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Dear friends,
We know that resilience begins with the relationship
between a mother and her baby which supports learning
through the critical first years of a child’s life. However,
as a result of the legacy of colonization and the historic
underfunding of essential services, Indigenous children
and families continue to face a cycle of social and systemic
inequity. The origin of MFI’s Early Years came from the
realization that if we truly wanted to ‘break the cycle,’
we had to start before the cycle began.
Once we began to put our heads together with community
members, Elders, teachers, and parents, it was clear that
they were much further ahead of us in the realization. These
conversations not only shaped The Early Years but an even
greater story: the story of possibility.
The Early Years began as a pilot project in Ermineskin
Cree Nation and over the past year has surpassed every
expectation.
The program would not have been possible without the
visionary leadership from Chief Craig Mackinaw and the
Ermineskin Cree Nation Council; Executive Director Randy
Littlechild and Maskwacis Health Services board and staff;
Superintendent Brian Wildcat and Maskwacis Education
Schools Commission staff and board; Program Manager
Heather Downie, Family & Cultural Coordinator Charlene
Rattlesnake and program Lead of Training and Instruction
Rebecca Lariviere.

A LETTER FROM LEADERSHIP

And finally, nothing would be possible without the incredible
EY Visitors and participants who have and continue to cast
their brilliance on to the program – they are the light that
continues to guide our way.
Thank you.

Chloe Ferguson

The Right Honourable Paul Martin
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ABOVE, EY staff share what they teach their own children and all parents and families in the Early Years.
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“

WE DREAM THAT ALL FAMILIES WHO NEED
A LOVING AND CARING ENVIRONMENT
WILL GROW TO CREATE THAT.

TOGETHER

”

WE CAN ENSURE THAT EVERY
CHILD’S EARLY POTENTIAL

Josie Rain
Sitting Sun Child

LASTS A LIFETIME

Too many First Nations, Inuit, and Métis people still do not have
equitable and essential healthcare and education in Canada.
50% of Indigenous children on and off reserve live in poverty with
their families. Thousands of Indigenous children under the age of 4
live in foster care, and dis-connect to their culture and are not proud
of who they are.
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INTRODUCING THE
MARTIN FAMILY
INITIATIVE’S NEWEST
BUNDLE OF JOY.
The Early Years is a pre-natal to pre-school
program that supports young families in creating
a strong understanding of their child’s early
developmental process. Starting prenatally, The
Early Years provides families with the tools to uplift
their children by weaving together community led
innovation with the most current scientific research
around early childhood development. The future
of any society depends on its ability to nurture the
healthy development of the next generation.
So, how do we ensure every child has the
opportunity to reach the potential they were born
with?

WE START WHERE BABIES BEGIN.
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THESE
ARE
OUR
VOICES

A MOTHER OF EIGHT, ANNETTE IS FROM PELICAN NARROWS FIRST NATION
BUT SHE HAS CALLED MASKWACIS HOME FOR OVER TWENTY YEARS.

Annette joined the Early Years program because she saw a problem. Community members were taking
their own lives. She watched, in particular, as young women floundered. She felt they didn’t have
positive role-modeling or encouragement.
“I think young women are not sure what they are supposed to do or why they are supposed to do it. So,
they get lost in the system. Or they don’t think they are worthy of being here,” she says. “I don’t believe
that for a second.” Annette says part of her work as an EY visitor is to let her families know that they’re
doing a great job as caregivers and to simply give them the tools to do better and better.
“What amazes me is how eager they are to learn! I can guarantee that anything any one of these moms
on the reserve has been through, I’ve been through. So, it’s getting through those times and knowing
you can survive.”

EXACTLY WHERE I NEED TO BE
A STORY OF RESILIENCE

This is Annette’s message to her community.
“No matter what happens to you, don’t let that determine who you are.”

LOVE
BUILDS
BRAINS

SUPPORTED BY EVIDENCE AND
GROUNDED IN TRADITION
THINK ABOUT BEADING A BABY’S
FIRST PAIR OF MOCCASSINS.
The process begins by gathering together the sinew, the hide and colourful beads.
What follows is repetitive action with purpose. The brain functions similarly:
threaded pathways for little beads of information must be established for learning
to emerge.
These beaded patterns control a child’s learning and behaviour and allow the baby
to think, sing, get up and dance--do just about anything they set their mind to.
Ninety percent of a child’s brain is developed by age 5. And, what we do from
the very first day of a child’s life influences the way the child will think, feel and
respond to the world around them. And it’s here, right here where the child’s brain
develops the connections required to become healthy, happy, and thriving later on
in life.
You will also see a tiny hole in the sole of each moccasin. This practice flows from
a tradition that care for the newborn’s spirit to make certain they will always be
rooted to the earth. The evidence behind positive child development tells us what
Indigenous families have always known.

ENCOURAGING CULTURAL IDENTITY AND PRIDE AT THIS
EARLY STAGE IN A CHILD’S LIFE ENSURES THEY WILL BE
SUPPORTED TO PUT THEIR BEST FOOT FORWARD.
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THE SOLUTIONS LIVE IN
COMMUNITY



Indigenous communities know better than anyone what’s best for their children. They
know that home is the ideal place to boost cultural identity and well-being in the long run.
The Early Years focuses on placing value on the mothers, parents, families and broader
communities that surround children, to provide them with the support they require to
ensure their children are brought up healthy, happy, and ready to learn.

We put the parent-child relationship first,
beginning prenatally.

OUR CORE GOALS; FOCUS ON IMPROVING CHILDREN’S LANGUAGE
DEVELOPMENT BEFORE KINDERGARTEN, PROMOTING SOCIAL PLAY
AMONG CHILDREN AND FAMILIES, STRENGTHENING CHILDREN’S
PRIDE IN THEIR IDENTITY AND CULTURE, AND DECREASING
INVOLVEMENT WITH CHILD WELFARE SERVICES.


We emphasise language
as a critical priority for
young children.



We facilitate the community’s
design of the program.



We prioritize meaningful professional
and personal development.
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WE’RE WORKING HARD

TO WELCOME MORE FAMILIES AND THEIR CHILDREN INTO THE EARLY YEAR

WE REVOLUTIONIZE from the ground up

2018 marked the beginning of our first pilot project at Ermineskin Cree Nation in Maskwacis, Alberta

WE WORK

in partnership
Together with Maskwacis Health Services and Maskwacis Education Schools Commission, The Early Years program
relies on the support of many community partners, Elders, and Indigenous and non-Indigenous experts in the field
of early childhood development

WE GROW to suit the community’s needs

The Early Years is set expand to all 4 First Nations in Maskwacis, Alberta: Ermineskin Cree Nation, Samson Cree
Nation, Louis Bull Tribe, and Montana First Nation. A new building space at Maskwacis Health Services will allow
us to support more families.

MASKWACIS, ALBERTA

52.8344° N

113.4472° W
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WE NEED
TO GO BACK

Family shows us who we are, where came from, and where we are going. The Early Years
responded to the call from community Elders: Go back, they said,
prioritise language and cultural practices in early childhood education.
We are privileged to have community Elders join us to share their knowledge
on child-rearing, and share traditional parenting and care practices.

“

KOKUM 101
WRAPS UP EVERYTHING INTO ONE BALL OF KNOWLEDGE. YOU
REACH OUT TO KOKUM FOR EVERYTHING. THERE WERE SO MANY
TIMES WHEN I WOULD ASK MY MOTHER AND SHE WOULD SEND ME
RIGHT TO KOKUM. THAT’S WHY I SAY THEY ARE OUR PROFESSORS OF
KNOWLEDGE. THEIR TEACHINGS COME NOT FROM A TEXTBOOK BUT
FROM ORAL TEACHINGS. THEY COME FROM THE BEGINNING OF TIME,
FROM THE BEGINNING OF life

”

Ermineskin Cree Nation Elder

“

THIS IS A CRUCIAL TIME FOR
INDIGENOUS PEOPLE.
WHAT EXCITES ME IS THAT I SEE THE EARLY
YEARS REALLY UNDERSTANDING HOW
IMPORTANT IT IS TO SUPPORT PARENTS
WHO ARE RAISING CHILDREN.
A HEALTHY COMMUNITY REQUIRES OUR
CHILDREN TO BE NOURISHED,
TO BE VALUED, TO BE GUIDED, TO BE
PROTECTED, TO BE SUPPORTED.
WITHOUT THOSE THINGS,
WE DON’T HAVE A FUTURE.

”

Annette Bruised Head,
Early Years Advisory Committee Member



THE EARLY YEAR’S ROLE
IS TO EMPOWER PARENTS
AND CAREGIVERS,
SO THEY CAN MAKE
WELL-INFORMED
DECISIONS ABOUT THE
HEALTH AND FUTURE OF
THEIR CHILDREN.
The EY program reaches women in the community who are
either pregnant or have new babies in the form of weekly visits
and group gatherings. EY Visitors from the community support
women to understand their prenatal health and their children’s
early well-being and development. EY Visitors guide mothers,
fathers, and other family caregivers in providing sensitive
and competent caregiving and offering intentional learning
opportunities. They also help new parents develop a vision for
their future, plan subsequent pregnancies, and continue their
education or find employment.
The Early Years program was created so that it could be adapted
to suit the needs of individual communities, respond to specific
cultural contexts, and work hand in hand with strong programs
already being offered. The content, implementation, and
evaluation of the Early Years program is grounded in Indigenous
culture and the lived experiences of children and families.
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8 EY VISITORS

80+ FAMILIES

enrolled in The Early Years program

1500+ EY VISITS

and counting
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“



I THINK THE POLES OF A TIPI
REPRESENT THE EARLY YEARS FAMILIES. THEY
STAND ALONE BUT ARE CONNECTED AT THE TOP.
THE EY VISITORS ARE LIKE
THE COVERING OF THE TIPI.

THE BEATING HEART OF OUR PROGRAM
IS THE EARLY YEARS VISITOR.

WE ALL HAVE OUR ARMS AROUND THE FAMILIES.
WE PROTECT AND TEACH THEM AS ONE GROUP,
AND WE NEVER LET GO. WE ARE ALL CONNECTED

SOME FAMILIES ONLY NEED A TINY NUDGE OF
ENCOURAGEMENT. OTHERS NEED MOUNTAINS MOVED.

”

Wherever a family might be on their own path, the responsibility of an EY Visitor is
to remind them of their strong heartbeat.

Annette Morin

EY Visitors receive over 40 hours of initial training. The purpose of the
Understanding the Early Years 40 hour course is to equip professionals working
with young children and families with strong understanding of early child
development that they can meaningfully and practically apply to their work
in their community.
In almost every case the EY visitor is a mother herself. She weaves that
experiential knowledge into her work as she moves through those early years of
life together with families.

STRONG RELATIONSHIPS SOW THE SEEDS FOR POSITIVE
CHANGE. WHEN FAMILIES FEEL GENUINELY SUPPORTED,

WE’RE MAKING WAY FOR REAL TRANSFORMATION.
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“

IF I CAN’T TEACH YOU, I’LL LEARN WITH YOU.

”

Melissa Puff
Kimowan Peyesis Iskwew



THE EARLY YEARS
TOOLBOX GIVES
FAMILIES A CHANCE TO
CELEBRATE A CHILD’S
JOYFUL MILESTONES.
Consistent and reliable home visits are the EY visitor’s
specialty. During a visit, the EY visitor guides families
through the tenets of early childhood development
practices in a fun and engaging way using the Early
Years Toolbox activities.
These activities are the central tool of the EY visits
that families use as the starting points for supporting
their babies’ early learning and well-being. Activities
are broken down into the stages of early childhood
development, from the pre-natal stage, up to preschool. Relevant EY toolbox card phrases have
been translated into Cree, so families also have the
opportunity to deepen their language knowledge as
they go along.
Moments that bring parents positive encouragement
empowers them to further invest in their child’s
development and education.
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A DAY
IN THE
LIFE
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THE TRUST-BUILDING BETWEEN VISITOR AND PARTICIPANT EMERGES NATURALLY BECAUSE SHE IS FROM
COMMUNITY. THIS IS CRUCIAL TO THE SUCCESS OF EARLY YEARS. NICOLE REFLECTS BACK ON HER FIRST
FRIDAY VISIT WITH A YOUNG MOTHER WHO HAS A ONE-YEAR-OLD AND A THREE-MONTH OLD BABY.
“I’ve been with this mom throughout the entire pregnancy of her second little one. I had noticed that her one year old was a little bit
uncomfortable around strangers. When I would greet him, he would act surprised, he would cry and back away. So, I planned our visit
based on what I saw Baby doing and used the “Stranger Anxiety” card from the EY Toolbox for our visit.
I plan what materials we’re going to bring to support the topic. Usually, I will jot down notes that are relevant to the card topic from my
own experience. Like, what did I do as a parent?

NICOLE JOHNSON-MINDE
IS AN EARLY YEARS VISITOR.

A MOTHER OF FIVE, NICOLE SAYS SHE
CAN RELATE TO SO MUCH OF WHAT THE
PARTICIPANTS ARE TRYING TO DO
FOR THEIR CHILDREN.

Fast forward to my Friday visit. I can see that she’s a responsible mom and she doesn’t ever refuse a visit. I think with most of
moms, they are always open to it. It’s not always about the Toolbox cards. We talk about how things are with family. Most times, the
grandparents – if they are there – they listen and see how I am interacting with their daughter and grandchildren. I see the respect given
to what we’re doing. I feel happy about that.
Maybe if I had had someone like me to check up on me, to listen and talk, I would have gone other places. I wouldn’t want any of the
mothers I work with to go through what I went through. So, I share my story. This is what I’m here for. The support. Then we don’t feel
like we’re doing it alone.”

MEASURING
OUR
IMPACT

LAST YEAR’S EVALUATION ESTABLISHED THE MULTIPLE
STRENGTHS OF THE EY PROGRAM AND THE POSITIVE
IMPACT IT IS HAVING ON PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS AND
THEIR FAMILIES.
The evaluation and research study component of the EY
program is being co-led by Dr. Melissa Tremblay, U of
Alberta, and Dr. Bryan Kolb, U of Lethbridge, along with
a team of dedicated staff with the goal of measuring the
impact of the program on supporting the overall wellbeing of
children in their earliest years of life.



THIS YEAR PARENTS REPORTED THAT THE PROGRAM

 Gave them new and practical knowledge related to their
child’s development.

 Early Years visitors played a role in promoting language
development in newborns and young children.

 Increased their motivation to make positive changes in
their lives.

 Created opportunities for exposure to Cree language and
cultural activities

 Provided opportunities for connection with peers and
other parents

THE PROGRAM ALSO DEMONSTRATED

 An increase in immunization rates for children enrolled in
the program

 Increased use of health and community services
 Creation of employment opportunities

“

The goal of the Early Years evaluation is to measure the
program’s impact by weaving together the technical and
relational aspects of evaluation practice.
Through the EY evaluation, we hope to facilitate learning,
support growth, and contribute to fostering strong
Indigenous children, families, and communities

”

Dr. Melissa Tremblay
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THIS IS

PARTNERSHIP
Rebecca Lariviere, Lead of Training and
Instruction is Red River Métis from Treaty
1 and an Early Childhood Educator ECEIII.
Rebecca is the Lead of Training & Instruction
for the Early Years and specializes in training
and mentoring caregivers. Her interests focus
on bridging traditional childrearing practices
with modern child development research.

“I know that all it takes is just one dedicated
person in a child’s life to make a difference. It
motivates me to help people identify their own
gifts and empower children, parents, and staff
to tap into their strengths to make change –
even if just for one child – because the ripple
effects through generations is immense.”

Charlene Rattlesnake, Family and Cultural
Coordinator has worked as nurse in
Maskwacis for over 13 years. Charlene’s
background is Saulteaux and she is proud
speaker of her language. She is a mother of
five children and a grandmother of six.
“Being an Early Years staff member makes me
proud because finally, our cultural ways are
being recognized as valuable to the health of
our children- our future.”

THE EARLY YEARS REQUIRES ALL OF OUR COMPASSION AND EXPERIENCE

Heather Downie Program Manager, has
worked as a nurse in Maskwacis since 1997.
Heather became a wife, an auntie, daughterin-law, sister-in-law and most importantly
a mom, all while being employed with
Maskwacis Health Services.

“The early years is a positive spin on health
care teaching and provides families tools and
strategies to build on. The community has so
many strengths and this program compliments
them and allows the culture identity to be
highlighted as a strength.”

EXTERNAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE
Dr. Barbara Fallon / Associate Professor / Factor-Inwentash Chair in Child Welfare / Associate Dean - Research / Ph.D. U Toronto.
Dr. Margo Greenwood / Academic Leader of the National Collaborating Centre for Aboriginal Health / VP, Indigenous Health, Northern Health
Carolyne Neufeld / Executive Director Aboriginal Health / Fraser Health
Annette Bruised Head / M.Ed. Division Principal for First Nation / Metis and Inuit Education & Programming Holy Spirit School Division

COMMUNITY ADVISORY COMMITTEE
Maskwacis Health Services
Maskwacis Education Schools Commission
Ermineskin Cree Nation

THANK YOU TO OUR
EXTRAORDINARY PARTNERS

WHO BELIEVE IN THE POWER AND POTENTIAL OF FAMILIES

Turnbull Family Community Building Foundation

THE PILOT PROJECT WAS MADE POSSIBLE BY THE ERMINESKIN CREE NATION, MASKWACIS HEALTH SERVICES, MARTIN FAMILY INITIATIVE AND
BRAIN CANADA FOUNDATION THROUGH THE CANADA BRAIN RESEARCH FUND, WITH THE FINANCIAL SUPPORT OF HEALTH CANADA
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SUPPORTING
CHILDREN
AND FAMILIES
TAKES
ALL OUR RELATIONS

CONNECT WITH US www.earlyyears.themfi.ca
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