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Land Acknowledgement

We work and live on the lands of the Dena’ina and Spokane People. 



Who I Am, Where I Come From



Tavlugun Ceremony



Today’s Presentation

• The Why Behind the Work
• Results from a Literature 

Review and Qualitative 
Research

• The Indigenous 
Connectedness Framework

• How this way of thinking can 
shift the practice 

• Using the IC Framework to 
develop a curriculum

• How we can apply our own 
community’s connectedness 
frameworks and traditional 
values to reset systems 
towards liberation from 
oppression



Encourage Questions and Discussion 



Why We Do 
this Work



The Start of My Social Work and 
Research Journey

Harold Napoleon, 1996

Bernardi photo album, UW special collections, 1902



Breaking the 
Cycle of 
Indigenous 
Child 
Removal



Focus on Indigenous Wellbeing

Harold Napoleon, 1996



How Connectedness Has 
Been Defined

“The Inter-related welfare of an 
individual, family, community and 
the Earth.” – The People’s 
Awakening Team of Southwest 
Alaska (Mohatt et al., 2011). 



Connectedness Mechanisms- Relational Actions 
that Support Connectedness



Initial 
Conceptual 
Framework



We Do This Work Together

Elders, 
My family, 
Tribal Leaders, 
Previous Co-Workers, 
Indigenous Scholars, 
Indigenous Wellness 
Research Institute, 
UW Professors



Listening to 
Lived 

Experience
25 Knowledge Bearers

9 Lived Expertise
10 Relatives

6 Foster Parents



Results

Four Cycles of Analysis
1. Hypothesis and Descriptive 
Coding
2. Identification of Common 
Concepts
3. Indigenous Storying 
4. Wholistic Story Excerpt

Aim 1

Aim 2
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Indigenous Storying Lesson 1: Acknowledge Trauma, 
Disconnectedness and Relational 
Wounding



Lesson 2: Maintain Relational Continuity and 
Connectedness for Child Wellbeing



Lesson 3: Facilitate Relational Healing to 
Support Internal Connectedness



Relational Identity

An “Inner Ecology” 
(Kawagley, 2006)

Knowing Who You Are

Spirit

BodyMind Relational 
Identity

Emotions





Culture = Spirit = Medicine = Healthy 
Relationships = Knowing Who You Are



Possible internal beliefs 
based on trauma that 
sometimes keep us 
disconnected

I don’t matter, Nobody cares, 
Less than, Don’t trust, The 
past will be the future, Not 
enough, People abandon me, 
Change isn’t possible, Run 
away from the pain, A closed 
heart doesn’t hurt, Nobody 
loves me, don’t like myself, 
not safe, have to be perfect, 
showing feelings is bad. 



Beliefs that Can 
Heal, Protect, Re-
center Us
Healing is possible, We Can have 
an easier life, Always protected 
and provided for, My Spirit is 
Limitless, There is abundance, 
Unconditional love always exists, I 
can Trust, We are all sacred and 
divine beings, Balance and peace is 
within, I matter, Never alone, I can 
walk towards the pain, I am 
lovable, I can love myself, I am 
safe, The present moment contains 
magic



One Size Does Not Fit All



So Many 
Practice 
Considerations

• Who You Serve
• Safety, Permanency, 

Wellbeing
• Child Maltreatment, Trauma
• Social History
• Family Engagement
• Policies and Funding
• Power, Authority and 

Responsibility

Art by Ron Senungetuk



Who We Serve



Social 
History



Safety, 
Permanency, 
Wellbeing

• It’s all about relational 
wellbeing

• When we are relationally 
well- we are safe, we have 
connectedness to culture, 
land, family, community, 
spirit, the ancestors, future 
generations, the collective



Trauma, Child Maltreatment



Family Engagement
Table. 1 Recommended Changes for Supporting Family Connectedness

Direct Practice Agency Practice Government Practice 
Knowledge bearers have autonomy 
and hold the power and choice to 
define who “family,” is, what 
relationships are important to 
them, where they will live, when 
they move, planning for 
reunification, and family contact.

No meeting or decision is made 
about a family without them 
present. 

Child welfare agency response to 
families acknowledges the cultural 
and intergenerational family 
practices. This may include 
storytelling.

Knowledge Bearers define how they want to 
engage in decision making processes 
involving their family life, either through 
formal systems processes (hearings, 
meetings, visits) or in a way that they define 
to be authentic and most effective beyond 
the systems framework for managing 
“cases.”

Child welfare agencies hold family 
connectedness at the center of all decisions 
through relentless family engagement, 
acknowledgement of knowledge bearers as 
holding the key to the solutions for their 
own family situation. Families are seen as 
the “experts,” in their own lives.

Knowledge bears have a seat at the 
table in government decisions being 
made about families at all levels. 

Knowledge bearers share lived 
expertise with policymakers and key 
decision makers that is acted on 
through with urgency through policy 
reform and implementation efforts.

Government incentivizes policies 
that promote Family Connectedness. 
Agencies are held accountable to 
family engagement.



Policies and Funding



Power, Authority and Responsibility



Multiple Systems 
Change

• Education
• Health care
• Mental Health
• Substance Use Treatment
• Justice
• Child Welfare
• Government
• Economic



Disrupting This 
Theory of Change

Biased Care 
and Concern 
for Children

Problem 
Focused and 

Reactive

Separation as an 
Intervention

Professionals as 
Experts

Cookie Cutter 
Approach

Common Theory of 
Change in 
Oppressive Systems



Theory of Change
“Our approach includes a unique theory of change 
(Figure 1 ) that is grounded in Indigenous relational 
and connectedness worldviews. Change is based on a 
foundation of love for our sacred children, is wellbeing 
focused, incorporates relational knowledge exchange, 
and sees Elders, young people, and community 
members as experts that we are responsive to and co-
create the best solutions with. Through this 
transformation, we want all children to be accepted 
for who they are and where they come from as 
interdependent relational human beings with gifts to 
share with our beloved community” (Ullrich, 2020)



Shifting the Theory 
of Change

• Community as a unit of change WITH 
our precious children and families

• Focusing on the promotion of 
wellbeing, while acknowledging the 
trauma and oppressions

• Planning for system and collective 
change, it’s not just on an individual 
to do

• It’s not entirely about changing, it’s 
about dissolving the false beliefs and 
lies about who we are

• Who we are is ____________ and 
interconnected to a collective



Sample Community Activity 
Small Break Out Discussions 
Introduce yourselves- roles you might 
have had in child welfare

• Share your ideas with one another 
on the direct practice change, 
agency practice change and 
government practice change on at 
least one area of connectedness

Report out 1-2 things that your group 
feels is a really good recommendation



What A Connectedness Child Welfare System 
Looks Like: Community

• Young people knowing who they are and where they come from
• Love, care, respect, accountability, contribution, co-caregiving
• Poverty, racism, and all forms of oppression cease- by coming back into right 

relationship with ourselves and the collective (internal connectedness)
• Humanizing the work, destigmatizing the need for help
• Early relational health



Research Can 
Help, We Are 

All 
Researchers



Natmun Piliuqpita? Where do we go from here?



Being Ourselves as Real Human Beings
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