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1. Brief introduction to purpose and plan for the session, setting our intentions in honor of the theme 

of Indigenous social work (10 minutes) 
 
2.  Presentation by Michael Yellow Bird, PhD, Professor and Dean of the University of Manitoba Faculty of Social 

Work, Canada (30 minutes) 

 

Title: Mindfulness, Neurodecolonization, Spirits in our Genes, the Great Inner Circle of Life, and the 
Science of Traditional Indigenous Contemplative Practices  
 
Abstract: 
In this presentation, Dr. Yellow Bird discusses his work in neurodecolonization and its importance to 
Indigenous social work practice. The talk will share how findings from neuroscientific, genetic, 
movement, circadian, and microbiome research, and mindfulness and traditional Indigenous 
contemplative approaches, can be implemented to address the pernicious consequences of 
colonization. He discusses how culture, traumatic colonization experiences, and perceptions shape our 



brain’s plasticity; affect our DNA, our microbiome, the expression of our genes; change brain waves 
and shape specialized brain cells such as mirror neurons; and alter our neurotransmitters and 
modulators. He will share how specific traditional practices of Indigenous Peoples can decolonize and 
heal.   
 
Yellow Bird, M. (2013). Neurodecolonization: Using Mindfulness Practices to Delete the Neural 
Networks of Colonialism. In For Indigenous Minds Only: A Decolonization Handbook, edited by 
Waziyatawin and Yellow Bird. Santa Fe, NM: School for Advanced Research Press.  
 
Clarke, K., and Yellow Bird, M. (2021). Decolonizing Pathways Towards Integrative Healing in 
Social Work. New York, NY: Routledge.  
 
 
3.  Presentation by Nicole Ives, PhD, Associate Professor and Director of the Bachelor of Social Work program, 

McGill University School of Social Work, Canada (30 minutes) 
 

Title: Developing Indigenous-centered Social Work Education in Colonized Spaces 
 
Abstract: 
This presentation will be divided into three parts, providing a foundation for discussion around the 
development of an Inuit-centered Bachelor of Social Work program delivered in Nunavik by McGill 
University School of Social Work. As an introduction, Dr. Ives will locate herself in this work. The 
first part will describe the Truth & Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada and explore the 
implications of the TRC’s Calls to Action for social work education. Three of the TRC’s Calls to 
Action (2015) focus on Indigenous child welfare, education, and reconciliation. These calls will be 
discussed using the example of the creation of Indigenous Access McGill in 2007, a concrete effort to 
re-centering social work’s negative legacy in Indigenous communities: (a) recruitment and retention of 
students from Indigenous communities; (b) curriculum development; and (c) supporting Indigenous 
students. The second part will present a sample of current “decolonizing” and “indigenizing” strategies 
in academia and the roles of allies in these spaces and processes. Discussions include reflections on the 
consequences of failing to question social work practice’s “transportability across cultures and 
languages or its relevance to the contexts in which is it being transplanted” (Gray & Hetherington, 
2013, p. 27). The third section will be devoted to the development process of an Inuit-centered 
Bachelor of Social Work program within McGill’s School of Social Work, a colonized space. 
Challenges to this process will be presented, analogous to the smallest Russian matryoshka dolls, 
collaboratively working their way from the centre to the outside. 

Gray, M., & Hetherington, T. (2013). Indigenization, Indigenous social work and decolonization: 
Mapping the theoretical terrain. In M. Gray., J. Coates, M. Yellow Bird, and T. Hetherington (Eds.), 
Decolonising social work (pp. 25-41). London: Ashgate. 



Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. (2015). Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada: Calls to Action. Available at: http://trc.ca/assets/pdf/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf.  
 
 

4. Presentation by Edward Canda, PhD, Professor Emeritus and Coordinator of the Spiritual 
Diversity and Social Work Initiative, University of Kansas, School of Social Welfare, USA (30 
minutes) 
 

Title: Culturally and Ethically Appropriate Use of Buddhist Derived Mindfulness Practices in 
Professional Social Work 

 
Abstract: This presentation provides guidelines for adaptation and use of Buddhist derived 
mindfulness practices in social work and other professional therapeutic settings. Mindfulness derived 
therapeutic practices, such DBT, ACT, and MBSR, have become widely used in North American 
social work, health, and mental health settings during the past 10 years. Although these practices 
derive from Buddhist traditions and meditative practices, they are often applied without explanation of 
their origins or original purposes. Commonly, they are integrated with Western cognitive therapy 
approaches designed to reduce symptoms of anxiety, depression, and other forms of mental distress 
and illness. Dr. Canda discusses how this purpose can be congruent with the Buddhist tradition’s 
emphasis on using skillful means (upaya) to help alleviate the suffering of all beings, based on 
compassion (karuna). He also cautions that separation from Buddhist traditions, moral precepts (sila), 
and purposes of transcending attachments, aversions, and egoistic delusions opens the risk that 
therapeutic applications could distort the original intentions and not convey proper respect and 
acknowledgment of the Buddhist origins. This is akin to the problematic misappropriation of 
Indigenous/First Nations spiritual practices that has occurred in professional social work and been 
objected to by many Indigenous scholars and activists in North America, especially since the 1980s 
and 1990s. In response to this concern, Dr. Canda presents guidelines for appropriate cross-tradition 
sharing of spiritually based helping practices, which Dr. Canda expanded from prior collaboration with 
Dr. Yellow Bird. 
 
Canda, E. R., & Yellow Bird, M. J. (1996). Cross-tradition borrowing of spiritual practices in social 
work settings. Society for Spirituality and Social Work Newsletter, 3(1), 1,7. 
 
Canda, E. R., Furman, L. D., Canda, H. (2020). Spiritual diversity in social work practice: The heart of 
helping, third edition. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
 
5. Panel Discussion, Q&A, Conclusion (20 minutes) 
 

 

https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Ftrc.ca%2Fassets%2Fpdf%2FCalls_to_Action_English2.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Cedc%40ku.edu%7Cbdf945f94efd4840583c08d8a75bf331%7C3c176536afe643f5b96636feabbe3c1a%7C0%7C0%7C637443360676775613%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=UUZAlBSd2ND5OKruWsr002icjSnhVqn2KZymFX7uTEk%3D&reserved=0

