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Executive Summary
The Trauma-Informed Schools research project examined 

the role of trauma in school environments in Friendship 

Centre communities, and methods to develop trauma-

informed approaches to support Indigenous student 

success and enrich students’ experiences within schools. 

The Ontario Federation of Indigenous Friendship Centres 

(OFIFC) engaged seven communities in the study including: 

Red Lake, Niagara, Midland, and Sault Ste. Marie in Phase I, 

as well as Sault Ste. Marie, London, Niagara, Sudbury, and 

Dryden in Phase II.

This community-driven research contributes to a 

growing body of literature on the impact of historic and 

intergenerational trauma as well as its continued role in 

creating social and economic disparities experienced 

by Indigenous youth, families, and communities. These 

disparities result in negative student outcomes including 

greater exposure to violence, weak school performance, and 

disengagement from school. This project also considers how 

school systems can play a stronger role in cultivating safe 

and accepting environments predicated upon healthy and 

respectful relationships.

Phase I of the study broadly examined the role of historic 

trauma transmission in four Friendship Centre communities 

in Ontario and its continued impact on children, parents, and 

caregivers in the current public school system. The scope of 

Phase I considered the impact of trauma as identified by 
parent/caregivers and in community engagement sessions 

toward developing culturally appropriate and wholistic 

approaches to trauma-informed policies and practices 

in school systems. Phase I reinforced that the success 

of trauma-informed schools, for Indigenous learners, 

is contingent upon inclusion of Indigenous wholistic 

approaches to learning. Based on the findings in Phase I, 
several recommendations emerged and were organized 

under four key themes: necessary supports; recognizing 

local Knowledge and experience; fear and discrimination; 

and development of cultural identity (Appendix One).

Building upon Phase I, Phase II of the research project 

was based on two sub-themes of necessary supports 

including: spheres of influence and practical applications 
of trauma-informed approach in schools. The spheres of 

influence sub-theme focused on how to initiate and sustain 

meaningful partnerships to create trauma-informed school 

environments. Within this sub-theme, we examined 

the conditions, factors, tools, and actions needed for 

Friendship Centres communities to navigate those spheres 

successfully. The practical applications sub-theme was 

student-driven whereby students developed tangible 

recommendations and tools that addressed how school 

staff and communities can play a stronger role in cultivating 

safe and accepting environments for Indigenous children, 

youth, and families. Based on the findings in Phase II, 
several recommendations emerged and are organized 

under six key themes: cultural competency; Indigenous 

culture in the classroom; Indigenous culture in school, 

supports for Indigenous students; trauma-informed 

relationships in schools; and culture-based trauma-

informed practices (Appendix Two).

The tools and recommendations developed in Friendship 

Centre communities were examined and ultimately formed 

a student-driven tool-kit for trauma-informed approaches 

in schools. The final report uses an interdisciplinary 
approach organized around the student tool-kit, to explore 

the intersections between the history of how Indigenous 

people have experienced trauma in Canada, the impacts 

of trauma on Indigenous people today, the notion of 

trauma-informed, and how trauma-informed approaches 

can be utilized in school environments. If research is to 

affect lasting change, then a strong commitment to engage 

students is necessary because they are the leaders of 

today and, the future of the communities. 
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The OFIFC has been practicing community-driven research for most of its history. In 2012, OFIFC developed the 

USAI Research Framework wherein the OFIFC carries out extensive primary, community-driven research, guided 

by the Framework (OFIFC, 2012). The USAI Research Framework emphasizes four principles: 

1. UTILITY: Research inquiry must be practical, relevant, and directly benefit communities;

2. SELF-VOICING: Research, knowledge, and practice are authored by communities, which are fully 

recognized as knowledge holders and knowledge creators;

3. ACCESS: Research fully recognizes all local knowledge, practice, and experience in all their cultural 

manifestations, as accessible by all research authors and knowledge holders; and

4. INTER-RELATIONALITY: Research is historically-situated, geo-politically positioned, relational, and 

explicit about the perspective from which knowledge is generated

USAI-grounded research welcomes principled partnerships, ethical cooperation and meaningful collaboration, 

providing guidelines to protect integrity of Indigenous Knowledge.

The operationalization of USAI was particularly relevant when the OFIFC established the scope of the study and 

the final report. In the early stages of the research project, the initial research design was to engage youth 
in trauma-informed workshops, to highlight the voices of students and their unique perspectives on trauma-

informed approaches. 

However, the trauma-informed schools workshops demonstrated that the notions of youth and student are not 

synonymous. Rather, the notion of student is much more diverse in scope including: children, youth, young 

adults, and parents. This is particularly relevant to USAI wherein the research must be useful, self-voiced, 

accessible, and inter-relational for all students, not solely youth. As a result, the final report employs the term 
student as an inclusive term that acknowledges the learners who participated and contributed in the student 

engagement sessions.

Community-driven Participatory Research: USAI
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In 2014, the OFIFC undertook the Trauma-Informed Schools research project, which was funded by both the 

Ontario Ministry of Education’s Parents Reaching Out (PRO) Grant and the Safe and Accepting Schools Fund 

(SASF). 

At the outset of the research project, the research project focused on the voices of parent/caregivers to reflect 
the aims and priorities identified within the Ministry of Education. Following from these priorities, the OFIFC 
facilitated community engagement sessions in Sault Ste. Marie, Midland, Red Lake, and Niagara toward 

developing culturally appropriate and wholistic approaches to trauma-informed policies and practices in school 

systems. Phase I of the research project was completed in summer 2014. In working towards building safer 

schools for students it was imperative within the findings of Phase I that school environments engage the energy 
and capacity of local agencies and community members, including Elders, Traditional Knowledge Keepers and 

Healers, who provide cultural competence and relevant skills necessary to facilitate strength-based, trauma-

informed approaches in education. Based on the findings in Phase I, four key themes emerged (Appendix One):

Necessary Supports
• Increased academic supports;
• Peer mentorship programs to support and empower children;
• Continued supports for local Friendship Centres;
• Engaging former teachers as mediators to support and empower families; and
• Ensuring appropriate wrap-around care

Recognizing Local Knowledge and Experience
• Engaging in conversations about trauma with local communities; and
• Create a parent and caregiver organization or group facilitated by Friendship Centres to engage with the 

school system

Fear and Discrimination
• Develop strategies to understand and address fear and discrimination

Development of Cultural Identity
• Supporting the development of Indigenous cultural competency within the school system; and
• Increase the presence of Indigenous Knowledge Keepers, mentors, and staff

Following the completion of Phase I, it was evident that the initial scope of the project did not engage an integral 

voice within the study of school environments, the students. Thus, Phase II of the research project was designed 

to create space for students to self-voice their understandings of trauma and priorities for creating trauma-

informed approaches within school environments.

Context
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Defining Trauma-Informed Schools 
in an Indigenous Context 

Trauma can be defined as the emotional, 
psychological, and physiological response from 

heightened stress that accompanies experiences of 

threat, violence, and life-challenging events. Both 

immediate symptoms (shock and denial) and long-

term symptoms (unpredictable emotions, flashbacks, 
strained relationships etc.) are normal responses to 

traumatic events that typically follow. If these traumas 

are mentally, emotionally, physically, and spiritually 

unresolved, they can continue to impact individuals, 

families, and communities (Middelton-Moz, 1989; 
Wesley-Esquimaux and Smolewski, 2004; Sotero, 
2006; Australian Childhood Foundation, 2013). 

In Canada, Indigenous people continue to experience 

the traumatic legacies of colonization and assimilation 

including: disease and epidemics, famine, food 

insecurity, residential school, the “60s Scoop”, 

and “Millennium Scoop”. Over the past decade, 

researchers and service providers have studied and 

become increasingly aware of the significant role 
that trauma plays in the formation of individual and 

collective identities. 

Trauma scholarship expanded substantially since 

the early 2000s, but is still comparatively small to 

related fields of psychology, social work, education, 
and Indigenous methodologies. One of the most 

recent developments in the field has been the study of 
Indigenous trauma-informed practices. 

In the study of trauma, Harris and Fallot (2001) were 

instrumental in providing a theoretical and practical 

foundation to support development of trauma-

informed services and institutions. The term “trauma-

informed” is relatively new in social service and social 

science discourse, however it is important to note that 

Indigenous people have long made the connection 

between trauma and its negative impact on individuals, 

families, and communities (Castellano, 2010). 

Originally formulated as a concept in health services, 

the term ‘trauma-informed’ has gained momentum 

in the provision of other social services, including 

education systems (Mordoch and Gaywish, 2011). 

When the concept of trauma-informed care is applied 

in the context of schools, the outcome is an institution 

that seeks to change the mainstream paradigm from 

one that asks what is wrong with you to one that 

considers what happened to you. When this approach 

is operationalized, a trauma-informed insitutions 

can recognize the presence of trauma symptoms 

and promote healing environments through trauma-

informed practices predicated upon: safety; trust; 
collaboration; choice and empowerment; as well as 
building of strengths and skills (BC Provincial Mental 

Health and Substance Use Planning Council, 2013). 

Middleton-Moz and Hubbard (nd) define trauma-
informed approaches, in the context of schools, 

as understanding the negative effects that occur 

when children are or have been exposed to trauma 

in their lives. These effects include damage to a 

child’s sense of personal power and impediment to 

their overall well-being. Children may struggle with, 

“concentration, memory, organizational skills, and 

language” (Middleton-Moz & Hubbard, nd: 6). Severe 

effects of trauma on children include, “perfectionism, 

depression, anxiety, and self-injurious and suicidal 

behaviour” (Middleton-Moz & Hubbard, nd: 7). 

Children who have been touched by trauma operate 

in a survival mode, which makes tasks such as school 

difficult. A trauma-informed lens necessitates that a 
person be aware of trauma’s impacts when working 

with children. Trauma-informed schools focus on the 

strengths of children rather than their faults and help 

them to establish and achieve goals that they may not 

have the courage to set for themselves (Middleton-

Moz & Hubbard, nd).

When schools fail to understand the impacts trauma 

has on individuals, they perpetuate the denial that 

trauma has occurred (Elliot et al. 2005). Such denial 

sustains trauma and impacts an individual’s capacity 

to heal. Furthermore, there is a strong correlation 

between the presence of unresolved trauma and poor 

school performance (Walker, 2011).  It is imperative, 

therefore, that Alternative Secondary School Programs 

(ASSPs) and mainstream schools are able to apply 

a trauma-informed approaches and practices in 

schools. This must begin with the understanding of 

how trauma impacts Indigenous people including: 

historic trauma, race-based trauma and approaches to 

healing (Appendix Three). 

Wise practices demonstrate how scholars have 

developed strategies to engender safe school 

environments for Indigenous students that promote 

student success. While best practices ensure that an 

approach is useful to some, wise practices ensure 

that an approach is informed by culture. A common 

assertion among Indigenous trauma-informed 

scholars and Knowledge Keepers is that wise practices 
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need to adopt a different approach to improve the 

educational success of Indigenous students.  Through 

the development of wise practices, scholars and 

Knowledge Keepers increasingly demonstrate a 

high degree of understanding for how the dominant 

education system negatively impacts Indigenous 

students. Several of these trauma-informed wise 

practices address how to initiate and sustain 

meaningful partnerships to create trauma-informed 

school environments, and these wise practices 

informed our research. 

Research Methodology

In Phase II of the research project, student engagement 

sessions were held in Dryden, Niagara, and Sudbury 

at either a local school or in the Friendship Centre. In 

addition, secondary data collection was completed with 

Sault Ste. Marie and London where trauma-informed 

school initiatives had already been completed. As 

well, the OFIFC spoke with Knowledge Keepers in the 

participating Friendship Centres communities and with 

individuals in the trauma-informed field, including 
Jane Middleton-Moz, to discuss trauma-informed wise 

practices. 

Students who participated in the student engagement 

sessions were invited to create a toolkit with fellow 

students from their community at a two-day Trauma-

Informed Schools based workshop, held by an OFIFC 

researcher and an Aboriginal Cultural Competency 

Training (ACCT) trainer. On the first day of the Trauma-
Informed Schools workshop the ACCT trainer presented 

students with a history of how Indigenous people have 

experienced trauma in Canada’s history, the impacts 

of trauma on Indigenous people today, and a general 

understanding of what the notion of trauma-informed 

means. At the end of first day, the OFIFC researcher 
worked with students to develop recommendations for 

creating trauma-informed school environments. 

On the second day of the workshop, the OFIFC 

researcher and ACCT trainer supported students in 

developing their recommendations into tangible tools 

that addressed how school staff and communities 

can play a stronger role in creating safe and accepting 

environments for Indigenous children, youth, and 

families. The research design of the final report is 
structured from a strength-based perspective that 

operationalizes the four USAI principles and ensures 

the research project is useful, self-voiced, accessible, 

and inter-relational for the communities involved 

including students, parent/caregivers, and educators. 

Paramount within this approach is the recognition that 

students are the future of the communities and thus 

stand at the forefront of trauma-informed research. 

The final report is structured based on the self-voiced 
trauma-informed understandings, recommendations, 

and tools presented and produced by students during 

the student-engagement sessions. 

The report presents short, interspersed Trauma-

Informed Wise Practices throughout, with methods 

and findings from trauma-informed scholars and 
Knowledge Keepers, which relate to the needs and 

priorities identified by Indigenous students. This 
is not to say that the Wise Practices entirely reflect 
the trauma-informed understandings and tool-kit 

developed by students, but rather to acknowledge 

that the wise practices support how trauma-informed 

approaches can be implemented. In addition to 

the wise practices included in this report, there is a 

case study included on trauma-informed practices 

and approaches developed and implemented by 

the Algoma District School Board (Appendix Four). 

The report also showcases Connections that present 

useful intersections from the methodology, data, 

and findings from OFIFC’s trauma-informed schools 
community engagement sessions held with parents/

caregivers in 2014.

Research Design

In each of the student engagement sessions, the 

OFIFC’s Foundational Medicine Wheel (Figure 1) was 

utilized, with the consent of student participants, as 

the planned approach for the two-day workshop. 

Figure 1: Foundational Medicine Wheel

ACTION

KNOWLEDGE

VISIONREASON
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The OFIFC researcher and ACCT trainer began in the 

East with Vision to introduce the research project 

discussing how the students would drive the project, 

and how information from the student engagement 

sessions would be disseminated. Thereafter, the OFIFC 

and trainer moved to Knowledge, which sits in the 

South; this is when the trainer presented an adapted 
ACCT that was oriented to trauma and trauma-informed 

understandings. Reason sits in the West wherein the 

researcher worked with students to create a locally-

driven plan for developing trauma-informed school 

recommendations and tools. The planning stage of 

the student engagement sessions involved students 

discussing what a trauma-informed school looks like, 

who their trauma-informed tool-kit would be designed 

for, what media students could use to create tools for 

the tool-kit, and finally how the students would execute 
their plans. The planning stage was supported by the 

OFIFC’s Life Cycle Teaching Wheel (Figure 2), wherein 

the OFIFC researcher and ACCT trainer presented a 

teaching of the wheel to help students understand 

where they are situated on the Wheel, who their tool-

kit audience could be based on the Wheel, and overall 

how trauma and trauma-informed approaches that are 

informed by the teaching of the Wheel (Appendix Five).

Connections
Phase I findings were contextualized by the 
OFIFC’s Life Cycle Wheel (Appendix Five). 

There were conversations during community 

engagement session around the need for strong 

role models at home, in order for children to learn 

how to succeed at school. Parents/caregivers 

reinforced that being happy in schools starts with 

being happy at home.  The absence of a healthy 

home environment meant that students had to 

find ways to protect and raise themselves. 

If there is no support for the life cycles, we return 

to stages of the life cycle again and again to 

complete our responsibility/journey. Findings 

from Phase I reinforce that all of the stages of 

one’s lifecycle are necessary in order to cultivate 

wholistic individuals, families, and communities 

and that creating safe spaces within schools 

is paramount not only for children, but also for 

families and the community at large. 

Action sits in the North wherein students developed 

tools for a trauma-informed tool-kit. Importantly, 

the development of tools was grounded in OFIFC’s 

USAI Research Framework (2012) principles where 

students drove the project to ensure the tools were 

useful (Utility), student-driven (Self-Voicing), focused 

on local experiences (Access), and trauma-informed 

(Inter-Relationality). The final stage of the student 
engagement sessions involved the researcher, ACCT 

trainer, and students coming together in circle to 

reflect on their experience and returning to Vision, 
to review their planned goals and the tools that were 

created.

In the research project, students have ownership of 

their tools and recommendations. Thus, students 

have a locally-specific tool-kit and can develop their 
tools and recommendations further, implement them, 

and change them depending on their local needs and 

priorities. For the final report, the recommendations 
and tools produced by students were compiled into 

one tool-kit that is presented herein.

 Figure 2: The Life Cycle Teachings Wheel

(Maracle, nd)

ELDER
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Trauma-Informed Schools Tool-Kit
Summary of Student Engagement 
in Friendship Centres

The following section presents highlights from the five 
Friendship Centre communities that drove Phase II of 

the research project. Notably, the OFIFC acknowledges 

that students participating in trauma-informed projects 

are diverse including: age, culture, experiences, and 

understandings of trauma. As well, these students 

are actively seeking out knowledge and learning 

about their culture while simultaneously engaging the 

research project. The student engagement sessions 

demonstrate that self-voicing is a central component of 

the research that acknowledges how students are in a 

process of understanding their culture.

The resulting recommendations and tools for the 

Trauma-Informed School Tool-Kit are vast and 

acknowledge local priorities that may not be the 

same in every community. While common trends exist 

between the student engagement sessions, it also is 

vital to recognize that there are community-specific 
priorities that are equally relevant to trauma-informed 

school approaches. 

Dryden

Dryden’s student engagement session was comprised 

of Indigenous youth and young adults. The current 

school environment in Dryden was described by 

students in detail. Students spoke highly of the 

secondary school’s Four Directions Room, as a positive 

Indigenous space for Indigenous students to access, 

but that it is also an inclusive space to the broader 

student community. The students identified that the 
secondary school had experienced factionalism in 

the past, with certain doors/entrances to the school 

being socially designated as exclusive spaces for 

certain groups of students; for instance the native 
doors were an Indigenous space, but due to the 

negative social environment, students in the space 

experienced conflict and racism. Over time, the social 
environment and the divided notion of the school 

entryways subsided and new, positive spaces like the 

Four Directions room emerged. 

Connections
Parent/caregivers (Phase I, 2014) discussed 

negative incidents that required them to visit 

their children’s school. A common experience 

among these incidents was the development 

of negative and unsupportive relationships 

with school staff, especially with teachers and 

principals. In very few situations, participants felt 

that their relationship with school staff improved, 

following a resolution process regarding the 

negative incident. However, it was discussed that 

the prevalence of these incidents creates barriers 

and disincentives for parents/caregivers to be 

involved in their children’s school.
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The students emphasized the importance of positive 

transitions into schools, whether that be from 

elementary to secondary school or from reserve to 

public school. The final school dynamic described by 
the students was the relationship between students 

and adults in positions of authority such as: principles, 

teachers, and police. Students articulated that a lack 

of communication between students and authority 

figures impacts the relationship, trust, and feeling 
of safety students have while in school. From these 

discussions, the students in Dryden chose to focus 

their project on improving the relationship between 

students and adults in positions of authority. For this, 

the students created recommendations and tools to 

communicate their understanding of how trauma-

informed approaches could be practiced in local 

schools. 

Connections
Some parent/caregivers (Phase I, 2014) described 

experiences where they were told their children 

are behaving inappropriately because they were 

either representing or defending aspects of their 

culture. One parent/caregiver explained how 

their child was reprimanded for wearing their 

traditional regalia to school, being told it was 

offensive and made non-Indigenous students 

feel uncomfortable, and that this had a negative 

impact on the student; they only started wearing 

their regalia again, three years later.

Connections
Barriers encountered by parents/caregivers 

(Phase I, 2014) included a lack of cultural 

recognition in schools, including minimal and 

accurate discourse on the history of Indigenous 

people in Canada, where the curriculum 

disproportionately privileged Eurocentric 

content. Some parents/caregivers went to their 

children’s school to discuss or correct a teacher 

on their interpretation regarding Indigenous 

culture. In some cases, principals and teachers 

have asked parents/caregivers to come into the 

class to teach students about indigenous history 

and culture.

Niagara

At Niagara, the student engagement session included 

youth and young adults where most participants 

identified as Indigenous. Students who positively 
identified as Indigenous also acknowledged their 
individual cultures and demonstrated that they were 

from across Turtle Island. The group of students 

that were present had organized as a school club 

and some students had participated in previous 

Indigenous events and initiatives at their school. The 

students described the Native Studies classroom as an 

important space where a lot of the school’s Indigenous 

initiative happen, but also as a positive space to 

hang-out. During the student engagement session, 

several students conveyed that the current offerings for 

Indigenous classes were not enough and that classes 

such as history need to better incorporate Indigenous 

histories and voices. The students acknowledged that 

the school had several opportunities, initiatives, and 

events that celebrated Indigenous people and that 

these efforts were important.

The students in Niagara chose to focus on three 

goals so that the voices and interests of each student 

would be equally included. The students created 

recommendations and tools that focused on informing 

school communities about how trauma has been 

experienced by Indigenous people, celebration of 

Indigenous history and culture, and the promotion of 

Indigenous history and culture in classrooms.
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Sudbury

The student engagement session in Sudbury provided 

a unique perspective to the research with participation 

by Indigenous young adults, adult learners, as well as 

parents and sometimes their children. The students 

described previous, negative experiences in schools 

and compared it to their current school experience 

as being generally positive. In discussion during the 

student engagement sessions, students described 

their personal experiences and connections to 

Indigenous cultures and that culture is an important 

teaching method and skill-building approach that 

should be in schools. From these discussions, the 

students developed a variety of recommendations for 

a trauma-informed tool-kit. 

Sault Ste. Marie

Prior to the focused student engagement sessions held 

for the Trauma-Informed Schools project, students 

within the Algoma District School Board developed 

recommendations on how schools could better 

incorporate Indigenous knowledge, experiences, and 

learning and then presented these recommendations 

in a video (student participants, nd). The students who 

participated in the video project included children, 

youth, and young adults. As well, some of the students 

self-identified as being Indigenous or non-Indigenous 
in the video project. The student video is part of the 

school board’s broader trauma-informed approach, “to 

improving and supporting Aboriginal student success” 

(Educating our Educators, 2011). 

The students provided examples of culture-based 

learning from their classroom and promoted their 

language teacher who was teaching students how 

to make moccasins. Capitalizing on their current 

moccasin project, the students collectively worked on 

one tool for the tool-kit that showcased their moccasin-

making project and focused on the importance of 

culture, traditional teachings, and culture-based skills 

building in schools.

The student video was organized as part of the school 

board’s Collaborative Inquiry work connected to the 

Ministry of Educations Ontario First Nations, Metis, 

and Inuit Policy Framework (2007). While the student 

video project from ADSB occurred prior to the Trauma-

Informed Schools research project, there are important 

intersections between the students’ recommendations 

and use of technology to voice their ideas and 

recommendations.

Connections
Some parent/caregivers (Phase I, 2014) described 

experiences where they were told their children 

are behaving inappropriately because they were 

either representing or defending aspects of their 

culture. One parent/caregiver explained how 

their child was reprimanded for wearing their 

traditional regalia to school, being told it was 

offensive and made non-Indigenous students 

feel uncomfortable, and that this had a negative 

impact on the student; they only started wearing 

their regalia again, three years later.

Connections
Parents/caregivers (Phase I, 2014) described the 

importance of engaging local school trustees and 

getting to know individuals at the school board 

level, in order to advocate for necessary changes. 

However, not all parents have the time or resources 

to engage the system in that way. There is also a 

need to advocate for greater Indigenous presence 

on staff in schools and within the school system.
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London

In 2014-2015, several schools in London, Ontario 

participated in a Cultural Competency Learning Circle, 

“to provide cultural competency training to [Thames 

Valley District School Board] staff and students with ten 

secondary schools through student voice activities” 

(TVDSB, 2015) The cultural competency initiatives 

were part of the School Board’s First Nations Metis 

Inuit (FNMI) Education professional development work 

that, “support[s] FNMI students in their educational 

achievement” (TVDSB, 2015). Similar to the student 

engagement sessions, several students participated in 

OFIFC-based ACCT.

 

Local schools participated in and began several 

initiatives including: attending Woodland Cultural 

Centre and the residential school in Brantford; 
lunchtime cultural awareness activities which included 

food, crafts, book display and raised money for the 

Faceless Doll project which promotes awareness 

about Murdered and Missing Indigenous Women; 
development of an FNMI group/club; opportunities 
for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students to learn 

more about Indigenous culture; greater access to 
cultural teachings; and a Medicine Wheel art activity 
that showcased the Seven Grandfather teachings 

(student participants, 2015). The trauma-informed 

school initiatives and events within the TVDSB were 

often planned, run, and participated in by students 

who received ACCT. In the context of this report, the 

initiatives and events within the TVDSB contribute to 

the Trauma-Informed Schools Tool-Kit.

Connections
Acceptance in terms of overall recognition and 

understanding of unique challenges facing 

Aboriginal students and resulting traumas is 

paramount (Phase I, 2014).

Common Trends

Upon review of the student engagement that occurred 

in the five Friendship Centre communities, several 
common trends were evidenced. First, the OFIFC’s 

Aboriginal Cultural Competency Training was a useful 

resource for students; the ACCT supported students in 
their understanding of trauma’s impacts on Indigenous 

people and specifically the impacts of trauma in schools. 
Students from the Friendship Centre communities 

generally had a clear understanding of what trauma-

informed approaches are and actively integrated trauma-

informed approaches in their Indigenous projects, 

initiatives, and events. Furthermore students in the 

student engagement sessions explicitly demonstrated 

their understanding of trauma and trauma-informed 

by communicating the importance of trauma-informed 

approaches in schools; this was done through their 
recommendations, and when discussing how their 

recommendations could be implemented as practices 

in schools environments. In the student engagement 

sessions, students often integrated information from 

the ACCT and from their own experiences to drive their 

locally-developed recommendations and tools. Based 

on the findings in Phase II, six key themes emerged 
(Appendix Two):

Cultural Competency
• Increased cultural-sensitivity of individuals 

interacting in schools;
• Focus on creating respectful, inclusive school 

environments;
• Creation of friendly and welcoming 

environments;
• Development of cultural competency training for 

teachers, school staff, and students; and
• Cultural competency as a capacity building tool 

that helps Indigenous students communicate 

their needs and priorities

Indigenous Culture in the Classroom
• Greater inclusion of Indigenous culture in 

classrooms;
• Integration of Indigenous culture in school 

curricula;
• Expansion of the number of Indigenous 

language, history, and art classes;
• Inclusion of Elders and Knowledge Keepers in 

student education; and
• Access to culture-based classes and learning that 

connect to traditional skills and teachings
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Indigenous Culture in School
• Inclusion of culture in workshops, events, 

programs, and initiates schools;
• Prioritization of creating inclusive, positive 

spaces for Indigenous students in schools;
• Understanding of how presentations of 

Indigenous culture can create unsafe, targeted 

school environments for Indigenous students;
• Wise practices and strategies for the inclusion of 

Indigenous culture in schools; and
• Creation of positive spaces for Indigenous 

students

Supports for Indigenous Students
• Creation of school supports for Indigenous 

students of all ages;
• Communication strategies for Indigenous student 

supports;
• Access to trauma-informed trained staff;
• Supports for students who are also parents; and
• Inclusive trauma-informed school dialogue that 

expands its understanding of what constitutes a 

student

Trauma-Informed Relationships in Schools
• Respectful and supportive relationships that 

recognize the unique needs of Indigenous 

students;
• Opportunities for students, parents, and 

teachers/school staff to build positive 

relationships;

• Schools engaging student voices and priorities; 
and

• School strategies to consult students on the 

development and implementation of trauma-

informed practices in schools

Culture-based Trauma-Informed Practices
• Recognition of and understanding of Indigenous 

culture;
• Recognition of teachable cultural content such 

as Indigenous languages, histories, and art;
• Recognition of experiences and traumas that 

impact an Indigenous student’s experience in 

school;
• Multi-sector approach of policy development 

and research needs to be implemented in order 

to identify how schools and school boards can 

meaningfully create trauma-informed school 

environments; and
• Inclusion of Friendship Centres and 

communities in trauma-informed schools 

planning and implementation

In the following section, the locally-driven tool-kits are 

compiled into a single comprehensive Trauma-Informed 

School tool-kit that outlines the needs and priorities 

devised by students. Throughout the following section, 

the report highlights Trauma-Informed Wise Practices 

that support the student tool-kit and associated 

findings.
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Student Recommendations

Students from the five Friendship Centre communities developed local trauma-informed school strategies 
that consider the question, “what does a trauma-informed school look like”? Based on this question, students 

discussed a variety of ideas that relate to the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual well-being of students and 

their experiences in school environments. The recommendations devised by students are categorized as follows:

Recommendation 1:

Schools should create and promote positive Indigenous spaces in schools

Positive Indigenous spaces are described as physical spaces within a school that are inclusive and seen as safe 

spaces to engage by Indigenous students. Classrooms are an important space within schools that can foster positive 

school environments and Indigenous studies classrooms in particular are viewed as safe spaces for Indigenous 

students. Physically, classrooms should promote Indigenous cultural approaches such as building round teaching 

spaces (ie. use of circles when gathering). Positive Indigenous spaces should exist in the classroom and outside 

the classroom. Each school should have a classroom or another designated room as an Indigenous space, for 

Indigenous students, which is equipped with: food, resources, cultural items like traditional medicines, and adults 

trained to support Indigenous student success. Positive Indigenous spaces in schools could also include traditional 

medicine gardens or environmental spaces. Measures that promote positive Indigenous spaces should contribute 

to students feeling safe and comfortable in identifying by their cultural identity, as an Indigenous person.

Wise Practices
Wilbur et al. (2001) incorporated a talking circle approach within a program, which enhanced the 

sense of community within the group as well as empathy and listening skills. While the age of 

student in the study was older than the students in this study, Wilber et al. (2001) argue that the 

approach is adaptable and scalable for other populations and contexts. The talking circle is one 

method of addressing fear and discrimination within a school setting and also building healthy 

relationships. While the talking circle can be used as a healing ceremony, it ca also be used as a 

safe space for sharing thoughts and feelings amongst a group in a respectful, safe setting (Wilbur 

et al., 2001).
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Recommendation 2:

Indigenous Cultures and Knowledges need to be engaged in schools

2.1 Schools need to revisit what aspects of Indigenous culture are being taught

Teaching about Indigenous cultures is a classroom and non-classroom priority. In the classroom there needs to 

be more Indigenous history, language, teachings, stories, crafts, art, music, sports, foods, and traditional skills 

being taught to students. Indigenous history classes and language classes are of the utmost importance in 

schools and should be accessible to Indigenous students as well as non-Indigenous students. Having classes 

on traditional skills like regalia making, beading, and quill work would be beneficial to Indigenous students and 
promote traditional approaches to teaching. In the classroom, teachers need to provide opportunities to learn 

about different Indigenous groups (ie. First Nations, Métis, Inuit). In addition, there is substantial value in having 

an Indigenous teacher teaching Indigenous studies.

Wise Practices
Aboriginal Head Start on Reserve in Ontario labeled culture and language as priorities in education. 

These programs use culture and language in programming including: speaking Indigenous 

languages, creating signs in languages, incorporating cultural arts such as drumming and singing, 

storytelling, and crafts (Anderson, 2003). Some programs include cultural practices and ceremonies 

as well as visits with Elders (Anderson, 2003).

Teaching about Indigenous cultures is also a priority outside the classroom. Events and school initiatives are also 

valuable opportunities to bring Indigenous culture into school environments. Both in the classroom and outside 

the classroom, teaching about residential schools, Idle No More, and issues impacting Indigenous people toady 

should be incorporated to a greater degree. Generally, teaching should be inclusive of First Nations, Metis, and Inuit 

perspectives, histories, and Knowledge.

2.2  Schools need to revisit how Indigenous culture is being taught and introduce new methods of 
 knowledge transmission

When teaching about Indigenous culture, it is important to develop how to teach about Indigenous culture. When 

teaching about the diverse histories of Indigenous people, there should be a focus on cause and effect as well as the 

impacts of colonization on Indigenous people and their culture. Importantly, Indigenous culture is not something 

to be labeled as solely existing in the past, but also as a present part of Indigenous people’s lives. The notion 

of who teaches in schools also needs to be expanded; students should have access to Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers (ie. Lacrosse players, traditional Knowledge Keepers etc.) who are traditionally the teachers in Indigenous 

communities. For students to meaningfully learn about Indigenous culture, teaching needs to start when they are 

young; when they grow up with an understanding of Indigenous culture it has a visible impact on positive outcomes 
for students when they are older.

Non-classroom school spaces are important media for teaching about Indigenous culture. For instance programs 

at lunch or after school, school murals, workshops, and field trips to Indigenous gatherings and places are all 
educational spaces that promote Indigenous culture through first-hand experiences.
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Connections
When parent/caregivers were asked about their school involvement in Phase I, they stated key 

features that draw them to their children’s school. The primary incentive for participants to be 

drawn to their children’s school is to attend and participate in school events and programming, 

including school plays, assemblies, graduation, and other community events.

Wise Practices
Garrett et al. (2003) offer recommendations to ensure cultural inclusiveness within schools 

including: using culturally relevant materials, inviting mentors and elders from the community, 

stressing short-term goals oriented more to the present, and encouraging peer tutoring and 

group learning approaches to emphasize cooperation and sharing.

The Best Start Resource Centre report presents strategies on how service providers within school 

environments can effectively work with Indigenous parents/guardians of students (Best Start 

Resource Centre, 2010). According to the report, local Knowledge and experience will only come 

from the communities and families, therefore it is critical to engage parents and guardians in 

school environments, including building relationships involving parents/caregivers in decision-

making.

Physical aspects of the learning environment should be taken into consideration when trying 

to promote Indigenous culture (Anderson, 2003). The supervisor of an Indigenous child-care 

center explained: “The physical environment of child care centres should include materials that 

allow children to manipulate or develop their motor skills. Materials that reflect nature and our 
traditions, such as dolls, turtle rattles, songs, traditional clothing, dream catchers, pottery and 

utensil, will increase children’s knowledge and expose them to their culture and heritage.” 

(Anderson, 2003) Schools can ensure that culture is visible within the classroom by incorporating 

cultural décor and artwork along with various cultural tools and instruments that children can 

access.  Schools can promote cultural identity by incorporating ways for students to practice 

culture physically in the classroom.

Volunteering (Helping with bake sales, book fairs, 
pizza lunches and to chaperone field trips)

Parent-teacher Interviews

Personal Interest

Sport / Recreation Activities

School Events and Programming (School plays, 
assemblies, graduation, community events)

Provide Cultural Awareness

Negative Incident

% 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50
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Recommendation 3:

Advocacy opportunities are an important measure for Indigenous students to voice their ideas and 
concerns within schools and with school boards

Advocacy is a valuable way that Indigenous culture can be brought into school and for Indigenous students to voice 

their ideas and concerns. Each school should promote Indigenous culture by regularly playing the national anthem 

in Indigenous languages and by holding more Indigenous awareness events. To ensure advocacy occurs in schools, 

school boards need to promote and focus more on Indigenous education. Promoting Indigenous voice is a priority 

and so, having Indigenous student representation on school boards and having Indigenous student councils is 

essential. Student advocates and advocacy groups would help to ensure schools are promoting engagement with 

Indigenous culture and that engagement is occurring in a respectful, culturally-sensitive way.

Recommendation 4:

Creating student supports that are tailored to Indigenous students and communicating these supports 
to students are equally important

In some schools, Indigenous student supports need to be created and in other schools where these supports exist, 

schools need to improve communication about supports for students. Indigenous student supports are needed 

in more school environments and are necessary for both elementary and secondary schools. An important part 

of the school environment is having safe transitional experiences from elementary to secondary school as well 

as from reserve to public schools. Transition programs are an important measure for teaching incoming students 

about Indigenous resources and services in their school. Where supports already exist, schools need to improve 

communication about supports and how to access them. Without clear dissemination about supports, students 

may assume that supports do not exist.

Specific supports that could be offered by schools are many. Firstly, schools should have skills-building 
workshops on media literacy that help students learn how to navigate social media without getting traumatized 

or re-traumatized by hateful, racist comments and webpages. Secondly, Indigenous students should have regular 

access to an Indigenous councilor; some students know that their school has access to an Indigenous councilor, 
but are faced with the negative impacts of a councilor not being accessible on a regular basis. Lastly, schools need 

to create more family-based supports. In some school environments, access to day-care for student parents is a 

vital factor impacting their success. By not recognizing the needs of Indigenous students, schools are not creating 

environments for all Indigenous students to thrive and be successful.

Wise Practices
For the First Nations, Métis and Inuit School-Community Learning Environment Project, the 

province of Alberta’s Ministry of Education (2016) outlined that schools across the province offer a 

variety of service supports for Indigenous students (Alberta Education, 2007). School authorities 

across Alberta built a collaborative framework for services that address student transitions, 

poverty, sense of belonging, mentorship programs, and access to Elders. Specific activities 
and initiatives were incorporated by schools to better support Indigenous students including: 

creating an atmosphere of safety; building trust and respectful relationships; teaching students 

to respect and accept differences; and modifying the school start time to reduce lateness (Alberta 

Education, 2007). 

Supports should focus on multiple aspects of a student’s life including living environment, 

basic needs, safety, social, emotional, educational, spiritual and cultural needs (Middleton-Moz 

& Hubbard, nd). Similar to the FNMI School-Community Learning Environment Project (Alberta 

Education, 2007), Middleton-Moz & Hubbard emphasize focusing on connecting family, school, 

and community partners to create problem-solving relationships, to support children.
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Recommendation 5:

Relationship-building is an important practice for fostering positive school environments

Building positive relationships of trust with teachers, principals, police, and school boards is a priority for students. 

Trust is something that must be created and nurtured. For positive relationships to thrive, teachers and principals 

need to improve communication with students about what occurs in the school environment (ie. when people 

in positions of authority will be entering the school and why). One way to promote positive relationship building 

is to create before and after school opportunities for students, teachers, and principles to interact and build 

trusting relationships. For police, students acknowledge that there are multiple reasons why police enter school 

environments and that measures need to be created to ensure all students feel safe with police in their school. 

By building positive relationships between Indigenous students and adults in positions of authority, schools can 

address and begin resolving how the school environment can foster discomfort and distrust.

Recommendation 6:

Indigenous cultural competency training and approaches are priority responsibilities for all those in 
school environments including: teachers, principals, councilors, support workers, police, and students

Culture-based orientations are an important opportunity to teach school communities about Indigenous culture 

and Indigenous people to ultimately promote a respectful and inclusive environment in the school. Importantly, 

orientation events and initiatives have not always turned out to be successful, and can be re-traumatizing for 

students who experience racism and stereotypes as a result of the interactive space created by orientation activities. 

As part of this, schools need to address student bullying that is based on Indigenous identity.

Also, principals and teachers should be required to have trauma-informed training before entering schools as 

a measure promoting greater respect for and understanding of Indigenous students. Cultural competency is a 

responsibility for all those in school environments including: teachers, principals, councilors, support workers, 

police, and students. Cultural competency, in practice, would mean schools providing greater accommodation for 

cultural activities such as attending National Aboriginal Day events.

Wise Practices
According to one Knowledge Keeper, there are several efforts being made within school boards in 

Ontario to promote Indigenous culture in school environments (Knowledge Keeper, 2015b). Some 

schools can access First Nation, Métis, Inuit (FNMI) workers who engage schools and present 

cultural teachings. FNMI workers are often a consulting resource for teachers who can ask about 

what to educate on relating to Indigenous people. FNMI workers also support Indigenous learners 

and support the integration of Indigenous culture in school curriculums. The Knowledge Keeper 

also cited the importance of the OFIFC’s Indigenous Cultural Competency Training for teachers.
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Recommendation 7:

Indigenous cultural teachings should be part of all schools

Indigenous cultural teachings should be integrated within all previous recommendations. The Seven Grandfathers 

teachings were mentioned in all of the student engagement sessions as an important part of Indigenous culture 

that can be integrated into the school environments. In this way, schools need to prioritize approaching trauma-

informed practices from a culture-based perspective. When a school’s trauma-informed practices are based in 

culture, the school environment promotes culturally sensitivity and competence that supports the unique needs 

and priorities of Indigenous students. 

Wise Practices
Trauma-informed schools must ensure that all staff have appropriate training on trauma-informed 

practices (Middleton-Moz, 2015). Trauma-informed training should include considerations for 

students who are not necessarily demonstrating “behavioural” challenges; even “well-behaved” 

students may have a history of trauma. Trauma is not just caused by experiences of violence, it 

can also include (but is not limited to) experiences of loss, neglect, witnessing abuse, or any 

event where the emotional reaction to a potentially traumatic event is not adequately responded 

to. Adequate responses to traumatic events in a student’s life—the purpose of trauma-informed 

practices—requires training that strengthens a team approach in order to meet the student’s 

need for a consistent and wholistically supportive approach. This should include assessments 

for a student’s learning style so that the learning environment is responsive to the child’s 

learning abilities rather than their deficits, and should also include development of safe, trusting 
relationships with the family and community to create a bridge between the home and the 

school. Trauma-informed schools that operate in this manner strengthen a student’s resiliencies 

and improve wellbeing for the entire family. Utilizing trauma-informed training will demonstrate 

that schools act as a catalyst for these practices beyond the education system, so that all service 

providers are equipped to address trauma. In communities where there is a high prevalence of 

intergenerational trauma transmission, it is critical for all sectors— health, education, social 

services— to be prepared to develop and implement trauma-informed practices to end the cycle.
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Tools 

After drafting trauma-informed school recommendations, students participating in the student engagement sessions 

developed tools that support the creation of trauma-informed school environments. Students brainstormed how 

the tools could be built including: art, film segments, posters, skits, and social media. In the process of creating 
tools, some students focused on addressing a particular trauma-informed schools recommendation while others 

addressed several recommendations regarding what a trauma-informed school looks like. In acknowledgement of 

the self-voiced priorities of students, the tools are organized based on the locally identified vision for each tool.

Tool 1: 

Improving the relationship between students and adults in positions of authority

Tool 1.1: Trauma informed Schools  [poem and visual project]

The student used poetry to demonstrate their understanding of student’s experiences in schools today versus how 

a student’s experience would positively change in a trauma-informed school. The poem was written in parallel 

verses to juxtapose the two versions of the student experience (Figure 3).

The tool was developed further by recording the poem and pairing it with video footage (Figure 4). The student’s 

project challenges educators to understand the student experience and foster meaningful relationships from a 

trauma-informed lens. For this, the student promotes what it means to be Anishinaabe and how this culture-based 

understanding is impacted positively by trauma-informed relationships in school environments.

Figure 3: Footage from Poem Video

(student participants, 2015b)
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Wise Practices
The success of the Mi’kmawey school demonstrates that school environments based upon 

language and culture education is effective in readying students for English skills while also 

increasing self-perception, promoting cultural integration, and honoring cultural heritage 

and language. Located on Chapel Island, Potlotek or the Mi’kmawey School was developed by 

Marie Battiste and is the first bilingual education school (2013). Battiste’s goal was to provide 
a community-based model of education that would re-establish foundations of Mi’kmaw culture 

in order to increase the students’ sense of identity, self-concept and self-esteem. While the 

school was in development it became a community space that was established on historical 

and cultural education of the community, oral traditions, and deep spiritual connections. With 

the help of community members, teachers developed their own teaching materials. Updates 

and activities of the school were disseminated in a monthly newsletter, which also included 

Mi’kmaw language lessons that were being taught to the children so that adults could have a 

learning resource as well. Community members took on roles to develop the school including: 

teacher, counselor, friend, curriculum developer, and home school liaison (Battiste, 2013). 



Figure 4: Trauma-Informed Schools Poem

Ask me what does it mean to be Anishinaabe?
And I’ll rattle off statistics
Of depression and suicide rates,
Of youth who become alcoholics and don’t graduate

Ask me about my future
and I’ll tell you I don’t know
I don’t know what I like to do,
I can’t see past today,

Ask me about Powwows
And I’ll tell you about the my friends pastor,
Who told me powwows
are a ceremony to worship the devil

Ask me about my family
And I’ll tell you about how
My friends ask if my parents
Are alcoholics who beat me

Ask me about my grades,
And I’ll tell you how I haven’t
Gone to class for months
Because I just don’t care

Ask me about smudging,
And I’ll tell you about
how I got suspended
Because I smelt like weed

Ask me about my principal,
And I’ll tell you about how
She walks around with a cop 
Every morning and no one knows why

Ask me about my teachers
And I’ll tell you about how 
they kicked me out of class
Because I don’t participate

Ask me about equality and justice
And I’ll tell you about the racist comments
And being told to ignore them
To just walk away

Ask me about advocating for aboriginal rights 
and I’ll tell you about when I got told
‘to get over it, it happened years ago’
My kokum talks about it like it happened yesterday

Ask me about communication
And I’ll tell you about how
Lost and trapped I feel
I have no one to ask or talk to

Ask me about who I am,
my passions, my dreams,
and I’ll tell you,
I don’t know

Because everything has been defined for me
From the moment I was born,
Because I am Anishinaabe.

Ask me what does it mean to be Anishinaabe?
And I’ll show you how beautiful our culture is
How resilient and strong our people are
How we are healing together as a nation

Ask me about my passions
And I’ll tell you about my teacher
Who helped me realize 
My love for music and art

Ask me about my culture
And I’ll tell you about
The powwows my school hosts
And participates in

Ask me about my family
And I’ll tell you about
Our success and healing
That is taking place

Ask me about my grades
And I’ll tell you about 
how helpful and 
understanding my teachers are

Ask me about smudging
And I’ll tell you about the 
safe space we have in our school
to celebrate Anishinaabe culture

Ask me about my principal
And I’ll tell you about how
They treat me like a human first
And a student second

Ask me about my teachers
And I’ll tell you about how 
they talk to me and show they care
and don’t threaten me

Ask me about Racism
And I’ll tell you about how
Our school doesn’t tolerate
Racial slurs or discrimination

Ask me about aboriginal rights,
And I’ll tell you about how
Our school is supporting the red dress project
For missing and murdered aboriginal women

Ask me about communication
And I’ll tell you about how
Easy it is to approach and talk
To teachers and administration

Ask me about trauma
And I’ll tell you about how
Our school is informed and
Is helping us celebrate who we are

Everything that happened to our people,
Doesn’t define who I am as a human,
I am proud to be Anishinaabe.
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Tool 1.2: Trauma Informed Schools  [stop motion]

The student created a stop motion video (Figure 5) that speaks to trauma-informed schools including: what trauma 

is; what trauma means to them as an Aboriginal person’ how historical trauma impacts them, their family, and 
other Aboriginal people; the need for more positive relationships with adults in positions in authority; and how 
trauma-informed school approaches would promote better relationships. For this, the student outlined a vision 

for a trauma-informed school that teaches about Indigenous history and languages. The student identified that 
relationships should be built, “on comfort and safety” (student participant, 2015), and that a transition towards 

culturally supportive, trauma-informed schools would contribute to the success of students.

Figure 5: Stop Motion Video on Trauma-Informed Schools

(student participant, 2015b)

Wise Practices
School professionals can develop trust with students in a culturally appropriate way including: 

determining the degree of cultural commitment; identifying whether the youth comes from 

a reservation, rural or urban setting; and relating what tribal structure, customs, and beliefs 

are relevant to the situation in order to determine the presence and magnitude of cultural 

discontinuity (Garrett et al., 2003).

Delauney (2013) provides a good Indigenous Australian example for understanding trauma-

based wise practices. Delauney (2013) outlines the trauma-informed Healing Fractured 

Relationships (HFR) program as emphasizing relationships and utilizing Indigenous pedagogy 

including: reciprocal listening and learning, culturally-sensitive protocols, as well as cultural 

medicine. This trauma-informed practice educates on the history as well as the present state of 

trauma amongst Indigenous people, while also providing a safe space for healing to occur and 

meaningful, healthy relationships to develop (Delauney, 2013).
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Tool 1.3: Photography project  [photography with captions] 

The student photographed cultural items and spaces that they would then use to communicate notions related to 

building positive relationships with authority figures. The photographs were captioned with messages (Figure 6) 
about student priorities including: promotion of Indigenous culture; recognition of First Nations, Metis, and Inuit 
Knowledge and histories; the importance of ceremonial items and traditional medicines for a trauma-informed 
school; supports for Indigenous ways of learning including art and teachings. The student communicated that 
respect for these priorities are vital for a trauma-informed schools approach.

Figure 6: Photography Project on Trauma-Informed Schools

(student participant, 2015b)

Wise Practices
Educational centers and programs for Indigenous youth should be community-driven and 

that parental involvement is key (Anderson, 2003). For example, the Aboriginal Head Start 

on Reserves program encourages parental involvement through parent advisory committees, 

school events, opportunities to develop curriculum as well as daily activities of the school. 

Workshops on the program and about education also provided opportunities for parents 

to engage (Anderson, 2003). The purpose of the program is to engage Indigenous “parents, 

guardians and communities to support the development of children” (2003: 5). Programs that 

were community-driven and demonstrated parental and community involvement as well as 

those that incorporated language and culture were successful.
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Tool 2: 

Promoting Indigenous History and Culture

Tool 2.1: Timeline of Aboriginal History in Memes   [meme]

Using a social media approach, students created humorous memes that combined historical images with satirical 

messages that communicate Indigenous experiences in Canada and how those experience have impacted Indigenous 

people. For example, the two memes showcased below (Figure 7) present two messages about Indigenous history in 

Canada; the first conveys how the relationship between settlers and Indigenous people shifted over time while the second 
heralds to the impact of infectious disease on Indigenous populations. To understand the engrain message of cause and 

effect in the memes, the schools must have a trauma-informed understanding of indigenous history and culture.

Figure 7: Memes of Aboriginal History

Wise Practices
Alberta Education (2007) provide a good example of programs that incorporate culture within 

school programming. They offered cultural presentations and events to both Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous students as well as provided cultural activities and programs that students 

could participate in, including a bilingual program. The First Nations, Métis and Inuit school-

community learning environment project: Promising practices also offered specific activities to 
integrate culture in schools such as incorporating FNMI culture into curricula and providing after 

school cultural programs and teachings to students.

Tool 2.2: An Indigenous Approach to History in Canada  [Prezi]

Prezi is an online presentation platform similar to power point, but also integrates visual aids that engage the 

audience. The student used the Prezi platform to create a presentation on Indigenous history in North America that 

included the importance of treaties as well as the impacts of Explorers and policies like the Indian Act on Indigenous 

people (Figure 8). The project makes direct links to the student priority for more Indigenous history in schools.

(student participant, 2015c)

Figure 8: Excerpt of Slides from Prezi on Indigenous History

(student participant, 2015c)
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Tool 2.3: This is what is in the Textbook  [poster]

The project directly addressed how history is taught in school and challenges educators to revisit what and how 

they teach history in school. For this, the student lists common facts found in a history textbook and Indigenous 

knowledge that is not in their textbooks (Figure 9). 

Figure 9: Comparing What is and is Not in Textbooks

(student participant, 2015c)

Wise Practices
Western methods of education and communication with students conflict with Indigenous 
approaches to learning (Garrett et al., 2003). Thus, it is necessary to modify education methods 
within schools. Garrett et al. outline the importance of recognizing cultural diversity within schools 
and how this can lessen chances of miscommunication or misunderstanding between service 
providers and students. It is important to understand that there is a wide variation of cultural 
understanding and involvement amongst Indigenous youth and that cultural responsiveness is 
necessary to assess the level of understanding of an individual (Garrett et al., 2003).

Bendtro, Brokenleg & Bockern (2005) identify four universal needs of children including: 
Belonging, Mastery, Independence, and Generosity. The four needs of Indigenous children 
would be addressed by family because of the nature of the family and community structures 
of Indigenous cultures. However, there are factors impacting Indigenous children’s capacity to 
grow and thrive in school environments. They argue that opposing views between Western and 
Indigenous understandings on family system are the basis for problems experienced by youth 

(Bendtro, Brokenleg & Bockern, 2005).
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Tool 3: 

I exist. This is my history.

Tool 3.1: This is my Culture  [watercolour painting] 

For this tool, the student’s vision for trauma-informed schools informs the painting. Using the image of a 

dreamcatcher and the words, “this is my culture,” the student aimed to promote their culture as part of who they 

are (Figure 10). In the student engagement sessions, students described that school environments need to be a 

space where students feel safe and comfortable to identify by their Indigenous culture. The student’s project shows 

strong intersections with the notion of feeling comfortable with identifying as Indigenous in school.

Figure 10: “This is my Culture”

(student participant, 2015c)
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Tool 3.2: Aboriginals living in a modern 
    environment  [art piece]

The student’s painting is informed by their vision for Indigenous people (Figure 11). The student painted a 

dreamcatcher atop a brick wall that is cracked, describing it as follows:

My art piece represents aboriginals living in a modern environment, even though we have adapted to the modern 

society, we can still peer through the veil and find our culture and traditions as well as look toward to our future in this 
changing world.

(student participant, 2015c)

The student’s art piece acknowledges Indigenous cultural and traditions as a past and present reality for Indigenous 

people. In doing so, the student builds a strong intersection between their artistic vision and the student priority for 

schools to recognize Indigenous culture as a past and present lived experience.

Figure 11: Art Piece About Indigenous People

(student participant, 2015c)

Wise Practices
First Nations, Métis and Inuit (FNMI) School-Community Learning Environment Project (Alberta 
Education, 2007) reported on existing methods that increased Indigenous cultural awareness 
and practices including: cultural and language programming as well as mainstream educational 
practices such as the development of programs that targeted leadership, mentorship, and career 

education programs.
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Tool 4: 

This is what a Trauma-Informed School looks like

Tool 4.1: An Indigenous room in a school  [diorama] 

To have a trauma-informed school, the student envisioned a classroom that was designed using a culture-based, 

trauma-informed approach. For this, the student built a diorama of a classroom that was informed by Indigenous 

culture (Figure 12). Positive Indigenous cultural space was prioritized by students and in this project, the student 

demonstrates how the recommendation for positive spaces could be implemented. The student described the 

trauma-informed classroom as follows:

Medicine Wheel- Painted on Floor. Cultural teaching toll and students seated around circle to 

include all. Humility.

Bookshelf- 4 medicines (Tobacco, Sage, Cedar, Sweet Grass), storage of craft supplies, and variety 

of books written by Indigenous authors.

Big Drum- Cultural teaching tool and demonstrates the importance of teamwork and friendship.

Fridge/stove/microwave- Traditional food storage and prep areas. ie breads, soups etc.

Table- Hand drums and traditional crafting area.

Projector/computer- cultural teaching tool.

                                                                                                                  (student participant, 2015c)

Figure 12: An Indigenous Room in a School

(student participant, 2015c)
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Wise Practices
Ottawa’s Notre Dame High School created a “restorative practices room,” which is used for 

mediation between students as well as providing an Indigenous space for Indigenous students to 

practice ceremonies such as smudging. The room is set up in a circle formation and students who 

have some type of conflict are able to participate in, “restorative practices conflict resolution” 
(Rice, 2015). The room is a safe space where the voices of all students, Indigenous and non-

Indigenous, can be heard in a respectful, culturally grounded approach (Rice, 2015). The room 

ultimately functions as a space that students can use for venting or expressing their feelings, 

cultural practices, resolving conflicts, or to relax during the school day. Importantly, the Notre 
Dame initiative promotes culturally-grounded spaces for all students.

Connections
The following are responses from a workshop activity during Phase I of the research project, where participants 

were asked to state physical and social characteristics of what a trauma-informed classroom should entail. 

Community Workshop Activity “What Should a Trauma-Informed Classroom Look Like?”

Key features of the classroom includes: a kids lounge with books and music; a self-expression board; 

teacher’s desk is situated near the entrance to the class to reinforce that the teacher is a gatekeeper 

and protector; teacher’s desk is also a fold up Murphy’s table to demonstrate and encourage equitable 

relationships; an emergency exit opposite to the main classroom entrance; large windows to allow for 

natural light and connection to the outdoors; a bathroom located in or near the classroom to prevent 

bullying as students are close to their class and teacher (as perpetrators may wait for students in these 

spaces); and circular tables to encourage egalitarian relationships (Appendix Six). 
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Tool 4.2: The Medicine Wheel Garden  [diorama]

The student project demonstrates that Indigenous culture should be taught outside the classroom. For this, the 

student created a diorama of a garden organized using a culture-based trauma-informed approach. The student 

designed a garden as a positive Indigenous cultural space including: traditional medicines, medicine wheel 

teachings, and greenery (Figure 13). Moreover, the student described the meaning and importance of the garden 

space as follows:

The garden offers a calm, relaxing place for Aboriginal kids to hang out and have lunch.  Classes 

can also be held on the benches found around the garden.  It can be a place for instruction, 

relaxation or healing.  The plants are native to the area and are traditional medicines.

Inside each quadrant are the four medicines.  In the East, tobacco is planted.  In the South, sweet 

grass is planted.  Sage is planted in the West and Cedars in the North. Access to the garden is 

provided by the flat stone path which will allow the medicines to receive care and be harvested. 
Around the garden is a circle of rocks that define the outside of the medicine wheel.

A white pine is located in the north east corner of the garden.

(student participant, 2015c)

(student participant, 2015c)

Figure 13: Medicine Wheel Garden
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Tool 4.3: Trauma-Informed School  [drawings]

Students drew a series of pictures that showed what a trauma-informed school would like and added captions 

that described what was in the school (Figure 14). Their vision for a trauma-informed school included: Indigenous 

teachings, language classes, and sports. The students describe their vision of a trauma-informed school as follows:

We have a banner on the school that says, “Everyone Welcome,” because any person is welcomed, it doesn’t matter 

which race you are. We also put the Canadian flag and the Hiawatha flag outside the school because natives should 
feel comfortable with going and embracing their culture. It also shows relationship between each other.

Inside the school there would be teachings of our culture so people will have a better understanding and gain 

knowledge.

(student participants, 2015c)

As well, the students emphasized the importance of schools being welcoming to students and supporting the 

Indigenous culture of students. In this way, the students highlight the importance of positive Indigenous cultural 

spaces and the priority set by students for teachers to revisit what is being taught in schools.

Figure 14: Trauma-Informed School Drawings

(student participants, 2015c)



page 30Trauma-Informed Schools “Ask me about trauma and I will show you how we are trauma-informed”: 
A Study on the Shift Toward Trauma-Informed Practices in Schools

OFIFC Research Series Vol.4 2016

Tool 4.4: Comparing a trauma-informed school to schools today   [drawings]

Students drew a series of pictured that juxtaposed what they understood to be the student experience in schools 

today compared to a student’s experience in a trauma-informed school (Figure 15). The pictures outline the 

importance of recognizing Indigenous teachings (ex. creations stories), languages, art, and history in the school 

and in classes. The student projects bridges their vision of a trauma-informed school with student priorities of 

schools revisiting what Indigenous culture is taught in schools. To contextualize their project, the students wrote:

Very few people can understand the trauma experienced by Indigenous People, and most people 

won’t understand because of their background and culture. Schools should be more involved 

with First Nations People, and include more teachings that are not in the history books.

(student participants, 2015c)

As well, the students emphasized the importance of schools being welcoming to students and supporting the 

Indigenous culture of students. In this way, the students highlight the importance of positive Indigenous cultural 

spaces and the priority set by students for teachers to revisit what is being taught in schools.

Figure 15: Trauma-Informed School Comparison to Schools Today

(student participants, 2015c)

Wise Practices
To engage Indigenous communities, Alberta schools (Alberta Education, 2007) implemented 
strategies such as inviting Elders to provide cultural services to staff members as well as hosting 
cultural events including dancing and drumming, for community members to participate in. 
Schools made efforts to build positive relationships with and engage parents in different ways 
such as home visits and invitations to their child’s school by a liaison worker, offering various 
choices for parent/teacher meetings, and providing babysitting services for meetings (Alberta 
Education, 2007).
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Tool 5: 

Promoting Indigenous culture and approaches to teaching

Tool 5.1: Moccasin Workshop  [video]

Students developed a script and captured footage about creating a moccasin workshop (Figure 16). The video 

project provides an in-depth look at the positive impact that Indigenous cultural spaces, teachings, and skills have 

on students. Within their project, the students emphasize that the moccasin workshop is a learning opportunity for 

cultural teachings:

It’s important for us to have the teachings and to learn about this in schools. We don’t want to 

lose our culture, we want to teach our future children, the next generation how to hunt properly, 

how to not waste and how to be thankful. 

(student participant, 2015d)

Moreover, their project promotes Indigenous culture as something that should exist in all schools and puts their 

project in line with student priorities for creating positive Indigenous cultural spaces as well as the importance of 

approaching trauma-informed practices from a culture-based perspective that is grounded in Indigenous teachings.

(student participants, 2015d)

Figure 16: Moccasin Workshop Video
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Wise Practices
In Friendship Centres, youth programs such as Akwe:go and Wasanabin are wise practices where 

Indigenous students can access school-related supports. According to one Knowledge Keeper, 

Friendship Centres have a variety of supportive programs for Indigenous youth (Knowledge 

Keeper, 2015a). In an interview with another Knowledge Keeper, they articulated that Friendship 

Centres are an important resource for the education systems because they provide Indigenous 

student support workers with access to community-based supports for their Indigenous students 

(Knowledge Keeper, 2015b). The Knowledge Keeper went on to say that having access to supports, 

such as traditional peoples, are examples of Centre-based and community-based supports that 

specifically cater to Indigenous students (Knowledge Keeper, 2015b).

The Circle of Courage model (Brokenleg, 2012) utilizes a strength-based perspective to bridge 

Indigenous ideologies and best practices developed using Western ideologies. This framework 

supports youth by focusing on positive characteristics rather than the negative. The model is 

based on core goals that create resilience out of trauma, which Brokenleg believes is an ideal 

approach to healing and development of Indigenous youth. Additionally, this model states that 

supportive programs aimed at successful, youth development should incorporate positive peer 

cultures and create connections between youth and caring adults. 

The students not only talk about trauma-informed school practices, but also showcase how they engage in trauma-

informed approaches including the Indigenous classroom space (Figure 17) in their school, “where its safe to be 

who we are and to keep learning about our own ways of doing things” (student participants, 2015).

Figure 17: Indigenous Cultural Space in School

(student participants, 2015c)
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Together, the student-driven tool-kit and wise 

practices represent existing understandings of what 

school environments look like and how trauma-

informed practices can/do positively impact these 

environments. Several wise practices address how 

to initiate and sustain meaningful partnerships to 

create trauma-informed school environments. The 

student-driven research focused on the practical 

application of trauma-informed practices. Students 

successfully demonstrated strategies to implement 

trauma-informed school practices through a tool-

kit comprised of recommendations and tools that 

address local community priorities and commonly-

held priorities of students. 

Several key themes relating to school environments 

emerge from the student-driven tool-kit and wise 

practices including: cultural competency; Indigenous 

culture in the classroom; Indigenous culture in 

school; supports for Indigenous students; trauma-

informed relationships in schools; and culture-based 

trauma-informed practices (Appendix Two).

Cultural Competency

In trauma-informed school environments, the 

notion of cultural competency is complex. Generally, 

culturally competency refers to the cultural-sensitivity 

of individuals interacting in school environments. 

Cultural competency is an important priority for schools 

to teach the school community about Indigenous 

culture and Indigenous people and ultimately promote 

a respectful and inclusive environment in the school. 

Findings suggest that students, teachers, and school 

staff are all accountable to cultural competency. 

Within wise practices literature, several scholars 

refer to cultural competency as a value that should 

be upheld in schools; schools should be friendly and 
welcoming environments. 

Knowledge Keepers and students expand the notion 

of cultural competency as a form of training that 

builds the cultural-sensitivity of individuals in school 

environments. Both Knowledge Keepers and students 

view cultural competency training as a vital credential 

of teachers and school staff to effectively communicate 

Findings

with Indigenous students in a trauma-informed way. 

Students further expand on cultural competency by 

saying that training for all students helps promote 

respect and understanding for Indigenous students 

in schools. Students who participated in cultural 

competency for Phase II also noted that the training 

they received is a capacity building tool that helps 

Indigenous students communicate local priorities for 

creating trauma-informed school environments.

Based on these findings, it is evidenced that a gap 
exists between how some scholars understand 

cultural competency compared to Knowledge Holders 

and students. The gap may be related to the difference 

between studying trauma-informed practice 

compared to experiencing the impacts of cultural-

competency first-hand. In response, more research 
must be conducted on how cultural competency can 

be implemented through training initiatives such as 

the OFIFC’s ACCT. As well, schools need to incorporate 

cultural competency as a trauma-informed practice. By 

focusing on implementation, research, programs, and 

initiatives will more accurately address how to initiate 

and sustain trauma-informed school environments.

Indigenous Culture in the Classroom

A dominant theme throughout Phase II is the 

integration of Indigenous culture in classrooms. 

Among scholars, Knowledge Keepers, and students 

engaging Indigenous culture in classrooms is an 

opportunity for all students to learn about Indigenous 

people. As well, it is an opportunity for teachers 

to build curriculums that are more equitable and 

inclusive of Indigenous perspectives, pedagogy, and 

history. Throughout Phase II Indigenous language, 

history, and art classes are presented as essential for 

trauma-informed school environments.

The scope and orientation of classes differs between 

the insights of some scholars, Knowledge Keepers, and 

students. Among some scholars, it is recommended 

that Indigenous culture in classrooms should 

include: Indigenous décor, cultural tools, crafts, and 

storytelling. Marie Battiste and the ADSB handbook 

further describe Indigenous culture wherein school 
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environments are based upon Indigenous language 

and culture education. Based on their research, 

Battiste and the ADSB handbook argue for the 

inclusion of Indigenous culture in school curriculums; 
that Indigenous culture should inform all classroom 

learning in schools. Additionally, students emphasize 

that schools need to consider what Indigenous culture 

is taught in classrooms as well as how it is taught. 

Generally, it is prioritized that Elders and Knowledge 

Keepers should be engaged in student learning. 

Several students elaborate on the importance of 

being educated by traditional teachers, such as 

Elders, in addition to school teachers. Moreover, 

students acknowledge that while Indigenous culture 

promotes trauma-informed school environments, 

it has a unique impact on Indigenous students. To 

this end, students upheld that Indigenous student 

success would thrive because culture-informed 

classes create opportunities for learning that are 

based on a person’s increased access to cultural 

identity, traditional skills, and teachings.

Indigenous culture in the classroom is prioritized 

throughout Phase II and as such, further research 

should be conducted on what and how Indigenous 

research is incorporated into school environments. 

The inclusion of Indigenous culture needs to be 

analyzed two-fold: first, with how Indigenous culture 
in classrooms positively impacts school environments 

and second, how the inclusion of Indigenous culture 

promotes student success. Moreover, schools 

generally need to implement more Indigenous culture 

within classroom learning.

Indigenous Culture in School

Beyond the classroom, Indigenous culture needs 

to be integrated as part of school environments. 

Through culture-based workshops, events, programs, 

and initiates schools can better promote an inclusive 

space that celebrates Indigenous students and 

acknowledges the experiences of Indigenous people. 

Generally, it is understood that the integration of 

Indigenous culture is schools an important practice. 

However, students also provide perspective on how 

Indigenous culture in schools can foster negative 

environments. In particular, some students caution 

that events such as assemblies with Indigenous 

dancers can create unsafe environments for Indigenous 

students; spaces that introduce Indigenous culture 
without cultural competency can breed dissention 

and tokenism by non-Indigenous students.

Resulting from the dynamics expressed by students, it 

is clear that further study on the impacts of Indigenous 

culture in schools need to be completed. In particular, 

research needs to better identify the wise practices 

that make the inclusion of Indigenous culture in 

schools successful. While further research is required, 

schools need to create trauma-informed strategies to 

engage Indigenous cultures in schools. As part of this, 

positive Indigenous spaces, such as a classroom or 

gathering space, are a trauma-informed practice that 

promote safe spaces and should be implemented in 

schools.

Supports for Indigenous Students

Based on the literature review and students tool-kits, 

schools need to create supports and communicate 

where the supports exist to students. Both in the wise 

practices and student-driven tool-kit, it is identified 
that supports specific to Indigenous students exist. 
However, some students identified that these 
supports are not always communicated to students 

and that Indigenous students do not always know how 

to access supports. Resulting from these findings, 
schools need to create strategies for communicating 

supports to students. Moreover, schools without 

supports specific to Indigenous students need to 
create supports with trauma-informed staff.

A significant support gap in the literature and in 
schools is the assumption that trauma-informed 

approaches are for children and youth. In the literature, 

studies almost exclusively speak to the student 

experience of children and youth with one study that 

references trauma-informed approaches with non-

Indigenous college students. The students driving the 

tool-kit development were instrumental in identifying 

that current trauma-informed approaches privilege 

certain age groups and neglect adult learners. In 

doing so, the current landscape of trauma-informed 

discourse ages out students and neglects the needs 

associated with being an adult learner including: 

being a parent, experiences as an adult that impact 

education, attendance, and adult-specific barriers 
to education. In response, research on trauma-

informed schools need to expand its understanding 

of what constitutes a student and should have a more 

wholistic understanding of the student experience 

that acknowledge all stage of the Life Cycle Teaching. 

Furthermore, school environments with adult learners 

need to offer supports that address the unique needs 

of Indigenous adult learners.
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Trauma-Informed Relationships in Schools

Trauma-informed school environments are predicated 

on the formation of respectful and supportive 

relationships. Schools need to create opportunities 

for students, parents/guardians, teachers, and school 

staff to build positive, lasting relationships. Without 

positive relationships with teachers and school staff, 

a student can foster distrust and detachment with 

the school environment. Alternatively, relationship 

building is a reciprocal wise practice in the literature 

and tool developed by students that promotes 

trauma-informed school environments through trust 

and comfort.

As part of this, schools need to create strategies 

with relationship building initiatives. Schools also 

need to acknowledge the local priorities identified by 
students and to not create strategies solely based on 

existing literature. This is particularly relevant in the 

student engagement sessions that occurred during 

Phase II because the relationship building priorities 

set by students differ from the literature; students 
were concerned with fostering positive student-

teacher and student-authority figure relationships 
and made little mention of student-parent and parent-

school relationships. By comparison, several scholars 

prioritize parent/guardian inclusion in schools and 

that it has a significant impact on student success. 
In Phase II, results demonstrate that the student 

experience is inclusive of adult learners, which is not 

acknowledged by the assumption that a student’s 

parents/guardians should be involved in their school. 

Based on these findings, schools should create 

strategies to consult students on the development 

of trauma-informed practices in their school. As well, 

schools need to incorporate measures within their 

strategies to ensure that student voices are engaged 

throughout the development and implementation of 

trauma-informed practices.

Culture-based Trauma-Informed Practices

Throughout Phase II, the focus of trauma-informed 

practices in school environments was on Indigenous 

culture-based approaches. Findings in Phase II 

demonstrate that to successfully create trauma-

informed schools there needs to be explicit 

recognition and understanding of Indigenous culture. 

Part of Indigenous cultural understanding comes from 

recognition of teachable cultural content such as 

Indigenous languages, histories, and art. However, 

Indigenous cultural understanding also comes 

from recognizing the experiences and traumas that 

impact an Indigenous student’s experience in school. 

Furthermore, Phase II demonstrates that trauma-

informed school environments are based on schools 

engaging Indigenous culture as part of the school 

environment and as part of the Indigenous student 

experience.

While Phase II demonstrates that some schools and 

school boards exhibit cultural understanding through 

the offering of classes, programs, initiatives, events, 

and students resources it is also evidenced that gaps 

exist in the provision of culture-based supports. 

In response, a multi-sector approach of policy 

development and research needs to be implemented 

in order to identify how schools and school boards 

can meaningfully create trauma-informed school 

environments that support Indigenous student 

success. Moreover, the development of trauma-

informed schools must include methods to apply 

trauma-informed practices; without implementation, 
schools cannot successfully become trauma-informed. 

Friendship Centres are an important resource for 

schools to realize their trauma-informed visions, since 

Friendship Centre communities are at the forefront of 

implementing trauma-informed practices and supports 

for Indigenous students. Thus, inclusion of Friendship 

Centres and communities in trauma-informed schools 

planning and implementation is vital.
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The Trauma-Informed Schools research project utilized 

community-driven and culture-based methods to 

engage findings that ultimately contribute to a better 
understanding and implementation strategy for 

trauma-informed approaches, and ultimately fostering 

trauma-informed school environments. The findings 
in this research project address the educational needs 

of students as well as the broader social determinants 

of trauma that impact negative school outcomes for 

Indigenous students.

Within the research project, the OFIFC USAI Research 

Framework served as a valuable approach to the 

research that prioritized the voices of community 

members and ensured the findings would be useful 
to communities. Operationalizing USAI in Phase I 

was integral to identifying key themes including: 

necessary supports; recognizing local knowledge and 
experience; fear and discrimination; and development 
of cultural identity. Moreover, the USAI Research 

Framework was instrumental in establishing how the 

project could meaningfully be expanded in Phase II. 

Notably, using the USAI Research Framework helped 

OFIFC researchers to identify that students were a 

vital community voice that needed to be engaged in 

depth as well as the need to consider the practical 

application of trauma-informed practices.

The community-driven approach of this research 

project was inclusive of parent/guardians, teachers, 

Friendship Centre staff, Knowledge Keepers, and 

students in order to provide a wholistic vision and 

understanding of trauma, its impacts on Indigenous 

people and on Indigenous students in particular, 

as well as recommendations and implementation 

strategies for creating trauma-informed school 

environments. Throughout the research project, 

community members demonstrated great resiliency 

and determination when engaging in conversations 

about trauma. When developing trauma-informed 

recommendations and strategies, community 

members showed immense pride for the Indigenous 

culture and for the success of Indigenous students. 

Conclusion

Trauma-informed schools cannot be developed in 

isolation from Indigenous community members since 

it is they who are actively defining local priorities for 
creating safe schools.

Friendship Centres in Ontario are important 

community hubs where community members can 

engage the needs of students through programs 

and worker supports. Within the research project, 

Friendship Centres were integral to the advancement 

of the project’s community engagement sessions 

and for access to local Knowledge Keepers. Within 

the projects findings, it is also shown that Friendship 
Centres are at the forefront of providing Indigenous 

students with access to cultural and educational 

supports that support their success in schools. While 

the impacts of trauma vary between Friendship Centre 

communities, it is clear that strategies to decrease 

the impacts of trauma on students and increase 

trauma-informed practices within schools must be 

widespread, culturally-informed, and community-

driven.

Furthermore, researchers and trainers for the Trauma-

Informed Schools research project used trauma-

informed practices to engage community members in 

a culturally-sensitive and safe manner that resulted 

in research outcomes for trauma-informed practices 

that are useful to communities, engage priorities and 

ideas voiced locally, provide access to community-

based supports, and acknowledge the interrelations 

between Indigenous people, experiences of trauma, 

and experiences in school. 

Indigenous people have experienced a legacy of 

trauma that is interwoven into the colonial fabric of 

Canada. Over generations Canada’s educational 

system has perpetuated the traumatic, systemic 

racism and the loss of Indigenous culture, including 

what occurred in residential schools. Thus, efforts 

need to be made to address the legacies of school-

based trauma in Canada and to provide space for 

Indigenous, student-based healing. 
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Appendices

Appendix One - Themes from Phase I

Phase I examined the role of historic trauma 

transmission in select urban Indigenous communities 

in Ontario and its continued impact on children and 

parents/caregivers in current public schools systems. 

A key goal for this project is to better understand how 

school systems can play a stronger role in cultivating 

safe, inclusive and accepting environments predicated 

upon healthy and respectful relationships. 

Findings from Phase I indicate that urban Indigenous 

communities in Ontario continue to face socio-

economic hardships in raising children, but also 

demonstrate resilience among parents, caregivers, 

and youth. Phase I recognizes that the impacts of 

trauma reverberate through multiple generations 

and that trauma interventions are an important 

support that promotes healing in urban Indigenous 

communities. This research reinforces that the 

success of trauma-informed schools, for Indigenous 

learners, is contingent upon inclusion of Indigenous 

wholistic approaches to learning which includes 

the engagement of: parents, extended family, 

community members and organizations, as well as 

cultural supports (Elders, Traditional Knowledge 

Keepers). Based on the findings in Phase I, several 
recommendations emerged and are organized under 

four key themes:

Necessary Supports

1) Increased Academic Supports 

Academic supports are in demand, particularly for 

children diagnosed with a learning disability or 

behavioural challenges as a result of unresolved 

trauma. Therefore, additional supports within 

classrooms are necessary to work one-on-one with 

children experiencing trauma, in addition to smaller 

classroom sizes. 

2)  Peer Mentorship Programs to Support and 

Empower Children 

Peer mentorship for Indigenous students is in demand 

by parents/caregivers and program staff, as a way 

to build support for children at school to navigate 

specific challenges. This is integral in mitigating the 
impacts of historic trauma that children continue to 

face including suicide and addictions, and ultimately 

build resiliency in youth. 

3) Continued Supports for Local Friendship Centres

Given the valuable and necessary role of Friendship 

Centres as well as local organizations in supporting and 

advocating for Indigenous families, it is paramount to 

ensure financial security for these crucial community 
supports.  Furthermore, Friendship Centres play an 

integral role in addressing food insecurity as well 

as transportation and financial barriers facing many 
families that participated in this research project. 

4) Engaging Former Teachers as Mediators to 

Support and Empower Families  

Perhaps find former teachers willing to serve as 
mediators and mentors to parents/caregivers. This 

will provide valuable support to empower indigenous 

families in order to address discrimination at both the 

school and board level.

5) Ensuring Appropriate Wrap-Around Care  

Invest in supportive, adaptable, wrap-around, multi-

year funded and culturally relevant community 

based programs, designed and led by the Aboriginal 

community, focused on the traditional extended 

family and are part of a coordinated service network.

Recognizing Local Knowledge and Experience

6)  Engaging in Conversations about Trauma with 

Local Communities

It is necessary to engage in conversations with local 

communities and organizations on how trauma 

manifests itself in Indigenous communities and work 

collectively with schools and parents/caregivers to 

strategize how schools and communities can become 

trauma-informed. This dialogue serves as a form of 

community support where parents and caregivers 

learn about trauma-informed practices and learn 

about similar challenges other indigenous parents/

caregivers are facing in their local schools, in order to 

develop appropriate solutions collectively. 

7)  Create a Parent/Caregiver Organization or Group 

Facilitated by Friendship Centres to Engage with 

the School System 

The formation of this network will be essential 

in providing a voice for Indigenous parents and 
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caregivers within their local communities. This should 

include workshops and communality engagement 

sessions regarding the impact of trauma for 

Indigenous students and families that are held within 

Friendship Centres. This will facilitate community-

driven advocacy on key issues that can be addressed 

at both the schools and board levels. Ultimately, 

network help parents and caregivers to garner support 

from school staff and trustees to address the long-

standing need for trauma-informed practices within 

the school system. 

Fear and Discrimination

8)  Develop Strategies to Understand and Address 

Fear and Discrimination 

Fear and bullying (often stemming from cultural 

and racial stigmatization) facing parents/caregivers 

and children are very commonly discussed themes 

at all community engagement sessions. Therefore, 

strategies need to be developed to ensure that 

both students, who are at risk of violence and/or 

disengagement from school, as well as parents/

caregivers who are afraid to engage the school 

system, feel safe.

Development of Cultural Identity

9)  Supporting the Development of Cultural 

Competency within the School System

Culture is an important aspect of the learning and is an 

appropriate and necessary aspect of trauma-informed 

practice. Therefore, it is imperative to appropriately 

develop and integrate culture-based programming 

that truthfully disseminates indigenous history and 

culture in schools and mainstream curriculum. 

10) Increase the Presence of Indigenous Knowledge 

Keepers, Mentors, and Staff 

Fundamental to the healthy formation of cultural 

identify is the presence of strong mentors, teachers, 

principals, community members, Elders and 

Traditional Knowledge Keepers (among others). 

Therefore, an increased presence of Indigenous 

staff or community members and allies in schools 

is necessary for Indigenous children to feel safe, 

accepted, and supported. 
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Appendix Two - Themes from Phase II

Cultural Competency
• Increased cultural-sensitivity of individuals 

interacting ins schools;
• Focus on creating respectful, inclusive school 

environments;
• Creation of friendly and welcoming environments;
• Development of cultural competency training for 

teachers, school staff, and students; 
• Cultural competency as a capacity building tool 

that helps Indigenous students communicate their 
needs and priorities; and

• Research on how cultural competency can be 

implemented

In trauma-informed school environments, the 

notion of cultural competency is complex. Generally, 

culturally competency refers to the cultural-sensitivity 

of individuals interacting in school environments. 

Cultural competency is an important priority for schools 

to teach the school community about Indigenous 

culture and Indigenous people and ultimately promote 

a respectful and inclusive environment in the school. 

Findings suggest that students, teachers, and school 

staff are all accountable to cultural competency. 

Within wise practices literature, several scholars 

refer to cultural competency as a value that should 

be upheld in schools; schools should be friendly and 
welcoming environments. 

Knowledge Keepers and students expand the notion 

of cultural competency as a form of training that 

builds the cultural-sensitivity of individuals in school 

environments. Both Knowledge Keepers and students 

view cultural competency training as a vital credential 

of teachers and school staff to effectively communicate 

with Indigenous students in a trauma-informed way. 

Students further expand on cultural competency by 

saying that training for all students helps promote 

respect and understanding for Indigenous students 

in schools. Students who participated in cultural 

competency for Phase II also noted that the training 

they received is a capacity building tool that helps 

Indigenous students communicate local priorities for 

creating trauma-informed school environments.

Based on these findings, it is evidenced that a gap 
exists between how some scholars understand 

cultural competency compared to Knowledge Holders 

and students. The gap may be related to the difference 

between studying trauma-informed practice 

compared to experiencing the impacts of cultural-

competency first-hand. In response, more research 
must be conducted on how cultural competency can 

be implemented through training initiatives such as 

the OFIFC’s ACCT. As well, schools need to incorporate 

cultural competency as a trauma-informed practice. By 

focusing on implementation, research, programs, and 

initiatives will more accurately address how to initiate 

and sustain trauma-informed school environments.

Indigenous Culture in the Classroom
• Greater inclusion of Indigenous culture in 

classrooms;
• Integration of Indigenous culture in school curricula;
• Expand the number of Indigenous language, history, 

and art classes;
• Inclusion of Elders and Knowledge Keepers in 

student education;
• Access to culture-based classes and learning that 

connect to traditional skills and teachings; and
• Research needed on how Indigenous culture in the 

classroom impacts school environment and student 

success

A dominant theme throughout Phase II is the 

integration of Indigenous culture in classrooms. 

Among scholars, Knowledge Keepers, and students 

engaging Indigenous culture in classrooms is an 

opportunity for all students to learn about Indigenous 

people. As well, it is an opportunity for teachers 

to build curriculums that are more equitable and 

inclusive of Indigenous perspectives, pedagogy, and 

history. Throughout Phase II Indigenous language, 

history, and art classes are presented as essential for 

trauma-informed school environments.

The scope and orientation of classes differs between 

the insights of some scholars, Knowledge Keepers, and 

students. Among some scholars, it is recommended 

that Indigenous culture in classrooms should 

include: Indigenous décor, cultural tools, crafts, and 

storytelling. Marie Battiste and the ADSB handbook 

further describe Indigenous culture wherein school 

environments are based upon Indigenous language 

and culture education. Based on their research, 

Battiste and the ADSB handbook argue for the 

inclusion of Indigenous culture in school curriculums; 
that Indigenous culture should inform all classroom 

learning in schools. Additionally, students emphasize 

that schools need to consider what Indigenous culture 

is taught in classrooms as well as how it is taught. 

Generally, it is prioritized that Elders and Knowledge 

Keepers should be engaged in student learning. 

Several students elaborate on the importance of 

being educated by traditional teachers, such as 

Elders, in addition to school teachers. Moreover, 

students acknowledge that while Indigenous culture 

promotes trauma-informed school environments, it 



page 42Trauma-Informed Schools “Ask me about trauma and I will show you how we are trauma-informed”: 
A Study on the Shift Toward Trauma-Informed Practices in Schools

OFIFC Research Series Vol.4 2016

has a unique impact on Indigenous students. To this 

end, students upheld that Indigenous student success 

would thrive because culture-informed classes create 

opportunities for learning that are based on a person’s 

increased access to cultural identity, traditional skills, 

and teachings.

Indigenous culture in the classroom is prioritized 

throughout Phase II and as such, further research 

should be conducted on what and how Indigenous 

research is incorporated into school environments. 

The inclusion of Indigenous culture needs to be 

analyzed two-fold: first, with how Indigenous culture 
in classrooms positively impacts school environments 

and second, how the inclusion of Indigenous culture 

promotes student success. Moreover, schools 

generally need to implement more Indigenous culture 

within classroom learning.

Indigenous Culture in School
• Inclusion of culture in workshops, events, programs, 

and initiates schools;
• Prioritization of creating inclusive, positive spaces 

for Indigenous students in schools;
• Understanding of how Indigenous culture can breed 

unsafe school environments;
• Wise practices on including Indigenous culture in 

schools;
• Trauma-informed strategies for engaging Indigenous 

culture in schools; and
• Creation of positive spaces for Indigenous students

Beyond the classroom, Indigenous culture needs 

to be integrated as part of school environments. 

Through culture-based workshops, events, programs, 

and initiates schools can better promote an inclusive 

space that celebrates Indigenous students and 

acknowledges the experiences of Indigenous people. 

Generally, it is understood that the integration of 

Indigenous culture is schools an important practice. 

However, students also provide perspective on how 

Indigenous culture in schools can foster negative 

environments. In particular, some students caution 

that events such as assemblies with Indigenous 

dancers can create unsafe environments for Indigenous 

students; spaces that introduce Indigenous culture 
without cultural competency can breed dissention 

and tokenism by non-Indigenous students.

Resulting from the dynamics expressed by students, it 

is clear that further study on the impacts of Indigenous 

culture in schools need to be completed. In particular, 

research needs to better identify the wise practices 

that make the inclusion of Indigenous culture in 

schools successful. While further research is required, 

schools need to create trauma-informed strategies to 

engage Indigenous cultures in schools. As part of this, 

positive Indigenous spaces, such as a classroom or 

gathering space, are a trauma-informed practice that 

promote safe spaces and should be implemented in 

schools.

Supports for Indigenous Students
• Creation of school supports for Indigenous students 

of all ages;
• Communication strategies for Indigenous student 

supports;
• Access to trauma-informed trained staff;
• Supports for students who are also parents; and
• Trauma-informed school dialogue needs to be 

inclusive and expand its understanding of what 

constitutes a student

Based on the literature review and students tool-kits, 

schools need to create supports and communicate 

where the supports exist to students. Both in the wise 

practices and student-driven tool-kit, it is identified 
that supports specific to Indigenous students exist. 
However, some students identified that these 
supports are not always communicated to students 

and that Indigenous students do not always know how 

to access supports. Resulting from these findings, 
schools need to create strategies for communicating 

supports to students. Moreover, schools without 

supports specific to Indigenous students need to 
create supports with trauma-informed staff.

A significant support gap in the literature and in 
schools is the assumption that trauma-informed 

approaches are for children and youth. In the 

literature, studies almost exclusively speak to the 

student experience of children and youth with one 

study that references trauma-informed approaches 

with non-Indigenous college students. The students 

driving the tool-kit development were instrumental in 

identifying that current trauma-informed approaches 

privilege certain age groups and neglect adult learners. 

In doing so, the current landscape of trauma-informed 

discourse ages out students and neglects the needs 

associated with being an adult learner including: 

being a parent, experiences as an adult that impact 

education, attendance, and adult-specific barriers 
to education. In response, research on trauma-

informed schools need to expand its understanding 

of what constitutes a student and should have a more 

wholistic understanding of the student experience 

that acknowledge all stage of the Life Cycle Teaching. 

Furthermore, school environments with adult learners 

need to offer supports that address the unique needs 

of Indigenous adult learners.
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Trauma-Informed Relationships in Schools
• Respectful and supportive relationships that 

recognize the unique needs of Indigenous students;
• Opportunities for students, parents, and teachers/

school staff to build positive relationships;
• Schools engaging student voices and priorities; and
• School strategies to consult students on the 

development and implementation of trauma-

informed practices in schools

Trauma-informed school environments are predicated 

on the formation of respectful and supportive 

relationships. Schools need to create opportunities 

for students, parents/guardians, teachers, and school 

staff to build positive, lasting relationships. Without 

positive relationships with teachers and school staff, 

a student can foster distrust and detachment with 

the school environment. Alternatively, relationship 

building is a reciprocal wise practice in the literature 

and tool developed by students that promotes 

trauma-informed school environments through trust 

and comfort.

As part of this, schools need to create strategies 

with relationship building initiatives. Schools also 

need to acknowledge the local priorities identified by 
students and to not create strategies solely based on 

existing literature. This is particularly relevant in the 

student engagement sessions that occurred during 

Phase II because the relationship building priorities 

set by students differ from the literature; students 
were concerned with fostering positive student-

teacher and student-authority figure relationships 
and made little mention of student-parent and parent-

school relationships. By comparison, several scholars 

prioritize parent/guardian inclusion in schools and 

that it has a significant impact on student success. 
In Phase II, results demonstrate that the student 

experience is inclusive of adult learners, which is not 

acknowledged by the assumption that a student’s 

parents/guardians should be involved in their school. 

Based on these findings, schools should create 
strategies to consult students on the development 

of trauma-informed practices in their school. As well, 

schools need to incorporate measures within their 

strategies to ensure that student voices are engaged 

throughout the development and implementation of 

trauma-informed practices.

Culture-based Trauma-Informed Practices
• Recognition of and understanding of Indigenous 

culture;
• Recognition of teachable cultural content such as 

Indigenous languages, histories, and art;

• Recognition of experiences and traumas that impact 
an Indigenous student’s experience in school;

• Multi-sector approach of policy development 
and research needs to be implemented in order 
to identify how schools and school boards can 
meaningfully create trauma-informed school 
environments; and

• Inclusion of Friendship Centres and communities 
in trauma-informed schools planning and 

implementation

Throughout Phase II, the focus of trauma-informed 

practices in school environments was on Indigenous 

culture-based approaches. Findings in Phase II 

demonstrate that to successfully create trauma-

informed schools there needs to be explicit 

recognition and understanding of Indigenous culture. 

Part of Indigenous cultural understanding comes from 

recognition of teachable cultural content such as 

Indigenous languages, histories, and art. However, 

Indigenous cultural understanding also comes 

from recognizing the experiences and traumas that 

impact an Indigenous student’s experience in school. 

Furthermore, Phase II demonstrates that trauma-

informed school environments are based on schools 

engaging Indigenous culture as part of the school 

environment and as part of the Indigenous student 

experience.

While Phase II demonstrates that some schools and 

school boards exhibit cultural understanding through 

the offering of classes, programs, initiatives, events, 

and students resources it is also evidenced that gaps 

exist in the provision of culture-based supports. 

In response, a multi-sector approach of policy 

development and research needs to be implemented 

in order to identify how schools and school boards 

can meaningfully create trauma-informed school 

environments that support Indigenous student 

success. Moreover, the development of trauma-

informed schools must include methods to apply 

trauma-informed practices; without implementation, 
schools cannot successfully become trauma-informed. 

Friendship Centres are an important resource for 

schools to realize their trauma-informed visions, 

since Friendship Centre communities are at the 

forefront of implementing trauma-informed practices 

and supports for Indigenous students. Thus, inclusion 

of Friendship Centres and communities in trauma-

informed schools planning and implementation is 

vital.
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Appendix Three - Trauma in an 
Indigenous Context

Historic Trauma Transmission

Indigenous people in Canada have a legacy of trauma 

that include: demographic collapse from early 

infectious diseases and epidemics including influenza 
and smallpox; impacts from colonization; warfare; 
slavery, famine and starvation; residential schools, 
the “60s scoop” involving the forced displacement 

of Indigenous children from their homes into non-

Indigenous homes and institutions; the “Millennium 
Scoop” which reflects the current reality that there are 
more Indigenous children in out-of-home care than 

in residential schools at their height. The impacts 

of colonization and assimilation have resulted in 

intergenerational damages to the cultural identities of 

Indigenous people (Castellano and Archibald, 2013). 

Luther Standing Bear reflected on the impact of the 
residential school system in Canada and Indigenous 

cultural identity, stating:

By and large, the procedure was successful, 

although the legacy of damaged minds and 

crippled souls it left in its wake is as yet untold. 

Psychic numbing, post traumatic stress syndrome, 

battered wife syndrome, suicide, alcoholism, 

ennui—are there any names for psychecide [the 

destruction of a person’s soul] (cited in Wesley-

Esquimaux and Smolewski, p.1, 2004). 

Central to this work is acknowledging these impacts 

and considering how they have resulted in historic 

trauma transmission in Indigenous communities. In 

1980, the American Psychiatric Association formally 

accepted Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) as 

a diagnosis that describes the long-term and severe 

effects of exposure to traumatic stressors, including 

sexual assault, child abuse, motor vehicle accidents, 

and natural disaster (among others). In 1997, Judith 

Herman developed a theory known as Complex Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder, which captures the impacts 

of multiple traumas throughout one’s lifetime, as 

opposed to a PTSD diagnosis which captures a single 

acute trauma (Wesley-Esquimaux and Smolewski, 

2004). Sotero (2006) makes an important distinction 

between PTSD and what would later be defined as 
Historic Trauma Transmission (HTT). She asserts that 

responses to deliberate perpetration of mass trauma 

are radically different from those caused by accident 

or forces of nature. Thus, in considering the impact 

of trauma on Indigenous peoples, it is necessary 

to consider the damaging legacy of colonization 

and forced assimilation embedded in the history of 

Canada’s residential school system. 

Following the work of Herman in 1997, the theory 

of historic trauma transmission was developed to 

examine the role of post-traumatic stress disorder that 

stemmed from the impacts of epidemics following 

European contact in the 1400s and the resulting historic 

traumas experienced by Indigenous people today 

(Wesley-Esquimaux and Smolewski, 2004). According 

to the Aboriginal Healing Foundation , historic trauma 

transmission occurs when the impacts of trauma 

are unresolved in one generation, and thus, those 

impacts are passed inter-generationally. As a result, 

these experiences of trauma become normalized 

and incorporated into the cultural expression and 

expectations of successive generations (Stout and 

Kipling, 2003). Wesley-Esquimaux and Smolewski 

elaborate on this by stating the following (2004):

Historic trauma transmission disrupts adaptive 

social and cultural patterns and transforms them into 

maladaptive ones, which manifest themselves into 

symptoms of social disorder. In short, historic trauma 

causes deep breakdown in social functioning that may 

last for many years, decades, and even generations 

(p. iv).

In the interest of exploring these impacts on the 

cultural expression and expectations of successive 

generations, it is necessary to consider various 

processes through which historic trauma is 

transmitted. Castellano and Archibald (2006) 

articulate that images and memories of traumatic 

events are generationally passed on through cultural 

(storytelling, community discourse, myth), social (types 

of parenting), psychological (memory processes), and 

biological (e.g., hereditary predisposition to PTSD) 

modes of transmission. Furthermore, it is important 

to consider how these cultural, social, psychological, 

and biological modes of trauma transmission result in 

significant social and economic disparities between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations. 

Sotero (2006) draws upon literature regarding historic 

trauma transmission theory in order to examine how 

and why certain populations have a higher burden 

of disease than others. She asserts that at least four 

distinct assumptions underpin this theory: 

(1)  Mass trauma is deliberately and systematically 
inflicted upon a target population by a subjugating, 
dominant population; 

(2)  Trauma is not limited to a single catastrophic event, 
but continues over an extended period of time; 
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(3)  Traumatic events reverberate throughout the 
population, creating a universal experience of 
trauma; and 

(4)  The magnitude of the trauma experience derails 
the population from its natural, projected 
historical course resulting in a legacy of physical, 
psychological, social and economic disparities that 
persists across generations (Sotero, pp. 94-95, 
2006). 

In examining the impact of trauma on Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous children, it is valuable to 

consider the statistical data regarding social and 

economic disparities that further limit opportunities 

for Indigenous children to address their traumas. In 

2008, Statistics Canada reported that almost 50% 

of off-reserve Aboriginal children under the age of 

six live in low-income families, compared to 18% 

of non-Aboriginal children. Furthermore, 57% of 

Aboriginal children living in large urban centres are 

living in low-income families (Fast and Collin-Vezina, 

2010). Fast and Collin-Vezina (2010) also consider 

the results of a community well-being index (which 

takes into account education, income, housing and 

labour force participation) and found that among 

the bottom 100 communities in Canada, 92 were 

First Nations communities.  These statistics capture 

the socio-economic disparities faced by Indigenous 

people versus non-Indigenous people in Canada and 

demonstrates how the experience of intergenerational 

poverty and overall poor quality of life results in 

historic trauma transmission. 

Historical trauma continues to negatively impact 

Indigenous people today, including in school 

environments. Historically, the education system 

was one method by which colonizers attempted 

to assimilate Indigenous people on a large-scale. 

In response to this notion, Marie Battiste writes 

about the education system’s roles and impacts on 

Indigenous people:

Past and present education systems that have 

attempted to forcibly assimilate Indigenous peoples 

to colonial modes have generated new, multi-

generational oppression and traumas. These processes 

of cognitive assimilation have generated many forms 

of violence directed at Indigenous peoples, and soul 

wounds and diseases within them. Evidence of the 

effects of forced education of Indigenous peoples 

in residential schools and other institutions are well 

known to be a substantial contributor to the current 

high level of suicide, substance abuse, incarcerations, 

children in care, and family violence. (2013)

Through trauma-informed approaches, Indigenous 

people are separating from Western styles and 

methods of educating, and returning to learning 

approaches that connect to their Indigenous culture. 

It is in culture-based learning styles and practices that 

school environments will nourish and enhance the 

identities and self-esteem of Indigenous students that 

simultaneously prohibit approaches that perpetuate 

trauma. 

Race-Based Trauma and Discrimination

In an attempt to understand the shared and collective 

experiences of trauma as well as the persistent socio-

economic disadvantages faced by Indigenous people, 

the theory of race-based trauma provides a foundation 

to link impacts of historic trauma and the experience 

of racism and discrimination. It is argued that race-

based discrimination stems from historically colonial 

policies and results in popular misconceptions about 

marginalized populations. Therefore, histories of 

colonization and oppression cannot be isolated from 

everyday acts of racism and discrimination when 

attempting to understand the impact of trauma on 

Indigenous peoples (Fast and Collin-Vezina, 2010). 

Carter (2007) describes this form of trauma as resulting 

from experiences of (or the threat of) emotional or 

physical pain stemming from racism in the form 

of harassment, discrimination or discriminatory 

harassment (aversive hostility). It is important to note 

that racial encounters can occur at the interpersonal 

level, institutional level, or through cultural racism. 

Both race-based trauma and historical trauma are 

now recognized as legitimate frameworks by which 

to address mental health problems in Indigenous 

populations (Fast and Collin-Vezina, 2010; Williams 
2013). Perhaps an official recognition of suffering in 
this context would be valuable in sensitizing school 

systems with the realities faced by Indigenous 

students, families, and communities.

Healing Historic Trauma

Favel-King (1993) presented an accurate and 

compelling case for the need to consider Indigenous 

perspectives on healing and wellbeing. In Indigenous 

knowledge systems, an individual’s health is not 

evaluated based on the absence of disease, instead, it 

is considered from a wholistic perspective that values 

the balancing of the physical, emotional, mental, and 

spiritual aspects of a person (Wesley-Esquimaux and 

Smolewski, 2004).
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In the interest of considering Indigenous perspectives 

on healing trauma, the following figure (Figure 18) 
developed by Castellano and Archibald (2013: 84) 

demonstrates foundational and structural supports 

necessary for this individual and community process. 

Indigenous values, personal and cultural safety, 

and capacity to heal are viewed as necessary in the 

development of successful and effective healing 

programs. They articulate that these programs must 

be built around three intervention strategies in order 

to cultivate wholistic healing strategies: reclaiming 

history; cultural interventions; and therapeutic 
healing. 

Figure 18: Healing Historic Trauma

Historic trauma theory is positioned at the top, in 

order to provide context for demonstrating that events 

such as residential school systems were one of many 

assaults on generations of Indigenous people. From 

a socio-political perspective, this also reflects the 
accumulated effects of oppression and dispossession 

that have resulted in disparities in social, economic, 

and health statuses for Indigenous communities 

(Castellano and Archibald, 2013). These continued 

realities require healing at multiple levels, beginning 

with the implementation of trauma-informed policies 

practices that make a positive impact on individuals, 

families, communities, and school systems.

Limitations of Trauma-Informed Research

There are limitations in trauma-informed literature 

regarding its scope; within the literature some scholars 
focus specifically on trauma-informed practices for 
children, youth, or students more broadly. Another 

limitation in the literature is that some scholars 

focus predominantly on trauma-informed theory. As 

a result of exclusive high-level analysis, it is difficult 
to fully discern the utility of recommendations made 

by scholars. Additionally, there is comparatively less 

critical analysis of existing wise practices within the 

literature, which means that there is more emphasis 

on the recommendation of wise practices. As a 

result, the gaps exist within trauma-informed schools 

literature because it addresses how to initiate more 

than sustain meaningful partnerships in school 

environments.

Scholars generally identify that parent/guardian 

engagement is vital to a student’s experience in the 

school environment. While trauma-informed literature 

in this study and Phase I suggest the importance of 

parent/guardian engagement, the literature is limited 

by it disproportionately minimal direct address of how 

parent/guardian engagement has been implemented 

as a trauma-informed practice. For example, one 

Knowledge Keeper identified that they attempted to 
hold parent information sessions, but that these did 

not work, speculating that transportation may have 

been an issue (Knowledge Keeper, 2015b). Without 

evaluation of wise practices there are no measures 

to accurately understand the positive impact of 

the trauma-informed practices. Moving forward, 

scholars studying Indigenous trauma-informed wise 

practices should expand on the utility and impact of 

implementing trauma-informed practices that relate 

to local knowledge and experience.

Existing Indigenous trauma-informed wise practices 

shows that scholars often discuss the development 

of wise practices and Knowledge Keepers as well 

as Schools/District School Boards moreso discuss 

existing practices. Ultimately, this suggests that a 

cognitive gap exists between what scholars argue 

would be useful practices in school environments 

and what Knowledge Keepers/ Schools/District 

School Boards discuss as existing practices. While 

there are some limitations in trauma-informed 

scholarship, current knowledge generally promotes 

a clear understanding of how trauma-informed 

wise practices promote safe school environments 

predicated on trust, positive relations, and strength-

based perspectives on indigenous student success.

(Castellano and Archibald, 2013: 84)
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Appendix Four - Case Study: 
Sault Ste. Marie

In 2007 (revised in 2011), Educating Our Educators- 

Educating Our Students: An Aboriginal Focus was 

drafted for the Algoma District School Board (ADSB) 

staff and administrators as a handbook that aimed to 

address three priorities:

1. High level of student achievement

2. Reduce gaps in student achievement

3. High levels of public confidence (ADSB, 2011).

The ADSB handbook is a key example of how the 

trauma-informed recommendations and practices 

in the reviewed literature can be implemented 

within school environments. The handbook is rich 

with information on Indigenous terminology and 

Indigenous history in Canada. Subsequently, the 

handbook discusses colonial initiatives, such as 

residential schools, and their impacts on Indigenous 

students including loss of language and culture. 

Thereafter, the handbook reviews several key 

Indigenous teachings, traditions, and celebrations. 

Based on these contextual foundations, the handbook 

creates a series of wise practices for creating trauma-

Informed school environments.

First, the handbook outlines the importance of 

creating welcoming learning environments for both 

students and parents/guardian. Furthermore, the 

handbook uses existing studies to substantiate that 

welcoming spaces have a positive impact on student 

success. To create welcoming spaces, the report 

also cites studies that determine Indigenous parent/

guardian involvement is a contributing factor to their 

child’s success. In this way, the handbook reflects the 
importance of family that is demonstrated within the 

literature review. In addition, the handbook includes 

practical examples of ways to implement welcoming 

environments with parent/guardians including: 

parent/guardian handbook; resource information 
fairs; literacy and storytelling nights; translation 
services; school newsletters; orientation days; social 
events; and organizing committees.

The handbook also offers mechanisms to create 

welcoming spaces within the school including: 

office; front foyer; student services offices; cafeteria; 
bulletin boards; and library. In these spaces, the 
handbook recommends that spaces should be 

friendly, where staff aid parent/guardians with forms 

and services while staff also provide activities for 

younger children. In these spaces, the handbook 

recommends that Indigenous resource materials and 

promotional posters be displayed. In the library, the 

handbook recommends that students have access 

to a variety of Indigenous books and authors. The 

handbook elaborates on the importance of having 

Indigenous culture visible and articulating that, “by 

celebrating Aboriginal culture and mixing it with non-

Aboriginal culture, we can instil pride and acceptance 

in Aboriginal students” (ADSB: 2011, 41). These 

initiatives would be developed with the aim of helping 

Indigenous students feel part of the larger population.

Another wise practice presented in the handbook is 

the importance of bringing Knowledge Keepers into 

schools. The handbook emphasizes the importance of 

Elders and Metis Senators in particular as individuals 

with cultural knowledge that would enrich schools. 

Moreover, the handbook outline wise practices for 

approaching and interacting with these Knowledge 

Keepers in a respectful culturally-sensitive way. The 

handbook describes these as protocols and gives 

examples of practical applications such as offering 

a gift to the Knowledge Keeper in recognition of their 

guidance and assistance.

Interestingly, the handbook also outlines significant 
days and periods for Indigenous students including: 

National Aboriginal Day, Louis Riel Day, Powley Day, 

and community hunts. For each of these, the handbook 

provides context for why these days are significant 
and highlights that schools need to acknowledge the 

importance of these days for Indigenous students. 

One wise practice that comes from acknowledging the 

importance of Indigenous celebrations is to provide 

information in the school about Indigenous events 

and activities happening in the community.

The final component of the handbook presents 
wise practices for including Indigenous people in 

school curriculums. In the literature reviewed, there 

is a significant emphasis on Indigenous culture 
being taught in schools. The handbook goes further 

than adding of Indigenous classes and outlines 

an Indigenous framework for reviewing school 

curriculums to be trauma-informed. For this, the 

handbook outlines a series of foundational trauma-

informed approaches for school environments that 

relate to: incorporating key concepts/understandings 

in curriculum; acknowledging distinctness and 
diversity; addressing Eurocentrism; engagement 
with Indigenous pedagogy; using terms accurately 
and language that empowers; ensuring accuracy 
of information; using strength-based perspectives 
that acknowledge Indigenous agency; ensuring 
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Appendix Five - Life Cycle Teaching

Findings from Phase I regarding the strong reliance of 

people, families, and communities is reflected in the 
OFIFC’s Life Cycle Wheel (Maracle, nd). The lifecycle 

wheel teaches us that we come into this world with 

a number of gifts from creation including our clans, 

songs, colours, and our unique gifts.  When we are 

born we have a responsibility at each of our life stages 

though out the lifecycle.  With each of these stages of 

life it is the responsibility of the opposite stage directly 

across from them in the lifecycle to support them in 

fulfilling their responsibilities.  We see that when one 
of the stages is not acknowledged in fulfilling their 
role that their growth may be stunted, such as if an 

infant is not able to provide joy to a family because the 

parents are impacted from trauma They may not be 

able to enjoy their infant the infant may fail to thrive or 

return to the creator.  We can notice this with each of 

the life stages. It is a natural process to move through 

each of these stages if they are supported and allowed 

to fulfill their responsibility. If there is no support, we 
return to these stages of the life cycle again and again 

to complete our responsibility/journey.

Indigenous voices and approaches are present; 
visually presenting Indigenous people without a bias 

that historicizes or tokenizes(ADSB, 2011). For each 

trauma-informed approach, the handbook outlines 

specific wise practices that create the basis for trauma-
informed schools Do’s and Don’ts. The curriculum-

focused wise practices in the handbook are a useful 

resource for developing and implementing trauma-

informed wise practices because they incorporate 

high level analysis of the curriculum structure in 

combination with methods for practical application.

Overall, the ADSB handbook is a valuable resource 

for understanding how schools can develop and 

implement trauma-informed wise practices. The 

handbook also expands on several themes within 

the literature, such as the importance of family and 

Indigenous culture in schools. An analysis of the ADSB 

handbook shows that there are several contributing 

factors impacting Indigenous student success. 

Moreover, its trauma-informed schools approach is 

twofold; it includes an understanding of what trauma-
informed practice means in theory and how it can be 

applied in schools. Compared to the other literature 

reviewed, some scholars focus on either the theory 

or application of a trauma-informed approach. By 

providing both theory and application, the handbook 

provides a more wholistic vision for trauma-informed 

practices in school environments.
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Appendix Six - Identifying Trauma-
Informed Practices

The following is a summary of trauma-informed 

classroom/school features discussed at workshops 

during Phase I of the research project:

Physical Characteristics within 
Classrooms / Schools:

• Bright

• Lots of windows

• Unity/Inclusive space overall

• Safe space—alone time / calm area (kid’s lounge 

with music) 

• Food/water available

• Positivity—visual and verbal part of the 

classroom culture

• Locker/container for a child’s belongings (they 

know that no one will take their things away)

• Introduce Aboriginal culture into the classroom 

(if appropriate and done respectfully) by using 

a feather to designate a speaker (who has the 

floor to speak) as a cultural practice to promote 
inclusiveness and validation

• Access to community resources (*24hrs)

• Cultural fire/sharing circles for children to de-
brief with one another but to form a connection 

and relationship with each other

• Access to culture and medicines

• Safe furniture, pleasing environment

• Situate teacher’s desk near the front of the 

classroom door to reinforce that the teacher is a 

gatekeeper and will protect the children (visual 

reinforcement of this traditional practice)

• Perhaps have a desk that folds down from the 

wall to remove the sense that children are being 

watched or to modify power dynamics (lowering 

the table and lifting it as an act of letting children 

know that the teacher is checking their power/

privilege at the door with a Murphy’s table)

• Ideally, bathrooms close to/situated near 

classroom because bullying happens in 

bathrooms where perpetrators are waiting, this 

way a teacher is nearby and it’s less likely that 

children will be abused in that space

• Cultivate egalitarian spaces with circular tables 

children sit at

• Self-expression board/table

• Safer school bus system

Teachers / School Staff:

• Dynamic

• Informed

• Trust/respect

• Empathetic

• Understands/Respects their authority

• Positivity—visual and verbal part of the 

classroom culture

• Self-esteem building for students

• Discuss calm voices

• Safety planning/ individual plans of care/

education

• Engage motivational speakers

• Consensus and confidentiality (where 
appropriate) 

• Buddy system/peer mentoring

• Activities that involve family/other positive 

relationships

• Activities to empower students ie/ signs on 

doors that say “Please don’t slam the door”

• Show child respect

• Available support: teachers, volunteers, 1-on-1’s

• Patience

• Role models

• Consistent repercussions for all students (having 

structure and rules that all follow)

• Art therapy

• Animal therapy: Class trips/pets

• Sharing circles to foster connections with peers

• Play therapy

School Policy / Procedures:

• Safety plans developed/awareness

• Access to guidance counsellor

• Trust/respect

• Arrange for motivational speakers

• Peer mentorship (culturally-informed approach)

• Consensus and confidentiality (where 
appropriate)

• Individual plans of care/education

• Show child respect

• Access to community resources (*24hrs)

• Available support: teachers, volunteers, 1-on-1’s

• Art therapy

• Animal therapy: Class trips/pets

• Sharing circles to foster connections with peers

• Play therapy

• Consistent repercussions for all students 

(structures/ rules that all follow)

• Access to culture and medicines
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