
Harmonious Healing Traditions: ACT and  

Indigenous Cultures  



Welcome 
 Traditional Opening 



Introduction 

Protocols 
Connection to the land 
Safe Space 



Map of First Nations 
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• 59 Indigenous 
Languages in 
Canada 

• 250 in US 
Retrieved from: 

indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/home/culture/languages.html 

American Indian Languages: The Historical Linguistics of Native 

America (Oxford Studies in Anthropological Linguistics)  



Educational Objectives 

 

 Ways of knowing and being prior to, during and 
after contact. (Foundation for Understanding) 

 

 Connect and apply traditional wisdom, 
knowledge, and practices with ACT processes 
(Healing Connections).  

 

 Integrate traditional stories, thoughts, and 
practices with ACT in clinical work (Integration in 
Action) 
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Before contact:     
 Healthy People 

 Healthy Systems 

Traditional and 
historical forms of 
governance 

Healthy family 
systems 

Roles and 
Responsibilities 

Haudenosaunee 
Tree of Peace 

Teachings about 
relationship and 

connection 

Anishinaabe 
Seven Grandfather 

Teachings 
 
 

Wisdom 
Love 

Respect 
Bravery 

Courage to be Honest 
Humility 

Truth  

White Roots of Peace 

Each Nation had their 
own teachings 
connected to the land 
and original 
instructions on how 
to live in a good way. 

Acceptance 

A. Benedict, 2013 



What happened? 

Disruption in traditional 
governments and ways of 
life 

Trauma from disease, 
loss and grief 

Wards of the State, lands 
held “in trust” 

Children taken away, put in 
residential schools. High death 

rates, abuse and neglect. Forced 
religious conversion. 

Traditional governments 
legislated out of existence 
 
Ceremonies made illegal 

A. Benedict, 2013 

Social Toxicity 
     Racism 
     Impact on Social 
Determinants of Health 



Empathy Exercise 

 Pick an era and a representative 
role of one of the people who 
experienced this era. 

• What did they believe?  

• What were they taught?  

• How might this experience 
have felt or be understood? 
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Pre-contact 

Contact 

Residential School Era 



Impacts and outcomes 

Impact on 
memory and 

cognition 

Impact on 
Physical 

Health 

Impact on core 
beliefs 

Impact on Spirituality 

Impact on Emotional 
Health 

Hopelessness + 
Helplessness =  

Suicide 

Impact to all 
systems a 
person is 
connected to – 
attachment, 
trauma 
responses 

A. Benedict, 2013 

Mental health 
and addictions 

External locus of control 

Impact on identity 

Thoughts, feelings and 
behavior changes in 

response 

Impact on attachment 



Building Core Strengths – 
Internal locus of control 

Acceptance and 
belief in every 

person 

Helping people address 
harmful thoughts, 

feelings and beliefs, 
which create a self-
fulfilling prophesy 

Grounded in 
the present 

Understanding 
the roots and soil 
of each person 

Understanding 
triggers and 

recreating the 
trauma 

Building on 
community strengths 

Focusing on what 
works and 

building on 
resiliency 

Helping the whole 
community 

A. Benedict, 2013 

Return to Health 
and Wellbeing 



Traditional 

Wisdom and ACT 

Defusion: letting go 
of the stories that 
limit our growth 
and potential. The 
fall is a time for 
reflection and 
letting go.  

Acceptance: I am a sacred. 
All that I am, all that I have 
been and all that I will be. 

 

Committed Action: 
Branching out and 
growing to our full 
potential.  

Self-as-context: All my 
relations, the original 
instructions given for how 
to be a human being 

Values: the core of who we 
are. They provide our 
strength and the foundation 
for our culture 

Present Moment: Grounded in the 
now. DNA – the bridge between 

descendants and ancestors 

Psychological 

flexibility: The ability 

to withstand any 

weather and continue 

to grow and thrive. 



Perspectives on helping 

Traditional 

 We are all on the journey of life 
with unique lessons, gifts and 
teachers 

 We are sacred beings having a 
human experience. Acceptance 
of our gifts and ways of 
being/knowing. 

 Helping through metaphor and 
storytelling 

 Healing through ceremony, 
grounding and presence 

 Self reflection as a helper 

 Grounded in values 

ACT 

 We are all climbers, on 
different mountains 

 Helping through metaphor and 
storytelling 

 Grounding in the present 

 Accepting our thoughts and 
feelings 

 Self reflection as a helper 

 Grounded in values 
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Aboriginal Engagement and Outreach – 
Provincial System Support Program (PSSP) 

 Information sharing 

 Workforce Development and 
Capacity Building 

 Building relationships and 
supporting the work of First 
Nations, Inuit and Métis 
agencies and communities  

 Resource to the work of 
CAMH departments and 
staff 
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Bringing ACT to FNIM Communities 
in Ontario 

2015 
• 9 hub sites from across 

the Province 
• 69 workers from 24 

communities  

2016 
• 12 hub sites from across 

the Province 
• 3 ACT trainings 
• Online training 
• Virtual learning circles 
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Land mass of Ontario 
compared to Europe and 
the U.S. 



Training Resources for ACT 
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Niawen ko:wa! Thank you! 

 

 

Alison Kiawenniserathe Benedict, MSW, RSW 

Centre for Addiction and Mental Health 

 

 

 

 

 

Kenneth Fung, M.D., FRCPC, MSc., 

University of Toronto 
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