
Supporting First Nations Rights to Mental 
Wellness – What is the Critical Path?

Carol Hopkins, O.C., MSW, RSW, LL.D. (hons)

CEO, Thunderbird Partnership Foundation



Learning objectives for the presentation:

1) Respecting the rights of Indigenous children requires a paradigm shift.
2) Reflecting on the paradigm shift will determine what is the critical path.



College members do not discriminate against anyone based on race, 
ethnicity, language, religion, marital status, gender, sexual orientation, 
age, disability, economic status, political affiliation or national origin.3



1. Place your feet firmly on the ground.

2. State:  Today I am going to deepen my 
understanding

3. Take slow, deep breaths.

4. Find something in the space around you that 
can be used to help ground you

5. Remind yourselves that we are in a safe place: I 
can ask questions when I need to, I can take a 
break when needed, I can turn off my camera 
and go make some tea and come back.

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/storyboot-workshop-
teaches-moccasin-making-reconciliation-1.5621057





Helper – to spirit, understanding all of life have spirit, with identity, 
belonging, meaning and purpose

Spirit centered helping



• The act sets out National Standards

Defines "Best of the Indigenous Child".... differentiates from all 
children by emphasizing:

• cultural continuity – essential for the wellbeing of the child
• Childs care cannot contribute to assimilation or cultural destruction. 
• Substantive equality:  Must be able to access their rights. 
• Jurisdictional disputes must not result in a gap in services (Jordan's 

Principle in law)



Abinoojii Inakonigewin – often interpreted as  “Child Care Law”

Touches the earth for 

the first time



• Requires a new analysis of the 
super weighted factors:
• This means taking care of spiritual, 

physical, psychological, and social 
wellbeing (cultural continuity). 

• Emphasizing must have ongoing 
relationship with family, community, 
and culture & religious beliefs and 
land/territory (including extended 
family and culturally defined family) 
and language.

Territory

Language

Family

Community





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

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



Indigenous culture is 
What has sustained us 

Denied

Approved



• Includes pre-natal and pregnancy care – specialized care for 
example food, addiction treatment, medical, and planning for 
after birth such as placement planning

• Social economic conditions cannot be cause for apprehension: 
such as housing, poverty, clean water, food 

• Social economic needs must be provided for to demonstrate all 
reasonable efforts before apprehension

• Definition of the family is broad 
• "may" is a possibility and "must" means it is definitive



From To

An examination of deficits The discovery of strengths

Use of evidence absent of 
Indigenous world view, values and 
culture

Indigenous Knowledge sets 
foundation for evidence

A focus on inputs for individuals A focus on outcomes for  families and 
communities

Uncoordinated and fragmented 
services

Integrated models for funding and 
delivery of services



I shut my 
eyes in 

order to 
see.

Paul Gauguin



Spirit Journey 
through 7 stages of 

life

Elder / 
Giveaway life

Death & 
Spirit 

Journey

Pre-Birth

Good Life

Fast LifeWandering & 
Wondering

Truth Life

Planning & 
Planting Life

Doing Life



Rites of Passage



Some things fasting teaches….
• How to manage fear of the unknown
• How to manage emotions
• Delayed gratification
• Connect with spirit family
• Vision for life: meaning & purpose
• Social responsibility- interconnectedness



• In the attempt to apply a more inclusive 
understanding within psychiatry, 
conventional models of service and health 
promotion must be fundamentally rethought 
so that they are consistent with Indigenous 
realities, values, and aspirations. 

• A fundamental ‘shift in thinking’ will require 
both the discipline of Western psychiatry and 
those who work within it to question their 
own sense and placement of self, community 
and political context. 

Canadian Journal of Psychiatry. 2011;56(2):75–83.



Spirit Journey 
through 7 stages of 
life without culture, 

language, land, 
relationship

Elder / 
Giveaway life: 
neurological 

disorders Death & 
Spirit 

Journey

Pre-Birth: 
Intergenerat

ional 
Trauma & 
Addiction

Good Life: 
Child Welfare 

& neurological 
disorders

Fast Life:  
appearance 

of trauma, i.e. 
sexual abuse

Wandering  
Wondering 

Life:  suicide

Truth Life: 
lack of 

education  

Planning & 
Planting Life: 
addiction & 

loss of family

Doing Life: 
chronic 
health 

disease



First Nations Mental Wellness Continuum 
Framework

21

Key Themes: 

1. Culture as foundation 

2. Community Development and Ownership

3. Quality Health System and Competent Service 
Delivery

4. Collaboration with Partners

5. Enhanced flexible funding investments

Supporting Elements:

Performance Measurement

Research

Workforce Development

Change Management

Governance

Self-Determination



What is a whole and healthy person

How do culture-based practices facilitate wellness for First Nations who 
use drugs and alcohol (What are the cultural Interventions utilized)

What outcomes can we expect from the use of culture to facilitate 
wellness; (What are the indicators)



Common Culture 
Interventions

Respects diversity of cultures

Based on common cultural 
practices

Identifies indigenous language as 
central to knowledge, 
sanctioning, practice

Whether cultural intervention are 
practice within a residential 
treatment center or in a 
community-based service –
community is involved



Indigenous Wellness 
Framework

NWATM - Copyright      2015, National Native Additions Partnership Foundation. All rights 
reserved. 22361 Austin Line, Bothwell, ON, N0P1C0

15-19% increase in 
Belonging and Purpose 
through Culture and Land 
Based services, 
(Thunderbird, 2021)



• Sample  of the 
questions

• Based on 
indigenous 
knowledge

• Strengths based
• Measures Hope, 

Belonging, Meaning
and Purpose



Is made up of 2 assessment forms: 

(1) Self-Report Form 
(completed by client)

(2) Observer-Report Form 
(completed by service provider)

The assessment is administered twice during 
the treatment cycle for each client. 

Www.thunderbirdpf.com



“We are not in the business of talking people out of painful realities.  
But there is reframing to be done...To help develop an attitude, a 
vocabulary, a story about prospects and expectation, and a picture of a 
genuine individual lurking beneath the diagnostic label.”

–Dennis Saleeby, D.S.W.,  The Strengths Perspective in Social Work 
Practice, 1997 





Emotions Drive People




