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Who we Are

� CAMH Centre for Prevention Science
� The Fourth R
� How we became involved in working 

specifically with Aboriginal youth and specifically with Aboriginal youth and 
educators



History of the Toolkit Project

� Local direction
� National Project

� BC/Yukon Society for Transition Houses
� New Directions for Children...� New Directions for Children...
� Fourth R / CAMH Centre for Prevention Science



Questions at the Start

� How do you adapt existing programs to be 
more relevant and effective with Aboriginal 
youth?

� What are the barriers and strategies that seem � What are the barriers and strategies that seem 
common across sites and program? 
(Particularly in regards to engaging youth)

� Focus on documentation 



Over the Years...

� Came to realization that it is not merely about 
adapting programs but transforming your 
whole approach

� Need to ask more questions than how do we � Need to ask more questions than how do we 
improve our programming
� Why do we need Aboriginal specific 

programming?
� What do Aboriginal youth actually need to be 

successful at school?



Why Aboriginal Specific Programming?

1. Recognize disproportionate rates of 
problematic academic outcomes

2. Complex historical context
3. Ministry of Education has mandated that this 3. Ministry of Education has mandated that this 

gap be addressed



1. Current Situation

� Aboriginal learners are dropping out / being 
pushed out of schools in unacceptably high 
numbers

� Rates of incarceration versus graduation� Rates of incarceration versus graduation
� Linked to high rates of adjustment difficulties in 

other areas



2. Historical Context

� Colonization policies and practices
� Residential schools 

� Myths
� Reality of residential schools� Reality of residential schools
� Legacy



Residential Schools ~ Myths

� Myth #1: Residential schools were benevolent 
boarding schools

� Myth #2: Churches were solely responsible for 
residential schoolsresidential schools

� Myth #3: Residential schools existed for a 
short period

� Myth #4: It was a long time ago
� Myth #5: Residential school experience was 

only negative if you were abused



Legacy of Residential Schools

� Intergenerational trauma
� Children return home without language or culture

� Have spiritual /cultural trauma as well as physical and 
sexual abuse trauma

Breakdown of traditional parenting practices and � Breakdown of traditional parenting practices and 
family / community

� Low educational and career attainment, poverty

� Rates of substance use, interpersonal violence

� Mistrust of school system



It’s where our parents are coming from. 
It’s where our grandparents are coming 
from. By the time you get to my 
generation, we have all the baggage and generation, we have all the baggage and 
we don’t know where it comes from. 
Kristen Hendrick, Elected Councillor, Chippewas of the 
Thames



3. Provincial Policies

� Clear policy directives
� Implications for educators and administrators
� Significant funding opportunities
� Implications for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal � Implications for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

students
� Every province and territory has some version 

of this statement
� Huge capacity issue – we have a long way to 

go!



Example of Teacher’s Behaviour 
and Response

� A parent complained to the College about a 
Grade 3 teacher’s alleged racist comments, 
made to the class during a unit on Aboriginal 
Canadians, as reported to the parent by the 
parent's child. According to the student, the 
teacher stated that Aboriginal Canadians begin 
smoking at age eight, sit around drinking 
alcohol all day, don’t work and permit their 
children to "run around wild" until late at night.



A long way to go: The College’s 
Response
� After a full investigation, the Investigation 

Committee panel reviewing the complaint sent 
a written caution to the member to be 
cognizant of the age and level of the students 
being addressed when dealing with sensitive 
subject matter.

� Professionally Speaking publication, December 2008



Voices of Aboriginal Youth

� How do youth experience school and 
specifically, the transition to high school?



What do Aboriginal youth need?



What do Aboriginal Youth Need?

� Intentional engagement strategies
� Environment that feels comfortable and 

welcoming and that reflects their identity
� Educators who connect with them at a � Educators who connect with them at a 

personal level
� Role models
� Educators who understand their realities and 

set high standards for them
� Opportunities to develop and use leadership 

skills



Toolkit

� Goal was to create a toolkit for service 
providers and educators that emphasized 
practical strategies while still informing about 
more systemic issues

� Balance between guiding principles and 
specific strategies

� Recognition of a continuum of awareness and 
competence along which people are already 
working



Toolkit

� Crooks, C. V., Chiodo, D., & Thomas, D. 
(2009). Engaging and empowering Aboriginal 
youth: A toolkit for service providers. Victoria, 
B.C.: Trafford.



Toolkit: Guiding Principles

Understanding and 
Integrating Cultural Identity

Fostering 
Youth 

Empowerment

Developing and Maintaining 
Effective Partnerships

Increasing 
Youth 

Engagement



Convergence with CofP Framework

Introduction Guiding Principles Working with 
Schools

Research and 
Program 

Evaluation

• Importance of 
understanding 
historical 
injustices

• Importance of a 
strengths-based 
approach

• Holistic, inter-
connected

• Connected to 
traditions

• Collaborative
• Influential role of 

families and 
communities

• Harmonious
• Inclusive

Evaluation

• OCAP principles
• Importance of 

indigenous 
knowledge

• Respectful



Goals of Afternoon Session

� Identify barriers to providing Aboriginal-specific 
programming in the schools

� Walk through the toolkit
� Provide examples from toolkit and our own � Provide examples from toolkit and our own 

work with schools
� Talk about next steps for upcoming year



What are some of the barriers to providing 
Aboriginal-specific programming?

Group Brainstorm

Aboriginal-specific programming?



Principles for Programming

1. Understanding and integrating cultural 
identity

2. Increasing youth engagement
3. Fostering youth empowerment3. Fostering youth empowerment
4. Creating and maintaining effective 

partnerships

� Resource: Engaging and empowering 
Aboriginal youth: A toolkit for service providers. 
Crooks, Chiodo, & Thomas, 2009.



Principle #1: Incorporating an 
Understanding of Cultural Identity

� Loss of cultural identity is a major risk factor at 
individual and community level, 

� Connecting youth to culture (and informing 
non-Aboriginal students of the culture and non-Aboriginal students of the culture and 
contributions of Aboriginal peoples) should be 
an underlying goal of all programming

� The average educator or service provider does 
not know how to operationalize these goals.



Examples of Toolkit Strategies

� Traditions and symbols cannot be equated 
with cultural-relevance

� Role of culture-enhancing activities
� Avoiding the pan-Aboriginal myth� Avoiding the pan-Aboriginal myth
� Other specific tips (pages 16-17)
� Caution: Cannot assume every Aboriginal 

individual has the knowledge or wish to be a 
cultural expert!



Cultural Identity ~ School-based Examples

� Audit of school environment
� Purpose
� Format
� Different ways process can be used� Different ways process can be used

� Integrating materials into curriculum
� Janna’s story



Principle #2: Increasing Youth Engagement

� Many reasons for low engagement
� Previous experiences of youth and families
� Lack of identity reflected in school environment
� Logistics of getting to school� Logistics of getting to school
� Low academic attainment starting high school
� Anxiety and discomfort regarding school

� Need to develop specific, intentional strategies 
(see pages 28-29)



Youth Engagement Example: 
Transitions Conference

� Full day conference held twice a year
� Attended by grade 8 students and educators
� Combination of activities – cultural activities, 

speakers, break-out sessionsspeakers, break-out sessions
� Opportunity to meet with students and 

educators from secondary schools
� Designed to help ease anxiety / prepare for 

transition to high school



Sample Grade 8 Transition Conference Agenda

9:00-9:30 Registration and breakfast

9:30-10:15 Dan & Mary Lou Smoke: Smudging, Song, Prayer

10:15-10:30 Introduction and icebreaker

10:30-11:00 Darren Thomas presentation10:30-11:00 Darren Thomas presentation

11:10-11:55 Herb Snake: Native Dance

11:55-12:40 Lunch

12:40-1:10 School break-outs: video, talking to students, map activity

1:10-2:00 Speaker from Toronto Metro Police / two UWO athletes

2:00-2:15 Evaluations

2:15-2:30 UWO Indigenous Services: Summer Camps

2:30-3:00 Handshake circle / closing prayer



Conference Student Feedback

� “The panel helped answer some questions about 
entering high school… I feel more comfortable and 
ready to start high school” (student, M.B. McEachren
P.S.)

� “Some of the information will help me so I don’t feel 
as scared as I was before. Now I [know] more 
people…(student, Tweedsmuir P.S.)

� “It educated me more on the resources available to 
me if needed” (student, Wiiji Nimbawiyaang E.S.)



Conference Student Feedback

Overall, students noted that the conference…

� eased their fear of moving to a new school

� increased their confidence level about entering Grade 9� increased their confidence level about entering Grade 9

� increased their comfort level about entering Grade 9

� introduced and explained available school resources 

� taught them how to be successful in Grade 9

� reassured them that they will have/make friends in 

Grade 9



“What good is having “Vision” and not having 
any power? To really effect change, to truly 
empower First Nations and Aboriginal 
communities, you must combine “Vision” and 
“Voice”. Development of strategies that help 

Principle # 3: Fostering Youth 
Empowerment

“Voice”. Development of strategies that help 
individuals to clean their eyes is not enough; we 
have to help them find their voice as well. Their 
voice is what will drive their vision.” 

Darren Thomas, Community Educator and Motivational Speaker

Six Nations on the Grand



Youth Empowerment ~ School Example

� Peer mentoring program (see page 49 in 
toolkit)



Cultural Fit of Mentoring

� Mentoring relationships built in traditionally
� Role of Uncles and Aunties
� Consistent with notions of who can be a 

teacherteacher
� Consistent with circle structures of 

relationships (versus hierarchy)
� Emphasis on oral traditions



Peer Mentoring Overview

� Pairs of students (or groups) who meet weekly 
at lunch for one semester

� Combination of structured and unstructured 
activitiesactivities

� Emphasis on relationship development
� Inclusion of Community Mentor



Peer Mentoring Roles

• Older students
• Selected for personal characteristics and 

commitment to school
Mentors

• Younger or new students
• Selected to perceived likelihood of benefitting Mentees • Selected to perceived likelihood of benefitting 

from a connection to a mentor
Mentees

• First Nations Counsellor or other adult
• Provides supervision of weekly sessions and 

oversees Reflection Logs
Counsellor

• Comes in a few times per semester
• Can do a traditional teaching or lecture 

based on experience

Community 
Mentor



What Makes it Culturally 
Relevant?
� Role model from same cultural background
� Community Mentor involvement
� Cultural identity addressed in training
� Use of sharing circles� Use of sharing circles
� Aboriginal educators and community members 

involved in program development
� Activity-based opportunities to discuss cultural 

identity



Manual and Training

• Roles and responsibilities, communication skills, confidentiality and limits
• Cultural perspective on mentoring

Section 1: Background and Training Information

• Plans for 8 weekly sessions with suggested activities, discussions, and questions

Section 2: Peer Mentoring Sessions

• Plans for 3 sessions with suggested activities, discussions, and questions

Section 3: Community Mentor Session

• Plans for additional session activities for mentors and mentees

Section 4: Additional Mentor / Mentee Activities

• Plans for additional session activities that can be completed by the group

Section 5: Additional Group Activities

• Information about available community resources

Section 6: Community Resources



Peer Mentoring Student Feedback

� “I am really excited about being a part of the 
peer mentoring program again. I believe that 
this is a very helpful program that benefits not 
only the mentees but the mentors as well” 
(mentor).(mentor).

� “We get along great and like to just hang out 
and we talk about all sorts of different stuff” 
(mentee).

� “We have these things where we understand 
each other and we talk about school and other 
important things” (mentee).



Principle #4: Developing and 
Maintaining Effective Partnerships

Partnerships are critical, but need to be 
approached with great care (see pages 57-60):

1. Recognize that relationship building takes time 
and that there will be bumps in the roadand that there will be bumps in the road

2. Acknowledge differences in mandates and 
conflicting priorities

3. Be mindful of differences in timelines and 
working styles

4. Be clear about the type of partnership you are 
seeking



Partnership Considerations (cont.)

5. Develop specific strategies for engaging 
parents and guardians

6. Be aware of the difference between building 
rapport and being overly intrusiverapport and being overly intrusive

7. Understand your initial words and formal 
credentials will mean very little to the way in 
which you are perceived as a potential partner

8. Successful partnerships require strong 
communication plans



Community Outreach - Importance

� Access community resources for speakers, 
events, etc.

� Increases community confidence in 
programming
Encourages community to become an active � Encourages community to become an active 
partner

� Engages individual parents, which increases 
student support

� Important for youth to see adults from different 
spheres collaborating



Community Partners Example ~ Outreach

� N’Amerind Friendship Centre
� Youth Centres
� Oneida Fair
� Parent Information Sessions� Parent Information Sessions



Community Outreach Successes

� There are many willing partners out there!
� Piggybacking on existing initiatives
� Patient perseverance is critical
� Be prepared but flexible� Be prepared but flexible
� Importance of relationships



NEXT STEPS – THE 
COMING YEAR



Project Extension

� 1 year extension focusing on knowledge 
transfer and mobilization

� Objectives:
1. Develop a self-assessment tool1. Develop a self-assessment tool
2. Provide training and resources
3. Support distribution of resources in French



Self-Assessment Tool

� Purpose
� Format
� Question: Are there existing audits and 

checklists that you would recommend checklists that you would recommend 
including?



Provide Training and Resources

� Regional Symposia
� Tentatively planned for Vancouver in late 

September and Saskatoon in October/November

� Community of Practice� Community of Practice
� Webinars and Wiki

� Five over the course of the year
� On toolkit and related topics

� Question: interest in being involved with 
symposia and/or webinars?



Distribution of French Resources

� Toolkit has been translated
� Will be published in a similar format and 

initially 200 will be printed
� Assessment will also be translated and printed� Assessment will also be translated and printed

� Question: Any ideas for appropriate 
distribution channels or contacts for French 
language version?



Contact Information

� Claire Crooks
� ccrooks@uwo.ca

� Charlene Camillo� Charlene Camillo
� ccamillo@uwo.ca

� www.youthrelationships.org


