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Hello! Let’s get started!
At a leadership forum on Indigenous Early Childhood
Education, Grand Chief Ed John said:

Indigenous fathers are probably the greatest
untapped resource for improving the quality
of life for Indigenous children.
In a project involving 80 First Nations and Métis fathers of
young children, a father from Lil’wat Nation said:

The dads in my community want to share
their stories to shine some light on the struggle
that some of us have to learn what it means
to be fathers and how to stay connected
with our children.

This Guide is intended for practitioners.
The Guide offers ideas about how to reach out to
Indigenous fathers and things to consider in making
a plan for gatherings, workshops or other initiatives to
support fathers’ positive involvement.
The Guide contains information from history, research,
and successful programs. It includes points for reflection
on your own understandings and your program or agency
readiness. It includes tips from Indigenous fathers and
practitioners.
This is not a program curriculum. Resources are listed
at the end, including some father involvement guide
books, parenting education programs, workshop and
tips pages, and websites.

Staff in community programs, public health, child welfare and
education often ask:

Why don’t we see more Indigenous dads…
in prenatal programs, well baby clinics, health
fairs, child care programs, Aboriginal Head
Start, school and after-school programs,
parenting education, rec centres, libraries and
birthing centres? Where are Indigenous fathers?
How can we reach out to involve them?
Lots of fathers hesitate to come to programs with their
children or go to parenting education or support groups.
Many fathers get the sense – often rightly – that programs
are set up with mothers in mind, and that when fathers show
up, staff aren’t quite sure what to do with them.
Federally, and in nearly all provinces and territories, there is
no funding stream for father support, and none specifically
for Indigenous fathers. In fact, Indigenous fathers are
probably the most overlooked, under-served population in
Canada when it comes to outreach and support for their
parenting role.

Outreach and support must be tailored to the needs,
goals and resources of specific fathers, communities,
practitioners and agency contexts. No one size will fit all.
This Guide describes varied approaches that have met
with some success in different settings.
Using our creativity, cultural competence, collaboration
and care, we can take steps to fill gaps in support for
Indigenous fathers’ roles in families and with their children.

Best wishes for success
in the important work
that you do!

It’s time to get started!
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Who are Indigenous fathers?
An Indigenous father may be

Near or far

• a child’s birth father

A father may be someone who is very involved in a child’s
life but works far from home for long periods of time, or
who lives miles away. Some fathers have never met their
child. Many of these fathers long to connect with their child
but don’t know how, cannot afford to travel, or live in an
institution, or have been legally denied access to their child.
A father may be someone who is just starting to plan or
initiate contact with their child.

• stepfather
• adopted father
• social father.

Many men are social fathers. Though not biologically related
to a child, they are trusted by the child’s family members
to provide direct care and support, and the child identifies
them as one of their primary caregivers. They may be an older
brother, uncle, grandfather, mother’s boyfriend or ex-partner,
or close family friend.
Traditionally, many members of an Indigenous community
have played different kinds of roles in caring for and teaching
children.
A child whose biological father is absent may
still have an important father figure in their
life. Social services, schools and community
programs need to find out about the social
father in a child’s life. Acknowledge and extend
a welcoming hand to support the important role
of trusted male caregivers in a child’s life.

First Nations, Métis, Inuit,
urban Aboriginal
An Indigenous father is someone who identifies themselves
as Indigenous.
There are many ways to be Indigenous. The father may or
may not:
• be affiliated with a First Nation, Métis, Inuit community
• have been raised with Indigenous family, community or

cultural connections
• be part of an Indigenous family or community now
• know about his ancestry and traditions
• have always identified as Indigenous.

It is important to avoid assumptions about
who is Indigenous or what an Indigenous father
knows, feels, needs or wants.
Observe, listen and wait for the father to
share more about his Indigenous identity and
experience.
Ask questions rather than make assumptions.
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Where are Indigenous fathers?
Indigenous fathers are everywhere! In cities, small towns, rural
areas, remote villages and isolated homes. The greatest number
of First Nations and Métis fathers live in Saskatchewan and
Manitoba. Most Inuit fathers live in Inuit Nunangat in the north.

Indigenous fathers:
• Live in families. Live on their own.
• Live in homes. Live in temporary housing.

Live in shelters or live rough.

• Live in institutions, including hospitals, long-term

care facilities, recovery centres, and correctional
institutions.

There are most likely Indigenous fathers in your
area, even if they have not sought out services.
Assuming that Indigenous fathers live in families
or have homes with a kitchen or a bedroom for
their child can alienate a father who does not
have these assets.

Change
Many Indigenous men live with a lot of change.
Indigenous men move more often than non-Indigenous men
in Canada. Indigenous men’s circumstances also tend to
change often. Many men change jobs often, including
seasonal work, and work away from their home community.
National census and other surveys shows that Indigenous
households have more complex and changing membership
than non-Indigenous households. So the make-up of an
Indigenous family home may change, as different family
members come and go with changing circumstances, such as
schooling, jobs, finances, going away for healthcare,
and changing family relationships.

Staying connected
Some people think that a family that is often changing or
that has a welcoming, ‘open door policy’ is unstable and that
children are ‘at risk’ because of it. But change can be exciting
and bring new opportunities for growth and experiences for
all family members. History has shown that Indigenous
families are resilient.
• Some Indigenous fathers are continuously involved with

their child, moving with them, or staying in touch.
• Some Indigenous fathers struggle to stay connected with

their children over time and changing circumstances.
• Some fathers worry that they have children they don’t

even know about.
Many Indigenous fathers are living with frequent change in
their household, including whether their child is co-resident
or living elsewhere. Keeping a steady connection with their
child across time, shifting locations, and other changes, can
help a father sustain their connection, commitment, and
pride. It can help a child sustain their sense of belonging,
identity and continuity over time.
Some men take years to be able to reach out to
their child and begin their fatherhood journey.
Some men need encouragement, support and
practical help to re-connect with a child. We
should not assume that Indigenous men who are
not in touch with their child, or who may never
have acknowledged the child, are totally lacking
concern, affection or longing for that child. It is
never too late to start the journey of fatherhood.
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Glad you asked…
Fatherhood is challenging.
Is it more so for Indigenous men?

Indigenous fathers are trying to get back into
the circle. Our circle has been broken and now
it is going to make us stronger as people. A lot
of us have grown up bastards and a lot of us
end up in jail, dropping out of school… If there
is an opportunity for a father to be involved
in that child’s life, they can protect them from
that and teach them so much.

Every man experiences some challenges when he becomes
a father.
Indigenous men face many of the same challenges as all men
becoming fathers. But, as a group, there are some unique
challenges for Indigenous men. This is mainly because of the
unique history of Indigenous families and communities.
In Canada, Indigenous Peoples’ varied cultural values and ideas
about men’s roles in family, community life and governance
were interrupted by the early colonial government. Some of
the ways that the government sought to destroy Indigenous
cultures, languages, family and community structures included:
banning spiritual and cultural practices, the Indian Act, the
reservation system, community relocation, programs of forced
sterilization, medical experimentation, Indian residential
schools and Inuit boarding schools, and child welfare practices
including child apprehension and adoptions. Most Indigenous
people lost a chance to play, to have a positively involved
father or mother, and to live in a loving family. Many young
people becoming parents did not learn parenting skills by
being cared for by a loving primary caregiver. The experience
of being positively parented is one of the most important
ways that boys and girls learn about parenting.
Today, Indigenous fathers have to work hard to observe and
learn about fatherhood – for example, how to know what
their children feel or need, how to engage in the physical care
of children, and how to play with their children. Some fathers
may need and ask for understanding and guidance from other
fathers, mothers, aunties and grandmothers. They may seek
to learn from stories shared by traditional knowledge keepers
including Elders, Old Ones, and Métis Senators, as well as
from community programs, pamphlets, and guidebooks.

(Indigenous father, Prince George)
Being well-informed about historic trauma and
adverse childhood experiences is part of the
foundation of trauma-informed practice1.

Everyone has to learn to be a parent.
Is learning to be a father any different from
learning to be a mother?
Becoming a father is not entirely the same journey as
becoming a mother. One huge difference is that a mother has
the time during pregnancy to begin, if she chooses, to take on
the identity of being a parent and to become involved with
her child. For men, the birth of a child can be a jolt – many
men say they don’t really identify as a father until some time
(often quite a long time) after the birth of their child.
Another huge difference is that, generally, girls and women
receive more role modelling, practice, education, social support,
and encouragement for their motherhood journey. Far more
services are directed towards mothers before and after the
birth, and throughout a child’s early years compared to services
for fathers. Boys and men often receive very little education,
practice, social support, encouragement, health services or any
kind of recognition for their fatherhood journey.

1

Trauma-informed practice includes trauma-awareness,
cultural competency and cultural safety.
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As a result, fathers may require more time, guidance, support,
and encouragement to begin to engage with their child and
to fully inhabit their father role.
We need to ask men becoming fathers what
they need to prepare for the transition to
fatherhood and to build their confidence,
capacities, and sense of being supported as
they learn to become fathers.

Are there more deadbeat dads who are
Indigenous?
In general, Canadian society tolerates and even promotes many
very negative images of dads. Indigenous fathers get even
more negative media coverage and negative expectations.
No doubt, as a group, some Indigenous men have personal
challenges that work against positive involvement as fathers.
Many Indigenous young men have not learned from early
experiences as someone’s son what a positively involved father
does. But this is changing, with the resurgence of Indigenous
cultural teachings and pride, and as more Indigenous fathers
become role models for other men. In a recent project,
Indigenous fathers wanted to send a clear message to other
Indigenous men experiencing fatherhood that: “You can do it.”

There is a shift in the definition of fatherhood.
Many of the current generation of fathers have
grown up without a father or had negative
father experiences as a child. There is a new
generation of fathers that are starting to break
that “deadbeat dad” image and redefining
fatherhood into something healthy.
(Indigenous father, Lil’wat Nation)
Positive expectations can help to overcome
one of the social obstacles that often erodes
Indigenous fathers’ confidence and understanding
of their important role with their child. Positive
reinforcement of expressions of care and active
engagement can bolster a father’s self-esteem
and commitment.

Are many teen fathers in Canada Indigenous?
Indigenous fathers stretch across the lifespan from teen
fathers to fathers who are seniors and grandfathers. But as a
group, Indigenous fathers are younger than non-Indigenous
fathers in Canada. Indigenous people in Canada have a higher
birth rate than non-Indigenous people. So the proportion of
young Indigenous people in Canada is growing more rapidly
than the proportion of young non-Indigenous people. Within
this generation of Indigenous youth, many First Nations and
Inuit communities have seen a trend towards having babies
during adolescence.
Teen fathers are often not psychologically as ready for the
responsibilities and emotional demands of fatherhood. One
of the concerns for teen fathers is that they typically do not
have job skills or material resources such as housing or a
steady income. Added to this, some Indigenous youth have
not had an experience of being cared for by an involved
father. Yet, some Indigenous teen fathers are expressing a
desire to do things differently, and they want to be positively
involved.
Support for a man during their transition to
fatherhood could include:
• Proactively reach out to offer support
• Ask about the young man’s experiences of
being fathered
• Listen to the young man’s expectations,
hopes, and needs
• Offer the same level of service as offered
to the mother of the child
• Involve both fathers and mothers together
when possible
• Provide navigation and accompaniment for
the man to connect with sources of housing,
material goods and relevant support services
to build a comprehensive ‘wrap-around’
system of ongoing supports
• Plan for long-term engagement with the
father (and other family members as possible)
to ensure continuous support over the many
changes and challenges a young father will
experience after the birth of their child.
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Trauma-informed practice2
Instead of asking What’s wrong with you?

The goal is to support safety, choice and control
in order to promote healing.

Ask What happened to you?

Trauma Awareness
Indigenous fathers say that to understand what it means for
them to become fathers today, it is essential to know some of
the history of Indigenous Peoples in Canada. This helps us to
put into context and gain insight about their:
• responses to hearing they are going to become fathers
• hopes and worries as they anticipate becoming a father
• goals and needs in the transition to fatherhood and the

years that follow.

My grandparents taught me that to truly
understand the importance of something
you must look back seven generations and to
change things that started way back then you
must look forward seven generations.
Debbie Jette, Cree Elder
Outreach and support to Indigenous fathers
requires a trauma-informed approach to
practice. This starts with being trauma-aware.
With regard to Indigenous fathers, this means
understanding the impacts that colonial
government policies and practices on Indigenous
people and how these might being influencing
a man’s responses to fatherhood, family
relationships, and caring for children. It also
helps us understand why some fathers distrust
and may avoid service agencies and practitioners,
especially if these are operated by government.
Mindful, trauma-informed practice avoids
re-traumatizing people with presumptive
judgements, negative expectations and
‘innocent’ questions that can trigger negative
emotions associated with past trauma.

2

A detailed description is available in the Trauma-Informed
Practice Guide developed by the BC Mental Health and
Substance Use Services: www.bccweh.bc.ca

Fathering in the shadow of Canada’s
colonial legacies
Before European settlers came to North America, there were
hundreds or maybe thousands of Indigenous cultures, each
with their own ways of living within families and communities
on their ancestral lands. It is said that each culture had clear
and distinctive roles for fathers and mothers in raising their
children. In general, fathers’ roles involved providing for the
family, and passing on to children and youth the knowledge
and skills they would need to sustain their livelihoods from
the land and sea and to nurture their spirits. These were the
traditional Warrior-Caregivers that Hereditary Chief Bill
Mussell and others have described.3
Colonialism imposed major changes on family and community
life for Indigenous people. Most First Nations and many Inuit
boys were confined in residential or boarding schools. Men
were confined to limited land reserves which were usually
much smaller and often not the same traditional territories
that their communities had known for countless generations.
They were prevented from practicing their traditional forms
of community government and from engaging in cultural
practices such as naming and coming of age ceremonies
and celebrations. Suddenly, men were supposed to be doing
something different than what they had been taught by
their Elders and were told to do things that forced them to
question or give up many important roles they had in their
families and communities. Some of these new ways included
being forced to strip women of their leadership roles, to
denigrate and violate women, and to turn over care for
children to the government (or mission staff contracted
by the government). The last Indian residential school did
not close until 1996.

3

See Warrior Caregivers resource in the Resources section of this Guide.
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Indigenous men have endured a crisis of identity, loss
of social role, and loss of personal power. Today, many
Indigenous communities are struggling to recover land,
resources, cultural and sacred objects, and languages
stolen or destroyed by the colonial government.

Fathers before had a traditional relationship
with their children, teaching them to hunt
and fish. Fathers still teach our children, but
we teach them different things and we have
a different relationship with our children…
they get their food from a grocery store and
they do not need to learn how to live on the
land to get their food. (Indigenous father, Ontario)
The Indigenous male, their job title used to be
hunting and gathering. They used to have to
hunt and if you were not hunting or fishing,
you were preparing to go hunting, fishing,
gathering food, making shelters and doing all
those things. So, that whole thing with the
Europeans coming in and wiping it all out…
First it was residential school and they took
away the language, or tried to take the
language away. They took the entire role of
the male in the Indigenous community away
so that left a big empty gap for males. They
didn’t know what to do, where to go, what to
say, when to say it, or anything. They had to
fit in and the women had to play another role
in telling the male what to do, but the women
kept their jobs. The women looked after the
children, they did all the food preparations and
stuff like that. That stayed. The women fit in a
lot easier than the men I think. It wasn’t easy
for women, but they had certain jobs that they
were able to do, whereas the men, they had to
go off, they had to go and learn how to build
certain kind of houses and they had to relearn
how to live in society, how to get a wife and
what to do as a husband, a father and as a
member of community.

What does the past tell us about Indigenous
fathers’ outreach for services?
Men who experienced boarding school, Indian residential or
day schools may not have experienced affection and may
have a hard time communicating with their partner and
children about their feelings. The abuse that occurred in
government schools may have had lasting effects on the
person involved, including psychological distress, feelings of
being alone, having a hard time talking to other people, and
feelings of shame. Some may not ask for help because they
feel ashamed of what happened to them or embarrassed
about not knowing things about how to care for a child.
They may even feel that they are not worthy of being taken
seriously or given help.

The cycle: Multigenerational effects of
colonial oppression
Most Indigenous people have had parents or grandparents
who experienced displacement from their land, sexualized
violence, residential, boarding or day schools. The trauma of
these kinds of experiences can be passed on to their children,
affecting the next generation of parents in a vicious cycle.
They may miss out on positive parenting role models, learning
about their culture, their traditions and their language
because their parents were never taught. Residential school
survivors and their children can suffer from low self-esteem,
depression, problematic substance use, lateral violence
including domestic violence, or suicide. These challenges
affect men’s connection with their family members, including
their children and the mothers of their children.

(Rick, Lil’wat First Nation)
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When I came out of residential school I was
out to prove something. I thought the world
was against me. It turns out that I was doing
this to myself. I was creating problems. It later
(Sam, Terrace)
affected my kids.
Look at each family as a system that has a
history that may go back beyond the current
generation to times past. This history shapes how
each family member contributes, and how they
respond to the challenges and opportunities of
caring for children.

Time
It takes time to reconstruct and consolidate what it means to
be a positively involved father. Patience, understanding, and
program efforts today will increase the chances for fathers
to become positively involved and for children to experience
what it means to have a positive connection with their father.
This early experience will improve the chances that children
will be equipped to respond positively if they become parents
themselves.
Indigenous fathers may need extra or different
kinds of outreach and supports over a long time.
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Challenging conditions for Indigenous fathers today
As a group, Indigenous men live in much more difficult
circumstances than most men and women in Canada.4
Findings by Statistics Canada show that, as a group, Indigenous
men have the highest levels of poverty, unemployment, illness,
injury and early death, and lowest education and standard of
housing compared to everyone else in Canada. Research shows
that negative factors affecting father involvement include
poverty, low employment, moving around a lot, and not getting
married. Indigenous fathers have many of these risk factors.

Indigenous fathers have shared stories about what it is like
to live in a society that often seems to deliberately exclude
them. Examples include:
• Lack of funding for fathers to go with their partners when

they are flown out to give birth; government reluctance to
grant fathers guardianship, partial custody, supervised
access, or visitation with children taken into care
• Difficulty getting full or partial custody of a child separated

from their father due to divorce or the break-up of a
common-law relationship

In a study of 80 First Nations and Métis fathers, men
identified social and personal challenges resulting from the
colonial government disruption of family life, father roles,
and cultural traditions.

• Lack of legal aid to protect their rights as a father and

• Lack of self-confidence and skills for fathering

• Socially communicated stereotypes about “deadbeat,” “drunk”

• Low self-worth and depression
• Addictive behaviours especially problematic substance use
• Not knowing how to play or what to do with free time
• Difficulty showing affection to children
• Being abusive or neglectful as a result of learning from

negative father figures in their own lives
• Not having a positive male role model, either in the past or

or damaging Indigenous men who probably don’t care about
their child and don’t care if they are not kept informed about
their child or given opportunities to stay connected.
Other challenges often get in the way of being as involved
with their children as they would like, including:
• Living away from their child to get work or provide for

their child

present, to learn about how to be a father.

• Not enough activities or places to go with their children

I did not have a chance to be part of my
children’s lives. I was still a person that was
into my alcohol and drugs.

• Children’s programs and parenting programs that focus on

(Leroy, Lil’wat Nation)

With every lesson in dominance, fear, and
betrayal, a boy is tutored away from trust,
empathy, and relationship. This is what boys
lose to the culture of cruelty. What they
learn instead is emotional guardedness, the
wariness with which so many men approach
relationships for the rest of their lives.
(Kindlon and Thomson, 2000:75, from The Warrior-Caregiver)

4

to appeal decisions that prevent continued contact with
their children

in their community
the mom and leave out the father: “Mother-centrism”
• Work or school taking up much of their time
• Separation and divorce resulting in barriers when mothers

are given custody of a child

Believe me, I would be there with my son if
I felt I had anything to give him. I want to
be involved and I intend to be involved, but
that has to wait till I’m more sober, have
some stability, maybe have some finances
to provide a little… until I am more together
and he won’t be ashamed to know who
(Indigenous father, Prince George)
his father is.

The phrase ‘as a group’ refers to population trends or statistics about
rates or averages for all members of a population, taken together. No
doubt, there are exceptions to group trends and statistics. A growing
number of Indigenous men and fathers in Canada are doing very well.
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Winging it
Many Indigenous fathers have been raised in women-headed
households. Some grew up with absent fathers, or fathers
who came around occasionally, or fathers who worked out
of town most of the time. Some have never known who
their father was.

I only have a handful of memories of my
father. I want my children to have more than
a handful of memories of me. I know it is an
unfortunate reality that a lot of Indigenous
fathers do not embrace that father role. We
were basically raised by our mom because our
father passed away when we were very young.
(Kevin, Kwakwaka’wakw First Nation)
Many Indigenous fathers describe learning to be a father as
“starting from scratch” or “just winging it!” They try their
best to be the father they would have wanted for themselves.
Many fathers declare that “I don’t want to be like my dad!”
They are trying to do the “opposite” of what their own dad
did with them. They want to be there for their children and
provide a different kind of role model than their own father
gave them.
It is important to create opportunities for
fathers to connect with a positive father
figure or role model, such as a respected,
steady Indigenous father, male Elder, or
Indigenous male program facilitator.

Tom is a grandfather now. He lives in Comox, BC and he is
actively involved with the Native Friendship Centre. He is
going to go back to school next year. He is thinking about
taking First Nations Studies.
Tom is the only parent to his 11-year-old granddaughter.
They have a very good relationship and he is proud of how
involved she is with her community. She does well in school;
she is friendly and happy and always shows respect to her
Elders. Her mother died, and she has been living with Tom
since then. Tom is proud of the things that he can teach her,
but also recognizes that there are some things he cannot do.
He says that sometimes she needs to spend the weekend at
her auntie’s place to talk about “girl stuff.”
Tom explains that he has not always been the good father
he is today. Years ago, when he and his wife raised their own
children, Tom was never around. He worked out of town all
the time and he never got to know his children very well. He
was drinking back then and couldn’t communicate his feelings to his children or his wife. He was feeling the effects of
residential school and had not healed yet.

Back then, I didn’t have any communication
skills like normal fathers had. The affection of
a loving father-child relationship, like normal
fathers have, like kissing your younger children.
I only learned that, years later, that was what
it takes to love a child. There was nothing like
that when I was growing up in a residential
school. Because I was in residential school
until I was eighteen years old, I really didn’t
learn anything. No love and no hugs from
the priests or the nuns. I just came out cold.
(Tom, Comox)
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The turn-around generation
Many Indigenous fathers are beginning to heal from
the past and create new pathways forward. They are
constructing new roles for themselves within family life.

Programs, practitioner attitudes, government policies and
budgets for services need to accept the damages done and
provide tangible support for new pathways forward, including
for Indigenous fathers.

We are getting back into the family circle,
caring and learning and supporting children
in old ways and some new ways too. We could
be the turn-around generation.

Responsive programs for Indigenous fathers can support the
healing journey of Indigenous men, families, communities,
and nations.

Indigneous father, Ontario

Being a father to her is part of a healing
journey – for me, for my extended family,
for us as a people, reconnecting us to our
ancestors and the care they showed to
children. It’s part of who we are, and
becoming a father re-awkens that spirit.
Indigenous father, BC
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How are Indigenous fathers changing?
More Indigenous fathers are:
• wanting to share their stories about becoming a father
and experiences with their children.
•

remaining after their child is born and during the

•

talking about their kids, including funny stories,
milestone achievements, and worries.

•

asking questions about what their child should be doing
at different ages and what they can do to help their child
grow and develop.

early years.

•

staying home with their child and working around the

house while their partners go to work. More Indigenous
women are in the workforce, giving some fathers
opportunities to be involved with their child in new ways.

•

making an effort to be part of their child’s life, even if
they are not living with their child’s mother.

trying to spend more time with their children.
• pushing baby strollers, picking up the children from
•

•

they grew up, like cleaning and cooking.

daycare, and hanging out with their child at the park.

•

getting involved with their children on an emotional
level and communicating with their child – having
conversations with them.

doing the things that they saw their mothers doing while

•

petitioning for shared custody of their children. An

increasing number of fathers are getting custody of their
children or becoming the primary caregivers. While over
one third of Indigenous children live in lone mother
households, a growing number are growing up in lone
father households.

I was taking my child to a clinic and my wife
told me to look to see if there were other
fathers there. As I walked there, went to the
program and walked back, I saw five other
fathers with their children and two of them
were Indigenous.
(Indigenous father, Prince George)
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A father asks: What difference does it make
if I am involved with my child?
What does research say?
Men who are steadily and positively involved in a child’s life
can make a huge difference, whether they are that child’s
biological father, grandfather, uncle, older brother, foster
father or father figure.
A fathers’ involvement can make a difference to a child’s
• Self esteem
• Wellness
• Healthy choices
• Success in school
• Attitude about life

Positive father involvement benefits everyone in
the family!
• It’s good for children. Children with a positively involved

father are more likely to be emotionally strong, socially
adjusted, resilient, and good at learning in school. When
they grow up, they are more likely to be good partners
in a relationship, and confident, steady parents.
• It’s good for mothers. Mothers are happier, more secure,

and less stressed when their child’s father is positively
involved. With more mothers working outside the home,
and more families living far from relatives, mothers benefit
from their child’s father sharing in direct care, emotional
support, and home economy.
• It’s good for fathers. Fathers can gain a big boost to self-

esteem, personal growth, and a sense of being connected
to the life and to the future.
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What do Indigenous fathers say?
Here’s what some other Indigenous fathers have shared.

I enjoy being a dad all the time! Nothing makes
me happier [than knowing] he is my kid.
(Duane, Prince Rupert)

It makes me feel great… It makes me feel
happy… it is enlightening to see her smile and
to know that she is a part of me.
(Dion, Haida Nation)

One thing I never felt before, from anybody
else… how much they love me, how much they
want me around. That’s one thing that makes
me happy.
(Jacob, Terrace)

I never knew my father. So I get to give that to
my son, and in turn, that helps me.
(Earl, Prince George)

It makes me feel like a man and that I have
accomplished something because they do well.
(Rich, Prince George)

I told my daughter recently that I didn’t
become a man until I had her. I said, ‘I was
learning how to be a man, thinking I was a
man, until I saw you.’
(Richard, Stella’ten First Nation)

A new generation
Indigenous fathers are “stepping up to the plate.”
More Indigenous fathers are making a positive difference in a
child’s life while also creating new meaning in their own lives.
Greg is an artist, carver, and musician in Haida Nation
on Haida Gwaii in BC Before he had his first child, he
moved around a lot. Greg was planning to do a music
tour across Canada. When he found out his partner
was pregnant, everything changed.
Greg’s partner worked at the local daycare and was a
student. When they found out they were going to
have a baby, it seemed only natural that Greg would
stay home with the baby because he could work from
home. Now, Greg is still practicing music and carving,
and he is a stay-at-home-dad.
He says he does not feel like he lost out on anything.
In fact, the birth of his little girl was the most
important thing that ever happened to him.

When I grew up, I didn’t have my father around
and I don’t have any memories of my dad.
The memories of my stepfather aren’t the
greatest of memories. So, when [my daughter]
talks about growing up with her dad, she will
have different answers and a different outlook
on life. My partner didn’t have her father
either, so I am just doing everything possible
to make my daughter’s experiences different
than mine. I think her having both of her
parents around all of time will definitely do
something for her confidence and her overall
personality will be complete.
I love being a father. I think I am here to be
her father. Everything that I do is secondary.
My goal and primary reason for being here
is to be her father.
(Greg, Haida Gwaii)
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My father was not involved in my life. He was
abusive. I was only a year old when he left,
so I don’t know if I ever experienced [being
fathered]… I can remember seeing him and
wishing he was more involved. After he died, I
had dreams of him and he didn’t recognize me.
There was a lot of stuff that I had to deal with
as I grew up. But, I knew that was not what I
wanted for my children. I want my children to
have a father and to understand the joys and
rewards of having both parents in their lives.

My children won’t be scared to come up and
talk to me when they need help; they won’t be
scared to talk to any other male person when
they need anything. That is one thing I didn’t
have. It is something that I was scared of when
I was a child. I really didn’t have a relationship
with my dad, so it was really hard for me to talk
to any other males in my family. So, I think being
able to have a relationship with my children will
make it easier for them to open up and talk.
(Jacob, Terrace)

(Earl, Prince George)

It hit me really hard when I heard I was going to
be a father. I think that one of the things that
made it really strong for me, growing up on the
reserve, most if not all of the male role models
in my life taught me things that you should
not be doing with children. Drinking in front of
them, doing drugs in front of them… physically,
verbally, emotionally hurting children. Mostly
emotionally hurting children by what they
would say, how they would say it, and where
they would say it. So, I think about the male
role models in my life who taught me what not
to do and I think about that every day.
(Indigenous father, BC)
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How are Indigenous fathers learning fatherhood?
When Indigenous fathers talk about being a father, they often
describe an ongoing process of “learning to be a father.” An
Inuit father explained that even after raising one generation
of children who are now grown and now having young
children with a new partner, he is still learning.

Learning through cultural activities
Cultural activities, like music, dancing, carving, hunting or
fishing, have been part of the healing and learning process
for many Indigenous fathers. They want to pass along their
traditions to their children.

I would like to get her into the dancing. I would
like us to learn the drumming. I want to learn
more about the culture. I want us to learn more,
so that when she gets older, she can get into
(Brian, Lheidli T’enneh First Nation)
pow-wows.
Organize cultural activities (in partnership with
community leaders and knowledge keepers) for
fathers and children to share together.

Program Example
Esketemc First Nation, also known as Alkali Lake, is a
renowned First Nation in British Columbia. Esketemc
became a dry reserve and later made a documentary film
about their community healing and development process.
The Indigenous Fathers Project was invited to visit
the Esketemc Indigenous Head Start Program, which
has a goal of ‘parent involvement.’ The Program
Coordinator, Debra, recognized something very special
about the program there. Fathers and grandfathers
of the children in the Aboriginal Head Start program
are very actively involved.
Every morning, when the fathers come to drop off their
children, they gather together at the program site. Old
fathers, young fathers, single fathers, married fathers
and grandfathers join together to start the day with
a drumming session. Many of these men have been
drumming for many years. Some of the fathers are
just learning to drum. This session enables fathers in
the program to get together, share a cultural tradition,
and make supportive connections with other fathers of
children in the program. The drumming session helps
get the fathers in the program doors, and offers fathers
chances to get to know the staff; gradually some of
them become involved in other program activities.
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Learning through play
Many Indigenous fathers describe how they are learning to
play with their child, and that this is a pathway to becoming
involved as fathers. They are getting to know their babies
and toddlers by interacting with them in intimate, playful
encounters, and in turn getting to know more about
themselves and their capacities for fun and affection in
relationships. They are getting to know their older children
by playing sports, swimming, and “just horsing around.”

When I had my first child, it was the first time
(Indigenous father, Terrace)
I had ever played.
In residential school, they just beat the Jesus out
of you and there was no playing. So, having my
children, I am making up for lost time I guess.
(Indigenous father, Esketemc First Nation)
Organize play activities for families or specifically
for Dads and kids. Choose low structure activities
with minimal personal equipment or special
clothing required. Make events no-cost to fathers.
Provide help with transportation, food, and care
for infants and toddlers during the activity. If it
is a free swim, offer help acquiring bathing suits.
If it is a fun soccer game, offer help with running shoes. Open a school gym with lots of balls
or floor hockey equipment. Ask the local pool for
free swim passes. Hold a fun (non-competitive)
sports day with father-child paired races.

Stepping up to fathering responsibilities
Some Indigenous fathers describe how they gradually
came to accept the “work” involved in raising a child, and
“stepped up to the plate” to take responsibility to guide and
provide for the child, and sometimes for their partner as
well. Fathers sometimes refer to this as becoming “mature.”
Fathers who describe this response are also often making
other life decisions such as stopping substance use, setting
up a home, getting married, or finding steady work.

I think I am doing the best I can to raise him.
I changed my life, all for him. Instead of being
young and partying all the time, I settled down
and decided to raise him. I get a good outcome
from him, and that makes me the happiest.
(Indigenous Father, Prince Rupert)

I used to complain about all the responsibilities
of being a father, and one day I realized I was
going to be stuck with my daughter forever and
should start to make the best of it. That’s when
I started to grow up.
(Richard, Stella’ten First Nation)

My advice to a lot of young Indigenous fathers
who find it hard to cope is to take the focus off
themselves and look after the needs of their
children because that’s what is important. And
that’s what will help them grow up themselves.
(Brian, Lheidli T’enneh First Nation)

Learning from others
Indigenous fathers describe learning to be fathers by:
• Watching other fathers in their community and on television.
• Caring for younger brothers, sisters or cousins.
• Engaging with their children, learning to play, listening to
what they need, and having a chance to love and be loved.
• Attending workshops and programs.
• Seeking guidance from Elders and from the women in

their life.

They get to learn how to grow up; we get to
learn how to grow up together.
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Overall, it was Elders and women that I have
learned from. I have learned most of my life
from women… and I say that to people all the
time. I remember this one time when we were
sitting in church, this old lady was way up
ahead and I watched her. It was just the way
she rubbed her child’s hair… I wanted to do
that. I wanted to be able do that, so I have
always asked women questions. But some
things they just will not tell me [laughing…]!
(Indigenous father, Prince George)

Organize family activities where fathers can see
how other parents and older people interact with
children and youth.

Program example
A community program in New Brunswick holds a
Saturday communal cooking afternoon where everyone
in the family can come for cooking lessons and take
home prepared meals. Dads can watch how other
people involve, teach and encourage children of
different ages in a relaxed, multi-age setting.

Just me, myself and I
Alvin is a father of three children. His youngest son lives
with him part-time in a shared custody arrangement with
his son’s birth mother. His adolescent son and daughter
live full-time with their birth mother and a stepfather.
A difficult relationship with the stepfather has prevented
Alvin from as much contact as he would like to have with
his older son and daughter. He has completed high school
and mostly works in the lumber industry.
Alvin was raised by his mother
and his Kookum (grandmother).
They taught him a lot of Cree.
His mother was his biggest
supporter when he became a
father. Alvin learned about
caregiving from his mother and
from his older brother. With no
experience of what it is like to have
a father, becoming a father meant to Alvin
“Experiencing the world like everything is brand new and
shiny…If you don’t have any image of what a father
does and there isn’t anyone there to show you, it’s quite
difficult. You pick up things on your own.” Alvin did learn
a lot during his teen years about living on the land from
a stepfather. He also picked up parenting ideas from
friends who had fathers. Although Alvin is satisfied
with his involvement as a father, he notes that he lacks
any real support: It’s just me, myself and I. Due to her
older age, his mother is unable to help. Alvin moves
frequently and is not connected with other fathers.
Alvin describes doing everything to care for his son
when he has him, usually on weekends. He says he
found that a key to parenting is always having some

activities planned to do with his son. Another key for
Alvin is staying away from alcohol. He recalls that “the
bottle controlled my life for 20 years.” He went through a
treatment program just after his youngest son was born.
He is convinced that “everyone has the power to change.”
Alvin found programs in stress management, anger
management, and parenting to be quite helpful. He
would like to participate in programs to learn more
about parenting, nutrition, child health and development,
and helping his son get ready for school. In fact, he
would like to see more programs for fathers, more
accessible programs, and more government funding to
support fathers’ involvement with their children. He
especially wishes there were programs where he could
learn Cree language
and arts and that
there were Cree
cultural and
music events
that he could
share with
his son.

Alvin encourages himself and other fathers to:
“Show them our culture and our heritage. Show them that
patience and that love. Be there! It’s magical.”
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Program support for a ‘turn around’
generation of fathers
Cultural
Safety

5 Principles

Personal
knowledge
Partnerships
Protocols

Positive
purpose

Protocols

Show respect – Ask permission/informed consent
Seek cultural knowledge – Ask questions
Demonstrate reciprocity – Learning goes both ways
Engage community accompaniment –
Find allies, mentors in community of practice

Process

Ensure equity and dignity for all parties
Negotiate goals and activities
Talk less, listen more

Positive Purpose

Build on strengths
Avoid negative labeling
Ensure confidentiality
Be accountable
Do no harm
Make it matter: Ensure real benefits

Personal knowledge

Hone critical consciousness of social location/power
Who are you? Cultural affiliations, professional persona
Introduce yourself in terms of your cultural identities

Partnerships

Engage in relational practice founded in authentic encounters
Share knowledge vs. ‘telling’
Collaborative problem solving vs. expert/authority
Strengthen mutual capacity vs. one-way ‘delivery’
Co-construct ways to move supports into place

Process

’

© Jessica Ball, 2019
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Cultural safety
A father is likely to experience cultural safety if he feels
welcome and respected for who he is in terms of his cultural
identity, way of presenting himself, and expressed needs and
goals.
Cultural safety is foundational to successful outreach and
program engagement.
Cultural safety is more likely if a practitioner and the whole
program environment is culturally competent, welcoming and
ready to respond positively to a father’s needs and goals with
culturally-relevant activities.

Cultural UN-safety
Distrust, fear or feeling threatened by a program because
of one’s cultural identity, way of presenting oneself, values,
needs, or goals.
Indicators of cultural un-safety:
• Not taking up offers to participate in a program

(no-shows)
• Low use of available service
• ‘Denial’ that there is any need or problem
• ‘Non-compliance’ with referrals or prescribed interventions

Culture
		
		
		
		
		
		

Forms and goals of interaction among
members of a group.
How members of that culture
communicate.
The values, meanings and roles that
members of the culture share
and understand.

Cultural
sensitivity

Appreciating that there are differences
among people based on their cultures.

Cultural
competency
		
		
		

Being skilled in navigating interactions
among members of a culture.
Negotiating plans and goals for
services based on knowledge of
differences among cultures.

Cultural safety
		
		
		
		

A service recipient’s experience of
feeling respected for who they are as
a member of their culture. It is an
outcome of their interaction with the
service agency, program or practitioner.

• Reticence in conversation with practitioners
• Low self-worth
• Anger
• Overt complaint that a program, practice, or tool is

culturally inappropriate, oppressive, or colonial
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It starts with YOU!
Cultural safety for families
starts with YOU knowing
who you are!

Your status. Everyone in Canada has a status – as a settler
(e.g., on land with a numbered Treaty, on unceded land), as
an invited or uninvited guest on traditionally Indigenous land.
In British Columbia, there were no historic treaties (except in
the northeastern corner), and only a small number of current
treaties. Most land remains unceded by the Indigenous Peoples,
and most non-Indigenous people are seen as uninvited visitors.
Some First Nations and Métis people have an official status
with their community and/or with the federal government. It
could be of interest to the families you hope to reach to know
how you locate or identify yourself in terms of your status.

Do you know how you are ‘located’ in
terms of your personal identity?

Getting over (some of) your training
Some practitioners learn in their professional
training that service delivery is not about YOU.
It’s about THEM.

Your cultural identity. How do you identify as a cultural
person?
Everyone is ‘ethnic’ in that we all have some kind of ethnic
background. The way we live – our everyday practices –
are our culture. What is yours?

But this US-THEM binary places a wall between you
and the families you hope to reach.
Seeing the families you hope to reach as ‘other’ makes it
difficult to connect.

Your genealogy. Many Indigenous people can say - and may
want to share - who were their parents, grandparents, and
great-grand-parents on both their mother’s and father’s side,
and where they originated. Can you do this?

Some practitioners have learned that keeping
things professional and safe means not
disclosing anything personal. But this can
contribute to an experience of cultural
unsafety for family members.

Your social position. Are you a person who grew up in
comfort and security as a member of the dominant society?
(‘Anglo’ or Western European-heritage, English, French
speaking or English/French bilingual society.) What privileges
did this afford you? What kinds of experiences were you
spared, such as discrimination based on colour, non-standard
language ‘accent’, or quality of clothing? Are you a person
who grew up as a member of an Indigenous or minority
group? What is your social position now, and does it
determine certain outcomes in your life?

Most practitioners have learned that good
practice is based on trusting relationships.
YES! Relationships start with being authentic.
Share simple information about who you are.
Share a hobby or interest – common ground can
often be found to start a conversation.
Share a funny story about something recent.
This can reduce social distance.5

Your historical roots. Who were your grandparents? How
did your family come to be in Canada? Are you Indigenous?
Did you or your relatives come to Canada as early settlers?
As recent immigrants? As refugees?
Your residence. Everyone in Canada lives on land that was
originally inhabited or used by Indigenous people. Whether
you are non-Indigenous or Indigenous, whose traditional
land do you live on?
Find out at: Our Home on Native Land: www.native-land.ca

Use good judgement and timing about what,
when and where to share.
5

Simple, self-effacing, humorous stories can be ice-breakers, narrowing
social distance between you and the family members you want to reach –
how you got lost driving to the community meeting space or how your child
hid your keys in their bed and delayed your timely exit to get to the meeting.
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Connect and collaborate
When it comes to engaging Indigenous fathers, you are not
an expert.
• Even if you are a father.
• Even if you usually run programs for Dads.
• Even if you are a parent educator.
• Even if you are used to doing home visits as a public

health nurse.
• Even if you are a psychologist who leads couples

therapy groups.
• Even if you are an Indigenous child welfare worker.

You don’t know.
It is important to know what you don’t
know.

Take a ‘Teach me’
approach
A curious, open-minded, ‘teach me’ attitude
will be non-threatening, prevent unwarranted
assumptions, and yield new learning.

Outreach to Indigenous fathers will likely
bring you into a different world…
a world of men, fathers, Indigenous people, and
communities who have a unique culture, language
and way of life, a unique and difficult history in
Canada, and unique and often difficult needs.
And a vibrant world of pride and strength!

Every Indigenous man, family and community
is different.
It is good to learn as much as you can about the
population you hope to reach and the histories,
cultures and languages in your region.

Still, you’ll be entering into new relationships,
in new territory. This is a privilege.
Enter with humility.

Strong connections means strong relationships.
Connect with people before exploring interest
in father outreach or support. How long it takes
doesn’t matter. As much as possible, do things
their way.

Elders, Old Ones or Métis Senators have
knowledge of the culture and people in
the community. They can help you make
connections.
Find accompaniment. Reach out to people who
are part of or very familiar with this world.
Listen and learn from a cultural mentor about
appropriate protocols for entering a community
and suggesting a program.

It’s about relationships,
respect, and sharing in the
spaces in between what
you know and can offer
and what others know
and can offer.
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Promote peer learning and support
Keep it simple
Practitioners are often used to having a curriculum or
program guide filled with a pre-planned sequence of topics,
activities, information, discussion questions, and advice.
This is not likely to work with most Indigenous fathers.
Keep workshop agendas and event plans simple, fatherdirected, and non-judgemental.

How to have a meeting without
an expert
Nearly all programs across Canada that are successfully
engaging Indigenous fathers have an open-door policy in
terms of attendance, a flexible agenda, and provide time
for father-directed discussion topics, sharing, peer-to-peer
encouragement, and food! Practitioners are there to plan and
host the event or meeting, to listen and learn, and to respond
to questions or ideas as needed.
Sharing circles. Start with sharing food. Arrange chairs in a
circle. Pass a stone or feather from one speaker to another.6
Speakers can take as long as they need,7 but let everyone
know how much time there is for the whole circle and ask
them to keep this total amount of time in mind. Let people
know in advance it is OK to ‘pass’ without sharing. Generally,
no one comments or gives advice after someone has shared.8
Use your judgement. If someone shares something very
distressing, you may want to encourage comments. Your role
is not to summarize, evaluate, give upbeat encouragements,
or give advice. However, you could ask if anyone in the
group has experiences that relate to what a participant has
shared, or you could point to resources or other program
opportunities. Thank everyone for sharing. Invite people to
take left-over food home.10

6

7

8

9
10

Story-telling. Some programs start by having someone
read a short story about an Indigenous father (e.g., from
this Guide or other sources), a positive or neutral story from
news media (e.g., Redwire online magazine, local paper), or
ask a traditional knowledge keeper like an Elder to tell a story
about a father’s experience with a child.10
Ask: Is there anything about this father’s story
that you can relate to? Anything that seems
different from your experiences?

Video clips. Many programs kick-off a discussion among
fathers by showing a video-clip of an Indigenous father
talking about their experiences and/or showing them doing
things with their children. The six video clips on the DVD:
Indigenous Fathers Journeys (In the Resource List at the end
of this Guide) have been widely used in this way.
Ask fathers which of the six fathers they want
to watch. Show the clip (ranging from 6-11
minutes). The DVD has a screening guide with
each father’s bio and some suggested questions
as needed.
Sharing sessions will enable fathers to
• meet one another
• gain social support
• avoid being put on the spot with direct questions
• begin to share topics, needs and goals of interest to them.

Many successful programs have taken shape in this facilitated,
low-structure, participatory way.

According to most West Coast traditions (but not all), sharing goes
counter-clockwise. In other parts of the country, sharing may go
clockwise. Find out from a traditional knowledge keeper.
It could take the whole meeting time, or could be short. You need to
plan for anything.
Check about this with a traditional knowledge keeper who you invite to
participate in the circle.
Have take away containers available.
Do not read a children’s story book. Do not read a news article about
a tragedy involving a father. Do not ask a father participant to read
unless he spontaneously volunteers. Some men are uncomfortable
about their literacy or are shy to be singled out.
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Bridge supports across sectors
Most Indigenous fathers have complex needs and goals.
Your role includes letting fathers know about resources and
services across domains of their lives.

Navigation is a key role for practitioners.
Arrange for service providers to come to
your meeting space to meet with fathers.
Accompany fathers to a service organization
to help make a firm connection between
the father and the service.

Father-Focused
Policies and
Programs
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Programs work in silos. We all know we need a
more integrated, seamless system of
coordinated supports across the
continuum of needs. Regrettably,
S
coordination still seems a bridge
Develoocial
pment
too far in most services. We lose
opportunities to support many Indigenous
family members because of the big spaces between
silos. Fathers are the most likely to fall through these
cracks in service delivery.
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The leadership in your organization and/or the father’s
community may be able to help with inter-sectoral
integration and access.

Ear
ly
Edu Childh
cat ood
ion

Creating a bridge to needed and timely resources may be
one of the most important roles you can play.
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Program tips and examples
Finding our way to wellness among diverse
communities of children and families requires
many pathways. No one approach, no one
program model, will reach or work for
everyone.

Meadow Lake Tribal Council Administrator
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Creating a welcoming environment
Chances are, including Indigenous fathers in your program
seems more important now than ever. If that’s the way you
feel, it is time to look at how you can make changes around
your program or agency to make sure that Indigenous fathers
feel welcome and your initiatives are relevant.
Joyce was the coordinator of two Aboriginal Head Start
programs. She used to be confident that the programs
were father-friendly and welcoming for all family members.

But then I realized that even though we have
a goal of high parent participation, father
involvement was at around 2.5% at each
site. We still have so much to learn to really
understand what that means and what
that looks like – to be welcoming and to
accommodate Indigenous fathers.
I realized that in fact I had ALWAYS asked for
the mother when calling or visiting the children’s
homes. It was understanding that something as
simple as this leads to alienating our dads. I saw
that we had taken fathers for granted. Or we just
assumed they weren’t there. Then I began to ask
the male voice on the other end of the phone call
if he was the child’s father, and then proceeded
to discuss with HIM why I was calling. It made
me realize for the first time that we as a society
tend to turn to mothers whenever anything to
do with the child comes up.
I saw the value of dads - the information and
knowledge that they had about their child. This
year we have approximately 15% of our fathers
at one of the Aboriginal Head Start programs
participating in some capacity, and 10% of
fathers at the other program site who are
showing an interest in their child’s preschool…
We need more staff workshops, conference
presentations, handbooks, posters, videos and
father friendly practices to facilitate further
growth in these numbers.

Programs may not set out to exclude fathers, but may not
purposefully aim to include them.
When you think about the children and families in your
programs, how many fathers come to mind?
When you call a home, or have parent meetings and home
visits, are the fathers actively participating?
Most programs for parents or for children’s health, early
learning, or care are officially ‘open’ to both mothers and
fathers, but fathers seldom show up. Is this because fathers
don’t want to be involved?
• Does your staff know the fathers’ names for the children in

your program?
• Do you have fathers’ emergency contact information on

file?
• When mothers and fathers of children in your program live

apart, do you send notices or reports to their two separate
homes?
Programs may not consider Indigenous fathers’ specific needs,
goals, interests, schedules, resources, restricted access to
children, separate living arrangements. Practitioners may not
take into account that some fathers are their child’s primary
caregiver or are the lone parent when they have part-time
custody of their child.
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Brian and justice
Brian is a single father who has full custody of his
daughter. They live on a small reserve with just about
20 homes in Lheidli T’enneh First Nation. When his
daughter was born, Brian was only 17 years old. His
daughter’s mother left them when their baby was only
six months old. When Brian’s daughter turned two, her
mother came back and wanted custody of their daughter.
They went to court.

I had our daughter for nearly two years before
this court case happened. Her mother had
only been around for three days, but the
social worker assumed she was the one that
was bringing her up… There was no support
for me. I just want them to understand what
I have had to do to bring this child up.
When the courts realized that
Brian had been the primary
caregiver, he eventually won
full custody. However, back at
home, when he was trying
to get support from parenting
programs and social services
for himself and for his daughter,
he experienced a similar sense
of exclusion for being a father
rather than a mother. Brian found that
once the mother was out of the picture,
all of the support services left with her.

She [child’s mother] had so much support from
the Ministry and from parenting and child care
programs. She had it all set up for her. But then,
when we split up, all that left with her… for
years it has been the single mother, so the
people that are trained to deal with parenting
and children are so focused on women.
Brian did try to visit support programs and services that
were open for both parents but he often found himself
feeling uncomfortable and out of place.

I went to a parent support program and there
were all mothers. I just do not feel comfortable
in that situation… Nobody has even tried to
talk to us; they haven’t made the effort….
So, Brian continues to go without parenting programs
or child care programs, although he is very interested to
learn more about early childhood development and what
is best for his daughter.
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Is your program friendly to Indigenous fathers?
Your space

Your staff

l Does your agency (reception area, foyer, meeting room,

l Are there any Indigenous staff members?

office) have a sign that acknowledges the Indigenous
land where your space is located? The sign could say,
simply: The agency acknowledges with gratitude the
Indigenous people upon whose traditional land our
meeting space is located. In the Acknowledgement at
the beginning of this Guide, the author provides a more
extensive example, which could be spoken or included in
letters or emails to family members.
l Does the physical environment of your program include

visual images of fathers and children, such as posters,
brochures, booklets, and story books?
l Does the waiting room or pick-up and drop-off area of

your program communicate anything about fathers being
welcome, seen, and encouraged? (e.g., posters, art work,
pamphlets, the types of magazines to flip through while
waiting (e.g., People Magazine, or Esquire; Flare Magazine
or Men’s Health, etc.). Consider having some Indigenous
focused reading material around from your region
(e.g., Spirit magazine, in BC).

Your routines
l Does your program ask for father’s name and contact

information?
l Are fathers specifically included in written notices and

telephone calls?
l If a father is not living with their child’s mother, are

verbal and written announcements sent to him directly,
in addition to sending them to the mother?
l Are fathers included in all activities concerning their

children, including assessments, vaccinations, and problem
solving?

l Does you program have any men employed in roles that

involve engagement with clients?
l Does your program have Indigenous male employees?
l Are there resource materials available to staff to learn

more about Indigenous history, cultures, social and family
life?
l Are there resource materials available to staff about

fatherhood?
l When an Indigenous father arrives on the premises, are all

of the staff sensitive to how big a step this might be for
him, and how they can help him feel comfortable in what
has traditionally been a white women’s world of formal
programs?

Your timing
l Does your program offer something for fathers at the

same time every week, so that fathers can count on and
plan for it?
l Does your program offer activities for fathers on the

weekends, on the evenings, or on stat holidays, for men
who work day shifts during the week?
l When home visits are made, are they scheduled when the

father is likely to be at home?
l If a child spends part of their time with their father in

another home, is a separate home visit made to the
father’s home (or each father’s home, if more than one
father is involved)?
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Your assumptions

Your reach, readiness, and resources

l Is your staff aware that legal marriage as well as legal

l Is father participation specifically encouraged in group

divorce is less common among Indigenous parents, and so
terms like husband/wife, divorce, and custody agreement
are often not relevant?
l Is your staff aware of the abiding concern of many

Indigenous parents about the roles of social workers and
others in potentially having their child removed from their
care, causing understandable wariness and a long time
to build trust?
l If a biological father is not involved with his child, does

staff ask about any other male role models in the child’s
life (mother’s boyfriend, uncles, brothers, neighbours or
grandfathers)?
l What about fathers whose partners are men? Is staff

meetings of ‘parents’, without putting fathers on the spot?
l When fathers do not participate, do you or your staff try

to find out why?
l Do you routinely ask fathers how accessible, welcoming

and relevant your program is to them?
l Does your program keep track of how many fathers are

participating and whether fathers are returning more than
once?
l Does your staff have a list of helpful resources for an

Indigenous father if he asked for a referral to a service
that could help him to overcome barriers to positive
involvement as a father?

prepared to ask questions about father’s male partners or
husbands and their roles with their child or children?
l Is your staff prepared to offer outreach and support to

fathers who do not have any regular home, and to check
out whether there is a place called home before talking
about how to care for a child in a home setting?

YES!
If you answered “Yes” to many of these questions, GREAT!

NO!

Your activities

If you answered “No” to many of these questions, it could be
time to do some things differently to:

l Does your program sponsor specific fathers’ activities:

• communicate that fathers are important to children and to

support groups, self-development, skill training,
workshops, outings or games?
l Do your father-specific activities address all aspects

of caring for children? (e.g., communication, nutrition
and feeding, bathing, play, soothing, organization,
school readiness)

you
• create a welcoming environment
• provide a schedule that is easy for fathers
• introduce activities that are accessible, comfortable and

relevant for fathers.
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How can programs start reaching out
to Indigenous fathers?
Involve the whole team.

See Indigenous fathers.

The whole program team needs to understand how important
it is to have fathers involved.

• Who are Indigenous fathers in your community, catchment

l Talk about it.

• Where are they from?

l Ask Indigenous fathers in your community what they

need and want from your agency.

area, or program?
• What do they do?
• Where are they seen spending time?
• What organizations are actively involved with them?

l Fill out the program checklist together.
l Ask all team members – including reception, records,

billing, and janitorial team members – to complete the
Program Worksheet in the Resources section
of this Guide.
l Brainstorm changes your program can make to promote

positive father involvement, and a timeline for introducing
and institutionalizing these changes.
l Talk to mothers about father involvement. Let them

know why it is beneficial for children to have father
care givers and role models in their life. Mothers are
often the best way to reach fathers. Let them know about
the changes that you and your staff are trying to make.
Make sure that everyone knows that dads are invited to
participate in your program, and let mothers know about
special fathers’ events or programs that are available.
l Track father participation in meetings and activities, and

acknowledge your staff when father participation goes up.

I learned about the Terrace Dad’s Group from
my girlfriend. She had been going to Park
Centre to participate in their parenting
programs ever since our son was born. She
told me about the Dad’s Group and brought
home a newsletter about it. I knew about the
Dad’s Group for a while before I started going
to the program. I had planned on going, but
things never seemed to work out.

• How are they connected to people, families, programs

and institutions?

Be proactive.
Reach out to fathers. Do not wait for them to come
to you.
Although not all Indigenous fathers are outgoing or assertive
about their needs or goals, most aspire to be involved and
supportive with their children.
Often, you can get to know Indigenous fathers through
Indigenous-led organizations or culturally-based programs
in your area. Sometimes you can reach Indigenous fathers
through their partners, their child’s preschool or school.

Build connections.
A teach-me attitude, open-mindedness, trauma-awareness,
and cultural competence are foundational to building
relationships.

I have gotten a lot of awkward looks (when I
am out with my two-year-old son) because
some people think I look like a biker. You should
never judge a book by its cover. Get to know
(Alvin, Prince George)
the person.

(Dave, Terrace)
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Curb cultural biases.

Concentrate on confidence.

Be aware of your own personal reactions, stereotypes,
hearsay about Indigenous men, and possible culturally based
judgements.

Explore how a father views his capacity to be involved as a
father.

Develop trauma-awareness.
Understand that Indigenous fathers’ life experiences may
have created trauma and ongoing difficulties.
Pay attention to how these men grew up, where they grew up
and whether they had male role models in their lives. Many
have had a difficult childhood and may have ongoing trauma,
social, emotional, practical, or legal difficulties. Everyone can
play a role in creating a positive, non-judgmental, supportive
social environment for fathers to become positively involved
with their children.

Help him identify one or two assets or strengths he can bring
to his relationship with his child and with his child’s mother.
Many Indigenous fathers doubt that they have anything to
offer their child or their child’s mother. Some fear hurting their
child because of not knowing what to do. Avoid minimizing
these anxieties (“that’s silly – everyone can do it”) or jumping
in with expert “parent education.” Listen, learn, and respond
with constructive small steps to improve a father’s own
self-assessment.
Fathers who feel confident about one or two practical things
they can do to show care for their child, or who have one
or two concrete resources to offer, are likely to grow in
confidence, active involvement, and competence as fathers.
Consider providing a simple book they can share with their
child, fruit from a community basket, or similar resources.
Provide information about child development and parenting
skills if a father asks, but most of that can come later.
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Program funding
Across Canada, funding for programs to support Indigenous
fathers’ involvement is almost non-existent.
A national survey11 found that funding for successful
programs for Indigenous fathers came from cobbling together
money and resources from a variety of sources. Most often,
these include:
• Public Health Agency funding streams, including CAP-C.

CPNP and Aboriginal Head Start
• United Way Success By 6
• Provincial Ministries for children, families, communities,

and social development
• Regional Health Authorities

The sad thing is they have to do a bad thing
to get something good… Programming
for fathers is out there but they gotta be
bad to get it, which I think is wrong. This
programming should be taught to them
well before they become fathers, so they
can become good fathers and then good
grandfathers. And there should be money
for it that doesn’t have to be taken from
other program streams within an agency.
Family Violence Program facilitator, Saskatoon

• Local charitable foundations
• Public Safety, Crime Prevention, Justice departments
• First Nations, Métis or Inuit allocations for family support

services or other program areas
• Local fund-raising initiatives.

Programs may be supported through joint efforts between
different health departments or funding streams across
sectors. Because of the boot-strapped nature of most
funding support for programs and the variability of initiatives
in terms of their size, intensity and complexity, it is difficult to
gather information about costs. Estimated costs of program
delivery could include anything from providing an honorarium
for a community father to run a drop-in program for fathers
once a month, to the cost of professionals and a facility for a
clinical intervention program.
Minimal costs will typically include: staff time to create,
advertise, and run the program, food, transportation, and
materials.
The lack of dedicated funding to support Indigenous father’s
involvement means that programs are always precarious –
which is particularly problematic because factors that
contribute to success are program perseverance and stability
and practitioner consistency.

11

See ‘National Scan of Father Involvement Initiatives’ at:
http://www.ecdip.org/reports/
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Program tips from Indigenous fathers
Indigenous fathers have ideas about what can make a
program welcoming and useful to them.12

The program
l Hire male employees and hire Indigenous employees when

possible.
l Prepare all staff, including phone and in-person

reception and janitorial team members, to welcome
Indigenous fathers to your facility.
l Hire First Nations Elders, Métis Senators, or Inuit

knowledge keepers who can teach fathers about cultural
traditions and support them in cultural ways.
l Address Indigenous fathers directly rather than assuming

they will be informed by a child’s other caregivers (e.g., the
mother or grandmother). Keep them informed, tell them
about events coming up, and how they can be involved.
l Have a one-to-one meeting with fathers as well as mothers.
l Make an effort to contact fathers of children who are

living primarily with their mother, and invite them to
participate in activities you have planned for fathers.
l Have drop-in times when fathers know they can feel free

to come by when they can.
l Make sure that a father who shows up at an unscheduled

time is still made to feel welcome, and encourage him to
come back.
l Offer resources for fathers going through separation and

divorce.
l Have workshops and programs specifically for Indigenous

fathers. In the Indigenous Fathers Project, many fathers said
they wanted to know more about how to get their child
ready for school, and about child health and nutrition.
l Offer an Indigenous fathers-and-tot activity group, where

men can get together with their children. Offer coffee,
food, and games for everyone.
l Have a fathers’ celebration day – “Dad’s Day” or “Fathers

and Daughters Day.”
12

l Invite dads to show and tell! Ask them to come in and

share something they love to do or make, or about their
culture.
l Offer fathers’ activities outdoors. Try inviting dads to

watch the children play sports, play a game at the local
field, go on a cook-out or camp-out or a hike.
l Include transportation to programs, events and special

activities in the community.
l Avoid assuming that a father has a vehicle, a bus pass,

money or groceries to pack a lunch, or special clothing
(e.g., bathing suits) or equipment (e.g., skates).
l Talk to mothers about the men in their child’s life.

Mothers affect father involvement and father
involvement affects mothers.

The facility
l Show pictures of Indigenous fathers with children on

the walls.
l Provide free resource materials for Indigenous fathers:

books, videos and pamphlets for Indigenous fathers.
l Use gender-neutral colours when decorating your agency.
l Ask for Indigenous fathers’ input on decisions about

decorations and the physical space. You might be
surprised what they can offer!
l Have a bulletin board just for fathers, and invite each

father to come in to look at it and to put things up on it.
This would be a good place to put a poster showing an
Indigenous father with his child, to list opportunities to take
children to cultural activities, and to describe community
resources available to fathers and their children.
l Have a baby change table in the men’s or inter-sex

bathroom.
l Have Indigenous newspapers and magazines, as well as

magazines about men’s hobbies, in your waiting area.
l Include story books about fathers and children in lending

libraries.

These tips were generated by 80 First Nations and Metis fathers who
participated in a national study about father involvement.
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Program tips from practitioners
Be committed and consistent.

Pro-actively reach out to fathers.

l Successful programs have committed practitioners in

l Give fathers a call or drop by their place of residence on

supportive organizations.
l They actively seek input about needs and solicit feedback

about programs offered.
l They are responsive and flexible.
l Once a program approach has been found that works for

at least a few fathers, they keep things consistent, on a
regular schedule, throughout the year. They do not change
the fathers’ program time, place, day of the week, or key
people there, especially the facilitator and the Elder(s).
l Every week, there is always someone to meet fathers in

their meeting spot. That way, fathers who make the effort
to come out are never disappointed and always reinforced
for coming.
l After years of consistency in these programs and

providing a relaxed, father-friendly atmosphere,
Indigenous fathers get increasingly involved. They
have established relationships with staff, and they feel
comfortable dropping by.

the day of the program to remind fathers about the
program and encourage them to come.
l Offer fathers transportation to and from the program.
l Provide food during the program event, and try to provide

something (especially food) for fathers to take home.

Involve mothers.
l Recognize that all of a child’s caregivers are inter-

connected somehow.
l Recognize the effects of father involvement on mothers.
l Talk to mothers about the benefits of positive father-child

connections.
l Involve mothers and grandmothers in efforts to engage

fathers’ participation.
l Tell mothers about the fathers’ programs and events.
l Give women program information to take home to their

partners.
l Ask women about the positive male role models in their

child’s life, including grandfather, uncle and the mother’s
partner.

These practices follow the
principle: Keep it simple!

l Show equal respect and support to biological fathers and

to caring father figures who may not be biological fathers.
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Strengthening caregiving skills
What fathers want

Support for child development

• Basic care routines
• Knowledge about how to help their child develop well

These two areas were identified by 80 First Nations and Métis
fathers as top priorities for learning new knowledge and
strengthening skills.

Direct care tasks

Fathers want to know how infants and children can be
expected to change over time and what they can do to
support their growth, learning and development to be good
people, to know their culture, and succeed in school.

This program is not for me!
Technical considerations
Many parenting programs overload fathers with information
that is TOO prescriptive, technical, abstract, or complicated!
Keep it simple. Clear messages, basic information
and first-steps skill building are usually good
places to start.
For example:
• Clean, dry and smoke-free indoors.
• Appropriately dressed outdoor play.
• Look at your child for signs of healthy growth

and signs of sickness.

• Create a roster of people to ask and places to

go for different kinds of help.
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Resource considerations

Customized Indigenous-father focus

Some fathers lack resources that might be assumed, such as
a car or bus pass, smart phone, budget that covers healthy
food choices and fresh groceries, access to a library or library
card, access to parks, playgrounds, play equipment, craft
materials, or games at home, and so on. Some fathers may
have limited reading and writing skills.

Seek input and feedback from fathers.

Ask what kinds of resources a father has
available to him, rather than assuming.
Provide simple resources to take home, such
as craft paper and crayons or a book and toy
lending library.
Provide accompaniment for one or a group of
fathers to make a connection with community
resources such as a library, recreation centre,
afterschool program, or day camp.

A new experience
A father may not be used to asking for help from health
centres, pharmacists, teachers or others. For many fathers,
it is “just me, myself, and I.” There has been little or no
support offered or received. A father may have no experience
with practitioners or formal programs that they come to
voluntarily and for positive reasons.

‘First’ fathers
Even though there are Indigenous fathers in Canada who do
have positive relationships or memories of their fathers, many
do not. Fathers you meet may be the first fathers in their
family or community to be able to make a planned effort to
learn how to become positively involved.

Keep in close touch with fathers to find out what they need
and want to know more about.

Draw on the repository of parenting education
and support resources.
There is an abundance of literature, videos, and resources
online about every topic for parenting education. Two
that are most frequently used in programs for Indigenous
fathers are13:
• 24 Hour Cribside Assistance
• Nobody’s Perfect

Select and adapt parenting resources carefully.
Preview available parenting curricula and resources to be
sure they are culturally sensitive and relevant. For example, if
there are hardly any people of colour shown, is this the best
resource you can find? If there are Indigenous people shown
or described, are they presented in a positive way? Ensure
that the level of complexity of the material fits with fathers’
needs and goals. Determine whether appropriate assumptions
are made about the personal, social, cultural and material
resources available to a father, including time, money, space,
childhood experiences, personal skills, cultural connections,
pre-existing knowledge and family support.
Resources for families and especially for fathers rarely show
Indigenous men. Some Indigenous men have said they feel a
lack of cultural safety or relevance when they see mainstream
pamphlets, booklets, videos and parenting programs because
they don’t seem to include Indigenous people.

Avoid referring to ‘remember when you were
a child and ….’ Remember that some that fathers
are hearing about positive father involvement
for the first time.

13

The Resources Section at the end of this Guide lists online, video and
print materials that would be good to access for workshops with
Indigenous fathers, as handouts to Indigenous fathers, for practitioners’
professional development, and for your program environment.
Information about 24 Hour Cribside Assistance and Nobody’s Perfect
is included in the Resource Section.

Find resources in your region that reflect
Indigenous people and especially fathers.14
Access the resources listed at the end of this
Guide, which show and describe Indigenous
families. Create your own resources, such as
posters, pamphlets, stories, or blogs, using
photographs15 of activities involving local
Indigenous fathers with their children and
other family members.

14

Friendship Centres may be a good source of culturally relevant
materials and program activities.

15

Always ask for permission to take photos of children, fathers and other
family members. Obtain signed consent when taking photos that may
be used for program materials, posters, flyers, or social media.
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Successful practices across Canada
What promising practices would
you like to share with practitioners
trying to start programs for
Indigenous fathers?

• Most practitioners have found that outreach and support

This question was asked of staff in communities and
agencies across Canada that are successfully reaching out
to Indigenous fathers. Here is a summary of key findings.16

Common elements of outreach and
support initiatives

One approach does not fit all!

Cultural relevance

Initiatives must be tailored to the exact community. Generic
programs for men, fathers, couples, or families usually require
extensive modification to fit a particular community context
or group of fathers. Successful programs in one community
have sometimes failed in a different community. No one
approach is right for every setting.
Diverse approaches are being used with success in different
communities.
For example:
• Practitioners in some settings say the key to involving

Indigenous fathers in programs is to provide a clear
description of the program schedule and routine, with
clear expectations of what is required from the fathers
and what the program will entail. In other settings,
practitioners say the key is to be as flexible as possible,
patiently waiting until the fathers feel comfortable
enough to come, share and return again.
• Practitioners in some settings have found it is best to

run programs in a community-based location such as
a health centre, children’s centre, or community hall.
In other settings, practitioners have found success
meeting in participants’ homes.

16

to fathers requires male facilitators. Yet, there is a lack
of men qualified and available to be program facilitators.
Some successful programs for fathers in Canada are led by
women. They build trusting relationships and take a ‘teach
me’ attitude in programs that emphasize peer-to-peer
learning.

All successful programs use culturally-relevant curricula or
activities. Some programs engage fathers and children in
traditional arts such as drumming or carving. Others use
traditional teachings in story-telling, sharing circles, or
sweat lodges.
Most successful programs involve Elders, Old Ones or other
traditional knowledge keepers. They may facilitate discussions,
share their knowledge, lead activities for fathers with or
without their children, or simply be present as needed for
fathers who may seek their counsel. In most settings, these
older community members are offered transportation and an
honorarium to attend program sessions.

Food
Food is a key to success of many programs. A number of
Friendship Centres describe how family activities that attract
the most men and fathers are the ones that involve a meal.
In recognition of this, many men’s programs are organized
around a meal. For example, at the monthly Men’s Luncheon
at the Thunderbird Friendship Centre in Ontario, men gather
to enjoy a meal and to meet other men and Elders, listen to
a guest presenter, and learn about the health topic of the
month. Other programs include meals for fathers and children,
such as the program in Tillicum Lelum in BC, where fathers
prepare and share the meal in the company of their children
before the children go into day-care and the men’s sharing
circle commences.

A full report of this ‘National Scan of Father Involvement Initiatives’,
including examples of programs across Canada, is available at:
http://www.ecdip.org/reports/

Supporting Indigenous Father’s Involvement | Guide for Outreach, Gatherings and Workshops

37

While food is often important in programming for fathers,
it is not necessarily presented as a meal. Some programs
involve community gardens as a fun way for fathers to be
involved with their children, while learning about and
teaching their children the value of healthy eating and
self-sufficiency. One community has a greenhouse that
fathers built and tend, often bringing their children to learn
about gardening and to create a support group of fathers
and children.
In communities where parents are less able to be actively
involved with their young children, food can be a way to
demonstrate caring and support. For example, an Aboriginal
Head Start program in the Northwest Territories asks
different parents each week to provide nutritional provisions
for the class, such as fruit or another healthy snack. By
making these provisions available to the class, parents
contribute to their child’s program, and children are able to
take pride in their parents in the presence of their classmates.

Father friendly language
A number of Maternal Child Health programs are making an
effort to include more fathers. However the very name
Maternal Child Health is biased towards women. Similar
linguistic biases are hidden in many activities and programs
(Mothers & Tots; Mother Goose). This mother-centric
language implicitly tells fathers that their involvement is
not visible, needed or valued. In an effort to counter this
bias, some organizations are making more effort to use
‘father-friendly language’. For example, an MCH program in
Haida Gwaii makes a point of addressing all mail regarding
children “to parents of x child” rather than “to the mother of
x child”. A library reading hour in Nova Scotia is called Dad
and Me.

Men do cry!
Practitioners who facilitate Men’s Circles and Violence
Prevention programs for Indigenous men have noted a
common barrier that has to be overcome: ‘Boys/men don’t
cry’. Many boys and men are socialized to believe that ‘big
boys don’t cry’ – that sharing uncertainties, fears, crying, and
other emotions are signs of weakness. One Elder describes
telling participants that a man who cries may well be a young
boy who wasn’t allowed to cry. A practitioner describes
telling fathers that sharing what one feels is not a form of
weakness but rather a form of courage – courage to confront
what is inside and courage to tell those around you who
you really are. Changing one’s perspective, self-acceptance,
and acceptance by others in a program group can be a
father’s first steps to new, positively involved, self-care and
care-giving behaviours.

Humility
Humility is often described as one of the most profound and
thought-provoking elements of father outreach and support
programs – from Prince Edward Island to British Columbia.
Just as men may have been socialized into believing that
‘boys don’t cry’, they may also be taught that ‘real men don’t
ask for directions’. Humility requires men to set aside these
notions of rightness and self-sufficiency and learn to accept
when they’re wrong, lost or misguided and when they need
support.
Humility is often part of the cultural foundation of successful
programs. For example:
• Humility is one of the Seven Grandfather teachings that

comprise the foundation of the Kizhaay Anishinaabe Niin
(I Am a Kind Man) project of the Ontario Federation of
Indian Friendship Centres.
• The Mi’kmaq Confederacy in Prince Edward Island has

a culturally-relevant violence prevention program that
teaches humility as one of the Seven Grandfather Teachings.
• Among the 9 virtues taught in the Tauhx Gadx/Whole

Person program in British Columbia, humility is the virtue
that generates the deepest discussion.
• Being humble is one of the five conditions for participating

in the Str8 Up program in Saskatoon.

Cultures of intervention
Some communities or some Indigenous men are not familiar
with ‘the culture of intervention’, particularly interventions
for men. For example, a practitioner in Newfoundland shared
that in his community, people are just beginning to understand
the nature and possible benefits of planned and programmatic
outreach and support. This practitioner described how
programs initially started with family gatherings for a meal,
with a 10 minute presentation on a topic, and gradually
developed into programs for residential school trauma,
addictive behaviour, and family violence prevention. Now
that there is an understanding of programmatic interventions,
the community is ready for men’s programming. A practitioner
in the Northwest Territories described a long-standing
movement in the North of women demanding programs
and services for men. Due to women’s understandings and
experiences with the ‘culture of intervention’, the community
successfully introduced a program for Dads after Divorce and
Separation (DADS program).
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Overcoming common challenges

Outcomes

Initiatives in some communities run into obstacles, including:
• Transportation to attend events or programs
• Availability of suitable facilitators
• Availability of a suitable facility to meet
• Lack of funds for activities, snacks, or child care while men
attend the program

Reported outcomes of father involvement initiatives in
communities across Canada include:

• Seasonal work patterns for men, limiting their availability
• Men’s problematic substance use
• Separation from children due to child welfare involvement,

limiting father-child activity-based programs.
Some communities are able to overcome common obstacles
by combining resources from health, education, and
social development budgets, or from donors or charitable
organizations. With volunteers, donations, and combined
funds, they are able to find a venue, staff, food, transportation,
and activities to run a program for a special day like Fathers’
Day, a weekend, several weeks or year round.

• Providing a network of peer-support among fathers
• Re-establishing traditional parenting values
• Connecting young men and their children with Elders
• Fostering supportive relationships between mothers and

fathers, regardless of whether the parents are in a couple,
live together or live separately
• Educating fathers about parenting
• Connecting fathers to relevant supports and resources.

In some places, programs have been so successful that
participants have asked for follow-up programming or
asked to take the program again. For example, fathers
found a 12-week violence prevention initiative in Prince
Edward Island so beneficial that they asked for an ongoing
drop-in activity group for fathers and children! Some
programs find that fathers who get involved in early
childhood programs such as Aboriginal Head Start go
on to become involved in other programs and services
provided by these or other organizations.
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Program settings across Canada
Successful outreach to Indigenous fathers can occur in
various settings.

Aboriginal Head Start programs:
On Reserve and in Urban and Northern
Communities
These programs have a six-part mandate, one of which is
‘parent involvement’. Though uncommon, some Aboriginal Head
Start programs do have specific father-focused programs.
• Dad & Tot Drop-in/Activity Group (weekly or monthly)
• Dad’s night (drop in support group)
• First Aid classes for fathers
• Involving fathers in the maintenance of the buildings

and/or grounds.
• Parenting classes that include fathers.

An example is at the Aboriginal Head Start
program at the Labrador Friendship Centre.

Friendship Centres
Friendship Centres are one of the main drivers of the
movement for more programs for men and fathers in some
provinces and territories.
• Traditional Parenting Programs for men.
• Fathers’/Men’s Sharing Circles.
• Violence Prevention Initiatives: I Am a Kind Man program

in the Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship Centres is
the most notable example of this type of programming.
Other culturally-grounded anti-violence initiatives exist
at Friendship Centres across the country. Support workers
based in Friendship Centres may partner with an external
agency to run programs.

Health centres or health services
Health centres or community health services on reserves or
operating under the directive of regional health authority (for
example,) may provide MCH, CPNP, CAP-C activities for men,
as well as sharing circles, violence prevention programs, and
group counselling for men that includes fatherhood in the
curriculum.
Examples are at the Keeseekoowenin Health
Centre in Manitoba and at the Nunatsiavut
Department of Health and Social Services.

Correctional institutions
A few correctional institutions provide programs for
Indigenous men – typically targeting violence prevention –
that include a consideration of their father roles.
An example is the Str8 Up program operated by
the John Howard Society of Saskatchewan.

Child and family services
Generally, Child and Family Services (child welfare) do not
provide programs specifically for Indigenous fathers. However,
some agencies provide outreach, support and specific kinds of
programs for fathers who are at risk of having a child taken
into government care or who do not have access to their
children. These programs typically do not involve children.
Topics for these sessions may include traditional parenting,
anger management, and health risk behaviour prevention.
An example is a program offered by Vancouver
Aboriginal Child and Family Services in British
Columbia.

• Maternal Child Health, CPNP and CAP-C programs: While

these programs have traditionally supported mothers and
infants, a number of such programs try to include men,
either through individual departmental initiatives or joint
endeavours.
An example is at Red Lake Friendship Centre
in Ontario.
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Regional or Tribal Councils
Particularly in the Atlantic provinces, programs are often
offered by local Tribal Councils or regional councils such as
the Native Council of Nova Scotia or the Mi’kmaq Confederacy
of Prince Edward Island. These councils have devised some
innovative programs that directly or indirectly support fathers.
An example is the Child Help Initiative Program
(C.H.I.P.) operated by the Native Council of
Nova Scotia.

Social media
Regardless of organization or location, social media is a way
to include fathers in the lives of their children. For example,
a Maternal and Child Health program at a health centre in a
small community in BC keeps a Facebook page with updates
on upcoming and current activities. Many fathers in this area
undertake seasonal work far from the community. Social
media informs the fathers and the whole community about
upcoming events and promotes a sense of inclusion and
continuity of care by keeping fathers updated with what is
going on with their children while they are away.
An example is at the Skidegate Health Centre in
British Columbia.
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Program models across Canada
Outreach, gatherings and programs
vary widely.
• Special event on Father’s Day (3rd Sunday of June) or

National Indigenous Peoples Day (June 21)
• Monthly Dad’s ‘fun day’ where fathers bring their children

for an activity such as a drumming circle, free swim,
soccer, walk-about the town, public bus ride adventure,
or nature hike
• Weekly Dad’s Night featuring a father-child dinner-time,

short household management lesson, and father-child
craft activity
• Weekend parenting workshop on the land
• Structured three-month father education series organized

around dinner and discussion
• Monthly dads fellowship group
• Multi-session, clinical intervention for couples focused

on the transition to parenthood
• Group couples counselling program aimed at strengthening

parents’ communication.
Practitioners in successful programs describe how they
started with finding out what fathers in the community
were interested in, and used the resources available to
them to try something innovative. The results have been
surprising – sometimes positive and sometimes disappointing.
Many practitioners describe learning from trial and error
what works.

Change takes time.
It takes time – sometimes years – to find a good fit between
what fathers want and what the practitioner or agency can
offer that responds effectively. Some programs have started
with few or no fathers participating! Some have gone on
for years with only two or three fathers participating. One
program in Nova Scotia kept trying different approaches for
7 years until it took off. A program in Alberta ran with just
two fathers for many years, until it grew to a steady
6 participants.

1 Weekly drop-in groups
Weekly drop-in groups vary widely. They can include men’s
or fathers’ sharing circles, providing an opportunity for men
to gather and discuss their journey of parenting. ‘Fathers
without fathers’ is one of many issues that sharing or talking
circles can help men come to terms with. Talking circles
typically do not involve children, although some include
teenagers. Typically these circles are not ‘led’ or ‘taught’ by
a facilitator. The facilitator is just that – someone to greet
participants, to host the meeting space, and to intervene if
a serious situation arises.
Another popular weekly drop-in group is for fathers and young
children. These groups provide an opportunity for men to
engage with their children. They also offer a period of respite
for mothers or other caregivers. ‘Dad & tot’ drop-ins can take
many forms: craft night, cooking, sports activities, etc.
A Friendship Centre in BC offers a 5 hour drop-in program
every Saturday morning which is divided into three parts.
In the first part, dads and kids learn ‘Life Skills’: the dads
cook breakfast and then share it with the group. Afterwards,
half the dads supervise the children while the other half
cleans up. The group then moves on to ‘Traditional Teachings’
involving story-telling, smudging, drumming, naming
ceremonies, and debriefing about the week. Children then
go to day care while the fathers attend a ‘Parenting Skills
Workshop’. The morning concludes with an hour of physical
activities involving fathers and children. This very popular
program is quite extensive and may not be possible in all
communities. Any part of this program could be a good
foundation for a drop-in group.

2 Mobile activity and resource provider
The Native Council of Nova Scotia operates a Child Help
Initiative Program that uses a decommissioned school bus to
bring program activities and resources into rural communities
on a monthly basis. It connects fathers and mothers with
relevant resources and supports and provides drop-in activities
for families including father-child activities. This mobile
multi-service is suited for small communities that cannot
independently sustain a father-specific program. Smaller or
more rural communities could join together to mobilize this
type of effort, or a regional health authority or council could
coordinate it.
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3 Community garden
For fathers who work seasonally or require a high degree
of flexibility due to their work schedules, a community
garden can be a fairly inexpensive, flexible and educational
activity for fathers to have fun with their children while
teaching them about plants, healthy foods, and long-term
planning. The Thunderbird Friendship Centre in Ontario
operates a community garden with specific times of the
week scheduled for fathers with children, mothers with
children, families, and Elders.

4

Sending snacks or show-and-tell items
to school

In situations where it is difficult to generate any sort of
parental involvement by either mothers or fathers, preschool
or day care practitioners can ask a different child’s parent each
week to send a nutritious snack for the class, or an interesting
show-and-tell item that shares something about their history
or culture. This approach can specifically involve fathers as a
way generate connection with the child’s school and pride in
children’s involvement in school. It is well suited to fathers who
may not be able to go to the school due transportation, health
constraints, low literacy or other barriers. Sensitivity is needed
to ensure that children without involved fathers are welcome
to involve father figures, and to ensure that fathers are able to
contribute or assisted to make a contribution. This approach
has been used successfully by Yellowknives Dene First Nation
Aboriginal Head Start program in the Northwest Territories.

5 Annual school solstice celebration
Schools can involve fathers through annual celebrations,
such as a solstice celebrations. Each solstice can celebrate a
different person in a child’s life. For example, a school-based
cultural program in Eel River Bar First Nation (NB) celebrated
fathers for winter solstice. A group of fathers and fatherfigures came to the class and talked about traditional
activities for men during the winter. They taught the class
some of these activities, including making snow-shoes.

6 Anti-violence or behaviour-modification
programs

Some communities involve fathers through family violence
prevention programs. These are often offered by communitybased organizations. They may be delivered by welfare
services and participation is mandated through the courts.
They are typically structured as 8, 10, 12, or 24 week sessions
with a planned curriculum. These curricula vary according to
location and desired outcomes of the program, but almost all
include a component on fathering and nurturing a positive
relationship with children. In some places these time-limited
sessions have grown into drop-in groups for men or fathers
with children. An example is the Mi’Kmaq Family Confederacy
‘PRIDE’ program in Prince Edward Island.
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One time, I was out with my girlfriend and my
son, and my girlfriend had to stop in to the
Centre to check about something. I just waited
with our son at the front door, while she ran in
to talk to one of the child care workers. Rob, the
Fathers Outreach Worker, walked up to me and
introduced himself. He already knew my son from
being at the Centre, so he was chatting with him.
He asked me if I knew about the Dad’s Group. I
told him I had wanted to try to get involved, but
I hadn’t really had a chance to get away. He told
me there were quite a few other fathers who
brought their kids on Monday nights. He told me
about some of the activities they have to offer
and he told me if I was interested, he could pick
me up next Monday night. He said it didn’t cost
anything, they provided dinner and I did not have
to come again if I didn’t like it. So, I tried it out.
Two years later, Dad’s Group is a big part of my
life. I don’t get to go to Dad’s Group every week,
but when I do it is always worth it. It’s the only
time that my son and I get to do something
together, just the two of us. There are always
other kids there, which makes it fun for my son.
It is great to have somewhere to bring your kids,
where you can be comfortable and relaxed. The
Dad’s Group has been really supportive of me,
too. When I was going through a rough time with
my girlfriend, I could have a coffee while the
kids played and talk to some of the other fathers
about it. I have been able to watch other dads
interact with their children, and that has also
helped me with how I parent my son. Plus, Rob
is always there to talk to. He has given me
resources and told me about different events
that are happening around town. He is a big help.
If I were ever to give advice to a young First
Nations father, I would tell him to join Park
Centre Dad’s Group. It has really taught me a lot
and it has been awesome for my son and me.

What are some keys to the success of the
Dad’s Group?
• The Coordinator is a man with children and grandchildren

of his own.
• The group includes fathers with their children of any age.
• It is not associated with child welfare services and does

not involve supervised visits between fathers and children
in care or the custody of another guardian.
• Rather than an office space or community centre, the

group meets in a detached home rented by the Child
Development Centre – often the only comfortable home
environment that fathers and children experience during
the week.
• Although dads register when they first start coming, it is

offered on a drop-in basis, continuously, all year.
• On the day of the meeting, the Coordinator calls dads who

have come before to remind them that it’s Dad’s night.
• The group has met at the same time, on the same day, for

years.
• The evening includes a simple dinner.
• The meeting offers some very practical tips for fathers

about:
• Housekeeping (e.g., how to mix a simple anti-bacterial
cleaning solution)
• Meals (e.g., how to make cheese quesadillas that are
inexpensive and easy to involve a child in the
preparation)
• Play activities (e.g., how to make a hand print with
water paints and paper)
• It offers fathers a chance to observe other fathers and the
Coordinator interacting with children of various ages.
• It offers information and referrals to other resources.
• It offers friendship.

It is important to provide a non-threatening environment
where fathers can ask questions and talk about things they
are not sure about without fear of being judged. Studies show
that fathers, mothers and other primary caregivers benefit
from parenting programs where parents can observe other
parents interacting with their children. Role modeling fathers’
engagement with their children can occur at Dad’s groups
and by watching DVDs and videos.

(Indigenous father, Terrace)
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Final encouragements!
A positive connection between Indigenous fathers and their
children can contribute significantly to family wellness, even
when all family members may not be living under one roof.
Supporting Indigenous fathers to strengthen their positive
involvement will be both challenging and rewarding.
Programs highlighted in this Guide have had success. Success
has taken commitment, self-awareness, a ‘teach me’ attitude
that has yielded new insights and program ideas, and a
willingness to connect with diverse fathers and communities.

Change takes time
An Indigenous teaching is that it can
take seven generations to turn something
around.
With time, sensitivity, creativity and an open heart, you could
make a valued contribution to the turn-around generation
of Indigenous fathers and children. You could be part of the
journey of healing and dignity for all Canadians.
A first step is just that – a step towards doing something
where before there was nothing.

Best wishes for success
in reaching, supporting,
and learning from
Indigenous fathers!
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Program resources
This section offers resources that
could be printed as individual posters,
handouts or worksheets.
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Resources for practitioners and fathers
Dad Central/Papa Centrale
http://www.dadcentral.ca/
This is Canada’s clearinghouse for resources, events, and
contacts about fatherhood. It has most of the useful
resources for dads, tips for programs, and ideas about how
to reach out to and work with diverse dads and their families.

National Collaborating Centre
for Indigenous Health

National Responsible Fatherhood
Clearinghouse (USA)
https://www.fatherhood.gov/home
Lots of resources, webinars, and information on this site!
(not Indigenous specific)
Great for practitioner professional development
and workshop resources

Beginning the Journey
of Fatherhood

www.nccah.org
This is Canada’s centre for resources, events, and contacts
about Indigenous children, families and communities.
It has a wealth of resources for Indigenous fathers and
mothers, and for practitioners across a range of services,
including parenting, social services, health, education, and
environment. It includes up to date ideas about ensuring
cultural safety, implementing the Calls to Action in the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report, and addressing
residential school effects.
Great for practitioner professional development
and workshop resources

Native American Fatherhood & Families
Association (NAFFA)
https://www.nativeamericanfathers.org/
This is a resource to support Indigenous fathers and mothers
in the USA. It is an Arizona-based non-profit organization.
Note that this organization conveys a strong heteronormative
and Christian perspective.
A facilitators training program prepares community outreach
coordinators and native fatherhood and motherhood support
workers.
NAFFA offers three original curricula, using a particular
“responsibility” focused philosophy:
(1) Fatherhood is sacred, motherhood is sacred;
(2) Linking generations by strengthening relationships; and
(3) Addressing family violence and abuse.
To find out more:
https://www.nativeamericanfathers.org/training
Potentially great for practitioner training

DVD showing interviews with 6 First Nations
fathers of young children. Includes screening
guide with fathers’ bios and suggestions for
workshop discussions.
Ordering information here: jball@uvic.ca or
www.ecdip.org/fathers/
Great for workshops! (Show one father on the
video. Ask fathers: Does anything resonate with
your own experience?)

24-HR Cribside Assistance
This is a practical, short, clear, encouraging manual for new
dads written in the style of a car care manual. It keeps it
simple and uses clear language and diagrams. Available in
French and English.
Get it here: http://www.dadcentral.ca/dad-booklets
Or get it here with engaging short video clips where
different fathers talk through the whole manual:
http://www.newdadmanual.ca/index.php
Great for workshops!

Indigenous Men as Fathers
This is an Indigenous-specifc page and 1 minute video on the
New Dad (24 hr Cribside Assistance) website. Interviews with
3 Indigenous fathers. “I believe I am breaking the cycle and
I’ve known that from the beginning that that is something I
had to do as a father.”
Get it at: http://www.newdadmanual.ca/manual.php?
SectionID=9&ArticleID=24
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Father/Child Relationships

Gay Fathers of Toronto

This is another Indigenous-specifc page and 5 minute video
with Indigneous fathers on the New Dad (24 hr Cribside
Assistance) website.

This is a registered charity of the City of Toronto and the
oldest and most established resource for gay fathers in
Canada. It is located at 519 Church St, Toronto, ON M4Y 2C9.
Practitioners there have a wealth of experience in delivering
programs and the website points to relevant resources.

Get it at: http://www.newdadmanual.ca/manual.
php?SectionID=9&ArticleID=25
Great for workshops! (Show the video. Ask
fathers: Does anything resonate with your own
experience?)

The Change That Indigenous
Fathers Can Make
Pamphlet with encouragements and practical tips.
Folds out to make an 11” X 17” poster.
Ordering information here: jball@uvic.ca
Great for new baby bags, health centres,
waiting rooms

Fatherhood is Forever:
A resource booklet about
fathering for First Nations
and Métis fathers (2013)
This magazine style, practical booklet is
BC focussed though useful for anyone!
National Collaborating Centre for
Indigenous Health. Prince George.
Get it at: www.nccah.ca
Great for new baby bags, handout at workshops,
waiting rooms

With Dad: Strengthening
the Circle of Care
This is a report of an Indigenous-led
conference in 2011 about Indigenous
fatherhood, and there is also a DVD,
sponsored by the National Collaborating Centre for
Indigenous Health (NCCAH) in Prince George. It is plain
language and beautifully illustrated.
Get it at: http://www.nccah-ccnsa.ca/docs/1913_with_
dad_report-%20final%20(English).pdf

Get information at: http://www.the519.org/programs/
gay-fathers-of-toronto
Great for practitioner development, resource and
workshop ideas
Great resource for gay/two-spirited fathers and
expecting fathers

Traditional Parenting Program Facilitator’s Manual
Skookum Jim Friendship Centre, Whitehorse, Yukon. Threeday workshops include a focus on urban Indigenous fathers
with young children, and include traditional activities like
setting fishnets and snares, berry picking, sewing and tanning
hides.
Ordering information available at: 867-633-7680 or
http://skookumjim.com/programs/traditional-parenting/
Great for workshop ideas

Blind Spot: What Happened to
Canada’s Indigenous Fathers?
(CBC documentary online)
This is a CBC TV (Saskatchewan) 47 minute documentary.
It explores the issue of absent fathers through the eyes of
three First Nations dads including a 16 year old boy who is
soon to become a dad. It shows fathers with their partners,
interacting with their children in their homes and outdoors
in Regina Saskatchewan. It also shows a long-standing
successful program for fathers in Regina.
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatchewan/
blind-spot-what-happened-to-canada-s-aboriginalfathers-1.1495544
www.cbc.ca/video/#/News/Canada/Saskatchewan/
1304131310/ID=2187795016/
Great for practitioners and excerpts for father
meetings

Great for practitioner development, workshop
topic ideas
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The Healing Journey Toolkit
Gignoo Transition House, Public Legal
Education and Information Service of
New Brunswick. Culturally sensitive
resources on family violence in Indigenous
communities.
Get it here: www.thehealingjourney.ca
Great for specific topics when working
with First Nations fathers

BearPaw Legal Education & Resource
Centre videos
Films to educate Indigenous communities about legal issues
including mediation and divorce, guardianship issues, lateral
violence.
Get it here: http://www.bearpaweducation.ca/videos
Great for specific topics when working with
First Nations fathers

Healthy Beginnings, Supportive
Communities, a Strong Future
The Métis Centre of the National Indigenous Health
Organization met in 2009 with Métis in different parts
of Canada to share and collect stories, teachings, and
information on parenting and child wellness. This DVD is
the result of learnings from Métis midwives, health
professionals, Elders, and parents. (Somewhat mothercentric, the video share experiences, traditions, and
health information relevant to Métis families.)
Saskatchewan Prevention Institute, Saskatoon.
For loan at: https://skprevention.ca/product-category/
parenting/

Warrior-caregivers: Understanding the
challenges and healing of First Nations
men. A resource guide
By William J. Mussell (2005). 163 pp. Ottawa: Indigenous
Healing Foundation.
Get it here: http://www.ahf.ca/downloads/healing
menewebrev.pdf
Great for practitioner development and
workshop ideas

Nobody’s Perfect
NOBODY’S PERFECT is a facilitated, community-based
parenting program for parents of children from birth to age
five. The program is designed to meet the needs of parents
who are young, single, socially or geographically isolated, or
who have low income or limited formal education. NOBODY’S
PERFECT is owned by the Public Health Agency of Canada
and delivered across Canada through provincial and territorial
organizations.
To obtain further information regarding the NOBODY’S
PERFECT Program, its implementation, or facilitation training
within your province or territory contact the coordinator
for your province or territory. The national coordinator
contact: Public Health Agency of Canada, Division of
Children, and Youth.
Contact: PHAC.dca.public.inquiries.ASPC@canada.ca
Get information at: https://www.canada.ca/en/
public-health/services/health-promotion/
childhood-adolescence/parent/nobody-perfect.html
Great for community-based practitioners to learn
about a straightforward, effective, facilitated
curriculum for parenting education, problem
solving and peer support that could be adapted
to working with Indigenous partners or fathers

Great for workshop discussion
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Father Factors: What Social Science
Research Tells Us about Fathers and
How to Work With Them
By John Hoffman (2011) (not Indigenous specific)
Summarizes research on: External and contextual
influences on the fatherhood role; the influence of
mothers/partners on the fatherhood role; father-child
attachment/relationships; fathers’ influences on mothering
in early parenting; vulnerable and marginalized fathers;
and father-oriented programming.
Get it here: https://www.fatherhood.gov/library-resource/
father-factors-what-social-science-research-tells-usabout-fathers-and-how-work
Great for practitioner development

For Joshua: An Ojibway Father
Teaches His Son
Novel (2002). This is a largely autobiographical story by
Ojibway author Richard Wagamese. He shares the traditions
and teachings of his people, entwining them with an account
of his own life-long struggle for self-knowledge and
self-respect.
For ordering information: https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/184586/for-joshua-by-richardwagamese-read-by-craig-lauzon/9780385693912/
Great to deepen understandings

Medicine Walk
Novel (2014). Ojibway author Richard Wagamese (2014)
describes efforts to preserve culture and heal a divided family
as a teenage son and dying father embark on a final journey
together.
For ordering information: https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/226075/medicine-walk-by-richardwagamese/9780771089213
Great to deepen understandings

Mamaskatch: A Cree Coming of Age
Memoir (2018). This is Cree author Darrel McLeod’s
autobiography. It interweaves stories that evoke
contemporary issues including gender fluidity, familial
violence, and transcultural hybridity. A fast-moving,
intimate memoir lyrical and gritty, raw and vulnerable,
told without pity, but with phoenix-like strength.
For ordering information: http://www.douglas-mcintyre.
com/book/mamaskatch
Great to deepen understandings

Indigenous Men and Masculinities:
Legacies, Identities, Regeneration
Book (2016). Editted by Indigenous scholars Robert Innes
and Kim Anderson, this book highlights voices of Indigenous
fathers, writers, traditional knowledge keepers, two-spirited
people, ex-gang members, war veterans, youth, and other
Indigenous men exploring the meaning of being a man within
Indigenous traditions and working to end violence against
women. It offers a refreshing vision that celebrates healthy
and diverse masculinities.
For ordering information: https://uofmpress.ca/books/
detail/indigenous-men-and-masculinities
Great to deepen understandings

Masculindians: Conversations about
Indigenous Manhood
Book (2016). Author Sam McKegney conducted interviews
from 2010 to 2013 with leading Indigenous artists, critics,
activists, and Elders across Canada on the subject of
Indigenous manhood. Participants tackle crucial questions
about masculine self-worth and how to foster balanced and
empowered gender relations. The interviews embolden the
generative potential of healthy Indigenous masculinities.
For ordering information: https://uofmpress.ca/books/
detail/masculindians
Great to deepen understandings
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Story books featuring Indigenous men in the lives of children
Here is a sample of story books that would be great to
have in programs that include children or that could be
loaned to fathers. Look for books for children and youth that
show positive involvement of fathers who are Indigenous
within your region. Select books authored or illustrated by
Indigenous people to ensure authenticity.

Morning on the Lake

Jason’s New Dugout Canoe

Author: Jan Bourdeau Waboose
Illustrator: Karen Reczuch
Kids Can Press, 1998
ISBN 1-55074-588-3 (paperback)
(Ojibway grandfather and
grandson canoeing)

Author: Joe Barber-Starkey
Illustrator: Paul Montpellier
Harbour Publishing, 2000
ISBN 1-55017-229-8 (bound)
(West Coast community men in life
of boy)

Spear Fishing with Dad
Author: Lorraine Adams and Lynn Bruvold
Eaglecrest Books (levelled book series), 2006
www.eaglecrestbooks.com
(Cowichan First Nation father and sons)

Dipnetting with Dad
Author: Willie Sellars
Illustrator: Kevin Easthope
2015
ISBN: 1-927575-53-2 (hardcover)
(Tsilhqot’in father and son catching
and treating salmon)
Colouring pages can be downloaded.

Hockey with Dad
Author: Willie Sellars
Illustrator: Nelson White
2015
ISBN: 1-987915-80-1 (hardcover)
(Tsilhqot’in father, son, daughter, grandfather.
Drawing on cultural values of effort and play.)

Solomon’s Tree
Author: Andrea Spalding
Illustrator: Janet Wilson
Tsimpshian Designs: Victor Reece
Orca Book Publishers, 2002
ISBN 1-55143-380-X (paperback)
(Tsimpshian uncle and nephew)
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My Two Dads and Me
Author: Michael Joosten
Illustrator: Izak Zenou
Doubleday Books for Young Readers, 2019
ISBN: 978 0 525 58010 2
(Gay fathers, diverse families;
not Indigenous)

And Tango Makes Three
Authors: Justin Richardson and
Peter Parnell
Illustrator: Henry Cole
Little Simon, 2015
(Gay fathers, represented by penquins)

The Family Book
Author: Todd Parr
Little, Brown Books for Young Readers,
2010
ISBN - 10: 0316070408
(Diverse family structures and lifestyles;
not Indigenous)
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Workshop reflections: For practitioners
How are you approaching Indigenous Fathers’ involvement?
Please use this page to jot down ideas.
What comes to mind when you think about First Nations, Métis, or Inuit fathers?

What experiences have you had reaching out to First Nations, Métis, or Inuit fathers in your work?

Is there a tendency to overlook or exclude First Nations, Métis, or Inuit fathers in your practice or programs?
(exclude = avoid, actively work around, forget about, dismiss, or ‘give up on’)
Mostly yes

Maybe sometimes

Not so much

No

What about your practice or programs might cause First Nations, Métis, or Inuit fathers to feel excluded or that a program
is just ‘not for me’?

What about your practice or programs might cause First Nations, Métis, or Inuit fathers to experience cultural unsafety in
regards to your program or agency?

How are you/your agency making progress in effectively reaching out to, involving, or supporting First Nations or Métis
fathers?

How have your understandings, insights, or realizations about Indigenous fathers changed?

What are some ideas for improving your practice or your program to reach out to, include and service Indigenous fathers?
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Trauma-informed practice17
Discussion questions for practitioners
Safety

1

What is a father’s first point of contact with you, your
agency, or your program? (e.g, phone message, outreach
worker, receptionist? What makes this a welcoming and safe
first point of contact? What else can be done?)

2

Cultural, social, emotional and physical safety go together.
Being trauma-aware and gender-responsive, what might you
do to ensure a safe environment for fathers? Is your physical
environment comfortable for fathers? What might be
comfortable and safe for one person might feel restrictive
or triggering for another.

3

Take a walk through the doors, hallways, waiting areas,
meeting rooms and offices of your organization. Do they
convey openness to men? Fathers? Indigenous families? Many
service agencies, especially in urban areas, communicate
mother-centrism and an Anglo/ Euro-western cultural
orientation. Do these spaces increase feelings of welcome and
safety or being hemmed in or stepping into an alien world?

Collaboration

1

What opportunities are there for fathers or other family
members to make suggestions, provide feedback, ask
questions, or express their concerns? How is this feedback
received and responded to, by whom?

2

What opportunities are there for staff to provide feedback
ask questions, or express their concerns? How is this feedback
received, responded to and by whom?

3

What are some of your strengths working with people (e.g.,
friendly or easy-going, resourceful, enthusiastic, empathic,
creative ways of working? How are you already using these
strengths to build trustworthy and safe relationships with
others, including family members and other systems of care?)

4

How are mistakes or uncertainties handled in your program
or organization? Are they viewed as opportunities for
learning? Can you provide input into how various issues
are handled in the future?

Trauma Awareness

1

Do all staff in your organization have a basic understanding
of the causes of trauma among many Indigenous people in
Canada and possible effects? What topics or issues would you
benefit from learning more about? Are there opportunities
for individual and shared learning within your organization?
Who can you reach out to in the community to strengthen
your trauma-awareness?

2

What are the specialized services that may be available for
trauma-specific services, mental health issues, intimate partner
violence, and other issues facing many Indigenous family
members? What is the referral process like for these services
(e.g., Is there a waitlist? Who is eligible? Is there a fee?)?

17

Download the BC Trauma-Informed Practice Guide, funded in part by
the Government of Canada: www.bccwh.bc.ca
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Key messages for fathers
The following messages could be used
individually or combined in flyers, pamphlets,
signs, emails or letters to fathers.
1
Congratulations on being a father!
Children are gifts. Treasure yours. Show them love.
Teach them how to live in a good way. Help them to grow
into healthy, hopeful young adults who will be strong
parents and grandparents for generations to come.

You are important to your child. Get involved!
Stay connected. It’s a learning journey.
For many men, caring for a child is part of their healing
journey.
You may be a very young father or a father who is already an
Old One or Elder. You may live in a city, small town, or remote
community. You may live in a large family. Or you may be
one of the growing numbers of fathers raising a child on your
own. You may not be the biological father of a child who you
care for, but an important ‘father figure.’ Indigenous fathers
live in all kinds of situations and are different in many ways.
But there are some things that all Indigenous fathers have in
common.
You can show your child you care.
You can help your child grow and be happy by
being positively involved.
You will always be learning how to be a father.
It’s a never-ending journey.
Being involved as a father will boost your
self-confidence, health and outlook on life.

2

3
Positive father involvement will help
your child to grow and be happy.
Children need a parent who is there for them, guiding them,
teaching them and involved in their lives. You could be that
person! Get as involved as you can with your children. Your
children need you, just as much as you need your children.
Spend as much time as you can with them. Try new things
with them. Play with them. Hug them. Experience with them
all the things that you wanted from your own father as a child.

4
As a father, you will always be learning about you, your child, how to be a father,
and how to get along well with other
people involved in caring for your child.
Everyone needs to learn to be a parent. There is nobody in
the world that is born a perfect parent! Men need to learn
to be fathers. The key to learning to be a father is to try.
Learning to become a father takes time. Accept and enjoy the
journey of learning fatherhood, even though it is not always
easy. It is part of what it means to be human and connected
to life. Appreciate your children as they grow and develop
with your love, care, and guidance.

5
A positive connection with your child
will benefit your child and YOU in terms
of your self-esteem, health, and outlook
on life.

You can contribute to your child’s life by
showing you care.
Children need to know their father acknowledges them,
thinks about them, and cares for them. Find any way you can
to show this to your child as often as you can.
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Oh what a difference

a positively involved father
can make!
Indigenous men who have the courage to
be positively involved throughout a child’s life
can make a huge difference, whether you are
that child’s biological father, grandfather, uncle,
older brother, foster father or father figure.

A father’s involvement can make a
difference to children’s
Self esteem
Wellness
Healthy choices
Success in school
Attitude about life
Show your child you care!
Spending time is the greatest gift you can give your child. Watch
and listen to your child.
Say “I love you.” Offer praise. Give hugs.
Ask questions about things they are learning and doing.
Answer their questions.

Teach and learn.
Parents are children’s first teachers!
Find out what your child needs to learn at each stage
of their growth.
Talk to your children, even when they’re babies! Teach
your child something, even simple things like how to
tie a shoe, brush their teeth, hold a pencil or read a
label. Show something from your culture.
Watch, listen and learn from your child’s responses
what they need from you as they grow and change.

Guide by showing and explaining.
Children learn by watching how YOU act. Do your best in every
day tasks and interactions with others. Show your child how to
express respect for people and things. Let your child know the
limits. Gently give feedback when your child ‘crosses a line’ or
makes a mistake. Make respect, safety and love the main
take-away messages.

Support your child’s wellness.
Show your child how you keep yourself well, with cleanliness,
exercise, and healthy food choices.
Provide healthy meals and snacks. Brush teeth.
Wash hands and face several times a day.
When your child is sick, ask for help from a health
practitioner.

Living together or apart.
You may be living with the mother of your child or living separately.
Either way, there are things you can do to make your children feel
good about themselves and their family.
Speak well about the mother of your child.
Work to have good relations with your child’s other
family members.
Visit if possible. Let them know you think of them and
care how they are doing, even when you are
not together.
Call. Send a message. Acknowledge their birthday.
Share a memory of a time you were together, or a story
of when you were their age.

Safety first.
Make your home safe.
Know where your children are and what they are doing.
Teach safety on the roads, in new places, and around strangers.
If you are very upset or have been drinking or using drugs,
find someone else to care for your child.

Join your child in exploring the world.
Take your child into the community for real-world adventures (and
not only TV and computer adventures!)
Go for walks in nature, down the street, or at a park.
Make going to a nearby playground, woods or lakeshore
a fun routine.
Attend events at a Friendship Centre or community
recreation centre.

Bravely venture into your child’s world.
Get to know their friends and their families.
Visit their preschool. Meet their teacher.
Ask them to tell you their hero, favourite friend, story,
animal, and colour.

An Elder said: You have to love yourself
to love your child.
Fathers need to be patient with themselves and with their child. It
takes time and practice to learn what works for you and your child
at different stages.

Find support.
Fathers don’t have to go it alone! All fathers can use support to
gain confidence and skills. Have the courage to ask for help from
family, friends, other fathers, Friendship Centres, cultural centres,
healing programs, health clinics, or other programs.
A wise man said:

who change diapers
“ Men
change the world!”

Indigenous men can make important changes to the health,
happiness and future of Indigenous children and families.
Indigenous fathers who are positively involved with
their children are part of a journey of change and
healing for Indigenous families and communities.
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Understanding and Supporting Indigenous Fathers’ Journeys
“Fathers may well be the greatest untapped resource in the lives of
Aboriginal children today. If we could understand and support them
to get involved and stay connected with their children, that would be
a big protective factor for these youngsters as they grow up.”

Jessica Ball, M.P.H., Ph.D.,
School of Child and Youth Care, University of Victoria
Candice Manahan, M.Sc.,
University of Northern British Columbia

Ed John, Grand Chief of British Columbia First Nations Summit, Aboriginal Early Childhood Development Leaders Forum

Q

How are Indigenous men doing in terms
of the conditions that are known to affect
sustained, positive father involvement?
• Indigenous men may be the most socially excluded population.
• Compared to the general population in Canada, census and
health surveys show that Indigenous men experience:
• Earlier school leaving
• More unemployment
• More injuries
• Three times more living in poverty
• Three times more suicide
• Nine times more incarceration
• Indigenous fathers are much more likely to be teenagers when
their first child is born.

Q

What do Indigenous fathers
say about their experience of
fatherhood?

Research*: 80 First Nations and Métis fathers contributed accounts of
their experiences to the first study of Indigenous fathers in Canada.
Fathers expressed a strong desire to:
• be positively involved with their children
• “learn fatherhood”
• stay connected even when their circumstances change.
They identified many personal and social challenges, which most
explained with reference to the colonial history of disrupting Indigenous
family life and communities. For many, experiences of being guided by a
caring father figure and learning what it means to be a father were lost.

We expect men to become responsible, involved
fathers, and to do what a whole clan used to do.

We call upon men to step into father roles, including lone
fathering and caring for children alone on their custody days,
without many internal guides or external resources, while nearly
all support programs for parents are tailored to mothers.

Mixed media artwork by Norm Coyne

“We could be the ‘turn-around generation’”

Leroy Joe, Lil’wat Nation

Cognitive Outcomes
• Enhanced cognitive functioning
• Higher IQ

“Being a father to these boys is part of a healing journey – for me,
for my extended family, for us as a people, reconnecting us to our
ancestors and the care they showed to our children. It’s part of
who we are, and becoming a father re-awakens that spirit.”

Father
Involvement

Academic Outcomes
• Better academic achievements
• School connectedness
• Higher educational attainment

Al Iverson, Prince George, B.C.

Healing: Many Indigenous men are embarked on healing journeys, learning relationships
skills, and re-joining circles of shared care for children.

Change: New circumstances, especially urban living, are bringing new thinking about the
roles of fathers, mothers, and other family members, and the different supports they need.
Psychological-Emotional Outcomes
• Resiliency
• Lower levels of depression
• Life satisfaction
• Self-acceptance/Self-esteem
• Less stress

Cultural re-connections: Families and communities are mobilizing renewed interest in
traditional circles of care for children, reinstating teaching and nurturing roles for fathers,
uncles, and grandfathers as part of extended family care for children.
Recognition: There is increasing acknowledgement that positive father involvement can
have many benefits for children, as shown in many studies, summarized at right.

Social-Interaction Outcomes
• Attachment
• Supportive social networks
• Positive peer relations
• Empathy
• Compliance with rules, conventions, values, ethical standards
• Less delinquent behaviour

Q

What do Indigenous men say they need to learn
to be positively involved fathers and sustain
connections with their children?

* Support for research with Indigenous fathers has
been provided by:
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
of Canada – CURA Program B.C. Ministry for Children
and Family Development through the Human Early
Learning Partnership at the University of Victoria
(HELP: UVic-REACH)

Paternity recognition: Encourage fathers and institutions to record father’s name
on child records: birth, health, child welfare, child care, and school.

For information and updates:
www.ecdip.org

Program supports for fathers: Move beyond mother-centrism in content, timing and

staffing of programs: prenatal, infant home visiting, parent-tot play groups, child health
and development clinics, early literacy, and parent education. Staff programs with father
support workers.

To learn more:
Ball, J. & George, R. (2005). Policies and practices affecting
Aboriginal fathers’ involvement with their children. In J. P.
White, S.K. Wingert, D. Beavon & P. Maxim (Eds.). Aboriginal
Policy Research: Moving Forward, Making A Difference,
Volume 3 (pp. 123-144). Toronto: Thompson Educational Press.

Positive media: Produce and promote positive images, stories and news about Indigenous
fathers, creating a culture of positive expectations and appreciation.

Patience: Support the journey of learning fatherhood with realistic expectations and

Ball, J. (2008). Policies and practice reforms to promote
positive transitions to fatherhood among Aboriginal young
men. Horizons, 10 (1), 52-56.

Policy reforms and programs that create equitable conditions for positive father
involvement: Work towards federal and provincial policies that improve housing, training,

Manahan, C., & Ball, J. (2008). Aboriginal fathers support
groups: Bridging the gap between displacement and family
balance. First Peoples Child and Family Services Review,
3(4), 42-49.

long-term support. Change takes time and may occur in cycles of more or less connection.

employment, resources for family recreation. and overall opportunities for social inclusion of
Indigenous men.

H e a l i n g

R e c o n n e c t i o n

Circles

Richter, L. & Morrell, R. (2006). Baba: Men and fatherhood
in South Africa. Capetown: Human Science Research
Council Press.

of

Care
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The image of “Family” in the logo here is an original design by Kwakwaka’wakw artist
Lou-ann Neel © 2004. Lou-ann explains that “Family” depicts the balance that is created in
and among families when we embrace, acknowledge and share our rich cultural traditions and
teachings. The Cedar Rope that surrounds the family represents the connection that mother,
father and children have to nature. Here, the Cedar Rope flows, transforms and emerges as the
sacred Tree of Life, which provides for the fundamental needs of the Family – planks to build
their home; bark to create their clothing and hats; wood to create bentwood boxes, feast dishes,
utensils, and other important utilitarian items.
Within their respective Robes of Power, three abstract images of mythological beings are presented
to show the Family’s connection to, and respect for, the creatures of Nature:
Raven (Father’s blanket) represents creatures of the Sky Kingdom
Orca (Mother’s blanket) represents creatures of the Kingdom Beneath the Sea
Supernatural Sculpin (Child’s blanket) represents the creatures of the Spirit World.
The Family, Tree of Life, Cedar Rope, and Three Beings are all connected – as are each of us – as individuals, as families,
as communities, and as Nations.
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