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Kunuwanimano Means “Keeping Our Own”
Practicing from a Perspective of Strength

Abstract

Kunuwanimano is a First Nations child and family service agency located in Timmins,
Ontario. Incorporated in 1989, the agency provides prevention and family support
services for 11 First Nations communities. Kunuwanimano’s operation from a
foundation of recognizing, claiming, honoring and promoting the strength and dignity of
First Nations people and culture, will be the primary focus of this article.

Introduction

KunuwanimandChild and Family Servicess reclaimingthe strength dignity andproud
heritageof the First Nations peopleand culture subjectedto decadesf systematic
denigrationthroughassimilationisteducationand child welfare policies and practiceé.
KunuwanimanomeansOKeepingdur OwnOthrough building community strengthby
respectingpracticingandteachingtraditionalways passedn by the Elders. Thisis a
perspectiveof empowermentwhere building strong communities begins with
strengtheninghe family unit and focusingon the future generation. Critical to this
endeavors recognizingand honoringthe strengthsinherentin First Nationsculture,
communities families andindividuals. The vision of creatinga culturally appropriate
approachor the delivery of child welfareandpreventionservicess the agencyQsrimary
goal. While theagencyemploysvariousmethodsn achievingthis objective,it is theuse
of a strengthdasedperspectiveandthe conditionsrequiredfor this approachwhich will
be the focus of this discussion.

Procedure

KunuwanimandChild andFamily Servicesvasthefirst agencyto respondo the Call for
PromisingPracticesn First NationsChild Welfare ManagemenandGovernancelaced
by the First NationsChild andFamily CaringSocietyof Canada.On siteinterviewswere
conductedvith KunuwanimandexecutiveDirector, Vicki Hardisty, RegionalChild and
Family Worker, Gary Martin and FosterCareWorker, Kristin Murray who arethe co-
authors of this article.

Agency Background

KunuwanimandChild andFamily Servicesvasincorporatedasa non-profitorganization
on May 15, 1989. The agencyis fundedby the Ministry of Community, Family and
ChildrenServicesand providespreventionand family supportservicesto First Nations

! The attempted assimilation of First Nations peoples into the Canadian body politic through federal policy
enacted through church run residential schools which actively denigrated First Nations culture and
prohibited cultural practice amongst child residents is now a well established matter of historic record.
Though residential schools are no longer in operation, First Nations communities continue to lose a
disproportionate number of children to the non-Native child welfare system. See McKenzie, B., 2002.
OBlock Funding Child Maintenance in First Nations Child and Family Service: A Policy Review.O Report.
Kahnawake ShakotiiaOtakehhas Community Services, Winnipeg, Manitoba.



children and families under Part X Child and Family Services Act, Ontarid.
Kunuwanimanaperatesvithin the pre-mandatedhild andfamily servicesscheme.The
pre-mandatednodelis oneof the five mostcommonjurisdictionalmodelsdevelopedy
First Nationschild andfamily servicesagenciesn responsdo imposedlegislationand
funding proceduregBennett,2004). Under the pre-mandatedramework, agencies
providepreventionandfamily supportin accordancevith agreementsicludinglicensing
agreementsyith the provincialgovernment.The pre-mandatedesignatioris viewedas
a capacitybuilding measurgendingthe receiptof adequateesourcesandjurisdictional
recognitionthroughthe delegatednodelor tribal basedauthorityto providea full range
of child protectionandpreventionservicegBlackstock,2003). Kunuwanimanaensures
accessto essentialculturally basedservicesincluding, counseling/referralfamily
support/preventioservices advocacyandcustomary/fostecarein a serviceareawhich
encompasseas broadregionin NortheasterrOntario that rangesfrom Hornepayneto
Matachewan First Nation and includes 11 First Nations communities.

Philosophy of Practice

Kunuwanimano is of the belief that our communities are strong, and that we are
capable of providing culturally appropriate services for our people, in our own
way. This is evident through our survival as Anishinabe people, regardless of
the decades of systematic attempts to eliminate our people through a process of
assimilation. We have learned to focus and depend on our basic traditional
values rather then becoming restricted by federal and provincial legislation and
laws. Our natural systems are alive and healthy. We have positive role models,
we have strong leaders and we have self-respect. These are vital components,
which will assist in the development of our service delivery model. All too often,
we tend to get caught up in the belief that our communities are unhealthy and
that we are plagued with social problems. Even thought this may be true to

some extent, they are our problems and we will determine how to fix them
(Hardisty, 2002).

KunuwanimanoQxganizationabnd practicephilosophyis basedon operatingfrom
a perspectivebasedon strengths. This is an approachwhich aimsto understand
clientsin termsof their strengthsandinvolvesthe systematiadentificationof skills,
abilities, survival strategiesknowledge resourcesinddesireswhich canbe utilized
to meetclientgoals(Early andGlenMay,2000). Thefocuson strengthgrovidesthe
power for peopleto build on the skills, competenciesnd resourceghey already
posses.Aboriginal cultureitself is considereda sourceof strengthandan effective
tool in the healingprocess. Family SupportWorker, Gary Martin, emphasizedhat
Aboriginal waysof knowing andbeingincludingrole models,parentingtechniques,
ceremonies, values, teachings and practices are core components of
KunuwanimanoQdirect practicewith clients. The Aboriginal family systemandthe
potentialof many strengthsandresourcegpresentwithin the communitiesto effect
changein the quality and scopeof the supportivesocial servicesoffered are
important constituents of this practice.

2 Part X pertains to Indian and Native Child and Family Services



Working from a perspectiveof strengthsvasadoptedafterthe agencyengagedn a
processof questioningthe applicability of mainstreammodelsof risk assessmertb
First Nationspeoplesandconcludedhatthe standardizatiof humanservicess not
possible. Kunuwanimanoendeavorsto operatefrom a human perspectiveas
opposedo anadministrativeone. This requiredthe agencyto movefrom utilizing
assessmennodelswith long-termgoalsbasedon projectionsof risk to models
which identify and build on strengths. The viewpoint of servicing clients with
Oproblemsfisks andvariousnegativeaspectsadto be discardedandreplacedwith
a perspectiverooted in a foundation of recognizingand honoring individual,
community and cultural strengths.

Governance and Management

Creating a culturally appropriateapproachfor the delivery of child welfare and
preventionserviceswhich providesassistancéo First Nationsfamiliesthroughpositive
experiencesould not be doneindependentlyof the community. An essentiabspeciof

this processs the primaryrole of communitymembersn makingfundamentatlecisions.
The agencyis governedby a Boardof Directorswhich consistsof a representativérom

eachFirst Nationcommunityin the catchmentreaalongwith two HonoraryEldersfrom

the communities. The Eldersperformthe samerole asregularboardmembersandhave
full voting power. Focusingon strengthsas a principal approachto servicedelivery
evolvedthrougha seriesof meetingswith the boardand agencyemployees. Though
operatingfrom a paradigmbasedin Aboriginal culture, service delivery remains
consistentwith existing standardsand legislation as governedby the Ministry of

Community, Family and Children Services.

Conditions for Success

The succesof this approachis highly dependenbn the acceptancdrom leadership
within eachcommunityserved. Communityleadershadto developan awarenessnd
understandin@f the strengthperspective.This processvasfollowed by activelyraising
awarenessvithin the community as a whole. In raising community awarenessthe

agencyutilized a wide variety of resourceand public relations material including

workshops pamphletsannualreports,communityconsultationsith Chief and Council

and postercampaigns. The willingnessto bring the communitytogetheris a critical

component in operationalizing positive and empowering child welfare practice.

In direct practicewith clients, building critical consciousnesss cited as an important
featureof the agencyOapproach. Clientsareassistedn reflectinguponandidentifying
thewaysin which societalforcessuchascolonization racismandclassismfor example,
have contributedto molding their situations,lives and belief systemsin ways both
positiveandnegative. It is believedthat throughengagingin this processgclientsgain
new insightandcontextualknowledgeof their situationaswell asan acknowledgement
of their ability to cope.

It is importantthatthe client baseandthe needsof the servicepopulationbe considered.
Ensuringan environmentof safetybasedon trust and respectwhich allow clients to



willingly participatein the servicefree from the pressureor threatof losing something
they value suchastheir children,spousesfamilies, communities culture,languageand
identity are paramount.

Independentlient motivationis key to this methodandserviceplansare client driven.
In designingthe serviceplan, clientsareableto focuson whatthey know andunderstand
to be strengthawithin themselvesndareencouragedio searchnwardfor theanswergo
their issuesratherthenrelying on a systemwhich emphasizepathologyand discounts
resiliencyandstrength. Still, it is importantto recognizethata strengthsapproachs not
onein which client issuesand problemsare ignored. This is a processof exploring
strengthghatare presentn the individual that canbe usedto work with presentingand
root issues. Within this framework,the worker is not conceptualizecs an expertwith
the solution. Insteadthe workeris a resourceanda sourceof assistancandsupportb
the processgs a sharedourney,a partnershippetweenthe worker andthe party seeking
assistance.

Clients also exerciseautonomythrough the determinationof timeframes,service
providersandall otheressentiatesourcesheyfeel arenecessaryor the healingprocess.
Theprocessof creatingthe planof serviceis describedasonethroughwhich clientsgain

hopethatsomethingcanbe doneregardles®f how well they cando it, or how badtheir

situationmaybe atthetime. Observablencreasesn clientindependencareattributed
to this practicemethodologyandthe processs perceivedasa powerfulonenot only for

clientsandtheir families, but alsofor agencyemployeesvho aregiventhe opportunityto

see that positive change is possible and that their work is valuable.

The principality of Aboriginal culture within the constitutionof the KunuwanimanoOs
approachcannotbe understated. Aboriginal cultural practices,traditions, customs,
values knowledgeandmethodsf healingareidentified aspotentinstrumentsn working
with individuals, families and communities. This perceptionof culture asa sourceof
healingis reflectedby McKenzie and Morrissette(2002) in their discussionon the
elementsf a frameworkfor effectivesocialwork practicewith Aboriginal people. The
authorsdiscussthe centrality of cultural identity in self-perceptionparticularlyamong
thosewho do not identify with the dominantculture,andthe associatiorof the loss of
self-identity and self-worth with difficulties in coping. Given that Aboriginal people
have beenexposedto cultural imperialism,an oppressiveprocesswhich allows the
dominantgroupto definedifferencesasdeviantandinferior, socialwork practicewith
Aboriginal peoplemust pay particularattentionto the effectson self-identity and the
needto reconstruct positive conceptof selfandcommunity. McKenzieandMorrisette
(2002) surmisethatthroughreinforcing Aboriginal cultureandthe valuesandtraditions
onwhichit is constructedpeoplewho haveexperiencedhe effectsof colonizationcan
returnto their own culture as a sourceof strengthsin developingidentity; for many
Aboriginal people,this will includea reconnectiorwith culturalvaluesandsomeof the
traditional practices which help to define Aboriginal well-being.

Employeesform the foundation of any agencyand have beenidentified as vital
componentsn working from a strengtherspective.lt is importantthatadministrators



areableto relateto clientsandthisis keptin mind whenselectingorospectiveemployees.
Thefact thatagencyemployeesarefrom the communityis viewedasa significantasset.
Employeesare requiredto be able to identify their own strengthsand the personal
experienceemployeesandrawonin the performancef their dutiesis alsovalued. In
thebroadercontext,the goalis to empowerthe communityandemployeesregiventools
to work independentlyin this regard. Ultimately, the baselineof operationfor this
approach is respect for each individual, family and community.

Indicators of success

The consistentise in the agencyOsoluntary client caseloadver the pasttwo yearsis
cited asoneof the strongesindicatorsof success.New clientsareoftenreferredto the
agencyby former clients or through outsideserviceproviders. Accordingto agency
director, Vicki Hardisty,in the majority of casesgclientscomeof their own free will.
This client initiated engagements significant as it demonstratesan independent
willingnessto receivinghelp therebyallowing for the incorporationof a wide variety of
healingtechniquesnto the plan of service. The goalis to empowerclientsratherthat
fosteringdependencyndassuch,work plansarebetweenthreeto six monthsin length
and at times shorter.

The high rateof client turn overis alsoseenasa positive. It is, however,interestingto
notethat client recidivism,whenit doesoccur,is not necessarilyassessedsnegative.
Instead,the positive aspectf clientsidentifying the needfor and seekingout further
assistances acknowledged.It is recognizedhatthe healingprocesss ajourneywhere
peopleexperiencéoth goodanddifficult times. Onceaclientfile is closedeitherdueto
completionor choice,agencyservicesare offeredasaform of aftercare.If aclientfeels
the needto reconnectwith the worker or the agency,this is viewed as a positive
indicationof the quality of theworking relationship. Whenclientsseekfurtherassistance
from theagencydueto adifficult time in their lives, it is identifiedasanotheropportunity
to help the client, their family and the community.

Vital to an agencysuchasKunuwanimands communityperceptionandsupport. It is
therefore a notableachievementhat agencyworkersare perceivedasadvocatesvithin
the communitywho fostertrustingrelationshipsbetweenmembershigcommunitiesand
the organization.

Challenges

Themajorchallengen working from a culturally basedstrengthapproachs identified as

dealingwith mainstreanmsystemswheretheretendsto be very little understandingnd

value of First Nationspeopleandculture. The agencyOexperiencds that mainstream
administratorssuchas judges,lawyers, police officers, welfare administratorssocial

workersand othershavedifficulty identifying positivesin First Nationsfamilies and

communities. Dealingwith thesesystemsentailsa constantprocessof educationand

affirming the value of First Nations culture.

The apparentdisconnectionbetweenthe mind, heart and spirit which mainstream
practitionersaretrainedto exercisen the effort to maintainobjectivity is alsoidentified



asachallenge.In the strengthbasedapproachusedby Kunuwanimanothe knowledgeof
the mind andthe wisdomof the heartandspirit areembracedand utilized Bfollowing a
OgutO feeling is not discouraged.

Thedeparturdrom the mainstreanmodel,thoughnecessaryis in itself a challengeThe

risk focusutilized in the mainstreams seenasa major stumblingblock for the strengths
approach.Thereis frustrationwhendecisionswhich will havestrongimpactson clients

andtheir families areinfluencedby an over emphasion pastdifficulties which negate
the currentgoodwork, significantaccomplishmentandproactivebehaviorsundertaken
by clients. The lack of acknowledgemenfor contextualvariantssuchasrace,gender,
socio-economictatusand colonizationis alsoof concern. The focuson crisis andthe

emphasion deficits and individual pathologywhich overlook resiliencyand existing

personaland cultural strengthsare contraryto KunuwanimanoQepproachto practice.
An additionalchallengdiesin convincingpolitical authoritiesthata perspectivdbasedn

strengthsis viable. It is believedthat if this modelis to succeedand proliferate,
mainstream leaders must understand, accept and promote it.

Conclusion

A strengthgerspectivebasedn Aboriginal culturerequiresa strongbeliefin the value
and capacityof First Nationspeople. It is a contraryperspectivenhich is difficult to
implementin the broadercontextof paternalisticandcrisisdrivenpolicy andpractice. A
strengthsperspectiveinvolves helping peopleto identify what they do well in their
attemptto dealwith seriouschallenges.It meansrefusingto overlookthe successem
what appeardgo be a long line of failuresandrequiresthe practitionerto sharepower,
have faith in the client and engage in ways which promote dignity and respect.

Many First Nations peoplesand communitieshave embarkedon the journey of
decolonizingthe mind, body, heart and spirit. KunuwanimanoChild and Family
Services@ommitmentto providing servicesbasedon First Nations culture while
affirming individual andcommunitystrengthss onemeansof advancinghis movement.
The emphasison strengthsand competenciess one of the key aspectf empowering
practicewhich functionsto reaffirm the healthandvitality of traditional systemsyole
models,strongleadershipandself-respectn First Nationscommunities. The valueand
powerof Aboriginal culture hasnot beenlost; it remainsa sourceof pride, sustenance
and healing.

It is a matter of historical record that a there was a conquest in North
America in 1760. But, we must not forget that this represented the victory of
England over France, not over the Aboriginal nations (Lepage, 2002, p.4).
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