properly trained. Aligned with 

allyship practices, helpers must actively do the work, and seek out and advocate for Indigenous-

led training in order to understand the impacts of past and present colonial policies and practices 

on those with whom they work. Therapists and counselors need to educate themselves and seek 

understanding about how Indigenous communities and families provide more appropriate 

solutions to family healing. They must do this by consulting families, communities, Elders, and 

Knowledge Keepers about best practices for healing for children, adults, and families and avoid 

thinking that Western ways of healing are superior or more appropriate. Action 1.v. requires that 

all “child welfare decision makers consider the impacts of the residential school experience on 

children and their caregivers” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 19). 

As stated before, this call to action is essential for clinicians working in child welfare agencies to 

understand the generational impacts of the colonial violence enacted by residential school 

policies.  

Action 4, part i, calls for the Government of Canada to “affirm the right of Aboriginal 

governments to establish and maintain their own child-welfare agencies” (p. 20). As a counsellor 

working in a child welfare agency, it is important for me to learn about and understand the 
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struggles that Indigenous agencies face while working within the provincially mandated child 

welfare policies which are a direct breach of the Robinson Huron Treaty of 1850, and to support 

all initiatives toward Indigenous governance over child welfare delivery. It is additionally 

important for me to understand the limitations of service delivery under the current colonial and 

paternalistic framework for the overall wellbeing of my clients and to take into consideration the 

impact of this structural framework on the processes of healing. To give only one example of the 

many conflicts that arise under this current system, if traditional cultural childcare 

recommendations are in conflict with the recommendations of provincial child care mandates or 

Western standards of parenting, then families get caught in a bind and can struggle with moving 

forward with healthy ways of parenting as guided by their Elders and Knowledge Keepers (M. 

Syrette, personal communication, February, 2022).  

The fifth Call to Action calls for the development of “culturally appropriate parenting 

programs for Aboriginal families” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 

21). Nogdawindamin has many such programs and as a clinician I can uphold this call to action 

by prioritizing recommendations and referrals of my Indigenous clients to these programs over 

Western developed parenting programs. I can also support these programs by promoting them 

and offering my skills and resources to the facilitators or organizers where needed.  

Call to Action 10.iii calls for the development of culturally appropriate school curricula, 

for protecting the right to Aborginal language, and enabling parents to fully participate in the 

education of their children” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 24). 

Therapists can uphold these calls to action by advocating for quality cultural and language 

education programs in the schools of the children with whom they work, by paying attention to 

barriers to and gaps within culturally appropriate school curricula and language programs and 

advocating for improvements.  Additionally, therapists can support parents of the children with 
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whom they work to enact their rights to participate fully in their children’s education. However, 

Marcia Manitowabi shares how Indigenous parents are often distrusting of the education system 

and are often afraid to stand up to advocate for change. She promotes the support of Land based 

Language Schools which she describes as uplifting Anishinaabe children’s spirits. Marcia looks 

to programs such as Akinoomoshin, based in Atikameksheng First Nation, which focuses on 

culture, language, and land based education and encourages parents to participate in their 

childrens’ education (Personal communication, June 2022). 

Items 71-76 from the TRC Calls to Action document refer to missing children and burial 

information. 2021 was the year the bodies of children who never came home and whose end of 

life stories were never known, started to be uncovered at residential schools across the country. 

The first 215 children discovered caused a national uprising of support and outrage. As the year 

went on, news stories of the uncovered children dwindled, despite the numbers of children 

uncovered reaching over 7000 by the end of the year. This lack of national coverage speaks to 

the lack of overall importance of this issue in Canada (Miller, 2021) and points to the need for all 

of us to keep sharing news of recovered children each time a school search is complete in order 

to send the continued message of support, solidarity, and outrage. It points to the need for 

therapists to understand how this moment in history affects Indigenous families in complex ways 

and to be ever prepared to support individuals and families through this time which may 

potentially retraumatize, and potentially provide opportunities for healing. 

Call to Action number 78 calls for monetary supports “to assist communities to research 

and produce histories of their own residential experience and their involvement in truth, healing, 

and reconciliation” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 82). Therapists 

working with residential school survivors can support this call to action by exploring ways to 

assist clients who wish to share their stories publicly in ways that are supportive, helpful, and 
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healing as well as by supporting them through the private processes of healing and processing 

any internal and external changes that may arise from telling their stories publicly.  

Simard (2019) asserts that it is critical, when assessing Indigenous clients, for social 

workers to explore and discuss the relevance of intergenerational trauma that a family connected 

to their nation has experienced. She writes that it is important to acknowledge this trauma and 

then take steps to address it. She promotes the use of “multi-generational genograms to support 

the exploration of collective trauma experience in nationhood, in the community, in the extended 

family, and with family” (p. 67). Genograms identify legacies of trauma across generations and 

visually display how this pain, manifesting in behaviours such as rage, addiction, depression, and 

other common effects of colonial trauma, are passed from generation to generation (Ross, 2014). 

Alongside these effects, genograms can map the history of colonial policies and laws and how 

the family has been impacted directly or indirectly by these along the way through deaths, child 

apprehensions, breaks in family relationships, and violence that may have occurred in the family 

(Ross, 2014). Potentially helpful genograms for Indigenous clients are the Color-Coded Timeline 

Trauma Genogram (Jordan, 2004); the Transgenerational Trauma and Resilience Genogram 

(Goodman, 2013) and the Seven-Generation Concentric Circular Genogram (Michiel-Derksen, 

2022). Furthermore, TRC calls to action are supported through participation in the development 

and facilitation of groups, such as the one that is being developed at Nogdawindamin, that 

supports Indigenous adults and children to learn about colonization and to make links between 

their personal experience and their families and ancestral experiences of oppression (E. Dabutch, 

personal communication, January, 2022; Yellow Horse Brave Heart, 1998).  

Finally, the TRC calls for a National Day to acknowledge and enact efforts toward the 

truth about our histories and toward the relationship reconciliation between our nations. At 

Nogdawindamin this day is observed as a paid holiday. Staff are encouraged to observe the day 
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in the way they deem appropriate. As a non-Indigenous employee of Nogdawindamin, I commit 

to using the day to learn more about our shared histories, enrich my understanding of 

Anishinaabe traditions and cultural practices, deepen my relationships with my Indigenous 

friends and colleagues, and support and participate in public events.  

Working to Support the Fulfillment of the 13 Rights of the Anishinaabe Child 

A cultural attachment approach, such as the one presented by Simard (2006), highlights 

the importance of cultural continuity for Anishinaabe children. This approach acknowledges that 

healthy childhood development occurs within a strong identification with and responsibility to 

Anishinaabe society. Family preservation is integral to this model which allows for the 

“continuity and restoration of Anishinaabe teachings and systems to take responsibility and 

accountability for raising their own” (p.71). Simard (2006) points to protective layers within 

Anishinaabe society. At the centre is the child. Around the child is the biological family, then the 

extended family, then the Nation. 

For an Anishinaabe child to flourish they must be supported by all the layers in this circle 

and have access to all their inherent rights. Jourdain (2006) based the development of the 

following rights of the Anishinaabe child, on Anishinaabe teachings.  According to the 13 Rights 

of the Anishinaabe Child, a child has the right to their spiritual name, (Anishinaabe 

ishinikassowin), their clan (ododemun), their identity (anishinabewin), their language 

(anishinabemoowin)2, their cultural and healing ways (anishinabe miinigoosiwin), to the 

teachings of a good life (minobimatiziwin), their land (anishinabe akiing), their lifestye 

(anishinabechigewin), an Anishinaabe education (kinamaatiwin), to protection (shawentassoowin 

and ganawentasoowin), and to their family (gutsiimug). Simard writes  

 
2 It should be acknowledged here that there may be different dialects to Anishinaabemowin (Ojibway language) 
across Anishinaabe territories. 
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The Anishinaabe Rights of the Child Principle are consistent with an ethical 

assumption which links to concepts and laws in Naaniigan Abiinooji. It is meant 

to ensure a child has the spiritual foundation of inode'iziwin and the ability to 

balance their lives to achieve minobimaatiziwin within their surroundings. This 

principle allows for the formation of identity within the context of Naaniigan 

Abiinooji and is the best practice related to the raising of an Anishinaabe child. It 

is used as a mechanism to provide an opportunity for the child, family, extended 

family, and community to collectively raise the child within the child's cultural 

context. (Simard, 2019, p. 72) 

According to the teachings of Nogdawindamin’s Anishinaabe Aadziwin Pathways 

training, as inherent rights, these rights extend to Anishinaabe people of all ages. It is 

seen as a cultural injustice when these rights are withheld or not respected. I understand 

one of my roles and responsibilities as a helper working with Anishnaabe children and 

families to assist, support, and advocate for all these rights to be fulfilled for those 

whom I act as a helper.  

 Through this chapter I synthesized my learning about the Seven Grandfather 

Teachings and allyship as they may be applied to therapeutic practices. Guided by my 

teacher, Marlene Syrette, I explored how the principles, lessons, and histories of our 

Nation to Nation treaties can be considered within and applied to therapeutic 

relationships. Finally, I made the case for and explored how the TRC Calls to Action 

and the 13 Rights of the Anishaabek Child, can be enacted and put into practice through 

the work of counselling with Indigenous individuals, families, and communities. 

Throughout this paper I touch on various ways of approaching work with Anishinaabe 

children and families in a good way, the theoretical knowledge that I need to carry in my 
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work, and some concrete practices in relation to this knowledge. In the next chapter, I 

focus on and describe some of the practices I learned and those that I am in the process 

of developing with guidance and inspiration from the theoretical and cultural teachings I 

have received and continue to receive.  
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Chapter 6: What now?--Developing Practices For Allied, Ethical and Culturally Aligned 

Practices with Anishinaabe Children and Families 

Many questions are asked in the Pathways training to support understanding and 

acknowledgment of the gifts that we bring to our work as helpers and how we can continue to 

“become” helpers: questions such as “What does becoming a helper look like to you?”, “What 

does it feel like?”, “What are some things you can do today and put into practice?”. Shannon 

Van Every, who leads Pathways training, asks learners, “What now?” (personal communication, 

October, 2021). With this question she challenges us to think and make a plan about what we 

will do with what we have learned. I took these questions to heart during and after my time in 

this training. I have been actively engaging in answering these questions, through writing, 

through art, through experimentation, and through discussion with my supervisors, colleagues, 

and in practice.  

Feeling the need to be active and engage in allyship practices, I connected with a fellow 

Pathways participant about an idea to develop a sharing circle with all Nogdawindamin staff, 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous, who have taken the training. Smith et al. (2015) write that “one 

of the most critical actions that allies can and should do is educate other non-Aboriginal people 

about what they are learning. Of these learnings, the most important things to educate non-

Aboriginal people about are oppression, privilege, and about one’s own experience of their 

journey as an ally” (p. 17). Together with Shannon Van Every, we have begun the process of 

exploring the ways in which we can continue the conversations and opportunities for growth, 

sharing of resources, and reflection on our own journeys and the knowledge and questions that 

were posed to us as learners within the Pathways training. The idea is to build on what Pathways 

has begun, to collectively and collaboratively share how we walk the talk down the path toward 

better allyship and decolonization practices in our services that are rooted in the knowledge of 



NIIZHWAAK SHI NAANANMIDNA KIDWENAN    94 

Anishinaabe culture and the history of colonization, and to continue to decolonize our ways of 

doing, thinking and knowing as social service workers. 

 Another area that I have been developing in response to these questions has been to 

personally infuse spiritual practices into my work, honouring my own Celtic and Jewish 

traditions while connecting Anishinaabe practices. First of all, I have begun to develop a 

relationship with the Spirit of Nogdawindamin. Before I was hired I spoke to the Spirit of 

Nogdawindamin while on a track of land close to my home; a place of trees that surrounds my 

children’s school. I spoke to the spirit, stating my wish to work for the families and children of 

this organization. I asked it to accept me and spoke my intention to do good work rooted in the 

values and ethics within the Anishinnaabek culture as well as my own traditions of Jewish and 

Celtic ethics and spirituality. I intend to continue this conversation and imagine there will be 

times I may need to seek counsel from this Spirit in addition to consulting Elders and Knowledge 

Holders along my journey as a helper.  

I am also connecting ritual and ceremony to my sessions with clients. Creating 

meaningful and rhythmic practices for what takes place before, during, and after I meet with 

them. Fellner (2018) writes, 

from an Indigenous perspective, each counselling session and course of therapy 

with a client may be considered a ceremony (Turcotte, 2012). Importantly, this 

framework is not intended to appropriate or minimize our sacred traditional 

ceremonies. Rather, this term is used to give voice to a culturally responsive 

approach that acknowledges and honors the sacredness of therapeutic relational 

space and the healing that occurs between counsellor and client. (p. 183) 

Phil Jones shares that the very first session with a client can set the tone of the whole 

relationship (personal communication, March 2, 2022). As a way to prepare and address this 



NIIZHWAAK SHI NAANANMIDNA KIDWENAN    95 

teaching, I have developed a practice before I meet a client and their family for the first time. I 

smudge and make a prayer with tobacco and imagine my spirit meeting the spirits of my clients 

and their family members. I say their names aloud and envision their spirits meeting mine. My 

intention with this practice is to begin our working relationship in a good way. Guided by the 

Seven Grandfather Teachings, I set intentions for my work with them and make a contract with 

their spirits to show up with honesty about who I am, what I can offer, about what my limits are 

and what I think and feel. I commit to using my wisdom and honouring theirs. I commit to 

speaking my truth and respecting theirs as sacred. I set my intention to be loving and kind in my 

work with them. I commit to holding respect for their stories, their beliefs, and ways of doing 

things. I commit to have bravery to advocate and speak up for them and to go through the 

challenges that we face together in our work. I commit to having humility in my work with them 

knowing that they are the experts in their lives. Finally, I make a prayer that our work will be 

good and I place my semaa down near a tree. 

Before and after a session, I smudge and meditate by asking any negative feelings, 

burdens, fears, concerns, or judgments that may exist to be cleansed, released and be set aside for 

the time I am with my client and for the work we do together to be held in the space we co create 

together. At the end of a session I consciously and ritually release the energy of the session so I 

don’t bring the energy with me into my next session or home with me to my family. This 

practice has so far helped me to feel grounded, calm, and rooted in the purpose of our work 

together. It may be adapted over time but for now this is how I will proceed3.  

 
3 In a conversation with Shannon Van Every about the practice I am developing she and I wondered about how these 
grounding and spiritual practices may come up against the colonial structural constraints of time in which heavy 
caseloads, heavy documentation demands and administrative practices can strain or even eliminate self care and 
client care practices. Within this wondering comes a warning to me to intermittently conduct a practice check up to 
assess how balanced my work is and whether I am compromising myself and client relationship care practices to 
meet the demands of my job. 
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 I intend that each session with a client will begin and end in a way that we can co-create 

together, based on their goals, interests and spiritual practices. The intention of the work we do 

together is set through the goals that the parents and children identify. In this way they will guide 

what they want out of the work we do together and I facilitate that process responsively.  

Fellner (2018) describes how once counsellors have appropriately prepared ourselves for 

working with Indigenous clients we can then,  

step into the sacred space and open the ceremony. Here, we meet our client and 

work to create a therapeutic environment and healing relationship. We then flow 

into the heart of the ceremony, the healing, and transformation through the work 

itself. From there, we close the ceremony and move forward with a greater sense of 

knowing and wellness. We are then able to reflect and share our growth with others. 

(p.183) 

This description leads me to envision the shape of the time of a session as a sacred circle, 

with an opening, middle and close. In this way the therapeutic session may be seen as a liminal 

space, or a held or sacred space within which deep feelings can be shared and transformation can 

occur (Geldenhuys & Dängeli, 2018). Co-creating a ritual or ceremony for opening and closing 

sessions with clients can honour the sacredness and importance of this time as well as the 

potential for healing during this time (Fellner, 2018).  

Davis (2000) describes ritual and ceremony to be an original therapeutic practice in many 

cultures and describes the ritualistic aspects of the therapeutic process. She writes that both ritual 

and therapy suspend and disrupt normal dialogue as well as the flow of everyday life. Both ritual 

and therapy are structured public occasions with “prescribed formats, actions, and mutually 

agreed upon roles” (p. 127). Davis (2000) writes that both ritual and therapy occur in sacred 
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spaces, make use of sacred words and symbols and rely deeply on metaphor.  Furthermore, both 

are ‘‘forms of communication in which identities are constituted and negotiated” (p. 127). 

There are a few practices I have learned through my placement that are good ways to 

incorporate spirituality, culture, and ritual or ceremony into sessions as a non-Indigenous helper 

working with Indigenous clients and families. One way to open and close can be incorporating a 

meditation or a body scan for both therapist and client at the beginning and end of each session. 

This can support and guide the work for the session and it can also offer insight into what change 

may have taken place between the beginning and end of the session. Incorporating sacred 

medicine can also be a way to open and close therapy sessions, either by beginning and/or 

ending with smudging or making prayers with tobacco (Linklater, 2014; E. Dabutch, personal 

communication, October, 2021). What I have been taught is it is appropriate for clients to be 

informed that the helper has the medicines and they can be offered by helpers for clients to use 

for themselves only after the clients have received the medicine teachings from Elders or 

Knowledge Keepers. These medicines should not be administered by the helper for the client nor 

should teachings be given to the client by the helper but offered for the client to use for 

themselves during sessions (M. Syrette, E. Dabutch, personal communication, October, 2021).  

During sessions there are some ways therapists can incorporate cultural practices into 

their work with clients. Some examples are: collecting tears in tissue to burn in a sacred fire (E. 

Dabutch, personal communication, October, 2021), suggesting the use of cedar within a client’s 

shoes or home for protection (Absolon, 2021), and creating tobacco ties together during sessions. 

These prayers can be for the client’s self as a child, for their parents or a parent, for a family 

member, or for family as a whole. The prayer could be a positive affirmation, or it can be asking 

forgiveness for something they feel regret. The prayer can be for something they wish to let go of 

from their life. The client can be invited by the helper to hold the tobacco in their left hand which 
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is closest to their heart and think or say their prayer. They can write their prayer on the tobacco 

tie and take the prayer tie to a sacred fire or place it by a tree (E. Dabutch, personal 

communication, October, 2021). Mehl-Madrona (1997) explains that prayer has proven to be 

effective for those who pray as well for the people for whom they pray, even if those they are 

praying for don’t know the prayers are being made. 

 Another culturally based practice is to build empowerment bracelets with each bead 

representing people in the client’s life, their hopes for the future, and colours that represent them. 

Marlene Syrette shares that beading is a very healing practice. The bead, manidoominen, is a 

spirit seed. The bead is inanimate. During the time we are actively putting these beads together 

and once it's all together it becomes animate. Marlene shares that our thoughts and feelings make 

it animate. This process of making thoughts and feelings animate are considered in the tradition 

of Anishinaabe healing. Marlene shares that inherent attachments can occur naturally through the 

process of beading. (personal communication, October, 28, 2021). Such bracelets can also be 

used as fidget objects that have special significance (E. Dabutch, personal communication, 

October, 2021).  

 Anna Gartshore suggests that a good way for counsellors to amplify and honour the 

healing impacts of cultural experiences is to invite clients to reflect on the experience using their 

senses, body based reflection, or expressive arts therapy practices (personal communication, 

November, 2021). Through methods of actively, consciously, and somatically remembering 

cultural ceremonies, teachings, or connections, clients may be given opportunities to strengthen 

their cultural attachment (Simard, 2019). This practice connects to reminiscence-based therapy 

and cognitive-reminiscence therapy (CRT) (Watt & Cappeliez, 2000). Hallford, et. al (2021) 

promote the use of these therapies for people of all ages to support the tasks of interpreting and 

evaluating meaning and coherence in their lives as well as identity continuity and problem 
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solving. This type of therapeutic practice can employ questions related to the sights and sounds 

the client experienced during a positive event, what was meaningful about the event to them and 

why, and how the event made them feel about themselves and their future. Reminiscence 

therapeutic practice has proven to increase a person’s sense of self worth and decrease symptoms 

of depression (Hallford, et. al, 2021). 

 Linklater (2014) shares Indigenous therapist Yvon's account of collaborating with the 

land and animals as healers. He will accompany his clients on walks in nature and incorporate 

the environment into the session and what it is communicating to them. For instance, if a loon 

appears he may ask, “what’s the message that the loon is giving you right now in relation to what 

we’re talking about?” (p. 139). In this way, Yvon supports his clients to make connections 

between their environment and their experiences and seek support from all their relations.  

  Nogdawindamin offers Indigenized clinical tools for use by clinicians of all cultural 

backgrounds to work with Indigenous clients, especially for children. One such tool is a strengths 

based exercise in which a child explores the strengths and qualities of many different animals. 

They relate to animals with whom they identify, which they feel may represent them. They 

connect with the strengths they share with these animals. This exercise supports children to feel 

an affinity with and relation to these animals, to see themselves as carrying and embodying these 

strengths as well. This exercise can be done through arts based, play based, or land based therapy 

practices. Other tools utilize Anishinaabe symbols such as the medicine wheel, canoe, or dream 

catcher for mindfulness or grounding exercises through body/breath based and art based 

exercises.  

 An interesting and newly developed Indigenized clinical tool, the Seven Generation 

Concentric Genogram (SGCG), integrates cultural concepts that may be more relevant for 

Indigenous clients than the potentially limiting westernized genogram. Developed by Michiel-



NIIZHWAAK SHI NAANANMIDNA KIDWENAN    100 

Derksen (2022), the Seven Generation Concentric Genogram expands upon the 

Transgenerational Trauma and Resilience Genogram (Goodman, 2013) which emphasizes 

“ecosystemic view of trauma, culturally relevant and strength-based interventions, and attention 

to sociopolitical concerns that may impact trauma and recovery” (p. 386). The SGCG attempts to 

be more culturally relevant by exploring the historical stories that exist in a client’s family within 

the context of intergenerational trauma using the sacred circle and connecting the client beyond 

the standard three generations to include seven generations in their family lineage.  

 Finally, yet not completely, another practice that can be seen as an interface between 

Western and Indigenous practices is the use of storytelling: telling one’s story and reading stories 

by Indigenous authors. Storytelling as described earlier in this paper is an essential traditional 

method of growth, communication, and spirituality. Rowan (2010) describes stories as at the core 

of Indigenous cultures. She writes, “stories ignite the imagination, offer cautions, reveal 

histories, detail cultural knowledge, clarify family connections, articulate sacred beliefs, 

complicated understandings, expose scandals, record daily life, support us in understanding who 

and why and where we are, and stimulate us to dream of new challenges” (155).  

Reading, and its profound usefulness in therapy, healing, and personal growth is a 

concept  I grew up learning about. My father, my life long teacher, Joseph Gold, was a marriage 

and family therapist, English professor, and bibliotherapist. In his practice he would, as 

bibliotherapists do, prescribe stories. In his book Read for your Life, he wrote,  

when you read fiction or poetry you experience feelings, emotions, as well as 

thoughts and images. You see pictures in your mind and you have feelings 

associated with the picture … You can use your feelings about what you read to 

explore yourself, your relations, your attitudes to job, home, sex, children and 

parents, aging, death and religion, for example. There is a direct link between 
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what you feel about stories and what you feel about everything else, especially 

yourself. With the help of fiction you can learn and understand your own feelings, 

identify the sources of your anxieties, angers, likes and dislikes. Fiction can 

reflect for you, like a magic mirror, the veiled parts of your self and your life. 

(1990, p. 3) 

Narrative therapy and bibliotherapy have close ties in the ways in which story is used to re-story 

or re-author identity. Telling or writing our own stories and reading other people’s stories helps 

us to rewrite, revise, review, and add on to our stories, “so that we can continue living our 

narrative in a creative way” (Gold, 2001, p. 4; Brown, et al., 2007).  

When applying bibliotherapy or narrative therapy with Indigenous clients, it is important 

to understand that reading Indigenous authors and writing or telling their own narratives can 

facilitate clients to participate in disrupting colonial power and dominant discourses as well as 

offer healing through shared experiences and opportunities to re-story, revise, reconstruct and re-

organize experience (Episkenew, 2009; Gold, 1990; Rowan, 2010). Storytelling supports healing 

from colonial trauma. Episkenew (2009) describes how the process of writing one’s own story 

converts “residual pain of traumatic events first into language and subsequently into text enables 

us to distance ourselves from the trauma. We can then examine the text of the traumatic event to 

understand the emotions it triggers” (p. 70). She writes that when Indigenous readers read about 

Indigenous traumatic experiences of colonialism their own trauma may be activated, however, 

while reading these stories in a safe environment they can see that they are not alone and that 

others have experienced such pain. They may be inspired to explore their own personal stories.  

The use of books and storytelling in therapeutic work with Indigenous children can be a 

powerful clinical intervention. Nogdawindamin’s Children’s Mental Health program promotes 

incorporating the use of books in clinical practice.  Dabutch and Wesley (2021) co-authored a 
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book specifically aimed at supporting children to understand residential school experiences, 

empowering children to protect and respect their bodies, and supporting the healing of victims of 

sexual abuse.  

Robert and Crawford (2008) describe literature as serving as “a point of reference so 

children can better understand their life experiences” (p. 2). Quoting Johnson (2009) they 

describe how literature can provide insight into “universal human behaviors, emotions, and 

moral dilemmas” (p. 2). Additionally, reading literature can stimulate curiosity and develop 

skills for solving problems to life’s challenges (Roberts & Crawford, 2008). Rowan (2009) 

describes how books written in Indigenous languages strengthen an Indigenous child’s cultural 

identity and support them to see themselves, in their communities and in their own world.  

I found such rich learning through this research about how to safely and ethically 

incorporate culturally aligned practices into sessions with Anishinaabe children and families. As 

a non-Indigenous clinician who is vigilant about using approaches with clients that are culturally 

safe, it can feel uneasy to incorporate cultural healing practices into sessions. With the guidance 

of my teachers and through the literature I have consulted, I feel more grounded to do so. 

However, as is always the case with client-centred work, just asking Anishinaable clients if they 

are open to any particular practice, culture based or otherwise, is the most important 

consideration.  
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Chapter 7: Internal Family Systems Therapy–  

A Western Practice Aligned with and Influenced by Indigenous Worldviews and 

Ally Commitments 

 Throughout my placement, I engaged in training in Internal Family Systems Therapy 

through the IFS Institute and through training delivered by Anna Gartshore provided by 

Nogdawindamin. This method has become integral to my practice. To me, Internal Family 

Systems not only makes so much sense to me and clients, it also aligns with my desire to include 

spiritual practices in my work, and it supports my desire to understand myself and how I interact 

with not just clients but all my relations. For this portion of my paper, I describe the essential 

assumptions, goals and basic techniques of IFS as well as the ways in which it may align with 

Indigenous ways of helping. Furthermore, I propose that IFS is a useful tool for clinicians who 

are committed to allyship practices, especially the practice of self-reflection, as a foundational 

tenet of IFS is to understand one’s parts within the context of the therapeutic relationship. 

Influenced by systems thinking, IFS is a collaborative, creative, strengths based and non-

pathologizing model that views people as possessing all the necessary resources to heal 

themselves (Schwartz & Sweezy, 2020). Essential to the IFS perspective is the idea that the 

natural state of the human psyche is multiple, harmonious, and balanced. It contains many 

entities, or parts, who have roles to play in our lives, are valued, and have desires to be helpful to 

the person’s system. At the core is what is described as the Self, which, when the system is 

balanced and in harmony, is in the role of the leader and can communicate with, care for, and 

guide all parts toward optimal functioning. This Self, or soul, “encompasses curiosity, 

compassion, calm, confidence, clarity, creativity, connectedness, and kindness” (p. 45). The Self 

cannot be damaged, is easily accessed, and possesses the innate wisdom to heal the system. The 

key practice in IFS is to activate and engage one’s Self energy in the process of developing 



NIIZHWAAK SHI NAANANMIDNA KIDWENAN    104 

relationships with internal parts toward the healing, or unburdening, of exiled parts who, locked 

in the past, carry the weight of traumatic events. The term personal burden is used in IFS to 

describe beliefs, emotions, and energies that are experienced directly by an individual and legacy 

burden is used to describe burdens that are inherited by family, ethnic or cultural experiences, or 

beliefs (Schwartz & Sweezy, 2020). 

The goals of IFS are to liberate parts from their extreme roles, to restore trust in self-

leadership in spirit or self, to heal exiles who hold the burdens of pain, to help protectors find 

new roles and to support the system to return to balance, harmony, and wholeness. In addition to 

these internal goals, IFS aims to bring more self energy to external systems (Swartz, 2021). 

Internal Family Systems normalizes trauma responses and coping strategies of internal parts who 

have positive intentions for the system. Anxiety, obsessive compulsive behaviors, and 

depression, among other ways of being, are seen as responses of internal parts who want to 

protect and care for the system yet require attention from the Self. Once relationships are 

developed between Self and parts, and exiled burdens are released, parts are often happy to take 

on new chosen roles that support the balanced and harmonious functioning of the system 

(Schwartz & Sweezy, 2020).  

McVickers (2014), a scholar who identifies as being from Cherokee and European 

descent, promotes the use of IFS with Indigenous communities. She describes IFS as a 

“bio/psychosocial/spiritual/energy model applicable for a wide variety of mental health issues 

including historical trauma transformation and addictions treatment” (p. 1). IFS uses language 

that includes “personal sovereignty, innate spirituality, interrelatedness, connectedness with 

nature and the oneness of the universe, compassion, and natural tendency toward harmony and 

balance” (p. 2). She asserts that IFS can be useful to those with different worldviews and 
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languages. McVickers describes healing through IFS as an act of decolonization as it activates 

the inner wisdom, knowing, and innate healing qualities of the Self-in-Relationship.  

What I have learned from reading McVickers’ work relates to the teachings I received 

from Knowledge Keepers at Nogdawindamin and the reading I have done on Indigenous 

worldviews. The emphasis on building and developing internal relationships with our parts, 

supporting acceptance and love, and working toward the release of burdens for our protective 

and exiled parts, relates to relationality and interconnectivity, and a commitment to love and 

respect of all beings, even the ones that reside within us. The spiritual aspect of IFS supports the 

essential inclusion of spirituality in Indigenous ways of being and healing. As Phil Jones 

explains it, we are spiritual beings having a human experience (personal communication, March 

2, 2022). IFS links legacy burdens to intergenerational trauma and supports the unburdening of 

not only the person who is presently doing the therapeutic work but also their ancestors who 

passed on the trauma. I see this practice as aligned and supportive of Anishinaabe views of the 

interconnectedness of ancestral lines and experiences through the concept of blood memory 

(Duran, 2019). Additionally, McVickers (2014) writes about IFS supporting the goal of 

Indigenous people to have sovereignty over their lives. IFS views people as possessing inherent 

abilities to heal themselves (Schwartz, 2021).  I find this vision of self healing echoed in the 

teachings of Stevens (2020) when he writes: “Elders and Healers will point out that the person 

seeking healing already has all the answers within themselves, and that they are simply the guide 

helping the person access those answers” (p. 63). The practices of self-to-part relationship 

building within client’s internal systems aim at building the awareness of this innate self healing 

ability with the goal to empower clients on their healing journey and avoid dependency on 

therapists for ongoing work. This empowerment project within IFS supports the vision and goals 

of Nogdawindamin that views the collective work of the agency as working ourselves out of jobs 
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and for the First Nations along the North Shore to have jurisdiction and self governing systems 

of child welfare.  

Beyond IFS’ potential to bridge Western and Indigenous worldviews (Mcvickers, 2020), 

and, according to Spiegal (2017), for healing and growth in children, one of the highly intriguing 

and appealing aspects of IFS is the ways in which IFS therapists must work with their own parts. 

Throughout the therapeutic interaction therapists are required to maintain Self energy, be aware 

of when their own parts are triggered by the parts of their clients, be honest when parts are 

activated and interfere with the process, and engage in continual healing work in their own 

personal life and relationships. Duran (2019) writes about the possibility to project illness or 

healing onto a client depending on the energy that is projected toward the client. If this is true, as 

I believe it is, it is highly important that clinicians are aware of what they may be bringing into 

sessions with clients and use tools that support clinicians to clear any energy that may interfere 

with fulfilling their intentions to do healing work with clients.  

I believe that IFS offers to the field of social work a model that aligns with and bolsters 

anti-oppressive, anti-colonial, client-centered, and trauma-informed social work goals. Self-

reflection, self-examination, awareness of power dynamics, and awareness of colonial mindsets 

and implicit or racial biases are constantly activated in the process of exploring one’s own 

therapist parts (Ballard & Lingren, 2019; Mojta et al., 2014). Prior to a therapeutic session an IFS 

therapist is required to check in with their parts, parts that may hold judgment about their client, 

parts that may hold colonial or western views; for example, views about how the client should 

parent, work, or relate to others. These parts may feel checked out, or burnt out, or want to be 

somewhere else. These parts may have agendas and think they know what is best for the client. 

The therapist takes the time prior to a session to notice what parts are activated and possibly 
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blended4 with the therapist and asks them to unblend and give space to the therapist so they can 

be present, open, compassionate, and curious throughout the session. Therapist parts may 

become activated throughout the session. Judgmental parts, parts that want to control the parts of 

their client, parts that get distracted, frustrated, or even bored, or exiled parts of the therapist may 

get activated by listening to the stories of their client (Schwartz & Sweeney, 2020). Each time a 

part blends with or even shows up for the therapist, the IFS therapist notices and asks this part to 

give them space so they can continue to be grounded, connected, compassionate, curious, open, 

patient and present with their client. They ask these parts to wait until another time when they 

will be given attention.  

Regan (2010) asks how we as non-Indigenous people can “unsettle ourselves to name and 

then transform the settler – the colonizer who lurks within (...) to understand how colonial forms 

of denial, guilt, and empathy act as barriers to transformative socio-political change” (p. 11). I 

propose that IFS has a practical model for counsellors to explore these settler feelings within an 

ethical and allied clinical practice. 

Attending to our own therapist parts which can get activated before, during, and after a 

session with a client is another key component of the IFS practice. These activations are seen as 

trailheads or points to begin the processes of self reflection through the exploration and 

relationship development with our parts (Schwartz, 2021). This practice of therapist parts work is 

essential to IFS and I see it as linked to the ethics of the American Association for Marriage and 

Family Therapists (AAMFT). To be accredited as an AAMFT therapist, one must commit to 

doing therapeutic work on oneself and in one's family. AAMFT therapists commit to “seek 

appropriate professional assistance for issues that may impair work performance or clinical 

judgment” (AAMFT Code of Ethics, 2015, p.5). My father was a marriage and family therapist 

 
4 The term blended in IFS refers to when someone’s actions, thoughts, reactions, etc. are leading the 
person rather than their Self, which can remain open, calm, compassionate and curious.  
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and my understanding was that he was bound to seek professional support if there were personal 

conflicts or conflicts within his own family. If marriage and family therapists are not in the 

process of seeking resolution to their own personal and interpersonal conflicts, they are bound by 

their ethics to refrain from counseling others. It seems to me that since Richard Schwartz, is 

rooted in the tradition, theory, and ethics of Family Systems theory (Schwatrz, 2021), which 

adheres to this ethical principle of tending to familial ruptures, IFS also has this self and 

relational growth ethic embedded within it. IFS offers a template on how to do this self-reflective 

process at all moments throughout the therapeutic process as well as throughout personal 

interactions. Additionally, in IFS, therapeutic consultation is necessary to become fully certified 

and encouraged to practice effectively and ethically. A main focus of consultation is on 

exploring one's own trailheads that emerge throughout the therapeutic process with clients as 

well as in personal relationships.  

This emphasis on self-care and self-growth is paralleled within Anishinaabe culture and 

helping practices. Baskin (2016) writes that within Indigenous Worldviews, wholistic approaches 

in helping practices apply to the helpers, not just those they aim to help. She writes that it is not 

only beneficial to everyone within the family and community circles who we wish to support that 

we care for ourselves, but it is also “difficult and inappropriate to be in the work of helping if 

you are not helping yourself” (p. 43). As an aspiring social worker, I have noticed the discussion 

of self care and goal to avoid burnout throughout my studies and placement. I believe that social 

workers have responsibilities to our clients to do our own work. I believe that the profession of 

social work and the work we do with everyone could benefit by looking to the ethical standards 

of Indigenous Worldviews, IFS, and the AAMFT code of ethics towards adopting similar ethics 

of required self care and self relational building practices in order to ethically practice social 

work. As a non-Indignous helper, I am drawn to IFS  because as a Western practice it clearly 
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outlines practical ways of working ethically and effectively with clients through processes of 

continual self-reflection, awareness of parts, relationship with Self, and self-healing, including 

internal colonized and colonizing parts.  
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Part 3: Closing 

 From my placement, theoretical research, and hands on experience there are a few areas 

that I would recommend for further research and practical application within the field of social 

work. As Simard (2019) states, there is a need for further academic research on cultural 

attachment and colonial historical impacts in relation to child welfare practices with Indigenous 

communities. In addition to this need in research, it seems critical to include cultural restorative 

attachment theory in clinical training or development of child-based therapy strategies within a 

child welfare context (Simard, 2019). Additionally, I would highly recommend social workers 

who wish to work with and support Indigenous children, families and communities: to seek out 

Elders and Knowledge Keepers within the communities with whom we seek to support; to 

absorb and personally interpret the values and virtues communicated through teachings and 

stories and how they apply to our professional practice; to learn about and keep learning about 

colonial past and present history and policies, and interrogate how we either uphold or disrupt 

them; to engage in learning about and enacting allyship and social justice  practices; to take on 

the Calls to Action from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission; to learn about treaty 

responsibilities and how they apply to social work practice, in and out of the therapeutic context; 

to understand and work toward the fulfillment of the 13 Rights of the Anishnaabek Child, and to 

find and commit to a method of self-care, self-reflection, and personal growth in order to show 

up in good ways for our clients. As stated in my paper, I highly recommend Internal Family 

Systems Therapy as an effective method for this commitment to ethical and self-reflective 

therapeutic practice. Furthermore, I recommend that the Canadian Association of Social Workers 

include in their code of ethics a commitment to self-care and personal responsibility to seeking 

therapy or other forms of healing when there are relational ruptures or times of personal crises.  
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 I remain amazed and deeply grateful for how beautifully my initial placement queries 

were woven together throughout my placement journey. I was able to deepen my understanding 

and practice of Internal Family Systems while learning how the practice aligned and supported 

cultural ways of knowing and healing. I am grateful for the respectful opportunities I was given 

to share my knowledge about the model through a training assistantship position and through 

clinical consultations.  

I was given the gift of a rich and comprehensive learning experience through the 

Pathways training that addressed my questions about how to work with Indigenous children, 

families, and communities in good ways. I was able to apply my learning from Pathways and 

from my allyship research into a collaborative action intended to continue anti-colonial, 

decolonial, and mutually supportive conversations between Nogdawindamin staff sparked in 

Pathways. My placement experience at Nogdawindamin was spiritual, relational, connected, 

symbiotic, and rich with helpful and essential lessons for the development of my social work 

practice as well as my personal life. I am deeply grateful for the teachings I have received about 

Anishnabek culture. I know that my cultural education has only just begun, and yet it has already 

impacted me in great ways. I feel more grounded in healthy practices that I believe will enrich 

and hold the work I will do with clients of all backgrounds. I understand the importance of 

centring culture in the helping practices I engage in with Anishinaabe children and families. 

With guidance from my academic and placement supervisors, and Nogdawindamin’s Elders, 

Knowledge Keepers, and staff, I was supported to integrate anti-oppressive, anti-colonial, 

allyship based, and trauma-informed approaches with Internal Family Systems, Expressive Arts, 

and culture based helping practices. The abundance of training opportunities offered by 

Nogdawindamin not only deepened my practical and theoretical knowledge of Western and 

culture based clinical practices but also reflects the care and commitment Nogdawindamin has to 
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nurturing the growth and development of staff and in turn supporting their supervisors and the 

children and families they serve. Even though struggles exist within Nogdawindamin and some 

colonial frameworks of organizational and child welfare practices persist, I truly believe that 

Nogdawindamin is engaged in a revolution of child welfare. They are turning the historical tides 

of family disruption and division, racial assimilation, and oppression within child welfare 

practices by facing the history and impacts of colonization on Anishinaabe children and families 

head on, focusing on the voices and stories of the communities they serve, centering cultural 

ethics, knowledge, and methods of healing, emphasizing cultural competency, incorporating 

cultural safety and humility, and making sure this knowledge is at the forefront of the minds and 

hearts of all helpers at Nogdawindamin. 
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