
11/7/25

1

VARLEISHA LYONS PhD, OTD, OTR/L

Healing Through Spirit: 
Integrating Indigenous 
Healing Practices in 
Education and Mental 
Health
Insights and strategies for fostering healing and empowerment in 
communities.
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Ancestral Honoring 
Land Acknowledgement

uWe acknowledge that we are gathered on ancestral lands, 
on Treaty six Territory. These lands are the heartland of 
numerous First Nations and the Métis people. We 
acknowledge that our water is sourced from Saskatchewan 
River Valley.
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• In the quiet fields of the South lived Nanny Gunn, a Native 
American woman with hair to her feet, and her dark-
skinned husband.
• My great-great-grandfather was a sharecropper.
• My mother, a single parent supported by strong 
grandparents. My grandfather sent me to private school, 
despite having only a high school diploma.
• My paternal grandmother Lucy was from the Haliwa-
Saponi Tribe; her husband, a Vietnam vet, was denied his 
benefits.
• I grew up straddling cultural lines—teased for being both 
too light and too dark.
• Today, I hold two doctorates, still learning about my 
roots—African, Indigenous, and Caribbean.
• Legacy isn’t just what we inherit. It’s what we *choose* to 
honor, grow, and pass on.
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Learning Objectives

u 1. Understand intergenerational trauma

u 2. Explore Indigenous spirituality

u 3. Apply cultural intelligence

u 4. Create trauma-responsive, culturally responsive 
environments
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Grounding 
Exercise
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Cultural Appropriation
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Indigenous 
Cultures 
Defined
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Indigenous 
Cultures of 
the United 

States
An inclusive exploration of Native 

American and Afro-Indigenous 
communities.
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Defining Indigenous Cultures

u Diverse! 

u Peoples and lifeways rooted in the land before European 
colonization.
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Federally 
Recognized 
Tribes

u Over 574 tribes 
acknowledged by the 
U.S. government.

USA.GOV
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Unrecognized and State-
Recognized Tribes

u Maintaining identity without federal recognition.
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Afro-Indigenous Peoples

u Shared lineage and erasure through racial classification 
laws.
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Examples of U.S. Indigenous 
Groups

u • Navajo, Hopi, Pueblo

u • Cherokee, Choctaw, Creek

u • Wampanoag, Mohawk, Lenape

u • Yamasee, Washitaw Muurs, Black Seminoles
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Haliwa 
Saponi! 
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Indigenous Cultures of 
Canada

u Exploring First Nations, Inuit, Métis, and Afro-Indigenous 
communities. 

https://www.canada.ca/
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Defining Indigenous Peoples 
in Canada

u 634 First Nations, Inuit, Métis: Three legally recognized 
groups.
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Historical Legacy

u Colonization, residential schools, systemic 
discrimination.
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Land-based education, 
cultural resurgence, 
self-governance.

Contemporary 
Communities
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Afro-Indigenous Identity in 
Canada

u Intersections of African descent and Indigenous 
heritage.
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Examples of Indigenous 
Nations

u • Cree, Mohawk, Haida

u • Inuit communities

u • Métis Nation

u • Afro-Indigenous families in Atlantic Canada

u https://www.proclaimingourroots.com/
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Opening Circle

u Circle practice principles

u Cultural significance

u Participant introductions

22
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Opening Circle 
(Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights
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Communal Rules

u What said here stays here

u Reducing cell phone use

u Respect and judgement free

u Safe environment 

u Listen

u Giving space no over talking 

u Learn in you own way 

u Take care of yourself and ask for help

u Live, Laugh, Love…Dance, Dance, Dance 
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Ground Rules (Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights
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Understanding 
Intergenerational Trauma

u Definition

u Historical context

u Colonization impacts
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Part I

ACT
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A: 
Acknowledge 
and be Aware 

of Trauma
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ACE Questionnaire 

30
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ACE 
Questionnaire 

While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:

Did you live with anyone who was depressed, mentally ill, or suicidal?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did you live with anyone who used illegal street drugs or who abused prescription medications?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did you live with anyone who served time or was sentenced to serve time in a prison, jail, or other correctional facility?

_____ Yes _____ No

Were your parents separated or divorced?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did your parents or other adults in your home often or very often slap, hit, kick, punch or beat each other up?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did a parent or other adults in your home often or very often hit, beat, kick, or physically hurt you in any way? Ever hit you so hard that 
you had marks or were injured? (Do not include spanking.)

_____ Yes _____ No

Did a parent or adult in your home often or very often swear at you, insult you, or put you down?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did an adult or person at least five years older than you ever touch you sexually?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did an adult or person at least five years older than you ever try to make you touch their body sexually?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did an adult or person at least five years older than you ever force you to have sex?

_____ Yes _____ No

Now add up your “yes” answers. This is your ACE score

31
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Categories of Trauma

Expected Unexpected Isolated Pervasive

Intentional Unintentional Direct Indirect

35

C: Create 
Growth

36
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Setting the Stage

37

Mind-Body Connection 
to Spirit and the 
Elements

u Earth

u Wind

u Fire

u Water

“I am Offering This Poem” by 
Jimmy Santiago Baca 
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ACTION Need 
Assessment Worksheet
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Breathwork 

Disclaimer

Connection to the nervous 
system

Diaphragmatic Breathing 

Rhythmic Breathing and the 
Insula Cortex
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T: Teaching 
Neuro!

Trauma in 
the brain 

43

Teaching Younger 
Children About 
Their Brain

u There is a part of our brain that is really smart and playful, kind 
of like a small dog. 

u Sometimes, things happen that make that part of our brain 
angry, mad, sad, or afraid. It has trouble listening, playing, or 
learning. We do not feel like ourselves. That little dog starts to 
get really loud and active.

u That part of your brain tries to get happy and will run around, 
bark, or jump—whatever it takes to get happy! It loves feeling 
good! 

u Like having a small dog as a pet, you have control. Not only can 
you train that part of your brain to feel good, but you can feel 
good too! You have a leash and other training tools we will 
share. 
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Intellectual 
Reactions

u Front Part of the Brain 

   versus Reptilian brain

 

u Challenges with:

u Concentration 

u Problem Solving

u Remembering 

45

Addressing 
the Impact 

on 
Memory
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Counteracting 
Fear and Anxiety:

Parasympathetic 
Nervous System
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Connection to 
the 

ACTION from 
Trauma 

Interventions 

Breathwork 
and Valsalva 

Sensory 
approaches

Body 
Scanning and 

mapping

Guided 
Meditations

Memory 
strategies Self-massage

PNS 
Activation

Inversion 
Techniques 

Upper and 
Lower Body 
Stretches
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Breath!
Nasal 

Breathing

“Breath of 
Fire” 
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Mediation 
and 

Mindfulness: 
Journeys
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Activity 
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Aromatherapy 

53

4 Corners

u 4 directions

u 4 seasons

u 4 times of day

u 4 elements

u 4 medicines
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Our Community Rules! 
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Part 2: ION

57

INTEGENERATIONAL 
FACTORS 

Intergenerational trauma, this type of 
trauma affects generations of a 
specific group of people and does not 
require directly experiencing a 
traumatic event. The hearing of 
stories, learned behaviors, and 
subsequent rules that emerge all feed 
into the well-being of generations 
that follow. Indeed, there are stories 
within our history riddled with 
trauma. Survivors carry that trauma 
not only in their minds but in their 
bodies. The cells in their body hold 
onto the trauma and serve as a 
history book to be shared with 
offspring.
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Epigenetics

59
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Early Intervention
Recognize Risk factors! 

61

Review Family 
History: 

Genogram
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63

64



11/7/25

33

ORGANIZATIONS AND 
SYSTEMS

RE-TRAUMATIZATION

Nikki Harley 
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Collective Trauma
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Creating Safe Spaces

1. Routinely screen for trauma exposure and related symptoms
2. Use culturally appropriate evidence-based assessment and treatment

3. Make resources available to children, families, and providers on 
trauma exposure, impact, and treatment
4. Engage in efforts to strengthen the resilience and protective factors 
of children and families impacted by and vulnerable to trauma
5. Address parent and caregiver trauma and its impacts on the family 
system

6. Emphasize continuity of care and collaboration across systems
7. Maintain an environment of care for staff that addresses, minimizes, 
and treats secondary traumatic stress and that increases staff resilience 
(National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2016)

67

Sanctuary 
Space
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NOW is the time to take 
ACTION

69
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Group activity

u Circle

u Pass items clockwise

u Keep with the rhythm 

71

Juggling Thoughts

u Represents mental chatter

u Mindfulness can help focus

u How did the “chatter” feel when it moved quickly vs. 
slowly?
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Understanding Intergenerational 
Trauma (Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

73

Mechanisms of Trauma 
Transmission

u Psychological

u Cultural

u Social pathways
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Mechanisms of Trauma 
Transmission (Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

75

Impacts on Identity

u Loss of language

u Disconnection from traditions

u Stigma and internalized oppression
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Impacts on Identity 
(Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

77

Mental Health Implications

u High rates of PTSD, depression

u Suicide and substance use trends
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Mental Health Implications 
(Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

79

Spirituality in Indigenous 
Healing

u Role of ceremony and ritual

u Belief systems

u Holistic worldviews
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Spirituality in Indigenous 
Healing (Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

81

Examples of 
Spiritual 

Ceremonies
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Examples of Spiritual 
Ceremonies (Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

83

Healing Through 
Connection

u Connection to land

u Ancestors

u Community
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Healing Through Connection 
(Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

85

Storytelling Traditions

u Transmission of knowledge

u Oral history

u Cultural resilience
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Storytelling Traditions 
(Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

87

Techniques for Storytelling

u Story circles

u Digital storytelling

u Student-led narratives

88
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Techniques for Storytelling 
(Discussion)

u Facilitated questions

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

89

Trauma-Responsive Care

u Core principles

u Safety and empowerment

u Trust and collaboration

90
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Trauma-Responsive Care 
(Discussion)

u Facilitated questions:

u What Happened to You?

u What do You Need? 

u Small group breakout

u Sharing insights

91

Aligning TRC with Culture

u Adaptation of models

u Use of traditional concepts
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Opening Reflection

u Review of Day 1

u Circle sharing

93

Opening Reflection (Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback
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Education & Healing Practices

u Classroom integration

u Mental health support

u Role of school counselors

95

Education & Healing Practices 
(Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback

96
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Working with Elders

u Protocols

u Building trust

u Inviting collaboration
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Working with Elders (Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback
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Tools for Culturally Intelligent
Plans

u Lesson plans

u Community events

u Curriculum redesign

99

Tools for Cultural Intelligent 
Plans (Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback
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Cultural Intelligence vs. 
Competency

u Self-awareness

u Contextual knowledge

u Dynamic learning

101

Cultural Intelligence vs. 
Competency (Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback
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Blending Traditions and 
Therapy

u CBT and mindfulness with ceremonies

u Examples of integrative models

103

Blending Traditions and 
Therapy (Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback

104
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Community-Based Healing

u Feasts

u Wellness circles

u Land-based education

105

Community-Based Healing 
(Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback
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Youth Empowerment

u Mentorship programs

u Language recovery

u Cultural arts

107

Youth Empowerment 
(Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback
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Designing Youth Programs

u Co-creation with youth

u Funding models

u Cultural sustainability

109

Designing Youth Programs 
(Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback

110



11/7/25

56

Sustainable Healing Models

u Train-the-trainer

u Capacity building

u Evaluation methods
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Sustainable Healing Models 
(Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback
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Closing: Storytelling

113

Closing Circle

u Final reflections

u Commitments to action

114
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Closing Circle (Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback

115

Next Steps

u Personal planning

u Program development

u Ongoing education

116
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Next Steps (Activity)

u Interactive exercises

u Role plays

u Peer feedback
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Acknowledgements

u Tribal nations

u Elders and advisors
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VARLEISHA D. LYONS 
PHD, OTD, OTR/L, 

ASDCS, FNAP, FAOTA
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Thank You! 

VISIT ME @ LINKEDIN, INSTAGRAM,
TWITTER & FACEBOOK
@DRVARLEISHA

EMAIL:
DRGBOOKINGS@GMAIL.COM

HTTPS://PUBLISHING.PESI.COM/SPEAKER/DETAILS/0025944
0/VARLEISHA-GIBBS

WEBSITE:  HTTPS://WASUTSANCTUARY.COM/
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https://publishing.pesi.com/speaker/details/00259440/varleisha-gibbs
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