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Mary Jo Wabano (left) and Stephen Ritchie (right)
explore the waters of Georgian Bay as part of their work
with aboriginal youth and the Wikwemikong Outdoor
Adventure Leadership program.
According to Nancy Young, Laurentian’s Canada Research Chair in Rural and
Northern Health, there is a body of research that examines how outdoor
adventure leadership experiences improve an individual’s resilience. Yet
Ritchie’s research is the first within this field to use a participatory research
approach and to focus specifically on Aboriginal youth, she says. Early findings
suggest its value as an intervention technique among a high-risk population.
“His research is breaking new ground in terms of research methods and health
promotion interventions concurrently. It is happening very rapidly and is extremely
exciting for his committee and the community partners.”
Since 2005, Laurentian University and Wikwemikong have collaborated on
community-based research, yielding a large body of work. Ritchie wondered
what role outdoor adventure leadership could play. Wabano wanted to put into
practice the leadership manual they had developed. “Just based on the pilot
project, it had an impact on our young people,” she says.
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They paddled past traditional lands,
pictographs, and old village sites
along Georgian Bay.
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The canoe trips, launched in 2009, are based on key OALE program principles,
such as the traditional Seven Grandfather teachings, and included solo canoe
paddles and reflective writing time. The journeys ended with a community
welcome. “We had a celebration feast, a time for storytelling, and then program
graduation awards issued to the youth by leaders in the community. Those arrival
days are powerful memories for me now,” says Ritchie.
The tents and outdoor gear have been put away, but the heart of OALE continues
to beat in the community. Preliminary analysis of the data confirms positive
changes in participants, says Ritchie. Two more trips are scheduled in 2010. Other
Aboriginal communities are also beginning to express interest in the program,
Ritchie says.
Ritchie says the youth seemed unsure about their decision to join the trip –
at first. Then, slowly, everyone came together. “It also seemed like there was
a turning point during each excursion, by day three or four, where many of the
youth seemed to realize the possibility of success, accept their role in the group,
and really begin to enjoy the trip, their travelling companions, and the wilderness
around them.”
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SAMPLE SOLO
REFLECTIONS
The River is Like a Leader
The river is like a leader.
It guided us from place to place.
The river is like a leader.
It introduced us, as if we seen a new face.
The river is like a leader.
It has a constant flow.
The map helped on this one,
it showed us which way to go.
Paddling through the river, made me think a lot.
Paddling through the wind, the rain, the cold & the hot.
Realizing there’s so much to life,
So much to see, & so much to do.
Through the good & the bad,
Be strong & make it through.
Be yourself & be proud of who you are.
Be a leader like the river.
Cause in life, it’ll take you far.
Ashley Jacko, Age 15
July 22, 2009

What If?
What if the birds all flew away?
What if winter was here to stay?
What if we couldn’t do anything about it?
What if?
What if the seasons never change?
What if people couldn’t age?
What if?
What if bad decisions are always made?
What if no one is ever there to aid?
What if you couldn’t change these outcomes?
Changes may come and go, or here to stay, but the
good and possible ones make you a better person each
and every day.
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n the surface, the arts program
for children run by Diana
Coholic looks like a great
way to keep kids busy after school
hours with activities such as painting,
drawing, meditating, and writing.

[ Diana Coholic ]
But there is so much more to Coholic’s
Healing Arts Program (HAP) than
paint and paper. Administered weekly as part of her social work research,
in two-hour blocks of time, this creative period provides a deeper, even
vital, outlet for the children who participate. Since 2006, Coholic and the
HAP team have run and refined an arts-based program to help high-need
children develop their self-awareness, self-esteem, and resilience. Sessions,
run out of Laurentian’s multidisciplinary qualitative research lab, target
disadvantaged children, teaching them skills to help them cope with the
challenges they face in their daily lives.
As one young child involved in the program said: “The group helped me get
to know myself a little bit better, and it’s helped me make some decisions
… based on my behaviour and stuff. My foster parents have said they’ve
seen enormous positive changes.”
In early 2009, Coholic received a grant of $221,340 from the SickKids
Foundation to pursue research into the effectiveness of holistic arts-based
group approaches for personal development and resilience.
That September, Coholic embarked on the next three-year phase of the
project. First, Coholic had to build the HAP team, hiring extra students and
practitioners. There were six, 12-week groups over the fall. More groups
are scheduled over 2010. There are currently nine undergrad and graduate

Pierce Manitowabi, Age 15
August 13, 2009

www.laurentian.ca

Art

Resilience in children

students working on the research
with Coholic, including students from
the concurrent education program
and a social work student who is
funded by a CIHR Health Professional
Student Research Award (for student
research training). Coholic has also
hired several community practitioners.

The HAP program will reach approximately 36 children per year, or, 108
over the three-year phase. Each group consists of four children, many of
whom are referred through either the Children’s Aid Society or the Child
and Family Centre of Sudbury, which came on board as a community
collaborator in 2009. The children hail from the Greater Sudbury area, and
range in age, from 8 to 13. “They are all high-need children with various
problems and issues,” Coholic says.
Coholic’s research is readily available to practitioners through a DVD and
training manual. In 2009, Hoi Cheu, director of Laurentian’s Centre for
Humanities Research and Creativity, produced the training DVD. In March
2010, Coholic’s book on the program, Art Activities for Children and Young
People in Need – Helping Children to Develop Mindfulness, Spiritual
Awareness, and Self-Esteem will be published through the UK publisher,
Jessica Kingsley.
Some of the children Coholic sees have difficult life situations. “It makes it
hard for us to end the group with them. Some of them are very sad when it
does end. On the other hand, we hope that we are offering some methods
that will be helpful for them in the future, and certainly a positive and
affirming place to be.”
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