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Abstract  

This research project employs Indigenous and Secwépemc methodologies to give 

power and voice back to the family and community, while bringing forward Secwépemc 

culture, ways of knowing, being, and doing as a foundation for child welfare policy and 

practice. It explores the history of legislation, policies, and practices and uses a Social 

Determinants of Health approach to illustrate the impact of service structure on Aboriginal 

children and families and identifies the need for a new approach to more effectively address 

the growing over representation of Aboriginal people at all levels of child welfare services. 

This research endeavors to answer this question: how can Indigenous knowledge be used 

to inform policy, enhance services, and change the story for Indigenous/Secwépemc 

children and families? 

Through Secwépemc Stsptekwle, narrative and experience, Secwépemc child and 

family caring practices were identified to inform the design and delivery of K̓wseltktnéws, 

a community-based framework. Essential elements of the framework include: the strength, 

structure and support of the family circle; principles of child development; life stages and 

ceremony; governance, guardianship, and decision making through Elder/Grandparent 

monitoring and teachings.  

Interconnecting K̓wseltktnéws with current child welfare policies, the research 

examined ways in which the models are consistent, coherent, and where they diverged, 

what were possible challenges. The study found two central themes: the conflict within the 

mandated goals for child welfare services between protective and preventative services; 

and the inherent right of Indigenous people to self-govern, and to lead, direct, and evaluate 

the policy development process.  
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The study’s findings and analysis serve as a reminder that services must move 

beyond simply removing children from circumstances towards supporting child 

development into strong, healthy members of a family and community. Accepting the 

validity of cultural knowledge allows for it to be used as a foundation for policy and 

practice. Future research and policy development must ensure new initiatives, legislation, 

and programs provide a clear framework for services that are founded on Indigenous 

knowledge and ways of caring for children and families, one that addresses fiscal 

responsibilities, funding formulas, supports ‘prevention’ services, and clearly defines 

measurable performance indicators. 

Keywords: Indigenous, Secwépemc, Storytelling, Children and Families, 

Aboriginal Child Welfare, Aboriginal Policy  
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Locating and Introducing Myself: A Secwépemc Protocol 

Within Secwépemc protocol it is respectful to introduce oneself as a process of 

establishing family connections, and connections to the land and knowledge. According to 

Martin and Mirraboopa (2003), “in providing these details, I am claiming and declaring my 

genealogy, my ancestry and my position as a researcher and author” (204). Within 

Indigenous research methods, this “means revealing our identity to others; who we are, 

where we come from, our experiences that have shaped those things, and our intentions for 

the work we plan to do” (Sinclair 2003, 122). Martin and Mirraboopa (2003) explain that 

this is done “so that connection can be made on political, cultural and social grounds and 

relations established” (204). Following protocol ensures that I am open with the community 

about where I am coming from within the research, my own stance, and reflects my 

willingness to build relationships beyond the research process. 

Thus, as an Indigenous person and student, I wish to present my connection to 

Secwépemculecw and this research. I am Secwépemc from Sexqeltqin/Cstelnec (Adams 

Lake Indian Band) and Qw7ewt. I come from a strong Secwépemc family with teachings 

and guidance from my grandparents, parents and extended family members. It is from the 

strength of my family circle that I developed a sense of community responsibility and 

advocacy. As an advocate I had worked on many projects focusing on child welfare, youth 

programs, child rights, Indigenous rights, justice, education, leadership and wellness.  

It is from my work in the Indigenous community that I began to talk with youth, 

parents, leaders, and Elders on child welfare services. From these discussions and guidance, 

my Honours thesis developed, titled, Aboriginal Youth Voices: Transforming Imposed 

Interventions into Aboriginal Centred Initiatives. In order to ensure the process belonged 
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to and benefitted the community, the thesis was followed up with a community forum on 

child rights and the participation of youth voice in service delivery. The youth were given 

an opportunity to create dialogue, and make recommendations directly to executives, 

advocates, leadership and government representatives. My next research project, within a 

course in my Master’s program was titled Necwentés lu7 re stsmemelt re stsgwéyens re 

stet`ex7éms (They believed this was the time for the children to visit with the elders): 

Cultural identity and child welfare practice. The current research stems from a survey on 

next steps and priorities. The results of this survey indicated that the greatest priorities were 

cultural identity, cultural laws, and ensuring family, community and cultural connections 

for children in care. The survey also indicated a need within my own community to explore 

Secwépemc family law and cultural connection that could be implemented within a 

community-based approach to caring for families.  

My experience strengthens my knowledge, awareness and sensitivity of the issues 

discussed within the research, while also assisting in working with key participants. I 

recognize the impact my own perceptions of child welfare systems can have and how these 

can also be a limitation in being open to the thoughts, opinions and understandings of other 

experiences. To address this, I recognize the importance of taking on the role of listener 

and learner to best understand the experiences of the participants, and that learning is best 

done by watching, listening, remembering and doing. I also acknowledge the values and 

protocols that will guide my conduct and research journey as including honesty, respect, 

humour, empathy, integrity, trust and humility.
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Research Purpose 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) was established in 

2008 with a mandate to ‘witness’ and gather truth, promote public awareness and education 

on the history and legacy of residential schools, as well as provide recommendations for 

reconciliation (TRC, nd). Through the TRC process, Indigenous people were provided an 

opportunity to write their own collective history of the residential schools - the genesis for 

today’s child welfare services for Aboriginal children and families. The Commission’s 

reports are critical in shaping the Aboriginal policy landscape, particularly in areas of child 

welfare, health, and education. Principally, the TRC (2015) defines reconciliation as:  

…an ongoing process of establishing and maintaining respectful 

relationships. A critical part of this process involves repairing 

damaged trust by making apologies, providing individual and 

collective reparations, and following through with concrete actions 

that demonstrate real societal change. Establishing respectful 

relationships also requires the revitalization of Indigenous law and 

legal traditions (16). 

An initial step in this process is the recognition of the harm facilitated through 

policy, past and present. The TRC report “illustrates the ongoing impact of paternalistic 

and arguably discriminatory treatment of Indigenous parents by child welfare systems” 

(RCYBC 2015, 13). By recognizing this harm, steps can be taken to move forward in 

building relationships, whilst working from a place of healing and culture.  

The Canadian Human Rights Tribunal (CHRT), is a key venue where formal 

acknowledgement of the discriminatory treatment of Aboriginal children and families 

could take place and generate momentum for creating meaningful action. Advocating on 

behalf of Aboriginal children the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada 

(FNCFCS) and the Assembly of First Nations (AFN) filed a complaint with the CHRT 
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alleging that federal government policies and funding structures discriminate against on-

reserve First Nations children by failing to provide equitable and culturally based services 

(Brittain and Blackstock 2015). This decision is expected to have a profound impact on 

child welfare policy development and Canadian-Aboriginal relationship building. The 

FNCFCS (2015) states:  

…this historic case marks the first time in history that the Canadian 

government has been held to account for its contemporary treatment 

of Frist Nations children before a body that can make a legally binding 

determination of discrimination and order an enforceable remedy and 

is expected to set an important legal precedent to address inequalities 

in First Nations education, health and housing (2).  

Individual First Nations are also taking action. On October 13, 2015, the 35th 

anniversary of their child welfare by-law, Splatsin First Nation filed legal action against 

the province of BC for “failing to respect the band’s child welfare bylaw” (Dhillon 2015, 

1). The bylaw provides Splatsin with the same jurisdiction over their child and family 

services as the province and was passed in response to the ‘Sixties Scoop’ (Dhillon 2015, 

1), when an alarming number of First Nations and Métis children were taken from their 

homes and placed in predominantly non-First Nation homes. In creating the bylaw, the 

Band argued: 

…removal of the children from their homes not only had a detrimental 

impact on the child but also had an adverse effect upon the strength 

and social order of the community. They wished to find suitable 

solutions and arrangements within their own community and resort to 

non-Indian placement only as a last resort (UBCIC nd, 1).  

Chief Wayne Christian commented on the operation of their own services, “We’re 

probably the only First Nations community in Canada that can say we know where every 

one of our children are since 1980” (Dhillon 2015, 1). Both the Band by-law and the legal 

action exemplify First Nations long-standing distrust and lack of confidence in the Ministry 
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of Children and Family Development (MCFD) to care for and meet the needs of their 

children. This distrust has led to a call for changes in legislation, policy, and practices to 

recognize the inherent authority of First Nations to care for their own children. The 

outcome of the legal action will not only be fundamental in the band’s assertion of their 

inherent and jurisdictional rights, but will also be significant for other First Nations who 

are working towards similar goals. The court decision will play a key role in setting the 

policy landscape for Aboriginal self-governance, child and family services, and practice 

standards. 

MCFD has recently been under substantial criticism, most notably in reports from 

the BC Representative for Children and Youth (RCYBC). The reports stem from reviews 

and audits of designated services, as well as investigations into incidences of child deaths 

in care, or deaths that occurred shortly after a youth “aged out” of care. Several of the 

related incidences have received considerable attention in the media, and have played a key 

role in spurring government and ministry response. For example, one report found that 

child welfare services were underfunded and understaffed (CBC News 2015), and as a 

result, “many reports of child safety concerns were not addressed within the time frames 

set out by ministry standards” (RCYBC 2015, 2). These reports and legal actions indicate 

that this is a critical point for policy redevelopment and ensuring that First Nations are 

leading participants in creating real change.  

In the spirit of reconciliation, relationship-building, self-governance and the 

revitalization of Indigenous laws, this thesis provides an overview of the history of 

Aboriginal child welfare policy. It then uses a Social Determinants of Health (SDH) 

approach to illustrate the impact of policy and service structure on children and families. 
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Following Indigenous/Secwépemc research methods it identifies a Secwépemc community-

based framework for caring for children and families. This thesis examines an 

interconnection between current child welfare policies and the Secwépemc framework, 

and, in doing so, identifies two central conflicts. The first is the conflict within the 

mandated goals for child welfare services between protective and preventative services, as 

well as child apprehension and the preservation of the family and cultural identity of the 

child. The second is multifaceted and entails the inherent right of Indigenous people as self-

governing, and their role within policy development. Thus, this thesis seeks to understand 

how Indigenous knowledge and laws can enlighten policy, and enhance services to better 

support both the preservation of the family and the cultural identity of the child.   

Following the example of community research for a theatrical play on Secwépemc 

language revitalization, the aspiration for this research project is “to help shift from a 

viewpoint of victimization to one of hope and resilience” (Shinkewski 2015, 1-2). 

Accordingly, this research focuses on the cultural teachings for child development and 

caring for families. Moreover, this thesis endeavors to answer the question of how do we 

change the story for Indigenous/Secwépemc children and families? 

Story and the art of storytelling have an important role for Indigenous people in 

teaching about culture, values and history (Kovach et al. 2007). It is through the art of 

storytelling that people learn about the land, morals, ways of being, and their roles within 

the family and community (Michel 2012). However, stories often develop a life of their 

own “changing shapes as it travels from person to person, giving each person a message 

relevant to their own life” (Michel 2012, 14). For example, in Witnessing Wild Woman: 

Resistance and Resilience in Aboriginal Child Welfare (Kovach et al.  2007), Robina 
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Thomas tells a Coast Salish story of Tul ti lew Slheni (Wild Woman).  In the story a woman 

steals children who do not pay attention to dangers in their natural environment. While the 

original goal of the story may focus on environment, training, and discipline, for Thomas, 

the story takes on a different meaning in the modern context. She explains: 

Unfortunately, as time went on, Tul ti lew Slheni did return, but she 

came back in such a vastly different form that we could not even 

recognize her at first. As a result, we were unable to teach and prepare 

our children to protect them from her. Tul ti lew Slheni came back in 

the form of paper and ink. She came back in the form of legislation – 

the Indian Act, residential school legislation, and child welfare 

legislation…These policies have devastated and nearly annihilated 

generations of First Nations people. The most tragic point of this story 

is that we never had an opportunity to create stories that would protect 

our children from Tul ti lew Slheni – Wild Woman – in her modern-

day form. However, we must now create new Tul ti lew Slheni stories 

that will protect our children. Our new story will include the traumatic 

experiences children endured in residential schools and child welfare 

systems (Kovach et al. 2007, 102). 

New stories are required in order to ensure a way of life, a way of knowing, being and 

doing, and more importantly, a way of caring for children and families is sustained. This is 

especially true for many Indigenous peoples who believe, “the survival of Indigenous 

Peoples is tied to our continued ability to care for and transmit culture to our children” 

(FNLC 2009, 2).  In creating a new story, there is chance for creating a new experience for 

future generations a story based on culture and language.  

 The Story of Owl is a Secwépemc story similar to the Coast Salish story of Tul ti 

lew Slheni. Except in the Secwépemc version, it is Owl who steals children. In the story, a 

young boy is taken and later rescued by his brothers, then Owl is told, “Never again will 

you bother children. If someone dies, you, Owl, will tell them about it. You will deliver 

messages to the people, but never again will you steal children” (as told by Charley Draney 

in Shuswap Stories, edited by Bouchard and Kennedy 1979, 82). Through this statement 
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Owl is warned, and the children are reclaimed by the people. As the Indigenous Child at 

the Centre Action Plan highlights: 

Our children are our most valued resource and First Nations have 

consistently stated their goal to structure and control their own child 

welfare systems – and to drive social services, including policy – to 

ensure they are culturally-based and well-serving to their children, 

families and communities (FNLC 2009, 2). 

The Declaration titled, One Mind, One Heart, One Body, One Spirit, signed March 26, 

2009 by all 17 Chiefs of the Secwépemc, demonstrates the continued perseverance and 

unity of the Secwépemc in their fight for jurisdiction and right to self-determination over 

child and family law, policy, and practices. The declaration states:   

We, the undersigned Chiefs, declare an overall commitment to work 

together as a Secwepemc Nation to unilaterally support our 

community initiatives with regard to our Secwepemc children and 

families in our traditional territory in a manner that is consistent with 

our common cultural beliefs and systems, and improves our overall 

quality of life.  

We, as Secwepemc People, bound by One Mind, One Heart, One 

Body and One Spirit, affirm our commitment, our unity and our moral, 

spiritual, traditional and political responsibility to work together as a 

Nation in a community-driven process to secure the individual and 

collective survival, dignity and well-being of our children. 

We will seek the resources necessary to support community-based 

initiatives and capacity where needed for long-term sustainability of 

an effective and efficient Secwepemc Nation Child and Family 

Service (SNTC 2009). 

The goals outlined by the Chiefs, alongside the Story of Owl, emphasize that a community-

based, sustainable, effective, and efficient model must be derived from Secwépemc culture. 

To accomplish this, as cautioned by Thomas, it is essential to first explore the history, 

legislation, policies, and practices that impact Secwépemc children and families. Then, 

through story, narrative, and experience, Secwépemc child and family caring practices can 

be identified to inform the design and delivery of a community-based framework.   
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1.2. Problem Statement (Research Questions) 

There continues to be a disproportionately high number of Aboriginal children in 

care. By 2002, there were more First Nations children in care nationally than there were 

when residential schools were in full operations. Bennett and Blackstock (2002) cite that 

in 2002 there were 22,500 First Nations children in care, in comparison to the approximate 

8,000 in 1940 (4), and 2006 marked the first year where Aboriginal children in care 

outnumbered non-Aboriginal children (Bennett et al 2009). In 2013, “more than 52 per cent 

– or about 4,450 out of 8,106 children in care of the B.C. government – were Aboriginal” 

(RCYBC 2013, 17). Considering that Aboriginal children represent only 8 per cent of BC’s 

child population and are the fastest growing demographic (BCOAG 2008; RCYBC 2014), 

these numbers are deeply troubling. The problem is that the number of Aboriginal children 

in care will continue to grow alongside the increasing population unless there is a 

coordinated effort to address the current challenges associated with the policy framework. 

  It is in reflecting on the many policy failures that have produced a disturbingly high 

number of Aboriginal children in care that I wanted to further explore the experience of 

my own Secwépemc community. My community includes the three bands that surround 

the town of Chase in the central interior of BC – also known as the Lakes Division of the 

Secwépemc. This area includes the Adams Lake Indian Band, Little Shuswap Lake Indian 

Band, and Neskonlith Indian Band. I focus on the three bands as one community in 

recognition of the unity these communities once had prior to the establishment and 

imposition of the reserve system. It is also an acknowledgement of the interconnections 

between the three bands through story, history and family ties, as well as their shared 

connection to the land, language and culture.  
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Through this thesis, I hope to contribute to the work of the Stsmémelt Project, a 

nation-based approach for a child welfare law based on Secwépemc law, story, practices, 

and protocols that actualizes inherent Secwépemc right and jurisdiction. Part of the 

Stsmémelt Project’s research involved an analysis of Secwépemc stories to identify 

Secwépemc laws relevant to child care practices and family wellness. Out of this work, the 

Stsmémelt Project created the Tribal Case Book and a Secwépemc language glossary of 

terms related to child welfare.  Through the support of the Stsmémelt Project several 

communities, including the Adams Lake Indian Band and the Neskonlith Indian Band, 

began to develop a community-based child and family service framework. The Stsmémelt 

Project’s 2014 Final Report identified:  

…one story has stood out as particularly relevant and illuminating for 

the work of the Stsmémelt Project: The Story of Owl. Given that the 

central issue this story deals with is the removal of a child, it has 

formed the foundation of research and has served as an interpretive 

base to examine child welfare issues” (SNTC 2014, 35).  

In its present context, the story is relevant to the reclamation of children from current child 

welfare policy and practices and Secwépemc efforts to revitalize jurisdiction, self-

determination and governance. The Stsmémelt Project exemplified the idea that:  

Building diverse, nation-culture-based resurgences means 

significantly re-investing in our own ways of being: regenerating our 

political and intellectual traditions; articulating and living our legal 

systems; language learning; ceremonial and spiritual pursuits; 

creating and using our artistic and performance-based traditions…It 

requires us to reclaim the very best practices of our traditional 

cultures, knowledge systems and lifeways in the dynamic, fluid, 

compassionate, respectful context within which they were originally 

generated (Simpson 2011, 17-18). 

This research project falls in line with the above stated goals and the work of my 

community to bring forward Secwépemc culture, ways of knowing, being and doing 

as a foundation for child welfare policy and practice.  
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Through this study I identify community-based concepts of family, law, 

story and protocols that form a Secwépemc framework for caring for children and 

families and interconnect these with policy and practice. I chose to focus on the 

experience of caring for children and families from a strength based lens, for 

example, how were/are children and families cared for, so that it may be used as a 

vehicle for changing history. This thesis asks two central questions: 

1. What are the Secwépemc traditions, laws, story and practices for caring for 

children and families? 

a. How can the framework be implemented to ensure sustainability? 

b. How is the model structured and supported? 

c. Who does the model include and who are the decision makers?  

d. What are the goals and how are they measured? 

2. Do MCFD service plans, goals, and operational and practice standards align with 

the Secwépemc framework? 

a. Does policy support the inherent right and jurisdiction of the 

Secwépemc? 

Drawing from these questions this thesis put forth four hypotheses: 

1. Current child welfare service plans, operation and practice standards do not 

reflect Secwépemc models of care and practice. 

2. Current models do not meet Secwépemc goals for improving the wellbeing of 

children and quality of life and thereby reducing the number of children in care. 

3. Current models do not support the inherent right and jurisdiction of the 

Secwépemc to care for their children and families using a cultural model. 
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4. Current models do not support Secwépemc capacity and funding to ensure 

effective implementation and long-term sustainability.  

The research questions explore and connect the general and specific policy goals 

with their instruments and evaluation tools. Through analysis, these are evaluated for policy 

coherence and consistency, revealing areas of policy layering, or policy drift may exist in 

the policy design. For example, are there “pre-existing contexts where the relics of earlier 

policy initiatives are found in paradigms, institutions, practices and established actor 

networks” (Rayner and Howlett 2009, 99). Where policy layering may occur one would 

find the addition of “new goals and instruments without abandoning previous ones, most 

often leading to both incoherence amongst the goals and inconsistency with respect to the 

instruments” (Howlett and Rayner 2007, 8). Whereas, policy drift, “allows the goals of the 

policy to change without altering the instruments which become inconsistent with the 

original goals and most likely ineffective in achieving them” (Howlett and Rayner 2007, 

8). This study provides an opportunity to evaluate outcomes and provide corrective 

recommendations based on one community’s experiences.  

This research project identifies related policy fields where relationships, 

partnerships or framework agreements can be established to improve outcomes and ensure 

the effectiveness of child welfare services for Aboriginal children and families. In addition, 

this study identifies the contextual conditions, policy community, and actors that impact 

the development of policy design or policy agenda-setting. Specifically, the project frames 

the issues at hand, and provides recommendations for an appropriate policy response with 

the goal of improving program design and outcome.   
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1.3. Thesis Chapter Descriptions 

This thesis will proceed in seven parts.  

Chapter 1 briefly discusses key events and how these are impacting the 

policy landscape. It also outlines my research question, problem statement and 

introduces the importance of doing this research.  

Chapter 2 introduces who the Secwépemc are and the methods of child 

welfare service delivery within Secwépemculecw.  

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the background and existing literature, 

reports, and other data available in the area of Aboriginal child welfare.  It then 

applies a Social Determinants of Health approach to illustrate the impact of service 

structure on Aboriginal children and families.  

Chapter 4 describes the Indigenous and Secwépemc methodology employed 

in the current research to conduct the literature review, data collection, data analysis, 

and policy recommendations, and how the approach will address the research 

question. The chapter then outlines the research process, the research participants, 

potential difficulties and ethical considerations.  

Chapter 5 brings together the Secwépemc Stsptekwle, narratives and stories to 

describe the teachings and learnings for a Secwépemc community-based framework 

founded on Secwépemc culture and concepts of family, law, story, protocols and practices. 

The first section summarizes data gathered from secondary sources and the second section 

summarizes participant responses using examples of experience and knowledge of 

traditional Secwépemc practices to answer the central research questions. 

Chapter 6 outlines a framework for a Secwépemc community-based approach to 

caring for children and families based on the Stsptekwle, narratives and stories. It also 
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outlines the resources, and instruments required to bring the policy to life and ensure it is 

effective. In addition, the chapter describes the policy implications of the research problem 

within policy development, design, outcome and evaluation.  

Chapter 7 concludes with a summary of what I have learned through the research 

process of establishing a Secwépemc model of caring for children and families. In addition, 

the chapter provides recommendations for future research.  
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2. Locating the Secwépemc  

2.1. Who are the Secwépemc? 

Billy (2009) shares Elder Bill Arnouse’s brief introduction to the Secwépemc, 

“Secwepemc means ‘following the waters as it gathers more water and flows back down 

to the Pacific Ocean.’ Now we are referred to as Shuswap, which is an anglicized version 

of Secwepemc. Our language is Secwepemctsin. Our Nation (the land) is Secwepemculecw” 

(1). The Secwépemc Nation is located in the southern central interior of BC, comprised of 

traditional Divisions which encompass 17 bands (established through the Indian Act). 

Respected Elder Dr. Mary Thomas describes Secwépemculecw as occupying, “all the way 

from Williams Lake through Radium Hot Springs and all of the Shuswap speaking area” 

(Thomas nd, 1), outlining the largest First Nation land base within the province of BC, 

covering “about 180,000 square kilometres” (Cropped Ear Wolf 1996, 7). Figure 1 shows 

a map of Secwépemcúl̕ecw.  

Demonstrating their ingenuity, “[t]he Shuswap used local materials and their own 

skills to obtain everything they needed. Food, clothing, shelter, tools and other essential 

everyday items came from their local environment” (Cropped Ear Wolf 1996, 7). Notably, 

“the Shuswap economy was based on fishing, hunting and trading” (Cropped Ear Wolf 

1996, 7) with other Shuswap bands, neighbouring nations and later with settlers. Haig-

Brown (1988) provides that:  

Within the Secwepemc society existed all the complexities of a 

culture: government, religion, science, technology, acknowledgement 

and celebration of life passages, traditions, and oral history, which 

included a theory of origin. As with all cultures, language served as 

an expression of and for the transmission of culture (23). 
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Figure 1 Map of Secwépemcúl̕ecw (Shuswap Nation Territory)  
Source:    Adams Lake Indian Band, Natural Resources, GIS Department 
Note:    Original in color. Map has been resized to fit the page, numbered text box information is available in Appendix A
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The Secwépemc have an established a system for caring for children and families that 

ensures individual roles within a community based society, and the passing on of 

knowledge, values, beliefs through generations. As explained by Cropped Ear Wolf (1996):  

…each Shuswap band had economic, social and political systems. 

These had developed over time and were functioning smoothly to take 

care of the needs of band members. The extended family was the basic 

unit that provided food, protection, education and discipline. 

Everyone was assured of physical, moral and emotional support 

within this comprehensive and well-defined system of mutual 

exchange (19).  

Through mutual support, the communities ensure that children and families are cared for, 

and have a support structure for when a family cannot meet these needs.  

Billy (2009) further asserts, “We relied on our language and traditional knowledge 

to provide us with a sense of who we are and how we are to live” (5). Both language and 

cultural knowledge were passed on by way of storytelling and apprenticeship. All members 

of the family, extended family and community, “worked together to ensure our customs, 

beliefs, and values regarding the raising of children were practiced and firmly established” 

(Billy 2009, 36). It is through this process that children learn their roles and responsibilities 

within the community. Secwépemc ways of raising children and caring for families are 

often characterized by “patience, kindness, love and respect” (Billy 2009; Haig-Brown 

1988) and are founded on the values of K̓wseltktnéws, interrelatedness, and Knucwestsut.s, 

taking care of oneself and therefore strengthening community.  

2.1.1. Service Delivery in Secwépemcúl̕ecw 

Of the 17 bands, twelve receive services through a delegated agency, four through 

MCFD, and one has their own jurisdiction over services - Splatsin First Nation (SNTC 

2014, 40). In the Lakes Division one receives services through MCFD, and the other two 

receive services through the Secwépemc Child and Family Services Agency (SCFSA), a 
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fully delegated agency. The complete list of bands currently serviced by the SCFSA 

include: Cstalen (Adams Lake Indian Band), Pellt'iq't (Whispering Pines/Clinton Indian 

Band), Simpcw (North Thompson Indian Band), Sk'atsin (Neskonlith Indian Band), 

Skeetchestn Indian Band, St'uctesmc (Bonaparte Indian Band), and Tk’emlups te 

Secwe̓pemc (formally Kamloops Indian Band). 

The Stsmémelt Project reported in 2013, “there were 120 Secwepemc children in 

care” (SNTC 2014, 40). The Adams Lake Indian Band was listed as having the highest 

number of children in care (26), followed by Tk'emlúps te Secwe̓pemc (19), and Canim 

Lake (17) (SNTC 2014, 40). Six communities were reported to have had from 0 – 3 children 

in care: High Bar (0); Pavilion (1); Whispering Pines Indian Band (1); Williams Lake (2); 

Little Shuswap Indian Band (3); and Soda Creek (3). The remaining bands had from 4 – 10 

children in care (SNTC 2014, 40).   

http://www.adamslakeband.org/
http://www.wpcib.com/
http://www.wpcib.com/
http://www.simpcw.com/default.htm
http://www.neskonlith.org/
http://www.skeetchestn.ca/
http://www.bonaparteindianband.com/Pages/Departments.html
http://www.kib.ca/
http://www.kib.ca/
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3. Background 

3.1. Child Welfare Policies for Aboriginal Children and Families 

Throughout Canadian history, government policies have had an immense impact 

on the daily lives of First Nations people, their culture, language and their ways of caring 

for children and families. Principal to its findings, the TRC (2015) affirmed:  

For over a century, the central goals of Canada’s Aboriginal policy 

were to eliminate Aboriginal governments; ignore Aboriginal rights; 

terminate the Treaties; and, through a process of assimilation, cause 

Aboriginal peoples to cease to exist as distinct legal, social, cultural, 

religious, and racial entities in Canada. The establishment and 

operation of residential schools were a central element of this policy, 

which can be best described as ‘cultural genocide’ (1). 

Related policies and events include the establishment of reserves for Indians; the clearing 

of land for settlements, agriculture, and farming; prohibiting the political and legal voice 

of First Nations; disease, the fur trade, gold rush, and western wars; enfranchisement; and 

the introduction of alcohol (Coffey et al. 1990; McFarlane 1993; Palmer 2005). While there 

is a long history of government impact on the wellbeing of First Nation communities, this 

project will focus on polices directly connected to the welfare of Aboriginal children.   

As a starting point, it is important to understand that First Nations people fall under 

the fiduciary responsibility of the federal government through the Indian Act. This 

legislation provided the foundation for the first model of “child welfare” developed by the 

Canadian government – the Residential School system. In an effort to assimilate First 

Nations children into mainstream Canadian society and eliminate their cultural identity a 

vast number were forcibly removed from their homes and placed in residential schools. 

Billy (2009) further details:  

Children, some as young as four years old, were taken from their 

parents and placed in these schools year round only visiting family at 

holidays, if at all. Some children stayed at these schools for as long as 
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12 years. Much physical, emotional, and sexual abuse took place at 

these schools. Children were severely punished for speaking 

Secwepemctsin. Our Elder’s stories, as well as ones contained in 

Behind Closed Doors: Stories from the Kamloops Indian Residential 

School (Jack 2000), describe common practices at the school, which 

included but were not limited to withholding of food, serving sub-

standard food, public whippings, shaving of heads, public shaming, 

and severe discipline. Intensive religious instruction prevailed over 

English skills of reading and writing (47).  

Children were separated from their families and prohibited from speaking their language 

and practicing their culture. Disconnected from their community, culture, and language, 

children often grew up feeling ashamed of where they came from and who they were.  

The residential schools enforced the eradication of cultural family teachings and 

cultural practices. As a result, many children who attended residential schools did not 

experience traditional child development practices, nor did they experience healthy 

parental role modeling, making it difficult for them “to assume positions as mothers, 

fathers, and community members (cited in Morgan 2005, 15). McFarlane (1993) adds, 

“[t]he combination of hard economic times, increasing restrictions on hunting and fishing, 

and a young generation that had been deculturalized by the years at the residential school 

had begun to break the circle that kept families and the community together” (36). The 

schools compounded the breakdown of the family circle by introducing an unhealthy, and 

often abusive and/or violent culture to families. The trauma inflicted by these schools and 

the impact on the family circle is intergenerational through the loss of identity, culture, 

language, and traditional family relationships.  

Two residential schools operated locally in Secwépemcúle̕cw, “one in Williams 

Lake [opened] in 1891 and one in Kamloops in 1890” (Billy 2009, 47). The Kamloops 

Indian Residential School closed in 1977. In Williams Lake, students attended the school 

until 1964, thereafter, rather than commuting from the reserve, children continued to board 
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at the school in order to attend public school (Palmer 2005, 50).  The school officially 

closed in 1981 (SJMRS nd). Nationally, the last residential school, located in 

Saskatchewan, was closed in 1996 (Blackstock and Trocmé 2005). With such recent 

closures, the students’ experiences are still fresh in the memories of the Secwépemc and 

other Indigenous nations from across Turtle Island (North America).  

In 1951 an amendment was made to the Indian Act to include Section 88, 

establishing that in the absence of federal law, provincial laws of a general application 

apply to Indians (Bennett and Sadrehashemi 2008). The amendment had an immense 

impact on First Nations education and child welfare policy. On one hand, the revisions 

“included the option for Native children to attend public schools” (Haig-Brown 1988, 119). 

On the other, through the provincial Child, Family and Community Service Act (CFCSA), 

MFCD gained jurisdiction and regulatory authority over First Nations child welfare in BC. 

Shortly after the enactment of Section 88, there was a mass removal of First Nations 

children into the modern child welfare system. Today this is referred to as the ‘60s scoop.’ 

The First Nations Leadership Council (FNLC) (2009) maintains:  

In the foster and adoptive care system, Aboriginal children typically 

vanished with scarcely a trace, the vast majority of them placed until 

they were adults in non-aboriginal homes where their cultural identity, 

their legal Indian status, their knowledge of their own First Nation and 

even further birth names were erased, often forever (4-5). 

White and Jacobs (1992) demonstrate the extent in the number of children removed from 

their homes, “In 1955, 1% of the children in care of the Superintendent in British Columbia 

were Aboriginal children. By 1960, 40% of the children were Aboriginal” (20). Between 

1960 and 1990 over 11,000 status Indian children were placed for adoption. As Blackstock 

and Trocmé (2005) suggest, “Social workers deprived of the information, skills and 
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resources to address the poverty, disempowerment, multi-generational grief and loss of 

parenting knowledge defaulted to a practice of mass removals” (16). Children were often 

relocated out of province, and in some cases out of the country. Social workers felt that 

removing the children from their homes was in the best interest of the child to rescue them 

from their “Aboriginal condition” (White and Jacobs 1992, 19). Although it was considered 

an era of ‘protective’ policy and practices, the assimilation of Aboriginal children and the 

destruction of Aboriginal identity, culture and language remained as the ultimate goal.  

One of the most cited cases of where this wide spread ‘scoop’ occurred was in a 

small Secwépemc community in BC (Johnston 1983; Schissel and Wotherspoon 2003). 

The Spallumcheen Band, now known as Splatsin First Nation, had “lost virtually an entire 

generation of its children to child welfare authorities” (Johnston 1983, xx). In 1980, seeking 

measures to rectify the mass removal of the community’s children, and to regain their 

inherent jurisdiction for services Chief Wayne Christian headed a provincial grassroots 

campaign known as the “Indian Child Caravan.” The Caravan ended at the doorstep of the 

Human Resources Minster, Grace McCarthy, who oversaw child and family services at the 

time. The Caravan successfully brought awareness to the mass removal of children, and 

the generations lost to foster care and adoptions. It  established a rare instance for a First 

Nation to gain the same jurisdictional control over child and family services as the province 

through a band by law. Recounting the events, McFarlane (1993) writes: 

The media attention eventually forced McCarthy to meet with the 

leaders of the Caravan and sign an agreement that gave the 

Spallumcheen band jurisdiction over the welfare of their children. The 

minister of Indian Affairs, John Munro, who had been watching the 

protest from the sidelines, moved to head off any visits to his own 

doorstep by agreeing to transfer the authority and funds for child 

welfare to the Spallumcheen Indian government (269).  
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Interestingly, no other First Nation has successfully achieved the same jurisdictional 

control through a band bylaw.   

Outside of the provincially provided services in BC there are three other models for 

Aboriginal service delivery. These include the Tri-partite model, the Self-Government 

model, and the Delegated model. Through the Tri-partite model, “the provincial and federal 

governments delegate their law making authority to a First Nation” (Bennett nd, 5). The 

Self-Government model normally stems from a Treaty where provisions are included to 

develop child and family service laws (Bennett nd). Under the Delegated model, the 

provincial child welfare authority delegates services to an Aboriginal organization (Bennett 

nd). Delegated Aboriginal Agencies (DAAs) may receive full delegation authority to 

provide protection and preventative services; or partial delegation authority, providing only 

support and preventative services (Bennett nd). Common to all these models is the 

requirement to meet provincially established standards.  

Through a former strategic plan, Strong, Safe, and Supported: A Commitment to 

B.C.’s Children and Youth (MCFD 2009b), the Ministry identified the need for supporting 

Aboriginal people to exercise jurisdiction in delivering child and family services. Not only 

was this goal intended to support the preservation of cultural identity, it focused on the 

recognition for the need to restore, revitalize and strengthen Aboriginal communities and 

families. It was the goal of MCFD to work with Aboriginal communities to design and 

deliver community based services; implement a reconciliation approach; align ministry 

staff roles to support services for Aboriginal children, youth and families; and identify and 

address systemic barriers underlying socio-economic challenges facing Aboriginal 

communities. From this strategic plan Indigenous communities across BC began 
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researching and planning an “Indigenous Approach” to child welfare services. In its 

operation, “proposals were approved for 17 First Nations and/or Aboriginal organizations 

covering more than 100 First Nations, as well as urban and Métis communities and the First 

Nations Child and Family Wellness Council” (RCYBC 2013, 49). The Stsmémelt Project 

was one such initiative. However, the Ministry and the Indigenous Approaches received 

extensive criticism from the RCYBC. The key concern was that the Indigenous Approaches 

funds were directed towards governance and research rather than direct service delivery to 

Aboriginal children. After the report, the Indigenous Approaches priorities shifted towards 

service delivery and away from research and capacity development.  

Funding for Aboriginal child and family services is currently separated between the 

two governments, “[t]he provincial and territorial governments have responsibility for 

funding child welfare services off-reserve while the federal government retains 

responsibility under the Indian Act to fund child welfare services provided on reserve to 

status Indian Children” (Blackstock and Trocmé 2005, 13). Literature points to some key 

challenges set up by this structure. Federal funding is determined through Directive 20-1, 

which “consists of two components: operations funds based [on] child population size, and 

funds for maintenance of children placed in out of home care” (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013, 

12). The Auditor General of Canada found that this funding formula is not based on actual 

needs, has not been adjusted for inflation since implementation, and is insufficient to 

provide both protective and preventative services (COAG 2008). Consequently, “[t]he 

Directive has likely contributed to greater numbers of First Nations children being taken 

into care, rather than being served through alternative care options or early intervention 

and prevention models” (RCYBC 2013, 33). Even with recent reports of federal funding 
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increases, these are directly related to increases in expenditures for the services eligible for 

reimbursement, such as maintaining a child in care and/or reflect an increase in the number 

of Aboriginal children in care (INAC 2010). As a result, the funding does not fund 

preventative services, making it difficult to provide supports for alternate care options, 

culturally based services and traditional family care. Although there has been federal 

movement towards improving the funding formula through the Enhanced Prevention 

Focused Approach (EPFA), it has not been implemented in BC. 

Similarly, provincial funding lacks adequate resources to deliver preventative 

services (Bennett et al. 2009). The Auditor General of BC found that DAAs are not funded 

to provide out of care options (BCOAG 2008). The challenge for many DAAs lies with 

agency and community capacity, and with funding and resources for diverse types of 

services. For example, rural communities, and smaller reserves may not have adequate 

access to required social services to provide preventative measures such as counselling, 

employment or parenting programs. Such measures can assist families in addressing 

parenting, social or economic issues without requiring the apprehension of children into 

care in order to be eligible for resources and services.  

Therefore, it has been found that service gaps and decreasing cost efficiency in 

services for Aboriginal children and families emerge due to funding responsibility being 

spread across different levels of government (BCOAG 2008). This funding structure has 

led to jurisdictional disputes within and between the federal and provincial governments 

(FNCFCS 2014, 1), and has had dire consequences for some Aboriginal children. For one 

child in particular, Jordan River Anderson, the disputes caused him to remain unnecessarily 

in hospital care until his passing at the age of 5, rather than be provided the resources to 
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receive in home medical care. In the aftermath of this tragedy, Jordan’s Principle was 

established in 2007, “It is a child first principle calling on the government of first contact 

to ensure First Nations children can access public services on the same terms as other 

children” (FNCFS 2014, 1). The principle is intended to limit delays or disruptions in 

services that may be caused by payment disputes between federal and provincial 

governments (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013). Although well meaning, the principle has not 

been properly implemented due to limited interpretation by provincial and federal 

governments (FNCFS 2014). 

In the report, When Talk Trumped Service: A Decade of Lost Opportunity for 

Aboriginal Children and Youth in BC, the RCYBC (2013) stated that, “There could not be 

a more confused, unstable and bizarre area of public policy than that which guides 

Aboriginal child and family services in B.C.” (4). A similar statement made by the FNLC 

(2009) established that, “Section 88 of the Indian Act, and Directive 20-1 have resulted in 

a patchwork of provincial child welfare services to reserves” (6). To address this there must 

be an active and coordinated effort to repair policy and practice. This includes, resolving 

the “ongoing jurisdictional wrangling between the federal and provincial governments over 

who is responsible for funding and service delivery” (FNLC 2009, 16), aligning funding 

priorities and formulas with ministry goals, creating relevant policy instruments, 

performance measures and evaluation tools, and the recognition of Indigenous self-

governance and self- determination.  

The formation of DAAs demonstrates an attempt at implementing a new approach 

to delivering culturally relevant services. However, they were meant to serve as “an interim 

measure” (Bennett and Blackstock 2002, 2), to “return historic responsibilities for child 
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protection and family support back to Aboriginal communities” (RCYBC 2013, 26); with 

the goal of reducing the number of children in care. Since implementation assessments 

have found that DAAs face challenges similar to MCFD delivered services. A common 

perception is that because DAAs fall under provincial legislation, they only change the 

‘face’ of services, rather than the practices used to meet cultural needs. 

A key performance measure provided in ministry annual service reports uses the 

proportion of “Aboriginal children cared for through Aboriginal communities and 

providers” (RCYBC 2013, 39). In 2000/2001, only 542 Aboriginal children in care were 

served by a delegated agency, by 2008, there were 1,577 (BCOAG 2008), and by 2009, 

1,880 Aboriginal children in care “representing 40.4% of the total Aboriginal [children in 

care] caseload” (MCFD 2009). By 2014, the number increased to 43% (MCFD 2014b). 

Moreover, MCFD reported that in 2013/14 of the Aboriginal children having to leave their 

parental home, 63.4% received services delivered by DAAs, Aboriginal foster care 

providers, or Aboriginal friends and family (MCFD 2014, 16). While not meeting their 

related target goal, MCFD reported that 55% of Aboriginal children adopted were adopted 

by Aboriginal families (MFCD 2014).   

Unique to DAAs is the establishment of Aboriginal Operational and Practice 

Standards and Indicators (AOPSI), which “represent the minimum expectations of 

performance in relation to child welfare-related practice for delegated agencies” 

(Hubberstey et al. 2009, 2). After evaluation it was found that “although the existing AOPSI 

practice standards emphasize the importance of family and community within Aboriginal 

cultures…they do not embody practice founded on an Indigenous worldview” (Hubberstey 

et al. 2009, 2). Since the application of AOPSI does not currently include ministry delivered 



 

26 

 

services, “recommendations were put forth that one set of policies should apply regardless 

of who serves the child (MCFD or DAA)” (Carroll, Russell, and Turpin 2014, 3). As a 

result, the AOPSI was to be redesigned. It is expected that by using Indigenous knowledge 

as a foundation the end result would be a “fundamental shift away from continuation of the 

risk management paradigm” (Hubberstey et al. 2009,4). In 2012 the redesign project was 

completed, however, it was not implemented (Carroll, Russell, and Turpin 2014). Instead, 

in 2013, MCFD and DAAs initiated the development of an Aboriginal Practice Framework. 

The goal, “is to establish a unified, community developed and culturally appropriate 

framework to guide MCFD and DAA in their practice and policy to increase Aboriginal 

competency across the 6 service lines” (Carroll, Russell, and Turpin 2014, 11). 

Additionally, MCFD released an Aboriginal Equity and Inclusion Policy Lens “to support 

a more integrative and collaborative approach to policy development and promote equity 

and inclusion of Aboriginal perspectives in ALL policies” (Carroll, Russell, and Turpin 

2014, 5). At this time, the Aboriginal Practice Framework has not yet been released. 

Under the direction of the Director of Child Welfare, MFCD established an 

Aboriginal Service Improvement Branch to lead the work on key strategic actions and 

building partnerships with Aboriginal communities and services providers. It is through 

these partnerships that a:  

suite of Aboriginal outcome measures will be developed through 

consultation with Aboriginal stakeholders to ensure that we reach 

consensus on the outcomes and measures used to determine our 

collective success at making a positive impact on the lives of 

Aboriginal children, youth and families (MCFD 2013, 46).  

Currently, MCFD states that, “outcomes for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children, youth 

and families are measured against five dimensions of quality: effectiveness linked to 

providing client-centred, accessible, safe, and appropriate services” (MCFD 2013, 5). 
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However, according the RCYBC (2014), to date, “There have been no measurable 

outcomes and demonstrated improvements for Aboriginal children and youth and 

evidence-based strategies and practices have not been adopted” (29). The development of 

outcome measures would provide clear goals, proper evaluation tools, a greater 

understanding of the experiences of Aboriginal children in care, and ensure their needs are 

addressed beyond current risk management practices.  

Outside of Ministry legislation, there are various tools for protecting the cultural 

identity of Indigenous children. For example, “Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982 

recognizes and affirms existing aboriginal and treaty rights, including the right of self-

government” (FNLC 2009, 6). Additionally, Article 30 of the United Nations (UN) 

Convention on the Rights of the Child states that Indigenous children have the right to learn 

about and practice their own culture, language, and religion. The UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) has throughout the right of Indigenous people to 

maintain their cultural identity. Specifically, Article 11 states that Indigenous peoples have 

the right to practice and revitalize their cultural traditions and customs. While the UNDRIP 

was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2007, Canada did not issue a statement in 

support of the declaration until 2010 (INAC 2010b). Then in 2014, by refusing to adopt the 

UNDRIP, “Canada singled itself out as the only country to raise objections over a landmark 

United Nations document re-establishing the protection of the rights of indigenous people” 

(Lum 2014, 1). In 2015, on the fifth anniversary of Canada’s endorsement of the UNDRIP, 

the new Minister of Indigenous and Northern Affairs issued a statement reaffirming 

Canada’s commitment to promote and protect the rights of Indigenous Peoples and “to fully 



 

28 

 

understand and implement the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples” (INAC 2015). 

A significant national event in the area of Aboriginal child welfare policy is the 

2006 Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement, and the establishment of the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. The TRC (2015) provides five child welfare 

specific recommendations for the federal, provincial, and Aboriginal governments. These 

recommendations relate to: reducing the number of Aboriginal children in care; providing 

adequate resources to support children staying with their families where possible; cultural 

training; comprehensive reports and statistics on children in care and services provided; 

implementation of Jordan’s principle; the enactment of legislation for national standards; 

and developing culturally appropriate parenting programs. A second critical event is the 

ruling released January 26, 2016 by the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal (CHRT) in 

response to the complaint filed by the the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society 

of Canada and the Assembly of First Nations. Although the complaint was filed in 2007, 

the hearing did not begin until 2013 after the federal government failed to have the 

complaint dismissed on legal technicalities. The hearing procedures ended in 2014. In the 

landmark ruling, the CHRT, “found that the Canadian government is racially 

discriminating against 163,000 First Nations children and their families by providing 

flawed and inequitable child welfare services (“FNCFS Program”) and failing to 

implement Jordan’s Principle to ensure equitable access to government services available 

to other children” (FNCFCS 2015b). The decision makes four immediate orders for the 

federal government to address the discrimination. These are: “1. Cease its discriminatory 

practices regarding the FNCFS Program; 2. Reform the FNCFS Program; 3. Cease 
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applying the narrow definition of Jordan’s Principle; and 4. Take measures to immediately 

implement the full meaning and scope of Jordan’s Principle” (FNCFCS 2106, 2). The 

decision is momentous because it is a legally enforceable ruling and the CHRT will monitor 

the federal government actions to implement required changes. Another key event is the 

formal apology offered by the Prime Minister on the traumatic legacy of Residential 

Schools on June 11, 2008 (PMC 2008).  

Several provincial political agreements and reconciliation efforts demonstrate a 

shift away from child welfare policies of assimilation towards a model that recognizes the 

importance of self-determination, and connection to cultural identity and language. Some 

of the key policy agreements have included the Tsawwassen Accord (2002); The New 

Relationship (2005); The Transformative Change Accord (2005); the Recognition & 

Reconciliation Protocol on First Nations Children, Youth and Families (2009); and the 

Indigenous Child at the Centre Action Plan (2009). However, the FNLC (2009) points out, 

“despite First Nations efforts to exert full authority and jurisdiction over child welfare 

matters, for the most part, these efforts have been limited to consultation and delegated 

authority within state/territorial/provincial frameworks” (7). While the policy agreements 

have not resulted in the substantive changes hoped for, they signify movement towards the 

recognition of Aboriginal jurisdiction. During this time, BC had also worked on an 

initiative to establish Regional Aboriginal Authorities between 2002 and 2009; however, 

since the initiative has been abandoned, it is not discussed here.   

3.2. Social Determinant of Health Approach 

A social determinant of health (SDH) approach “sees the mainsprings of health as 

being how a society organizes and distributes economic social resource” (Raphael 2007, 

77). To explore the SDH for Aboriginal children, it is essential to examine their Aboriginal 
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status, which “represents the interaction of culture, public policy and the mechanisms by 

which systematic exclusion from participation in Canadian life profoundly affects health” 

(Raphael 2007, 80). A SDH perspective takes a holistic look at issues facing Aboriginal 

children such as the socio-political history of Residential Schools, child welfare, justice, 

low income, poverty, housing, and education as contributing factors of health. 

Unfortunately, in the area of health when living conditions are considered, “it is usually to 

identify those Canadians whose living conditions are said to put them especially at risk for 

making “unhealthy lifestyle choices” rather than urging governmental authorities to 

improve their living circumstances…[instead] activities focus on targeting the victims of 

these adverse living conditions for behaviour change” (Raphael 2007, 77-78). These types 

of policy lenses focus on the individual rather than the larger social and economic issues.  

Applying a SDH perspective, one can observe how families are impacted by policy 

that focuses on the individual rather than addressing the socio-economic conditions of 

families. For example, MCFD (2015) lists the following as its purpose: 

to deliver inclusive, culturally respectful, responsive and accessible 

services that support the well-being of children, youth and families. 

The primary focus is to support vulnerable children and their families 

using a client-centred approach to service delivery that builds on their 

existing resources and capacities. Services are delivered in a 

respectful, compassionate, strengths-based and culturally-appropriate 

manner to achieve meaningful outcomes (4). 

In summary, services should then be accessible, client-centred, and build on existing 

resources and capacities. The ministry should be “a place parents could access the services 

and supports that they need to care for their children in their home” (Bennett and 

Sadrehashemi 2008, 29). However, Bennett and Sadrehashemi (2008) found that for some 

“mothers who voluntarily went to the Ministry for help found that they were stigmatized 

as bad parents and that any help they received came at a price” (29). This stigmatization 
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has prevented many families from accessing services due to the fear of having their children 

removed. One study examined national data on how Aboriginal children come into contact 

with child welfare services:   

the overrepresentation of First Nations children begins at the point of 

first contact with child welfare agencies…This overrepresentation is 

driven primarily by cases involving child neglect, which is linked to 

factors including poverty, poor housing, domestic violence, and 

substance abuse (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013, 1-2). 

Furthermore, in 2010/11 BC’s Aboriginal children were reported to be:  

4.5 times more likely to have a protection concern reported than a non-

Aboriginal child, 6.1 times more likely to be investigated, 8.2 times 

more likely to be found in need of protection, 7.4 times more likely to 

be admitted into care, and 13.4 times more likely to remain in care” 

(RCYBC 2013, 20).  

Parents who have been in care are more likely to have their own children taken into care. 

According to Bennett and Sadrehashemi (2008), the fears expressed, “raise questions about 

the effectiveness of having one government ministry control access to supportive services 

while also carrying out child protection investigations” (29). In this sense, service structure 

and practice conflict with providing truly accessible and supportive services.  

Within the SDH approach income plays a key role for Aboriginal people. It is a 

“determinant of the quality of early life, education, employment, working conditions, and 

food security. It shapes the quality of housing, need for a social safety net, the experience 

of social exclusion, and the experience of unemployment and employment insecurity across 

the life span” (Raphael 2007, 81). Additionally, Raphael (2007) states, “low-income 

children show higher incidences of just about any health- social- or economic-related 

problem, however defined (82). For Aboriginal children and youth, research demonstrates 

a myriad of interconnections between child welfare and education, justice, health, suicide, 
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accidental death, substance abuse and poverty (Bennett and Blackstock 2002; Blackstock 

and Trocmé 2005; RCYBC 2013).  

In recognition of the social, economic and political experiences of Aboriginal 

children and families “it seems unreasonable to cast responsibility for addressing the causal 

agents of the child risk onto families alone” (Blackstock and Trocmé 2005, 30).  By 

combining the SDH with Aboriginal child welfare research, emphasis is placed on the need 

for economic and social resources to be allocated towards addressing neglect, poverty, 

health, housing, employment and education. In addition, child welfare services must focus 

on providing preventative services that directly address the underlying concerns of 

intergenerational trauma, the breakdown of the family circle, and the loss of cultural 

identity. For many First Nations investing in and establishing community-based 

frameworks would not only lead to improved social determinants of health, but may also 

be a “means of decreasing the numbers of Aboriginal children in the child welfare system” 

(Blackstock and Trocmé 2005, 20). However, in spite of this finding, First Nations children 

both on and off-reserve continue to receive inadequate funding for prevention services 

(BCOAG 2008, Blackstock and Trocmé 2005, COAG 2008).  

Multiple reports from the RCYBC office illustrate how the organization of 

economic and social resources critically affects the health of youth in and leaving care. For 

example, the report, The Thin Front Line: MCFD staffing crunch leaves social workers 

over-burdened, B.C. children under-protected found child welfare services underfunded 

and understaffed and describes the challenges faced by social workers in meeting policy 

and practice standards, while also ensuring child safety. As a result, “children may be left 

in risky situations, or they and their families may not receive services to enhance safety 
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within the family unit and keep children with their parents” (RCYBC 2015, 12). Another 

report titled, On Their Own: Examining the Needs of B.C. Youth as They Leave Government 

Care, discusses the challenges youth face as they “age out” of care and the responsibility 

of the government and ministry to prepare youth with adequate life skills, resources and 

supports to successfully transition out of care. The report states that, “More than 8,000 

children are in the care of the B.C. government at any one time, with about 700 of them 

aging out in an average year. When youth in care reach their 19th birthdays, they are 

considered adults and no longer eligible for protection under the Child, Family and 

Community Service Act (CFCS Act)” (RCYBC 2014b, 3).  Meaning that previously 

provided services, resources and supports are abruptly terminated.  

For a successful transition into adulthood, seven pillars of support are identified 

these include relationships, identity, education, housing, emotional healing, life skills, and 

youth engagement. Tied with each of these is the provision of adequate financial assistance. 

Despite the importance of having positive, healthy and supportive relationships, “many 

youth transitioning from care feel they do not have meaningful relationships” (RCYBC 

2014b, 20). This was due to their experiences that led to them entering care, frequent 

moves, changes in schools, and distance or separation from family and/or community. 

While some youth are able to maintain relationships with family, or a foster parent, many 

youth experience limited emotional and resource supports in preparing for adulthood.  

Youth are also experiencing similar challenges in the education system. Youth in 

care “graduate at significantly lower rates and tend to take longer than their peers to 

complete high school. In addition, very few go on to post-secondary education” (RCYBC 

2014b, 22). Early childhood experiences (for example, abuse, or neglect), emotional 
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supports, learning resources and multiple changes in schools all have an impact on 

educational success. Youth aging out of care face additional stresses of losing financial and 

resource support from child welfare services for basic needs (rent, food, household items) 

and education costs (tuition and fees, books and supplies). The RCYBC (2014b) also found 

that, “those sufficiently resilient to graduate often don’t have access to the full range of 

financial support that would make post-secondary education a possibility” (23). Moreover, 

having access to affordable housing correlates with school completion, and the ability to 

find employment with living wages. Tragically, “a high proportion of youth leaving the 

child welfare system find themselves homeless or in unstable housing” (RCYBC 2014b, 

23), because of having limited family and resource supports into adulthood.  

Child development and successful transition into adulthood is also dependent on 

the ability to develop essential life skills, healthy identity formation, youth engagement in 

decision making and emotional healing. Life skills are learned through “observation and 

practice within relationships where youth feel able to ask questions and model desired 

behavior” (RCYBC 2014b, 24). These include cooking, budgeting, job searching, 

education planning, self-care, work and study habits, and developing interpersonal 

relationships. However, “Youth in care are less likely to have the consistent home 

environment and relationships with caring adults that support the development of life 

skills” (RCYBC 2014b, 24). Home environment and disconnection from family, 

community and culture can have a strong effect on identity development. In addition to the 

circumstances that led a child or youth into care, “the intersection of historical trauma, 

system-based stressors such as multiple placements and stigmatization, navigating the 

normal developmental tasks of adolescence and managing the challenges of premature 
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independence can create enormous stress” (RCYBC 2014b, 28).  Youth in care are also 

less likely to be involved in decision making processes that affect their lives, however, 

“they have been increasingly recognized as stakeholders in the child welfare system, with 

a right to be heard in decisions about their own lives” (RCYBC 2014b, 26). Ensuring 

positive and healthy connections to family, community, and services promotes the youth’s 

ability to explore their identity, and support their sense of belonging and agency.  

It is important to note that not all children and families have a negative experience 

with child welfare services. In addition, “Not every young person who has been in care 

struggles throughout his or her life” (RCYBC 2014b, 18). However, as demonstrated 

earlier, the current policy and program structures are not meeting their intended goals, nor 

are they meeting the needs of many children and families. The cost of not doing so are 

significant for children, families, community, and society. As noted by the RCYBC 

(2014b), “the costs of not helping young people in care successfully transition into 

adulthood are significantly higher than the cost of providing adequate support. The loss to 

society of the positive contributions these young people could make if they had the needed 

supports for a successful transition is equally important” (41). From a strength based and 

SDH approach, policy development needs to ensure preventative measures and adequate 

supports are available to assist families to stay together or to remain connected during and 

after care. As well, organizational funding, services, and training must be available to better 

support youth in care and after care, thereby, improving success in education, life skill 

development and transition into adulthood. In order to achieve this a “comprehensive 

across government approach in collaboration with Aboriginal communities, organizations 
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and professionals is required (GUIBC 2015, 89), one that includes education, health, 

justice, housing, and so on. Further to this, Dr. Reading states:  

These key messages call for a radical change in the social welfare 

system toward reconciliation, restoration of family and community 

healing, and addressing the social and family breakdown carried in the 

current epidemic of Aboriginal children in care in B.C., calling for 

shift toward community self-governance (GUIBC 2015, 18-19).  

Supporting the development of self-governance provides Indigenous communities the 

opportunity to incorporate cultural practices and values within service delivery. 

Accomplishing these goals will not only have a great impact on Indigenous communities, 

but also the general population. Linda Hughes provides a comprehensive illustration of the 

gravity in creating meaningful outcomes for children and families. She states:  

Children and youth are the future in the narrowest sense – they are the 

people who will reach adulthood in the next decade or two – but they 

are our future in the sense that they will be in professions and trades 

that will shape our economy; they will be the policy-makers who will 

guide our society; and they will be the parents who will raise the next 

generation. For their sake – and for ours – it’s in the best interest of 

the people of British Columbia to care for them and show concern for 

their well-being. Our ability to build a strong, caring, inclusive and 

economically viable province is dependent on how we treat, care for 

and protect our children and youth (GUIBC 2015, 14). 

The statement is inclusive of ALL children and youth, regardless of culture, religion, and 

gender. It is a call to care for and protect the rights of ALL children equally.  
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4. Methodology 

4.1. Indigenous and Secwépemc Methodology 

For Indigenous researchers, methodologies are chosen as a way of “acting 

strategically, of proceeding purposefully” (Smith 1999, 2), since the methods chosen can 

enhance or hinder the research process, and the interpretation of data. Therefore, when 

selecting research methods, they should be “related to the audience and relevant to the 

community, and data are also contextualised by way of traditional values, concepts and 

models” (Moeke-Pickering et al. 2006, 5). Considering this, this research project employs 

qualitative research methods, drawing from the work of two prominent academics from the 

research community, Dr. Janice Billy and Dr. Kathryn Michel, who apply Indigenous and 

Secwépemc pedagogy, ontology, and epistemologies in their research methods. Billy 

(2009) explains how Indigenous and Secwépemc methodologies are related, “Indigenous 

ontology, pedagogy, and epistemology are based on the Natural World. They are 

interconnected and cannot be separated from one another. Hence, since the Secwépemc are 

people of the land, they share similar ontological, pedagogical, and epistemological 

principles with other Indigenous peoples” (4). Adopting this approach, this research project 

recognizes Indigenous and Secwépemc methodologies as both separate and interconnected. 

A qualitative approach was chosen given that the goals fit well within an Indigenous 

and Secwépemc methodology. In particular, Billy (2009) found the following elements 

compatible with Secwépemc values, “the focus is on the participants’ perceptions and 

experiences and the ways they make sense of their lives” (13). The way in which one makes 

sense of their life and experiences stems from their epistemology, ways of knowing, their 

ontology, ways of being; and pedagogy, ways of doing. Citing earlier work, Billy (2009) 

explains Aboriginal epistemology, and in relation, Secwépemc epistemology as being 
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“comprised of one’s personal set of kinship, experiences, relationships, knowledge of 

community, practices, spirituality, and history” (28) and “is found in theories, philosophies, 

histories, ceremonies, and stories as ways of knowing” (Billy 2009, 28). Borrowing from 

Martin and Mirraboopa (2003), the current study centres on “Aboriginal ways of Knowing, 

Ways of Being and Ways of Doing” (211), to learn from participant perceptions, 

experiences and stories. In this way, the research can assist in formulating a framework for 

policy development based on Secwépemc epistemology, ontology and pedagogy – 

Secwépemc ways of knowing, being and doing.  

Drawing similarities to Indigenous pedagogy, Billy (2009) describes Secwépemc 

pedagogy as holistic, “that it reflects Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing which 

understands the connectedness of past, present, and future as parts of the whole universe” 

(7). She further cites, Indigenous pedagogy “as being interplay of physical, spiritual, 

political, geographical, environmental, intellectual, emotional, social, historical, sensory, 

instinctual, and intuitive elements of experience” (Billy 2009, 7). Recognizing this 

understanding, space is opened up for participants to discuss the research topic within 

multiple layers of understanding, allowing them to speak to past, present and future. 

Creating a more complete picture of the participants’ experience and the way they make 

sense of those experiences, rather than restricting or limiting participants to a specific time, 

event or behavior. Moreover, an Indigenous pedagogy allows the researcher to explore 

diverse secondary sources which may not be ‘traditional’ data for the area of research. 

Thereby, assisting the researcher to tap into a larger community resource network, as well 

as, expand data sources to an older generation’s knowledge and experiences. 
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Both Indigenous and Secwépemc methodologies are related to elements of 

community-participatory action research and critical theory. According to Martin (2008), 

telling the story of the participants, “as a way to begin a healing process is one of the most 

powerful methods that I know to help begin a dialogue over what many have been silent 

about. The telling of a story, from the perspective of those whose lives it impacted, is vital 

to getting to the heart of the story, to the truth” (55). A key feature of both Indigenous and 

Secwépemc methodologies is the process of research as a site for decolonization, 

empowerment, participation, and action, all of which are features of critical theory. 

Early research with Indigenous populations often resulted in conflicted 

relationships between the researcher and the Indigenous community due to a lack of 

permission, inclusion and understanding. This type of research is termed ‘terra nullius 

research’ by Martin and Mirraboopa (2003), where Indigenous peoples are “present only 

as objects of curiosity and subjects of research, to be seen but not asked, heard or respected” 

(203). More recent research paradigms seek to break down these relationships by exposing 

social inequalities, and offering voice and opportunities for participants to engage with the 

research process. For example, critical theory focuses “on institutional inequalities and 

exposes the dominant group’s role, both historic and in the present, in creating the problem” 

(Billy 2009, 55). Smith (1999) explains, “We have a history of people putting Maori under 

a microscope in the same way a scientist looks at an insect. The ones doing the looking are 

giving themselves the power to define” (1). Expanding on this approach, Indigenous and 

Secwépemc methodologies “must go further in order to be meaningful and useful. It must 

not just examine social realities, but work to change them” (Billy 2009, 55). Through 

research, Indigenous realities, policy, identity, and experiences have historically been 
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defined for Indigenous people, rather than by Indigenous peoples. In Indigenous research 

there is opportunity to not only give a voice to the participants, but also to give them 

opportunity to lead, direct and evaluate the research process, and to truly be a part of it.  

In a movement towards creating our own realities, research has been redefined by 

Indigenous researchers. Michel (2012) states, “The pathways being forged by Indigenous 

“Transformers” stemmed from a rising consciousness of the need to prepare in different 

ways to gain back the ancient wisdom essential to the survival of Indigenous people” (84). 

She further describes this transformation as an act of awakening and “to share the stories 

that were silenced in the past to help put an end to the “Colonial Story” being the only story 

being told” (Michel 2012, 85). Reiterating this point, Martin (2008) states:  

I have come to believe in this as a way to bring our stories into the 

future in a way that will not confuse our generations to come when 

they are searching for truths, for identity, for teachings. The stories 

told from our perspective will help to keep our culture alive, our 

language, our worldview” (58).  

Changing the story is critical for Indigenous identity, self-determination, culture and 

research, a process described by Martin and Mirraboopa (2003) as an “ongoing quest to re-

search and represent our worldviews as the basis from which we live, learn and survive” 

(205). Through this process, space is created for Indigenous experience, story and role 

within not only society, but also history, research and the way forward. 

Changing the story, reflects the need to change HOW the story is told and how it is 

perceived and accepted. This process of change is an acknowledgment that Indigenous 

worldviews and ways of knowing are legitimate and authoritative in their own rights. This 

includes recognition of Indigenous knowledge of sciences, astronomy, medicine, and so 

on. Furthermore, it is the recognition of oral tradition as a valid way of knowing, and that 

“Oral traditions are distinct ways of knowing and the means by which knowledge is 
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reproduced, preserved and conveyed from generation to generation. Oral traditions form 

the foundation of Aboriginal societies, connecting speaker and listener in communal 

experience and uniting past and present in memory” (Hulan and Eigenbrod 2008, 7). 

Michel (2012), identifies a significant role that storytelling plays in this function, 

storytelling acts as a “window into Secwepemc history [and] allows us an opportunity to 

see a more complete picture of the past, beyond what has been available in written 

documentation” (Michel 2012, 47-48). This is because Secwépemc stories place 

Secwépemc peoples back within history to time immemorial.  Research is an opportunity 

to rewrite history, create our own realities, and ensure a cultural way of knowing, being 

and doing that respects the Indigenous philosophy of conducting oneself with a respect for 

generations past and in preparation for generations to come.  

Research then takes on an emancipatory role in that research “is equally about our 

continued assertion to take control of our lives and protect ourselves, our lands, our past, 

our present, and particularly our future” (Martin and Mirraboopa 2003, 214). Indigenist 

research must allow Indigenous control over the research agenda, from development to 

methods and reporting to dissemination. From this, we can see that Indigenous ontology is 

an essential element of research by, with, and within Indigenous communities. Ontology 

provides a means for interpreting data as “interrelated” and “strengthening”, concepts 

discussed below. The use of Indigenous and Secwépemc methodologies for research:  

should enable us to preserve, maintain, and restore Indigenous 

traditions, language, and cultural practices which will be manifested 

in the revitalization of physical, mental, intellectual, emotional, 

psychological, and spiritual health to the people; and ultimately enable 

us to create education, economic, social, and governing systems based 

on Indigenous values; and to develop sovereignty and Nationhood 

(Billy 2009, 64).  
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Central to this idea is that research in Indigenous communities must result in the 

maintenance of cultural knowledge in a way that is productive to policy and practice.  

4.1.1. Secwépemc Stsptekwle and Narrative 

This study employs the Secwépemc Stsptekwle, storytelling/oral tradition (Michel 

2012, xii), using participant stories, traditional knowledge, and narratives. According to 

Michel (2012), “Secwépemc stsptekwle provides a time-honoured vehicle through which 

generations before me have shaped their understanding of person and place” (27). Through 

this approach participant voices are recognized and brought forward. In compatibility with 

the Indigenous/Secwépemc methodology of storytelling, narrative allows the researcher to, 

“let the voices of our informants speak and carry the story” (cited in Billy 2009, 14). In 

doing this, “Respect is bestowed upon the participants when the researcher employs the 

role of ‘an active listener who can tell the story from the participants’ view rather than as 

an ‘expert’ who passes judgement on the participants’” (cited in Billy 2009, 14). This 

principle is also reiterated by Michel (2012), “In narrative research, we have the 

opportunity to “borrow” the eyes of our participants through interpreting their stories, yet, 

what we see will always be filtered by our own experiences” (129). Michel’s statement  

holds within it a caution of bias, and acknowledgement of self-location within the research 

process. While it is the goal of research to bring forward the participants’ view/voice, how 

we as researchers interpret data is influenced by our own understanding and experiences. 

Relating back to Indigenous and Secwépemc methodology, the significance of 

Stsptekwle for the Secwépemc is described by Michel (2012):  

Well-developed oral traditions helped to create an interconnected 

‘mind map’ so that members of society could incorporate 

geographical features of land within their interrelationships between 

the plant and animal world…The power of the oral tradition comes 

through the dynamic relationships of stories that reflect a people’s 
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history, knowledges, and values to younger generations, thereby 

ensuring the continuity of culture (8).  

Within research Stsptekwle outlines the role of the researcher and the researcher’s 

relationship to the knowledge, participants, and process. From the perspective of an 

Indigenous approach “to knowledge is the concept that we are all students” (Sinclair 2003, 

128). Similarly, for the Secwépemc, Michel (2012) states, “I am both audience and 

participant in the Secwepemc world of story” (127). Storytelling contains principles of 

respect, responsibility, reciprocity, and interrelatedness. Thus, storytelling provides the 

guidelines and protocols for research. 

An essential element within Secwépemc Stsptekwle is respect for language, in this 

case Secwépemctsin. Billy (2009), points out that “language was, and remains, the critical 

vehicle for the acquisition, maintenance and transmission of Secwepemc knowledge” (5). 

Empowering participants in the project to use their cultural language allows their true 

voice, an ability to express themselves with meanings that connect to their genealogy, land, 

beliefs, values and practices. Whether statements made in Secwépemctsin can and will be 

translated for the research project will be determined by the participants themselves. While 

the Secwépemc believe that all knowledge is “collective and shared” (Billy 2009, 61), there 

are still protocols that need to be followed in sharing this knowledge. For example, the 

Secwépemc follow a copyright system where knowledge can only be passed on or shared 

by those with ownership, rights, or permission to do so and the source must always be 

acknowledged (Billy 2009). Coincidentally, one of the communities in the study has 

obtained a formal copyright to cultural knowledge and information, in an effort to protect 

cultural knowledge from being misused and “stolen.”  
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Applying Secwépemc Stsptekwle and pedagogy to the process of developing policy 

recommendations, it follows that I enter the research project with a good heart and good 

mind, and in respect of the voice of the community. I acknowledge the responsibility that 

I have in protecting the integrity of the participants, protecting community title, rights, and 

intellectual property, and preservation, dissemination, and use of traditional knowledge and 

cultural heritage. This required me to learn how to “navigate through a world dominated 

by Western-based knowledge while maintaining a relationship to Secwepemc knowledge 

and language” (Michel 2012, 22), culture, protocol and practice. Conducting the research 

with a good heart and mind provides that any recommendations established through the 

research will be drawn from the data, participants, and community itself. The Community 

Advisory Committee (CAC) guiding the work of this thesis, provided guidelines for the 

research process, including maintaining respect for self and for the Secwépemc. In addition, 

I also agree to respect Secwépemc law, elders, and families, past and future generations. 

4.1.2. K̓wseltktnéws and Knucwestsút.s 

Two key values highlighted by Michel (2012) within Secwépemc epistemology are 

K̓wseltktnéws (Family, Interrelationship) and Knucwestsut.s (Take care of self, Strengthen 

self). These key values are used to guide the research process and the data analysis. 

Through K̓wseltktnéws, all people, animals (including birds, fish, insects), and the 

environment (mountains, waters, plants) are interrelated. Understanding the concept of 

interrelatedness serves as a vehicle for reviewing participant stories, experiences and 

secondary data. Take for example, tying together research on social determinants of health 

with Aboriginal child welfare. While not directly related, both streams of research held 

similar findings and recommendations brought together through an understanding of 

interrelatedness. For instance, it may not appear relevant to include a story regarding 
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seasonal rounds, hunting protocols, tracking, place names, and preparing of the animal; 

however, applying the value of K̓wseltktnéws in the analysis, the story provides valuable 

insight into communal roles and responsibilities, teaching children about the environment, 

respect for life, geographical history/belonging, and taking care of oneself. K̓wseltktnéws 

teaches about having an open mind, and awareness that all actions are connected. 

The second value, Knucwestsut.s, refers to the act of taking care of self, or 

strengthening self. This value is vital to Secwépemc research, in that it provides a guide for 

the researcher.  Michel (2012) states, “implicit in this value is that you must always come 

prepared for work, share your strengths, and never be a burden to anyone else” (xiv). The 

value demands preparation on the part of the researcher to be present in the community, to 

build relationships, and understand their role as researcher. Michel (2012) further illustrates 

this concept, “The value of knucwestsút.s was a key feature in etsxe, the vision quest that 

marked transition into adulthood...that these teachings were reinforced within Secwepemc 

pedagogy through the development of such skills as observation, mindfulness, 

perseverance, and sharing” (50). These skills also prove essential for a researcher to 

understand their roles and responsibilities within the Secwépemc community. Here I will 

interpret these skills through my own perspective of Secwépemc culture in relation to the 

current study. Observation, points to the fact that knowledge can stem from different 

sources of knowledge and that to observe is to keep an open mind, and to take on the role 

of student rather than expert. Mindfulness relates to the observance of cultural and 

community protocol and taking the time to ask when something is not known or 

understood, even the act of asking must be done according to protocol.  
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Perseverance governs the process of learning and decision making. In many 

learning journeys the student is challenged with concepts that are difficult to understand or 

interpret, and as such must develop strength to work through the challenge and understand 

that the answer may come in different forms. In decision making, perseverance, relates to 

the basic guidelines that support community cohesion and consensus. For example, 

providing space to ensure everyone has the opportunity to be heard, no matter how long 

the process, and coming together in difficult situations as one voice, with an understanding 

that issues are greater than the individuals in the room, and impact the community as a 

whole. Sharing is the reciprocal relationship between the researcher and participant, the 

researcher and community, the researcher and the research. The CAC reminds me that 

sharing is giving, not necessarily in material items, but can also be of time or knowledge.  

Knucwestsut.s is viewed as “an important part of traditional childrearing as care 

was taken to educate the child on their responsibilities to the community and to the land 

that provided for them” (Michel 2012, 49). Additionally, Knucwestsut.s acknowledges that 

all members have a role in the upbringing of children and wellbeing of families. Mary 

Thomas, a highly respected Secwépemc Elder “expanded [on] the theme of 

interrelationship through emphasizing the role of individual strengthening in maintaining 

healthy families” (Michel 2012, 48). Perhaps the most basic aspect of Knucwestsut.s is the 

concept of taking care of self, and by doing so, you also strengthen the community, 

especially for cultures such as the Secwépemc where each person has a role within the 

sustenance and continuation of the community.   

4.2. The Research Process 

Both values, K̓wseltktnéws and Knucwestsut.s, provide for the participatory role of 

the community within research. Following these values, the current research project is 
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guided through the direction of the CAC. It is the role of this committee to determine the 

research goals, guide the process (i.e. recommend research participants, focus groups, and 

interview questions), and advise on community protocol, reporting and evaluation. The 

committee is comprised of diverse members with various roles, including parent, 

grandparent, cultural knowledge keeper, dignitary, residential school survivor, past youth 

in care, and adoptee. The committee and the researcher developed a Community 

Agreement on how to conduct themselves, participate in the research, and be held to 

account (Appendix B). In addition, the CAC agrees that the membership of the committee 

and the established agreement would be organic and evolving throughout the research 

process. Borrowing from Kaupapa Maori research, the CAC acts as the whanau and 

provides an organizational structure for research and incorporates:  

ethical procedures which report back to the community, a way of 

‘giving voice’ to the different sections of Maori communities, and a 

way of debating ideas and issues which have impact on the research 

project. It also has a very pragmatic function, in that the whanau is a 

way of distributing tasks, of incorporating people with particular 

expertise, and of keeping Maori values central to the project (Smith 

1999, 187).  

Through the CAC the community obtains control over the research process, design, 

knowledge and reporting.  

In addition to the University Research Ethics Review process and in respect of 

community protocol and local government authorities, a letter requesting permission to 

conduct research was submitted to the Adams Lake Indian Band, Little Shuswap Lake 

Indian Band and the Neskonlith Indian Band. This was then followed up with a presentation 

to each of the band Chief and Councils. The Adams Lake Indian Band required approval 

for the research prior to conducting any research in the community and with band members. 

Approval was obtained through a Band Council Resolution and a research protocol 
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agreement was signed - C’stelnec te Secwépemc: Adams Lake Indian Band Research and 

Information Sharing Protocol. Through submission I understand and acknowledge the 

rights of Indigenous Peoples, and agree to abide by its terms, principles, and processes 

outlined within. A copy of the protocol can be found in Appendix C. Two of the 

communities identified representatives to participate in the CAC to provide 

feedback/direction on the research process, as well as report back to their respective council 

on the research project. 

Following this presentation and approval process, I met with individuals and groups 

identified through purposeful sampling (invitations) by the researcher and the CAC as 

essential participants to the research project. Participants were purposefully selected 

because of their experience in traditional Secwépemc child care practices and processes 

(i.e. extended family care, or community adoptions- formal or informal), their traditional 

cultural knowledge (i.e. from experience, recognized as knowledge keepers or cultural 

researchers), their position within the community (i.e. Elder, Parent, or Community 

Leader), or having experienced caring for children and families outside of modern child 

welfare systems (raised by grandparents or raised on the land prior to residential school), 

and were either from or resided in the community. To collect information from across 

generations, participant selection is not limited to having a specific experience, or to be of 

a specific generation/age group. Therefore, some participants may have attended a 

residential, day school or public school, some remember a time prior to Residential 

Schools, others witnessed the move to reserves in their current locations, some witnessed 

the impacts of western war, disease, alcohol and poverty on family, community, culture 

and language. Others come from a younger generation, a generation of resurgence.  
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Both interview and focus group methods were used as research tools for the study 

to compare and contrast different experiences and perspectives of Secwépemc ways of 

caring for children and families. Where participants are familiar to the researcher, the CAC 

reminded me that even though I may come from the community and know the participant, 

I may not actually know or understand a person and their experiences; therefore, it is a part 

of the research process that I as a community member, and researcher, have a responsibility 

to take the time to interview identified participants and allow them to tell their story. In this 

way, an indigenous epistemology is recognized and reflects the understanding that:  

storytelling has a holistic nature as how the story is told is up to the 

storytellers—they will tell the story the way they want. Storytellers 

may opt to share their culture and tradition (spiritual), how events 

made them feel (emotional), what things look like, or how they 

physically felt (physical), or how this affected their ways of knowing 

and being (mental) (Qwul’sih’yah’maht and Thomas 2005, 245).  

Once all interviews were complete each participant was provided with an electronic audio 

recording on CD providing the participant with an opportunity to give feedback, add to it, 

or identify information that should not be considered within the research. Electronic audio 

recordings were chosen as the most effective method for obtaining this feedback, in 

addition, to providing a medium participants could easily share or use for future reference, 

with consideration of vision, literacy, and access to technology. Following Secwépemc 

protocol in asking for guidance or knowledge, tobacco ties were given to each of the 

interviewees in honor of the knowledge they would be sharing within the research project. 

No monetary honorarium was provided for participation.  

The central research questions were used as a guide to develop the questions for 

each of the interviews and focus groups. The questions were tested at the first focus group 

and were redeveloped to more effectively fit within the community and cultural 
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understanding of the research goal. They were then broken down into six questions relating 

to life stages, ways of caring for children and families, decision making, roles, 

responsibilities and discipline. These were used for the remainder of the interviews and 

focus groups, a copy of which can be found in Appendix D. During both interviews and 

focus groups additional questions were asked where more information was required from 

a participant. Having a small number of questions provided participants the time to respond 

openly and create dialogue or tell their story. Participants responded to questions either 

directly or indirectly with a few words, life experiences or stories to illustrate their 

understanding. A significant number of the responses related to self as a child, parent or 

grandparent, or to cultural knowledge and teachings. All interviews and focus groups were 

guided by the principles outlined in the CAC’s community agreement. The focus groups 

were also guided by the principles outlined by Graveline (2000), which relates focus groups 

within an Indigenous talking circle format. A talking circle holds an egalitarian structure, 

where each person is provided with the opportunity to speak and to have their voice heard 

and respected as their truth and story. Not only did these focus groups assist in the research 

process and data collection, they assisted the researcher in building relationships within the 

community and thereby establishing mutual trust and respect.  

The secondary sources included Aboriginal child welfare research and policy 

history, government publications and reports, community archive documents, academic 

theses and dissertations, traditional use studies of land and place names, anthropological 

studies, SCES resources, and lectures on fisheries, forestry, and plants, and finally 

indigenous political work. Concepts of Secwépemc methodologies guided the data 

collection process with both participants and the secondary data. For example, it is 
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understood that Secwépemc stsptekwle is fluid, relational, non-linear, emerges from 

language, can come from different sources of knowledge, and can be located within the 

land (Billy 2009).  Secondary data is included to supplement the knowledge shared through 

participant interviews and focus groups, rather than as a more trustworthy knowledge 

source. Therefore, this study recognizes the validity of the life experiences and 

intergenerational knowledge shared by the research participants.   

4.2.1. Data Analysis 

Throughout the data collection, analysis and writing process the CAC and key 

participants had the opportunity to review and provide feedback. This reflects that the 

research process is about “long-term investment” (Sinclair 2003) in building relationships 

with the community and that final reporting is not an end to this relationship (Smith 1999). 

A key point where the CAC, interview and focus group participants, and community 

members were provided a formal space to review and provide feedback occurred after the 

initial open coding process and early data analysis, through an ‘Open House’ format. Data 

was gathered under the initial themes and categories and visually presented on large flip 

charts and posted around the room. Participants had the opportunity to review, add to, edit 

or correct the data prior to further analysis. To encourage the greatest amount of attendance, 

the Open House was held in coordination with an existing community event and each 

person who attended was provided with a ticket for door prizes regardless of comments, 

edits, or feedback provided.   

Data from the interviews and focus groups were combined to draw out communal 

themes and patterns of connection, rather than focusing on an exploration of individual 

histories and experiences. The Secwépemc values of K̓wseltktnéws and Knucwestsut.s 

provided a foundation for the data analysis process and for understanding the data. These 
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values are also highlighted in the Chief Atahm School Vision (nd), along with, Mellélc 

(Take time for yourself), Slexléxs (Develop wisdom) and Qweqwetsin (Honour the 

spiritual), which were employed in the final analysis to further organize and structure the 

data. Acknowledging that “aboriginal oral narratives are layered and complex” (Hulan and 

Eigenbrod 2008, 10), and in line with Secwépemc methodologies the data analysis process 

allowed for information to stem from the stories themselves. Transcripts were read, and 

then reviewed with and without the audio, as well as with the interviewer/researcher written 

notes, for accuracy. They were then manually open coded and then color coded with 

descriptive labels. The codes and connections between them were developed to establish 

initial themes or patterns in ideas, concepts, behaviours, interactions, terms, phrases and 

events. These were then reviewed and reapplied to the transcripts. Emerging themes 

directly related to caring for children and families included: pregnancy, parenting, 

guardianship, discipline, and child development. Analysis also revealed themes related to 

identity, marriage, traditional knowledge and story, social determinants of health, family 

and community roles and responsibilities, culture, language, land and place names, and a 

history of policy and events that impact family, community, culture and language. These 

were then grouped under the values of K̓wseltktnéws, Knucwestsut.s, and Slexléxs as a 

means to identify patterns and connections within the data.  

To further draw out major categories, electronic coding processes were applied. For 

example, through a word frequency process, words most commonly used by participants 

identified new categories, subcategories or patterns amongst categories. The process 

assisted in visualizing codes and themes. After an initial review, words were removed from 

the word frequency list that signified speech patterns (i.e. you know, right, well), as well 
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as duplicate words (i.e. grandma, granny, grandmother) and only one version was included. 

In addition, the NVIVO stop words were reviewed and words that were significant for the 

current research study were removed from the stop list. Some of the words that stood out 

in the final word frequency were people, family, one, children/kids, look, helps, learning, 

remember, caring, giving, and teachings. Through the NVIVO program, the full transcripts 

were then coded using the themes and categories as nodes, and creating nodes with the auto 

coding feature. The grand themes and related subcategories were then organized and 

reorganized to best illustrate the participants’ narratives, story and experience that would 

identify the concepts of family, law, story, protocols, and practices for caring for children 

and families. The final list of themes, subthemes and categories is located in Appendix E.  

The central research questions of this project were used as open ended and semi-

structured guiding questions for both the focus groups and interviews. To initiate dialogue, 

the researcher reviewed the Community Agreement and information from the focus groups 

as a stepping-stone for feedback and story. The questions were reviewed periodically as 

prompts, and participants were provided opportunity to respond to those they wanted. 

Participants were given the space/time to take as long as they needed to answer the 

questions, and/or provide what they felt were necessary teachings. 

4.3. Participants 

4.3.1. Focus Group Participants  

Four focus groups were conducted between February 2013 and June 2013, one in 

each of the three bands’ main subdivisions (Little Shuswap Lake Indian Band; Adams Lake 

Indian Band; and Neskonlith Indian Band), and one in the area of Salmon Arm, where each 

of the three bands have subdivisions located in close proximity to each other (Pierre’s Point 

Log Building, Adams Lake Indian Band). Focus group participants ranged in age from late 
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teens to eighties. Youth were not required to participate and were not directly asked 

questions, but provided the space to be present. The first focus group held at the Little 

Shuswap Lake Indian Band Hall had 16 participants, all were either from or had family ties 

to each of the three bands. The second focus group held at the Adams Lake Indian Band 

Wellness Centre had 11 participants, mainly from Adams Lake. The third focus group held 

at the Neskonlith Indian Band Wellness Centre had eight participants mainly from the 

Neskonlith and Adams Lake. The final focus group held at the Pierre’s Point Log Building 

had eight participants from each of the three bands. In total, 32 participants attended the 

focus groups. As some participants attended multiple focus groups, the total attendance at 

each session does not equal the total participants. Information/data in the Little Shuswap 

Lake Indian Band and Adams Lake Indian Band focus groups were recorded as a group 

collective by the participants, thus they are referenced as Focus Group A and Focus Group 

B respectively, rather than as a contribution of a single participant in the session. 

4.3.2. Interview Participants 

 This study included fifteen interviews that took place between April 2013 and 

September 2013, with six from the community of Adams Lake Indian Band, five from 

Neskonlith Indian Band, and four from Little Shuswap Lake Indian Band. The interview 

participants ranged in age from forties to eighties. Four participants had attended one or 

more focus groups, this was permitted in direction from the CAC to learn in greater depth 

the participants experience and story.  

4.3.3. Demographic Characteristics 

Overall, forty-five participants took part in the study either through focus group 

and/or interview. Participants were either from or have family ties to each of the 

communities, with twenty-four from Adams Lake Indian Band, eight from Little Shuswap 
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Lake Indian Band, and twelve from Neskonlith Indian Band. One participant chose to be 

recognized as having ties to the original community of the Lakes Division, rather than from 

a single band. All but one participant lives in or nearby the participating band lands. To 

preserve the identity of the remaining participant, the location/area will not be provided 

here.  Twenty-nine of the participants are female and fifteen are male. Appendix F provides 

a full list of interviews and focus groups.  

4.4. Potential Difficulties 

Any research project that seeks to explore the experience of Aboriginal child 

welfare will have limitations and challenges. Perhaps the most apparent is that it is difficult 

to conduct and obtain approval from the academic institution and organizations to conduct 

research that directly involves children. This study does not directly address the experience 

of children presently accessing welfare services. As a result, data collection focused on 

participants that are the age of majority and older.  

The data set may be limited when there is a reliance on a small number of 

community members and Elder participants. To overcome this, the study utilized the 

communities’ research and resources. Furthermore, when working with a small group, the 

participants may come from a specific generation or set of experiences. In this case, many 

may not have experienced what is ‘felt’ to be a ‘cultural or traditional’ upbringing, as their 

childhoods were significantly impacted by attending residential schools, or having their 

caregivers attend. Additionally, participant experiences and knowledge may be impacted 

by other policies that played a role in changing the way children and families were cared 

for, such as the establishment of reserves, war, disease, or alcohol. To address this, the 

focus group format allowed for a similar participant experience as occurred in Augustine’s 

(2008) work, “when each Elder arrived they brought with them a piece of the knowledge 
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puzzle. They had to reach back to the teachings of their parents, grandparents, and even 

great-grandparents. These teachings were shared in the circle and these constituted a 

reconnaissance of collective memory and knowledge” (2). With each shared story another 

may be prompted from memory. 

Reliance on written documentation is limited within an oral culture, where 

knowledge is passed down through generations by word of mouth. Recognizing this, I 

acknowledge that my CAC members and research participants emphasized throughout this 

research process, that the knowledge I was seeking would have been passed onto me 

through oral story, history and tradition. It would be my role to understand this through my 

experience and demonstrate this understanding through the way I live and incorporate the 

teachings into my own life, and share those teachings with others. Traditionally, I would 

be expected to not write notes, transcribe meetings, or translate on paper what I was 

learning through the research process. Part of this is to recognize the inherent authority and 

validity of oral traditions rather than confine them to “the perception that Aboriginal oral 

traditions represent an earlier period in Aboriginal societies--as if the oral were merely a 

stage in historical development on the way to the written” (Hulan and Eigenbrod 2008, 7). 

Therefore, I also acknowledge that, “the process of writing down oral stories adds layers 

of meaning through recording, transcribing, translating and editing for the page… 

Interpreting oral stories on the page means uncovering each of these layers” (Hulan and 

Eigenbrod 2008, 7-8). I understand that this research process is a reflection of my own 

learning journey and understanding of the topic, and that recording and transcribing has an 

impact on the design, purpose and interpretation of history and experience shared with me.  
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A critical challenge is that the topic may illicit emotional responses, or trigger 

emotional distress in some participants. These responses reflect the intergenerational 

experiences of trauma, abuse and poverty that have resulted from the marred history of 

imposed child welfare policies on Aboriginal communities. As a preventative measure, 

discussions were framed within Secwépemc law, story, practices and cultural values related 

to the care of children and families. Direct questions were not asked of incidences of 

trauma, stress or harm (emotional/physical) nor are they intended. Participants were 

allowed to progress through the interview at their own pace, when ready, and sessions were 

ended upon the participants’ indication of their wish to end the interview. Participants were 

made aware of resources (counselling, advocates, and supports) after each session in case 

there was a need for follow up. These resources included other trusted members of the 

community such as an elder, and counselling or support services. Working with the CAC 

to identify potential participants, the researcher recruited participants that were open and 

comfortable with the topic, in addition to having a secure support network and resources. 

Where there was potential for harm, discomfort, or distress for a participant at a focus 

group, the researcher worked with the CAC to have a local counsellor, or trained support 

person available. Focus groups were small to create an environment of trust and support. It 

was also helpful to have a dignitary present as a support to mediate large group relations, 

and answer community specific policy or advocacy questions. 

Another key limitation relates to language, tradition and worldviews. In one aspect 

of this, Billy (2009) identifies the dangers of translating Secwépemctsin to English. As 

explained by Simpson (2011), “Indigenous languages carry rich meanings, theory and 

philosophies within their structures. Our languages house our teachings and bring the 
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practice of those teachings to life in our daily existence” (49). Through the process of 

translation cultural meanings may be lost, or once translated may be inconsistent with the 

original intention of the speaker. In an effort to address this, where translation is required 

and given permission, the researcher obtained and verified the translation with the speaker, 

or with another language speaker/teacher. In the event of sacred knowledge, the protocols 

for requesting permission to use and pass on the information are exercised. The researcher 

agrees to not use information without permission, even in the event that the knowledge has 

been previously documented or published in writing, audio or video.  

Within Indigenous methodologies, there is no set structure or rules for how 

worldview is applied and translated; with each project the cultural protocols will vary. To 

address this, the researcher worked with the CAC, and personal network for guidance.  

Adding to this is the opportunity for disagreement amongst participants, community 

members, and the researcher. With the intent of being proactive, a Community Agreement 

was developed by the CAC. Within this agreement, each person has the right to have their 

voice heard and in the event of total disagreement on a specific item, the parties agree to 

find common ground and mediate a consensus based decision-making process. 

An interesting limitation focuses on time, for the researcher, participants and 

community. For the researcher, an ideal research project on a broad yet critical topic for 

the community would span over a longer period of time then allotted within the academic 

program. It is the commitment of the researcher to document and report the voice of the 

community in the most effective fashion allotted within the time period. The researcher 

along with the CAC, through the Community Agreement, committed to seeking ways for 

continuing the research and implementing the research goals beyond the scope of the study. 
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Ensuring community sustainability was identified as a key concern for Advisory members. 

The timing and/or the length of session have their own limitations. To address this, the 

researcher agreed to respect the participants’ time and not be a burden. This follows 

protocols for taking care of the business at hand, supporting full participation, and 

providing space for voice, while also respecting participants’ personal commitments if they 

must arrive late or leave early during meetings.  

4.5. Ethical Considerations 

In line with qualitative research approaches and Indigenous methodologies, 

researchers need to ensure that participants are protected, respected, and benefit from the 

research. Not only must researchers ensure research integrity, they must also protect 

participants from misconduct, misrepresentation, and appropriation. The researcher must 

also protect the integrity and safety of the research participant, especially since sensitive 

information may be shared within the study and through the research report. 

The following safeguards were used to protect participant rights: 1) Participants 

were advised verbally and in writing of the voluntary nature of their participation and that 

they could withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. They were advised that at 

any time during the process they could decline to answer any question. 2) The purpose of 

the study and the research objectives were clearly delineated and articulated to the 

participants. 3) Verbal and written consent was obtained from each participant. A sample 

of the consent form can be found in Appendix G. 4) Participants were informed of their 

right to confidentiality and were provided the option of selecting a pseudonym that could 

be used in signing the consent form and within the written report. 5) Participants were 

informed of all data collection methods and activities. 6) Provisions were made for 

monitoring and securing the data (electronically and physically, paper and audio) to ensure 
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the safety and privacy of the participants. 7) Each interview participant was provided an 

audio recording of the interview. Written transcriptions of the data were made available to 

the participants, upon request. The participant’s rights, interests, and wishes were 

considered first when choices were made regarding the reporting of the data, and the final 

decision regarding participant privacy rests with the participant. 8) The risk to the 

participants is considered minimal. The Behavioural Research Ethics Review approval 

notice can be found at Appendix H.  

Other ethical considerations include the application of cultural and community 

protocols for research, sharing sacred knowledge, and ensuring benefit and reporting to the 

community. To address these, the researcher will continue to work with the community to 

establish a dissemination process that encourages community engagement, participation, 

feedback, and most importantly the opportunity to benefit from the research findings. In 

the spirit of the Secwépemc value of giving back, the researcher will be hosting a 

community event to present the research report, and to work with the community in finding 

ways the information can be best utilized or implemented. Included within the event will 

be a ‘give away’ ceremony to recognize the research participants, CAC members, and the 

community for their participation, guidance and support. To do this, the researcher has 

gathered items that can be given away to the attendees. Some of these have included but 

are not limited to cultural rattles, birch bark baskets, small blankets, and books. 
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5. Secwépemc Stsptekwle (narratives and teachings) 

In this chapter I provide a summary of the community cultural concepts of family 

law, story, and protocols that form a Secwépemc model of caring for children and families. 

The first section summarizes data gathered from secondary sources including community 

archive documents, academic theses and dissertations, traditional use studies of land and 

place names, anthropological studies, SCES resources, environmental sustainability studies 

and lectures on fisheries, forestry, and plants that relate to teachings on caring for children 

and families. The following section summarizes participant responses using examples of 

experience and knowledge of Secwépemc practices to answer main question of how 

were/are Secwépemc children and families cared for? The teachings are related to the 

present in order to form a framework that is applicable today, and to demonstrate that the 

practices described in the past tense exist and continue in the present.  

5.1. Le7qeses – Many Years Ago… 

Elder Mary Thomas (nd) states, ““Culture is the wisdom and knowledge of a people 

passed down from one generation to another.” That is how we learn. We didn’t have to 

come into a classroom to learn. Our culture was taught right at home by our Elders” (22). 

Despite many challenges and attempts to abolish Secwépemc culture, language, and ways 

of being, knowing and doing, there is a significant amount of knowledge that has been 

passed down through the generations by way of practice, written word, audio, and video.  

 For this research project, it is necessary to start from a place of storytelling. While 

a great source of entertainment, storytelling is a teaching tool for passing on the history of 

a people, land, and family, through generations. Incorporated within story is the people’s 

knowledge and experiences of land, science, arts, skills and more. A prominent character 

in Secwépemc stories is Coyote, the mythical transformer, “each Coyote story explained 
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some aspect of nature, or how some portion of the world had come to be in its present form. 

Each adventure has a moral, instructing the Shuswap people how to live in harmony with 

nature and with one another” (Coffey et al. 1990, 39). Story instructs on the roles, 

responsibilities, morals, values, and goals for personal growth and learning lessons. It is 

also noted, “These stories were not, in themselves, didactic; instead, at the end the 

storyteller would point out “Tat a mas,” which means literally “See that man” to show the 

child that by following the good or bad actions of the people in the story, they would reap 

the same good or bad consequences” (McFarlane 1993, 26). Stories are often repeated, as 

with each telling a different lesson may be learned. Listeners are expected to learn from 

the journeys of those in the story, to learn from their actions, choices and consequences, to 

learn the way something is to be done, and/or came to be. Elder Mona Jules (nd) explains, 

“as each listener unravels and sifts through stories they learn from situations and 

consequences within those stories” (1). Not all stories have clear messages for the listener 

to learn about and understand, but rather are meant for deeper thought and understanding 

within the listener’s experience and learning journey. Mona (nd) further explains this, “all 

of our Secwepemc stories have intrinsic qualities, which when heard, must be teased apart 

for the information that it is being relayed. You must use your imagination when listening 

to stories in order to learn about cultural values, traditions or language. The information 

was not given to you, you had to put your thinking cap on” (2). It is through traditional 

storytelling, Secwépemc experiences and personal narratives that we learn about 

Secwépemc ways of caring for children and families.   

Since the role of storytelling is not limited to only one person in a family or 

community, all members could take on the role of storyteller. The SCES (1993) explains, 
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“because there were many storytellers, there were also many versions of the same story. A 

storyteller might change a story to suit the time of year or the people listening. A story 

might grow long at one telling and short at another” (4). The adaptability of storytelling is 

a reflection of the storyteller, the listener/audience, and the purpose for the story. Each 

story contains the knowledge that will help children through their formal training 

processes, or étsxe, “the age when they began to gain knowledge of many important skills 

needed in order to live a comfortable life” (Jules nd, 1). Thus, storytelling plays a key role 

in child development and training processes.  

Knucwestsút.s – help yourself 

The Story of the Sockeye Salmon 

 Mary Thomas tells the Story of Sockeye Salmon, a story told to her as a young child, 

and a story she continued to tell younger generations. The story teaches children about the 

natural physical changes of adolescents, “that it’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s like the 

salmon” (Thomas nd, 8). The story also introduces the importance of family units, and 

raising healthy children by teaching about the value of respecting oneself, and 

knucwestsút.s, taking care of self. Thomas (nd) explains:  

When the salmon eggs hatch, little fish band together, and they go 

along the rivers, they’re on their way to the ocean. And as they’re 

traveling, you can see even their little backbones and the little ribs 

when they are just out of the egg. And they band together always, male 

and female, to protect one another. As they go along, they begin to 

change; they’re growing. And one becomes the male, the other the 

female. And our grandmother would tell us in the legend, “This is 

what happens to you. When you’re just a tiny baby, you depend a lot 

on your mother, your big sisters, your aunts, your father, your uncles, 

grandparents. They protect you. But there comes a time, when you 

learn to stand on your own feet. That’s because you’re growing up, 

and you become more independent. And the fish is going down the 

rivers and their bodies are changing, the transparent look is gone, and 
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they begin to form into a beautiful looking fish. And so that’s how you 

look when you become a teenager (8-9). 

The story of sockeye salmon demonstrates the natural changes and challenges of growing 

up; it describes the strength of families in supporting healthy child development and 

teaching children how to become contributing members within the family/community.  

Within the story is also a discussion on healthy relationships between parents, and 

the role of husband and wife. Mary (nd) continues the story:  

…as the fish is going down to the ocean…they’re always in pairs, but 

in a big school of fish. After four years when they start to come out, 

the same pair come up the river and go back to the spawning bed. As 

they are coming along, the female is full of eggs, and she tires. And 

she tells her husband, “I’m really tired.” He bites into a snag and tells 

her, “You hold onto my tail, it’s soft and you can rest.” And this 

happens over and over as they are going along. “By the time,” our 

grandmother used to tell the boys, “you have a mate, you have a wife, 

you forget about yourself. You’re a handsome looking young man, 

when you first mate. Then when your wife is going to have, is bearing 

your children, you forget about your appearance. Your one concern is 

looking after the woman who is going to bear your children.” And 

that’s what the salmon does; he bites into the snag. And by the time 

they get to their spawning grounds, the male, you’ll notice, has a big 

ugly nose. And he’s turned green and all red color. And by that time, 

it doesn’t matter to the fish what he looks like, as long as his mate is 

laying eggs, healthy eggs, to keep the future going (9). 

The story teaches of the natural feelings to be attracted to another, and the cycles of 

reproduction. It also teaches that the mother and father are a team that works together, 

treating each other with dignity and respect. As a team they stay together through many 

difficult challenges to ensure the healthy development of their children. The father provides 

for and protects his wife and family, and that the mother is to be cared for, even if at times, 

it means neglecting himself or his own needs. Moreover, the story states that the family is 

a part of a larger family and community working together. As a whole, what matters most 

is overcoming any challenges to ensure a future for the next generation.  
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According to Mary (nd), the family unit is like a circle, and “with a circle, there’s 

no beginning, no ending” (2). Children are at the centre of the circle, and on the outside are 

the grandparents, parents, aunts/uncles, and cousins; and “Every one of these people had 

an obligation to look after those little ones and train them” (Thomas nd, 21). With each 

generation, “The family circle grew as parents became grandparents, and their sons and 

daughters became parents” (cited in Greenwood 2009, 59). It is with the security of the 

circle that “children were never growing up without somebody there all the time” (Thomas 

nd, 2). The family circle provides support and governance. Children understand what is 

expected, and how they are to behave. As a result, “This structure, in many cases, allowed 

for children to do little wrong and to succeed in what they attempted. Hence, in many cases, 

discipline was unnecessary” (Billy 2009, 173). The family circle provides structure, 

supervision, and support, making it less likely that children behave inappropriately.  

Each person in the family circle has a role in raising children. Recognizing the role 

of her grandmother, Mary states, “when I was about six and a half years old, a loving 

grandmother was looking after us – I’m not saying that our parents neglected us. They were 

always there, to make sure we had all the food we needed. But our grandmothers were our 

teachers and they were the loving teachers, they gave us all the love and affection we 

needed, and we were happy” (Thomas nd, 4). In this example, Mary describes how the 

grandparents are teachers, and significant providers of love, care, and affection, while 

parents make sure that basic needs are met. Each member of the family circle has a 

responsibility to care for and guide children, whether a parent, grandparent, aunt/uncle, 

brother/sister, cousin or other extended family member. At the same time, children provide 

support to family and other community members. Elder Irene Billy recalls,  
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There was an Elder we called “Old Christine”. She didn’t have any of 

her own children and many of the children were sent to go and help 

her. I remember going with her to pick wild plants and she would be 

naming the plants. I used to help her when she was tanning deer hides. 

The children learned many survival skills from Old Christine. She and 

other Elders taught by example. They were strong, independent, and 

hard working (Billy 2009, 87).  

In this example the children become helpers to the elderly, providing assistance in their 

daily activities, while at the same time the children learn essential skills and values.  

Girls prepare at a young age for her roles and responsibilities as a wife and mother, 

and learn to respect herself and her body, she is a life giver, and children are to be honored 

and loved (Thomas nd). Providing a young girl with these teachings ensures that healthy 

child development begins prior to birth. Billy (2009) further elucidates, “in Secwepemc 

life, learning, knowing, and understanding were life long processes, a life long 

responsibility, beginning even before birth and continuing until death” (29). These teaching 

are essential for the mother and the unborn child. 

Discussing pregnancy, Thomas states, “When a young woman got pregnant, she 

was careful about what she ate and about the exercise she got. She drank a lot of good 

medicines, a lot of broth, and she did not overdo herself. The young Mother was also given 

the most attention—loving, caring attention” (cited in Greenwood 2009, 57). Elder Mona 

Jules also described similar teachings on pregnancy. She states, “Our people believed that 

the pregnant mother’s thoughts and actions influenced her baby. Therefore, she had to be 

conscious of her thoughts and actions at all times. Her family and community members 

assisted by treating her with the utmost care and respect so the baby would be born healthy 

and happy” (cited in Billy 2009, 166). Mothers are cared for, protected, and provided for 

in the best ways possible as a manner of respect to both her and the unborn child. 

Secwépemc believe that what the mother thinks, says, feels, and experiences is passed on 
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to the unborn child. Harold Thomas (nd) expands on this, “The baby was taught love and 

understanding while still in the mother’s womb by the constant talking of the expectant 

mother” (8). It is important for the mother to feel love and comfort in order to pass those 

feelings on, and to be able to verbally share this with the unborn child.  

 Mary Thomas describes how babies are cared for immediately after birth. She states 

that the child, “was given to the mother and she massaged her baby, massaged the little 

back, down the little bottom. You’re building that bond between the mother and child; this 

is a must. After she massages her baby, they take her baby and clean it, and clean her. And 

the baby was put in a little birch-bark cradle” (Thomas, nd,10). Right from birth, babies 

experience gentle touch through massage, a practice that some feel also helps the baby’s 

system to start working. Establishing a connection between mother and child is critical for 

the child’s sense of belonging, safety, and healthy development, and the mother’s sense for 

nurturing, caring, and protection of her child; it is a bond that lasts a lifetime. Similarly, 

Elder Mona Jules describes practices at birth:  

As soon as the baby was born, he was bathed in medicine water. The 

baby was wrapped and placed in a birch bark cradle. The grandmother 

sang a Secwepemc lullaby to him. He was named in Secwepemctsin. 

By being immediately immersed in the Secwepemc culture, the baby 

knows where he comes from. All his senses are awakened. He smells 

the medicines, hears his language, gets to know the basket (baby 

cradle) and songs of his grandmother (Billy 2009, 166-167).  

Continuing the teachings the child experiences in the womb, the ceremonies at birth 

immediately tie the child to their culture, language and family. Right from the start, 

Secwépemc children are honoured and respected. And the ceremony at birth is only 

the first of many, such as “naming ceremonies, first kill, first menses for young girls, 

and etsxe (coming of age)” (Billy 2009, 38). Each phase of growth and development 

is recognized and celebrated. 
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 One ceremony done soon after birth involves the burying of the child’s 

umbilical cord. This is done in various locations depending on the meaning behind 

that location. To connect a child to the land or a place, one may tie the umbilical cord 

to a tree, or “burying the umbilical cord under a rock in the grandmother’s land 

reinforces the child’s attachment to his family and culture” (Billy 2009, 167). Other 

locations could be chosen based on the skill or trait the family wants the child to 

have, such as “placing the umbilical cord in an ant pile to ensure the child would be 

a hard worker” (Billy 2009, 167).  

Mothers carry their infants wherever they go to ensure they are cared for and tended 

to at all times, while also strengthening the bond between mother and child. Billy (2009) 

further explains, traditionally, “the baby was either strapped to the mother’s back, laced in 

the birch bark basket, or cradleboard…The child felt safe and protected and a deep bond 

was built between the mother and baby. The child was involved (if only by observation at 

first) in all activities the mother was involved in. Thus, the early acquisition of cultural 

skills and values was ensured” (167-168). The baskets babies are carried in provide 

reassurance and feelings of safety for the baby, while also teaching self-discipline. Mary 

Thomas (nd) informs, “As soon as you bind the baby, you feed it, it’s comfortable, it falls 

asleep, and the mother packs it. That way the child knows it’s loved and protected by the 

parent. That little child automatically grows up to be loving obedient child.” (11). The 

belief is that by binding the child, they will feel safe and protected, learn how to self-soothe, 

not be fussy, and more importantly learn how to be present, observing and taking in the 

culture, language, and activities. These skills will assist them in developing self-sufficiency 
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and responsibility for their own daily activities, chores, choices, and the development into 

their own roles and responsibilities in the family and community.   

 Reflecting back on the family circle, mothers are not meant to be left alone 

to support and care for their children, it is the responsibility of the whole family. The 

naming or welcoming ceremony, is a ceremony that not only honours the child and 

but also reaffirms the commitment, roles, and responsibilities each member of the 

family circle has to the child. Billy (2009) describes, “the naming ceremony was the 

child’s introduction to the community. All people gathered to celebrate the child’s 

arrival. Extended family and community members affirmed their commitment to 

helping the new mother raise her child. The child was named with the people in 

attendance witnessing the name-giving” (168). It is the responsibility of the witnesses 

to remember and be able to recall events as required. In addition, the witness could 

be requested to recall the families’ responsibilities or teachings for the child. As 

children grew, names may be changed to signify the child reaching a different phase 

in their life (Billy 2009). This ceremony indicates a public recognition of maturity, 

responsibility, and growth of the child.  

Children learn through a “long process of apprenticeship under parents, 

grandparents, and other members of the extended family” (Billy 2009, 36). They learn to 

follow along, to watch and listen, and, eventually, to copy and participate. Billy (2009) 

provides the Secwépemc term for this process, “‘clleq’melt’ which translates as “to advise” 

(29) and is used to describe the teaching of daily and practical activities. Harold Thomas 

(nd) describes two related life phases. The first is the phase of the coyote, the time “during 

which the young prepared for manhood or womanhood” (Thomas, H. nd, 8). Young boys 
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watch and learn from the men (Coffey et al. 1990, 39), and the young girls learn from the 

women. Exemplifying this, Mary Thomas (nd) recounts:  

I was very young when my grandmother taught me how to make a 

basket. Because sooner or later, we were going to become part of the 

food gathering. They would tie a little basket around the little girl’s 

waist. The little girl might fill it with leaves, or dirt, or anything, but 

she learned that, that little basket was a container and it has to be 

filled…The bigger they got, the bigger her basket would be (10).  

Starting children with small tasks and gradually developing responsibility demonstrates an 

applied understanding of child development stages and capacities. Children learn to 

become contributing members of the family and community through “direct experience, 

modeling and mentoring” (Chief Atahm School nd, 4). 

 Etsce7 or E’tsxe, the second phase described by Harold Thomas, is the phase of the 

bear. In a definition from Billy (2009), she states, “etsce7”, has deeper meaning. It is used 

to explain the process used in coming of age training and ceremonies and knowledge gained 

from etsxe …which enabled [children] to acquire the practical skills, values, attitudes, and 

spiritual beliefs to fulfill their roles and responsibilities within Secwepemc society” (Billy 

2009, 29-30). This phase begins prior to, or at puberty, when a young boy’s voice begins 

to change, and a young woman starts to menstruate. During the phase of the bear, “a boy 

had to spend more time alone, with his educator, the great spirit and his elders to learn how 

to be a survivor and a provider” (Thomas nd, 9), and in so doing, learning, “to approach 

the land with humility and respect” (Coffey et al. 1990, 39). One example of this is the 

vision quest where one “would go to a high mountain area and spend four days and nights 

fasting in isolation. Training times varied depending on the purpose” (Billy 2009, 30). An 

example of an individual’s teachings in this phase is provided in Le Tuwíwtwen: When I 
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was a Young Man, a story from Nels Michell, Kamloops written by, A. Kuipers. Using the 

English translation of the story, Nels Michell says:  

My uncle took me to train me to be a man. First, he asked my father 

to keep me. To have me take sweat baths, to swim in the morning. At 

day break, I was at the water having a sweat bath. When I was finished 

having a sweat bath, he sent me back for more. He made me run and 

to swim. He kept me for, it must have been a year that he kept me. I’d 

beat myself with fir boughs or sage as I bathed. I boiled the sage so 

that I would smell nice when I went hunting. And then he said “You 

have become a man.” You now have the knowledge of adulthood. We 

will go to the trapline. We will see if you are a good trapper. I will 

show you how to set traps. What to do with your traps. How to set 

traps properly. How to make your drying shed, the deer that you kill 

(SCES 1994, 52-53). 

Elder W. Ignace also describes the mentorship he was provided as a child and how he was 

guided and “treated as an adult and the reasons for doing certain things were explained to 

him” (Billy 2009, 172). He goes on to explain:  

They were taught about animals—their habitats, habits, uses, 

technology for harvesting them, and preservation techniques. As well, 

they learned about their ecosystems—elevations of land, landforms, 

etc. Boys participating in these activities acquired spiritual knowledge 

as well. Much preparation had to take place before hunting, fishing 

and trapping. One had to cleanse oneself thoroughly and participate in 

ceremonies in order to be worthy of getting an animal. Fasting helped 

ensure a successful hunt. Boys had to learn survival skills such as 

making a temporary shelter. They had to learn which foods to eat 

while in the bush (Billy 2009, 175-176).  

The practical and hands on method of Secwépemc teaching has many benefits for 

children’s personal growth. Billy (2009) points out, that “activities based on practical life 

taught children self-awareness and inner strength, to handle problems, to have good 

judgment, to learn to examine things from more than one point of view, to be flexible, and 

to adapt to change” (180-181). It is through their teachings that both Elders were prepared 

as young boys for entering adulthood and caring for themselves, their families, and the 

environment (land, water, animals, fish, and birds). During this phase young girls are 
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prepared for their roles and responsibilities as women and mothers. In traditional practice, 

they learn, “how to pit cook, weave, strip sage and weave the stalks, look after younger 

children, harvest and prepare food. They learn how to tan hides and make articles from the 

hides” (176). In addition, children learn about the land, ecosystems, technology and 

techniques. The phase of the bear, is the time when children learn to apply in practice all 

that was taught through story, observation and guidance.  

The practice of storytelling as a learning tool exemplifies the Secwépemc methods 

for teaching. Billy (2009) notes, “according to the Elders, the way the learning was 

presented was just as important as teaching the skill. Things were gently explained to them 

instead of lecturing. Lots of humour was used to make learning fun. Lots of singing took 

place while working” (172). Learning is meant to be fun, practical and hands on so that 

children can learn in a safe environment that supports confidence building and engagement 

in lessons. Outside of storytelling, the common thread in teaching children is the use of 

positive and gentle language, and gentle touch; a method that positively reinforces what is 

being said or taught. For example, Mary Thomas (nd) stated:  

in the evening, after we had our evening meal…we all laid beside 

Grandma, and she just loved to massage our heads, our backs. There 

was always that loving touch. And she would tell us legends that had 

little lessons to them. And at the end of the legend she would say, if 

you don’t do it this way, you will suffer from it. Or, if you do it that 

way, this is what you will gain (2).  

Children are not harshly disciplined or physically punished, nor are they talked to with 

belittling language. Teaching her granddaughter to keep her room clean, Mary stated:  

If my granddaughter doesn’t clean her bedroom within a week, you 

know what happens? The scoop-shovel is at her door. And she comes 

home from school and says, “What’s that scoop-shovel doing?” And 

she can take a hint and, “Oh, okay!” And that room gets cleaned really 

quick, and the scoop-shovel goes back outside. They are little ways - 
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without hurting their feelings – there are little ways of teaching 

children responsibility (Thomas nd, 10).  

While Secwépemc children could have strict upbringings, it is important to be able to teach 

self-responsibility and positive action without hurting their feelings. Harold Thomas (nd), 

further explains that even when a child is physically disciplined or corrected, they are only 

stroked gently with a switch or brush to encourage the child’s self-discipline and to learn 

respect. The switch or brush is used gently simply to draw attention to the child that what 

they were doing needs to stop, or be corrected.  

K̓wseltktnéws – we are all related 

Children learn the basic principles of gratitude and sharing through story and are 

practiced in daily activities. Elder Mary Thomas (nd) recounts:  

we did not fight among each other. We always prayed and we shared. 

We even shared with the neighbouring communities. And children 

growing up with that knowledge, you become kind, considerate, 

because nobody owned, privately owned, anything…We enjoyed 

giving, we enjoyed in doing for others…It was the idea of sharing and 

giving. Those were the virtues of our people (20).  

Sharing and giving ensures that everyone is taken care of and demonstrates the 

understanding that people need to work together for survival. It is not a measurement of 

what one has, lacks, or cannot provide.  

Teaching children the principle of gratitude enables them to have a sense of 

thankfulness for what is provided and the importance of being able to take care of oneself 

and others. This is illustrated in this story by a Secwépemc Elder:  

She was especially delighted when her daughter, Mary Thomas, or 

other family members gave her a handful of fresh-picked Saskatoon 

berries, wild raspberries (Rubus idaeus), blackcaps (Rubus 

leucodermis) or huckleberries. Much as she loved these treats, she 

never ate them without first extending the handful of berries towards 

the sky and pronouncing with feeling, “Kwukstsámcw, 

Kwukstsámcw, Kwukstsámcw!” (“Thank you, thank you, thank 
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you!”) to convey her gratitude to the Creator for this wonderful gift of 

food and life. Then and only then, did she pop them into her mouth to 

savour and eat them (Turner 2005, 95). 

Turner (2005) details another story Mary Thomas was taught as a little girl:   

about Trembling Aspen (meltállp, “shivering plant”) and why it is 

always shaking or moving, even if there is hardly any wind: Long, 

long ago, when Nature was making all the trees, each one thanked her 

and acknowledged her. Aspen, however, refused to bow down in 

thanks and acknowledgment to Mother Nature and so, to teach Aspen 

a lesson, Nature caused her leaves to shake continuously ever after. 

Now, children are told this story as a lesson to themselves always to 

give thanks, appreciation and respect to the Creator (130).  

Another Elder recalled a memory from his childhood:   

I watched my Granddad and I watched my folks and they used to take 

the fish intestine. Even after we cook, our people give back to the 

water. They show respect, they say a little prayer. I used to watch my 

grandfather too, it’s the same thing with deer, he’d sort of kneel down 

and say a prayer, in English. This is something like what he said, “I’m 

sorry that I have to do this, but I have a hungry mouth to feed.” He 

would say thank you, thank you to the animal. Its respect to that 

animal, it’s the same with the deer, the birds. I used to watch these old 

timers do that up in the mountains and with the birds, a lot of the times, 

I used to watch them, they used to say “We are pitiful, we are poor, 

and we are hungry”. I used to see that. Today we take everything for 

granted, even trees, even everything. So you could see how the people 

lived at that time. Respect. We respected everything around us. We 

lived with everything. That is why we give back to the water with the 

fish parts, you know. Bring back to the water (Phillips 2001, 6-7). 

The story illustrates how children learn to be humble, that people are “pitiful,” dependent 

on what is provided by the land, water, animals, birds, fish and plants. It is a way of 

ensuring sustainability, that resources are not taken for granted or exhausted, and that 

people do not become greedy in what they take. Along with prayer, there is the practice of 

offering something in return for what you are receiving. Mary Thomas (nd) recalls:  

I can remember my grandmother taking us out in the wilderness. My 

grandmother would never touch any herb, or any tree, or any food, 

whatever she was looking for. She wouldn’t touch it without 

acknowledging it first…if it was a tree she wants the bark from, she’d 
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acknowledge the tree: “Creator, put your ear to help me, and I come 

for help from you. I need this much medicine. Help me heal.” Or if 

it’s somebody else, they’d say “I’m taking it home for my son or 

daughter,” or whatever. And they always left a gift, something in 

return to acknowledge that plant (23).  

In Mary’s illustration, a gift was left in place of what was taken. Offering a prayer, and 

giving thanks recognizes the interrelatedness of all things within Mother Nature. It is a way 

to honour the plants or animals that have given themselves to provide for another, to not 

offend them in case they may not return or replenish themselves for continued or future 

use. Billy (2009) cites a story from an Elder where two young men did not offer the fish 

they were catching to nearby Elders. Neglecting to care for the Elders, the young men, 

“acted inappropriately and had brought about supernatural sanctions of their behaviour in 

that the fish stopped running for them” (26). Teaching children to show appreciation and 

to acknowledge what they are receiving ingrains within them a reminder to not take 

anything for granted and be respectful of your resources.   

Within the story of the young boys fishing one learns the Secwépemc value of 

sharing. After hunting, fishing, or gathering foods and medicines, children learn to share 

what they have with the community members, and especially with the Elders. Mr. and Mrs. 

Isaac Willard explain that the food gathered is to be distributed amongst everyone, 

including the one handing out the food, until every piece is given away (Willard and 

Willard 1972). A more comprehensive instruction for children is outlined as follows:  

Before any kill could be made, the hunter offered prayers and thanks 

to the deer for providing itself for food. Once the deer was harvested, 

it was brought back to the village and shared among the people. The 

best parts were given to Elders. A hunter could never keep the meat 

for himself because he knew of the ensuing consequences. All the 

meat, and all parts of the deer were used—the bones and antlers used 

for tools and implements—the intestines used for storage bags—the 

hides for clothing, moccasins, and drums. Nothing was wasted. The 

meat was preserved by drying. The hunter knew and performed deer 
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dances and songs which honoured and showed respect to the deer so 

it would continue to provide itself to the people (Billy 2009, 34-35). 

Sharing is critical for the survival of the family and community, to ensure that everyone is 

taken care of and especially for those who may not be able to provide for themselves. It is 

also a reminder to only take what is needed, for example, “Just take one or two eggs from 

each nest, not all the eggs” (Willard and Willard 1972, 4), to not waste anything and to 

plan for resource sustainability.  

Further to this teaching is developing a sense of value for what you have and the 

work you put in to gather your resources. The Story of Grasshopper (SCES 1993, 33-35) 

exemplifies this teaching. In this story, rather than helping the Salmon people prepare food 

for the winter, Grasshopper chose to play all summer long. Salmon people continued to 

prepare for winter. When winter arrived, grasshopper could not find much food and was 

too cold to play and became hungry and weak. Starving, Grasshopper eventually went to 

Salmon people for food, and feeling sorry for him, they gave him a bit of dried salmon. 

The Old One who noticed Grasshoppers laziness punished him by making him eat grass 

and spend his time jumping and making noise.  

Through Grasshoppers actions and consequences, we learn why it is important for 

everyone to take part in the preparation of foods and other materials to survive the winter. 

The Secwépemc worked together as a community harvesting, gathering, hunting, fishing 

and preparing food and supplies. Keeping busy and working hard are values that all 

children learn. McFarlane (1993) provides an account from George Manuel’s childhood – 

a political community leader from the Neskonlith Indian Band - “George Manuel’s own 

memories of growing up in the 1920s were of a simple life where the community still lived 

and worked closely together. He recalled the “traditional chiefs leading the people into the 
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fields to tend the crops. The men would work at harvesting or planting…according to the 

season. The women cooked for them on open fires…No one was idle” (25). He describes 

how children participate and contribute to the communal work. He states, “the children 

also pitched in to help. At home and during the community gatherings they carried water 

and chopped wood, not because they were told to, but because, as one of today’s elders 

recalls, they simply felt there was an unspoken expectation that they do their share” 

(McFarlane 1993, 25). The expectation to work hard wherever you are, contribute and help 

out however you can, and never be idle, continue whether at home or when visiting family 

or friends. McFarlane explains, “as a child, George learned that when you went to visit 

friends or relatives, you didn’t sit down if you noticed the water pail or wood box was 

empty. You went out and filled them. It was a tradition George later attributed to giving 

societies, where you returned the gift of hospitality with the gift of your labour” (McFarlane 

1993, 25). Helping with the work is an expression of the appreciation one has for the 

hospitality, for being taken care of, and provided for. Mary Thomas also captures the 

significance of the teachings from the Story of Grasshopper with her own story:  

when you make something with your hands you value it. Today I’ve 

got baskets like this [birch bark basket] at home and I put little leather 

loops in here, and I put a belt through it and I tie it around my waist 

when I go to pick my berries. And when I ask the young people, 

“Come on guys, let’s go pick some berries!” one of the first things I 

see is them running around: “Where is my ice cream bucket? Where’s 

the ice cream bucket?” We are so used to the mass-produced stuff, and 

in the end it ends up in the dump, where it’s just garbage. But if you 

make something with your hands, you value it (Thomas nd, 28).  

It is important for children to develop an appreciation for how something is made and 

understanding what resources are required, and the work put in. This creates a sense of 

earning through hard work and perseverance.  

Melléc and Slexléxs – take time for yourself and develop wisdom 
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In the Chief Atahm School Vision (nd), a Secwépemctsin immersion school located 

on the Adams Lake Reserve, their foundational belief states:  

In the spirit of etsxe, or vision quest, we believe that: Everyone has a 

gift; The family, school and community all have a responsibility to 

foster and develop each child’s gift; An individual must train to 

develop their potential. It is an individual responsibility to maintain 

the hard work and discipline necessary for growth (1).  

The school’s statement emphasizes a vital Secwépemc principle: every child has potential, 

and it is up to the individual, their family, ‘teachers,’ and community to support the child’s 

growth and skill development (Coffey et al. 1990, 39). Demonstrating, “recognition, 

respect, and honour for the child’s growth and development ensured the sense of identity, 

self-esteem, and belonging to his cultural group” (Billy 2009, 38). This process equips 

children to take on roles and responsibilities within the community, whether it is tool 

making, medicine gathering, hunting, or being a messenger, or builder of homes.  

 Knowledge, skill, and roles, such as leadership positions, are often handed down 

within the family circle, for example from father to son. Qualities of leaders and leadership 

are defined by Cropped Ear Wolf (1996):  

 Each band had a hereditary chief. This position was passed down 

from father to son. Additional leaders with special skills were selected 

to oversee hunting trips, war expeditions and ceremonies.” A band 

selected a leader who supported the ideal qualities upheld by the 

group. The leader would have to be strong, kind, wise, courageous, 

intelligent and generous. The people were involved in decision 

making. Heads of families discussed important issues and reached a 

consensus about what actions to take. A leader may have only offered 

advice, but because of the people’s faith in that person’s judgement, 

the leader’s advice was probably followed. If the people became 

dissatisfied with a leader they chosen, they would select a new one. In 

this system the people kept the authority. This ensured some equality 

in rights, opportunities and treatment (19-20). 

This form of leadership makes certain that children are prepared from a young age for their 

future leadership roles within the community. It also guarantees that the community is 
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engaged in decision making and that a variety of perspectives are included. This process 

ensures that leaders who do not follow this form of leadership could be replaced. Equality 

is a common feature within the Secwépemc system of resource conservation.  

Through consistent exposure and experience within the natural world children 

develop knowledge on the patterns, cycles, systems and interconnectedness (Chief Atahm 

School nd, 2); they learn that there is a time for everything. A time to prepare for the season, 

a time to gather foods and medicines, and a time for hunting. For example:  

Birch bark was only taken in the spring, when the outer bark could be 

removed without killing the tree. When animals were taken for food 

and clothing, nothing was wasted. During the year, the Shuswap 

followed a seasonal cycle. In the spring, fish were caught and berries 

were picked. Late summer saw all the communities fishing along the 

Fraser and Thompson Rivers (Coffey et al. 1990, 7).  

Discussing the seasonal activities, Mary Thomas states:  

In the winter everyone stayed in and prepared their tools, weaved their 

baskets and got ready for the next season of food gathering. Winter 

was also a time of storytelling. These were the “school months” for 

the children…When the children watched the Elders doing the 

activities in the spring and summer, they had already heard stories 

about it (cited in Greenwood 2009, 60).  

In learning about the seasonal cycles, the children learn about significant places and to 

watch the natural environment. Elder Irene Billy explains, “we knew some of the land 

markers and what they meant. We learned about some signs of nature. The Elders knew 

the behaviour of animals by watching and by watching them they knew what was going to 

happen. They knew the sky language. They knew how to watch for signs on the water and 

what they meant” (Billy 2009, 87). In this manner, children learn through listening, 

watching, and doing. Recognizing that the “strength of our Nation is based on 

knucwetwecw, maintaining strong family connections and sense of community” (Chief 
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Atahm School nd, 2), the teachings prepare the children to be on their own, to provide for 

their own family, and to participate in the greater community. 

5.2. Participant Narratives 

This section provides a descriptive summary of the participants experiences of 

caring for children and families. Where possible the actual language and story of the 

participants are provided to reflect that as a researcher, I am “being open to hear what the 

storytellers deem as important about their experience” (Qwul’sih’yah’maht and Thomas 

2005, 245), to let the story speak for itself and allow “for the reader to make their own 

interpretations” (Sinclair 2007, 120). While each story is of equal value, those included 

here are felt to most aptly articulate the “communal” narrative, or shared experience. 

However, as the researcher, I recognize that the narrative also reflects my own 

understanding, experience and perspective. This is a significant feature within storytelling, 

where reflecting back is a way for the listener to relay what they have learned or understood 

about what has been told. While some of the information may be repetitive of the secondary 

data, it is essential to include these to demonstrate knowledge transmission from one 

generation to the next. Repetition is also an important aspect of storytelling, as it helps as 

a memory cue or learning tool, drawing attention to or emphasizing what is to be learned.   

Since the research includes a small sample size, probability statistical tests are not 

possible nor is it generalizable to large populations. The details presented in this research 

project are descriptive, and provide a detailed portrait of one community’s experience.  

5.2.1. Pregnancy, Birth and Infancy 

 For the Secwépemc, caring for children and families begins before a child is born. 

From the time a woman knows that she is pregnant, her family members are there to guide 

her and let her know what to expect and help her through the pregnancy (Focus Group B). 
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With each child, women get together to help the mother and grandmother make and gather 

various items for the baby bundle, including clothes and a baby basket (Ethel; Focus Group 

B). Pregnant women in the community are respected, cared for and protected as, “they were 

to carry on for the generations to come” (Louis). Women are provided the best of 

everything, such as the best meats, or bathed in water scented with a flower, this is not only 

to care for the mother but also in recognizing “that love that they are getting from their own 

people...it transfers into the baby” (Louis). In this way the unborn child feels love right 

from the womb and it is seen as a way to start training the child.  Ann identifies LOVE as 

being the key ingredient for healthy child development. She states, “You could be dirt poor, 

you could be starving, you could be rich, you could be, just everything. If you don’t have 

love then the child does not grow, grow up happy and healthy” (Ann). Feeling loved is 

essential for both mother and child.  

 While the pregnant mothers are greatly cared for, it is important for the mother to 

understand that her pregnancy is a normal, natural part of life, and that it is not an illness 

(Ann; Cora; Focus Group B). The expectant mother continues with her daily chores and 

activities and is expected to keep active, and exercise as she normally would, rather than 

sitting around, acting lazy or ill (Focus Group B). In the later stages of pregnancy, it is 

common for the expectant mother to receive help from extended family members who 

provide live-in support or may take in the mother’s other children (Mike). Woman are 

advised on how to care for themselves before, during and after pregnancy, this includes 

eating healthy, getting exercise and adequate rest, knowledge of medicines, plants, and teas 

that assist the mother or activities that help ensure safety of mother and child during child 

birth (Ann; Ethel). In addition, the mother is advised on raising children and discipline.  
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 The perception of pregnancy and child birth being a natural part of life is perhaps 

most notable in stories of women giving birth while out working. For example, there is a 

story of a woman who stopped working in a field to give birth and then returned to work 

right after (Focus Group B). Traditionally midwives, or a family member such as 

grandmother, mother, aunt or another family member would help the mother through child 

birth and births normally happened at home rather than a hospital and they would prepare 

medicines to assist with delivery (Focus Group B). In one focus group it was noted that, 

“we all had skills to take care of our children, if they were premature, ill children, or born 

at home” and that knowledge was passed down through each generation (Focus Group A). 

Family members also assist the mother after a child is born. They might stay with the 

mother to help support and teach her in the first few months or visit the mother each day 

or on routine to help with other children, or household chores (Focus Group A; Focus 

Group B; Mike). Bertha noted that helping the mother is not done to take over 

responsibilities but to help to the point that the mother “can enjoy being a mom.”   

Children are considered to be the “Spirit of our Nation,” (Focus Group A) and thus 

hold a significant role within the community. Ceremonies are to be done every seven years 

– at birth, 7, 14, and 21 years of age, signifying a jump out of the old skin and getting a 

new one, and the natural changes of childhood development (Focus Group B). Two 

significant ceremonies that take place shortly after a baby is born. The first is the baby 

welcoming ceremony and the second is the taking care of the placenta and/or the “qu7íl̕e – 

umbilical cord (the part that falls off after birth)” (SLAC 2012). Each will be described 

separately. Note that while this paper describes common themes each family has their own 

protocol for taking care of these events.  
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A baby welcoming ceremony welcomed and introduced the child to the community. 

A part of this ceremony may include giving a name that has been passed down, or the first 

name that the child is to be known by in this first stage of their life (Wilfred). First born 

children are often named by the eldest female member of the family (Focus Group B). The 

ceremony does not require the whole community to attend and could be a small group of 

family and community members (Mike). One focus group participant described a 

ceremony he had witnessed while visiting a neighbouring Secwépemc community as an 

acknowledgement of the child being welcomed into the family as well as an opportunity 

for the relatives to express their expectations of the parents (Randy). In welcoming the 

baby into the family a sense of belonging and place within the family is created. 

 A part of the ceremony is prayer in each of the four directions (North, South, East 

and West). Mike describes a ceremony held on the lake shore, where prayers are offered:  

thanking the creator for borrowing the baby for whatever time he 

allows us to. With all the people gathered they were all witnesses, all 

the relatives, older relatives, younger relatives. And up, up lifted the 

baby up in the air up, she was laying on buckskin and sage. Lifted her 

up to the, towards sky and offering god thankfulness and prayers for 

allowing us to share time with the new life, new spirit. 

In this way the child is acknowledged as a gift from the creator. The witnesses present play 

two roles, the first is to act as the living memories of the event, and to pass the information 

on through the generations. The second, is to act as reminders to those who were present 

as to their responsibilities to the child, and the child’s responsibilities to the family and 

community. It is the witness’ responsibility to accurately recall the event, such as who was 

present or what information was shared or agreed upon. The ceremony is a reminder of:  

our responsibilities of taking care of our newborn. And giving them 

direction from their start on mother earth. Also reminded all of the 

adults that took part of their responsibilities to the new born that it was 
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the actually the whole villages responsibility to take care. Starting by 

giving council to the young parents (Mike). 

Traditionally the baby welcoming or naming ceremony would take place in 

Secwépemctsin, and include song as part of the celebration.  

 Elaborating on the responsibility of the parents, grandparents, extended family and 

community, an elder describes the image of a family circle. The family circle exemplifies,  

kids were the most important thing in our culture and the family circle 

is always around them. And they were well looked after, there was 

always somebody there to look after them. Because they were 

important, they were kind of like our future you know, and they were 

placed in the middle, with the parents around, then the uncles, the 

grandparents, then the uncles and the aunties all around (Louis). 

Adding to this, Wilfred states:  

The whole community was involved in bringing up the child, not just 

the family. The saying goes you know like years ago, that pair, a 

mother and father may have a child, but it was not their responsibility 

to bring the child up, it was the whole community’s responsible, 

responsibility. Every one of them was, in all the whole community 

was considered in them times there to be an uncle, or aunt, or grandpa, 

or grandma. They all respected them in that category.  

Reflecting the idea of the family circle, the baby welcoming ceremony is made up of a 

“circle of the people, and the child is passed around in the circle” (Focus Group A). Each 

person had the opportunity to hold the baby and as the child is greeted by each person a 

gift is shared with the child. However, they did not have to share the gift aloud (Mike). The 

gift could be a non-material item, such as a strength, skill or quality of the person greeting 

the child. For example, the gift of being a good fisherman. In this way, the ceremony is a 

form of blessing the baby. It is also a way to continue the teachings the child received in 

the womb. Through ceremony, the child, parents, family and community are reminded that 

the child’s teachings start from day one. Throughout the child’s life, the child, or a parent 

could be reminded of the responsibilities of the child, or the responsibility to the child, as 
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well as a reminder of how the child came into the world and is taken care of (their story).   

 The second ceremony involves the placenta from a child birth, and/or the qu7íle̕. 

Normally the eldest of the family, such as a grandmother or grandfather, takes the item and 

bury it or attach it to a tree with a prayer for the child. These items represent the connection 

from mother to baby and is therefore, viewed as powerful (Focus Group A). Where the 

item is placed must be a safe place, and represent something significant for the child. It 

may also be placed with an item of the child’s such as the basket they slept in, or a piece 

of clothing they wore. Each family has the choice of whether or not they will share the 

location with others. It is believed that if the item is pinned to a tree or buried near home 

that the child will always know where their home is, and never feel lost when travelling, 

and not become a wanderer (Focus Group A; Wilfred). Wilfred noted that when this is 

done, “once in a while they will come all the way home to remember where they were 

born.” Through this ceremony a connection is created between the child and their 

community, so they always know where they came from. Other locations include 

placement in the mountains for the child to become a good hunter, in the water to become 

a good fisherman, or in an ant pile to become a hard worker. Where the item is placed and 

the meaning or representation is up to the elder of the family to decide, though it may also 

indicate a need within the family. A similar practice is to quickly immerse a new born in 

running water, like a creek, so that they will become energetic (Ethel).  

 Baby baskets are made out of birch bark, rose bush and a cover material. The baby 

basket ensures that the baby is kept “warm and wrapped up and... They didn’t handle them 

as much” (Ethel). Babies are not to be handled too much, or passed around, thus providing 

the baby with a sense of security and comfort. The baby could be left in the basket while 
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working, carried on the back, or placed in a swing. Being able to wrap and carry the baby 

in a basket on their back allows for a form of contact and bonding between the mother and 

child (Wilfred). Ann explained that in wrapping the baby, the feeling is similar to being 

wrapped in the womb, providing the baby with comfort and allowing them to sleep better 

(Ann). In the basket the child feels as though they are being held, are more content, quiet 

and are able to sleep easily, even with the mother on errands (Cha Cha).  

 Wrapping babies is viewed as a vital part of children’s teachings and development. 

Babies learn patience, self-discipline, and security (Focus Group A; Focus Group B). 

Although babies are wrapped tightly, they are carried gently. They are not to be lifted high 

above your head, bounced around, and even if they are in a swing, it is done gently. Being 

gentle is consistent in all interactions with the baby, such as singing to the baby, or massage 

- massage supports positive energy flow and building a healthy bond and connection with 

the baby (Focus Group A). Gentle touch, and healthy body contact is emphasized 

throughout child development to ensure healthy bonding, attachment, sense of belonging 

and security. Wilfred shared the following, “You go and sit beside them, hold their hand, 

touch them on shoulder, give them a little hug just to reassure that you are there with them. 

Always talk with them in kind gentle way.” He then states how important it is to not push 

away children, even if they are trying to sleep in the same room as you, “Even your 

children, they will eventually go to sleep knowing that they are part of the family there and 

that they will be taking care of. Don’t push them away, even if you don’t bring kids up. 

Just realize that without your help that little one wouldn’t grow up as strong as you, 

spiritually I am talking about” (Wilfred). Moreover, babies are to be kept near the 

caregiver, especially when in a crowd, or at a gathering. They can be placed on a chair 
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beside the parent or something high, “but not on [a] table (because if on table, for eating, 

you are offering baby)” (Focus Group B), or on the floor. This practice signifies protection 

from many things like preventing someone from stepping or walking over the child.    

 Breast feeding is essential for healthy development and establishes closeness, 

attachment and bonding between mother and child (RMJ). It is a natural part of life (Arthur) 

and with breast feeding, the mother has to watch what she is eating or drinking for 

nutritional value, and to ensure there are no health issues with the baby. Diet is important 

as certain foods can cause gas for baby (Laura), or health problems such as eczema (Focus 

Group A). When teething, traditionally children are given a chicken bone, homemade jerky 

or skin from dried fish in order to help the baby grow a taste for meat and other foods 

because it is important that after being weaned from breast milk the baby is given the same 

healthy foods as the rest of the family (Cha Cha). The common thread through pregnancy, 

birth and infancy is that it is a natural part of life, and the best way to help baby grow is 

with natural touch, care and nutrition.  

 Quietness is an important teaching during infancy. Quiet time with the mothers help 

children later when it is time to fast (Mike). This does not mean that children are ignored 

or trained through silence, rather quietness allows for a time of calm. The Elder explains 

quietness helps the infant develop patience and understand self-awareness as well as 

awareness of others and what is around. The children begin to learn “how to not make the 

same mistake over and over” (Mike). This is important for children to develop for their 

later training, and fasting, as it helps the child to learn to face and overcome their fears. For 

example, Mike notes, through quiet, observation and self-awareness, children learn to see 

things during the night as they see them during the day.  
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5.2.2. Child Development and Étsxe 

Returning to the Story of Owl, in a version told at a meeting attended by one of the 

participants, sníne (owl) took the young boy because the parents were too busy to tend to 

the needs of the child and were not paying attention to him. Years later when he returned 

home, the young boy had to relearn Secwépemc ways over again because he only knew the 

ways of the sníne. This version of the story teaches parents the importance of caring for 

children, paying attention to them, not being too busy to make time for them. More 

importantly, it instructs parents to teach children the Secwépemc ways of knowing, being 

and doing: their Secwépemc identity (Cha Cha B).  Therefore, the story provides an 

important lesson to parents, as well as to children. Learning about culture, protocols, 

language, songs, dances, seasonal rounds, stories, values, and ways of knowing, being and 

doing, all contributes to helping the individual develop their own sense of identity, 

belonging, role, and responsibility. As children move from infancy to child, to young adult, 

through their journey and the teachings they received, children learn about themselves, 

where they came from, and where they are going. As Louis was taught by his mother, “you 

got to learn where you came from in order to know way you are going.” Forming a healthy 

sense of identity and cultural belonging are all important for child development, “be strong 

with who you are, learn about traditions” (Ernie). It is essential that children grow and 

develop through the various teachings, ceremony, and practices.  

Secwépemc children learn the value of knucwestsút.s – to take care of self and 

strengthen oneself - in the time between childhood and adulthood. Training starts at a very 

young age, even prior to learning to walk and talk, through listening, observing and being 

present with their parents, grandparents and other caregivers. It is also common for many 

of the extended family members to live with or nearby, and assist with caregiving. As they 
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grow, children mimic the actions of their caregivers, both at the side of the caregiver and 

in play. Mike notes that not only do the children learn to do daily activities through 

mimicking and play; they also learn ceremony (Mike). Parents and other primary care 

givers are the child’s first teachers (Ethel). However, the whole community is 

acknowledged for having a role in the upbringing and development of children (Johnny). 

Therefore, learning to listen to others in the community creates the greatest opportunity for 

children to learn about their family history, the land, community history, ways of being, 

and the passing on of knowledge that will help future generations. William discusses how 

he became knowledgeable about the land and its application to law and policy. He states:  

I myself have been sitting and listening since the 40s, I was just a little 

kid than. I was about eight years old when I first learned, started 

listening to the land question itself.  Little did I know that what they 

were giving me was information because I guess, I guess you might 

as well say I’d be the one that would be passing on the information to 

the younger [generations] (William).  

This process of learning continues to be a foundation for Secwépemc families today. Nana 

tells a story of a two-year-old out berry picking with her parents. She states, “their baby, 

she was just two years old when they were out getting soupallali. And they had the tarp on 

the floor or on the ground, and there she is with her, her small soupallali branch and she’s 

hitting it, and she’s taught by just watching you know. Like they didn’t say baby, do this, 

you know like that, she just did it by watching them, and she wanted to do it” (Nana). By 

watching and listening the young girl learns to copy and participate along with her family. 

It is through this modeling and direct experience that she will learn to become a 

contributing member of the family and to take care of herself. 

Listening, watching, and doing are essential in children’s development and learning 

and it also reminds parents and other caregivers to “live a better life you know because the 
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kids were watching them” (Mike). For instance, Wilfred states, “any kind of example you 

show them, they will eventually want to do that in later life. Like if you are an angry person 

and you are swearing and waving your arms around at another individual. They think that 

must be ok, so they will do that.” Parents are to be an example (Leona), to be healthy role 

models for their children, to behave and treat others with the values they would like their 

children to have. Bethany talks about how she learned about parenting from watching her 

mother, mother in law, and other older female caregivers, and how they taught her how to 

be a respectful woman. Parents are reminded to have respectful interactions with their 

children, “if you engage them properly they will not disrespect to you” (Syek). A simple 

way that parents can model healthy values and behavior is by always keeping their 

promises. Flora stated that if parents tell their children they will be back at certain time, 

then be home on time. When parents model respectful behavior then their children they 

will also show that respect back.  

In line with this is the understanding that children should not witness certain words 

and actions between the parents or other adults, some things are “not for little ears,” as 

children can be greatly affected by what they witness (Focus Group B; Oliver). However, 

it is acknowledged that when it comes to decision-making children do have a voice and can 

participate in discussions related to their care. If there is a disagreement, the parents should 

never show anger in front of the children, rather they should find a way to work out the 

issues, or return to the discussion when calm (Focus Group A). A teaching that is also 

reflected in a story told to Louis by his grandmother:   

You know whenever there is fighting going on, she said, it’s like a 

pool of water. You get a stick and you go over there and you start 

stirring it. And the more you stir it, the muddier it gets. She said leave 

it, leave it alone. You can’t, well when it’s muddy or anything, you 



 

91 

 

can’t drink it, you can’t swim in it, you can’t do anything with it. And 

she said leave it, let it settle, then you could do what you want with it. 

And that was kind of her philosophy in life...Because there is a lot of 

times she used to get mad, but she you know she would turn away and 

walk away until she could actually talk to the person. And I think 

that’s what I do now. I find somebody is too angry I don’t, I don’t like 

talking to them. You know, I walk away until they, until you could 

talk to them. And that was I think one of the best wisdoms that, she 

handed down to me, you know. Never talk to a mad person because 

you can’t get through to them it’s like the muddy water (Louis).  

By modeling constructive ways of dealing with conflict, parents demonstrate how to 

effectively communicate and work through challenges. An essential teaching for children 

is learning how to navigate interpersonal relationships.  

Younger children are not expected to directly participate, but to be present and 

observe what is going on and how things are done; often the younger children will simply 

play nearby. There is recognition that in being present and observing, children still receive 

the teachings, they are “feeling it, knowing it, and eventually they get older, than they are 

asked to help” (Ann). For example, RMJ described how her son learned to sing stick game 

songs at a young age. She states:  

One thing I learned, is that if you are at a stick game or a pow wow, 

and even if the kids well at a pow wow, if they are just running or 

playing or whatever, and the same for a stick game, just because they 

are not sitting right beside you with a drum or a rattle in their hand, 

doesn`t mean they are not learning the songs. When [son] was 3, and 

we were going to stick games a lot, I guess when he was 2 years old 

or 3 years old. And one day he was just walking around and he was 

just singing this song, and I’m like `holy` like how, I didn’t think that 

he, like he would sit there, he was the kid that sat there, but then he 

would also play if he seen his friends, just like play behind us. Just 

kids playing but, kids pick up on it, just having exposure to it, and I 

guess that`s exactly how language nest works, it`s just exposure. They 

are not expecting the babies to speak back. It`s just being exposed to 

language and talk and song (RMJ). 

Children learn even if they are not actively participating through observation and exposure. 

If you let children “drum, sing and dance with you, it will become a part of them” (Focus 
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Group B). Louis explains that by letting his children play while visiting him at the 

sweatlodge ensures that his children are aware of the sweatlodge, and thus gain a better 

understanding of the cultural ceremony. Understanding that children learn best through 

play in natural and practical settings demonstrates Secwépemc principles of early training 

- to gather, have fun, encourage and teach each other.  

Outdoor play is recognized as a healthy part of living (Ann), and allows children to 

develop basic skills, and knowledge of the natural environment. Participants recalled 

numerous times of playing outside with friends and family, of playing near creeks to keep 

cool, or building small camps near a beach in the summer and skating on ponds in the 

winter. Louis further explains the importance of having children out in nature:  

I think to connect with Mother Nature to learn, educate themselves 

and learning not to fear…the animals because…a lot of our legends 

were handed down from them. So there must have been a lot of respect 

for the animals. Because you look at all our sptékwle, you know, our 

legends. They are all based around animals, the coyote, the bear. Why 

should we fear them?  

Children learn about the natural environment such as watching the weather and to respect 

all animals through their training out in nature. In addition, playing freely outdoors, 

children have the opportunity to interact and share what they have learned. 

 Children learn to take on greater participation roles within daily activities, around 

the age of 5. They are given a chore or job to do every day, whether it is to assist in the 

garden, collect eggs, feed the animals or help inside the home. Ethel recalls, “My father 

used to tell me, ‘everybody was busy, nobody was idling,’ the children had chores to do, 

they played but they, they had chores: gathering wood, packing wood, packing water, 

picking berries” (Ethel). Everyone takes part in household chores and work is never left to 

one person, or the parents alone. Children are given a small basket to pick berries with, or 
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a small bucket to carry water, “The saying goes, years ago, that if you were able to carry a 

bucket of water that’s when you started working” (Wilfred). This process is further 

described by Louis, who states, that as the adults harpooned for salmon, he went along the 

river bank with a little spear trying to spear kokanees, “it was all part of the training...start 

with the small ones and work your way up to what they were doing” (Louis). Through 

mentorship children develop essential skills for carving, hunting, fishing, basketry, 

gathering, and farming among many other sustenance activities.   

 A primary teaching for children is the importance of keeping busy and the value of 

hard work. When children are busy, there is “no time for mischievous, fooling around” 

(Focus Group B). Cha Cha reiterates, “the grannies were believers in empty hands, empty 

mind. So you always had to keep yourself busy.” Learning to keep busy through chores, 

and following along beside older family members teaches self-discipline as well as ensures 

that children feel a sense of belonging and place within the family (Ann). Cha Cha defines 

this process as active participation, where children learn their roles and responsibilities 

within the family and community. Bertha recognizes that her ability to care for others and 

tendency towards service work came from working alongside her foster mother. Whether 

it is learning how to fish, prepare foods or helping those in need, children learn how to care 

for and respect themselves and others.  

 Active participation provides an opportunity for mentorship and the passing on of 

cultural knowledge. Arthur describes how he learned about the traditional plants:  

As children…we were taught…that…we were the helpers like, I 

remember elders used to visit us, they would come on horseback or 

whatever, and our mom used to chase us out. And she, “you guys go 

along with the kyé7es and you help them carry baskets and everything. 

And help them you know, like we had to climb trees and get the berries 

to them. That was our job, and we had to do that all day and stay with 



 

94 

 

the elders and help them gather, whether it be berries or, or roots, and 

medicines…That’s how I learned about you know the traditional 

plants and everything like that, from the elders, right from the elders. 

Cause we actually had went and did it with them. 

Children often stay, live with, or assist their grandparents with daily living activities, 

regular chores and/or supplying provisions. In Secwépemctsin, this type of arrangement is 

called, tek̓léksten, walking stick/cane, or to cane. It is customary for first and at times 

second born grandchildren to be raised by either the paternal or maternal grandparents, so 

that grandparents have help when they get older and/or become frail (Focus Group A; 

Focus Group B; Louis). However, the grandparents can take in any of the children, and not 

necessarily the oldest (Focus Group A). Similarly, couples with no children may also take 

in a child and raise them as their own. Ann explains:  

Kids were very important and a lot of times a kid would look after 

grandma like they were like the cane and grandma might be kind of 

blind and they lead grandma around…Or sometimes you leave one of 

your kids with your aunty or somebody who’s all alone and they need 

company and you leave your child to help around, so it’s like a holiday 

too, for the kid, cause they get spoiled by old aunty or old kyé7e, eat 

nice and sleep good because they’re not with their hectic family.  

Tek̓léksten plays a critical role in the survival of older generations, or those who require 

assistance, and the passing on cultural knowledge. Creating a role for children within the 

family, children gain a sense of belonging. Moreover, tek̓léksten can be advantageous for 

the child in that it supports an environment where the child can receive more directed 

training and individual attention. 

 Formal training starts around the age of 5. Songs, dances and games are often used 

to support the development of basic skills (Focus Group B). This initial training process 

takes place at home until about age 7 (Focus Group A). To prepare for their étsxe, some as 

young as 6 – 8 years of age, start with shorter lengths of fasting, normally a day being out 
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on the land, on their own to start training their body, mind and spirit (Focus Group B). 

Étsxe takes place around the time when children start to experience puberty, when a young 

girl starts menstruating, or when a young boy’s voice begins to change (Louis).  

 During étsxe children are sent out on the land for four days and four nights to start 

sweating (sq̓ílye - sweatlodge), fasting or going on a vision quest, it is a time for thinking 

about what has been learned. The locations of each ceremony are carefully chosen for each 

child, and the timeframe varies with the role they are being trained for. For example, a child 

training to be a traditional medicine person would have gone out for a whole year- to 

survive, eat, sleep and live on the land by themselves. During étsxe, children find their 

sné7e, their “spiritual helper” (Focus Group A). Participants note that the helpers could be 

animal or human, and may have more than one.  

Considered to be the Secwépemc form of schooling, étsxe, can be done in groups 

and are commonly led by the community Chief or a Master of a particular skill (Focus 

Group B). When not available, other family or community members may take on the lead 

role. In some cases, an arrangement may be made with another family, or a neighboring 

community, for the child to learn a different language, or ways. These arrangements always 

contain set terms, and possibly an exchange of children to support reciprocal learning. In 

all cases, the children are always returned home (Focus Group A; Focus Group B). Prior 

to Residential Schools, Secwépemc children were raised and trained within their natural 

language, Secwépemctsin. Therefore, to support current language revitalization efforts, it 

is important to teach about étsxe in Secwépemctsin. For example, in a hunting camp for 

children, when cutting and preparing the animal, children learn the names for the different 

parts of the animal, the tools used, and the preparation process of the meat (Focus Group 
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B). This practice is critical since the cultural values, ways of being, knowing and doing do 

not always translate easily from Secwépemctsin to English.  

Another training process includes early morning swims every morning in the 

nearby lake or river. Flora recalls, “I remember being at, close to puberty, when my 

grandmother used to wake me up before the sun came up to run down the river and swim 

every morning, and she used to make me drink rosebush water. In the winter time when it 

was too cold to go swimming I used to bath in rosebush water.” Louis calls to mind, “My 

mother said she had to go swimming every morning…whether it was cold or hot or 

anything…part of their training and I think it was to get used to the climate more or less. 

You know how to get your body used to the different temperatures.” There are many 

understandings of the significance for the early morning swim. One is the teaching of being 

up early and working hard to provide for family and community, another, a spiritual or 

ceremonial cleanse, and/or a practical necessity for adapting to the environment.  

Serving as both playground and classroom, much of children’s teachings take place 

in the natural environment, and are hands-on. Young children are introduced to activities 

like hunting or fishing practices, protocols, and the tools required for these. Johnny affirms, 

children “have to learn to shoot the deer, not just wound the deer. Not to just to grab 

anything, or take anything for granted...you take everything...and not waste it, not waste 

anything. It’s up to us to learn how to preserve it, dry it, smoke it.” Children learn how to 

gut, clean, prepare and preserve their catch, which includes learning the names of each 

animal part and how each is utilized (Focus Group B).  

 Ingrained within these teachings is an understanding of the seasonal rounds, when 

things are done in its own time (Wilfred). Ethel further discusses the seasonal rounds:  
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Everything has a season, like when to hunt, when to fish, when to pick 

berries, when to get medicines…There is a time for everything. And 

then there is a time to get cedar roots for the baskets, and there is a 

time to get a birch bark for the baskets...And when it’s hunting season 

in the fall, they done the hides. The ladies done the hides, and there is 

a lot of work to it, gathering the material to do the hides...all the tools.  

Throughout the year children are taught when to move to the next seasonal home, when to 

go berry picking, when to gather roots, when to hunt, when to start preparing for the winter. 

Children learn to watch the weather, as it is important in knowing when to return home, or 

when it is a good time to smoke or dry foods (Oliver). Cha Cha summarizes some of the 

seasonal activities taught to her by her grandmother:  

This is August, so we are going to start to harvest the garden soon. 

Maybe on a warm day like today we will go and we will clean out the 

root cellar. Or else maybe her grandsons had brought her some 

fish…so we would be under a big tree and she would have a small fire 

going and…she would be smoking the fish… Next would be the 

hunting. So you would be scouting around every time you go out in 

the bush, you scout around for medicines or see what the animals are 

doing, if it’s a lots of animals around there, then you know to come 

back for them in the fall. 

Other seasonal activities include making baskets in the spring to prepare for summer, the 

season for berry picking, fishing, and gardening (Focus Group A). Drying and smoking are 

common methods for preserving food for winter. As Ethel describes:  

…go pick berries, and attend to the berries, and you dry it…and when 

they got the meat…everybody dried the meat, and fish. And that’s all 

they done all summer long, they got ready for the winter. I guess they 

learned it from the ants, like today they say “work like an ant,” you 

know, ants are busy all the time.  

During the winter, food is gathered through trapping and hunting, however other activities 

include storytelling and the making/mending of clothes, blankets and other necessities. 

Medicines can be collected during all seasons (Focus Group A), as their availability varies 

throughout the year. Knowing when things are done are important protocols to ensure the 



 

98 

 

sustainability of food sources, while also being able to provide for family and community 

and only taking what is needed.  

 An essential lesson for children in hunting, gathering berries, roots or medicines is 

giving thanks and giving back. It is essential to show respect for the animals, plants, fish, 

or whatever it is that is being gathered through prayer and an offering. Ethel explains the 

importance of prayer and saying thank you:   

They prayed as soon as they woke up, and when they went to bed, 

they prayed when they picked berries, and when they got the deer, the 

fish, and medicines. They prayed, they said thank you…said 

Kukstemc. They always had a thank you. That’s why today…when go 

up in mountains today we make sure we have a little offering. If you 

don’t have tobacco you can use food and you offer it up. 

How this is done may be an individual teaching or an offering of what the individual has 

available to give back. Johnny adds:  

teach them to be thankful when they, if they get something to eat, or 

get a deer, or some fish, you know, vegetables. Be thankful to the 

creator. Thanking the creator for all the stuff that…he provides to us, 

you know we have to look for it. We have to look for it; it can’t be 

given to you. But when you strive to look for it, it means, it’s got a 

more meaningful meaning.  

For Johnny, when you have to earn what you have, you develop a sense of gratitude and 

responsibility for taking care of what you have. Both Oliver and Johnny explained that 

gratitude is provided to work animals because they help with the daily chores and work, 

and thus need to be well taken care of. Part of this teaching is learning to take care of what 

is provided, to use every usable part to its full extent. It is not appropriate to replace items 

frequently because something is not taken care of properly. Flora recalls how her 

grandmother taught her to take care of her belongings: 

I remember my grandmother taking me down the river and she put 

those great big leaves…She told me to wrap them around my feet and 

walk on the sand and try not to, to tear the leaves off my feet. To walk 
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really careful. That meant that when, when you are an adult and have 

shoes or whatever you wear on your feet. It won’t wear out for a long 

time, take care of it. 

Having to work for, take care of, and take time to show appreciation ensures that children 

learn to honor the animals, fish, birds, plants, medicines, and the environment.  

 In addition to giving thanks, it is important to give back to the community, and to 

share what you have gathered. Ethel explains, “Always a thanks giving...I mean it was 

given to us, to use, to respect, and to share. They shared, our people shared everything. 

They helped each other for one thing, you know about the medicines, about the food, about 

the fish, about everything.” In giving back to the community, it is also as important to work 

together and help each other in the harvesting of foods, medicines and other necessities. 

Many of the participants remembered other community members, even those from 

neighbouring communities coming to help with harvesting, haying, or whatever needed to 

be done. The practice of helping acknowledges the assistance you may have received from 

others, or may need from others in the future. Reflecting on this teaching, Johnny recalls:  

In my growing days I used to chum around with my buddy…used to 

go to their place like every weekend…But one weekend…the lady of 

the house, “Hey Johnny…you come here every weekend, you are 

friends with my son,” her son and me, we were good buddies, she says 

“but you should give a little back, you know…it takes money to feed 

the people…” it is just an example, “next time you come, bring a loaf 

of bread, or dozen eggs or something.” It goes to show you that you 

don’t take things for granted…It is part of the tradition to give back, 

part of not always taking. 

Children learn to never arrive empty handed when visiting or staying with others, or to help 

out in whatever way you can. Margaret remembers, “My grandparents all out in the fields 

haying. That was a good time of the year, after everything was done we would have a big 

bonfire. Many people used to come around and help, and we’d all have a big, big dinner, 

celebrate. Having the ability to give back or to help others is celebrated.  
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Similarly, children learn to share what they have gathered, especially when you get 

your first – first deer, first berries, first drum and so on. Minnie describes a time when she 

taught young men from the community how to hunt, “‘well the first one you have to have 

a feast and give the other one away to people’, so that they cooked that other one up, and 

they gave the meat away to the other people.” The hunt is celebrated through a feast and 

the young person is recognized for accomplishing a significant milestone in their life. The 

feast also acts as a ceremony and an acknowledgement that the youth has earned a new role 

within the community as a provider. Children learn to give away the meat to others who 

may not be able to provide as easily for themselves. Syek explains, “The fisheries 

conducted by our people, it was always done in perspective and terms of widows and 

orphans, and families who couldn’t gather for themselves. They were taking care of first... 

That was our way as a people.” When taught from a young age to provide for others it 

becomes a part of everyday practice. By adolescents, youth learn that fishing, hunting, 

gathering wood for winter, smoking and tanning hides, meat and fish are their 

responsibility (Oliver). However, for many, the activities are less of a chore and more what 

they like to do for fun and being active. Flora describes, “My brother Joe would haul wood 

for everybody, he wouldn’t even get paid. He just liked doing it. Or else when it [is], fishing 

time, he would go fish for everybody, start right from the bridge you know that pitch 

lamping? From their first hunt, children learn the importance of providing for their family 

and community, ensuring everyone is cared for and has the resources they need.  

 Children learn to care for their younger siblings in a supportive environment, and 

as a result, begin to develop essential parenting skills. Margaret describes helping with each 

of her siblings from their birth. She states, “I remember when I was young [I] used to 
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help…look after the babies when, every time they were born…wash the clothes by hand. 

Hanging them out in the winters…Helping with cooking.” Learning to care for younger 

siblings provides a natural mentorship relationship between older and younger children. It 

is a convenient teaching tool for the older youth to model good behavior by making them 

aware that the younger children are always watching (Focus Group A). Around the age of 

12, children are often expected to know how to care for themselves and their siblings (Cha 

Cha). Through these teachings, children learn to become independent and ensures they can 

care for their own children when they become parents.  

Having gone through each of the training processes, the children are expected to 

demonstrate they know how to care for themselves and others and how to survive on their 

own (Arthur). Many participants considered the mid-teens the time when one is no longer 

viewed as child. Each of the training processes lead to the child’s knowledge of self, others, 

the land, and animals; they are an assurance that the child will learn what they need to move 

into adulthood where they will continue their learning journey as contributing members of 

the family and community. More importantly, they will have received training on how to 

pass the knowledge onto future generations.  

 To be able to take on specific roles within the family or community, children 

receive in-depth training to develop skills based on their strengths and interests, or for some 

the expertise held within their family by a parent or other family member. Louis further 

elaborates on this practice:  

It’s the son or their daughter always became the medicine people 

because they learned from their mother and father. It was something 

that was kept handed down through the generations, especially if they 

took an interest in what their parents were doing…If they didn’t want 

to, they always found somebody else that would take their place. 

Because that knowledge had to be passed down and if it wasn’t their 
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daughter or son, it was either their nephew or niece…they were 

always watching who was going to be good for what. 

While children learn to listen, watch and do, their family and community also listens, and 

observes to see what the child’s strengths and interests are. Louis affirms, “they always 

looked at the potential in each child. To see what they were really good at, whether they 

were good hunters, or medicine men or berry pickers,” determining the type of training 

they should receive. While recognizing that it is also up to the individual to develop their 

own strength, Ralph adds:  

Each one of us, we have our own strengths. It’s up to us to stumble 

along to find out what we are strongest at, but our elders years 

ago…they used to be able to look at the young people…and they 

would say, oh that one likes to visit with the old people. They will put 

her with the old people so that she could learn our people’s 

history...and they would choose our teacher. So they knew who would 

be the best teacher for us, so it’s up to us to learn to watch her. 

Everywhere you go. We will be watching you. 

The idea that someone is watching provides a form of discipline as well as a guide for 

training. However, the young people also need to be able to find their own strength and 

take initiative when choosing to become an apprentice in a trade or skill. Young people 

cannot expect training to be automatically provided, and they must learn to seek out 

knowledge, ask questions, and be able to ask for guidance and assistance of their family, 

elders, and masters in what they are interested in. Ralph notes that in order to learn one 

thing well, you also have to learn other skills.  “You know like one of my favorite things 

when I was younger was to go and visit the old people and learn their stories. You know 

like the legends. And some of the old legends I had, in order to learn them I had to go and 

learn how to be a hunter, or learn how to trap, or learn how to fish.” Learning to be 

proficient in a skill is not simply learning the skill, but also learning the teachings around 

that skill, the land, and the history. For example, in learning to be an expert fisher or hunter, 
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one also needs to learn how to make the tools, learn the seasons, weather patterns, and 

water tides. In addition, in order to learn the stories, one needs to learn about the land, the 

place names, or events within those places. Moreover, children learn how their skills fit 

within the larger function of the family and community.  

For the most part, the Secwépemc believe that if children are consistently taught 

discipline from birth, children will listen and behave accordingly. Discipline as a 

punishment is not necessary (Louis), instead children are provided a clear understanding 

of rules, what is expected, and boundaries (Oliver; Syek). One way in which expectations 

are taught is through storytelling. For example, while given great freedom to play outside, 

in the Story of Sníne (owl) children learn that if you are outside at night, owl will come 

take you away (Focus Group A). In this context, the story is used to express expectations 

of children and as a method for ensuring children’s safety.  

Children learn the importance of sitting and listening when appropriate, to be 

respectful of others and to behave especially around elders during a gathering or ceremony 

(Wilfred). However, this does not mean that children are taught to be silent or voiceless. 

Children are encouraged to express themselves, and to make decisions according to their 

age, knowledge and experience. For Bertha, being a parent is focused on guiding children 

and allowing them a voice. Similarly, Gina encourages her sons’ sense of agency by giving 

them a choice in the activities they participate in. Rodney discusses goal setting and 

personal relationships with youth he encounters through stories from his journey. He states:   

I will always remember this story. Sitting there with a group of 

teenage girls… they were sitting there, talking with me and they were 

watching this young boy ride his bike to town. He was 19 years old, 

he was riding his bike to town and they said “oh, that’s so cool, Man!” 

“…he’s got his own bike going”. And I looked at them and I was like, 

“WHAT?” “Well that’s my boyfriend.” And I said “Well, what you 
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mean, that’s so cool. He’s got his bike going”. I said “When I was 19, 

18, I was married, I had a house, had a vehicle, I had lots of goals in 

life. What’s your goal to be with this young boy?” And she had no 

idea. All she said was, “He just so cool”. And I sat there and I talked 

with her for hours and brought a little light to her eye, I guess. Because 

it wasn’t long after that, she says “well he’s not my boyfriend 

anymore”. I don’t you know, hopefully I made a point (Rodney).  

His story illustrates how parents allow children to make their own decisions, and to act as 

guides, rather than dictate the goals and decisions of the children.  

Many feel that it is important to be patient and allow children to learn through their 

own experiences and mistakes, it is not necessary to be harsh or use hard discipline (Ann; 

Focus Group A). Instead, children are gently talked to when they are not behaving and if 

they are not doing something right, they are helped to do things correctly, and shown how 

things are to be done (Wilfred). The reasoning for why something is done in a certain way, 

or why certain behaviors are expected are explained in order to help children better 

understand, (Leona) which recognizes children’s growing responsibilities and 

inquisitiveness. In some cases, non-interference is practiced, where children are allowed to 

continue doing things as they are, and then helped to fix it afterwards, to learn from the 

experience to become autonomous and resourceful (Ann). Ann explains:  

If you’re asking them to do something like if they are packing water 

and they fell and spilled it, you know that’s nothing. That’s, just go 

and get another pail of water. If they dropped the wood at the doorstep 

and then you just have to pick it up. You didn’t ball them out because 

they were a little, and they were learning, but I think when they’re 

older. Like say they been doing it, and all of a sudden they get careless, 

of course then you say something you know. 

When behavior requires a strict approach, other measures are used such as having to work 

harder, or doing extra chores around the house and/or doing work for other 

family/community members (Flora).  
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Talking to children about their behavior is not only the responsibility of the parent; 

it could be done by another family or community member (Cora; Johnny). It is understood 

that the community looks out for each other, and not just for their own family, and so it is 

acceptable for another to say something to the child or parent (Focus Group A). In families 

where perhaps a father figure may not be available, an uncle, older male family member, 

or family friend may take on the role of talking to the child, or assisting the mother with 

discipline (Syek). It is common for a family to come together to discuss issues or concerns 

(Focus Group A) and together come up with strategies for resolving the situation.  

Traditionally, communal expectations are upheld by a community member, known 

as a whip man or watch man (“watchma”), a cultural role for enforcing the “Grandmother’s 

Law.” The whip man ensures rules, protocols and laws are followed and when they are not, 

it is his job to ensure they are addressed, corrected and/or relationships are restored. For 

example, the whip man would go around the community to ensure that all the children are 

in before dark (Minnie), check on the health of families and community members, and 

enforce a healthy environment. The Grandmother’s Law relates to the expectations of 

behavior, well-being, health and safety of the community set out by the grandmothers 

(Ethel; Oliver; Wilfred). Through this law, it is the grandmothers’ role to conduct health 

and well-being checks on families, as well as ensure that children are cared for and their 

basic needs are met. When necessary they may provide food, clothes and toys to families, 

or give “talks” for behavior and support, and move children if needed, or teach practical 

skills (i.e. how to make a fire to keep warm). Oliver states,  

My grandmother and my great aunts were…they were the 

grandmothers of the community…they had bags and they used to put 

food in there. And we used to walk from here to that lower Neskonlith 

reserve on the tracks here and we’d stop in and visit … those people 
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along the way to see if they were ok, if they were, like they drank a 

lot eh, so the old ladies used to drop some food off for the kids, or 

cook them something if there was something there. And sometimes 

they would take the kids away until the people sobered up. Then they 

would give them a good talking to. So yeah, that was the form of their 

child welfare... And they would walk around with [homemade 

mittens] and give them to the kids who had no mittens. And they 

would make them toys. 

Grandmothers may also provide assistance when a family requires live in support. 

Particularly, “when a woman had a baby… they would go there…and they would stay with 

the mother for maybe three months... Or if somebody passed away, it was the same thing 

right. They would help them through that time” (Oliver). Both the whip man and the 

grandmothers play essential roles in the care and well-being of children and families in 

Secwépemc communities, providing teachings, discipline, and support. 

Represented by the family circle: grandparents and Elders act as teachers and 

primary care givers; parents as providers and teachers; siblings as caregivers; and extended 

family as teachers, supports and caregivers. If the parents could not care for a child or 

children, whether it be related to resources, health, having to leave home for employment, 

or a parent has passed on, then a plan is made as a family and includes the children (Ann; 

Cha Cha; Ethel; Flora; Focus Group B; Minnie; Syek). Many times a grandparent, sibling, 

extended family member, friend or another community member may provide various forms 

of support/assistance, such as live-in support to assist with children, household chores, and 

guidance (Leona). Providing live in care, or having the children taken in by family or 

friends in the community ensures the bond between parent and child is maintained and the 

family circle remains intact. Families are close, and often live together in small groups, as 

Wilfred states, “living together in a small group like that was more stronger than living 

alone.” Communication is essential for families helping each other to raise children. If a 
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family does not have enough resources, then the community gathers what they can to 

provide for that family or take in children when needed.  

When a child is moved, it is not necessarily because a parent could not provide, or 

is ill for example, many children live with other families to attend school. Due to limited 

transportation options, it is often necessary to move closer to the school (Laura). When a 

child is taken in by another, that child is accepted and becomes a part of the family, and is 

raised as their own child (Ann, Bertha, Cora) ensuring long term care and stability for the 

child or children rather than being moved frequently from home to home.  

Regardless of the parent situation, it is important to ensure the parents can still bond 

with their children, and both parent and child(ren) have a connection to and relationship 

with the family (Bertha; Louis). It is not simply removing children from care, but 

strengthening healthy relationships. Most importantly, keeping the children in the family 

and community ensures love, respect, security, belonging, and routine. It is the leadership’s 

responsibility to ensure children stay in the family and community (Cha Cha).  

Many participants discussed having numerous children in the home at various 

times, whether it was in their parents’ home, or their own. This indicates that there is no 

limit on how many children can be cared for at a given time. The primary concern is safety 

and having enough food, as long as the children are cared for; whether it is for a weekend, 

or longer period of time (Bertha; Oliver; Leona; Louis).  

 There are many other areas of discussion that arose in the meetings with 

participants, however, for the scope of this research project these are not included here. 

More in-depth information will be returned to the research communities as a resource and 

for their use, while also respecting the confidentiality of each individual participant.   
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6. Teachings and Learnings for a Community-based Approach 

In this chapter I bring together the Stsptekwle, narratives, and stories, to describe 

the teachings and learnings for a community-based approach to caring. The chapter draws 

on specific Secwépemc stories, values, protocols, and practices; however, it is 

acknowledged that each community may find others as more relevant to their needs.  

6.1. K̓wseltktnéws, “We are all related,” A Secwépemc community-based 

approach to caring for children and families 

There are countless stories for both children and adults alike that provide guidance 

and teachings for caring for children and families. A key story for the current research 

project is the Story of Owl. While there are many versions of this story, the following is 

shared in Coyote as the Sun and Other Stories:  

The Story of Owl  

A woman lived in a village with her young son. Often the little boy 

would cry and cry for no reason at all. After many days and nights of 

listening to the boy cry, the woman grew angry. She said, “You must 

not cry or the owl will come and take you away.” But the boy still 

cried. 

One evening, the woman sent the little boy outside to play. It began to 

get dark. Just as she thought she should call the boy in, the woman 

heard him crying and ran outside. Suddenly, the crying stopped.  

The woman looked everywhere for her son and could not find him. 

People went out with the torches and searched all night, but they could 

not find him. After looking for a long time, everyone knew that Owl 

had flown away into the darkness carrying the little boy.  

Years went by and the boy did not return. The woman was very sad. 

One day the boy’s brothers decided they would try to find him. They 

packed supplies for a long journey and started off.  

Of course, Owl had travelled a long way with the boy by this time. 

Every day he had washed him in streams and rubbed his body with fir 

branches so the he would grow fast and become wise.  
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When the boy grew older, Owl trained him to live in the forest. He 

gave him a bow and arrows. First he taught the boy to shoot mice. 

Then, as he became a better shot, Owl taught the boy how to shoot 

deer and other animals with a bow and arrow. Owl taught the boy how 

to stretch animal skins and scrape them to make buckskin.  

Soon the boy became an expert hunter, killing many deer and other 

animals, which Owl always carried home. As time went by, the boy 

almost forgot his family. He thought of them less and less.  

Meanwhile, the boy’s brothers walked and walked, searching for him. 

One day, they came to a camp where they found skins on drying 

frames. They decided to wait and see who was living in the camp.  

In the evening, the boy who had been taken away by Owl returned to 

the camp. His brothers greeted him, and told him who they were. They 

were so happy to be together again. They asked the boy to return home 

with them, but the boy said, “Owl will not let me go home.” 

The boy wanted to return home, so he decided to trick Owl. “Owl is 

very smart,” said the boy. “But I think we can fool him.” 

Early the next morning the boy went hunting and killed a deer. He 

called Owl and told him where the deer lay. Owl flew off to find the 

deer and carry it back to camp. 

As soon as Owl was far away, the boy called his brothers. They packed 

up dried meat and hides, then they boy took some bones, and placed 

them on his bed. He said, “When Owl comes and finds these bones, 

he’ll think that I have died.” 

Quickly, the boy and his brothers set the house on fire and ran away. 

When Owl returned home later, he looked for the boy, but could only 

find burnt bones among the ashes.  

At last, the boy and his brothers reached home. The boy, who had 

become powerful while living with the Owl, told the people of his 

village what had happened. He said “Owl, will never again steal 

children. Instead he will deliver messages to the people.” 

To this day, you can hear Owl calling “Who-o, Who-o” as he delivers 

messages (SCES 1993, 41-45) 

The story has many teachings for children, for parents, and for community. Each 

listener/reader forms their own understanding of the story and its teachings each time it is 

told. For example, children may learn to pay attention to their environment, or the 
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significance of learning who they are, and their roles and responsibilities within the family 

and community. It may be seen as a lesson on the importance of family and to care for each 

other, as seen in the brothers’ long journey. The story also provides a lesson for parents to 

pay attention to their children, and to teach the children the Secwépemc ways of knowing, 

being, and doing. Among Secwépemc it is commonly believed that owl is a messenger to 

the people. For the current research project, the Story of Owl provides a foundation for a 

Secwépemc community-based approach to caring for children and families. The story 

teaches about working towards creating strong, healthy children, families, and community 

rooted in Secwépemc ways of knowing, being and doing (language, culture, practice). 

Through a strength-based approach to parenting, children are supported to remain in their 

family and community and become contributing members of the community. The story 

recognizes and empowers family and community in authority, policy, and practice and 

establishes the underlying principles for the Family Circle.  

The Family Circle:  

The family circle is founded on the Secwépemc value of K’wseltktnéws, “We are 

all related.” In the Family Circle there is no beginning and no end. At the centre of the 

circle are the children. They are supported and guided by the Secwépemc values of love, 

patience, kindness, respect, and honour to learn essential skills and train to become a part 

of the outer circle, where children become parents, and parents become grandparents. The 

structure of the circle ensures that families work together, care for each other, and help 

each other, and that there are always supports for children, parents, grandparents, extended 

family, and community. For instance, the children provide assistance to parents, 

grandparents, extended family, and community; and the parents act as the providers, 

ensuring everyone’s basic needs are met.  Grandparents and Elders act as the children’s 
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teachers, trainers, and guides. Siblings learn to help each other, and take care of each other. 

Aunts and uncles also act as providers, supports, and teachers for children and parents. On 

the outside of the circle is the greater community, ensuring that each of the community 

members are cared for, have their basic needs met, and there is a teacher for each of the 

children. The family is empowered as authority and decision makers, while the community 

acts as ‘service providers’ and general care givers.  

The family circle establishes a sense of belonging, that every individual/family is 

part of a larger family and community and is interrelated. Each member of the family circle 

has clearly defined roles, responsibilities, and expectations. The circle also encourages the 

development of individual strengths and potential in every child. To support this structure, 

communication within and among families is key.  

6.2. Knucwectsút.s, “Help Yourself,” and Slexléxs, “Develop Wisdom” 

Through story, example, mentorship, and apprenticeship, Secwépemc children 

learn about their individual strengths, roles and responsibilities within the family and 

community. They learn to observe, listen, practice, and master language, skills, and values; 

to develop a strong mind, body, and spirit; to be independent and yet understand their 

connectedness and interrelatedness to others. They learn so they can become providers and 

teachers themselves for the next generation, and pass on language, knowledge, and culture 

within the family circle. This circle and process of child development and progression 

through the different life stages is demonstrated through The Story of Sockeye Salmon as 

told by Secwépemc Elder Dr. Mary Thomas. Figure 3 provides an illustration for 

K̓wseltktnéws, the Family Circle, and the Story of Sockeye Salmon as designed by 

Graphics Artist Evelyn Alec (Okanagan/ Shuswap/ Colville/ Nez Perce) for this thesis.   
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Figure 2 K̓wseltktnéws, the Family Circle, and the Story of Sockeye Salmon 
Source:    Graphic Art by Evelyn Alec (Okanagan/ Shuswap/ Colville/ Nez Perce) 
Note:    Original in color.   



 

113 

 

The Story of Sockeye Salmon 

When the salmon eggs hatch, little fish band together, and they go 

along the rivers, they’re on their way to the ocean. And as they’re 

traveling, you can see even their little backbones and the little ribs 

when they are just out of the egg. And they band together always, male 

and female, to protect one another. As they go along, they begin to 

change; they’re growing. And one becomes the male, the other the 

female. And our grandmother would tell us in the legend, “This is 

what happens to you. When you’re just a tiny baby, you depend a lot 

on your mother, your big sisters, your aunts, your father, your uncles, 

grandparents. They protect you. But there comes a time, when you 

learn to stand on your own feet. That’s because you’re growing up, 

and you become more independent. And the fish is going down the 

rivers and their bodies are changing, the transparent look is gone, and 

they begin to form into a beautiful looking fish. And so that’s how you 

look when you become a teenager (Thomas nd, 8-9). 

“…and, as the fish is going down to the ocean, they’re down and 

they’re always in pairs, but in a big school of fish. After four years 

when they start to come out, the same pair come up the river and go 

back to the spawning bed. As they are coming along, the female is full 

of eggs, and she tires. And she tells her husband, “I’m really tired.” 

He bites into a snag and tells her, “You hold onto my tail, it’s soft and 

you can rest.” And this happens over and over as they are going along. 

“By the time,” our grandmother used to tell the boys, “you have a 

mate, you have a wife, you forget about yourself. You’re a handsome 

looking young man, when you first mate. Then when your wife is 

going to have, is bearing your children, you forget about your 

appearance. Your one concern is looking after the woman who is 

going to bear your children.” And that’s what the salmon does; he 

bites into the snag. And by the time they get to their spawning 

grounds, the male, you’ll notice, has a big ugly nose. And he’s turned 

green and all red color. And by that time, it doesn’t matter to the fish 

what he looks like, as long as his mate is laying eggs, healthy eggs, to 

keep the future going (Thomas nd, 9) 

Principles of Child Development 

The Story of Sockeye Salmon exemplifies the basic principles of child development 

for the Secwépemc. Through the story, the stages of child development are described as a 

time of individual self-awareness and the building of strength and skill development. It is 

the time when children learn to care for themselves, family, and environment (animals, 
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birds, fish, land, water, and plants), and begin to take on family and community roles and 

responsibilities. Children learn to develop family, community, and cultural connections 

through stories, singing, dancing, and practical hands-on learning on the land and water. 

They are provided consistent, strict, and clear expectations, while also being encouraged 

through positive and gentle language and touch. Paramount within these principles is that 

the cycle of maturation and reproduction is natural, and that although children may stumble 

they learn to persevere through challenges. With growth children learn to become 

independent, and, in learning to parent and care for their own children, they learn to develop 

an appreciation and mutual respect for each other.   

Values 

Within the Story of Sockeye Salmon are several key values essential for teaching 

children to become strong, healthy children rooted in Secwépemc ways of knowing, being, 

and doing (language, culture, practice). These include: observation, mindfulness, 

perseverance, working hard, working together, and keeping busy. Within these values is 

the understanding that helping is an everyday practice and that it is important to be thankful, 

to share, and to give back. Through gaining knowledge of and respect for water, land, 

animals, birds, and plants, children learn about conservation and sustainable practices and 

that everything happens in its own time. With the support of family and community, 

children develop and demonstrate their ability to problem solve, navigate challenges and 

conflict, and practice good judgement. Through these experiences children acquire the 

ability to examine things from different perspectives. Part of these teachings is learning to 

be flexible and having the ability to change. Most importantly, children learn the value of 

play by making learning fun and that humour is an important quality to have.  

Life Stages and “Changing skins”  
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As individuals move through each life stage or developmental milestone, it is called 

“changing skins.” In Secwépemc teachings, this process is formally recognized and 

celebrated about every seven years, starting at birth. The ceremonies and celebrations are 

briefly discussed at the end of each formal life stage, under the heading “Mellélc, and 

Qweqwetsin – Ceremony, Celebration and Changing Skins.” Mellélc means to rest, and 

relates to taking time for oneself and each other; and Qweqwetsin relates to honouring the 

spiritual or honouring your connection to the spiritual. These terms are used together as a 

way to discuss ceremony and celebration and the cultural process of evaluation, self-

reflection and self-expression that takes place in each changing skins. In addition, it is a 

recognition that all things are interrelated: the events and teachings that take place in each 

phase have an impact on the next; it is important to have balance in one’s life between the 

individual, family and community, and between work and rest; the importance of having 

gratitude and giving back; and to celebrate culture, growth and learning.  

Spawners & Eggs - “Pregnancy and Birth” 

In Secwépemc teachings, the stage of pregnancy and birth is critical given that 

learning and mentorship begins prior to birth. Mothers are respected as the life givers of 

the community and are loved, protected, and provided, and cared for. It is through the 

experiences and health of the mother that the child first receives love, care, and attention. 

The Secwépemc also believe that pregnancy is a natural part of life. It is essential that the 

mother and father are prepared for the pregnancy, birth, and their parenting journey as early 

as possible. They are educated and guided to live a healthy and active life style. Moreover, 

they are made aware that it is okay to ask for and/or receive assistance. During this time 

parents receive prenatal care, and learn how to parent and discipline by the family and 

community. It is also a time when clear expectations of the roles and responsibilities of the 



 

116 

 

parents, and the roles and responsibilities of the extended family and community to both 

the child and parents, are established. The family and community share resources, 

materials, and supplies with the parents, and health, education, and social services are set 

in place to best support the child, parents and family.  

Birth 

At birth babies are immediately held by the mother and father to establish the bond 

and connection with the parents. Through touch and gentle massage, the baby’s systems 

and senses are awakened. It is also important that the new born is spoken to and sang to in 

the Secwépemc language, and that they are then bathed in medicines, cleaned, wrapped 

and placed in a birch bark basket. With these actions babies are immediately immersed in 

Secwépemc culture and connected to their family, and they begin to feel a sense of support, 

belonging, and safety. As a life giver, the mother is highly respected and therefore she is 

also tended to, ensuring her health and safety.  

Mellélc, and Qweqwetsin – “Ceremony, Celebration and Changing Skins”  

There are two ceremonies that take place shortly after birth, and mark the beginning 

of the child development milestones, or the ‘changing of the skin.’ The first relates to the 

burying of the qu7íle̕ or placenta and is normally decided upon as a family. The location 

and the meaning of the ceremony will vary and is determined by the family. For example, 

one may bury the qu7íle̕ on or close to the families’ land to create ties so that the child will 

know where they come from, and always return home. Other locations may be relevant to 

a skill or trait that the family hopes the child will develop. For example, burying the item 

in an ant hill may symbolize learning to be a hard worker. The second is a baby welcoming 

and/or naming ceremony which can include the extended family and community members. 

Each ceremony may be conducted differently with each child, or with different family 
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practices. Recognizing the baby is a gift and should be honoured, the ceremony both 

welcomes and introduces the baby to the community. The family and community encircles 

the baby to ensure that basic needs are met, and to establish responsibility for the child’s 

healthy development and training. With the expression of roles and responsibilities, the 

rights of the child are agreed to, formally recognized and can be referred to when needed. 

In addition, the ceremony supports the child’s development and understanding on the 

importance of community and healthy interaction and interrelationship.  

Alevin - “Infancy” 

The Secwépemc believe that babies should always be with the mother (parent) 

whenever possible. Through observation the child learns, language, culture, and daily 

activities, while building the bond with the mother and sense of safety and belonging. 

Babies should be wrapped and/or placed in a birch bark basket whenever possible, it 

provides love, sense of safety, and the initial training in self-discipline. It is also a reminder 

that children should not be handled or passed around too much, but provided security, love, 

and treated gently. Child care is not the sole responsibility of the mother, through the 

structure of the family circle she has a significant network of support and resources from 

her partner, the extended family, and community. It is important to maintain healthy 

relationships between parents, and between parents and children. The husband and wife are 

a team, who stay together through adversity and success. They put the children’s needs 

first, so that they can grow into healthy individuals/adults.  

Smolt – “Childhood and Clleq’melt (to advise)” 

Prior to puberty, children learn daily and practical activities. Through observation, 

listening and play, children begin to learn language, culture, and values. They learn and 

develop basic life skills, while also connecting to land, water, animals, fish, birds, and 
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plants. It is a time of play, being outside, and exploring their environment. Children begin 

to mirror the activities and interactions of those around them and by doing so begin to 

develop their own sense of self and responsibility. A significant feature in the learning 

process is in providing space for voice and dialogue, an opportunity for children to tell their 

own story, discuss feelings, issues, and vent, while also feeling supported, guided, and 

praised. Through dialogue children are supported to celebrate successes, and to 

constructively work through challenges. 

Mellélc, and Qweqwetsin – “Ceremony, Celebration and Changing Skins” 

Children are introduced to formal and informal education systems where they learn 

about: land, place names and history; ecosystems and habitats; harvesting, preservation and 

conservation techniques; math, sciences and technology; and medicines. They are provided 

an opportunity to experiment and apply the teachings in practice. Through song, dance, and 

games children learn Secwépemc values, morals and life skills.  Similarly, children are 

instructed through small tasks and challenges to teach about role and responsibility. These 

include caring for younger siblings, or walking on leaves with care in order to learn to value 

what one has. Children are prepared for and introduced to various formal training exercises, 

such as early morning baths, sweats, fasting, and hunting/fishing for small animals and fish. 

Fry – “Young Adulthood and E’tsxe (on the path of, to train)”  

The time of puberty and coming of age, or young adulthood, is a crucial time for 

mentorship, apprenticeship, and mastery. Parents, Elders/Grandparents, and community 

take notice and identify the strengths and potential in each child and begin to guide them 

towards those. These can be cultural skills (i.e. hunter, storyteller, healer, history keeper), 

and/or other practical life skills (i.e. financial literacy, health, nutrition and cooking, 

athletics). This process of training ensures that children/youth are prepared to live on their 
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own and raise their own families, while also building community capacity. It ensures 

effective succession planning by guiding education and employment goals for leadership 

and other roles in the community. As youth begin to master their skills, they start to take 

on formal roles within the family and community. For example, as youth learn to develop 

their hunting or fishing skills, they learn to provide for others in the community, such as 

single mothers, widows, and Elders.  

Mellélc, and Qweqwetsin – “Ceremony, Celebration and Changing Skins” 

E’tsxe is the term used for the process of coming of age ceremonies and formal 

training. Each family and/or community may have developed their own ceremonies and 

training processes depending on resources, need, and skill development. Customarily, 

e’tsxe for boys is led by men, fathers, uncles, and/or grandfathers; girls are led by women, 

mothers, aunts, and/or grandmothers. However, if necessary they can be led by either 

gender. When training for a specific skill or role, they are led by a recognized leader or 

master in that skill. It is also common for the community leadership to take groups of young 

boys or young girls out on the land for e’tsxe. Through training, children learn to prepare 

themselves physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually prior to hunting, fishing, 

trapping, gathering, and root digging through ceremony and other practices. For example, 

children may learn basic survival skills like building a temporary shelter, cleansing, and 

fasting to prepare for the physical and mental challenges of a hunting trip. They learn how 

to respectfully harvest an animal, learn the names and uses for every part, and the tools and 

technologies for harvesting, preserving and preparing. Within the teachings is instruction 

on seasonal rounds, a time for everything, conservation, only taking what is needed, and 

giving thanks for what has been provided. Other activities within e’tsxe may include, but 

are not limited to, regular or longer periods of sweats, early morning swims, running, and 
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fasting. Each practice has its own teachings and purpose in developing values, morals, and 

self-sufficiency. Regardless of the skill achieved or milestone reached it is celebrated in 

the family and/or community as way to formally recognize and honour the young person. 

This can be done through a specific ceremony (i.e. coming of age) or through a community 

celebration and often involves a feast to share and give back.  

6.3. The Grandmother’s Law – Governance, Decision Making and Guardianship 

The family circle is held together through what is termed, “The Grandmother’s 

Law.” According to Secwépemc teachings, the grandmothers monitor the care, wellbeing, 

guardianship and discipline of children and families. It is the grandmother’s role to educate, 

guide, train, and provide structure and support. Similarly, grandfathers act as the 

enforcement of law and structure, and address issues and conflicts. They are the 

disciplinarians, advisors, advocates, representative, and/or spokesperson of the family. In 

addition to ensuring the acquisition, maintenance, and transmission of knowledge 

(parenting, cultural, language, and life skills), the grandparents and Elders of the 

community act as advocates, ombudsmen, and the internal and external oversight to family 

and community. Their role is to monitor the care, wellbeing, guardianship, and discipline 

of children and family. Monitoring takes place through regular visits with families. At 

times this may take the form of live in support and guidance or taking in children by the 

grandparents, other family or community members to allow time to for parents to adjust to 

their new roles, learn, and gather resources. Additionally, as the grandmother’s conduct 

their visits, they make note of the needs of the children and family, and either direct or 

distribute resources and materials (i.e. food, clothing, toys) to the family. The assistance 

provided by the grandmother’s is considered an inherent function of the family structure 
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and authority - viewed as caring and the sharing of resources and knowledge, rather than 

as a judgement or punishment. Additionally, through the grandmother’s law natural safe 

houses are established where children know where they can go, without shame or fear of 

punishment, to eat, sleep, and be cared for. Safe spaces/places can be a family or 

community member’s house. After checking in with the child, and caring for their 

immediate needs, the child can be brought home if appropriate. If required, parents are 

talked to, advised or instructed on expectations, and provided supports and resources to 

address the child’s needs and the dynamics of the family relationship.  

Caregiving is fluid, involving the parents, extended family and community, creating 

a strong family support network where everyone in the community has a role in the care of 

children and families. If one is without, then it is the extended family/community 

responsibility to assist with resources, knowledge and support (for parents, single parents, 

widows, Elders, etc.). This structure allows family members to mediate children being 

cared for by another through an agreement to meet set expectations, or the circumstances 

are resolved. Wherever possible children are supported to stay in their own home. 

However, there is a variety of reasons that children may be placed in another’s care. These 

may include: loss of parent, parent away temporarily (education, employment, health), loss 

of resources (income, housing), child’s resources and training (health, education, cultural 

exchange), or even child(ren) assistance to another family or community member. In all 

cases, an agreement between families and/or communities is made with set terms, 

timelines, roles, and responsibilities. Parents, family and community are involved in 

decision making and creating plans of care for children; communication is key in this 

process. Supports and plans of care may include but are not limited to: guidance and ‘parent 
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coaching’ or training, discipline (bringing back balance and harmony), advocacy 

(education, justice, and child welfare), providing resources (education, employment, 

health, healing), or temporary guardianship. In making decisions and plans of care it is 

essential to focus on ensuring children maintain a sense of love, respect, belonging, and 

attachment to language, culture, family and community.  

6.4. Summary 

The following table (Table 1) provides a summary of K̓wseltktnéws, “We are all 

related,” A Secwépemc Community-Based Approach to Caring for Children and Families, 

outlining the framework’s foundation, guiding principles and overall goals. It includes the 

roles and responsibilities of: children; parents; families; First Nations Leadership and 

Governance Structures; Ministry, Delegated Agencies and Community Service Providers; 

and Provincial and Federal Government. Drawing from the frameworks narrative, the table 

lists measurable outputs and outcomes, and identifies performance measurement tools. 

Several key factors need to be taken into consideration but are not addressed specifically 

here. These include: timelines or timeframes for activities, performance measures, and 

evaluation processes; funding and resources; as well as the political and legal willingness 

and/or authority to implement and evaluate the policy/program. These can be established 

in relation to and by a specific community, based on their goals, needs, funds, and 

resources. Critical for determining timeframes is a discussion on how much time should be 

provided to implement and deliver “services or goods” to achieve the goal? How can the 

process be sustainable and relevant over time and changes in political, economic and 

administrative environments?  
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Table 1  K̓wseltktnéws, “we are all related,” a Secwépemc community-based 
approach to caring for children and families 

Foundation 
The Story of Owl 

 Roles and responsibilities of children, 
parent and community 

o Teach children Secwépemc 
ways of knowing, being and 
doing (language and culture) 

o Clearly defined roles, 
responsibilities and 
expectations for children, 
parents, grandparents, 
extended family, and 
community 

Guiding Principles 
The Story of Sockeye Salmon 

The Family Circle 
 

 Love, Patience, Kindness, Respect 
and Honor 

 Support and Guidance 

 Work together, Care for Each Other, 
Help Each Other 

 Structure and Supervision 

 Development of individual strengths 
within a community-based society; 
individual/family is part of a larger 
family and community; and is 
interrelated 

 Identify the strength and potential in 
every child 

 Family strength, communication and 
authority 

Goal 

 Strong, healthy children, families and 
community rooted in Secwépemc 
ways of knowing, being, and doing 
(language, culture, practice) 
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Children 

Activities /  
Role and 
Responsibility  

Outputs Outcomes 
Performance 
Measurement Tools 

Mentorship and 
Apprenticeship  
 
Learn Secwépemc 
language, culture 
and values (ways 
of knowing, being 
and doing) 
 
 

# of funds/resources to 
support # of children to 
stay in their family, and 
community 
 
# of children who access 
language and cultural 
resources 
 
# of ceremonies, child 
development milestones 
(individual or group)  
 
# of children feel sense 
of connection and 
belonging to culture, 
family and/or 
community 
 
# of life skill workshops, 
and school supports 
 
#/Type of resources 
distributed (food, 
clothes, other 
materials/resources) 
 
# of children who feel 
supported to leave care 
 
# of children who are 
connected to supports 
and services (i.e. health, 
recreation, housing) 
 
# of children 
experiencing improved 
social determinants of 
health (i.e. health, 
education, poverty) 

Children are 
supported to remain 
in their family and 
community 
 
Children/youth learn 
to become 
independent 
contributing 
members of the 
community – family 
circle – provide for 
self and own family 
 
Improve socio-
economic factors – 
social determinants 
of health (health, 
employment, access 
to culture, 
development 
milestones, 
education, poverty, 
housing) 
 
Reduce number of 
children in justice 
system 
 
 

Documentation and 
Assessment of 
records:  
plans of care, 
education, 
employment, health, 
housing, access to 
services, etc. (as 
available and with 
consideration of 
confidentiality and 
privacy) 
 
Interview/Survey of 
children/youth on 
language, culture, 
community 
connection, 
becoming 
independent or 
“aging out” 
 
Documentation of 
children/youth who 
access resources, 
training, 
development camps, 
etc. 
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Parents 

Activities /  
Role and 
Responsibility 

Outputs Outcomes 
Performance 
Measurement Tools 

Provided resources 
(i.e. food, shelter, 
clothing), training 
or live in support, 
etc., and in some 
cases children 
cared for by 
another family or 
community  
 
Teach children 
Secwépemc ways 
of knowing, being 
and doing 
(language and 
culture) 
 
Parenting based 
on Guiding 
Principles 
 

# of parents and 
foster/adoptive parents 
who access supports, 
training, and resources 
(# of sessions) 
 
#/Type of resources 
distributed (food, 
clothes, other 
materials/resources) 
 
# of parents who feel 
supported 
 
# of parents who are 
supported to engage in 
services/resources 
(Transportation, income 
assistance) in decision 
making process 
 
# of parents who engage 
in plans of care  
 
# of parents who 
maintain connection to 
child (i.e. education, 
health, justice) 
 
# of parents who are 
connected to supports 
and services (i.e. 
education, health, 
culture, recreation, 
housing) 

Strength-based 
approach to 
parenting 
 
Increase family, 
community, 
ministry, 
delegated agency 
and service 
provider capacity 
 
Improve socio-
economic factors 
– social 
determinants of 
health (health, 
employment, 
access to culture, 
mental health, 
education, 
poverty, housing) 
 
Reduce incidence 
of neglect, 
domestic violence, 
substance use 

Assessment of records, 
plans of care, 
monitoring for parents 
receiving services (in 
home, in family, in 
community, children 
are “in care” or 
adopted) 
 
Assessment of records 
on education, 
employment, health, 
housing, access to 
services, etc. (as 
available and with 
consideration of 
confidentiality and 
privacy) 
 
Interview/Survey of 
parents receiving 
services or 
family/community 
supports and resources 
on language, culture, 
community connection, 
and parenting  
 
Documentation of 
parents who access 
resources, training, 
development camps, 
live in or home care 
support 
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Families 

Activities /  
Role and 
Responsibility 

Outputs Outcomes 
Performance 
Measurement Tools 

Facilitate 
acquisition, 
maintenance and 
transmission of 
knowledge 
 
Monitor the care, 
wellbeing, 
guardianship and 
discipline of 
children and 
families 
 
Advocates, 
ombudsmen, 
external/internal 
oversite, to family 
 
Provide 
mentorship 
opportunities for 
children, youth 
and parents on 
life skills and 
training 

# of decision making 
processes (family group 
conferencing, mediation, 
adoption, healing circles) 
 
# of grandparents who 
feel connected in role to 
children, youth and 
parents and feel 
supported to assist with 
child care 
 
# of extended family 
supported to engage in 
care, decision making, 
trained to take part 
in/guided 

Empower family and 
community in 
authority, policy, and 
practice 
 
Strengthen/Restore 
traditional roles and 
responsibilities 
 
Increase family, 
community, ministry, 
delegated agency, 
and service provider 
capacity 
 
Increase access to 
family, community 
and service agency 
resources (i.e. food 
banks, community 
gardens, health 
clinics) 

Interview, survey of 
records on 
education, 
employment, 
health, housing, 
access to services, 
etc. (as available 
and with 
consideration of 
confidentiality and 
privacy) 
 
Interview/Survey of 
families receiving 
services or 
resources on 
language, culture, 
and parenting  
 
Documentation and 
evaluation of 
individual decision 
making and 
advocacy processes 
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First Nation Leadership and Governance Structures (First Nation, Band and Nation) 

Activities /  
Role and 
Responsibility 

Outputs Outcomes 
Performance 
Measurement Tools 

Advocacy 
 
Monitor and 
preserve family 
and cultural 
connections 
 
Design and deliver 
community- 
strategic plans, 
services and 
research projects 
(i.e. language, 
health, justice, 
jurisdiction, 
Secwépemc Laws, 
employment) 
 
Establish clear 
operations and 
administrative 
structures, roles, 
responsibilities 
 
Align policy, 
strategic plans, 
funds and 
resources  
 
Collaborative 
partnerships in 
policy 
development, 
implementation 
and evaluation 
 
Evaluation of best 
practices, policy 
goals, design and 
implementation 
processes 

# of advocacy, or 
interventions at the 
family, community and 
government levels 
 
#/types of services and 
resources provided for 
children, parents, family 
and community 
 
# of children 
communicating with and 
connecting  
 
# of partnerships and 
collaborative activities 
 
# of funds and resources 
committed  
 
# of research on best 
practices and evaluation 
processes and the formal 
update of policy goals 
and instruments 
 
# of Community Strategic 
or Community 
Comprehensive plans 
and traditional, academic 
or professional resources 
 
# of resources 
(Stsmémelt Project, 
Traditional Use Studies, 
academic/professional 
and related research 
projects) 
 
 

Increase support 
(organizational and 
resources) for family 
and community 
 
Increase sense of 
support within 
processes 
 
Increase or improve 
community services 
 
Improve 
relationships 
between children, 
family, and 
community 
 
Actualization of 
indigenous self-
governance, 
jurisdiction and self-
determination 
(policy, funding, 
resources, capacity) 
 
Increase family, 
community, ministry, 
delegated agency, 
and service provider 
capacity 
 
Improve working 
relationship with 
Ministry, Delegated 
Agencies, Community 
Service Providers and 
Provincial and 
Federal Government 
 

Documentation and 
evaluation of 
decision making 
process, advocacy 
and interventions 
 
Documentation and 
assessment of 
resources and 
services provided 
 
Interview children 
and families on 
communication, 
connection, and 
services/resources  
 
Policy and Program 
Evaluation on goals, 
instruments, and 
outcomes 
 
Documentation and 
assessment of 
agreements, 
operations and 
administrative 
structures, roles, 
and responsibilities 
 
Survey of 
stakeholders and 
partners 
 
Review of needs 
assessment, gap 
analysis, funding  
 
Assessment of 
community strategic 
plans, and outcomes 
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Ministry, Delegated Agencies and Community Service Providers 

Activities /  
Role and 
Responsibility 

Outputs Outcomes 
Performance 
Measurement Tools 

Reciprocal 
mentorship 
relationships 
between Ministry, 
Delegated 
Agencies, and 
Community  
 
Provide 
community-
culturally-
strength-based 
services and 
resources (i.e. 
culture, language, 
health, education, 
justice, 
employment) 
 
Regular evaluation 
and exploration of 
best practices, 
policy goals, 
design and 
implementation 
processes 
 
Establish clear 
operations and 
administrative 
structures, roles 
and 
responsibilities 

# of children supported 
to stay at home, or in 
their family, community 
 
# of clients accessing 
prevention, intervention 
and alternate care 
options 
(increasing/decreasing 
depending on goal) 
 
# of mentorship, training 
sessions in services 
organizations, in 
community and with 
families 
 
# of community, 
culturally and strength 
based services available 
(needs and gap 
assessment) 
 
# of research on best 
practices and evaluation 
processes and the formal 
update of policy goals 
and instruments 

Reduce # of children 
in care, alternative 
care, adoptions, etc. 
 
Increase long-term or 
stable placements as 
required 
 
Decrease in incidence 
of death, injury, self-
harm and suicide 
 
Increase family, 
community, ministry, 
delegated agency, 
and service provider 
capacity 
 
Increase diversity in 
services 
 
Reduce fear, stigma, 
barriers and funding 
limitations 
 
Increase access to 
services 
 
Improve working 
relationship with 
Aboriginal 
Community, 
Provincial and 
Federal Government 

Completed and 
regular review of 
needs assessment 
and plans of care 
 
Interview and/or 
survey of children, 
parent, 
foster/adoptive 
parent experience 
 
Completed and 
regular policy and 
program evaluation 
on goals, 
instruments, and 
outcomes 
 
Documentation and 
assessment of 
organizations, 
agreements, 
operations, and 
administrative 
structures, roles and 
responsibilities 
 
Documentation and 
assessment of ALL 
ministry, delegated 
agency and 
community services 
and operations with 
strategic plans, 
goals, and 
performance 
measures 
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Provincial and Federal Government 

Activities /  
Role and 
Responsibility 

Outputs Outcomes 
Performance 
Measurement Tools 

Collaborate with 
Aboriginal 
communities in 
policy 
development, 
implementation 
and evaluation 
 
Develop working 
partnership with 
Aboriginal 
communities to  
develop and 
deliver strength-
based and 
culturally 
appropriate  
 
Facilitate staff and 
organizational 
capacity building 
and cultural 
awareness 
 
Establish clear 
operations and 
administrative 
structures, roles 
and 
responsibilities 
 
Recognize and 
support capacity 
development for 
Aboriginal 
jurisdiction and 
self-government 
 
Align policy, 
Strategic Plans, 
Funds and 
Resources  

# of partnership (policy, 
protocol, agreements) 
established with service 
providers, provincial and 
federal government 
 
# of funds and resources 
committed and/or 
received to support 
policy implementation, 
services and resources 
for children, parents, 
family and community 
 
# of research on best 
practices and evaluation 
processes and the formal 
update of policy goals 
and instruments 
 
# of mentorship, training 
sessions in services 
organizations, in 
community and with 
families 
 
# of and types of 
collaborative activities 
 
#/types of engagement 
of children, families and 
community in ALL levels 
of decision making 
processes and policy 
development 

Improve working 
relationship with 
Aboriginal 
Community, Ministry, 
Delegated Agencies, 
and Community 
Service Providers  
 
Increase 
organizational and 
staff capacity and 
cultural competence 
 
Improve policy 
development, 
implementation, and 
evaluation process 
 
Improve operations 
and administrative 
structures (roles and 
responsibilities) 
 
Policy recognition, 
committed support 
and resources for the 
actualization of 
indigenous self-
governance, 
jurisdiction, self-
determination 
(policy, funding, 
resources, capacity) 
and family authority 
 
Increase meaningful 
engagement in all 
decision making 
processes and policy 
development 

Documentation and 
assessment of 
records on 
resources and 
services provided 
 
Completed and 
regular policy and 
program evaluation 
on goals, 
instruments and 
outcomes 
 
Documentation and 
assessment of 
organizations, 
agreements, 
operations and 
administrative 
structures, roles and 
responsibilities 
 
Interview/Survey of 
children, family, 
community, 
stakeholders and 
partners 
 
Research and review 
of needs 
assessment, gap 
analysis, funds 
(priorities, 
structures and 
formulas) and 
resources 
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6.5. Policy Implications 

This section introduces the legislation, policies, and practice standards that form 

the existing model of child welfare services for Aboriginal children, youth, and families 

and then provides a discussion of the current model in relation to K̓wseltktnéws.  

In BC the Child, Family and Community Service Act [RSBC 1996] Chapter 46 

provides legislative authority for child, family, and community services. Part 1, Section 2 

and 3, of the Act outlines the following as its guiding and service delivery principles: 

Guiding principles 

2  This Act must be interpreted and administered so that the safety and 

well-being of children are the paramount considerations and in 

accordance with the following principles: 

(a) children are entitled to be protected from abuse, neglect and harm 

or threat of harm; 

(b) a family is the preferred environment for the care and upbringing 

of children and the responsibility for the protection of children rests 

primarily with the parents; 

(c) if, with available support services, a family can provide a safe and 

nurturing environment for a child, support services should be 

provided; 

(d) the child's views should be taken into account when decisions 

relating to a child are made; 

(e) kinship ties and a child's attachment to the extended family should 

be preserved if possible; 

(f) the cultural identity of aboriginal children should be preserved; 

(g) decisions relating to children should be made and implemented in 

a timely manner. 

Service delivery principles 

3  The following principles apply to the provision of services under 

this Act: 
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(a) families and children should be informed of the services available 

to them and encouraged to participate in decisions that affect them; 

(b) aboriginal people should be involved in the planning and delivery 

of services to aboriginal families and their children; 

(c) services should be planned and provided in ways that are sensitive 

to the needs and the cultural, racial and religious heritage of those 

receiving the services; 

(d) services should be integrated, wherever possible and appropriate, 

with services provided by government ministries, community 

agencies and Community Living British Columbia established under 

the Community Living Authority Act; 

(e) the community should be involved, wherever possible and 

appropriate, in the planning and delivery of services, including 

preventive and support services to families and children (British 

Columbia 1996).  

These principles underpin the services provided by the Ministry of Children and Family 

Development (MCFD). The policy goals can be interpreted as stemming from the statement 

found in Section 1, “safety and well-being of children are the paramount considerations” 

(British Columbia 1996), thus establishing risk management and protection as the primary 

function. This goal can be viewed in contrast to the strength-based goal stated in 

K̓wseltktnéws, “Strong, healthy children, families and community rooted in Secwépemc 

ways of knowing, being, and doing (language, culture, practice),” which focuses on the 

holistic health and wellbeing (including safety) of not only the child, but also family and 

community. Common to both is the intent in supporting children within their own home 

and family through services and the maintenance of cultural connections. However, the 

approach to accomplishing these differs; the Act takes a prevention and protection 

approach whereas, K̓wseltktnéws takes an educational and supportive approach.  

http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/04060_01
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An additional primary component of the Act relates to the “Best interests of child,” 

this section outlines the key factors that must be considered in determining the child’s best 

interests within plans of care and service delivery. These factors include: 

(a) the child's safety; 

(b) the child's physical and emotional needs and level of development; 

(c) the importance of continuity in the child's care; 

(d) the quality of the relationship the child has with a parent or other 

person and the effect of maintaining that relationship; 

(e) the child's cultural, racial, linguistic and religious heritage; 

(f) the child's views; 

(g) the effect on the child if there is delay in making a decision. 

(2) If the child is an aboriginal child, the importance of preserving the 

child's cultural identity must be considered in determining the child's 

best interests (British Columbia 1996). 

In review of the principles as a whole, wellbeing focuses on physical and emotional safety, 

ensuring the inclusion of the child’s view, the child’s relationship to their parents, and 

cultural identity. In general, this definition can be viewed as having similarities to 

K̓wseltktnéws principles. However, K̓wseltktnéws, takes these further by discussing the 

factors as relationships to the child and their healthy development, rather than as an 

individual (the child’s) characteristic. For example, in K̓wseltktnéws safety, and children’s 

physical and emotional needs is defined and expanded upon as a relationship, or 

interrelationship between child and caregiver, or adult support. It requires love, patience, 

kindness, respect, and honor; support and guidance; working together, caring for each 

other, helping each other; and structure and supervision. K̓wseltktnéws provides a more 

complex understanding of child development, defining it as the development of individual 

strengths within a larger family and community context. In K̓wseltktnéws the end goal for 



 

133 

 

the interaction or best interests of the child is not simply a present need, but a long term 

commitment to supporting the health and wellbeing of children. 

 Within MCFD, several substantial policies address Aboriginal children and 

families. These include Ministry Operational and Strategic Directional plans, Annual 

Service Plans, Practice Standards, and the Aboriginal Service Improvement. Together, 

these policies set the ministry goals and indicate the means to achieving them within the 

six complementary service lines. Prior to discussing these policies in further detail, it is 

important to examine the overall ministry mission and purpose statements.  

 The MCFD Operational & Strategic Directional Plan 2013/14 Update provides 

the following as the ministry’s mission statement:  

The Ministry of Children and Family Development (MCFD) supports 

healthy child and family development through its commitment to a 

collaborative professional practice delivered across a range of quality 

services that strive to maximize the potential of children and youth 

through achieving meaningful outcomes for children, youth and 

families related to their needs (MCFD 2013, 3).  

Interestingly, while supporting healthy child and family development is at the forefront, 

the focus is on the delivery of services, and ‘achieving meaningful outcomes’ that 

maximize the potential of children and youth. In comparison, K̓wseltktnéws seeks to create 

strong, healthy children, families, and community through language, culture and practices 

that not only involves the delivery of professional services, but also the provision of support 

from the family and community in collaboration. Similarly, the MCFD 2015/16 – 2017-18 

Service Plan outlines the Purpose of the Ministry as follows: 

The Ministry works together with Delegated Aboriginal Agencies, 

Aboriginal service partners and approximately 5400 contracted 

community social service agencies and foster homes, cross 

government and social sector partners to deliver inclusive, culturally 

respectful, responsive and accessible services that support the well-

being of children, youth and families. The primary focus is to support 
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vulnerable children and their families using a client-centered 

approach to service delivery that builds on their existing 

resources and capacities. Services are delivered in a respectful, 

compassionate, strengths-based and culturally-appropriate 

manner to achieve meaningful outcomes (emphasis added MCFD 

2015, 4). 

Within this purpose statement several key themes emerge, which include working together, 

inclusivity, culturally respectful/responsive, accessible, wellbeing, support, client-

centered, builds on existing resources and capacities, and meaningful outcomes. These 

themes also resonate within the Act, and relate to K̓wseltktnéws principles for caring for 

children and families. However, a key component of the ministry’s purpose is the focus on 

supporting vulnerable children and their families, whereas K̓wseltktnéws seeks to support 

all children, families, and community as a part of a whole, rather than singling out or 

stigmatizing a specific demographic.  

 Specifically relating to the design and delivery of Aboriginal services the ministry 

states the following on their web page titled, Aboriginal Child & Family Development: 

An important aspect to improving outcomes for vulnerable Aboriginal 

children and youth is ensuring Aboriginal people have responsibility 

to design and deliver culturally appropriate services. The Ministry of 

Children and Family Development supports and recognizes 

Aboriginal people to exercise jurisdiction in delivering their own child 

and family services. The ministry is committed to working 

collaboratively to implement changes and new approaches to improve 

the care, safety and well-being of Aboriginal children and families 

(MCFD nd). 

This statement reflects the pivotal change from assimilationist policies of the past and a 

path towards Aboriginal jurisdiction and self-determination in service delivery. Working 

towards this goal through collaboration and partnership with Aboriginal communities, the 

ministry has established several policies that address improving services and outcomes for 

Aboriginal children and youth. The vision for services, “is of Aboriginal children and youth 

http://www.mcf.gov.bc.ca/about_us/aboriginal/
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living in healthy families strongly connected to their culture, language and traditions” 

(MCFD 2014, 12), in addition, “to improve access to quality prevention and early 

intervention services to strengthen Aboriginal families and reduce the number of 

Aboriginal children coming into care” (MCFD 2014, 12). These goals align with and give 

support to the foundation of K̓wseltktnéws.  

The MCFD 2015/16 – 2017-18 Service Plan discusses Aboriginal children, families 

and/or communities in various sections, however here the focus will be on Goal 2, 

Standardize and improve ministry services, Objective 2.6: Improve and strengthen 

Aboriginal Services. The service plan states,  

In order to support Aboriginal families and reduce the number of 

Aboriginal children coming into care the ministry will: 

 Implement the Aboriginal Policy and Practice Framework 

 Expand cultural competency training, including online 

training, experiential learning and mentorship to infuse 

cultural competency into ministry operations 

 Continue the Aboriginal Service Innovations – Early Years 

contracts for direct early years services for Aboriginal children 

aged 0 – 6 years 

 Through the Aboriginal Service Innovations – Child Safety 

and Permanence program, provide direct services to support 

aboriginal children safely returning home or to their 

community and for those children who can’t safely return, 

improve permanency outcomes (MCFD 2015, 10). 

Since the objective is general in focus, it is challenging to compare it with K̓wseltktnéws. 

However, the ministry Aboriginal Equity and Inclusion Policy Lens (Carroll, Russell, and 

Turpin 2014, 7) provides a framework for engaging and including Aboriginal communities 

through a serious of questions that should be considered within the policy development 

processes. The policy lens, if applied in practice, has the potential for supporting, 
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improving, and strengthening the relationship with the Aboriginal community especially 

in developing policy, services, practice, and performance measures. Unfortunately, at the 

time of writing the Aboriginal Practice Framework has not been released. The remaining 

objectives fit within K̓wseltktnéws as they provide a basis for early child development 

activities, and supporting children in or returning home to their family and communities.  

Aboriginal children cared for in Aboriginal communities is the sole performance 

measure provided within the service plan for Objective 2.6 noted above and is defined as, 

“of the Aboriginal children having to leave their parental home, the percent that receive 

services delivered by Delegated Aboriginal Agencies, Aboriginal foster care providers or 

Aboriginal friends and family” (MCFD 2015, 11). As the ministry explains, “Ensuring that 

Aboriginal children who have to leave their parental home receive services through an 

Aboriginal service system will strongly connect them to their culture and traditions” 

(MCFD 2015, 11). While a similar outcome is included in K̓wseltktnéws, it is a limited 

indicator for improving services and reducing the number of children in care.  

Numerous research projects and ministry reports have indicated that the number of 

Aboriginal children in care has increased rather than decreased. Therefore, for the purposes 

of ascertaining policy and program/service feedback, the performance measure is 

ineffective in providing valuable information for improving services, achieving meaningful 

outcomes, and information on why the numbers are increasing. On one hand, the increase 

could indicate that services are improving and thus reaching and supporting a greater 

number of children and families, which could lead to a gradual decrease in numbers. On 

the other hand, it can indicate a very real issue/challenge within policy, services, and 

practice that requires a considerable amount of attention. One way to improve the 
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performance measure is to include Aboriginal children, youth, family, and community 

input and experiences. Their feedback could better inform the measurement of outcomes 

and facilitate strategies for improvement. Research has criticized reliance on DAAs and 

service providers as these organizations may not necessarily equate to Aboriginal staff, nor 

ensure the organizations cultural capacity and connection to Aboriginal family and 

community. In addition, these organizations continue to be regulated by provincial 

legislation, operation and practice standards, and face the same jurisdiction, structure, and 

funding challenges as ministry provided services. As such, K̓wseltktnéws provides a 

number of related outputs and outcomes used in combination to illustrate improvement in 

services and put into context the number of Aboriginal children/youth in care. In addition, 

K̓wseltktnéws provides measures that directly address cultural connections. Much of the 

data can be collected through existing reporting measures for community service 

organizations with the addition of direct interviews and/or surveys of children and families 

accessing services, and can also be included in the update or evaluation process for 

developing plans of care for children and families.  

 At the time of writing the complete plan for Aboriginal Service Improvements has 

not yet been released, however, an early outline of the major deliverables within this goal 

can be found in the MCFD Operational & Strategic Directional Plan 2013/14 Update. 

These are summarized as follows: partnership with Aboriginal communities; strengthen 

Aboriginal services capacity; develop and implement protocol agreements; develop and 

implement an Aboriginal Practice Framework; cultural training; map and analyze access 

to services on-reserve; permanency planning; redesign of the Aboriginal Services Branch; 

contract and funding standardization; and clarify outcomes and performance measures. 
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Based on these deliverables, the Aboriginal Service Improvements within policy and 

service design can potentially provide the initial steps for supporting K̓wseltktnéws and 

improving services and outcomes for Aboriginal children, youth and families. 

 With the current Aboriginal Operation and Practice Standards and Indicators 

(AOPSI) under redesign and incorporation into the pending Aboriginal Practice 

Framework these measurements will not be formally addressed here. The final policy 

reviewed is the ministry’s Child and Family Development Service Standards. Specifically, 

CFS Standard 2: Children and Families from Aboriginal Communities, which provides the 

following standard statement:   

To preserve and promote a child’s Aboriginal heritage and connection 

to his or her Aboriginal community, the following must be involved 

in all significant decisions when determining the child’s Aboriginal 

connections, heritage and descent, and when assessing, planning and 

providing services for the child: 

• the child 

• the child’s family 

• the child’s extended family 

• the child’s Aboriginal community 

• the identified delegated agency and any other community agencies 

involved with the child and family, and 

• any significant people identified by the child and his or her family 

or Aboriginal community (MCFD 2003, 15). 

In order to meet the standard statement’s objective, the following policy is in place: 

From initial contact and throughout the period of involvement with a 

child and family, involve the Aboriginal community to: 

• identify the strengths within the Aboriginal community and heritage 

of the child and family 

• identify extended family members 
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• identify, plan and deliver services that are culturally appropriate and 

accessible 

• provide information to help strengthen and support the Aboriginal 

child’s home and in turn help ensure his or her safety and well-being 

• participate in the development and implementation of plans of care 

that will preserve the child’s cultural identity 

• ensure that review processes are sensitive to cultural perspectives 

and are carried out in ways that are culturally appropriate 

• identify and develop an appropriate out-of-care living arrangement 

for the child, and 

• reunify Aboriginal children who have been removed from their 

homes and communities with their extended families and 

communities (MCFD 2003, 15).  

In general, the standards and policy fall in line with the goals of K̓wseltktnéws in 

maintaining connections to family, community, language, and culture. There are two points 

of interest in the policy that stand out. The first, “identify the strengths within the 

Aboriginal community and heritage of the child and family” (MCFD 2003, 15), can be 

interpreted as a value statement based on the staff member’s perceptions, beliefs, and 

understanding of the community and the child’s heritage. In comparison, K̓wseltktnéws 

allows for partnership, inclusion, and authority of the family to identify community 

members, cultural ceremony, resources, and practices best suited for child’s (family) 

cultural teachings. The second, “identify, plan and deliver services that are culturally 

appropriate and accessible” (MCFD 2003, 15), is also dependent on the staff members 

understanding, as well as community and/or cultural connections, and resources, not to 

mention case load. The activity is also dependent on the delivery of a service rather than 

allowing for a ceremony of a developmental milestone, or a cultural teaching for the child 

and/or parent. Focusing on relationships and mentorship, K̓wseltktnéws involves the 
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development of a support and resource network that includes cultural teachers, ceremony 

and other cultural “service” delivery activities.  

 Policy is created in response to an issue or perceived problem. For example, 

employment strategies may be developed to address high unemployment rates, or the need 

for an increased skilled workforce. Policy design depends on how a problem is defined 

which then determines desired goals and outcomes. In the above example, one employment 

strategy may focus on welfare to work strategies or employer wage subsidies to deal with 

high unemployment rates; another may focus on education to employment subsidies, or on 

the job apprentice/education programs to address the need for a trained workforce. Policy 

design for programs relating to Aboriginal children, youth and families have undergone 

significant restructuring since before the time of Residential schools with shifting 

motivations and relationships with the Aboriginal community. For example, seeking 

measures to support the settlement of Aboriginal lands, early policies dislocated Aboriginal 

families and communities from their traditional territories and ways of life. Then with the 

goal of assimilating Aboriginal children into Canadian society, and thereby eliminate 

Aboriginal people as distinct entities, policies focused on the removal of Aboriginal 

children into Residential Schools. As a result of the intergenerational trauma inflicted on 

many of the children and families, the schools created cycles of abuse, poverty, and 

disconnection from cultural and family structures. Policy was then redesigned to protect 

Aboriginal children from the resulting poverty, abuse, and neglect. However, the new 

policy continued the assimilation of Aboriginal children and the destruction of Aboriginal 

identity, culture and language through the removal of Aboriginal children into foster care 

and adoption. Recognizing that these new policies for Aboriginal child welfare have similar 
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consequences as the Residential School system, policy makers are again seeking new 

solutions that include strengthening relationships with Aboriginal communities.  

A multitude of policy actors or entrepreneurs have demonstrated their ability to 

quickly mobilize around and frame issues through reports, legal action, lobbying and 

education. These entrepreneurs have also had an impact on policy agenda setting, and the 

transformation of policy as it exists today. For example, the First Nations Child and Family 

Caring Society of Canada is an influential organization in the area of Indigenous child 

welfare. In addition to their partnership in the human rights complaint briefly discussed in 

the Introduction and chapter three, the FNCFCS has created training material and resources 

on reconciliation and youth engagement, as well as established an online journal for 

Indigenous child welfare research. This organization is also leading numerous initiatives 

addressing children’s rights and equitable access to services. In BC the work and advocacy 

of individual First Nations and representative bodies have initiated the development of 

research and conferences on Indigenous child welfare, and influenced the development of 

Indigenous focused policy and programs such as the Child at the Centre Action Plan, and 

the Indigenous Approaches.  

Early policy changes emphasize the need to connect and maintain Aboriginal 

children to their family and culture. Following this, DAAs have been created to deliver 

varying levels of services from prevention to protection. Nevertheless, even with these 

changes, numerous research studies examining a variety of performance measures (i.e. the 

number of children in care, parent experiences, and/or funding efficiencies) have illustrated 

the ineffectiveness of past and current policies. These studies call for change in policy and 

practice in order to achieve “meaningful outcomes” for Aboriginal children, youth, and 



 

142 

 

families, as they continue to be overrepresented at all levels of interaction with child 

welfare and related services, in addition to faring low in multiple areas - health, education, 

justice, poverty/income, employment, etc. For example, the BC and the Canadian Auditor 

General have identified critical issues in the child welfare financial structures and capacity 

to deliver preventative or out of care services. Additionally, in When Talk Trumped 

Service: A Decade of Lost Opportunity for Aboriginal Children and Youth in BC, the 

RCYBC provides a critical analysis of the various Aboriginal child welfare strategies, 

policies, and standards that have been implemented in recent years. The report outlines 

how with each initiative, policy has attempted to reflect a move towards a preventative 

focus and the recognition of Aboriginal rights to exercise jurisdiction in the design and 

delivery of services. In its conclusion, the report indicates that the current policies are rife 

with incoherence and inconsistencies and as a result have not been effective or efficient in 

achieving meaningful outcomes for Aboriginal children and families. These reports tied 

with several critical events such as the formation of Jordan’s principle, incidences of child 

deaths in care, and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission events and report, have all 

reiterated the urgent need for change. These experiences with past and present policy have 

resulted in a decline in trust and confidence in federal and provincial capacity to effectively 

achieve meaningful outcomes for Aboriginal children and families. There is a growing 

demand from Aboriginal people to be consulted, to be heard, to participate in, and more 

importantly, to reclaim their right to self-jurisdiction and self-determination.  

While changes and/or additions within policy design and implementation may have 

had the best of intentions, these transformations have led to policy layering and drift. Policy 

layering is demonstrated through the addition of the AOPSI, and the Indigenous 
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Approaches initiatives. New goals were established without abandoning previous standards 

and structures thereby creating inconsistency in the means for achieving their goals. Within 

AOPSI, new goals were set to more effectively work with Aboriginal children, families, 

and community, however, these were inconsistent in delivery, and applied only to DAAs, 

and are limited in how they guide the inclusion of Aboriginal culture within practices.  

While a pivotal strategy in supporting Aboriginal jurisdiction and cultural 

incorporation within practice, the Indigenous Approaches were criticized by the RCYBC 

for a lack of contract standardization and inconsistency in outcomes. Some initiatives 

focused on research and governance; very few focused on direct service delivery, creating 

uncertainty in the ability to directly impact and achieve meaningful outcomes for children 

and families. Policy drift is perhaps best demonstrated through the existing jurisdiction and 

funding structures for Aboriginal child welfare and service delivery. While there has been 

an addition of new goals in prevention, connection to culture, and Aboriginal self-

governance, the means of achieving these have not changed. In particular, the 

complications in who is responsible for service delivery on or off-reserve have not been 

fully resolved in practice. The funding priorities and formulas have not been realigned to 

meet new goals and remain focused on population size and protection services. 

There are many areas where K̓wseltktnéws and the existing child welfare policies 

share common goals and are complementary to each other. Both envision strong, healthy 

children and families connected to culture, supported through services to remain at home, 

within the family and community. In areas where they differ, they can be viewed as 

overlapping and having competing goals or means to achieving those goals. These 

differences do not necessarily result in one negating the other, but instead present an 
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opportunity to work together to better meet the needs of Aboriginal children, families, and 

community. While the CFCSA provides a prevention and protective approach to child 

welfare and K̓wseltktnéws an educational and supportive approach, there is an opportunity 

for K̓wseltktnéws to supplement existing policies to establish a holistic foundation based 

on Secwépemc ways of knowing, being, and doing. It is essential to understand that 

combining or supplementing policies, should not be an end goal. Rather, it should be a 

stepping-stone towards reconciling past policies and practices, and locating them in 

Secwépemc ways of knowing, being and doing, that recognizes the inherent right of 

Aboriginal people to exercise jurisdiction, self-governance and delivery of services.  

The key purposes for existing policy is to support healthy child and family 

development, and to protect and provide for vulnerable child and youth populations. With 

the implementation of K̓wseltktnéws the scope of policy is expanded to include all children 

and families in recognition that each should be supported as a way to strengthen families 

and build community as a whole. It is a way of protecting or ensuring that all children are 

supported; that none “fall through the cracks” and go without adequate supports. As a 

result, the stigma and fear attached to reaching out and/or receiving services is reduced, 

encouraging more families to engage in services.  

Establishing within policy the duty to maintain family relationships, and connecting 

children to culture and community is applauded; however, there are questions. What does 

that look like? How do you apply culture or traditional knowledge into practice? And how 

do you measure the preservation of cultural identity especially since there are so many 

diverse Aboriginal cultures in BC? Current mechanisms concentrate on the delivery of 

services by a DAA, kinship programs or connecting children to Aboriginal service 
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providers and cultural events.  K̓wseltktnéws attempts to move beyond the delivery of a 

service and identify what connecting to family and culture can look like in practice. The 

concept of healthy families is defined through the roles, relationships, values, and guiding 

principles built within the family circle. Child development milestones and the activities 

one should learn within each life stage are ascertained through the Story of Sockeye Salmon 

and the process of changing of skins. Therefore, K̓wseltktnéws identifies the means for 

maximizing the potential of each child and achieving meaningful outcomes by revitalizing 

traditional roles, responsibilities, and child rearing practices, and as a result sets the stage 

for the development of effective performance indicators. K̓wseltktnéws acknowledges that 

connection can be supported through cultural practice, ceremony, and celebration as well 

as apply to the development of other essential life skills within each phase, such as high 

school graduation, financial literacy, parent coaching, and healthy cooking.  

A key determinant for services and plans of care focuses on the best interests of the 

child. There is no disagreement between K̓wseltktnéws and existing policy that the best 

interests of the child are paramount in terms of safety, health, and wellbeing. What 

K̓wseltktnéws offers is an understanding of the interrelationship or relationship between 

child and caregiver, and adds context to the quality of the relationship. Particularly, the 

quality of the relationship is defined as a long-term commitment requiring loving, 

respectful, patient, supportive interactions and affections that guide the child in finding 

their potential and strength. In doing so, children grow and become contributing members 

of the family and community, creating a sense of purpose and belonging for the child, and 

a clear expectation of the caregiver.  The process for determining the best interests of the 

child must take this into consideration in supporting children to stay at home, or in deciding 
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when children are to be cared for by another, and as such focus on providing the supports, 

services, and teachings to nurture this type of relationship.  

  Drawing from the central questions this thesis initially made four key hypotheses. 

The first, current child welfare models do not support the inherent right and jurisdiction of 

the Secwépemc to care for their children and families using traditional models of care. The 

analysis of this research project finds that the hypothesis is supported. The current model 

does support the preservation of cultural identity, the identification of community strengths 

and services, and the involvement of Aboriginal community in planning and delivering 

culturally reflective and responsive services. However, focusing on where the current 

model discusses the right to exercise jurisdiction it specifically relates to the design and 

delivery of services, rather than jurisdiction in governance and decision-making in policy, 

design, implementation, and evaluation. In addition, the Aboriginal Equity and Inclusion 

Policy Lens is limited in application as it is intended to increase ministry staff’s cultural 

knowledge within the policy development process and thereby support a new relationship 

with Aboriginal people. It can be argued that the current model does support the inherent 

right and jurisdiction in service design and delivery, and therefore, the potential for using 

traditional models of care. However, there are no clear instruments in place to breathe life 

into the exercise of jurisdiction and a Secwépemc model of care outside of a DAA. Where 

Aboriginal people are included within policy, they are recipients of services, an influence 

on policy, or a partner to be consulted, engaged, and supported to build capacity. Where 

culture is considered it is something to be aware of, identified, and preserved through 

services rather than recognized as a foundation for a model of care.  
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 The second hypothesis states current child welfare service plans, and operation and 

practice standards do not reflect Secwépemc models of care and practice. There are aspects 

of the current child welfare service plans, and operation and practice standards that do in 

fact reflect elements of a Secwépemc model of care and practice. Although existing policies 

are located within a protective approach, a generous assessment might recognize that the 

policies focus on the parents and family as the primary caregivers, with involvement of the 

extended family and community. In addition, with the vision of strong, healthy children 

and families connected to culture, the general goal of current policies reflects a similar goal 

within a Secwépemc model of care. However, in practice, the policies do not contain the 

appropriate and corresponding means for achieving that goal. Current child welfare service 

plans, standards and related policies rely on the delivery of preventative, voluntary, or 

protective services by an Aboriginal agency, or caregiver. Secwépemc models of care and 

practice stress communal responsibility and relationship in the guidance of children 

through various developmental life stages.   

The analysis and findings of this research project supports the third hypothesis that 

current models do not support Secwépemc capacity and funding to ensure effective 

implementation and long-term sustainability. There are no effective instruments, or 

efficient funding structures and resources in place within the current policies to support 

Secwépemc capacity building and funding needs to implement a Secwépemc community-

based model of care and practice outside of DAAs which are restricted to and governed by 

provincial legislation, and AOPSI. In an effort to address the need for capacity building, a 

few communities were supported through the Indigenous Approaches initiative to develop 

community and culturally based strategies. However, many of the Indigenous Approaches 
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were discontinued with the exception of those that involved direct service delivery. An area 

where Secwépemc capacity building can still take place is through the proposed cultural 

competency trainings for ministry, DAAs, and community services as these could 

potentially increase participation and engagement in the design and delivery of services. 

To effectively support Secwépemc capacity and funding needs, there must be a structure 

for establishing such community-based initiatives, willingness to collaborate with related 

ministries and funding agencies, and resources to meet funding needs within new and 

existing budgets and/or grants. Research, governance, and community-based initiatives 

could be funded through related streams such as education, treaty process, traditional use 

studies, language, heritage grants, as well as other existing research and training areas 

within MCFD. Such initiatives require analysis of existing resources and needs, and build 

on what already exists in community. Assisting communities to use existing traditional 

knowledge studies or community plans to support the development and implementation of 

a community-based model, or partner with housing initiatives to support appropriate and 

safe housing that meet family and community needs.  

The fourth hypothesis states that the current models do not meet Secwépemc goals 

for improving the wellbeing of children and quality of life and thereby reducing the number 

of children in care. At multiple points within this thesis project, this statement has been 

found to be true. While the general policy goals are similar, in practice research indicates 

that the number of Aboriginal children in care has not reduced over time and that 

Aboriginal children continue to be overrepresented at all levels of contact with services. 

Although the MCFD 2013/14 Annual Service Plan Report indicates an increase in the 

number of Aboriginal children in care who receive services through an Aboriginal 
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Delegated Agency or caregiver, this single performance measure does not denote an 

improvement in wellbeing, or reflect the vision for strong, healthy children and families 

connected to culture. The current model lacks appropriate performance measures that 

reflect Secwépemc goals, such as the number of children supported to remain at home, 

child development milestones, sense of connection to culture (i.e. learning language, 

participation in culturally based learning activities), capacity for independent living, and 

improved socio-economic factors. Without these types of indicators, attempting to assess 

improvements in wellbeing are problematic. 

The current policy environment presents an opportune time to address the issues 

within policies. One factor that will impact success includes political willingness to address 

issues within policy to meet the goals for improving wellbeing and quality of life which 

can effectively reduce the number of children in care.  Another factor involves changing 

underlying beliefs, values, and attitudes in policies for Aboriginal child and family 

development. For example, establishing funding structures that support preventative 

measures, plans of action that effectively guide a strength based approach over risk 

assessments, and balancing preventative and protective measures. A third factor is the 

development of a framework that can coordinate multiple goals – safe and healthy child 

and family development; incorporation of cultural knowledge and language in practice; 

connection to family and culture; the preservation of cultural identity; recognition of the 

Aboriginal right to exercise jurisdiction; and reduce the number of children in care. Fourth 

is the ability to develop meaningful performance measures, evaluation processes, as well 

as mechanisms for improved transparency and accountability. A key factor that will impact 

success is the willingness of Aboriginal, provincial, and federal governments to work 
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collaboratively to address the current jurisdiction and funding challenges, cooperatively 

address policy failures, and update goals and instruments accordingly.  

In summary, the pending Aboriginal Practice Framework can play a key role in 

developing an optimal integrated policy strategy for reconciling past policies, as well as 

bringing K̓wseltktnéws to life. This will be dependent on the framework’s ability to 

navigate, renew, and learn from previous policies in order to design effective and efficient 

policy, programs and services that meet the needs of Aboriginal children, youth, families, 

and communities. There are several factors that must be considered and addressed to ensure 

the successful implementation and sustainability of K̓wseltktnéws. These include: the 

capacity, willingness, and commitment of the appropriate authorities to implement and 

evaluate the appropriate legislation and program activities; collaboration between federal 

and provincial governments to create resource and funding efficiency to implement, 

deliver, and evaluate policy and practices; the commitment to and level of Aboriginal 

engagement; research, training, and policy feedback processes; sustainability and long-

term relationship building with Aboriginal communities; and the timeframe allotted for 

implementation and  evaluation. 

Implementing K̓wseltktnéws will require participation and collaboration of 

multiple actors, from the child, family, and community, to First Nations leadership and 

community service providers, to provincial and federal governments and the related 

departments. However, as research has indicated the current ministry, DAA, and decision 

making structures have not effectively supported nor improved the outcomes for children 

and families. Existing structures have not ensured a connection to family and culture, and 

ability to practice culture. Therefore, the collaborations will need to move beyond 
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consultation and delegation, and recognize the family and community authority to act and 

lead decision making processes, including the authority to determine at what stage child 

welfare agencies should be engaged to intervene and what that engagement of services will 

involve (i.e. resource support, prevention services, protection measures). Returning to the 

family circle as the founding structure for caring for children and families, will require the 

ministry, delegated agencies and First Nations governance structures to understand their 

roles as one part of a larger support network for children and families. They can no longer 

view themselves as the sole decision makers or judges in the ability of families to care for 

and support healthy child development. Families and communities must also take initiative 

and the responsibility to participate in the family circle.  

 For successful implementation, resource and funding structures need to realign with 

policy goals, and expand to strengthen family, community, and service organization 

capacities. Funding priorities should then be placed on caring for children, and the activities 

associated with supporting healthy child development connected to language, culture, and 

practice, rather than the on population size, maintenance of a child in care, or the location 

of services and availability of resources. Current funding structures support reactionary 

measures rather than the preventative and culturally responsive goals within existing 

policy. Restructuring supports moving performance measures away from protective 

measures - voluntary, respite, or foster care and adoption - towards supportive measures. 

Making this shift can potentially reduce the fear of services and increase access. Resource 

and funding structures should support activities and services already happening in the 

community, whether it is a community cultural activity, or a vital resource person not 
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formally connected to child welfare services such as a recreation manager or librarian who 

may play a significant role in the lives of children in the community.  

Considering the sustainability of a policy framework, it is essential to understand 

that past policies were implemented over generations, and therefore it cannot be expected 

to achieve immediate or significantly large outcomes within a single policy cycle, or 

government appointment. Policies must be given time for implementation and, through 

consistent evaluation and feedback processes, the capacity to adapt and improve services. 

In the current study, this involves the development of appropriate performance measures, 

and evaluation processes that meet the needs of Aboriginal community and government 

decision making processes. Meaningful evaluation and feedback for policy redesign must 

include the voices and experiences of children and families.   
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7. Conclusion - For  Tellqelmucw, “the people to come and for all living beings” 

At the beginning of this thesis, the story of “Tul ti lew Slheni (Wild Woman) is used 

to illustrate the traumatic and devastating experiences of Aboriginal peoples with Canadian 

child welfare policies. The story represents the critical need to create new stories that can 

protect children from Wild Woman in her modern form of child welfare legislation and 

policy. Having a similar storyline, the Secwépemc Story of Owl exemplifies the gravity of 

the responsibility of ensuring that language, culture, and the Secwépemc way of life are 

passed on to future generations. The Story of Owl embodies the perseverance and unity 

within the Secwépemc to reclaim jurisdiction and governance to ensure the “survival, 

dignity and well-being of our children” (SNTC 2009). This pursuit stems from 

communities growing distrust of policy that does not effectively meet the needs of 

Secwépemc children and families. It has also been propelled by the deterioration of cultural 

identity, language, and family and community connectedness due to the Residential 

Schools, the Sixties Scoop, and current policy and practices.  

The funding and jurisdictional structures that shape Aboriginal child and family 

services have come under considerable criticism.  Current jurisdictional structures have 

resulted in disputes over which level of government is responsible for funding and service 

delivery on-reserve. Funding structures are inadequate for delivering preventive and 

supportive services, and community and delegated agencies have faced considerable 

capacity and resource challenges for ensuring availability and diversity of services. 

Consequently, Aboriginal children have continued to represent a disproportionate and 

increasing demographic of all children in care. Of further concern are the interconnections 

between Aboriginal children in care and poor socio-economic conditions, such as health, 
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education, youth justice, suicide, substance abuse, and poverty. Contrary to legislative, and 

ministry goals, these statistics indicate that the existing policy, tools, and practice are not 

achieving meaningful outcomes for Aboriginal children, youth, and families, nor are they 

reducing the number of children in care.  

Since the Sixties Scoop there have been strides in the redevelopment of policy to 

more effectively meet the needs of Aboriginal children and families. A number of key 

events and political agreements have influenced a shift towards partnership, recognition of 

Aboriginal self-determination, and connection to cultural identity. Moving forward, 

Aboriginal child and family service policy and practice are in a period of transformation, 

one that supports the incorporation of cultural knowledge, practices and Indigenous 

governance. One question alluded to throughout this research, and the various policy 

redevelopment projects over the years has been: how do you incorporate cultural 

knowledge into policy and practice? One story in particular has assisted this research 

project in reflecting upon this question. It is a story about the revelations that came with 

the return of a traditional spear confiscated in the arrest of Louis Paul around 1914 for 

fishing. Bear Nicholas (2008) describes:   

We were at least three generations away from knowing how to use the 

spear…It is wonderful that this spear still exists, but extraordinarily 

sad that it is no longer of any use to us, except perhaps, as a symbol 

of the ways in which our oral traditions have been abused. Just as that 

spear has been rendered useless to us by outlawing, seizing and 

disfiguring it, so too have our oral traditions been outlawed, stolen and 

disfigured. It will take great effort to reclaim and revitalize them, not 

as frozen images from the past, but as living and evolving traditions 

(33).  

The story is helpful in a few ways. The story reflects the idea that incorporating cultural 

knowledge into policy and practice is difficult because it is perceived as being frozen in 

time, or in the past. As a result, there is a perception that the tools available are limited, 
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such as kinship programs, or cultural events and spaces. It is recognized that for some 

children cultural events and spaces may be their only interaction with culture and 

community. However, it is difficult to understand how to measure the preservation of 

cultural identity if one is limited to images of tee pees, long houses, pow wows, hunting, 

fishing or museums and galleries. These images leave little room for understanding cultural 

knowledge as language, values, relationships, and ways of knowing, being, and doing that 

supports individual growth and the development of a healthy identity and family.  

Cultural knowledge is not something that is fixed and frozen in time, only to look 

at, reminisce about, and archive, but encompasses “living and evolving traditions” that 

must be reflected in governance, policy, and practice. Using the symbolism of the 

disfigured spear, one can view cultural knowledge, or Secwépemc ways of caring for 

children and families as being similarly disfigured by past and present child and family 

service policies. However, we cannot think of the spear as a reminder of what is lost, but 

as something that we are working towards revitalizing; that we will reclaim our ways of 

raising children and families. Lastly, the spear reminds us of the indispensable role that our 

oral traditions play in restoring Secwépemc culture, teachings, and ways of life.  

It is then, through Secwépemc Stsptekwle, written and spoken narrative, story, and 

experience, that I started out on this research journey to identify our ‘living and evolving 

traditions’ for caring for children and families and interconnect these with policy and 

practice. The focus developed in response to a community need for exploring traditional 

family law and connecting children and families to culture implemented within a 

community-based approach. At the core of the research, I argue that policy must be 

redesigned to more effectively meet the needs of Aboriginal children and families. The 
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research project also recognized that there ARE strengths within Aboriginal communities 

and cultural practices that are alive and well. The hope then is that the research can build 

on work already happening in community and across the province to revive language, 

culture, and governance, as well as contribute to the dialogue on how traditional knowledge 

be incorporated into policy and practices. 

I chose to focus on the experience of caring for children and families from a 

strength-based perspective. The research explored the question of how were/are 

Secwépemc children and families cared for, to acknowledge the supports and structures 

that exist within our communities. The goals are to facilitate the passing on of Secwépemc 

language, knowledge, practices, and values to future generations, so that we may further 

build on them. The hope is that in choosing this path, this research can provide a stepping-

stone for community empowerment and the revitalization of Secwépemc culture, in an 

effort to extricate from the policies and statistics that immobilize and confine Aboriginal 

children, families, and communities within a sense of loss, hopelessness, and incapability.  

As a starting point for employing an Indigenous and Secwépemc methodology, this 

research project drew from local research focusing on Secwépemc language, culture, and 

family practices to underpin and give strength to educational structures. Indigenous and 

Secwépemc methodology encompasses multiple research strategies – community-based, 

participatory action research, critical, and narrative. Research is a relationship, placing the 

participants and research community at the forefront, guiding the research process, and 

through participant voices, determining how the story is told and how the research is 

understood. The researcher acts as listener, and student.  
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Given the current social and political context of the research topic, an Indigenous 

and Secwépemc methodology is applied strategically. The chosen methodology is designed 

to give power and voice back to the family and community. An Indigenous and Secwépemc 

methodology moves dialogue beyond an examination of social history and oppression and 

creates a space for changing and improving the social reality. As the research progressed, 

the importance of giving a voice to participant and community was reinforced. Some 

participants, though unsure at first of what they could add to the study, had a lot to say; 

many had never been asked before, let alone been given the opportunity to contribute to 

policy development processes. Even in the work of the Community Advisory Committee 

and within discussions with other academics, and mentors, similar narratives, story, and 

experiences emerged. The crucial lesson is that law and policy is about people and 

relationships, and that research participants are not mere subjects or statistics, but people 

providing their story, a story essential for learning about and improving policy. Thus, 

participants discussed the topic within multiple layers of understanding and time. Their 

discourse consisted of cultural stories, experiences, relationships, cultural practices/values, 

family and community history, and knowledge of the community/land.  

The values of K̓wseltktnéws (interrelatedness), and Knucwectsút.s (taking care of 

oneself) provide a community and culturally based framework for analysis. Emerging from 

the stsptekwle is a glance into the Secwépemc values, practices, and ways for caring for 

children and families. The narratives describe the roles, relationships and responsibilities 

within the family circle – made up of the parents, children, grandparents, extended family, 

and community, and emphasize the value of children by depicting them at the centre. The 

circle represents the reciprocal relationship that children play within the family and 
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community, as well as the generational movement of children towards the outer part of the 

circle as they become parents themselves. Children’s teachings focus on language, and the 

passing on of knowledge, values, and skills. The narratives describe the Grandmother’s 

law, a system of family governance ensuring that children and families are safe, healthy, 

and cared for through various life stages. In the Secwépemc system of caring for children 

and families, plans of care, transition plans, guardianship, personal growth, career 

planning, and supported parenting are inherent aspects of the model. The narratives teach 

that everyone has a role and responsibility in the care of children, and that children are not 

possessions that can be taken or given away. Thus, policy must consider how each member 

of the family circle can be fully engaged in services. The findings suggest that if the process 

of handing down teachings for parenting is missing new approaches should then 

incorporate mentorship, home support and provide opportunities to learn life skills. 

Children and families must be supported to develop essential skills, meet basic needs, feel 

empowered and have a network that they can seek guidance from (without fear), and gain 

a sense of belonging and ties to land, language, and culture. Children need to know they 

can do whatever they dream.  

Responding to the two central questions, this thesis drew from Secwépemc 

Stsptekwle to identify the ‘living and evolving traditions’ for caring for children and 

families and outlined K̓wseltktnéws, “We are all related,” A Secwépemc community-based 

approach to caring for children and families (“K̓wseltktnéws”). K̓wseltktnéws explores 

child and family development from a cultural perspective. It brings together the main 

stories, values, protocols and practices in a way that could direct policy, establish practice 

standards and provide recommendations for appropriate performance indicators. 
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K̓wseltktnéws provides an illustration of what Secwépemc child and family development 

looks like in practice, and how it supports children and families, and their connection to 

culture, and healthy identity formation. K̓wseltktnéws, is an opportunity to found policy 

and practice in Secwépemc language and ways of knowing, being and doing, while also 

actualizing the inherent right of Secwépemc jurisdiction, governance and decision making 

for child and family services. K̓wseltktnéws is a step towards creating new cultural stories, 

and experiences for Secwépemc children and families. At the same time, K̓wseltktnéws 

provides an opportunity to revitalize the cultural significance of the Tul ti lew Slheni story 

and the Secwépemc Story of Owl by empowering and strengthening Secwépemc families 

and restoring roles and relationships within the family circle. 

Interconnecting the Secwépemc model with current policies, the research sought to 

identify ways in which the models could be consistent and coherent and, where they 

diverged, what were possible challenges. In review of the general policy goals, the models 

are similar, supporting children within their own home and family through services, and 

the maintenance of cultural connections. However, they take different approaches. Current 

models are founded in risk management and protection, whereas, the Secwépemc model 

focuses on educational and supportive measures. While the models had similar definitions 

of wellbeing, the elements varied. The scope of wellbeing in the current child welfare 

models are limited in comparison to those in the K̓wseltktnéws which expanded on 

concepts of roles, relationships, responsibilities and basic guiding principles. Ministry 

service plans indicated related goals, however, are deficient in providing methods or 

measures for accomplishing meaningful outcomes and maximizing the potential of 
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children and youth. In comparison, the Secwépemc model imparts strategies for child 

development milestones, life skill development, and parent support.  

While acknowledging that the ministry purpose statement shares similar features 

with K̓wseltktnéws, it is important to note that the ministry focus is on vulnerable children 

and their families, which emphasizes a risk and protection approach. Perhaps one impact 

of this approach is the stigma and fear of child and family services. In contrast, 

K̓wseltktnéws seeks to benefit all children, families, and community as a whole, 

highlighting an educational and supportive approach. In this approach the provision of 

services is not a measurement of what one has, lacks, or cannot provide. The intent of 

K̓wseltktnéws is to foster positive relationships, connection, and engagement with families 

and community. Specifically relating to Aboriginal child and family services, the ministry 

goals champion the development of a new approach to services, and promote Aboriginal 

jurisdiction in the design and delivery of services. Despite these similarities, policies do 

not specify jurisdiction in governance and decision-making in policy, design, 

implementation, and evaluation and therefore do not correspond with the goals of 

K̓wseltktnéws. An exploration of the operational and practice standards could not be 

completed at this time, as the Aboriginal Practice Framework has not yet been released. In 

examining the Child and Family Development Service Standards, the overall objectives for 

involving the Aboriginal community are comparable to the goals within K̓wseltktnéws in 

maintaining connection to family, community, language, and culture. In closer review of 

the components, the standard is subjective to the cultural understandings and capacity of 

the service provider and the involvement of the Aboriginal community. K̓wseltktnéws aims 

to build and strengthen relationships and mentorship opportunities based on language and 
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culture. On the surface, the current models of care, goals, services plans, and standards do 

match Secwépemc practices. However, a more comprehensive review indicates that the 

methods and measures do not correspond with Secwépemc practices. 

When Talk Trumped Service: A Decade of Lost Opportunity for Aboriginal 

Children and Youth in BC exemplifies a recurring analysis of the various Aboriginal child 

and family service strategies, policies, and standards that have been implemented over the 

past few decades. The report infers that policies are incoherent, inconsistent, and are neither 

effective nor efficient in achieving meaningful outcomes for Aboriginal children and 

families. Even with the addition of new goals and strategies that focus on: connection to 

family, culture, and identity; Aboriginal self-governance; and preventative services; the 

means of achieving these have not changed or improved within direct service delivery. 

Furthermore, current jurisdictional and funding disputes have not been fully resolved and 

service and funding priorities have not been realigned to meet the new goals. There is a 

lack of adequate and culturally appropriate performance measures.  Connecting funding 

structures with services and performance measures, and priorities, they are limited in scope 

to population formulas and in-care services and as a result they do not support preventative 

measures or the reduction of children in care. What is deemed as ‘preventative’ and 

founded on cultural ways of caring for children and families would not only affect the 

number of children in care but also influence other social determinants of health, such as 

education, justice, and poverty. Additionally, with the Indigenous Approaches 

discontinued, there are no effective instruments outside of DAAs, or efficient funding 

structures and resources in place to support capacity building or the implementation of a 

Secwépemc model of care.  
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As demonstrated above, there are many areas where current policies have similar 

qualities and features with the proposed Secwépemc model, and therefore, are compatible. 

In other areas, where the Secwépemc model overlaps, there are competing goals or means 

to achieving those goals. Both findings offer an opportunity to work together to better meet 

the needs of Aboriginal children and families, while also reconciling past policies and 

practices and founding them in Secwépemc language and ways of knowing, being, and 

doing and thereby actualize the inherent right and jurisdiction of the Secwépemc to care 

for their children and families using traditional models of care. It is important to note that 

this report does not assume that K̓wseltktnéws is complete but rather one venture in the 

formation of a framework, or an aid for future research, community policy development, 

and capacity building. This research project builds on and adds to existing policy tools 

(legislation, operations and standards, protocols, and agreements). As emphasized in the 

research the importance of shifting practice from risk and protective practices to strength-

based/building, cultural, and educational practices must guide future policy designs. 

Making this shift expands the diversity in services, increases accessibility, decreases stigma 

and fear for potential and existing clients, limits some of the child welfare service’s 

authority and expands family and community authority. Through the community-based 

framework social determinants of health, development theories and practices are integrated 

with culture and policy development, implementation, analysis and evaluation.  

For policy and practice to be relevant, sustainable, and effective it is essential that 

they are tied to culture, ceremony and Secwépemc ways of knowing, being, and doing. To 

be meaningful, policy must connect cultural knowledge and stories with traditional and 

contemporary actions. Therefore, discussions of traditional knowledge, or Aboriginal 



 

163 

 

rights and title, as being “frozen rights,” are significant for this research project. The 

underlying beliefs, goals and activities within legislation, policies, and practices are 

impacted by the understanding that cultural knowledge and oral stories have just as much 

application today as they did in the past. Absolutely, there are activities and practices that 

have endured over time within Aboriginal communities, such as hunting, fishing, berry 

picking, and trapping. These should be recognized as being valid in their own right, and 

acknowledged for the values and teachings they hold. More importantly, there needs to be 

an appreciation for how those teachings apply in the modern context and how they inform 

the development of processes for “training” children and supporting families. Choosing to 

live one way is not the abandonment of the other; what is important is the foundation in the 

cultural values, beliefs, and teachings. Teachings such as: the value of children and their 

significance within the family circle; spiritual teachings of sharing, helping, giving back, 

and giving thanks; and the importance of focusing on child development milestones within 

policy and practice to prepare youth for adulthood (financial literacy, employment training, 

etc.). Support must be provided to parents to overcome challenges (poverty, education, 

health and healing, etc.). The teachings are a reminder that services must move beyond 

simply removing children from circumstances and towards supporting their development 

and becoming strong, healthy members of a family and community. Understanding that 

connecting to culture is more than connecting to an Aboriginal organization, service 

provider, cultural event, or inclusion of extended family, and is instead a way of being, 

brings the focus back onto children and family well-being. Accepting the validity of 

cultural knowledge allows for it to be used as a foundation for policy and practice, rather 

than something to simply be aware of, identify and preserve. 
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This research aspires to change the underlying beliefs, values and attitudes in policy 

through a new understanding of cultural knowledge, and to create a new experience for 

Aboriginal children and families. Foundational changes can lead to funding structures that 

better support preventative measures in balance with other services and the development 

of a framework that can coordinate multiple goals – safety, healthy child and family 

development, incorporation of language and cultural knowledge in practice, and 

connection to family and culture. This can result in increased ability to develop meaningful 

performance measures, evaluation processes, and mechanisms for improved transparency 

and accountability. It also provides the groundwork for breathing life into the Aboriginal 

right to exercise jurisdiction.  

The premise of this research has identified two vital areas research. The first, 

Aboriginal children represent a disproportionately increasing demographic of all children 

in care, and poor socio-economic conditions. Second, past and current Aboriginal child 

welfare policies and practices have resulted in a deterioration of cultural identity, language, 

and family and community connectedness. If the policies that created these conditions 

directly attacked language, culture, and family ties, new policies must include real steps to 

revitalize them and should be founded in Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing. 

Simply pointing to or directing towards the need to have cultural connections or Aboriginal 

agency is not enough. Instruments must move beyond putting Indigenous language or faces 

to a continued and inappropriate practice.  

Cultural teachings are not meant solely for books, research, mythology, or 

anthropology; they are meant for everyday life, to record history, events, and family ties. 

Future research can play an integral role in revitalizing cultural knowledge and values – 
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the family circle, grandmother’s law, language, story, being on the land, and place names. 

Due to the limitations of time and space for the current study, it would be beneficial for 

future research to connect the framework back to community strategic plans such as: 

comprehensive community plans; child and family service agreements; health and 

wellness; and education. This process allows communities to incorporate the teachings of 

the study with what is already happening and address community needs and service gaps. 

Further study would benefit from exploring and consolidating the vast amount of related 

research on child rearing/development practices, family law, traditional parenting, and 

education, including traditional use studies, theses/dissertations, anthropological studies, 

cultural and language archives, and multimedia narratives.  

At the local level, a study connecting K̓wseltktnéws with the Stsmémelt Project 

could determine if they complement each other, and provide additional feedback for the 

policy development process. Further study of the Stsmémelt Project and the other 

Indigenous Approaches would be advantageous since many were left without resources to 

be fully implemented or evaluated and the full implications of their work are not known. 

The results may produce valuable information on whether the research process had a 

positive impact within the community. Similarly, early evaluation of the pending 

Aboriginal Practice Framework would provide an initial evaluation for effectiveness, 

efficiency, consistency, and coherence, as well as, assist in the development of next steps 

for First Nation and community-based initiatives.  

The current study does acknowledge that a considerable amount of resources has 

already gone into dialogue, negotiation, and research in many areas related to the care of 

children and families. As such, this study recommends further resources be allocated for 
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community development and capacity building to fill in the very well researched and 

documented gaps and needs. Part of this includes supporting organizational and community 

capacity to evaluate existing programs and services, including those delivered by the 

government and delegated agencies and provide funding and resources for the 

implementation and sustainability of community and/or culturally based projects to better 

support community engagement, family participation, and the incorporation of culture, 

language and values. Redesign of funding structures needs to be consistent and reflect the 

actual needs of the community. Governance and funding structures must allow time for 

effective evaluations and space for change when policies are ineffective. The Residential 

School system spanned over seven generations, resulting in the decimation of the family 

circle, culture and language. Efforts to redress the socio-emotional-economic issues arising 

from the schools and following policies must occur over seven generations. 

I am honored to have the many stories and experiences shared with me throughout 

the research process. It is through this thesis that I hope to share and reflect back what I 

have learned and, as best as I can, represent the voices of the participants. It is my hope 

that the research benefits the community. Particularly in supporting and advocating for 

existing cultural activities, such as hunting camps, fish camps, mentorship programs, parent 

training and workshops. As a community resource, the research builds on family and 

community engagement processes and supports creative and innovative projects for 

sharing the Stsptekwle and teachings, including activity worksheets and learning modules, 

a children’s book, theatre and/or multimedia storytelling, or even the development of a 

Declaration of Secwépemc child rights. It is also my hope that the research informs the 
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development of training for MCFD and DAAs, and the creation of activities for children, 

parents, and foster parent families to participate in.  

Recognizing that the Aboriginal experience of child and family welfare policies 

have been similar across the province, BC First Nations and the Secwépemc have 

demonstrated their commitment to working together in unity to address the issues faced by 

Aboriginal children and families. Without delimiting unity, or the significance of cultural 

knowledge, not all Aboriginal or Secwépemc may identify with an Indigenous view or 

cultural practices. The study does not mean to impose beliefs on another, nor dictate 

actions, activities, and expectations. Rather, in spirit of the TRC, the report aims to find a 

way forward and guide policy and practice to better meets the needs of children and 

families. Although this research project focuses on one community, other First Nations 

may benefit since the heart of cultural practices and core values are often the same - strong 

and healthy children and families. Future research and policy must find ways to ensure new 

initiatives, legislation, programs, policy and practice does not overlap or layer policy 

together hoping to fill in gaps, but rather provide a clear framework for Aboriginal child 

and family services that is founded on Indigenous knowledge, culture, and ways for caring 

for children and families. This framework must address fiscal responsibilities, funding 

formulas, clear and all-encompassing operation and practice standards, but also support 

‘prevention’ services.   
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Appendix A Map of Secwépemcúle̕cw (Shuswap Nation Territory)   

  Numbered Text Box Information  

Text Box 1 

The Western Boundary was reduced in 1862. There were five Secwepemc communities 

that lived east of the Fraser River. The small pox epidemic of July 1862 decimated all 

five Bands. Nearly all of the people died, the few survivors moved to the Secwepemc 

communities in Soda Creek, Alkali and Dog Creek. The people still go to their traditional 

fishing grounds at Farwell Canyon. The area east of the Fraser is considered a shared 

area, with a wide boundary. 

 

Text Box 2 

(A nation is an organized society who share a language and have a traditional homeland 

that they have defended.)  

 

The modern name Shuswap comes from the First Nations word Secwepemc. 

 

The first explorers could not pronounce Secwepemc so they changed it several times until 

they came up with Shuswap. 

 

The Secwepemc boundary has changed many times over the last two centuries until it is 

where it is today. Boundaries are not a thin line. Sometimes there is an unpopulated area 

where bordering nations share resources. 

 

Today, all the First Nations are meeting to determine their boundaries. 

 

Text Box 3 

The North Western Boundary was determined after a war with the Sekanni People. The 

Sekanni people historically came down to the North Thompson to make war. The 

Secwepemc communities of Kamloops, Skeetchestn, Bonaparte and their ally, the 

Thompson joined forces and defeated the Sekanni in a battle around Prince George. The 

Sekanni moved north, where they live today. The Secwepemc boundary is around 

McBride. The Rocky Mountains constitute the rest of the northern boundary. 

 

Text Box 4 

The North Eastern Boundary was reduced in 1824. The Secwepemc people 

traditionally lived as far east as Jasper and Hinton, Alberta. In 1824, the Free Traders and 

Cree attacked the Mountain Secwepemc. The survivors moved to Tete Jeune Cache. In 

the Influenza epidemic of 1919, most of the Secwepemc people died. The survivors 

moved to the Simpcw Nation on the North Thompson and to Kamloops. The Simpcw 

people still gather food and hunt in their traditional territory between McBride and 

Jasper. 

 

Text Box 5 
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The Eastern boundary was solidified in the 1860s. The Secwepemc have always been 

on good terms with the Kootenay Tribe. The Secwepemc always hunted in the upper 

Kootenay valley in the fall time. An early winter caught the Secwepemc hunters near 

Golden. Several Secwepemc families then moved permanently to the Inveremere area 

and the community is called the Shuswap Band. 

 

Text Box 6 

The Southern Boundary changed the most of all. There was a tribal war with the 

Okanagan First Nation between 1792 and 1800. The Okanagan people joined forces with 

several other tribes and successfully pushed the Shuswap boundary from around 

Osooyoos to Salmon River, near Armstrong. After the battle, the two Nations made a 

peace pact, which is still honoured today. 

 

Text Box 7 

The Southwestern Boundary was traditionally as far as Lillooet and Fountain. After the 

gold rush the Secwepemc only lived in Pavilion. 

 

Text Box 8 

Bibliography: 

For more information on the Secwepemc or Shuswap Nation read, 

 

Teit,J. (1909) The Shuswap, Memoir of the American Museum of Natural History, Vol. 1 

Pt7, New York: G.E. Stechert 

 

Hudson's Bay Company Journals, Thompson river Journals,1841-1843, 1859-1862 

Hudson Bay Archives, Winnipeg 

 

Fisher,R. (1977). Contact and Conflict, Vancouver: UBC Press. 

 

Balf,M. (1978). The Dispossessed, Interior Indians in the 1800s, Kamloops Archives, 

Kamloops 

 

Whitehead,M. (1981). The Caribou Mission: A History of the Oblates, Victoria: Sono Nis 

Press 

 

Smith Siska, H. We are the Shuswap, Secwepemc Cultural Education Society, Kamloops 

 

Johnson,H.(1937). Fur Trading Days at Kamloops. The British Columbia Quarterly, 

Vol.1, 171-185 
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Appendix B Community Advisory Committee: Community Agreement 

Decisions will be made through consensus. 

 Committee will talk about items until consensus is reached. 

 Ensure that everyone’s point of view is heard, and everyone agrees on a 

decision. 

 May not have to agree on points, but will hear and understand each other. 

Keep own autonomy but agree on decision that will be presented outside 

of the group. 

 Don’t assume that you know another person and their experience or 

history, just because you are from the same community, may not know the 

individual. (special note for the researcher). We may know who a person 

is, but need to remember who they are (their 

experience/history/knowledge). 

 

Researcher will provide copies of the notes/information to the committee. 

Recognize each person has something to contribute. 

Decisions are fuelled with pertinent information. If more information is required go out to 

research/gather the information. 

 If requesting specific information, have to ask, and cannot ask with empty 

hands. 

 Ask properly, and according to protocol. 

 Value the information that is received. 

 Cultural protocols are as valuable as University protocols. 

 Protocols evolve and need to be updated (with the times). 

 Practice protocols continually. 

 Acknowledge the traditional lands. 

 

Agreement is evolving throughout the process. 

Recognize and respect the value of story. 

When you give something, it is not about giving “material” items, it is about helping. For 

example, packing wood, helping with laundry, rather it is about giving time and self. 

Humour is an important cultural value and characteristic. 

Ensure representation from the 3 bands, and rotate meetings amongst the three 

communities. 
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Appendix C C’stelnec te Secwépemc: Adams Lake Indian Band Research 

and Information Sharing Protocol 
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Appendix D Interview and Focus Group Guiding Questions 

1. What does a child welfare model look like that protects the inherent right of 

the Secwepemc to care for their children and families using traditional 

models of care? 

a. Does the model replace, overlap or fit within existing models?  

2. What are the traditions, laws, story, customs and practices of the 

Secwepemc to care for children and families? 

a. Does the MCFD service plans, goals, operational and practice 

standards match these Secwepemc practices? 

3. How can we bring these to life (implementation)? How can we ensure this 

process is sustainable in the long-term? 

a. How is the model structured? How is it supported 

(capacity/funding)? 

b. Who does the model include? Who are the decision makers?  

c. What are the goals? How are they measured? 

Interview questions developed after first focus group 

1. What are the ways Secwepemc care for children and families? 

2. Life stages:  

 a. how did we care for pregnant mothers, infants? 

 b. how did we care for children? 

 c. how are family decisions made about care and well-being? 

3. Who would care for children when parents could not? 

4. How were children disciplined or trained? 
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Appendix E Data Analysis – Themes, Subthemes and Categories 

Theme: Knucwectsút.s, “Help Yourself” 

 Subtheme:  Life Stages 

  Categories: Pregnancy, Birth and Infancy 

    Child Development and Étsxe 

    Females, Males, Parents 

    Grandparents and Elders 

 Subtheme: Responsibility 

  Categories:  Authority of Community 

    Marriage 

    Parenting 

     Subcategory:  Decision Making 

       Discipline of Children 

       Guardianship 

Theme:  K̓wseltktnéws, “We are all related” 

 Subtheme:  Inherent Rights 

   Social Determinants of Health 

  Categories:  Events 

    Health and Wellbeing 

    Policy, History and Actors 

     Subcategory:  Church 

       Indian Act 

       Timeline 

Theme: Slexléxs, “Develop Wisdom” 

 Subtheme:  Secwépemc Teachings and Practice 

  Categories:  Cultural Roles 

    Language 

    Place Names and Location 

    Story 

    Mellélc, and Qweqwetsin – “Ceremony, Celebration and  

Changing Skins” 

     Subcategory:  Values 

        Giving Back, Giving Thanks 

        Hard Work, Work Together 
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Appendix F Participant Interviews and Focus Groups 

Participant Interviews 

Ann. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Adams Lake Indian Band, August 9, 

2013 

Bertha. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Salmon Arm, August 19, 2013 

Cha Cha. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Quaaout, August 21, 2013 

Ethel. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Adams Lake Indian Band, April 4, 

2013 

Flora. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Adams Lake Indian Band, August 

21, 2013 

Johnny. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Adams Lake Indian Band, April 

4, 2013 

Laura. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band, Chase, 

BC, August 15, 2013 

Leona. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Kamloops, BC, September 26, 

2013 

Louis. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band Health 

Centre, Salmon Arm, BC, September 6, 2013 

Oliver. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Tappen, BC, September 5, 2013 

Margaret. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band, August 

19, 2013 

Mike. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Kamloops, BC, August 22, 2013 

Sunny Boy. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band, 

Chase, BC, September 5, 2013 
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Wilfred. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Little Shuswap Lake Indian 

Band, August 26, 2013 

William. Interview by Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Adams Lake Indian Band, 

August 21, 2013 

Participant Focus Groups 

Arthur. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band, 

Chase, BC, April 30, 2013 

Bethany. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Focus Group notes. Pierre’s Point Band Hall, 

June 5, 2013 

Cha Cha B. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Focus Group notes. Pierre’s Point Band 

Hall, June 5, 2013 

Cora. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band, 

Chase, BC, April 30, 2013 

Ernie. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Focus Group notes. Pierre’s Point Band Hall, 

June 5, 2013 

Focus Group A. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Focus Group notes. Little Shuswap 

Lake Indian Band, February 26, 2013 

Focus Group B. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Focus Group Notes. Adams Lake 

Indian Band, April 2, 2013 

Gina. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Focus Group notes. Pierre’s Point Band Hall, 

June 5, 2013 

Minnie. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Focus Group notes. Pierre’s Point Band Hall, 

June 5, 2013 

Nana. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Pierre’s Point, June 5, 2013 
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Ralph. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Focus Group notes. Pierre’s Point Band Hall, 

June 5, 2013 

Randy. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band, 

Chase, BC, April 30, 2013 

RMJ. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band, 

Chase, BC, April 30, 2013 

Rodney. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band, 

April 30, 2013 

Syek. Focus Group with Rebecca Jules. Audio Transcript. Neskonlith Indian Band, April 

30, 2013 
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Appendix G Participant Consent Form 

Project Title:  E’tsxe, on the path of, revitalizing Secwepemc family law: A community-based 

model of child care [tbc].       

 

Researcher(s): REBECCA JULES, GRADUATE STUDENT, JOHNSON-SHOYAMA 

GRADUATE SCHOOL OF PUBLIC POLICY (JSGS), UNIVERSITY OF REGINA, PHONE: 

(778) 229-6323, EMAIL: rebecca.jules@gmail.com 

 

Supervisor: KATHLEEN MCNUTT, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR AND GRADUATE CHAIR, 

JOHNSON-SHOYAMA GRADUATE SCHOOL OF PUBLIC POLICY, UNIVERSITY OF 

REGINA, PHONE: (306) 585-5467, EMAIL: kathy.mcnutt@uregina.ca 

 

Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

 The purpose of this study is to utilize Secwepemc traditions, laws, story, customs, and 

practices to revive the inherent right of the Secwepemc to care for their children and 

families using traditional models of care. The researcher will work with an advisory 

group to establish research goals, guidelines and protocols. The advisory will assist in 

identifying key participants. The researcher will then interview and host focus groups 

with key participants to identify traditional models of care and practice, as well as 

supplement the participant stories with current research and historical data, including 

traditional Secwepemc stories. 

 

 Objective: Establish a research based resource for the development of policy and practice 

models. Create a resource on practice stemming from traditional knowledge and law. 

Identify practices that actualize healthy cultural identity formation and human and 

indigenous rights. 

 

Procedures:  

 Permission from any specific Band or Council was obtained and is necessary for the 

purposes of the current study. 

 Participants will participate in either a 30 minute to one hour interviews, or focus group 

of one hour to three hours, that will focus on their experiences or traditional knowledge 

of traditional Secwepemc models of caring for children and families.  

 Interviews will take place within the area of the Lakes Division of the Secwepemc 

Territory; this area includes Adams Lake Indian Band, Neskonlith Indian Band, or the 

Little Shuswap Indian Band. 

 Please feel free to ask any questions regarding the procedures and goals of the study or 

your role. 

 

Potential Risks:  

 There are minimal known or anticipated risks to you by participating in this research. 

Risks may include breach of confidentiality, psychological or emotional discomfort (e.g. 

anxiety or grief). 

o Issues of confidentiality will be discussed below. 

o The topic of child welfare, in general, may emotional responses or distress in 

some participants as result of experiences of trauma, abuse and poverty that has 

resulted from the history of child welfare services for Aboriginal communities. 

 Risk(s) will be addressed by:   

mailto:kathy.mcnutt@uregina.ca
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o Limiting discussion to Secwepemc laws, story, customs, practices and cultural 

values related to traditional models of care of children and families. Direct 

questions will not be asked of incidences of trauma, stress or harm 

(emotional/physical) nor are they intended.  

o Allowing participants to progress through the interview at their own pace, when 

ready and end upon indication by the participants at any time.  

o Providing to participants a list of resources (counseling, advocates, supports) 

after interviews and/or focus groups in case there is need for specific and/or 

clinical follow up. These resources may include other trusted members of the 

community such as an elder. 

o Ensuring focus group size will be maintained where possible to a maximum of 10 

to create a small group setting and an environment of trust and support.  

 

Potential Benefits: 

 The aim of this study is to draw from the experience, traditional knowledge and practice 

of key participants that can form a traditional model of care by utilizing Secwepemc 

traditions, laws, story, customs, protocol and practices to revive the inherent right of the 

Secwepemc to care for their children and families using traditional models of care.  

 Through the research, participants will have an opportunity to tell their story, have their 

voice heard, share cultural knowledge and traditional family practices, and engage with 

research and policy processes. 

 

Confidentiality:  

 Any information that is obtained during this study will be kept confidential to the full 

extent permitted by the law. Knowledge of your identity is not required. You will not be 

required to write your name or any other indentifying information on research materials.  

 The data from this research project will be published in a thesis report and may be 

presented at to bands or relevant organization meetings, conferences or used in an article; 

however, your identity will be kept confidential.   

 When participants are selected from a small community, such as in this study, who may 

know each other, it is possible that you may be identifiable to other people in the report 

based on direct quotations from either interviews or focus groups. In an effort to address 

this, the researcher will provide participants with a pseudonym when using direct quotes, 

and all identifying information (e.g. organization, or position title) will be removed from 

the report.  

 Please respect the confidentiality of other members of the group by not disclosing the 

contents of discussions outside the group. 

 The researcher commits to safeguarding confidentiality and anonymity of responses 

through the reporting data in collective or summary form when possible, providing 

participants with pseudonyms, and securely storing consent form data separate from 

interview or focus group data. 

 After your interview, and prior to the data being included in the final report, you will be 

given the opportunity to review the transcript of your interview, and to add, alter, or 

delete information from the transcripts as you see fit. 

 During the interviews the researcher may use an audio recording device to assist in taking 

notes and transcription of meetings and interviews, however the participant may request 

that the recording device be turned off any time. 

 

Storage of Data:  
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o Through the duration of the research process, data will be stored in a secure 

(locked) location, and only the graduate student and supervisor will have full 

access to the data. Individual participants will obtain copies of interview material. 

o Upon completion of the research, the C’stelnec Te Secwepemc research protocol 

specifies that data relating to the C’stelnec Secwepemc people collected must be 

housed in the Adams Lake Indian Band Title and Rights Department, and off-site 

in the Adams Lake Indian Band storage archives. Other data will be securely 

stored for five years with the researcher, and/or the thesis supervisor at the 

University of Regina. 

o When the data is no longer required, the data will be appropriately archived or 

destroyed through shredding and/or electronic file deletion. 

 

Right to Withdraw:   
I volunteer to participate in a research project conducted by the Principle Research. I understand 

that my participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw my participation at any time without 

penalty.  If I feel uncomfortable in any way during the interview session, I have the right to 

decline to answer any question or to end the interview. I understand the risks and contributions of 

my participation in this study. I will receive a copy of this consent form and of all interview 

material. 

 

There are several options for you to consider if you decide to take part in this research.  You can 

choose all, some or none of them.  Please initial on the corresponding line(s) that you agree/do 

not agree to as a participant in this study: 

 

 I give consent to participate in this project  

 

o ____I agree to have my interviews audio recorded. 

o ____I do not agree to have my interviews audio recorded. 

o ____I will allow direct quotes from my interview to be used. 

o ____I do not allow direct quotes from my interview to be used. 

o ____I will allow my real name to be used. 

o ____I do not allow my real name to be used, and instead request a 

pseudonym.  

 

The pseudonym I choose for myself is: 

___________________________________________________  

 

 Should you wish to withdraw, either during or after interviews have taken place, where 

information/data has already been previously collected, this data may also be withdrawn 

from the study. If the data is requested to be withdrawn from the study, all data will be 

returned to the participant (audio, documentation, researcher notes) and/or be deleted 

from the data collection electronically, at your request.  

 In cases of group data (i.e. advisory committee or focus group) and you would like your 

participation withdrawn, data that you have contributed removed. However, the overall 

information from the group session will be maintained. 
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 Your right to withdraw data from the study will apply until results have been compiled 

into a report and submitted for thesis defense. After this date, it is possible that some 

form of research dissemination will have already occurred and it may not be possible to 

withdraw your data. 

 The researcher or a Research Advisory Committee member may have a relationship to 

you as a family member, service provider/client or supervisor/employee.  To help prevent 

this relationship from influencing a your decision to participate, the research and the 

Research Advisory Committee members have agreed to a set of research ethics and 

principles that respect the research process, the participants, and cultural knowledge 

provided within the research. Agreement to participate in the study or withdrawal will not 

will not impact will not impact family obligations, supports or networks, nor will it affect 

your access to, or continuation of, services provided by public agencies such as the Band, 

social services, or community organizations.  

 

I may obtain copies of the results of this study, upon its completion by contacting: 

Rebecca Jules #309 - 1330 East 8th Ave Vancouver, BC V5N 1T2 Phone: 778-229-6323 

Email: jules20r@uregina.ca   or    rebecca.jules@gmail.com 

 

Questions or Concerns:  
The University and those conducting this research study subscribe to the ethical conduct of 

research and to the protection at all times of the interests, comfort, and safety of participants. The 

chief concern of the Board is for the health, safety and psychological well-being of research 

participants. 

 

 Should you wish to obtain information about your rights as a participant in research, or 

about the responsibilities of researchers, or if you have any questions, concerns or 

complaints about the manner in which you were treated in this study, please contact the 

researcher using the information at the top of page 1; 

 This project has been approved on ethical grounds by the University of Regina Research 

Ethics Board on (insert date).  Any questions regarding your rights as a participant may 

be addressed to the committee at (306) 585-4775 or research.ethics@uregina.ca.  

Participants may call collect.    

 

Consent  

 I have had all my questions answered to my satisfaction and I voluntarily agree to 

participate in this study. 

 

Continued Consent:  
 In cases where multiple interviews will take place, the researcher will obtain consent for 

subsequent meetings through participant initial and date of subsequent meetings on the original 

consent form. 

 

SIGNED CONSENT  

Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description provided; I 

have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been answered. I consent to 

participate in the research project. A copy of this Consent Form has been given to me for my 

records. 

 

     

mailto:research.ethics@uregina.ca
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Name of Participant  Signature  Date 

 

______________________________      _______________________ 

Researcher’s Signature   Date 

 

A copy of this consent will be left with you, and a copy will be taken by the researcher. 

 

ORAL CONSENT 

I read and explained this Consent Form to the participant before receiving the participant’s 

consent, and the participant had knowledge of its contents and appeared to understand it.  In 

addition, consent may be audio or videotaped. 

 

     

Name of Participant  Researcher’s Signature  Date 
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Appendix H Behavioral Research Ethics Review Approval Notice 
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