JOURNEYING TOWARDS HOLISTIC WELLNESS
A R ESOURCE FOR F IRST N ATIONS, M ÉTIS AND I NUIT S TUDENTS

We wish to acknowledge all of the First Nations,
Métis and Inuit students, Knowledge Carriers and
Elders who honoured us with their understanding
of holistic wellness so that it could be shared in
support of the journeys of others.

Terminology
The term Aboriginal as defined under section 35(2) of the Constitution Act,
1982, refers to Indian (First Nations), Métis and Inuit peoples in Canada.
For the purposes of this handbook, Indigenous is used as the inclusive term
for First Nations (Status and Non-status), Métis and Inuit peoples.
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HOLISTIC W ELLNESS
A holistic approach to wellness is central to Indigenous
ways of knowing and being. The Indigenous teachings of
the medicine wheel recognize the dynamic balance of
our health and wellbeing as a whole person – mind, body,
spirit, and heart. These four aspects of self are interconnected and inform who we are and how we live. The
health of our mind, for example, often referred to as
“mental health” is intricately connected to, and impacted
by, the health of our body, spirit, and heart.

mind (kaˀnikuhli·yó) and the Inuit way of helping
to encourage and foster healthy lifestyles and holistic
wellbeing (inuusiqatsiarniq), honours our Indigenous
Ancestors and roots us in the teachings and wisdom
of our Knowledge Carriers and Elders. This wisdom
has grown and been passed down through many
generations and acknowledges the fundamental
interconnectedness within, and between, all people
and the natural world.

The goal for each of us is to strive toward nurturing and
balancing all four of these aspects. This is an ongoing and
unique journey of life-long learning and growth for every
person. It develops with time, practice and patience,
and leads us to a healthier and more satisfying life, no
matter where we start from.

These teachings also accept and respect the knowledge
and advancements of appropriate western mental health
and medical methods. These can be used on their own
or harmonized with Indigenous approaches to healing, to
have positive impacts on our mind, body, spirit, and heart.
The building of healthy and trusting relationships between
Indigenous Knowledge Carriers, Elders and advisors,
counsellors and doctors is essential to meeting students
where they are.

Journeying towards the Anishinaabe way of the good life
(mino-bimaadiziwin), the Haudenosaunee way of the good

Mind

Body

Spirit

Heart

Our thoughts,
attitudes, intellect
and perceptions.

Our physical body.

Our sense of meaning,
purpose, hope and
belonging including
connectedness to
something that is life
affirming and larger
than ourselves.

Our emotions and
relationships with our
community, family,
friends, and teachers.

“ Good mental health is an overall wellbeing of spiritual, emotional, physical
and [...] mental. Maybe if something is
out of whack, if you’re not eating right,
if you’re not sleeping right basically,
everything is a part of it [...].” – Student

The importance
of Sweetgrass
Sweetgrass is one of the
four sacred medicines.
When braided, the three
strands signify honesty,
love, and kindness.
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“ For people who don’t have the culture, the university and the college
become a place where they may have their first experience of culture
[…] they begin to have a grounding in who they actually are.
They begin to understand their lives from their identity [...]” – Knowledge Carrier

T HE I MPORTANCE OF I NDIGENOUS K NOWLEDGE
Our Indigenous Elders and Knowledge Carriers stress
the importance of preserving and revitalizing Indigenous
cultures and languages as a foundation for positive and
holistic Indigenous identity development. Connected to
this is the understanding that an individual’s journey is
unique to them, their background and their personal
experiences. For example, some people have a strong
connection to their culture and teachings, while others are
new to exploring their cultural identity. Some people may
choose to follow a ‘traditional path’ while others wish for
a more contemporary approach, or a combination that
is meaningful to them.
Often we live, study and work in environments
dominated by western culture and practices. Developing
a grounding in, or understanding of, Indigenous knowledge
and worldviews can help you develop skills to more
effectively navigate challenging situations you may encounter in the classroom, on campus, and in the community.

We can explore and maintain our Indigenous identity and
culture in different ways. You may want to have personal
access to teachings, language and ceremonies from your
home community or extended family. For those of you
studying in an urban centre, there may be opportunities
to engage with the Indigenous community on campus and
locally. Your Indigenous centre, student government or
student services staff can help you in making these
connections.
You might choose to use technology to access videos
of teachings or an app to learn an Indigenous language.
Alongside this, you may wish to find a respectful, culturally
responsive campus space in which to study, relax and build
healthy relationships with other Indigenous students or
support people.

What can we learn
from the land?
We can learn many wellness
concepts from Indigenous
knowledge of the land.
Imagine a forest of trees
bending and supporting one
another in a storm and then
returning to standing straight
and tall again after the strong
winds have passed. Storms
are a normal part of the
natural world and together
the trees are resilient.

IDEAS FOR INCORPORATING INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE INTO YOUR LIFE:
Mind

Body

Spirit

Heart

• Learn a new word
or phrase in an
Indigenous language

• Attend a
community feast

• Participate in
ceremony

• Learn or practice
traditional dance

• Attend a
drum circle

• Ask an Elder or
Knowledge Carrier
to share a story or
teaching with you

• Learn more about
Indigenous history or
contemporary affairs
affecting Indigenous
peoples

“ We are in the era of the Eighth Fire right
now and that’s meant that we share our
knowledge with the rest of the human
race. We just need to be able to bring out
teachings and that openly” – Knowledge Carrier
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“ When you get students crafting together, or
even just one on one, they will just start talking
and […] there’s no pressure, it’s a conversation
while you’re creating something and keeping
your hands busy” – Student

“ Our self-care, as important as it
is, gets put on the back burner to
everything else that’s going on
in our life” – Student

TAKING C ARE OF YOURSELF
Self-care is about taking time for ourselves in ways that
nurture us. Just like charging our phone or laptop, it is very
important that we regularly recharge ourselves in order to
function well both personally and at school.
The ways we can take care of ourselves are almost
endless and may be different from that of your friends
and family members. For some, self-care might look like
taking a hot, bubbly bath, while for others it might take the
form of a walk on a nearby trail or a break from studying
to watch a favourite show on TV.
Self-care is also about learning and practicing self-compassion – being gentle with ourselves as we do our best to
learn and grow in mind, body, spirit and heart.

IDEAS FOR TAKING CARE OF YOURSELF:

Living healthy

Mind

Body

Spirit

Heart

• Forgive yourself when
you make a mistake

• Aim for 7–8 hours
of sleep on a regular
basis

• Practice selfreflection,
meditation or prayer

• Acknowledge your
feelings and emotions

• Have a nutritious
meal

• Do a random act
of kindness

• Walk to campus

• Smudge

• Take a break from
technology and social
media
• Break tasks down into
small, manageable
pieces

• Talk to a trusted family
member, support
person or Elder about
what’s going on in
your life

Healthy eating, getting
enough sleep and being active
can all have a positive impact
on your mental wellness.
It is all connected.

“ I think that it’s part of really good
self-care to prevent the ‘going over the
edge’ sometimes […] the work, the daily
work that keeps us [and] our coping
mechanisms going” – Student
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“ […] even having somebody from the community come out to
a session to share their story and their struggle [with mental
health challenges] to make it real for people. That’s sometimes
what people need too.” – Student

B UILDING M EANINGFUL R ELATIONSHIPS
As human beings, we want to be part of a community and
to have healthy relationships that support, nurture and heal
us. We may also find meaning by seeking connections with
our surroundings including the natural world.
Although your studies can be very independent, it is
important to spend time with people that you share
a connection with or feel supported by so you don’t
become isolated. These meaningful relationships
enrich the lives and experiences of everyone involved
and help you to make sense of the world.

or a special interest club on campus. These relationships
can offer mutually beneficial layers of support and
expose you to a wealth of rich, new experiences.
On campus, the first point of contact for many
Indigenous students can be the Indigenous student centre.
This is a great place to investigate opportunities for
meaningful relationships on campus and in the
local community. If you’re not sure if your school has an
Indigenous centre, ask at the information desk, admissions
office, student government or Indigenous club office.

In our fast paced and increasingly digital world, we need to
prioritize time to make connections with others. You may
find comfort in being a part of one or many communities
– your Indigenous community, your hometown, your
athletic team, a local agency where you volunteer,

Becoming part
of a community
The four aspects of self –
mind, body, spirit, and heart
are connected to our sense
of purpose, hope, belonging
and meaning. We can find
purpose in our educational
goals, volunteer and job roles
or cultural practices; hope in
our personal identity and
vision for the future;
belonging in our relationships
with family, friends and peers;
and meaning in our connection to our ancestors and
community. (First Nations
Mental Wellness Continuum
Framework, Health Canada
and Assembly of First
Nations, 2015)

IDEAS FOR BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS:
Mind

Body

Spirit

Heart

• Join a club to meet
new people with
shared interests

• Cook and share a
meal with someone

• Attend a
community gathering

• Call a friend or family
member from home

• Offer to walk a
friend’s dog or
volunteer as a
pet sitter

• Express gratitude
each day

• Communicate
your feelings with
someone you trust

• Volunteer for your
school or community

“ Whereas if I meet somebody, I’m
excited to see them again or work with
them again, or even hearing their voice,
it’s more, again like a [personal]
connection.” – Student
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“ […] when I think of mental wellness I think there is no such thing as perfect but
there is being able to operate in balance. All of our emotions are good, given by
Creator, and to recognize when that becomes out of balance […] and to know
what throws that healthy balance off […]”– Knowledge Carrier

WORKING T HROUGH C HALLENGING T IMES
The ability to cope and adapt in healthy ways in response
to the challenges and stresses that occur in life is referred
to as resilience. Whether it is school, family, finances,
health, relationships or anything else, these challenges are
a normal part of life for everyone and learning to use your
internal and external resources to skillfully work through
them is essential to maintaining wellness in mind, body,
spirit and heart.
Resilience is an essential part of Indigenous cultures and
ways of knowing, and we can learn a great deal from
cultural teachings about managing challenges and difficult
times. Western supports and resources also have much
to offer, given that working through setbacks and unforeseen difficulties is something that all students experience.
Developing and strengthening the attitudes and skills of
resilience, and learning new ways of thinking, behaving
and perceiving the world takes time and practice.

Many factors contribute to your ability to work through
challenges, including: the willingness to ask for help,
realistic thinking, a positive concept of one’s self, being able
to manage the waves of strong feelings, and adapting to
the things we cannot change. This may cause some
discomfort, but this is often necessary for us to make
progress in areas that are important to us. Being patient
and kind to ourselves when we experience setbacks,
losses and challenges is not always easy. But it is important
to remember that you have the power to choose
how you will respond to the obstacles you may face.
To learn more about the supports available to help
you, ask someone at your Indigenous centre or student
services office.

IDEAS FOR WORKING THROUGH CHALLENGING TIMES :
Mind

Body

Spirit

Heart

• Learn or practice a
cultural teaching that
relates to the situation
you are facing

• Get regular exercise
to help your brain
and body cope with
stressful situations

• Practice loving
kindness toward
yourself and others

• Rather than wishing you
could be more outgoing,
choose to take small
steps toward that goal

• Practice challenging
your negative
thoughts

• Challenge yourself in
new ways – train for
a run-walk-roll or
register for a yogathon

• Consider your
spiritual beliefs and
how they align with
your goals

Reaching out for help
Life regularly presents us
with challenges and there are
many effective and healthy
ways to deal with them.
During these times, it is
easy to turn to alcohol or
recreational drugs in an
attempt to find relief.
However, when these
choices become routine, it
can have negative effects on
your personal wellness and
academic success, and has the
potential to increase harm to
yourself and others. If you are
concerned about yourself or a
friend, you may find it helpful
to use a resource such as
www.checkyourdrinking.net
or you can reach out to a
trusted support person on
or off campus.

• Devote regular time and
effort to building caring
friendships

“ I guess good mental health to me is a
matter of efficacy and resilience […]
you have the resilience when things
aren’t going the way you want, and
you can sort of react or accommodate
I think.” – Student
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“ I think often times I like to relate to upper year students or even graduate students
that are kind of on the course of where I’m aiming myself or aligning myself […]
I think sometimes it’s less intimidating to approach someone who is only a few
years older than you as opposed to going to a counsellor.” – Student

F INDING THE S UPPORTS Y OU N EED
You are not alone on your journey. On campus, there
are many people and services available to support you.
Whether you are seeking academic and learning
assistance, personal guidance, or health and wellness
services, asking for help when you need it is a strategy
that contributes to personal and academic success.

Your peers can also be an important source of support.
This could be your friends, classmates or other Indigenous
students. Your school may have a structured peer to peer
support program where you can talk with a trained senior
student about what’s going on in your life. They have
‘been there’ and can offer insight, support and mentorship.

Many of these supports are available for all students and
some are offered specifically for First Nations, Métis and
Inuit students. The latter usually incorporate Indigenous
knowledge and worldviews, however, some supports
provide a combination of both Indigenous and mainstream
approaches. By visiting with Indigenous services, you can
be connected to culturally responsive advisors, staff,
counsellors, Elders and Knowledge Carriers who offer
guidance and information. Other campus supports include
counselling and health services, learning services, program
counsellors, accessibility services, residence life and your
professors.

Family and community can also be valuable sources of
support. Some students are able to go home often and
find that is helpful for them, whereas others may be
further from home so they access local community
supports while they’re at school.

You’re not alone
What if you’re having a hard
time but don’t know what
you need? From time to time,
this happens to all of us. It is
always good to reach out to a
support person just to talk,
even if you’re not really sure
what you’re looking for.
Talking to someone can help
to sort things out and identify
resources and supports.

Sometimes we need support but aren’t sure who to reach
out to or don’t want to be a bother. Remember that it is
always best to ask for help when you need it. There are
many people and services on campus to support you as
you navigate your learning journey.

IDEAS FOR FINDING THE SUPPORTS YOU NEED :
Mind

Body

Spirit

Heart

• Meet with a program
counsellor to discuss
your academic plan

• Book a fitness, nutrition
or stress management
consultation

• Connect with your
Indigenous Centre

• Visit available heath,
wellness or counselling
services

• Talk about an
assignment or course
with a Teaching
Assistant or Professor

• Go for a hike or roll
on a nature trail

• Talk with someone
you trust to feel a
sense of connection,
hope, meaning or
purpose

• Take time to do
something you
care about

“ For some things, anonymous counselling support is
good. In that way, I mean, stuff that I’m not ready
to talk to family or friends about or I’m still trying
to figure some things out myself […] but when it
comes to just daily stressors or something like that
I love my friends and family […]” – Student
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“ Even a small thing like childcare can be a challenge because a lot of our students
are moms or dads and even single dads that have to worry about childcare, so that
sometimes inhibits their participation in class – funding, not having enough money
definitely affects them.” – Student

R ESOURCES FOR Y OUR E DUCATIONAL J OURNEY
There are a number of pressures that impact your ability
to be successful as a student. From finances and finding a
good place to study, to health care, housing and childcare,
there are several campus and community resources
available to assist you. To learn more about how to
access these resources, reach out to your trusted
support people.
Most campuses have an Indigenous student success
coordinator or advisor and a student centre specifically for
First Nations, Métis and Inuit students. These centres can
provide a culturally supportive environment as well as
information about scholarships bursaries, health and
wellness resources and referrals, learning support and
tutoring, access to peer supports and mentors, a space
to study and to explore culture.

Need access to resources not available on your campus?
Be sure to explore if they exist within the local community.
Alternatively, the Indigenous student centre support
staff may be able to connect you or advocate for additional
resources on campus.
Staff at the Indigenous centre can support you in connecting with your school’s career centre to learn more about
job postings, placement opportunities or co-op programs.
These centres also offer workshops on resume writing
and interview skills. They can help you to determine your
strengths, the skill areas that you might want to work on,
and strategies to achieve your goals depending upon the
career path you’re hoping to pursue.

Financial assistance
Financial assistance for
Indigenous students is often
available directly from the
school as well as through
outside agencies. This can be
in the form of bursaries,
scholarships, awards, OSAP
and part-time jobs. For more
information, contact your
student success coordinator,
student advisor or your
financial services office.

IDEAS OF RESOURCES FOR YOUR JOURNEY:
Mind

Body

Spirit

Heart

• Go to your library
or learning centre for
support with studying,
exam writing or time
management

• Visit your local or
campus food bank

• Harvest sacred
medicines alongside
an Elder or
Knowledge Carrier

• Take a suicide awareness
workshop such as SafeTalk
and become a resource for
yourself and others

• Look for a faith
organization that
would be a good
fit for you

• Hug a family member
or a friend

• Attend a career
workshop

• Explore workout
options including
intramurals, fitness
classes, swimming
or a walking track

“ I think the [Indigenous student centre] is
probably the biggest, most important part
on campus, at least for me, in order to find
the resources that I need when I’m not feeling
my greatest […]” – Student
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“ […] this Safe Talk, that’s always available in our community […],
it’s out there for - it’s free for community members to take and
those classes aren’t always filling up […] start getting those tools,
you never know when you might need it.” – Student

L EARNING F ROM O NE A NOTHER
As a student, your academics are central to your current
experience, but this is also a time of self-discovery.
Personal growth and a commitment to holistic wellness
are key aspects of our life-long learning journey, so it is
important to remember to make time to learn and
grow outside of the classroom too.
As places of higher learning, post secondary institutions
hope to provide supportive environments for all students
to flourish in their academic pursuits. However, due to a
number of factors, the experiences of Indigenous post
secondary learners in Canada are still poorly understood
and a history of colonization has caused the prioritization
of western knowledge over Indigenous ways of knowing.
In some cases, discrimination and racism can still be
encountered in society, on campuses and in the
classroom. Thankfully, a number of important

movements including the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission’s Calls to Action, are helping to bring
about change and address these issues.
There is a great deal that we can, and need to, share with
each other about who we are, where we come from, and
our ways of seeing the world. As we learn more about
one another, we grow as individuals and strengthen our
communities. If you encounter a challenging situation on
campus, connect with the Indigenous support staff to talk
about the experience and come up with strategies that
address and support your needs.

Respecting
one another
Cultural safety is about mutual
respect, learning together and
sharing knowledge. Services
that are culturally safe provide
an environment where
people are respected for who
they are and what they need,
including emotional, mental,
physical and spiritual aspects
of self without judgement
or discrimination.

IDEAS FOR LEARNING FROM ONE ANOTHER :
Mind

Body

Spirit

Heart

• Listen to a podcast
on decolonizing or
reconciliation

• Explore foods from
different cultures

• Challenge yourself to
a new daily practice

• Share or learn a
cultural story

• Join a friend in learning
a new skill or exercise

• Talk with a friend from
a different faith or
spiritual group

• Debrief experiences of
micro-aggressions with a
trusted advisor, family
member or friend

• Take time to learn
on the land

“[...] The service providers can be well-informed,
that would be very, very helpful. […] So I think
more education would be very, very helpful and
I’m hoping after everything is said and done that
could be part of the process – to educate people.”
– Support staff
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Thank you to all of the Individuals who took part in the sharing circles,
interviews and the survey. Your insights served as the foundation for
the content of this handbook.
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