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For Colonialism to Succeed

• Take territory – land
• Take natural resources – energy/food 
• Take sovereignty – disrupt leadership 

and governance
• Take away the legitimacy of 

thought – worldview, 
language, spirituality,
healing

• Take the children



Historical Background

• Tribal governments disrupted
• Traditional land and 

economies taken away 
• Generations of children 

forced into residential schools
• Children taken from families, 

placed for foster care and 
adoption outside their cultures



Residential Schools

Church and Government



Messages of Colonialism

• Indigenous people can’t be trusted to 
know or do what’s best for them

• Indigenous people are not significant 
enough to count

• Services can only be done by 
Indigenous people if provided as 
prescribed by the colonial power

• Colonial power policies are the “right” 
way and can’t be modified even when 
they do harm

• Indigenous governments are “not ready”



Manifestations of Colonialism

• Limits on tribal jurisdiction
• Inequity of funding
• Superiority of thought
• Removal of children
• White privilege/resentment
• Paternalistic policy making 
• Disparities (structural risk factors)

Check in



Post-Colonial Historic Trauma

• Intergenerational trauma
• Lateral oppression and violence  
• Internalized racism—self-blame
• Shame, guilt, fear
• Identity politics  
• Dismembered social norms
• Adverse childhood experiences
• Blaming the victim



Post-Colonial Reality

• Disparities – racial inequity in 
economic security, health, education, 
social conditions

• Disproportionate representation in 
systems (over and under)

• Poor outcomes for AI/AN children in 
state/federal services

• Barriers to self-determination –
funding

• Complex, chronic trauma, reinforced 
by ill-suited systems! 



AI/AN Treatment: Disparities

50
Investigated25

Substantiated8 Placed

200 
Reported

White/Caucasian
Children

200 
Reported

100
Investigated

50
Substantiated32 Placed

American Indian/Alaska Native 
Children

Hill & CSSP, 2007



AI/AN Treatment: Disproportionality

Nationwide AI/AN children are
overrepresented in foster care 
at a rate 2.1 times greater than 
their rate in the general 
population

– AI/AN children are just under 
1.0% of all children in the United 
States 

– BUT are 2.0% of all children 
placed outside their homes by 
state child welfare system

Summers, Woods, & 
Donovan (2016)

Check in



Overrepresentation in Child Welfare

Overrepresentation 
of Indigenous 
children in care is 
related to poverty, 
poor housing, poor 
education, untreated 
mental health 
issues, and 
caregiver substance 
misuse.



Set Up for Failure?

Are these problems that 
families can solve by 

themselves?

Discussion



Basic Principles of State Child 
Protection

Assumes the 
family has 
the tools to 
ensure 
safety and 
well-being

Safety and 
well-being 
paramount

Family

Child
State steps in 

when family fails 
to ensure safety 
and well-being

Blackstock & Trocme, 2004



Linear Protection/Rescue Model
System steps in 

when family 
fails to ensure 

safety and well-
being

Child

Family

Blackstock & Trocme, 2004

Expects the 
family to 
engage the 
system

Removes 
the child 
and 
assumes 
the system 
is the better 
parent

Must Engage

Must Leave



Child Welfare Services

• Families received very few poverty 
reduction services

• Families receive few housing-
related services

• Families receive few mental health 
services

• Families receive few substance 
abuse treatment services



Impact of Historical Trauma

Historic 
Trauma

Personal 
Family 
Trauma

Removals

Complex
Trauma 

Mental 
Health 
Issues

Boarding School/ 
Placements

Lack of 
Parenting 
Skills

Loss, 
Victimization

Depression, Anxiety, 
Substance Abuse

Collective Trauma

Victims of 
Abuse, Loss, 
Trauma

Damage 
Attachments Institutionalized 

Child Abuse and 
Neglect

Check in



Decolonization

“Colonization dismembered our 
culture, our people, and our families. 
Our job is Re-membering.” 

- Theda Newbreast
Blackfeet



Touchstones of Hope

• Self-determination
• Culture and language
• Holistic approach
• Structural interventions
• Non-discrimination



Touchstones (RWV)  Model

System 
engages 
the family 

Child

Family

Assumes the 
family (with 
support) is the 
better parent

Tribe steps in 
when family 

fails to ensure 
safety and well-

being



Self-Determination

• Development of community visions 
of child safety

• Embracing what hurts – taking 
ownership

• Linking economic development 
jobs, lands to child safety

• Reconciliation in child welfare 
program for leaders



Culture and Language

• Clarity of what community child-
caring knowledge is 

• Acknowledging mainstream child 
welfare is culturally loaded 

• Caution around adapting 
mainstream programs—center 
community knowledge and values



Holistic Approach

• Do community planning with child 
well-being playing a central role 

• Engage children/youth in 
community visioning exercises

• Be cautious about the risk of doing 
community development based on 
what government will fund versus 
on community need

• Engage the non-profit sector



Structural Interventions

• Ensuring Indigenous children 
have equal access to resources

• Child welfare addressing poverty, 
substance abuse, mental health, 
and housing

• Engaging parents with solutions to 
structural problems (TANF)



Non-discrimination

• Ensuring Indigenous children 
have equal access to resources

• Ensuring Indigenous knowledge is 
on equal footing with non-
Aboriginal knowledge in child 
welfare

• Promoting respectful relationship 
building across cultures

Check in



Deep Dialog and 
Courageous Conversations

Truth Telling
•Step One

Acknowledging 
•Step Two

Restoring
•Step  Three

Relating
•Step Four

Getting 
Messy

Not Taking it 
Personally

Seeking to 
First to 

Understand

Protection 
of your 

Adversary

Exercise



Courageous Conversations

• Who is responsible for the 
safety of children?

• Who is responsible for child 
“protection?”

Discuss the difference. 



Courageous Conversations

• What does it mean for children 
to be safe child in your 
community?

Discuss what it takes for child 
welfare to heal families. 



Courageous Conversations

• What practices should not 
be acceptable in child 
welfare? 

Discuss how child welfare 
can interrupt the cycle of 
trauma



Culture Matters

Wrapping up



Culture Matters

No Face 
and her 
black 
and 
white 
necklace



Grandmas Matter



Love Matters



Decolonization and Healing

• Colonization happened to us
• Profound, complex, inter-

generational, continuing trauma
• There is nothing wrong with us 
• We are vital human beings to 

whom terrible things happened
• Trauma can be healed 
• We know how heal



Next Steps

• Going beyond interpersonal dialog
• Assuming responsibility to build 

bridges within networks
• Developing tools to further the 

reconciliation agenda
• Creating a space to work together
• Committing to Touchstones 
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