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Indigenous Mental 
Wellness & Addictions 

Virtual Training Conference
 

Dr. Laurence Kirmayer (LTOA Principal Investigator), Michelle Kehoe (LTOA

National Program Coordinator) and Katelynn Luymes (LTOA partner from the

Confederacy of Mainland Mi'kmaq of Nova Scotia) presented at the

Indigenous Mental Wellness & Addictions Virtual Training Conference.

The conference was hosted by the Atlantic Policy Congress of First Nations

Chiefs Secretariat, spanned over three days, and featured speakers from

across Canada who shared teachings and presentations on the theme,

Strengthening Healing Through Ceremony.

Dr. Kirmayer spoke about mental health and wellness, and then bridged his

conversation into programs, like LTOA, that look to build and enhance mental

wellness outcomes. Katelynn spoke about how she, along with fellow

colleagues at CMMNS, have been adapting mental health programming during

the time of COVID-19. Katelynn’s presentation featured exciting new online

activities like their mental wellness bingo. Finally, Michelle introduced the

LTOA Program, highlighting how the program connects to the theme of

“Strengthening Healing Through Ceremony.”

After the Indigenous Mental Wellness & Addictions Virtual Training

Conference , two youth and family service agencies, one from Nova Scotia and

the other from New Brunswick, reached out to inquire more about the LTOA

Program. The organizations’ requested to learn more about the history of the

program, how it is implemented, and what training opportunities exist. After

the initial conversations with each organization, the team has scheduled an

online training with each organization. Once training has been completed, we

will hopefully have trained at least 25 more people in the delivery of the LTOA

Program! We are very excited to offer this program training and learn more

about how each organization may integrate LTOA into their current

programming. 



I have been a Research Assistant with the LTOA

program since Summer 2020. I have had the

chance to meet some of you during

implementation meetings as well as through the

production of the Listening to One Another

podcast series.

In addition to my work on the LTOA project, I

am also a PhD student in Mental Health at

McGill University. My PhD looks at cultural

adaptation in Indigenous mental health

promotion programs. Cultural adaptation

bridges knowledge systems between Indigenous

and Western worldviews. Many mental health

and wellbeing projects like LTOA have

successfully culturally adapted their programs

to the diversity of community partners.

Little research has been done to clarify the processes that occur during

cultural adaptation. In my work with several community-based projects

around the world, I noticed that there are a variety of approaches taken by

non-Indigenous practitioners towards cultural adaptation. My project will

work with programs, including LTOA, to learn more about cultural adaptation

approaches. I aim to research outcomes, methods, facilitators and barriers to

cultural adaptation.

Findings from my study will provide further insight into cultural adaptation

processes and help prepare and facilitate future cultural adaptations with new

community partners.

I will reach out to interested participants to talk about their experiences of

culturally adapting LTOA manuals and to discuss what support LTOA could

offer in the future to facilitate the adaptation process. Hope to chat with you

soon!

Cultural Adaptation of Indigenous
Mental Health Promotion Programs:

An insight into Caroline's research

Caroline Bec, Research Assistant
LTOA Program 



As COVID-19 has drastically changed how we conduct our day-to-day lives, the physical
distancing regulations have also prevented LTOA in-person programming. To adapt to these
times, the LTOA team started expanding the Tree of Life Activity, a core component of the
LTOA program that reinforces the teachings of each session, into its own toolkit to be
delivered directly to the homes of youth participants or families. The goal of the toolkit is to
help connect youth participants to their culture and values, build life-skills, and strengthen
coping mechanisms.

A major component in the development of this toolkit is to receive feedback from community
partners. To facilitate this process, I have been conducting research with community
partners, over Zoom, to discuss refining the toolkit, how the toolkit could be culturally
adapted to each community, and how communities envision the implementation of this
toolkit. Findings from this study will improve the content of the materials and provide
further insight into the facilitators and barriers of culturally adapting the LTOA program
activities to the local context of each participating Indigenous community.

I am still looking for participants! If you have experience
with the LTOA program or have experience implementing
Indigenous mental health programming and would like to
get involved in the study, please contact me at
tristan.supino@mail.mcgill.ca. This study involves a 1-hour
research discussion about the toolkit. A gift certificate ($20
value) will either be emailed or mailed to each person who
takes part in the interview.

To continue to refine and develop this toolkit, I look
forward to speaking with additional LTOA partners, and
others involved in implementing Indigenous mental health
programming.

Research Updates from Tristan

Ongoing Study Recruitment

Tristan Supino, Research Assistant
LTOA Program

mailto:tristan.supino@mail.mcgill.ca
mailto:tristan.supino@mail.mcgill.ca


LAND-BASED TOOLKIT

LTOA Partners are turning to the land to ensure youth and families have
the opportunity to engage with one another during times of physical
distancing and to carry on programs like LTOA. Along with the Tree of the
Life Toolkit, the LTOA Team is also in the midst of developing a Land-Based
Toolkit. The newly created skill-based activities that help to build, for
example, communication, will be paired with a land-based activity that
community partners, Elders, and Knowledge Holders add in during the
cultural adaptation process. 

The creation of the LTOA Land-Based Toolkit began by reviewing literature
and best practices of land-based programming led and developed by
Indigenous communities, like the Chisasibi land-based healing program.
Based on the positive outcomes of these programs,  as a team we identified
themes which include: Confidence, Growing Strong, Connectedness,
Respect & Stewardship, Patience, Kindness & Love, Communication, and
Relationships. From these themes, skill-based activities were created to
help youth develop skills around each of these themes.

To help further develop the skill-based activities within the toolkit, the
LTOA Team has partnered with a group of students at Queen’s University in
Kingston, Ontario. The Queen’s University students are enrolled in a
Community-Based Programming & Evaluation course. The course is
designed to advance students' understanding of health promotion program
planning, implementation, and evaluation. This course uses a combination
of seminar discussions and community-based activities to prepare students
to build core competencies required in health promotion and public health
practice. A major focus of the course is a service-learning project
completed in collaboration with community partners… which is where
LTOA comes in!

The three students, Hailley, Ally, and Tami have been helping to develop
the Land-Based Toolkit with LTOA National Program Coordinator, Michelle
and LTOA Program Partners. Let’s hear more about the students and what
this experience has been like for each of them!

Coming soon!

An LTOA Community Resource

https://www.chisasibi-healing.ca/


I am graduating from Queen’s University with a degree in
health studies and a minor in psychology in April. For the
past few months, I have had the opportunity to work with
LTOA, developing a toolkit for Indigenous youth. The
themes that I have been most involved with are "patience"
and "communication". This has been a great opportunity to
give back to a community, and work with a team of
knowledgeable people who all have the same goal. It's been
a meaningful experience as it has given me the opportunity
to apply skills that I have learned over my three years of
volunteering in children’s programs and working on an
advisory board with the Barrie Public Library. 

I will be graduating from Queen’s University with a degree in
Health Studies this April. As part of an internship with one of
my health courses, I had the opportunity to work with the
wonderful LTOA team. Together, we have been working to
develop culturally adaptable materials to promote mental
health and wellness with Indigenous youth and their
families. I have been focused on developing activities around
"confidence" and "kindness and love". This opportunity has
been incredibly meaningful to me as I have been able to
apply the knowledge I've gained not only from my program at
Queen's University, but from prior program development
opportunities that I have had. 

I am a fourth year Health Studies student at Queen’s
University in Kingston. Throughout my undergraduate, I
have focused on advocating against systemic racism and
policies. With LTOA, we have been working to create a new
toolkit focused on land-based activities that are paired with
skill-based activities. I have focused on developing activities
for the themes of “relationships” and “connectedness”. This
experience has been more amazing than I could have
imagined, and I am so grateful to work with such an awesome
team. I am amazed with the LTOA Program as a whole...
Thank you for allowing me to be a part of it! 

Hailley Dias

Ally Chatzifilalithis

Tami Schoijett

We look forward to the continued development of the Land-Based Toolkit. Thank you to
Hailley, Ally & Tami for their time, for sharing their passion and experiences, and for bringing

so much heart to this project! We can't wait to share this new resource with you all!



In November 2020, the LTOA team had a Zoom call with Mary-Louise Bernard, a Mi’kmaq

Elder from Wagmatcook First Nation of Unamak’i. Mary-Louise has worked for Cape Breton

Highlands National Park as a park interpreter for the past four years and has created a

program with the park that highlights the strength and beauty of Mi’kmaq culture. Parts of

this conversation were  included in Episode 1 of the LTOA Podcast Series that explored the

notion of cultural adaptation with community partners in Nova Scotia.

Through her work with Cape Breton Highlands National Park, Mary-Louise proudly

contributes to the preservation, advancement, and education of Mi'kmaq culture. She

introduces visitors to Mi'kmaq games, stories, and ceremonies. 

A highlight of the program is when Mary-Louise invites the group to read a story from a

book she authored titled: Sismoqnapui Skwe'j, the Sweetwater Maiden: The Legend of Maple

Syrup, aloud wither Mary Louise recalls memories of when her own mother used to narrate

the Sweetwater Maiden stories to her as she fell asleep at night. To preserve these stories,

Mary-Louise authored Sismoqnapui Skwe'j, the Sweetwater Maiden: The Legend of Maple

Syrup for future generations. Her own daughter, Ashley Dawn Bernard, created the lively

and colourful book illustrations found in the book. Originally published 2013, her book is in

four different languages (Mi'kmaq, English, French, and Gaelic) together on the page. The

story now echoes through the Cape Breton Highlands National Park in all four languages

with Mary-Louise reading the Mi'kmaq passages, inviting visitors to successively read aloud

the same passage in their mother tongue.  

Mary-Louise attributes her pride and appreciate for Mi'kmaq culture and spirituality to her

mother's teachings. Early on in her life, her mother taught her about dream sticks and how

to utilize them for protection within dreams. She shares these teachings with youth in her

community, guiding them towards a deeper connection to culture, to nature, and to their

intuition. In addition to strengthening youth’s connection to Mi’kmaq culture, Mary-Louise

hopes to empower all women through ceremonies such as one that introduces women to the

connections between themselves, the waters of the Earth, and Grandmother Moon.

 

MARY-LOUISE BERNARD

 Click here to

watch a video of 

 Mary-Louise

reading an

excerpt from the

book and singing

the Sweetwater

Maiden song!

IN CONVERSATION WITH

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jxzUtamlGMQ


Mary-Louise cherishes this

opportunity to share her culture in her

language with the park’s guests. When

Mary Louise begins to work with the

LTOA Program, she will explain to

participants the importance of

preserving the beautiful language that

originated from the land of Unamak’i.

During the conversation with the

LTOA Team, Mary-Louise happily took

the time to teach the team members

how to ask: “How are you?” and to

respond: “I am fine” in Mi’kmaq.

About ten years ago, Mary-Louise

attended the Indigenous Knowledge

Keepers Gathering in Manitoba. There,

she listened to Chief Arvol Looking

Horse speak about the value of

connecting to culture through

ceremony and nature. 

 

Mary-Louise continues to work with

Cape Breton Highlands National Park

to develop and strengthen her

program to introduce visitors to

Mi’kmaq culture. She is also working

on a second book and intends to write

many more. The writing, reading, and

promotion of her books allows her to

pass Mi’kmaq culture down to

generations to come and to connect

people back to the land. The LTOA

Team looks forward to learning more

from  Mary-Louise and to reading her

books in the future!

The gathering inspired Mary-Louise in

many ways, Not only was she inspired to 

 share the story of Sweetwater Maiden

with the help of her daughter, Mary-

Louise began creating a program with

Cape Breton Highlands National Park that

would incorporate Mi’kmaq culture and

history into the landscape of Cape Breton.

Most importantly, the gathering inspired

Mary-Louise to give ceremonies and

connect with the land. 

If you would like to purchase a copy of 

 Mary-Louise's book, please contact her  at

marylb40@hotmail.com

Check out the

LTOA  podcast

series featuring

Mary-Louise.

Click here to

listen now! 

Nicole, Tristan, and Caroline listen attentively
to Mary-Louise reading stories from her book.

mailto:marylb40@hotmail.com
https://www.mcgill.ca/mhp/podcast


Each activity is clearly described and includes a step-by-step guide, materials needed,

and tips & tricks to facilitate its delivery and organization. The common thread between

activities is that each one utilizes smartphones in a new way to foster connection and

promote wellbeing. These activities can be done individually, but we recommend them

being done with your friends, family, and community at large.

 

We have been working hard on this toolkit in collaboration with the McGill Institute for

Human Development and Well-being (IHDW) and the Participatory Cultures Lab (PCL) since

last May. Recognizing the need for rapid adaptation of community programming in

response to physical distancing measures, our teams came together to brainstorm ideas on

how to mobilize technologies to facilitate these efforts. In recent years, smartphones have

evolved into an elaborate tool for documenting our lives, sharing stories, and keeping us

connected over large distances. We hope that this toolkit will elucidate new ideas on how

to use smartphones for community programming and staying connected with loved ones.  

 

Many people contributed to this toolkit, bringing in a variety of perspectives and talents.

We would like to thank the group of summer interns and research assistants from the IHDW

for their creativity and brainstorming, essential to the conceptualization of this project:

Darshan Daryanani, Nesa Bandarchian Rashti, Sahar Fazeli, Joy Hannam, Colette Anton,

Mary-Lynne Loftus, and Sonia Bucan. From the LTOA Team, Michaela Field, Nicole D'souza,

Tristan Supino, and Leah Birch have worked tirelessly to research, develop, draft, and edit

the toolkit. A special thanks to Michaela without whom this toolkit would not be what it is

today.

We are excited to announce the launch of the Cellphones,

Connections, and Community: Harnessing Technologies to

Foster Community, Communication, and Connection

toolkit!

 

This toolkit is filled with activities that promote connection

and wellbeing in communities by mobilizing technologies

such as the cellphone. Within the toolkit, you’ll find a wide

range of activities from arts-, food- and movement-based

activities to photo, film, and storytelling. There is most

definitely something for everyone in this toolkit. 

Cellphones, Connections & Community 

A toolkit designed for community-led organizations

Check out

the toolkit

here!

https://mcgill.ca/x/oPG


I would like to begin with thanking you all for the
past three years of learning and growing as a
member of the LTOA Team. I have recently begun a
master’s degree at McGill University and will be
stepping back from my role as a research assistant
on the project. It’s hard to find enough words to
express the gratitude that I have for being part of
this program, and how this opportunity to work
alongside such wonderful, talented, compassionate,
and intelligent people has changed me profoundly. I
am especially grateful for the experiences, lessons,
and close connections that I have been fortunate
enough to develop during my time with the team.

In looking back over my time as a member of this program, I remember the “in-
between moments” the most. I remember those afternoon walks from our office
in Montreal to get coffee with Tristan and Mia, and how we enjoyed the feeling
of summertime sunshine on our faces. I remember Nicole being the most
grateful for these little walks, as she finally got a few minutes of peace to herself
without her ducklings chattering about around her. I remember the drive to and
from The Pas, MB with Michelle, in the middle of winter, and how that trip
bonded us not only from the sketchy drive through a blizzard, but also for our
love of food and cooking. I remember every lunch break during our annual TESE
partner meetings and how we would talk about anything and everything from
hockey, to our families and to Tristan’s colorblindness... which was always a
favourite topic of discussion. I remember the packed car ride to Kanehsatà:ke
after my first TESE meeting in 2018, with Celina, Michelle, Stefanie, and Tristan,
and the evening spent having dinner by the water, sharing stories, and laughing
uncontrollably.

 

Dear LTOA Community, 



This program is incredibly special and
unique. It allows for people from
different walks of life to come together
and discuss things in an open,
authentic, and vulnerable way,
something that the world needs more
of. I am grateful to have been accepted
in this space, and to have been able to
contribute back to it as much as I
received. I want to thank every person
for privileging me with your stories
and experiences. I am truly sorry that
in this pandemic we didn’t have the
opportunity to see each other as often,
but I hope you know that each and
every one of you have touched my
heart and I carry you with me always.

Thank you again to everyone who has
been involved in this program. You
have all inspired me and shaped me in
ways that I never expected, and I am
eternally grateful for it. I am always
just a phone call or email away, and I
know that our paths will continue to
cross in the future.

Love always, 
Michaela



Resources, Events & More!

Uquutaq Society is hiring a
Program Director! Email

executivedirector@uquutaq.org
for more info, and check out

their Facebook page here.

The Ontario Indigenous Youth
Partnership Project (OIYPP) Applications

are open! OIYPP is a platform for
Indigenous youth to explore and

implement their ideas. In addition to
grants, youth have opportunities to
receive or take on mentorship roles,

participate in skills training, and expand
their networks by connecting with other
youth, partners, and supporters. Funding

applications close March 31, 2021. Find
more information here.

The Indigenous Physical Activity
& Wellness Conference is the
nation's largest conference on

physical activity and wellness for
First Nations, Métis and Inuit
people, and is created for all of

those with an interest in sports,
recreation, fitness, and

traditional activity. Get more
information and register here.

The Techa Oaye Conference, held
March 31, 2021 & April 1, 2021, 

 is youth-led, and directed towards
Indigenous youth ages 13-21. The

conference will discuss sports,
culture, language and education to

create change and promote a
healthy lifestyle among nations... 
 and overall the beauty of being an
Indigenous young person. You can

register here!

Our friends at Splatsin Tsm7aksaltn
Society are featured on the APTN

show, Quest Out West. The episode,
“Splatsin Generations”, showcases the

work of the Splatsin Tsm7aksaltn
Society, and in particular, their

dedication to the Splatsin language
and culture. View the episode here.

Simply type in the password,
wildfood2019$$, and enjoy!

 

The "Community-Based Mental
Health Interventions" course

will be offered online from April
6-9, 2021 (9am-1pm EST). The

course brings together
international expert scholars on

community mental health
program implementation and
research. You can find more

information and register for the
course here!

 

https://www.facebook.com/uquutaqsociety/?ref=page_internal
http://www.oiypp.ca/
https://www.eventbrite.ca/e/virtual-national-indigenous-physical-activity-wellness-conference-ipacc-registration-136324453109?aff=erelexpmlt
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=DQSIkWdsW0yxEjajBLZtrQAAAAAAAAAAAAMAADgM7YBUNlVKMTVSSTY4WjJRNTNNVkhFTUREUTE3WC4u
https://vimeo.com/user65179779/review/395855377/2b7cd29a71?sort=lastUserActionEventDate&direction=desc&fbclid=IwAR15K3NvAEX6iHekEog6wFBj9UeREYBVLs32ZrpiK2vXGeyLYjI5ycINKCs
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSf9700Tuo5eGeHSixKQjqV3OcMujvmqXulx6djr1HRGfWKZag/viewform?gxids=7628


Upcoming Events 
& Resources

Coming Soon! 
Caroline from the LTOA Team is developing two

more podcast episodes as a part of the LTOA
Podcast Series. We are excited to share these with

you... Make sure to stay tuned!

LTOA Family Program Training
The LTOA team has training planned with two
Child & Family Organizations in the east coast.

We look forward to updating you on these
trainings in our next newsletter. 

 

Spring Partner Meeting
We look forward to connecting with LTOA

Partners at our Spring Partner Meeting in April.
These meetings are an opportunity to strengthen
our community of practice & share experiences!

LTOA Podcast #1
If you haven't had the chance to listen to our first
podcast on cultural adaptation, click here to listen

now.

From the LTOA Team

https://www.mcgill.ca/mhp/podcast


STAY IN TOUCH

...and take care of yourselves!

FACEBOOK INSTAGRAM TWITTER WEBSITE

https://m.facebook.com/ToGrowStrong/
https://www.instagram.com/ltoaprogram/
https://www.mcgill.ca/mhp/
https://twitter.com/ToGrowStrong

