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Welcome
Wow, time flies when you’re having fun! Twenty years ago change was in the air –
Aboriginal Head Start (AHS) programs were being launched in urban and northern
communities across Canada… and here we are in 2015, celebrating the impact of
the now 133 AHS sites in every province and territory of our country.
AHS has changed the course of many lives, including mine; as an Early Childhood
Educator of mixed ancestry who has worked in AHS for 17 of these past 20 years,
I know I wouldn’t be who I am today if I hadn’t become part of the AHS family.
I am in good company – throughout the nation there are many of us who have
embraced its values and committed ourselves to this life work.
Some of these dedicated educators and AHS leaders began to envision a 20th
Anniversary Celebration. From early 2014, a national planning committee took
up the charge to make this event happen. Its purpose would be to celebrate our
success, and also to gather evidence and stories of the ways AHS has impacted a
generation of children and families in our communities. With the recent Truth and
Reconciliation Commission Report having been delivered in June 2015, the timing
of the event was perfect.

“Being a witness
is a privilege
and an honour.”

Musqueam Elder

AHS Alumni from the past 20 years were to be our honoured guests, and the
invitation list grew from there. After a national selection process, 51 youth
graduates made up part of the 135 people gathered to celebrate in July 2015. The
Aboriginal Head Start Association of BC (AHSABC) acted as hosts for the three-day
event at the University of British Columbia on Musqueam Territory in Vancouver.
We needed to document this experience and capture messages and stories that
spoke of where we’ve come from, where we are today, and where we are going.
To help record the story of our celebration and the learnings from the past 20 years,
the national planning committee agreed we needed someone special to be our
‘Witness’ to this important work.
On the first day of the gathering at UBC, Elder Shane Pointe of the Musqueam
Nation explained the significance of Witnessing in his welcome speech to our
guests. To be called as a Witness is a great honour and holds a great responsibility;
it recognizes the teaching that we need to share what we’ve learned and pass it on
to others.

Our Elders teach that ‘Being Called to Witness’ in the Coast Salish and Interior Salish
culture is an honour. It is a tradition dating back long before contact with European
cultures. The history of the Salish peoples is an oral history. Therefore, the role of
witnesses is to record the significant message of an event in their hearts and minds,
and afterward, remember and validate the special occasion by carrying the message
and sharing it with friends, neighbours and community members.
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Our Witness had to be someone who understood AHS, and who could appreciate
and relate the meaning of its journey and the significance of the celebration. We
decided to ask award-winning First Nations author and inspired speaker, Monique
Gray Smith, to be our Witness and help us to share the messages that arose from
this experience.
We thank Monique for accepting our invitation and for sharing her reflections
with you, our readers. At this time we also acknowledge the wisdom and stories
of all our guests, AHS alumni, Elders, staff, family and friends across the country.
We ask you to stop and reflect on the stories that made a difference to you and
as Witnesses, share them with others. In Elder Vince Stogan’s ‘Hands Back, Hands
Forward’ teaching, we are reminded to share our gifts and stories in order to
contribute to our future.
On behalf of the AHSABC and the 20th Anniversary Planning Committee, many
thanks to everyone for joining us in our celebration.
Joan Gignac,
Executive Director of AHSABC

“Being part
of Head Start
helped raise me
to who I am
today.”

AHS Graduate
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AHS – The Next Generation – Then & Now

Reflections on the 20th Anniversary
Celebration of AHSUNC
by Monique Gray Smith

Introduction
Sometimes in life an invitation comes along that is simply too extraordinary to
pass up. That was my experience on April 24th, 2015. But wait, let me back up and
properly introduce myself to you and how I became part of the Aboriginal1 Head
Start (AHS) family.

“Absolutely,
Head Start
has impacted
my life!”

AHS Staff

Tansi Kia / Greetings. My English name is Monique Gray Smith. My real/traditional
name is Little Drum. On my Mother’s side I come from the Peepeekisis First Nation,
the Shavetail and Cardinal families, and on my Father’s side from the Lakota and
Scottish Nations, the Fairbanks and Smith families. Since 1996, my business, Little
Drum Consulting, has provided training and resources that foster the resilience
of Aboriginal children and families. I am also a writer and storyteller focusing on
stories that promote historical understanding and healing.
In 2000, I had the privilege of providing trauma and resiliency training to each of
the AHS sites in British Columbia and in 2004, I became the Executive Director of
Aboriginal Head Start Association of BC (AHSABC) and part of the AHS family. I
worked in this capacity for three years, until I handed the feather over to one of
the most extraordinary change makers I know, Joan Gignac.
On April 24th, 2015 I was invited to meet with Joan, who along with her AHSABC
Board of Directors, had begun to formulate the idea for a 20 Year Celebration of
Aboriginal Head Start in Urban and Northern Communities (AHSUNC). She invited
me to be part of the celebrations, to provide a keynote address and be present
during the three day event, and to share what I witnessed in this Reflection Paper.
As the months of preparation and organization unfolded, I was in awe of the heart,
intent, and considerations that went into all aspects of the gathering.
The summer of 2015 saw 51 AHS Alumni from across the country travel to the
University of British Columbia in Vancouver to celebrate 20 Years of AHSUNC at the
AHS – The Next Generation – Then and Now Celebration. The Alumni ranged from
13–25 years of age and came from every province and territory in Canada, except
Prince Edward Island and New Brunswick whose AHS sites have not been operating
long enough to have youth within the age range. In total, there were 135 AHS
Alumni, Elders, parents/family members, program staff, monitors, leaders, and
community members gathered to honour and celebrate this milestone anniversary.
1

For the purpose of this paper, Aboriginal is being used as an inclusive term of all First Peoples of Canada:
Status, Non Status, First Nations, Métis and Inuit.
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This Reflection Paper aims to provide a sense of the celebration that occurred, the
learnings that unfolded and the potential areas of growth for AHSUNC. It has been
organized as follows:
1. An Invitation to Journey: An overview of the journeys taken with AHSUNC
and the 20 Year Celebration
2. Hands Back: A reflection on Aboriginal history, the history of AHS and our
stories
3. Where We Stand Today: A reflection on today’s landscape of AHSUNC and
Aboriginal people in Canada
4. Hands Forward: A reflection on our resilience, the eve of change and
continuing the efficacy of AHSUNC

“I knew I was
Ojibway. I was very
proud of being
Ojibway because
of the teachers at
Head Start.”
AHS Graduate

10

An Invitation to Journey
Journeys change us. They alter us in ways that sometimes we don’t come to
understand until after the journey is complete and we have a chance to reflect.
As I prepared to write this paper, I read each and every AHS youth nomination
package and the research done by UBC in regards to the themes in the Nomination
packages. After having participated in the 20 year celebration, watched video clips
from the celebration, read the evaluations and first-hand witnessed the wisdom of
the youth, I have immense hope for the future.

AHS – The Next Generation – Then & Now 20 Year Celebration
The theme of the 20th Anniversary Gathering was Hands Back Hands Forward, in
honour of the teachings of Elder, Dr. Vince Stogan, in whose Musqueam territory
we were gathered:

‘When we gather together to share our knowledge and to discuss important ‘work’,
we stand in a circle to give thanks and to show our support for one another by
holding hands. We hold our left palm upward to symbolize reaching back to receive
help from our Ancestors and those who have walked before us. We learn to use
these teachings and our responsibility is to help those who come after us. We then
extend our right palm downwards as a symbol of giving help. This is the teaching of
Hands Back Hands Forward.’

“Our identity is
everything.”

Andy Everson

In alignment with Dr. Stogan’s teaching of Hands Back, it is important that we
refresh our hearts and minds with a few significant historical events that have and
continue to influence the education and wellness of Aboriginal children and their
families. The devastating effects of government policies including the Indian Act,
Indian Day Schools, Residential Schools and Sixties Scoop (see page 32) are still very
much evident in the Aboriginal population today.
These elements of history remind us to consider that when children grow up in
conditions of suppressed identity, lack of belonging and abuse, it can lead to
challenges. Those challenges can include, but not be limited to: illness (physical and
mental); addictions; social isolation; spiritual disconnection; poverty; school drop
out; and teen pregnancy.
It is also important to understand that prior to European contact, learning for
Aboriginal People was considered a lifelong journey and the whole community was
involved in the ‘education’ and raising up of children. It was a highly social process
and included family and community members of all ages. This way of learning
honours and nurtures relationships. It passes on stories and teachings. It respects
children’s unique ways of knowing, being, doing and relating.
We are striving to get back to this way of educating our children and AHSUNC
is instrumental in this journey. Children tend to flourish in environments that
acknowledge and respect their culture and language, traditional values and
customs. For some Aboriginal parents, supporting their children in their education
is a way of not only raising up the child, but also strengthening the family.
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Invitation to the National AHS community
AHSABC sent out information to each of the 133 AHSUNC sites across the country,
inviting the program sites to nominate graduates to attend the 20 Year Celebration
called ‘AHS – The Next Generation – Then & Now.’ All youth who were nominated
and able to attend were invited to participate; a total of 51 joined us at the
celebration.

The nomination package requirements included:
•

Completed nomination form

•

Attached letter of support from another community member –
not a family member

•

Nominee’s letter to the selection committee

•

Nominee is a healthy role model in their community

•

Nominee is between the ages 14 and 25

•

Nominee is capable of travel to BC

•

Nominee does not have a criminal record

		

Invitation to Youth
“I can honestly say
that this program
changed my life
and I would not be
where I am today
without it.”

The journey to the 20 Year Celebration began for the youth somewhere between
the ages of 3-5 years, when they were in Head Start. For some, this was 20 years
ago and for others, it was as recent as 10 years ago. As I read their letters to the
selection committee, I was amazed at how much they remembered of their time in
Head Start, and how articulate they were in identifying the consequences that they
and their families have experienced. Some of their comments and responses are
shared throughout this document.

AHS Graduate

“If you were to ask me how AHS
impacted my life… I would tell you it
was definitely, without a doubt the
confidence that it gave me to not worry
about anything except being 100% ME…
whoever that is that I become! I hope
others like myself get the great start to
life like I did. Thank you!”
						

AHS Graduate
“Learning about my culture and
traditions helped me become a
traditional drummer and dancer and
I’m proud of that.
AHS Graduate
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Invitation to Elders, AHSUNC Staff, Parents and Monitors
A key element to the 20 Year Celebration was ensuring the youth had a strong,
supportive circle around them as they journeyed. Invitations were extended to
parents and family members, AHS staff and Elders to participate and be there for
the youth. It was evident in the evaluations and the individual video interviews that
their time in AHS and at the celebration had a powerful effect on the Elders, AHS
staff and parents as well.
One Elder shared a story about a young mother whom she had seen bring her
daughter to the program, learn the traditional ways herself, and then go on to
post-secondary education so she could work at Head Start. Today, that young
woman plays a key leadership role in the AHSABC and her daughter was one of the
youth delegates. Here are a few more examples of what parents, family members,
AHS staff and Elders had to say:

“The Head Start program impacts my life every day. I feel respected, independent,
and supported by everyone. I go home every day, happy to be working with the
Head Start program.”
AHS Staff

“Right now,
as Indigenous
people, we are
on a healing
journey.”

AHS Elder

“My cultural knowledge, understanding, patience and empathy has grown so
much. I feel I can walk proud and talk about the many great things AHS can do for
children and their families.”
AHS Family Member
“I’m leaving inspired and reflective to continue my commitment in working on myself
on how to better be a migrant ally. Working in Head Start is a big part of that.”
AHS Community Member
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Invitation to Speakers
The organizing committee invited distinguished and well-known Aboriginal leaders
and role models to share with and inspire the youth. These included:

Ground-breaking educator, Dr. Jo-ann Archibald
A visionary, a lecturer, an author and an academic, Dr. Jo-ann Archibald is an agent
of change and unrivalled pioneer in the advancement of Indigenous education.
Born in Chilliwack and a member of the Xaxli’p First Nation, Jo-ann received a
National Aboriginal Achievement Indspire Award in 2000. She is the author of
Indigenous Storywork: Educating the Heart, Mind, Body and Spirit.
Inuit storyteller and author, Michael Kusugak
During his childhood, Michael’s family travelled by dog sled, living a traditional
Inuit lifestyle around Repulse Bay, Nunavut. He is the author of seven picture books,
including Northern Lights: The Soccer Trails, winner of the Ruth Schwartz Award;
Hide and Seek; My Arctic 1, 2, 3; and Baseball Bats for Christmas; and was co-writer
of A Promise Is a Promise with Robert Munsch.

“AHS gave me a
foundation that
shaped my
entire life.”

AHS Graduate

K’omoks artist and traditional dancer, Andy Everson
Andy was born in Comox B.C. in 1972 and named Nagedzi after his grandfather,
Chief Andy Frank. His cultural interests lay with both his K’omoks and
Kwakwaka’wakw ancestries and are expressed through dancing, singing, and in his
Master’s degree thesis in anthropology.
Métis inspirational speaker and performer, Madelaine McCallum
Madelaine is Métis from île-à-la Crosse, Saskatchewan and uses movement as a
story to inspire youth, adults and Elders to heal on their journeys. She is a skilled
traditional Métis jigger and contemporary and hip hop dancer. Her passion is
sharing her gifts and spirit of dance.
Award-winning author, Monique Gray Smith
Monique is a mixed-heritage woman of Cree, Lakota and Scottish ancestry and is
an accomplished consultant, writer and international speaker. Her first published
novel, Tilly: A Story of Hope and Resilience won the 2015 Burt Award for First
Nations, Métis and Inuit Literature. Monique has been sober and involved in her
healing journey for over 23 years.
Elder, Healer and Counsellor, Fred John
Fred John is an Elder and respected member of the Xaxli’p First Nation, near
Lillooet B.C. He lives in Vancouver and is a vital part of the lives of the staff and
children in three Aboriginal Head Start programs in the Lower Mainland. Fred also
works as a counselor at Hey-Way-Noqu Healing Circle for Addictions Society, and is
a regular visitor to hospitals in Vancouver where he provides ceremony and healing
for patients.
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Invitation to IndigenEYEZ
IndigenEYEZ is a team of facilitators who foster empowerment in youth through
creativity and cultural values. They created a safe space for the youth to expand
their comfort zones, build relationships, experience new ways of expressing
themselves, and deepen their cultural roots. The IndigenEYEZ team led a variety of
activities such as dance, movement, visual arts, theatre, storytelling and land-based
activities, to encourage a deeper exploration of self. That set the environment for
one of the most beautiful conversations I’ve ever been privileged to witness – an
honest and heartfelt dialogue between the Elders and the Youth. This is discussed
in the Where We Stand Today section.

“The foundation
of our culture is
to protect our
resources... our
children are our
most precious
resource.”
AHS Elder

Welcome to the Territory
On July 6th, youth, parents, AHS staff and Elders from across Canada began to
arrive at UBC for the 20 Year Celebration. They were welcomed by AHSABC,
members of the organizing committee and IndigenEYEZ team members. They were
invited to create name tags and a provincial banner that they would carry in as part
of the opening ceremonies the next day.
Throughout the 20 Year Celebration, many Coast Salish traditions were upheld: a
Grand Entry ceremony, a traditional Welcome to the Territory; speeches by Elders,
the naming of Witnesses, a feast at Musqueam Cultural Centre with performances
by participants, and a Blanketing Circle at the close of the event. It was noted that
these kinds of gatherings, such as the opening ceremonies and evening feast – with
traditional protocols, dancing, singing, games, and celebrating – were illegal and
punishable offences for Aboriginal people from 1885 until 1951.
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The 20 Year Celebration officially began the morning of July 7th with a Grand Entry
ceremony led by Musqueam Elder Shane Pointe. The AHS staff, parents, monitors,
speakers and all other guests stood in honour as the youth were led into the room
by singers and drummers from the Musqueam Nation. The Elders from the AHS sites
followed the singers and then the youth from each province came in carrying their
provincial banners. After Musqueam Chief Wayne Sparrow provided a traditional
welcome to the territory, Elder Shane
Pointe spoke to those gathered:

“I want to share with all of you young
people, all of you who have been
involved in the Head Start program.
I want you to know that we are all
very proud of you... we’re proud of
the people who started the program.
Proud of them for coming together
and saying we need to help our
children; truly grateful to them and all
the Elders who lend their wisdom to
lift you up; grateful to all the Elders
and teachers who have helped lift your
hearts and minds.”

“We are
coming home to
our traditional ways
of being, knowing,
breathing and
living.”
Jo-ann Archibald

Other Elders were invited to address the youth and guests; their quotes and
wisdom are woven throughout this paper.

Invitation to Witnesses
In traditional Musqueam and Coast Salish tradition, AHSABC invited four individuals
to be Witnesses. Their responsibility was to listen, observe, feel and reflect over
the course of the gathering and then to share their experience at the end. AHS
staff and Elders play a similar role in the lives of the children who come to their
programs, witnessing their growth and development and that of their families.
During the three days of celebration, I heard many staff and Elders comment that
working with the children in Aboriginal Head Start is a privilege and an honour.
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“In 1967, as Canada celebrated 100 years, Chief Dan George was invited to say
something on behalf of all Aboriginal people. He spoke to Canada very truthfully,
and one of the things he said to us as Aboriginal people in his speech was, ‘What
we need to do now is we need to pick up the instrument of the white man’s
success – education.’”
Elder Shane Pointe
Aboriginal Head Start has helped many people pick up the instrument of education.
It has been able to foster a desire for lifelong learning in children who attend, as
well as a desire to be rooted in culture and language. For many parents, it has been
a first step towards their own growth and development. Together, these ways of
knowing and experiencing the world dramatically alter the trajectory of a child’s life.

“AHS helped me practice and understand routine. The routines from the program
helped with my transition into other educational environments.”
AHS Graduate
“I believe AHS instilled in me a love for learning. My goal is to obtain a Bachelor of
Science in Pharmacy.”
AHS Graduate

“I have learned
to appreciate what
I have and not be
wasteful of the
environment.”

AHS Graduate

Invitation to Readers
I invite the reader to join us in considering how the last 20 years of Aboriginal Head
Start have shaped, altered, strengthened, and supported the early education and
healing of Aboriginal children and their families. Consider the influence experienced
by those working within the program; the pride and sense of contribution felt by
the Elders and cultural knowledge-holders who work or volunteer within AHS.
Lastly, consider what changes might strengthen AHS so that its contribution to
Aboriginal children and their families may be even more profound.
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Hands Back
Over the years of being actively engaged with the program at provincial and
national levels, I have witnessed the remarkable, life-changing effects of AHSUNC.
However, until recently I had never heard the story of how AHSUNC came to be.
A few months before the 20th Anniversary Celebration, I was at a meeting and
mentioned the upcoming event to a colleague, Chris Corrigan. Unbeknownst to me,
he had been working in Ottawa at the time that AHSUNC came about and shared
some fascinating history with me.

Strengthening Society
In 1993, Chris was working in Ottawa as the policy analyst at the National
Association for Friendship Centres; Aboriginal issues were at the forefront of the
federal election that year. After years of dialogues with community members, the
newly elected Liberal government had published a policy book called “The Red
Book” declaring that they would commit $100 million over four years to create
an Aboriginal Head Start Program. This commitment was not in the policy on
Aboriginal peoples, but rather on ‘Strengthening Society.’

“[You] need
to remember,
you come from
strong people.
Be proud of that.”

AHS Parent

With his colleague, Bob Groves from the Native Council of Canada, they created the
basic bones for an urban and northern Aboriginal Head Start Program. Instead of
a governance model, they used a grass roots, bottom up approach, where decision
making would be held in the communities. With Heather Levesque from Inuit
Pauktutit, they presented a plan to Health Canada.
In April 1994, they attended the national conference of Head Start Programs in
Kentucky, and witnessed thousands of inner city Head Start coordinators, many of
them grandmothers. Their passion from past civil rights movements was focussed on
educating young children. This gave the Canadians a valuable cultural perspective
on how the Head Start model could work in Indigenous communities.
By 1995, with the constant commitment of dedicated Elders and Aboriginal leaders,
the AHSUNC program was up and running. The government recognized its potential
to impact the lives of children and communities, but never imagined that it would
last 20 years. The fact that AHSUNC is still doing tremendous work is a testament
to the thousands of AHSUNC teachers, parents, administrators and organizers that
devote themselves tirelessly to our children and therefore to our future.
When I reflect on Chris’ story, two aspects resonate deeply. Firstly, the foresight to
know that we could ‘strengthen society’ through a children’s program rooted in
culture, language and ensuring parent and family involvement is remarkable. As
a result, we now have generations of AHS graduates and their families who are
strengthening society simply by who they are, the learning they’ve embarked on
and the healing that has occurred.
Secondly, I think of those Grandmas who took their passion for civil rights and used
it to foster and promote the education of children. I believe AHS staff and Elders
are like those Grandmas. Their dedication has carried us through the past 20 years
of challenges, including threats to funding for the program.
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Learning from the past
The keynote addresses by Dr. Jo-Ann Archibald and Michael Kusugak beautifully
wove in the teaching of Hands Back. In her sharing of Dr. Vince Stogan’s teaching
of Hands Back Hands Forward, Jo-ann reminded us to honour those who have gone
before us and those who are yet to come. This teaching has provided a theme in
her work with the Indigenous Teacher Education Program at UBC. She added:

“It’s important for us to think of those who
have gone before us. We can reach back and
ask them to help us to learn the knowledge
we need… When we receive that help, it’s
important to put that into our everyday lives, to
have that knowledge became part of what we
do. Then we have a responsibility to pass that
knowledge along to others.”

“Elders are our
life sustainers.
Their voices,
words, wisdom
are priority in
my books.”
AHS Staff

Jo-ann remembered in the beginning when AHS
was like a movement and how important it was
that Aboriginal people made culture, language,
teachings, and stories a core part of the program.
She added, “It exemplifies when we reach back for help from the Ancestors, Elders,
cultural knowledge holders who have been able to keep some of the knowledge
alive. It has taken awhile for the knowledge to become vibrant again. Aboriginal
Head Start has been instrumental in that.”
Michael Kusugak shared his story of growing
up in Repulse Bay, Nunavut – a life that is
vastly different to the lived experiences of
many of the youth. His stories took all of us
on adventures with polar bears, dog sleds,
and igloos. Michael went to three different
Residential Schools and over the years had
forgotten about the stories, until he had
children of his own. One night he began
telling them a story his Grandmother had
told him. His sons insisted he write it down,
so with his friend Robert Munsch, they wrote
a book called, A Promise is a Promise.

He shared a favourite story that his Grandmother would tell him. It was about a
little girl and her grandmother who got left behind all by themselves in their igloo
and how scared they were. Then a little bird came along, broke a window open and
flew away. Then they were free. This story spoke to me, reminding me of the lives
of the young people and the champions who were gathered to listen. After past
legislative decisions symbolically left our people trapped in an igloo, AHSUNC has
been like the little bird who opened a window to free the children and Elders so
they could find their way out of the darkness.
19

“AHS helped me
reclaim my voice
as an Indigenous
person.”

AHS Staff

Through their stories, Michael and Jo-ann reminded us of the healing that can
occur as we listen. At times a younger person can share a story or ask something
that can influence an older person’s healing journey and bring some peace to his
or her heart. This is one of the gifts of having multiple generations involved with
AHS. Stories weave through all of us and all of our cultures. Stories tell about our
families, our kinship, the land, place names, creation stories, life experiences, and
how to be resilient.

“We lived with those stories. We learned how to get along with each other. We
learned how to take care of the disadvantaged and how to treat them. We learned
how to live with each other, how to love each other and to work with the whole
community… Stories teach us many things and for too long now we have been
losing those stories. It’s time we started to get them back.”
Michael Kusugak
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Where We Stand Today
In the teaching of Hands Back Hands Forward, where we stand today is right in
the middle of what was and what can be. These are unique times that call for us
to learn from our history and ensure the future holds a different experience for
children and families; ultimately, for all of us. What that requires of us today is
that we are very conscious in the decisions we make, our investments (fiscal, time,
energy) and the programming/services we offer to our youngest citizens and their
families. Without question, AHSUNC is an integral aspect to where we stand today
in strengthening our society.
In June 2015, a month before we gathered to celebrate 20 Years of Aboriginal
Head Start, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission released its findings. This
included 94 Calls to Action that represent steps towards redressing the legacy of
Indian Residential Schools. As Chief Justice Murray Sinclair stated in his address at
the Truth and Reconciliation events in Ottawa:

“My Dad
and Grandma are
Residential School
Survivors and I am
at peace with my
successful journey
to be the first
in my family to
graduate.”
AHS Graduate

“The evidence is mounting that the government did try to eliminate the culture and
language of indigenous people for well over a hundred years. And they did it by
forcibly removing children from their families and placing them within institutions
that were cultural indoctrination centres. That appears to us to fall within the
definition of genocide under the UN convention.”
The report also identifies and links Indian Residential School history to a continued
legacy of overrepresentation of Aboriginal children in child protective care. The
National Household Survey (2011) indicated that 48% of 30,000 children and youth
in foster care across Canada were Aboriginal children, even though Aboriginal
peoples accounted for only 4.3% of the Canadian population.1 The current number
of children in care today exceeds the number of children at the peak of Indian
Residential Schools.
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s report and the above-mentioned child
protective statistics invite us to consider the programs and services that are and will
be needed in the future. Especially programs like Aboriginal Head Start in Urban
and Northern Communities.
AHSUNC is a powerful program that helps heal the wounds of not only Residential
Schools, but also Indian Day Schools, the 60’s Scoop and other traumatic elements
of Aboriginal history in Canada. AHSUNC not only provides the children with a
connection to culture and language, but it is also bridge to the children’s parents
and grandparents reconnecting with their culture and language. Therefore,
AHSUNC is integral in where we stand today and the healing of intergenerational
trauma that runs within Aboriginal families.

“I think of the Elders and their strong words. They are true survivors. What we deal
with is nothing compared to Residential School survivors.”
AHS Graduate

1

Sources: Statistics Canada. NHS Aboriginal Population Profile, Canada, 2011. 2011 National Household Survey.
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Resilience
The evening Feast and Celebration at Musqueam Cultural Centre on July 8th is
a true testament to our resilience as Aboriginal people. It was a visible example
of the multitude of ways that we are reaching with Hands Back Hands Forward
to strengthen where we stand today. To understand fully the significance of that
evening, we must remember that until 1951, it was illegal for our people to gather
as we did that evening to feast, sing, dance, share stories, celebrate and honour our
People. When I think of the closing ritual, I still get goosebumps.
As the evening came to a close, Elder Fred John sang a Friendship Song and led
everyone in a traditional Round Dance. He is from the Xaxli’p Band, and teaches
drumming and singing to the children at three AHS sites in Vancouver. I’ve known
Fred for over a decade, but when he started singing, I was amazed at hearing
the voice of a young man, not a 79 year old. It makes me reflect on the intrinsic
strength of our Elders and how culture fosters vitality and youthfulness.

“We are learning
to appreciate again
who we are and
where we come
from, and to be
proud of that.”

“I grew up in a place and time
where we couldn’t speak our own
language. We were treated into
being ashamed of who we were,
where we came from and who
our parents were, but today that’s
all being washed away. ”
AHS Elder

AHS Elder

As part of her Keynote, Madelaine McCallum shared her life story. At various points,
I felt tears rolling down my face and as I glanced around the room, I saw many
others weeping. Her story resembled the lived experience of many of us sitting in
that room, the youth, staff, parents and Elders.

“My parents weren’t able to be there for me throughout their life because they
didn’t know the love that we needed as kids, because they never got it from their
parents. So how could we get that from them? I love my parents so much that I
want them to feel the love that we wanted, so that they can know that love before
they pass away.”
Madelaine McCallum
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Andy Everson also spoke of the importance of not only knowing where one comes
from, but being very aware of the decisions one makes
today. Those decisions and actions not only affect
our lives, but the lives of our families and of future
generations. He explained:

“For me, coming from a strong cultural background
was very important, and coming from my
grandmother and her teachings, that our identity is
everything. Probably the most profound teaching
I ever had from her was that what I do reflects on
other people, especially our family. It’s a way that
we uplift each other. We strive to do our best and
represent our family in the best way possible. Having
that responsibility to your family and community
is very important. I always think, “What would my
grandmother say? What would she think if she saw
me doing this?”
AHSUNC works from a strength-based
perspective and seeks to recognize
the gifts each child has been blessed
with. This alone changes the early
educational experience of Aboriginal
children from the usual deficiency
model. As well, AHS staff work
with families to strengthen what
is already working in their way of
raising up their children and provides
opportunities to learn new ways, or
as some would say, the old ways. This
program also empowers staff and
Elders who feel like the work they are
doing makes a difference.

“In my attempts
to bring culture
and language to
the children and
families, I have
grown in my own
knowledge and
experience.”
AHS Staff

“AHS provides positive early experiences that help contribute to establishing and
nurturing lifelong practices. All of which contribute to children growing up healthy,
happy and proud.”
AHS Staff
The long waiting lists for AHS programs across the country are also a testament to
where we stand today. Parents and families are craving early learning opportunities
that truly provide their children with a connection to their culture and values.

“Because of Head Start, my girls were extremely prepared for kindergarten. My
oldest is in grade 3 now and she has a strong social structure and other students
didn’t have that. With my last child who went through Head Start, she is really,
really proud of her culture and who she is. I think this will serve her well in life.”
AHS Parent
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Elder / Youth dialogue
On the final morning of the 20 Year Celebration, IndigenEYEZ facilitated one of the
most insightful and heartfelt conversations I’ve ever been privileged to witness. It
was a dialogue between the Elders and the Youth, which served as a bridge joining
the old ways to today’s contemporary ways, and reflecting the beauty of where we
stand today.
Many youth commented that they didn’t have Elders
they could go to with their questions. This made me
reflect on the importance of Elders in AHSUNC and
the need to ensure our youngest and oldest citizens
have the opportunity to learn from each other. How
each AHS program engages Elders in their programs
will be different, but this dialogue and the feedback
underline the far-reaching significance for children in
having access to healthy Elders in their life.
Each group brainstormed questions to ask of each
other and then decided on the top three questions.
The youth asked the Elders:

“The Head Start
program impacts
my life every day.
I feel respected,
independent, and
supported by
everyone.”
Youth Alumni now
AHS staff

1. If there was one sole lesson you have learned that could help us with our
future, what would that be?
2. How do you feel about how culture is being carried by the youth today?
3. What have your priorities been and how have they changed throughout the
years?
The Elders posed these questions to the graduates:
1. What do you honestly think about the older generation?
2. What do you need from the older generation?
3. What is the biggest mistake that the past generations have made?
A condensed transcript of the dialogue is found on page 33. Their responses not
only share wisdom, but also provide authentic insight into future or enhanced
programming within AHSUNC.
When the youths’ turn came to respond to the Elders’ questions, the IndigenEYEZ
facilitator spoke to the young people – his words have continued to reverberate in
my heart and mind ever since: “It’s time to sit in your chairs of wisdom.”
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Hands Forward
As Madelaine said, if we can survive a life of trauma, we can do anything. We
are resilient! With our experiences comes a responsibility to help and share our
knowledge with others. This is a time when reconciliation is being discussed and
contemplated. A time when we must make conscious decisions about how we
extend our Hands Forward.
We will continue to lay solid foundations for future generations through education
that is rooted in stories, family, culture, language and connection to the land.
Aboriginal Head Start is an integral piece to the wellness and pride of future
generations and thus, must be in our hands as we extend them forward.

Joining Hands
Some of the very first words that were laid on the floor at the 20 Year Celebration
came from Musqueam Chief, Wayne Sparrow and they seem relevant to share now.
He said, “As First Nations people, education is so important. It’s programs like this
that political people got to get behind and support.”

“If I can
survive my life
of trauma,
I can do
anything.”
Madelaine McCallum

I would add that we ALL need to get behind Aboriginal Head Start. While AHS has
made an undeniable impact on strengthening our society, the need is still growing.
More and more families are seeking opportunities to heal the intergenerational
effects of Indian Residential Schools. Preventative services, like early childhood
education can help facilitate family preservation and promote children’s safety,
while reducing the need for child protective services. There is strong evidence
indicating that access to a range of culturally relevant prevention and early
intervention programs is highly effective in mitigating other factors that contribute
to Aboriginal children coming into care.1
According to Statistics Canada in 2011, while the median age of non-Aboriginal
people was 41 years, that of First Nations was 26 years, the Inuit was 23 years,
and the Métis was 31 years of age. (NHS)2 We as Aboriginal people are the fastest
growing population in Canada, times three! However, there has not been a
fiscal investment in AHSUNC that matches this. Nor has there been a significant
expansion to the urban settings where there are no AHSUNC programs. I ask, what
about these children, and their families?

“My family has suffered pretty dearly from intergenerational affects from
Residential School. I was taken away in foster care and put in with a white family
and thanks to the Head Start, that [culture] was part of my foundation.”
AHS Graduate
“I’ve been through some traumatizing experiences and coming to the program
helped me get through, by connecting me through culture and community.”
AHS Graduate
1 Aboriginal Children in Care Working Group,2015. Aboriginal Children in Care Report to Canada’s Premiers
2 Statistics Canada. Aboriginal Peoples in Canada: First Nations People, Métis and Inuit. Catalogue no. 99-011X2011001.Ottawa, (ON): Government of Canada. 2013.
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Extending Our Hands Forward
The Hands Forward teachings call for us to learn from our history and ensure the
future holds a different experience for children and families; ultimately, for all of
us. What that requires of us today is that we are very conscious in the decisions we
make, our investments (fiscal, time, energy) and the programming/services we offer
to our youngest citizens and their families.
As a recipient of the teachings, it’s everyone’s responsibility to learn and grow
from the knowledge that is shared. I offer you the following key learnings for your
consideration. What will you do with this knowledge? What will be in your hands as
they reach forward? How will we use these learnings to strengthen AHSUNC for our
children and families?
The knowledge gleaned from this experience provides us with valuable seeds to
plant among all champions of AHSUNC. These seeds assist us to continue growing
Aboriginal Head Start programs in future. As we extend our hands forward, here
are some ideas for exploration into next steps. I hope they stimulate you to consider
your own individual circumstances and needs.

“My time spent at
the AHS program
helped foster my
desire to practice
our Dene traditions
and to learn Dene
Zhahti.”
AHS Graduate

Key Learnings
Four key learnings continued to emerge regarding the impact of AHS:
1. The importance of stories in teaching and healing all AHS community
members
2. The importance of culture and language in supporting growth and identity
3. The importance of parent/family involvement in healing intergenerational
wounds
4. The importance of building resilience in our future leaders
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1. The importance of stories
It’s important that children hear and experience our stories that teach and
transform, both in written and oral forms. They can be stories that share our values
(The Seven Grandfather/Grandmother teachings of love, respect, kindness, courage,
honesty, humility, wisdom, truth); stories that share place names, information about
the land and water, and animals of the territory. They can be Creation stories,
transformation stories and stories about our history and Ancestors. Our personal
stories of resilience and learning can also influence not only the children but also
their families. Each and every speaker shared the importance of our stories in
teaching and for our ongoing healing.
Reaching forward...
Tell More of Our Stories that teach and transform, and speak to our spirits in a
nurturing way that encourages our ongoing healing.
Seeds for future growth include:

“Listening to the
stories my Grandma
told about our family
and our people
inspired me to come
to UBC and study
anthropology.”
Andy Everson

•

AHSUNC and Government agencies continue to support the AHS program
sites in creating and developing resources that depict stories relevant to the
children and families who participate in their program.

•

AHS sites ensure space and time within their program to share these stories.

2. The importance of culture and language
These were identified as not only integral to the youth’s experience while they
were in AHS, but also how that early introduction provided roots and connection
that they may not have otherwise experienced. Research tells us that emotional
and social intelligence are the foundation to critical thinking, perspective taking
and academic success. For us as Aboriginal people and for the children and families
coming to AHS, cultural identity provides emotional and social intelligence. This
is woven into all aspects of a child’s and family’s experience at AHS. Adults at the
gathering also reported a renewed commitment to learning more about their
culture and language as an aspect of their own continued healing, learning and
growth.
Reaching forward...
Enhance Our Culture and Language to help provide lasting roots and connection
that contribute to academic success and that children in urban and northern areas
may not otherwise experience. It is important that AHS sites be supported to
continue developing and experiencing the culture and language component in
their programming.
Seeds for future growth include:
•

Provide training to AHS staff and Elders in regards to strategies and models
of weaving culture and language throughout all programming offered to
children and their families.

•

Provide cultural resources and especially access to Elders and/or Traditional
Knowledge Holders to ensure the knowledge is not lost.

•

Ultimately, to strive for a model with the chief component being culture and
language and all other aspects of the program considered through its lens.
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3. The importance of parent/family involvement
Parents and families have identified the numerous ways their lives have improved
through not only having their child(ren) participate in AHS, but through their
own participation and involvement as well. I was deeply struck by the significance
AHS has on family at the evening Feast and Celebration. Each young person who
performed, with the exception of one, was accompanied by a parent, guardian or
family members on stage. Even one young woman from Ontario had invited her
cousin who is living in Vancouver to drum and sing as she danced. Parents at the
event shared stories of how AHS had not only helped their children, but themselves
as well, thus beginning the chain of intergenerational healing that is so needed.
“AHS influenced my life, but also my Mother’s life as well… she participated in the
PAC and continued when I entered the mainstream education system. This helped
her build relationships with my teachers and the community, which helped increase
her involvement in my life and even helped her get a job with the program. Without
the program, I feel that I wouldn’t be the person I am today. It helped bring me
closer to my family and learn important cultural values.”
AHS Graduate

“I really value
that they’re open
and encourage us to
share our teachings.
Just because we’re
not from here
doesn’t mean we
don’t have
a voice.”
AHS Parent
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Reaching forward...
Increase Our Parent/Family Involvement that distinctly and dramatically affects
the intergenerational family wellness. As active participants in their children’s
educational and cultural journey, parents and family members have the opportunity
to grow and learn and ultimately, thrive.
Seeds for future growth include:
•

AHSUNC commit to strategies for deeper and more meaningful engagement
with parents and families. Again, how this could be done may vary between
sites, and at times, between cohorts of parents and families.

•

AHSUNC invest in training opportunities for staff and Elders to support their
skills at working with parents and families.

4. The importance of resilience
There has been much research over the past decade regarding resilience, specifically
in how to foster this in children and youth. Resilience is, in simple terms, the ability
to bounce back in the face of hardship. Not only did each of the invited Speakers
share their own stories of coming back from adversity, but so did the youth,
AHS staff and Elders. Our collective resilience as Aboriginal people in Canada is
extraordinary and it is programs like AHSUNC that have helped foster that resilience
in over 50,000 children. When children have a strong sense of who they are and of
their culture, share learning experiences with their family, and belong to an AHS
community, they become more resilient.
Reaching forward...
Build Up Our Resilience through expanding our AHS Programs to include more and
more First Nations, Inuit and Métis children, their families, and our Elders whose
healing of Residential School wounds is promoted by taking part in this healthy
school experience.
Seeds for future growth include:

“If I hadn’t
gone to Head Start,
I would’ve entered
foster care without
any language or
pride of my
cultural identity.”

•

The Government of Canada expand AHSUNC and/or broaden the reach
of current programming. Each of the 133 programs in every province and
territory have long waiting lists of parents wanting to enroll their children.

•

Expand and grow AHSUNC so that more urban and northern communities
across the country benefit from having Aboriginal Head Start programs
available for those families hoping to strengthen their children’s future.

AHS Graduate
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Closing Thoughts
Throughout the 20 Year Celebration, bundles of medicine were shared. Not
medicine in the western concept of medicine, but rather medicine in the form
of words, teachings, stories, dance, ceremony, tears, laughter and food. Every
single person who was invited to embark on this journey to celebrate 20 years of
Aboriginal Head Start in Urban and Northern Communities has been transformed.
The transformations were evident in the written evaluation forms, on the faces in
the closing circle, in the hugs and tears shed, and especially when each AHS Youth
Alumni had a blanket wrapped around them by an adult or Elder.
In Coast Salish tradition, this is known as being blanketed. A symbol of being
honoured, ‘held up,’ respected and supported. I watched as the blankets were
put on the youth, how their bodies transformed. Their shoulders went back, they
adjusted their footing and even though it was stifling hot in the room, they pulled
those blankets tight around themselves.

“I will not be silent
about matters
important to me
as an Indigenous
woman.”

AHS Community
Member

As we come full circle in this paper, I pause and reflect back to 1993 and Aboriginal
Head Start being outlined as an initiative that would Strengthen Society. It is
without question that I have witnessed the multitude and profound ways in which
this program, the staff and Elders have undeniably helped to strengthen society.
They have assisted in laying the ground work for true reconciliation.
AHSUNC continues to help raise up our future citizens. Citizens that have a strong
sense of their identity, who feel supported by family and community, are critical
thinkers, empathic and compassionate, and are self-determined. AHS graduates
having a strong sense of who they are, where they come from, who their people
are, their culture, protocols, teachings, stories, their language – all of which
supports them in identifying the gifts they’ve been blessed with, and in learning
how to use them to support their own wellness, their family and their community.
AHSUNC has had an influential role in supporting an estimated 50,000 First Nations,
Inuit and Métis children across Canada to contribute to the wellness of our world –
that is a powerful statement of Strengthening Society.
Out of all this, I hold an everlasting image in my mind of 51 youth standing in a
circle, each with a blanket around them and their hands coming together in front
of their hearts, holding that blanket in place. Hands that have reached back and
begun to grasp the wisdom of their ancestors and hands that are reaching forward
to create a more caring and civil Canada.
Hiy Hiy!
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“I learned a lot
that helped me
throughout life and
I won’t forget that...
I hope to take what
I’ve learned and pass
it on to the youth I
work with now.”
AHS Graduate
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APPENDIX
What is AHSUNC?
Aboriginal Head Start in Urban and Northern Communities (AHSUNC) is a
community-based early intervention children’s program for First Nations, Inuit
and Métis children ages 3-5 years living off-reserve. It began in 1995 and there are
currently 133 AHSUNC sites funded by the Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC)
serving approximately 4,800 children and their families annually.1
AHSUNC sites usually offer half day preschool programming that is built around
six program components: Aboriginal culture and language; education and school
readiness; health promotion; nutrition; social support; and parental involvement.
Based on the Head Start programs for inner city children in the USA, AHSUNC was a
new government initiative beginning in 1993 with the intention of ‘Strengthening
Society.’ As a grass roots model, Aboriginal Head Start has succeeded for 20 years
largely due to the passion of staff and Elders and their commitment to the children,
parents and families within the program.

History of Aboriginal People in Canada
“It is so amazing to
see how important
Head Start is and
what a difference it
has made all across
Canada!”

For any readers who are not familiar with the history of Aboriginal people in
Canada, there are some significant factors that continue to have an enormous
influence on Aboriginal children, families and communities:
•

Indian Day Schools: European missionaries set up day schools in the early
1800’s as a means of civilizing Aboriginal children. Cultural assimilation, not
quality education, was the focus of these schools.

•

Indian Act: Enacted in 1876, initially giving the Federal Government control
over most aspects of the lives of Aboriginal people, The Indian Act has had a
significant impact on the education of Aboriginal children, the value placed
on Aboriginal women, and traditional family life.

•

Indian Residential Schools: The first Residential Schools were established in
the 1840’s and the last school closed in 1996. Amendments to the Indian Act
made attendance mandatory and parents could be fined or jailed for trying
to hide their children. Over 150,000 Aboriginal people attended Residential
Schools.

•

1885: Under the Indian Act our ceremonies become illegal until 1951.

•

1960: Aboriginal people received the right to vote in National elections.

•

Sixties Scoop: An alarmingly disproportionate number of Aboriginal children
were apprehended from the 1960s onward. By the 1970s, roughly one third
of all children in government care were Aboriginal. Approximately 70% of
the children apprehended were placed into non-Aboriginal homes, many
in which their heritage was denied. 2The term Sixties Scoop was coined
by Patrick Johnston, who stated that it weakened the traditional family
structure and therefore, Aboriginal society as a whole.

20th Celebration
Attendee

1
2
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Public Health Agency of Canada Website, accessed Sept. 28, 2015:
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/hp-ps/dca-dea/prog-ini/ahsunc-papacun/index-eng.php
http://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/home/government-policy/sixties-scoop.html

Elders and Youth Dialogue
Questions asked of Elders
1. If there was one sole lesson you have learned that could help us with our 		
future, what would that be?

“Respecting each other and letting each other know that they are loved.”
“You’ve got to learn how to slow down and you’ve got to learn how to speak the
truth, and if you start something, don’t be the one to walk away. You finish what
you started.”
“The one important thing I’ve learned is to walk in your own truth. That means to
be who you are. No matter what. No matter what others are doing around you or
what others think of you... Go from your heart, that’s where you find your own
truth. Your heart and your spirit, and those will always, always guide you no matter
what. So walk in your own truth. And if others don’t like it, that’s too bad for
them.”

“When you
talk from the brain,
you’re a stranger
to us. When you
speak from the spirit,
children can hear you
and the Elders know
who you are.”
AHS Elder

2. How do you feel about how culture is being carried by the youth today?

“I think that youth are trying their best. This is the 7th generation where everything
was lost. And it’s starting to come back. It’s coming back slowly, but it’s coming
back. It’s alive.”
“You have a gift, you have a heart… from your own spirit, not the brain, you can
connect from the brain down to the spirit because the brain doesn’t always tell
the truth. But when we speak from our spirit, we can hear you. The children hear
you, the Elders hear you. So speak from your spirit and when you see anything that
needs to be done, do it.”
“Each of you has your own songs. We need to bring them back. We’ve been idle
too long. We’ve been sleeping too long. I’ve been sleeping too long myself and now
I’m doing what I can, healing, singing, teaching.”
“Be proud of who you are. Learn your language, because that’s your identity.”
“I’m very proud of our youth today. They are not only passing on our traditions, but
taking it to a new level using contemporary tools like social media.”
“I feel that we have to love ourselves first and respect and appreciate ourselves
before we can love anyone else or appreciate anyone else. That’s where it begins. I
can see that in the youth today, trying very hard to love and appreciate themselves
and others.”
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3. What have your priorities been and how have they changed throughout 			
the years?

“My priority in elementary and high school was education and when I went off to
university I thought it should be education, but that didn’t turn out to be the case.
In my second year of education, I had my son and that’s when the real priority
emerged. The priority became my family, my son. That priority gave me the strength
to continue to pursue education. I applied to government and started as a clerk and
have worked my way through the ranks, but today my priority remains my family.”
“My priorities growing up, I didn’t even know I had any priorities. I’m learning now
still, my priority is my family, but number one priority has to be yourself. If you’re
not the best for you, you can’t be good for anybody else. I’m still learning that.”
“I grew up going to Residential School and I was taught in a way to be ashamed
of family. So it was really difficult. It wasn’t until I was in my mid-twenties that I
changed my outlook about family and that it’s important. To me, now today, family
is more important than ever.”
“I grew up with my language and it was very important to me and to be respectful
of culture. That’s why I make it my priority to teach the language today and respect
the culture.

“Do you ever
feel that there’s
something bigger? I
have a purpose and
something is taking
care of me. At
12 years of age
I knew this.”
Madelaine McCallum

Questions asked of Youth
1. What do you honestly think about the older generation?

“Where I’m from, I’m lucky because the Elders in Head Start helped me a lot and
still do, because I see them at Elders’ lunches. Being taught Cree songs, even
though I’m not Cree, having that available to me, well, I’m still proud I know those
songs.”
“Thank you for your courage, it gives us all courage.”
“I don’t know if I had to go through what you went through if I’d be able to be the
kind of human beings you all are.”
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2. What do you need from the older generation?

“We need your wisdom. We need to know your stories so we can keep going with
the traditions we have.”
“I feel like you Elders are very different than the Elders where I come from. The
Elders where I come from are very strict, closed-minded and look down on the
youth ‘cuz we aren’t carrying ourselves in the way they carried themselves in the
past. They’re keeping their teachings with themselves, but we really need those
teachings and their understanding.”
“I need patience from you because I can’t speak my own language, I don’t know
a lot about my origin…” (She began to cry silently when she shared this and the
room remained quiet, but many others shared tears with her.) “I want to know our
language because I can’t learn French, it goes right out the other ear, it’s even hard
for me sometimes to speak English, ‘cuz I want to speak in my language. What I
want is someone who can sit with me and help me learn my language.”

“Witnessing the
dialogue, the depth
of reflection and
understanding,
people speaking truth,
pushing boundaries.
This is very
inspiring!”
3. What is the biggest mistake that the past generations have made?
20th Celebration Attendee

“I’m a young father and in my community there’s a stigma that I’m going to leave
my children or I’m not going to be able to raise them properly. That’s not who
I am and that’s not who I want to be, but because of what some of the older
generations have done before us, a lot of young males today think it’s okay to do
that. I feel more of the older men are now taking responsibility for how they raised
their children. They’re trying to teach them, but if they’d done it before, we’d have
a much stronger community than we do now.”
“One mistake, that maybe they couldn’t control, was not loving their children. I
have a son and I love him. I feel like there’s a lot of youth our age that don’t feel
loved because they weren’t given that, because our Elders and parents didn’t know
how. But I can honestly say, it’s changing, through time; the love was gone but now
I see it’s coming back. That mistake is being corrected because you are telling us to
love ourselves, to love one another.”
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Resources
Aboriginal Head Start – The Next Generation –Then & Now Youth Nominations
AHSUNC 20th Anniversary Evaluations
AHSUNC 20th Anniversary – Conversations / Story Starters with Youth Guests
Analysis of the 2015 Youth Nomination Submissions by Dr. Georgina Martin
Video footage from the 3 days of AHSUNC 20th Anniversary Celebrations
Video interviews with AHSUNC 20th Anniversary Youth and Elders
Truth and Reconciliation website:
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=3
Red Book commitment found at: http://web.archive.org/web/19961109134016/
http://www.liberal.ca/english/policy/index.html
Ing, R.N. (1991). The effects of Residential Schools on Native child-rearing practices.
Canadian Journal of Native Education, 18, 65-118.

“The spirituality
of others with their
language and dances
has many similarities
to my own, the unique
identities of the youth,
elders were incredible
to learn.”
20th Celebration Attendee

AHSUNC information
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/hp-ps/dca-dea/prog-ini/ahsunc-papacun/index-eng.php
Chief Justice Murray Sinclair statement: http://www.cbc.ca/news/thenational/justicemurray-sinclair-on-cultural-genocide-1.3098008
Statistics Canada. NHS Aboriginal Population Profile, Canada, 2011. 2011 National
Household Survey.
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/datasets/index-eng.cfm?Temporal=2013
Statistics Canada. Aboriginal Peoples in Canada: First Nations People, Métis and
Inuit. Catalogue no. 99-011-X2011001.Ottawa, (ON): Government of Canada. 2013.
Monique Gray Smith. The Ripple Effect of Resiliency: Strategies for Fostering
Resiliency with Indigenous Children. http://littledrum.com/news/book_resiliency.html
IndigenEYEZ
http://indigeneyez.com/
AHSABC
www.ahsabc.com
Continue following our website and Facebook page for related UBC research,
videos and photos from the 20th Anniversary Celebration.
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Summary
In July 2015, a group of 51 Aboriginal Head Start Alumni (AHS graduates) from
across the country traveled to the University of British Columbia in Vancouver to
celebrate the 20th Anniversary of AHSUNC at the AHS – The Next Generation –
Then and Now Celebration. The three-day event was hosted by the Aboriginal
Head Start Association of British Columbia (AHSABC). In total, there were 135 AHS
Alumni, Elders, AHS parents/family members, program staff, monitors, leaders, and
community members gathered to honour and celebrate this milestone anniversary.
Throughout the 20 Year Celebration, many Coast Salish traditions were upheld: a
Grand Entry ceremony, a traditional Welcome to the Territory; speeches by Elders,
the naming of Witnesses, a feast at Musqueam Cultural Centre with performances
by participants, and a Blanketing Circle at the close of the event. It was noted that
these kinds of gatherings, such as the opening ceremonies and evening feast – with
traditional protocols, dancing, singing, games, and celebrating – were illegal and
punishable offences for Aboriginal people from 1885 until 1951.

“Thank you for
bringing everyone
together! As much
as we are diverse,
we are alike!”
20th Celebration
Attendee

The theme of the 20th Anniversary Gathering was ‘Hands Back Hands Forward,’
in honour of the teachings of Musqueam Elder, Dr. Vince Stogan. The keynote
addresses by Dr. Jo-Ann Archibald and Michael Kusugak beautifully wove in the
teaching of Hands Back and how important it was that Aboriginal people made
culture, language, teachings, and stories a core part of the program.
Both Madelaine McCallum and Andy Everson spoke of the importance of not only
knowing where one comes from, but being very aware of the decisions one makes
today. Those decisions and actions not only affect our present lives, but the lives
of our families and of future generations. Dialogues between the AHS youth and
Elders highlighted the need for connection between these community members
and the importance of opportunities to learn from each other.
The Hands Forward teachings call for us to learn from our history and ensure the
future holds a different experience for children and families; ultimately, for all of
us. What that requires of us today is that we are very conscious in the decisions we
make, our investments (fiscal, time, energy) and the programming/services we offer
to our youngest citizens and their families.
Four key learnings continued to emerge regarding the impact of AHS:
1. The importance of stories in teaching and healing all AHS community members
2. The importance of culture and language in supporting growth and identity
3. The importance of parent/family involvement in healing intergenerational wounds
4. The importance of building resilience in our future leaders
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Based on what we’ve learned, we can reach forward to plant seeds for future
discussion and plan for actions such as:
1. Tell More of Our Stories:
• AHSUNC and Government agencies continue to support the AHS program
sites in creating and developing resources that depict stories relevant to the
children and families who participate in their program.
•

AHS sites ensure space and time within their program to share these stories.

2. Enhance Our Culture and Language:
• Provide training to AHS staff and Elders in regards to strategies and models
of weaving culture and language throughout all programming offered to
children and their families.
•

Provide cultural resources and especially access to Elders and/or Traditional
Knowledge Holders to ensure the knowledge is not lost.

•

Ultimately, to strive for a model with the chief component being culture and
language and all other aspects of the program considered through its lens.

3. Increase Our Parent/Family Involvement:
• AHSUNC commit to strategies for deeper and more meaningful engagement
with parents and families. Again, how this could be done may vary between
sites, and at times, between cohorts of parents and families.
•

“We all share a
common vision to
allow our youth
to shine!”

4. Build Up Our Resilience:
• The Government of Canada expand AHSUNC and/or broaden the reach
of current programming. Each of the 133 programs in every province and
territory have long waiting lists of parents wanting to enroll their children.
•

20th Celebration
Attendee

AHSUNC invest in training opportunities for staff and Elders to support their
skills at working with parents and families.

Expand and grow AHSUNC so that more urban and northern communities
across the country benefit from having Aboriginal Head Start programs
available for those families hoping to strengthen their children’s future.

In June 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission released its findings,
including 94 Calls to Action that represent steps towards redressing the legacy of
Indian Residential Schools. The report also identifies and links Indian Residential
School history to a continued legacy of overrepresentation of Aboriginal children in
child protective care.
It was evidenced at this gathering that AHS graduates have a strong sense of who
they are, where they come from, who their people are, their culture, protocols,
teachings, stories, their language – all of which supports the strengthening of their
own wellness, their family and their community.
In summary, the past 20 years of AHSUNC has had an influential role in supporting
an estimated 50,000 First Nations, Inuit and Métis children across Canada, and their
parents and families, to begin healing from the past. This program has assisted in
laying the ground work for true reconciliation.

38

39
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-Prince George AHS Program
-Power of Friendship AHS
Prince George

-Fort Chipewyan AHS
Fort Chipewyan

SASK

ATCH

-Nihkanis Centre AHS
Fort Smith

Yellowknife

-Trout Lake AHS/ Little Gems
Trout Lake

ALBERTA

PROGRAMME

-Eagle’s Nest AHS Preschool
-Singing Frog AHS
Vancouver
-Awahsuk AHS
Surrey, B.C.
-Future 4 Nations AHS Program
Mission

-Peavine AHS/Little Owls
-East Prairie Metis Settlement AHS
High Prairie

-Gift Lake AHS
Gift Lake

-Peerless Lake AHS, Little Treasures
Peerless Lake

-High Level Neegan Daitse Dii AHS
High Level

-Hay River AHS
Hay River Reserve

-Dezoh Undaa Elteh Koke AHS
Fort Providence

EWAN

-Taloyoak AHS
Taloyoak

MANITOBA

-Arviani Piruqsaivik _Arviat AHS
Arviat

NUNAVUT TERRITORY

-Gjoa Haven AHS
Gjoa Haven

-Niwasa HS Preschool
Hamilton
-Fort Erie AHS
FORT ERIE

-Sivummut Head
Vanier

Ottawa Start Program

-Makonsag AHS
Ottawa

-Centre de la petite enfance
Soleil Le Vent - Rising Sun Childcare Centre
Verdun

-Epnigishmok Head Start
-Kiiwednong Head Start
-Shaawanong Head Start
-Waabanong Head Start
Toronto

Toronto

-Waabinong Head Start Family Resource Centre
Sault Ste. Marie

-Centre de la petite
enfance Premier Pas
La Tuque

BEC
QUE
BEC
QUÉ

-Centres Tiknagin/Chiannou
Centre d’amitié autochtone de Val d’Or
Val d’Or

-Centre de la petite
enfance Saqliavik Child Care Centre
Kuujjuaraapik

-Centre de la petite enfance
Amautik Child Care Centre
Umiujaq

-Centre de la petite enfance
Mikijuq Child Care Centre
Kangiqsujuaq
-Centre de la petite enfance
Kamattsiavik Child Care Centre

Québec

NOUVEAU-BRUNSWICK

Halifax

W
NE

St. John’s

N
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A
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FO

-Our Children And Our Way
Halifax

Charlottetown

ÎLE-DU-PRINCE-ÉDOUARD

PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND

-Aboriginal Family Centre
Happy Valley-Goose Bay

-Under One Sky
Frederiction Frederiction

OR

NEW BRUNSWICK

B
LA

D
RA

-Shakastueu Pishum Centre
Sheshatshiu

-Hopedale Suguset Centre
Hopedale

IN URBAN AND NOR THERN COMMUNITIES
AUGUST 2008

HEAD START

Quaqtaq
-Centre de la petite enfance
Tasiursivik Child Care Centre
Salluit
-Centre de la petite
-Centre de la petite enfance
enfance Kangiqsualujjuaq
Amaartauvik Child Care Centre
Child Care Centre
-Centre de la petite
Kangirsuk
Kangiqsualujjuaq
enfance Akulivik
-Centre de la petite
Child Care Centre
enfance Sukliateet
Akulivik
Child Care Centre
-Centre de la petite enfance
Aupaluk
Sarliatauvik Child Care Centre
Puvirnituq
-Centre de la petite -Centre de la petite enfance Iqitauvik
Child Care Centre
enfance Qulliapik
-Centre de la petite enfance Tumiapiit
Child Care Centre
-Centre de la petite enfance
Child Care Centre
Tasiujaq
Tasiurvik Child Care Centre
-Pairitsivik of Nunavik - Home Day Care Agency
-Centre de la petite enfance
Kuujjuaq
Pigiursaviapik Child Care Centre
Inukjuak

-Waweniwin Learning Centre
MOOSONEE

-Centre de la petite
enfance Amaarvik
Child Care Centre
Ivujivik

Iqaluit

Map of AHSUNC sites in Canada
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ONTARIO

Baie d’Hudson

Hudson Bay

-Coral Harbour AHS
Coral Harbour

-Ilinniariurqarvik - Igloolik AHS
Igloolik

-Arctic Bay AHS
Arctic Bay

-La Loche Pre-School
La Loche
-Lynn Lake AHS
Lynn Lake
-Apisci Mostosis AHS Preschool
Buffalo Narrows
AHS
Biche
La
-Lac
-Buffalo Lake AHS
-Apisciawasisak Learning Centre
Lac La Biche
Caslan
-Thicket Portage AHS – New Beginnings
Ile-a-la Crosse
-Elizabeth AHS/
-Annie Johnstone Awasis Centre
(Satellite)
-Kikino Aboriginal Head Start
A New Beginning
Pinehouse
Thicket Portage
Kikino
Cold Lake
-Sherridon AHS
-Beavual AHS
-Mikisew Preschool Corp.
-New Beginnings - The Connection for
-Okisiko Plyesis Bonnyville AHS
Sherridon
Beauval
Bay
Sandy
-Hinton AHS
Aboriginal Children
Bonnyville
-Fishing Lake Metis
Hinton
-Kikinahk HS Preschool
Thompson
Sweetgrass
Flon
-Flin
Settlement AHS
-Edmonton Mother Earth & Me
La Ronge
-St. Paul
AHS Program
Fishing Lake
AHS - Abbott School;
Mannawanis
Flin Flon
-Rocky Mountain House Ben Calf Robe;
-Mocikitaw Child Dev Centre
-Wabowden AHS – New Beginnings
AHS Project
Asuni Wahchi Awasisuk AHS St. Pius School;
Green Lake
(Satellite)
-Cormorant Sweetgrass
St. Paul
Rocky Mountain House Belmead School
Wabowden
Head Start (Sateliite)
-Pe-tapun - For Our Children
Edmonton
-Border City AHS
Cormorant
North Battleford
-Awasisak Head Start
Lloydminster
Sweetgrass
Pas
-The
Cumberland House
Head Start
-Prince Albert AHS Program
The Pas
Prince Albert
-Ben Calf Robe AHS
Calgary
-Children for the -Abinoje AHS
Calgary
Future AHS Duck Bay
-STC Urban AHS Program
Swan River
Saskatoon
-Camperville AHS
Camperville
-Yorkton First Steps AHS Inc.
-Little Steps Head
Yorkton
Start Family Centre
Dauphin
-St. Laurent AHS
-Come & Learn AHS Program
St. Laurent
Regina Regina
-Selkirk Friendship
- Waninawakang AHS
Centre AHS
Sioux Lookout
Selkirk
-Little Teaching Lodge
Brandon
-Kenora AHS
-Portage AHS
Winnipeg
Kenora
(Satellite)
Portage La Prairie
-Zaagi’idiwin Aboriginal
UNITED ST
Head Start Program
ATES OF AM
FORT FRANCES
ERICA
-Thunder Bay AHS - SHKODAY
-Aboriginal Head Start Program
ABINOJIIWAK OBIMIWEDOON
-Four Feathers Inc. Head Start
Thunder Bay
-Little Red Spirit Head Start Program –
Mis Ko Mune Dous/Miko Manitosis
-Little Red Spirit Head Start
Program – Dufferin (Satellite)
-Oshki-Majahitowiin Head Start
Winnipeg

-SAS Natsadle AHS
Fort St John

T

-Done Necha-Lia Gha Enitl’e Ko AHS
Yellowknife

-Rae-Edzo AHS
Behchoko

-Kugluktuk AHS
Kugluktuk
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-Isaksaqtuak Inuvialuktun Paulatumi Mikyuayaat AHS
- Inuvialuit Social Development Program
Paulatuk

-Little Bear Society AHS
Inuvik

-Grande Prairie AHS
Grande Prairie

-Guts’édāne Kegedįhi Kóą AHS Program
-Liard First Nation
Watson Lake

BR
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-Teslin AHS
Teslin

-Ashea Head Start Program
Whitehorse

TE
RR
IT
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Y

-Little Moccasins Learning Centre AHS
Williams Lake

Victoria

-Comox Valley AHS
Courtenay

- Laichwiltach AHS
Campbell River

-Tetlit Zheh Child Centre AHS
Fort McPherson
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-Nena-tthe Tr'inke-in Head Start Program
Dawson City
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-Prince Rupert AHS
Prince Rupert
-Kermode AHS
Terrace

Whitehorse
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