
Understanding 
Indigenous Children’s 
Gifts of Toronto 
Final Report
May 2019



Chi Miigwetch to all stakeholders who gave of 
their time, knowledge and emotional support 
throughout this project. Your enthusiasm and 
dedication has been instrumental in making 
action happen!

*All stakeholders are listed in the appendix of 
this document

Land Acknowledgement 

We acknowledge the people who have been 
on this land, and have a relationship to this land, 
since time immemorial. Today we are on the 
traditional territory of many nations including 
the Mississaugas of the Credit, the Anishnabeg, 
the Chippewa, the Haudenosaunee and the 
Wendat peoples. We honour the many diverse 
First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples who now 
call this land home.

Acknowledgements

Community 
Advisory 

Committee

TASSC 
Member 
Agencies 

Indigenous 
Families

TASSC 
Community 

Animator
TASSC 

Facilitator

Surrey 
Place 

Centre

Non-Indigenous 
Service 

Organizations 

Ministry of 
Children, 

Community 
& Social Services 

Miigwetch
Nia:wen

Marsi



Understanding Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto Final Report 3

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................................................................. 2

LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT ....................................................................................................................... 2

REPORT SUMMARY ......................................................................................................................................... 5

HOW WE GOT HERE ....................................................................................................................................... 7

PART I: WHY INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES ARE NEEDED ....................................................................... 8

Relationship & Readiness Spectrum .............................................................................................................. 8

Snapshot of Indigenous Families Accessing Services for their Children ............................................... 15

Establishing Better Outcomes for Indigenous Families in Toronto......................................................... 17

PART II: UNDERSTANDING INDIGENOUS CHILDREN’S GIFTS OF TORONTO  
PROJECT OVERVIEW .................................................................................................................................... 18

Timeline and Steps Taken ............................................................................................................................. 18

Processes Used in Strategic Engagement Planning .................................................................................. 19

Findings from the Urban Indigenous Children’s Gifts Research.............................................................. 21

INDIGENOUS FAMILIES ................................................................................................................................. 21

INDIGENOUS SERVICE PROVIDERS ........................................................................................................... 25

Relationship Building for Improved Outcomes .......................................................................................... 25

NARRATIVES EMERGING FROM DISCUSSION CIRCLES ........................................................................ 27

THEMES and ANALYSIS ................................................................................................................................ 27

Importance of Context and Storytelling to Understand Experiences that may be Unique to 
Indigenous Families ........................................................................................................................................ 27

Need for Indigenous cultural awareness and safety training .................................................................... 27

SUPPORT FOR SHARING RESOURCES....................................................................................................... 28

BETTER DATA COLLECTION AND SELF-IDENTIFICATION PROCESSES .............................................. 28

EXPLORING THE REMOVAL OF WAITING LISTS FOR INDIGENOUS FAMILIES .................................. 29

Table of Contents



Exploring Partnership Development ............................................................................................................ 30

Hiring Indigenous Staff .................................................................................................................................. 31

Developing a Reconciliation Strategy .......................................................................................................... 31

Categorizing the Themes .............................................................................................................................. 32

NEXT STEPS & PATHWAYS FORWARD FRAMEWORK ............................................................................ 33

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................................... 37

APPENDIX I ..................................................................................................................................................... 39

Key Stakeholders List ..................................................................................................................................... 39

Community Advisory Committee ................................................................................................................. 39

Indigenous Partners ........................................................................................................................................ 39

TASSC Research Team .................................................................................................................................... 39

Discussion Circle Participants (non-Indigenous Organizations) ............................................................... 39

TASSC Member Agencies.............................................................................................................................. 40

Resources and Reference Material .............................................................................................................. 41

Reports Referenced in this Report ................................................................................................................ 41

General Resources and Training ................................................................................................................... 42



Understanding Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto Final Report 5

The Understanding Indigenous Children’s Gifts 
of Toronto Report is the final summation of a 
year-long community research project entitled, 
Understanding Indigenous Children’s Gifts of 
Toronto. This report is divided into two parts:

Part I: Why Indigenous Perspectives are Needed 
provides a historical and colonial context to 
ensure all service providers understand the 
unique rights and history of Indigenous peoples 
in Canada. We begin this report by reviewing the 
history of colonialism and discrimination through 
Canada’s Indian Act policies, residential school 
system, and the sixties scoop. We highlight how 
such policies and practices directly contributed 
to intergenerational trauma, mistrust of service 
providers, and the far-reaching impact on many 
Indigenous families seeking services in urban 
areas. 

This section also provides a snapshot of the 
general urban Indigenous communities of 
Toronto, and more specifically, statistical 
indicators of Indigenous families accessing 
services in Toronto. 

Finally, we provide a current Indigenous 
Outcomes model as presented in the Raising the 
Village Measuring the Well-being of Children 
and Families in Toronto. PART 2 Indigenous 
Outcomes. These outcomes include: self-
knowledge, strong families, vibrant community, 
cultural equity, and self-determination. 

Part II: Understanding Indigenous Children’s 
Gifts of Toronto Project reviews the research 
values and processes taken up during the 

research. We explore the viewpoints and advice 
provided by six local Indigenous families with 
children requiring specialized services. Themes 
on needs and challenges include: more 
responsive programming, more support, need 
for better transportation, barriers in the school 
systems, need for more time, and addressing 
waiting lists. Families provided feedback on 
accessing cultural services and described 
reasons for not accessing services, including 
lack of comfort in their identity and how they 
are received, lack of specific services to meet 
their children’s unique needs, and inability to 
access services.  Families also spoke of the 
need for more appropriate childcare and 
additional supports to attend programming, 
being notified of events, and being personally 
invited to programming. Finally, families 
recommended specific training and better 
collaboration between service providers as 
ways in which Indigenous families can be better 
served.

Perspectives on partnership-building from our 
Indigenous partners, Anishnawbe Health and 
Native Child and Family Services of Toronto, 
are also explored. The benefits of partnership, 
the need for deliberate and strategic action, 
consideration of collaborative models, and 
wise practices are highlighted.

We also explore the eight themes that 
emerged through four discussion circles 
and survey analysis of local non-Indigenous 
children’s service providers. These themes are: 
the importance of context and storytelling, 
need for Indigenous cultural awareness and 

Report Summary



safety training, support for sharing resources, 
better data collection, removal of waiting lists 
for Indigenous families, exploring partnership 
development, hiring Indigenous staff and 
students, and developing a reconciliation 
strategy.

Utilizing this rich information, we have 
organized action-oriented approaches toward 
a strategic engagement plan. The approaches 
fall within three categories: Individual (family-
centred); Bridging (partnerships); and 
Collaboration (coordinated service planning). 
Each category gives way to a ‘Pathways Forward 
Framework’ which provides all organizations 
an action-based and measurable framework 
to move through the continuum of individual, 
partnership, and collaborative approaches to 
meeting the needs of Indigenous children and 
their families. 

To conclude this report, TASSC, with support 
from our Community Advisory Committee, call 
upon the leaders’ in Toronto’s children service 
sector (Children’s Mental Health, Early Years, 
School Boards, Special Needs) to work with 
Indigenous partners to take up the Coordinated 
Service Planning Pathway. This leadership 
group must ensure systems-level action is being 
taken to create better service pathways for 
Indigenous children and their families. TASSC 
also looks to Ontario ministries to collaborate 
with these leaders and uphold the province’s 
Urban Indigenous Action Plan, Action Areas 
#1 and #3; and realize the Community & Social 
Service’s Special Needs Strategy for Children 
and Youth.
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As a lead agency on the Toronto Coordinated 
Service Planning, Surrey Place Centre recognized 
the necessity of expanding on the requirement 
to consult with Indigenous organizations. 
Surrey Place Centre approached the Toronto 
Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC) to 
co-develop an application that would allow for 
a more in-depth understanding of community 
needs and potential for relationship building 
and partnerships. 

As a result, the Ministry of Children, Community 
& Social Services (MCCSS) funded a one-
year project, in part, “to create connections 
and partnerships between the many 
different organizations and groups serving 
children, youth and families within the urban 
Indigenous community in Toronto.” (MCCSS 
Approval Letter, 2018) This research project 
aligns with Part 5: Principles of Coordinated 
Service Planning, whereby, “at the local level, 
Coordinating Agencies are expected to work 
together with all local service providers to 
meet the needs of Indigenous children, youth 
and their families. This includes providing 
culturally-appropriate services and linkages 
and referrals to Indigenous service providers 
and other community resources.” (MCCSS 
Coordinated Service Planning: Policy and 
Program Guidelines, Ontario’s Special Needs 
Strategy for Children and Youth). 

TASSC accepted the invitation to lead this 
project alongside Surrey Place Centre for 
multiple reasons. Although many of our 
member agencies serve children requiring 
specialized services, there is a gap in research 

available to us on the needs and challenges 
facing these families. It is also recognized 
that not enough partnerships have been built 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
providers to support Indigenous children and 
families. We see the value of exploring the 
challenges, barriers, and opportunities for 
strategic partnerships that give way to holistic 
service models for our families. Finally, we 
recognize the high number of Indigenous 
children entering the child welfare system 
come with a special needs diagnosis or 
requirement for additional resources; it is our 
hope that addressing child and family needs at 
the earliest stages, will result in a lower number 
of children entering the child welfare system.

How We Got Here



The Understanding Indigenous Children’s 
Gifts of Toronto Project has illuminated the 
wide range of experience and readiness of 
local non-Indigenous organizations in working 
with Indigenous families. A Relationship & 
Readiness Spectrum is graphically depicted 
to demonstrate the many spaces where 
non-Indigenous organizations are located. 
This information emerged from the TASSC 
discussion circles as well as the completed 
surveys by non-Indigenous organization staff 
representatives.

Relationship & Readiness Spectrum

Part I: Why Indigenous  
Perspectives Are Needed

The project name, Understanding Indigenous 
Children’s Gifts of Toronto, was created at 
the first Community Advisory Committee in 
reference to how Indigenous value systems 
honour children. “The Elders tell us that 
children are gifts. They are unique and live in 
a relational world. Children who are identified 
as having a disability through mainstream 
diagnostic assessment or placement in early 
intervention, are knowledgeable in their own 
ways and teach us how to interact with them 
if we listen with attunement…This perspective 
conflicts with western intervention ideologies 
that are focused on intervening early in 
order to be effective. This does not mean 
that Indigenous children do not have the 
right to early intervention, but it must be 
balanced with Indigenous knowledge of child 
development.” (IECSS, 2017)

Not aware of 
constitutional rights of 
First Nations, Inuit and 
Métis

No cultural training

No Indigenous clients

No partnerships

May not be familiar with 
concept of Indigenous 
intergenerational trauma 

Aware of history 
and colonialism in 
Canada

Some cultural 
training

A few Indigenous 
clients who have 
self-identified

Looking to initiate 
partnerships

Aware of UNDRIP, 
TRC Calls to Action, 
Constitutional Rights

On-going Cultural Training 

Several Indigenous clients 
with process to support 
self-Identification

Informal and formal 
partnerships with local 
Indigenous organizations
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First Nations, Inuit, and Métis People are 
Protected Under the Constitution Act  
of 1982

Canada patriated the Canadian Constitution 
through the Canadian Constitution Act in 1982. 
Section 35 of this act recognizes the rights 
and treaties of Indigenous Peoples of Canada. 
Indigenous rights have been interpreted to 
include not only treaties and land, but also 
the right to practice one’s own cultural, social, 
political, and economic rights.

Adoption of the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of  
Indigenous Peoples

The City of Toronto adopted the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) in 2013 during the City’s 
Year of Reconciliation. More recently, the 
Government of Canada formally adopted 
the UNDRIP principles in 2016. Currently, Bill 
C-262, the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act, is sitting with 
the Senate; passing the bill will allow UNDRIP 
to become part of Canadian law.

The Declaration  was established in 2007 to 
recognize Indigenous Peoples’  unique basic 
human rights, rights to self-determination, 
language, equality and land. In particular, 
Article 23 recognizes:

“Indigenous peoples have the right to 
determine and develop priorities and strategies 
for exercising their right to development. In 
particular, Indigenous peoples have the right 
to be actively involved in developing and 
determining health, housing and other social 
programs affecting them and as far as possible, 
to administer such programs through their own 
institutions.” (United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 2017).

Truth and Reconciliation  
‘Calls to Action’

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada published 94 ‘Calls to Action’ to redress 
the legacy of residential schools and advance 
reconciliation. Although many of these actions 
are geared toward government, educational and 
religious institutions, reconciliation also happens 
at the individual, group, and organizational level. 
There are actions that have particular relevance to 
the broader support service sector. Some of the 
pertinent actions include:

	Action #3 Jordan’s Principle 

	Action # 12 Childhood education programs

	Action# 19 Measure and closing gaps in 
health outcomes

	Action #20 Addressing health needs of Inuit, 
Métis and off-reserve Aboriginal people

	Action #22 Recognizing the value of 
Aboriginal healing practices

	Action #23 Increase and secure 
Aboriginal health care providers while 
providing cultural competency training

History of Colonization  
and Discrimination 

Colonialism in Canada is a complex and 
ongoing process characterized by unequal 
power relations, and the extension of political, 
economic, and social control over Indigenous 
lands and lives. Colonialism has had far-reaching 
effects on the well-being of Indigenous people 
(TARP, 2011). Cultural displacement and 
discrimination have been key elements that 
have led to the oppression and inequalities that 
still face Indigenous people of Canada today.



The Indian Act 

It was through the creation of the Indian 
Act in 1876, that the federal government 
determined who was considered an Indian 
under Canadian law, which subsequently 
gave the federal government the political 
and legal power to strip individuals of their 
status, land, resources against their will (TRC, 
2015). As laid out in Chapter 9 of the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996), 
the many iterations of the Indian Act promote 
colonial discrimination, sexism and community 
breakdown. Examples include:

•• Increasing the superintendent general 
powers to control band councils

•• Compulsory enfranchisement for those 
who obtained higher education

•• Compulsory enfranchisement of 
Indigenous women who married non-
Indigenous men starting in 1951 and 
repealed only in 1985 by Bill C-31

•• Criminalized political protest 

•• Prohibition of ammunition needed for 
hunting, traditional ceremonies, and the 
sale of agricultural products, furs, and 
wild animals

Residential Schools

The creation of the residential schools, founded 
on ethnocentric values have had lasting and 
cross-generational impacts on communities 
and family systems. Residential schools were 
predicated on the notion that the Canadian 
government wanted to eliminate its obligations 
to Indigenous peoples.  It was an attempt 
to assimilate Indigenous peoples into the 
broader segment of Canadian society through 

the removal of Indigenous children from their 
families and communities thereby erasing 
their unique identities, resulting in a traumatic 
disconnect between these groups. 

The schools were first opened in Canada 
in the 1870s and were closed for good in 
the 1990s. There were approximately 130 
residential schools located across Canada, with 
an estimated 150,000 students and around 
80,000 survivors that are still alive today. It was 
estimated that 50,000 children died through the 
care of the residential schools, due to the bad 
living conditions, abuse, disease and untimely 
federal governments neglect. Children were 
forced to leave their families and attendance 
for all Indigenous children was compulsory. 
(TRC, 2015)

The practice of separating children from their 
communities led to a loss of social cohesion and 
despair. Indigenous parenting skills were not 
passed on since children attending residential 
schools did not learn any parenting practices 
themselves, but rather the harsh impacts of 
institutionalization and various forms of social 
maladjustment.

Child Welfare System and  
the Sixties Scoop1

The term, “sixties-scoop” refers to the wide-
spread practice of removing Indigenous children 
from their homes and placing them in foster care. 
It can be seen as the next wave of assimilation 
and colonization of Indigenous children. Social 
workers are very much implicated in this system, 

1 For a complete overview and social justice perspec-
tive, read, The Sixties Scoop: Implications for Social Work 
and Social Work Education in Critical Social Work, 2010, 
Vol 11. No.1 Found here: http://www1.uwindsor.ca/
criticalsocialwork/the-sixties-scoop-implications-for-so-
cial-workers-and-social-work-education

http://www1.uwindsor.ca/criticalsocialwork/the-sixties-scoop-implications-for-social-workers-and-social-work-education
http://www1.uwindsor.ca/criticalsocialwork/the-sixties-scoop-implications-for-social-workers-and-social-work-education
http://www1.uwindsor.ca/criticalsocialwork/the-sixties-scoop-implications-for-social-workers-and-social-work-education
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as they applied Eurocentric values and did not 
consider extended family child-rearing and 
communal values.  It is estimated that between 
the 1960s and 1980s over 16,000 Indigenous 
children were removed from their families during 
this time, contributing to the loss of cultural 
identity and community cohesion. Further, the 
forced removal of children has been linked to 
“high suicide rate, sexual exploitation, substance 
use and abuse, poverty, low educational 
achievement and chronic unemployment” 
(Lavell-Harvard and Lavell, 2006).

Impact of Colonization and Discrimination 
on Indigenous Service Users 

Our Health Counts Toronto Report (2018) 
indicates that 12% of Indigenous adults avoid 
using services, while 88% do not avoid using 
services. Most commonly avoided services were 
Indigenous specific health services/programs 
(31%), Hospitals (28%), Non-Indigenous health 
services (21%), Indigenous specific child 
protection services (20%), and other non-
Indigenous services (16%).  In the same report, 
Well Living House found that 18% of parents 
experienced barriers accessing supports for 
their children’s development. Barriers include 
lack of culturally safe support, lack of trust in 
provider, long waiting lists, inability to afford 
transportation to support service, and lack of 
available providers.

“…for me it is about feeling forced to choose 
between my culture and my child’s other needs 
…I find myself spending much time and effort 
having to explain (and defend) issues which are 
related to our culture not his special needs.”  
– Indigenous family participant in Understanding  
Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto Project

Snapshot of Urban Indigenous Toronto

	Statistics Canada (2016) census shows 
Toronto is the home to the most diverse 
population of Indigenous peoples across 
Canada and is one of Canada’s largest 
populations of Indigenous peoples, 
estimated to be between 45,000 to 
60,000 for the adult population (Our 
Health Counts Toronto, 2018)

	Findings from the Our Health Counts 
Toronto (2018) indicates the following statics 
in regard in Indigenous children in Toronto:

o Indigenous child population is 
10,000 – 14,000; or 3 to 4 times 
higher than estimated in 2011 
National Household Survey.

o 93% of Indigenous children in 
Toronto identify as First Nations, 
while 7 % identify as Inuit, Métis, 
or other. 

11

“...policies and programs that do not take into 
consideration how colonialism and racism 
affect well-being outcomes perpetuate 
inequities. Paternalism – that is, policies that 
claim to be in the best interests of Indigenous 
people but are not informed by them – can also 
be harmful, regardless of the intentions behind 
such policies.” (Raising the Village, 2016). 

“In order to support Indigenous people with 
disabilities, integration of their ideologies 
into the overarching philosophies of disability 
support services may be necessary. To achieve 
this however, disability discourse itself may 
need to undergo a process of decolonization 
to challenge the current colonial context in 
which these services are offered.” (Ineese-Nash, 
Bomberry, Underwood and Hache, 2017).



o 92% of Indigenous children live 
in households that fell below or 
at the before tax Low-Income 
Cut-Off (LICO)
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Snapshot of Indigenous Families Accessing Services for their Children

15



16



Understanding Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto Final Report

Establishing Better Outcomes for 
Indigenous Families in Toronto

Raising the Village (2016) developed five 
Indigenous outcomes through research 
and community input. The model considers 
community determinants of well-being, including 
colonialism, racism, self-determination, and 

cultural continuity. It also emphasizes Indigenous 
understandings of well-being to include balance 
and holistic approaches, relationships and 
responsibilities, and generational approaches 
to address well-being. The five Indigenous 
outcomes are depicted below: 

Indigenous Outcomes [chart below]

17

Figure can be found on page 11 of Raising the Village, 2016



Timeline and Steps Taken: 

The Understanding Indigenous Children’s Gifts 
of Toronto Project ran from April 1, 2018 until 
March 31, 2019. An Advisory Committee was set 
up to initiate the research and provide TASSC 
and Surrey Place Centre with best practices 
to move the work forward. The advisory met 
in person two times, over the phone once, 
and provided continual e-mail feedback and 
support throughout the project. TASSC’s 
Community Researcher met individually with 

Advisory members for further guidance and 
support. 

TASSC Community Animator met with six 
identified families in their homes and asked 
them scripted questions on their families’ 
needs, challenges, and advice toward greater 
partnerships between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous service providers. The Community 
Animator was the contact person to keep 
all families informed on the progress of the 

Part II: Understanding 
Indigenous Children’s Gifts 
of Toronto Project Overview
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project, request feedback, and plan a gathering 
for the families. Each month a progress update 
was also provided to the member agencies of 
TASSC for input and direction. 

The two Indigenous advisory members, 
Anishnawbe Health and Native Child and Family 
Services of Toronto, also met with TASSC and 
Surrey Place Centre to review the information 
provided by families and to offer partnership 
advice.

TASSC and Surrey Place Centre held four 
discussion circles and two meetings with local 
non-Indigenous organizations serving children 
between the fall of 2018 and winter of 2019. In 
total, 30 organizations were represented and 
over 70 individuals participated in the discussion 
circles. Sectors included, Children’s Mental 
Health, Early Years, School Boards, Special 
Needs, as well as the City of Toronto Children’s 
Division. A list of all participating organizations is 
listed in the Appendix I of this document.

A final report back to stakeholders and 
community members was held on March 26, 
2019. The event included presentations from: 
Jeff Schiffer, Executive Director of Native 
Child and Family Services of Toronto; Kathryn 
Underwood, Associate Professor, School of 
Early Childhood Studies, Ryerson University; 
and Jane Harrison, Waash-Keshuu-Yaan Unit, 
Anishnawbe Health. Crystal Basi, Director of 
Research and Community Engagement, TASSC, 
highlighted the findings of the research. The 
Master of Ceremonies, Rae Roebuck, opened 
up the floor for a discussion around next steps. 

Processes Used in Strategic 
Engagement Planning 

Community approach – Community Advisory 
Committee set direction to guide the process; 
community voices and lived experience are held 

up as “expert” opinions; community members 
are utilized in the outreach of participants; 
solutions and ways forward honour families 
requiring services  and providers of services – 
rather than a researcher’s neutral opinion.

Iterative approach – each piece of new 
information is shared back with previous 
participants and brought forward to new 
participants for feedback and analysis.

Action based approach - where possible, the 
research attempts to honour the wishes of 
participants throughout the research process, 
including connecting resources to participants, 
and adjusting methods to meet participant 
expectations or needs; expectation is such 
that the work continues after the end date of 
the project; commitments toward action are 
requested.

This project aligned with the TASSC Research 
Terms of Reference and utilized many 
Indigenous community-based processes to 
embed Indigenous values and arrive at action-
based outcomes. The accompanying table 
describes some of the processes used and 
reasons for using them:



Method Outcome

Building 
Community Trust

Hiring a 
Community 
Animator using an 
Aunty approach

Families feel safe telling their stories to a trusted member of 
the community; Animator goes to families and provides them 
with nourishment, encouragement, and deep listening

Information 
Sharing

Sharing Stories Participants can relate to the research through personal 
stories; all perspectives are openly shared: researcher has the 
responsibility (and privilege) of holding all perspectives and 
sharing appropriately throughout the project.

Being in 
Relationship

Using Cultural 
Protocols & 
Teachings

Offering and accepting of tobacco recognizes gratitude and 
the acceptance of being in relation; smudging brings our good 
minds together to work in a positive way; participants gain 
awareness that change is inevitable when we gather; recognize 
all have a commitment to move work forward in a good way. 

Honouring 

Community 

Giving Thanks and 
Appreciation

Families are honoured with gifts and feel respected for their 
unique knowledge. Demonstrates thoughtfulness, sharing, 
kindness.

Actionable 
Outcomes

Recognize research 
is not neutral

Advocate for meaningful action on individual, organizational, 
and systems level. Check in with participants to track positive 
outcomes/actions. 
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Findings from the Urban Indigenous 
Children’s Gifts Research

INDIGENOUS FAMILIES

Indigenous family needs and challenges

TASSC’s Community Animator asked participating 
Indigenous families the following questions: 
What do you need most to meet the needs of 
your child and family?  Do you have challenges 
in accessing or obtaining services for your child? 

What follows is a thematic summary of the 
collective responses to these questions. All 
quotes are direct responses from participating 
families. The themes are listed in no particular 
order.

More Responsive Programming:

General programming that is affordable, 
such as extracurricular activities, tutoring, and 
family programs. The need for more affordable 
educational programming was also mentioned: 
“Not a lot of affordable programs available for 
children with special gifts. When you find a 
program that fits the needs of the child, there is 
usually a big cost attached to it.”

Programs that are geared to and responsive of 
children’s special needs, including more social 
groups was mentioned. One family suggested 
a children’s cooking class to, “enhance family 
bonding and instill pride and self-esteem.”  

The need for smaller sizes for these programs 
were suggested. “If groups were smaller in size 
it would be more successful”. However, families 
explained that when there were not enough 
children for a program, service providers 
normally cancel or drop the program.

More programming for their children to attend 
with all other children was also an expressed 
need. 

The need for culturally sensitive programming 
by non-Indigenous organizations was 
highlighted; such as a culturally safe Big 
Brother Big Sister program. “Programming 
should include cultural life skills training for 
kids; finding ways to include tradition into this 
new urban era/generation.”

Flexible Scheduling:

Families spoke about flexible scheduling options 
for programming. One concern was that a 
family must first complete one program before 
being able to attend a second program when it 
becomes available. Other mentions for flexible 
programming include:

“Toileting workshops are in the evenings 
or weekends. All other toileting workshops 
are offered during the day.”

“Meetings that are scheduled in the 
evenings when family is already busy, 
with no childcare for other kids.”

“Not much for working families to access.”

Families also expressed the need for parent 
self-help and awareness groups to learn from 
and support each other.



More Support:

Each family requested support in specific ways:

•• Having someone to talk to;

•• Support with advocacy in the school 
system, “it’s difficult to advocate when 
not knowing who to go to.”

•• Medical supports; 

•• More resources and greater access to 
resources; 

•• Child-minding: “Adequate childcare that 
works well with my child. Someone who 
is trained and skilled”; and respite care. 
Also, “childcare for other children so that 
I can be present.”

•• “Stop passing families back to other 
agencies without proper follow up”

Need for Better Transportation:

Families spoke of need for more affordable 
transportation that was accessible for children 
with special needs, especially as they get older. 
One family mentioned that the program they 
want to attend is too far for regular attendance. 

One family expressed a need for more 
specialized training for TTC staff to address to 
build sensitivity to children with special needs.

Barriers in the School Systems:

Families with children in the local school 
systems expressed deep frustration with the 
lack of support and inability to navigate their 
school systems. One family requested that this 
particular issue be emphasized. One family 

expressed a desire to have their child enrolled 
in cultural programming through the Toronto 
District School Board. However, the resources 
required by their child are not available at all 
schools, especially where cultural supports 
may be available.

Need for More Time:

The need for more time for all aspects of life 
were noted. “To travel, to spend time with my 
children and still have time to meet their needs” 
One parent requested, “respite for myself”. 
Another parent reflected on what they would 
want to see come out of the project:

“I would appreciate something that allows 
opportunity to spend time with the other families 
as well as more quality time with my own family but 
focused on our strengths. I spend so much time 
bringing all my children to programs/meetings 
which are all focused on my son’s “weaknesses”. 
It would be really great to have time to 1- relax 
as a family, 2- celebrate my son, 3- connect with 
others experiencing similar situations.”

Addressing Waiting Lists:

Most families mentioned that the long wait lists 
were a barrier to meeting their child’s needs. 
One family was concerned about the lack of 
follow up or follow-through when waiting on a 

“Institutions hold a lot of power... That power in 
part is created through the work that is asked of 
families. So, it’s a lot of work for families to get 
stuff for their kids…we often don’t recognize just 
how much work families are doing” - Kathryn 
Underwood, Ryerson University, presenting 
at March 26th Report Back on Understanding 
Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto Project.



Understanding Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto Final Report 23

list. They didn’t know their status and often felt 
that they were removed or forgotten about. 

Accessing Cultural Services

The TASSC Community Animator asked 
participating Indigenous families whether there 
were cultural services that they access to support 
their family or child, and whether they faced any 
barriers accessing these services. Two of the 
six participating families stated that they were 
accessing cultural services. Barriers to accessing 
their cultural services include: travel distance, cost 
of travel, and feeling “overwhelmed when child 
requires a space to bring child to calm down”. 

Reasons for not accessing cultural services 
included:

•• Dealing with deaths in the family, 
“haven’t found the energy to engage in 
activities that are cultural”;

•• “Most programming for children five 
years old happen during the day while 
they’re in school”;

•• Discomfort with identity makes it difficult 
to access services. Does not know much 
about Indigenous spirituality; makes 
parent feel uncomfortable accessing 
services;

•• Cultural service does not address the 
special needs of their child;

•• Feels judged by mixed race ancestry.

TASSC Community Animator asked participating 
Indigenous families whether there are other 
cultural services that they would like to access 
but haven’t been able to. Participants were asked 
to provide examples of services they would like 

to access and what would need to be in place for 
them to attend these services/programs/events.

Five of the six families stated that they would 
like to access cultural services. Examples 
include ceremonies and family-oriented 
socials, inclusive programming within services, 
teaching circles that “allow children to be in 
the center of the circle”, pow wows, solstices, 
dancing workshops, teachings on fire keeping. 
One parent mentioned they would be willing 
to access any program that supported their 
child’s social, academic, and self-esteem needs. 
Another parent mentioned that they currently 
are not interested in accessing cultural services 
but would be willing to reconsider for their 
child’s benefit.

The participating families spoke of what they 
would require in order to access these cultural 
offerings. These included:

•• Accessible locations;

•• Notice of events;

•• Having a support person available;

•• Being personally invited;

•• TTC Tokens;

•• Food, especially if offered in the evenings;

•• Childcare or welcoming the entire family.

Despite hectic schedules, all participating 
Indigenous families were very open to 
meeting together to further discuss the 
needs of their children. Families met on 
February 8th, to meet each other and hear 
how the project was progressing.



Recommendations from Indigenous families  
for better services

The final question asked by the TASSC Community 
Animator was:  What recommendations would 
you make to Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
service providers to make accessing and 
obtaining services better for your child and 
family? The advice provided by the families has 
been themed into two categories:

I. Training:

Three families suggested that training for either 
non-Indigenous organizations or both non-
Indigenous and Indigenous organizations should 
be mandatory. Types of training suggested 
include anti-racism, lateral violence, gender 
diversity, and cultural safety training for all staff.

II. Collaboration:

There were several ideas put forward to 
address better collaboration between non-
Indigenous and Indigenous service providers. 
Advice included:

a) Making services more accessible by 
providing programs and information 
together. Better collaboration could 
address the need for flexible scheduling 
and locations. Programs could be 
offered at different areas across Toronto 
in safe, TTC accessible locations. 

b) By working together, organizations can 
take the necessary time to consider how 
to make programming more accessible. 
Examples include, involving children 
when designing programs, and taking 
into consideration when programming 
is offered, childcare, locations, and the 
provision of food.

c) Better planning and coordination to 
avoid scheduling conflicts. This can 
include advertising through the school 
boards.

A member of the Community Advisory 
Committee also advised that any organization 
(Indigenous and non-Indigenous) serving 
children requiring specialized services must 
receive anti-ableism training.
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INDIGENOUS SERVICE PROVIDERS

Relationship Building for Improved Outcomes 

The Indigenous partners in this project; 
Native Child and Family Services of Toronto, 
and Anishnawbe Health had the opportunity 
to review the feedback from participating 
Indigenous families and provide guidance 
on how to move toward better relationships. 
Above is a summary of their perspectives.

The Indigenous partners discussed the need to 
change relationships in deep and meaningful ways. 

Benefits of Partnerships:

Indigenous partners discussed the great 
opportunity to come together to address 
community concerns.  “...We’re in this amazing 
time, this work is so timely, because right now in 
Canada, Indigenous populations are experiencing 
a resurgence like nothing we’ve ever seen…. 
When we think about future projections and 

demographics and the workforce and leadership, 
the Indigenous people play a big role and 
the children we are talking about today play a 
massive role.” - Jeffery Schiffer, Native Child and 
Family Services of Toronto presenting at March 
26th Report Back on Understanding Indigenous 
Children’s Gifts of Toronto Project

Indigenous partners reminded that the number 
of Indigenous children utilizing services in 
Toronto is not insignificant; there is absolutely a 
need for a model. Developing strong partnerships 
and working to identify and address problems 
early on will have tremendous cost savings for 
government’s down the line. 

Need for Deliberate and Strategic Action: 

Partnerships need to be action-based and 
meaningful. The importance of having Indigenous 



perspectives around the table must be balanced 
with addressing duplication of efforts and resources. 
The process of including Indigenous organizations 
on new and existing tables must be strategic. 

“Part of the work ahead involves a necessary 
conversation about what it means to collaborate 
in the context of truth and reconciliation in this 
shared journey to decolonize this work that 
we’re doing for better outcomes for children and 
families and a critical part of that conversation 
involves being really clear about what work 
needs to be done by Indigenous organizations 
and what work needs to be done by our ally 
organizations.” - Jeffery Schiffer, Native Child 
and Family Services of Toronto presenting at 
March 26th Report Back on Understanding 
Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto Project

Exploring a Collaborative Model:

A “harmonized model approach” was envisioned 
as way forward, where “services follow clients”. 
This model suggests that Indigenous families 
need to access their child’s services alongside 
their cultural services. Wherever the family goes, 
the services should be able to address each 
family’s unique needs. How this approach is 
designed and delivered requires deliberate and 
on-going consideration. 

Indigenous partners look to the hub model for 
inspiration:

“One of the strengths of the service model of 
Native Child and Family Services is that multi 
service piece…Through integrating all those 
approaches clients don’t have to retell their 
stories, clients don’t have to go to another 
organization, we can share that knowledge 
among our internal staff to be able to provide 
holistic and integrated services.” - Jeffery Schiffer, 
Native Child and Family Services of Toronto 

presenting at March 26th Report Back on 
Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto

Wise Practices: 

It was acknowledged that it can be difficult 
to build new relationships and partnerships 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
service providers. Indigenous partners 
suggested highlighting projects that have 
worked well in Toronto. Examples have been 
provided below and further details are given in 
the Appendix I of this document.

	The Baby Bundle Project (Seventh 
Generation Midwives of Toronto and 
Well Living House, project in progress).

	Meeting in the Middle, Strategic Engagement 
Plan (Indigenous Community and City of 
Toronto’s Shelter Support and Housing 
Association, 2018).

	A Reclamation of Well Being: Visioning a 
Thriving and Healthy Urban Indigenous 
Community (Toronto Indigenous Health 
Advisory Strategy, 2016).

“I know how almost impossible if feels to 
have services come together to have these 
engagements., we all come together, we’re all 
on the same page, have the same intentions, 
we want to do this work in a good way, but 
the systems are so against us, in terms of 
the taming it, and upholding it, that when it 
actually gets to the difficult part of decision 
making that’s where  you end up with 
more tokenism or burden our community 
members…” – Indigenous participant at 
March 26th Report Back on Understanding 
Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto Project
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NARRATIVES EMERGING FROM  
DISCUSSION CIRCLES

Four discussion circles were held between 
December 2018 and February 2019. The 
discussion circles were attended largely by 
managers and directors of local non-Indigenous 
services that primarily serve children. To a 
lesser extent, counsellors and City of Toronto 
staff in Children’s Services were also present. 
In total, 30 services were represented, and 70 
attendees participated. Each discussion circle 
provided unique perspectives and added to 
the discourse around partnerships and creating 
better services for Indigenous children and 
their families in Toronto. 

There were areas of focus that participants 
naturally gravitated toward, while other areas 
required some facilitated discussions. In 
general, discussion circle participants spoke 
more often about addressing changes within 
their organizations (internal change) rather 
than discussing movement toward a strategic 
engagement plant (coordinated service 
planning). The following are the themes that 
emerged from these discussion circles. The 
list is organized by most commonly to least 
commonly discussed themes.

 • Importance of context and storytelling 
to understand experiences that may be 
unique to Indigenous families

 • Need for Indigenous cultural awareness 
and safety training 

 • Support for sharing resources 

 • Better data collection

 • Exploring the removal of waiting lists for 
Indigenous families 

 • Exploring partnership development

 • Hiring Indigenous staff and students 

 • Developing a Reconciliation Strategy

THEMES & ANALYSIS

Importance of Context and Storytelling 

Participants may interpret that Indigenous 
families’ experiences are the same as any other 
families without a critical reflection on Canada’s 
colonial history and practices, intergenerational 
trauma, Indigenous worldviews, and 
intersectionality. Upon feedback, the facilitator 
briefly introduced the concept of residential 
schools, 60s Scoop, and local statistics that 
capture the lived reality of the many Indigenous 
families living in Toronto.

Sharing the stories of participating families and 
providing some historical and colonial context 
assisted participants in better understanding 
how Indigenous families may experience 
accessing services differently than other 
groups. The need for context and storytelling 
also provoked further discussion around the 
need for cultural awareness training.

Need for Indigenous Cultural Awareness  
and Safety Training 

As mentioned previously, discussion circle 
participants recognized the need to better 
understand how colonization policies and 
practices have a direct impact on many 
Indigenous families accessing services. 
Participants suggested that Indigenous cultural 
training would be a good first step.

More than half (60%) of participants belong to 
organizations that have invested in some form 
of Indigenous cultural training, however, many 



had not had the opportunity to take the training, 
while others felt the “one-off” was not enough. 
Most agreed that the Indigenous cultural 
training they were exposed to was helpful. 

Several participants within each discussion 
circle stated that they would need to start with 
Indigenous cultural or safety training to feel 
more comfortable serving Indigenous children 
and their families. However, there was also 
caution around the idea of getting stuck in a 
“need for training cycle” and never taking the 
next step. 

SUPPORT FOR SHARING RESOURCES 

There was strong consensus within each 
discussion circle that sharing resources between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous service 
providers was an action that organizations 
could explore. The discussions focused around 
reciprocating training between agencies, 
providing services or resource people within 
Indigenous organizations, or providing joint 
programming. 

“Our capacity to achieve the outcomes that 
we strive towards in collaboration with the 
community itself depends a lot on our capacity 
to develop partnerships with non-Indigenous 
service providers and to do that work in a very 
coordinated and effective way” - Jeffery Schiffer, 
Native Child and Family Services of Toronto 
presenting at March 26th Report Back on 
Indigenous Children’s Gifts of Toronto

During the March 26th, Report Back on 

Understanding Indigenous Children’s Gifts of 
Toronto Project event, one participant suggested 
considering other successful models where 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous organizations 
have pooled their respective pockets of funding 
together to run programs from Indigenous 
organizations. 

BETTER DATA COLLECTION AND  
SELF-IDENTIFICATION PROCESSES

The majority of participants within each 
discussion circle did not have (or were not 
aware of) an organizational policy or formalized 
procedure for collecting information on the 
number of Indigenous children registered 
with their organization. Most did not believe 
their forms captured this information. Only two 
organizations within all discussion circles were 
able to confirm that their organizations tracked 
the number of referrals going to and coming 
from Indigenous organizations. 

The majority of participants confirmed that 
their organizations do not have a policy or 
procedure for asking families to self-identify.  
There were different reasons for not asking: 

	The majority did not know how to ask 
the question and were cautious in 
developing appropriate language 

	Some participants stated that their 
organizations had intake processes 
would allow for any family to self-
disclose any information that is 
important to them. These organizations 
tended to focus on building trust with 
their families over time  

	A few did not believe Indigenous 
families access services

One participant suggested a Lunch & Learn. 
Organizations would take turns hosting other 
agencies on a topic. Everyone brings a lunch 
and gets to learn and network.
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	A few suggested that they were not 
mandated to and therefore their forms 
do not ask the question

In one discussion circle, the TASSC facilitator 
asked, “by asking families to self-identify, 
would that change the services that would 
be provided?” A few participants suggested 
that self-identification would change how 
the families were served. Other participants 
highlighted the need to think critically about 
why an organization would ask a family to 
self-identify. For example, requests for self-
identification must ensure families understood 
why the question is being asked and how they 
may benefit or be affected by self-identifying. 
One participant suggested that a plan with 
specific resources, referrals and follow up must 
be thought through before asking the question. 
Another participant cautioned around a “check-
box” approach that “boxes people in”. The 
implication being that an Indigenous family 
may lose autonomy if they are only presented 
options for Indigenous families.

EXPLORING THE REMOVAL OF WAITING 
LISTS FOR INDIGENOUS FAMILIES 

Addressing long waiting lists was a theme 
that emerged from our work with Indigenous 
families participating in this research project. 
TASSC facilitators introduced the idea of 
removing waiting lists for Indigenous children, 
and highlighted the successful practice of fast-
tracking Indigenous children into Toronto’s 
public childcare spaces.

Many discussion circle participants indicated 
that this was the first time they had contemplated 
removing a waiting list for an entire group 
of people. There was trepidation at an 
organizational level in advancing this strategy. 

The most common reasons  for concern were:

	May create further individual inequity 
for non-Indigenous, marginalized 
families in need 

	Hard to justify to others given the need 
is so great for all families

	Already have priority lists based on 
need

	If Indigenous families are not self-
identifying, what impact will it really 
make?

	Sector should focus on removing 
waiting lists for all

Some participants represented organizations 
that did not have waiting lists but were strongly 
in support of the removal of waiting lists for 
Indigenous families to correct group inequity 
in the system. One discussion circle came to an 
agreement that advocacy for more funding in 
the sector was needed to reduce waiting lists.

One Indigenous community advisory committee 
member suggested that there could be two 
options that would remove Indigenous children 
from waiting lists without disrupting the status 
quo:

1) Advocate for and house specific services 
within Indigenous organizations and 
make referrals to these organizations for 
immediate service

2) Create an “Indigenous arm” within  a non-
Indigenous agency that delivers programs 
specifically for Indigenous people



Exploring Partnership Development

There was a general consensus within each 
discussion circle that relationship building 
and partnership development between 
Indigenous organizations and non-Indigenous 
organizations need to take place. In two 
discussion circles, participants explored 
what partnerships could look like and how 
programs could be offered. Should only 
Indigenous organizations provide services 
for Indigenous children? Can non-Indigenous 
services provide cultural supports? There was 
general understanding that each partnership 
looks different and will depend on the need in 
community, capacity of each agency, and the 
expertise required.

The following three models represent the 
general ideas structures that were discussed 
when contemplating partnerships: 

Model A: Indigenous Organizations Offer 
Specific Service Delivery

Indigenous organizations are supported 
in offering programming and services to 
Indigenous people. This model would 
need to be based on the current and future 
capacity and mandate of an Indigenous 
organization, and a long-term plan to build-in 
any expertise required. This model must take 
into consideration that Indigenous people 
in Toronto enjoy having a choice in service 
provider along with the acknowledgement 
that some Indigenous people prefer not to 
use Indigenous services. It may also deter 
non-Indigenous service providers from further 
developing partnerships and services for the 
benefit of Indigenous people.

Model B: Indigenous and Non-Indigenous 
Organizations Partner in Service Delivery

Founded on resource sharing, this model looks 
at the gap in services for Indigenous people 
and provides these services where they are 
most likely to be accessed.  In this model, an 
Indigenous organization may provide the service 
or program in a non-Indigenous organization; 
or a non-Indigenous organization may provide a 
service or program in an Indigenous space. The 
decision should be based on gaps in services and 
where Indigenous people are most comfortable 
accessing their services. There is a process of 
relationship-building, exploring values, cultural 
safety training, and risk-management that will 
need to be foundational and part of an on-going 
process. 

Model C: Non-Indigenous service provider 
offers Indigenous specific services 

There was expression of caution around 
cultural appropriation or tokenism, “It’s 
not good enough just to hang up some 
Indigenous pictures”; as well as caution around 
taking, or the perception of taking funds and 
resources (Indigenous staff) from Indigenous 
organizations. There was consensus that if this 
model was to work, there would need to be a 
strong partnership in place with Indigenous 
organizations and would need to be thought 
through carefully with much guidance from the 
Indigenous communities in Toronto.

Examples of Indigenous programs nested 
in a non-Indigenous organization in Toronto 
include CAMH Aboriginal Service, and 
Parkdale Queen West Community Health 
Centre’s Niiwin Wendaanimak (Four Winds) 
program and services.
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Hiring Indigenous Staff 

In one discussion circle, all 25 participants 
confirmed that they did not currently have any 
Indigenous identified employees or board 
members. Discussion circle participants spoke 
of the need to hire more Indigenous staff to 
address the low number of Indigenous families 
accessing their services (in catchment areas that 
show a high number of Indigenous families). 
By hiring more Indigenous staff, participants 
believed that Indigenous families could see 
themselves reflected in the organization. One 
participant spoke of hiring an Indigenous 
Animator to do outreach and recruit Indigenous 
families.

There was expressed need for further discussions 
on this topic to address:

	Difficulty in recruiting and keeping 
qualified Indigenous employees

	Creating a culturally safe work space 

	“You’re either in or you’re out”; implying 
that the organization at large is dedicated 
to understanding and meeting the 
needs of Indigenous families, rather 
than delegating the responsibility to one 
person

	Community Advisory Committee member 
cautioned that one Indigenous employee 
in a large non-Indigenous institution tends 
to be quickly overburdened with multiple 
deliverables (clients, training, policy).

One discussion circle participant advised 
that organizations may need to revise job 
qualifications to include lived experience or 
make qualifications more relevant to the work 
required. Another participant encouraged 

the recruitment of Indigenous students 
into organizations to create a pipeline for 
Indigenous talent. 

Each discussion circle was also presented with 
the concept of placing “Indigenous Navigators” 
into the sector. Participants recognized that 
the word, ‘navigator’ wasn’t defined, and so 
the term, “Indigenous Capacity Builders” 
was adopted. There was general support 
within each discussion circle that a minimum 
of two “Indigenous Capacity Builders” to 
provide support to Indigenous families. Some 
discussion circle participants explored what 
these roles could look like. There was general 
consensus for the following attributes:

	Indigenous Capacity Builders should be 
located in Indigenous agencies but well 
connected in the system

	Roles would need to be co-developed 
with Indigenous organizations and 
communities

	Indigenous Capacity Builders work 
directly with Indigenous families to get 
their needs met

	Need room for a case-management role 
to ensure needs of Indigenous families 
are being met

Developing a Reconciliation Strategy

A reconciliation strategy was mentioned 
in most discussion circles. There were no 
participants within these circles indicating that 
their organizations have or are in the process 
of developing a reconciliation strategy. Most 
felt it would be a good pathway to involve their 
board in making long-term commitments to 
reconciliation and decolonization efforts. A few 



participants stated that they would bring the 
idea of developing a reconciliation strategy 
back to their board. The Community Advisory 
Committee agreed that this would be a strong 
signal of commitment and recognized the 
need for organizations to involve Indigenous 
organizations in the development of a plan or 
strategy.

Categorizing the Themes

As illustrated in the above graphic, the emerging 
themes can be understood by looking at three 
categories: 1) Internal changes that need to 
occur at the organizational level to better 
meet the needs and address the challenges 
expressed by participating Indigenous families. 
2) Changes and actions that can occur at the 
organizational level, as well as at the systems 
level. As an example, an individual organization 
can develop their own Reconciliation Plan; while 

a sector response to Truth and Reconciliation 
Calls to Action can also be utilized to develop 
a sector-wide reconciliation plan. 3) Long-
term system level change that addresses the 
needs of local Indigenous families through 
collaborative advocacy and policy work.
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Using the themes of Internal, Partnerships, 
and Coordinated Service Planning, TASSC has 
provided three strategic pathways to move 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous organizations 
forward toward a strategic engagement 
plan. This framework meets organizations 
where they are at, and guides each toward 
strategic partnership initiatives and eventually 
a system level strategic engagement role. 
Each organization will need to ascertain their 
own starting place and take on action items 

that show the greatest promise of enhancing 
service provision for the betterment of local 
Indigenous children and their families.

The framework requires Indigenous children 
and their families to be centered at each stage; 
an impact analysis is provided to recognize the 
potential effect on Indigenous children and 
their families, while also providing the basis of 
an evaluation framework.

Next Steps &  
Pathways Forward Framework



The Three Pathways Forward are 
Presented Below:
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The Pathways Forward Framework acknowledges 
that leadership exists within the multiple sectors 
that took part in this research: Indigenous 
Partners, Children’s Mental Health, Early Years, 
Toronto Catholic School Board, Special Needs, 
and the City of Toronto. As a Call to Action, 
TASSC and the Community Advisory Committee 
call upon the leadership within each sector to 
come together and take up the Coordinated 
Service Planning Pathway.  It is our hope that this 
leadership group will utilize the knowledge and 
stories that have emerged through this research, 
and will establish a sector-wide leadership table 
with the goal of shifting the system toward better 
experiences and outcomes for Indigenous 
children and their families in Toronto. 

These leading agencies will be expected to come 
with a strong commitment toward coordinated 
service planning, capacity to undertake new work, 
and the contribution of resources as needed. 

In addition to encouraging leadership 
organizations to move this work forward, it is 

essential that government departments work 
together and demonstrate commitment to 
Ontario’s, Urban Indigenous Action Plan2. In 
particular, MCCSS in collaboration with other 
ministries support the following action areas to 
enhance the work taken up by Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous sector leaders:

Action Area #1: Relationship Building

1. Create and build on opportunities to 
develop cultural awareness.

2. Support the development of meaningful 
partnerships at local and regional levels 
between urban Indigenous organizations 
and service delivery partners and with 
municipalities.

3. Strengthen wholistic program delivery 

2  Ontario’s Urban Indigenous Action Plan can be found 
here: https://files.ontario.ca/uiap_full_report_en.pdf

https://files.ontario.ca/uiap_full_report_en.pdf


by supporting existing and emerging 
local, regional and provincial networks.

Action Area #3: Service Planning,  
Design and Delivery

1. Ensure flexibility for culture-based 
approaches and cultural sensitivity in 
service planning, design and delivery.

2. Address barriers to accessing and 
delivering services.

3. Support urban Indigenous community 
service delivery infrastructure, beyond 
current commitments, to achieve or 
improve service delivery outcomes.

4. Ministries to direct and otherwise 
encourage meaningful accountability 
to communities.

“Participation of urban Indigenous service 
providers and communities in local planning 
processes and in provincial policy and 
program development creates the opportunity 
for governments to implement more effective 
responses to local needs, enhances Indigenous 
leadership and leverages the expertise and 
knowledge in urban Indigenous communities. 
This is best supported when engagement 
processes are developed in collaboration 
with Indigenous partners, and where there is 
capacity funding to support engagement.” 
(Urban Indigenous Action Plan, 2017). 
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Throughout the Understanding Indigenous 
Children’s Gifts of Toronto Project, TASSC has 
checked in with discussion circle participants to 
see if any action has been taken since the initial 
participation within the research. The follow 
up survey responses from discussion circle 
participants indicate the that their participation 
in this research has resulted in the following 
actions:

	All survey respondents indicated having 
discussions with staff (7)

	Nearly all survey respondents indicated 
self-reflection and education (6)

	Most survey respondents are reviewing 
or changing policies and practices for 
Indigenous families to self-identify (4)

Other actions taken by organizations since this 
project started include:

	Providing cultural competency or 
awareness training;

	Reviewing or making changes to 
policies and practices; 

	Holding discussions with board 
members; and exploring relationship 
building or partnerships with local 
Indigenous agencies

“After we receive cultural competency/awareness 
training, we assume there will be a need to review 
policies and practices, along with discussions 
with our board. The hope is the Board will 
participate in the training. The final piece will be 
reaching out and attempting to partner with local 
indigenous groups.”- TASSC survey respondent 
and discussion circle participant. 

In the final stages of the Understanding Indigenous 
Children’s Gifts of Toronto Project, TASSC reached 
out to leadership organizations to ascertain 
whether these organizations would champion a 
Coordinated Service Planning Pathway. 

“Part of this project for me was beneficial 
because it allowed me to sit down and talk 
about a lot of the work that Native Child was 
doing but it also signals a larger conversation 
and a larger process and a hope that I have 
about the Indigenous service sector having 
the opportunity to sit down with our ally 
organizations and talk about that division of 
labour and talk about how we support each 
other and share resources and connections 
and relationships to achieve the work we want 
to do.” - Jeffery Schiffer, Native Child and Family 
Services of Toronto presenting at March 26th 
Report Back on Understanding Indigenous 
Children’s Gifts of Toronto Project.

Conclusion



Directed by guidelines of bringing 
commitment, capacity, and resources, the 
following organizations have enthusiastically 
agreed to be part of a leadership table:

Native Child and Family Services of Toronto

Anishnawbe Health

Surrey Place Centre

City of Toronto Children’s Division

Holland Bloorview

Mothercraft

Inclusive Early Childhood Service System 
project, Ryerson University

The Understanding Indigenous 
Children’s Gifts of Toronto Project 
has highlighted the voices, stories, 
and sound advice from the many 
stakeholders invested in improving 
the lives of Indigenous children in 
Toronto. We’ve created measurable 
actions that all service providers can 
engage with. Participants have taken 
up action at the individual level, while 
organizations are also moving forward 
and exploring key themes that have 
emerged from this research. It is our 
deepest wish that the voices and 
stories of the participating Indigenous 
families are honoured through a strong 
commitment from the sector to address 
their needs. We also look forward to 
the unfolding of new and renewed 
relationships between Indigenous 
organizations, non-Indigenous 
organizations, and governments to 
co-develop new pathways forward to 
provide pimaatisiwin (a good way of life) 
for future generations of Indigenous 
communities in Toronto.
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Community Advisory Committee

Chris Grol, Children’s Services, City of Toronto

Cris Renna, Children’s Services, City of Toronto

Crystal Basi, Toronto Aboriginal Support 
Services Council

Darren Fisher, East Metro Youth Services

Jane Harrison, Anishnawbe Health

Jeff Schiffer, Native Child and Family Services 
of Toronto 

Kathryn Underwood, Ryerson University

Kenn Richard, Native Child and Family Services 
of Toronto

Monique Diabo, Children’s Services,  
City of Toronto

Nancy Hendy, Children’s Services,  
City of Toronto

Nicole Ineese-Nash, Ryerson University

Rae Roebuck, Surrey Place Centre

Terri Hewitt, Surrey Place Centre

Indigenous Partners 

Anishnawbe Health

Native Child and Family Services of Toronto

TASSC Research Team 

Angela Johnston, Community Animator

Crystal Basi, Community Researcher, Facilitator

Mark Atanasoff, Facilitator

Discussion Circle Participants  
(non-Indigenous Organizations) 

Aisling Discoveries

Aptus Treatment Centre

Braeburn Neighbourhood Place

Centennial Infant and Child Centre  

Child Development Institute

City of Toronto, Children’s Services

Community Living Toronto

East Metro Youth Services 

Etobicoke Children’s Centre 

Appendix I: 
Key Stakeholders List



Extend-a-Family

Family Services Toronto 

Geneva Centre

George Hull Centre for Children and Families 

Griffin Centre

Holland Bloorview Kids Rehabilitation Hospital

Kerry’s Place

LAMP Community Health Centre

Mothercraft  

Parent-Child Mother Goose Program

Rexdale Women’s Centre

Rosea Hall

Safe Haven 

Sick Kids Centre for Community Mental Health 

Stonegate Community Health Centre 

Surrey Place Centre

Terry Tan Child Care Centre 

The Macaulay Child Development Centre 

Toronto Catholic School Board

Toronto Central Local Health Integration Net-
work (LHIN)

Youth Link Youth Services

TASSC Member Agencies

Toronto Council Fire Native Cultural Centre

Indigenous Education Centre

2 Spirited People of the 1st Nations

Native Child and Family Services of Toronto

Miziwe Biik Employment and Training Centre

Na Me Res

Toronto and York Region Metis Council 

Thunder Woman Healing Lodge Society 

ANDPVA / Arts Indigena

Aboriginal Legal Services

Aboriginal Legal Services Clinic

Wigwamen Inc

Nishnawbe Homes

Native Canadian Centre of Toronto

Native Women’s Resource Centre of Toronto

Aboriginal Labour Force Development Circle

Oahas
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KAIROS Canada

KAIROS Canada offers the Blanket Exercise 
program as a participatory history lesson – 
developed in collaboration with Indigenous 
Elders, knowledge keepers and educators – 
that fosters truth, understanding, respect and 
reconciliation among Indigenous and non-
indigenous peoples.

Webpage:  
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Ontario Federation of  
Indigenous Friendship Centres

OFIFC offers Indigenous Cultural Competency 
Training. Participants  learn skills, knowledge, 
attitudes and values to foster meaningful 
relationships with Indigenous communities. 
They gain new insights into Canada’s history 
and learn to how to be better allies today.

Webpage:  
http://ofifc.org/indigenous-cultural-
competency-training-icct

Native Canadian Centre of Toronto Training

NCCT provides Indigenous Cultural Competency 
Training as a foundation to understanding the 
unique relationship existing between Indigenous 
people and Canadians. This training is intended to 
promote change within the individual, workplace, 
organization and community.

Webpage:  
https://ncct.on.ca/indigenous-cultural-
competency-training/

TASSC 
Community 
Animator 
Angela 
Johnston
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Southwest Ontario Aboriginal Health  
Access Centre

SOAHAC offers the Ontario Indigenous Cultural 
Safety Program. It is an interactive and facilitated 
online training program for all professionals 
working in the Ontario health and social service 
systems. It addresses the need for increased 
Indigenous cultural safety within the system 
by bringing to light the service provider bias 
and the legacies of colonization that continue 
to negatively affect service accessibility and 
health outcomes for Indigenous people.

Webpage:  
https://soahac.on.ca/ics-training/

Tkaronto Indigenous Peoples Portal 

Community-driven searchable website that 
local provides programs and services offered 
to Toronto’s Indigenous communities. This 
website may be helpful in understanding what 
programs already exist, planning programs and 
events and getting to know Toronto’s urban 
Indigenous community better. Also includes 
local Indigenous research and policy, events 
page, job and volunteer opportunities, news, 
and community profiles. 

Website:   
https://indigenousto.ca

Toronto Aboriginal Support Service Council

TASSC provides Indigenous Cultural 
Competency Training to support service 
agencies. One stream of training is geared 
toward children’s services. 

Webpage:  
http://www.tassc.ca/training.html

https://soahac.on.ca/ics-training/
https://indigenousto.ca
http://www.tassc.ca/training.html
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