Supporting Wellness through Transitions
Knowledge Exchange Forum Summary
June 5th, 2015

Hosted by Fostering Change

an initiative of the Vancouver Foundation

Background
During the development of the learning agenda for Fostering Change, mental
health was identified as one of the critical challenges for service providers.
Members of the Shared Learning and Evaluation working group shared
information on the current state of mental health service provision, and through
iterative conversation, the team discovered that front line staff were already
using a wealth of activities and practices that supported mental wellness in
youth. They shared stories such as a hockey program for youth who had never
played before, small five-minute mindfulness approaches, three-day canoe
trips, and how going for a walk with a young person instead of sitting in the
office yields a different and better conversation. None of these practices require
clinical training but all support mental wellness. While acknowledging that there
are many systems challenges, and that the lack of availability for clinical
services is a huge challenge (especially for those over 19), it is clear that there is
a lot of expertise already residing among those who do this work every day.
The purpose of the Wellness Forum was supporting wellness for young people
transitioning out of foster care by bringing together frontline staff working with
young people to share their knowledge, expertise and questions.
What are the creative ways you are supporting
wellness in the young people you work with?
By sharing our stories might everyone walk away with at least one
new practice they can implement immediately in their work?

The Agenda
•

Welcome

•

Morning Wellness Practice and Inspiration with Dr. Dzung Vo

•

Peer Exchange: As we work with young people transitioning out of foster
care, what are the ways we contribute to and support their wellness?
What practices can we share to learn from and inspire each other?

•

Lunch and wellness break

•

Knowledge Camps: Breakout sessions to explore specific wellness practice
ideas to integrate into our work with young people transitioning out of
foster care

•

Closing
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The Mindful Teen: Promoting Mindfulness and Resilience Among
Foster Youth
Dr. Dzung Vo provided information, tools, and resources to support front line
workers in bringing mindfulness into their youth interactions. As he says on his
website, mindfulnessforteens.com, “Being a teen can be really stressful!
Mindfulness is a powerful way to handle stress, and live life more fully.
Mindfulness is all about living fully in the present moment, without judgment, and
with an attitude of kindness and curiosity. It’s about breathing, noticing what’s
happening right here and now, sending a gentle smile to whatever you’re
experiencing in this moment (whether it’s easy or difficult), and then letting it go.
You can be mindful anytime, anywhere, no matter what you’re doing. It sounds
simple, but it’s not always easy to do, especially when you are stressed!”

Additional resources:
Minding the Brain by Daniel Siegel (about the hand model of the brain)
Guided Meditations from Dr. Vo
The Mindful Teen by Dr. Vo
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Peer Exchange: Our Practices for Supporting Wellness
To begin the Peer Exchange, participants were invited to think about a specific
story of a time when they did something (big or small) that supported wellness in
a young person. After sharing their story in pairs, small table groups were formed
where they shared what they heard in the stories about the specific activities,
actions, practices and processes used to support wellness in young people.
As they listened to each other, they recorded their insights on Post-it notes. Then
changing the tables to further cross-pollinate the exchanges, the new groups
shared their insights, grouping and categorizing them on posters in the Wellness
Practice Gallery.
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Our TOP TEN Practices for Supporting Wellness
1. Practice active listening.
2. Be present.
3. Remain non-judgmental.
4. Reframe situations. Help young person see things through different
perspectives.
5. Change the setting. Go outdoors. Get active.
6. Act as an ally. Walk alongside young people.
7. Honour ceremony. Connect through spiritual and cultural traditions and
practice.
8. Support youth as experts.
9. Feed people. Share a meal.
10. Spend time with animals. Bring a dog along.
And some bonus nuggets:
• Invite silliness
• Incorporate music
• Be patient with yourself
• Quiet walking with a young person
• Talk about events not associated with youth’s day
• Let youth know they’re being thought of, even when physically
unavailable

Please see the appendix for the full list of wellness practices identified at the forum.
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Knowledge Camps
After lunch we began the Knowledge Camps, which were concurrent breakout
sessions for participants and external practitioners to offer sessions to explore
specific wellness practice ideas. To make visible the practice and knowledge
exchange happening in the sessions each group was asked to complete a
harvest template (included below).
The Knowledge Camp sessions were:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Art based youth engagement with Ashley and Kris
Cultural Healing with Cori
Creating a Culture of Wellness with Michelle
Therapeutic Yoga with Nicole
Equine Therapy with Rosanne and Kali
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Session Title: Creating a Culture of Wellness
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Closing Comments
To close the Wellness Forum we invited participants to reflect on the question
“I’m leaving today with…”
Here are their responses:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•

•
•

•
•
•
•

A “mind full” of inspiration and validation! In order to understand the
complexity, one must first understand the simplicity
Some yoga techniques, some mindfulness techniques
The knowledge of new resources and with new connections that will help
me in my work as a front line worker
New friends, new tools, mindfulness, hope, full belly  <3
Renewed hope that youth in care will have improved health and social
outcomes
Potentially new collaborators, feeling recharged, a full belly, hope
Self help and the importance of it, great to feel validated and valued –
this is a tough environment but has the best rewards – EKOSI thank you
A greater understanding of mindfulness and culture; with momentum from
this gathering of community service providers; mostly hope for the lives of
our young folks in the community
Deeper appreciation, importance of the relationship with self and others
A new appreciation for youth workers and the important difference they
make in the world
The reminder/knowledge that mindfulness is accessible anytime and
anywhere, and we can bring this knowledge to youth through various
practices (not just breathing)
Some new connections with other agencies, a sense that people are
interested in our and our clients mental wellness, and more information on
trauma and how it impacts the brain and body
More knowledge on wellness and relationships
Renewed understanding of the importance of being present and
attuned; to do this for others is more powerful than any ‘tool’ that can be
taught
A renewed sense of purpose
A better sense of mindfulness and how to foster that in youth
A reminder to focus on my breath and be present for youth I work with
Gratitude for the people working with youth; understanding of (some)
places that need $ support/attention

•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hope and sunshine in my heart; thank you for taking such good care of us
A renewed energy and collection of ideas to advocate for youth in care
and how to creatively engage my community to walk alongside youth in
care; #youthincare are awesome!
Personal and professional strategies for wellness; I’ve also made
community connections and look forward to using them to better support
my youth
A sense of camaraderie around positive experiences working with youth,
preventing burnout and promoting wellness at all levels
So many new networks and ideas for creative engagement
New ideas to explore and many questions and thoughts about the value
of being mindful
Greater appreciation for engagement and mindfulness over all!
An appreciation for you guys!!
A clear/calm mind to start my weekend; new colouring ideas
A greater understanding and a rebirth or awakening in regards to mental
wellness; old teachings and concepts of ways of being have been
triggered in an awesome way!! Thank you
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Appendix
Here is the full list of wellness practices and categories identified at the forum.
Practicing Mindfulness
• Active listening x2
• Engaged listening
• Listening and providing space
• No judgment; just listening and
being present
• Remaining non-judgmental
• Being present x2
• Being present for the young people
• Meeting a youth where he was at
that moment; making him a priority

Presence + Listening
• Being open
• Creative approaches to youth
engagement
• Being available for youth
• Active listening
• Take action on hearing peoples
stories
• Connecting with youth on their
terms
• Persistence
• Empathy
• Youth advocacy
• Introduce them to activity by being
there with them; participating
• Providing space for youth to learn
on their own terms
• Took pressure off
• Let go of agenda
• Created safety
• Debriefed after
• Compassion
• Time in -> journaling
• Self-expression

Presence
• Be present
• Being present
• Being a “present” listener
• Being present
Approach
• Changed attitude towards
negatives
• Acknowledged the good in youth
• Encouragement “It’s going to be
okay”
• Choice and control
• Non-judgmental
• Validating
• Not fitting young people in boxes
• Recognizing strengths – running with
them
• Listened
• Enjoyment
• Focus

Simplicity
• Driving
• When a youth was troubled, one of
my partners took her for a long
drive with music playing to help the
youth unwind and become more
relaxed
• Simple breathing techniques
• Breathing exercises
• Empowering and engaging youth in
meaningful work
• Field trip in nature
• Simple ways to support

Being Present
• Being present
• Being available for what youth
needed
• Unconditional love
• Being present with youth
• Being present
• Listening compassionately
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Spiritual Practice (“Equality, Reciprocity”)
• Expressed unconditional support
and solidarity
• Inspirational reciprocity

Sharing Stories + Learning
• Mentoring aboriginal children (age
5 to 13) and prepping presentations
for them to bring awareness to
depression from intergenerational
side effects of residential schools,
peer pressure, and the importance
of self-love
• Supports young people to share
their stories
• Moved by hearing stories
• Youth worker learning alongside
youth; not insisting on hierarchy as
worker – solid, knowledgeable
versus youth – in need of support
• Giving space for youth to share
their stories and experiences
• Sharing through vulnerabilities
• Lived experience
• Modeling resilience
• Provide training to share stories

Mindfulness / Spiritual
• Ceremony
• Meditation
• Provided emotional safety
• Mental, spiritual, physical,
emotional
• Comfort
Spirituality
• Spiritual and cultural approaches to
care
• Connecting through spiritual and
cultural traditions and practices
Culture
• Teaching culture
• Holistic ways
• Finding spirit
• Art
• Value in telling stories
• Holistic youth based support
• Teaching healing
• Youth based incentives for
engagement

Atmosphere
• Presence
• Comfortable
• Spirituality
• Encouraging, believing, giving hope
• Offering family-like support
• Partnership, walking alongside / ally
• Honest communication and sharing
feelings as fellow humans fostering
connection
• Calm, present

Self-care + Mindfulness
• Patience with yourself
• Listen
• Simplicity
• Role modeled tenacity and
problem solving to other
professionals
• Responding to need immediately

Counseling
• Opening conversation about
emotional balance
• Giving youth options for positive
coping
• Checking in concerning what is
meaningful to the youth about
his/her goals
• Help with boundary setting
• Help debrief with youth after
situation
• Create hope

Non-judgment + Acceptance
• Not reacting into “action” too
quickly, not giving advice
• Emotional validation
• Acknowledged the space needed
• Not judging
• Staying with youth through hostility
from youth
• Listen to the story
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Advocacy
• Worker experience youth as a
teacher
• Being an ally
• Solidarity
• Went above and beyond
• Validating systemic issues that
youth are experiencing
• Tenacity (not letting a naysayer
stop you!)
• Recognizing that “problems” often
lie with a “transitioning” system not
with a “transitioning youth”

Youth as Experts
• Having mentors who connect to
the identity of the youth
• Having youth learn/lead ceremony
• Let the youth concentrate on topics
they liked
• Sharing tradition and learning from
youth
• (personal story) I was anti-reading in
grade 3 but my BIG SISTER mentor
told me (this changed my ENTIRE
LIFE’S PATH) “You just haven’t found
the right book” and gave me my
very first brand new Nancy Drew
hardcover. I became more open to
reading and discovered an easy
escape from my home life
[conclusion: mentors have a life
changing impact]
• Doing work to advocate for others
helped to get themselves support

Advocacy
• Advocate on behalf of youth
• Being an advocate
• Self-advocacy
• Standing alongside youth,
advocating for him/her, assisting
him in sharing his story and needs;
acting as a bridge to service

Client Centered
• Change venue for conversation to
make it more applicable i.e.
budgeting conversation at a mall
• Finding out youth’s interests and
tailoring services towards those
interests

Support
• Advocating
• Advocate for education
• Pointing out connections (others
who can support)
Humility
• Respecting youth
• Promoting youths independence
• Showed vulnerability
• Respective self-determination

Perseverance
• Consistency
• Check in the next day
• Follow-up with care team
• Stayed and walked with a youth
• Patience (not trying to fix it)
• “It’s going to be okay”
• Building relationship without
expectation
• Not walking away/giving up
• Continual support
• “Walking alongside”
• Was thanked for efforts
• Accessibility – transportation
• Helped with transport – making it
accessible
• Transportation
• Driving around

Bending the Rules to Do the Right Things
• Bending the rules
• Ignored the rules
• Driven by your connection to the
youth
• Modifying rules
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Support
• Took focus off their stress
• Empathy
• Validate youth’s feelings
• Meeting youth where they’re at
• Helping youth to step back and
look at their situation through
different perspective
• Took focus off their stress
• Helping with emotional regulation
• Advocacy
• Bridge-maker with landlord
• Training
• Follow-up
• Speaking to L.L. as a support for
youth; advocate
• Compassion
• Observing body language
• Perseverance
• Ask about well-being
• Follow-up throughout meeting

Relationships are Key
• Finding a place; familiar and
comfortable
• Follow-up/check in
• Consistent relationship
• Allowing a space for youth to safely
process their situation
• Being present
• Youth advocates for youth
• Honesty and vulnerability as a
“professional”
• Youth interest in reports related to
youth
• Acknowledging urgency of a
youth’s situation
• “I have your back, we won’t leave
you”
• Dedication
Role Modeling
• Boundary role model
• Resilience
• Demonstrate commitment through
actions of humility

Encouragement
• Encouraged fun
• Identify coping skills
• Hug
• Identify strengths and positives
• Encouragement of continued
support through process;
commitment
• Participated in the moment
• Youth have input
• Gave youth a way
• Changing gears

Safety
• Safety plan
• Being present for the youth
• Representative’s offices –
experiences valid
• Feeling unsure but finds
empowerment in work
• Youth interest: environment +
interests
• Emotional support
• Non-judgmental attitude

Being an Example
• Own your own identity
• Worker setting intentional goals for
themselves
• Facilitating a collective decision
making process
• Sharing info
• Working with youth’s strengths
• Being inspired
• Modeling
• Goal setting

Safety
• Letting youth know they’re being
thought of, even when physically
unavailable
• Recognizing the person’s strengths
and using them; offering support
• Building safety!
• Making a safety plan
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Safety
• Created space
• Safe place to share
• Providing safe place to tell story
and reflect
• Food
• Bus tickets
• Safety planning

Community
• Community!!
• Connect to community
• Fostering relationships and
community for youth
• Gained a family
• Collaborating - hands on - on
wellness strategies
• Mutual activity

Safe Space
• Safety!
• Safe space to talk
• Comfort
• Familiar place and space
• Space: not in office, in “known”
environment
• Respect of space / lack of
apparent pressure

Connections
• Talked about events not associated
with the youth’s day
• Connection of activities to youth
interests
• Research + reports as empowering
• Researching topics of youth interest
-> engagement
• Research that is relative
• Conversation
• Meeting/taking youth where
they’re at, connection

Safe Spaces
• Casual environment, relaxing space
• Providing and fostering safe space
and a sense of belonging
• Making safe, calming environment
for youth
• Relaxing
• Making communal space safer,
more accessible
• Connecting youth with resources in
unlikely partnerships and through
unlikely channels

Connection + belonging
• Sharing the knowledge
• Check-ins in a safe space outside of
the office
• Supported someone to feel sense of
belonging
• Skill sharing
• Creative ways of having chosen
family
• Connection + community
• Find youth’s comfort level to
participate
• Bringing community together to
garden

Community
• Community centres, teachers,
policy, social workers – full scope
support
• Planted a seed that was different
• Resilience
• Community based safety plan

Consistent Connections
• Consistent presence without
expectations
• Building a long lasting relationship
• Being real
• Just being there – providing a
continual presence
• Time + space
• Not walking away when met with
resistance

Connections
• Long-term being there; stability
• Making connections between
youth and supporters and
mentorship
• A long term relationship that still
continues
• Mentorship
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Creating Connection
• Build sense of community
• Having meaningful role
• Support culture and celebrating
difference
• Connecting with culture (sweats)
• Chosen family
• Bring people together with purpose
• More people came over time

Action
• Active help in daily activities
• Active listening / time to vent
• Creating space to think and reflect
– “holding space”
• Went to beach
• Report writing: empowering +
interest by youth to gain knowledge
– advocacy

Bonding Experiences
• Peer support work
• Casework support for dental and
health care
• Sharing a meal
• During a youth’s transition of
housing, one of my partners helped
the youth to familiarize with the new
city/neighbourhood to relieve
anxiety (bus routes, stores, etc)
• Food

Individual Support
• Quiet walk
• One on one time
• Went out of her way; above and
beyond
• Nature
Approaches
• Being open
• Asking not assuming
• Informal
• Shared decision making process
• Acknowledged the value of each
persons voice
• Letting the full experience/story be
shared, on her terms, her way
without interruption
• Offering a group check-in and
participating openly (emulating
what he was asking of the group)

Creative Together with Youth
• Getting youth outside
• Went to a park – change of scenery
• Nature, outdoors
• Go far away
• Go to nature
• Finding a comfortable outlet
• Bringing animals for connection
• Being creative with youth
• Trying out positive coping options
together with youth

Physical
• Walk
• Wildlife
• Peaceful setting
• Walking – changing the
environment to de-stress
• Worker’s dog came along

Practice + Strategy
• Worker stayed with youth and did
breathing exercises
• Breathing techniques
• Sense of connection to earth
• Getting out in nature
• Dogs
• Grounding practice, muscle
clenching
• Get food together
• Sing, dance, “lightness”

Activities
• Impact of activities
• Coping strategies
• Music
• Ceremony – access to nature
• Validating ideas and feelings
through research
• Reflection
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Settings
• Engaging youth in different settings
• Individual sharing instead of in a
group
• Bringing in nature
• Re-imagine space
• Calm anxiety and then able to
enjoy nature
• Engaging youth in creative outlets
• Facilitate place to gather

Access to Resources
• Start of journaling became more
with encouragement
• Food + nutrition
• Home for low income and other
barriers
• Access to transportation
• Supporting youth in the extension of
their creative expression
• Housing
• Sharing resources

Outdoors
• Engaged with youth in a natural
environment
• Outdoors
• Opened up to the worker about
health and wellness because of an
engaged walk
• Beach

Health
• Healthy
• Remedy
• Go for walk
• Go to park
• Silliness
• Bring dog
• Cultivating sense of lightness
• Seed for future wellness / support

Body-Based
• Watched for physical visual cues
• Not over-simulated
• Active present
• Turning negative actions into
positive ones

Animals + Pets
• Pet
• Dog comfort
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