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Wisdom Warriors began at NWRC
Since 1994, The Northwest Regional Council (NWRC) Tribal Outreach Program has successfully connected Indigenous Elders with services and assistance making aging a little easier and more pleasant for them. The Tribal Outreach Program serves many communities including Lummi, Nooksack, Samish, Sauk-Suiattle, Swinomish, Upper Skagit, Chehalis, Colville, Muckleshoot, and Tulalip. This focused outreach provided by an Indigenous person, currently, Becky Bendixen from the Unangax tribe, uses culturally appropriate materials and a tailored approach to make services more accessible and relevant to Indigenous Elders.

Since 2010 NWRC has partnered with many tribal communities and other agencies to implement a continuous tribal health program, called Wisdom Warriors. 
The program came to us from the heart and brilliance of Dr. Shelly Zylstra, who worked closely with tribal advocates, Becky Bendixen and Melody Coleman to create the Wisdom Warriors program.
Over one thousand (1000) participants have made a commitment to living a healthier lifestyle by combining their cultural traditions with evidence based lessons, through Wisdom Warriors! 

Wisdom Warriors is the name of the program and the people who join the program are also called Wisdom Warriors, so the program and the participants become one! Each group of Wisdom Warriors takes great pride and ownership in their program because it has been tailored to fit their own tribal traditions and health needs. Giving Elders ownership of their Wisdom Warrior program helps to ensure sustainability, because we all know how the wisdom of the Elders guides each tribe.

CDSMP/Wisdom Warriors

We strongly believe that one of the ways Indigenous people are going to heal from historical trauma, from centuries of oppression, is to return to the ways of our Ancestors, to our Indigenous foods, our language and our traditions. Living the way of the nonnative has proven to be detrimental to our health and well-being. With that in mind, we found an evidence based health program, Chronic Disease Self-management Program (CDSMP) and worked closely with them to get permission to “Indigenize” certain aspects of the program. So without losing the spirit of the important CDSMP lessons and incorporating indigenous wisdom we are now able to share with you the basics of Wisdom Warriors, often referred to CDSMP/Wisdom Warriors.

The Chronic Disease Self-management Program (CDSMP), was founded at Stanford University and is now offered at the Self-Management Resource Center (SMRC) in Palo Alto, California. CDSMP is a worldwide program and is taught in many languages.
Please find more CDSMP information at   https://www.selfmanagementresource.com/   

The 3  creators of the Chronic Disease Self-management Program, Kate Lorig, Dr. Ph., Virginia González, M.P.H. and Diana Laurent, M.P.H. from SMRC, recognize and support the Wisdom Warrior Program and personally trained the first Native American T-Trainer, Lisa Packard (Swinomish) and the first Alaska Native T-Trainer, Becky Bendixen (Unangax) and Melody Coleman from NWRC. Lisa, Becky and Melody are now 3 of the 48 CDSMP T-Trainers nationwide.
The wonderful, brilliant and generous folks at SMRC will allow the folks at NWRC to help rewrite/edit their CDSMP manual to ensure that all indigenous nations are represented in their teachings. We consistently seek tribal input and feedback so please share your thoughts with us! 

CDSMP is an evidence based program with over 50 studies showing positive health outcomes of the participants who are using the simple but effective CDSMP tools.
CDSMP has a comprehensive approach that we know works very well for folks dealing with the many symptoms of chronic disease. CDSMP workshops last for 6 weeks and the Elders wanted to continue meeting together and doing the activities with each other.

Dr. Shelly Zylstra asked, “Why end an evidence based program that can strengthen our Elders, extend their lives and the Elders seem to love?” We also noticed that many of the examples and life situations in the CDSMP books were not relevant to indigenous cultures. So again, we asked, “How can we tailor CDSMP to better fit our tribal Elders, CDSMP is evidence based and we can’t change tools that works so well?”  The answer to both questions/problems is, Wisdom Warriors! Wisdom Warriors use the same CDSMP tools but in a way that honors Indigenous living and traditions. Wisdom Warriors introduces techniques to heal physically, emotionally and spiritually using your own tribes’ traditions and culture, and the program continues indefinitely, while the CDSMP ends after 6 weeks! 

The strategy of the Wisdom Warriors program is to use a continual, incentive driven platform that provides participants the education, support and tools resulting in lifestyles that promote self-empowerment, healthy choices and longevity. The participants are rewarded with the Wisdom Bag, pony beads, charms, and most importantly, they are empowered with more control of their own health and well-being. If tribes are able to provide small tokens of celebration when your Wisdom Warriors receive their beads or charms it goes a long way in providing incentive for them to earn more beads!
Wisdom Warriors continues to grow as more tribal communities come together to prioritize tribal Elders’ health and healing through CDSMP and Indigenous traditions. We are excited to announce that Wisdom Warriors has expanded into Oregon and California, with plans for expansion into the Dakotas, Wyoming and Alaska in 2019!

                            CDSMP/Wisdom Warrior Training @ Umatilla
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Wisdom Warriors meets the goals of the Triple Aim of Health care 
· Better Health 
· Better self-assessed health and quality of life
· Fewer sick days
· More active
· Less depression
· Improved symptom management
· Better Care
· Improved communication with physicians
· Improved medication compliance
· Increased health literacy
· Lower Costs
· [bookmark: _gjdgxs]Decreased ER  visits and hospitalizations ($364 net savings per person @NCOA)

Wisdom Warrior Program Requirements 
The first step in joining the Wisdom Warrior program is to participate in the Chronic Disease Self-Management Program (CDSMP) class. This is a free, 6 week course, 2.5 hours a week, at your tribal center. The classes are informative, very interactive and provides hands on lessons, which Elders seem to appreciate and enjoy.

Although the CDSMP class ends after 6 weeks, the Wisdom Warrior program indefinitely extends the use of the lessons and tools learned in CDSMP. These are valuable and simple tools for living well with chronic disease and practicing proactive, healthy living choices. 6 weeks may seem like a long time for Elders to participate in a “class” but we have a 97% class completion rate and often our class grows after the first week, because students bring their family or friends to enjoy the class!  We also find that Elders will take the class more than once because they enjoy the lessons, the company and the friends!

We always celebrate the CDSMP/Wisdom Warrior graduation at 6 weeks with great food, sparkling cider, drumming and songs, and sometimes even a smudge circle! It is a very moving, emotional graduation and family, council and friends often attend the festivities! We encourage an Indigenous celebration, some even use regalia!
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Upon completion of the 6 week CDSMP class, the participant receives a Wisdom Bag signifying their commitment to their health. The Wisdom Bag is designed with fringe where beads earned by participants are added to signify their success in the many areas of wellness. In addition, the tribes could offer a tribal pin, a pin for veterans, cancer survivors, clean and sober, positive parenting or grand parenting, etc. Tribal members can earn beads by completing or participating in various activities established by their Wisdom Warrior program, using the suggested health goals listed below.  After participating in the program and earning various beads, the Wisdom Warrior would earn an annual/bi-annual, special charm relevant to Indigenous traditions in your participating region. 

To make the program easily recognizable and fair, each tribe will use the same style gold deer hide Wisdom Bags, and of course, identical Wisdom Warrior pins.
The glass pony beads and pewter charms are also identical for all tribes participating, this helps others recognize personal accomplishments.Each Wisdom Warrior bag tells the story of that Wisdom Warriors’ success. An example would be a feather charm, at the end of your bead row, would signify you have completed your first year in the program; a bear paw would tell others you have completed the second year of the program, etc. 

The Wisdom Bags could be well decorated and colorful in a very short time. This also gives others folks the incentive to join the Wisdom Warrior program and earn their own bags and charms. I have to warn you, this will cause some friendly competition amongst your tribes, because Wisdom Warriors will want to compete and see which tribe can fill their fringe with beads the fastest! 

The Wisdom Warriors are encouraged to wear their Wisdom Warrior bags to any significant Indigenous events they will be attending to show that they are empowered to be healthier and are making choices that will keep them with us longer!

The beads and awards/prizes can be awarded at monthly meetings hosted by each tribe, for their own Wisdom Warriors. This is a great opportunity for the clinic staff, police, tribal council and Elders’ advocates to join families in the celebration of the Wisdom Warriors success!
At the large Elders luncheons we should always celebrate and acknowledge the Wisdom Warriors wearing their Wisdom Warrior bags and the work they’ve done but also strongly encourage other folks to join the program! Make it a great celebration!

Presently, annual tribal Elders’ dinners have honored Wisdom Warriors in a similar manner to honoring Veterans. Some tribes have offered small gifts to Wisdom Warriors in addition to public recognition and they value this acknowledgement!
Monthly Meetings:               
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Wisdom Warriors meet monthly or bi-monthly based on your tribal needs and the Wisdom Warriors decisions. Some Wisdom Warriors demanded bi-monthly meeting because they love to see their health improving and want to share that success, but they also just love being together. At these monthly meetings, there is typically food, stories, healthy lessons and of course many laughs. Every meeting opens with the sharing of their Action Plans for the month.  It is very beneficial to the Wisdom Warriors to have a circle of care and support team in their communities and this encourages them to strive for better health. Gathering frequently is going back to the traditional ‘communal’ style of living where tribal members took care of and supported each other. The Elders often speak of the ways we used to “be together” more often and they miss that fellowship, laughter and story sharing. Wisdom Warrior meetings are bringing that back!

Monthly meetings are time for learning about healthy traditions, as well. Many local health agencies are willing to come in and bring lessons on healthy living to your Wisdom Warriors at no cost to you, please reach out and bring lessons on healthy living to your Wisdom Warriors.

During the monthly Wisdom Warrior meetings many tribes provide traditional foods, or lessons on how to make contemporary foods healthier or closer to traditional foods. Some Wisdom Warriors meetings are using the potluck method of sharing food, some join in on the Tribal Elders luncheons and others use their Diabetes or Healthy Heart programs to provide healthy meals. Meals are not necessary at the meetings but we all know that folks are more inclined to come if you make food for them!  

Some tribes are also including lessons in Indigenous arts like cedar weaving, beading, wool knitting, making regalia and carving. Speaking your language at your monthly meetings is the best way to really honor our Ancestors as your Wisdom Warriors heal. Going back to our Indigenous culture is healing to every part of our human forms and offers a more holistic approach to decolonization. 
Annual Wisdom Warrior Conference:
The Northwest Regional Council, in partnership with the Aging and Long Term Services Administration, Qualis Health and Washington Department of Health, hosted the first Annual Wisdom Warrior Conference in June of 2018.  
During our two day conference, experts provided health-related seminars, traditional storytelling, demonstrated Tai Chi, and learned healthy drink choices and much more. The Wisdom Warrior conference staff was honored to have many tribal folks share their songs and stories like in traditional indigenous gatherings. Wisdom Warriors could also earn beads for attending those seminars and the conference. At the culmination of the first annual Wisdom Warrior conference, the Wisdom Warriors received their beads, new charms and recognition of their journey to wellness, in a special celebration honoring their achievements. This ceremony was a wonderful and memorable celebration that shows support and recognition of the Wisdom Warriors commitment to being empowered to make changes for better health but also sharing that knowledge with their family and peers.
As the Wisdom Warrior program grows nationally and funds are available, once a year, all Wisdom Warriors, their support systems and interested parties would gather to celebrate their Living Wiser…Living Stronger and celebrate the success of your Wisdom Warriors. Please plan on bringing your Wisdom Warriors to next summer’s Wisdom Warrior Conference and let them join in the celebration of healing our people are experiencing! 
We envision that someday there will be enough indigenous Wisdom Warriors sharing the healthy life style and lessons that we can prevent the next generation of indigenous people suffering from chronic conditions like Diabetes and Arthritis. Please join our journey to indigenous healing across the nation!
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Earning Beads
In order to make the beads identifiable by topic, the following categories have been created to support wellness and recognition of mastery and trainings:

Gold Beads:		CDSMP T-Trainer
Silver Beads:	CDSMP Master Leader
Bronze Beads 	CDSMP Lay leader
White Beads  	Multiple CDSMP Class

Listed below are suggested participation requirements and incentives received once goals are completed. We recognize and honor Tribal Sovereignty and only suggest each category. Each tribe follows the basic structure of the program but is encouraged to tailor their Wisdom Warrior program to best suit their members. We want the tribal coordinators from each tribe to design the program to best suit their tribes’ needs, for instance, if your tribe has higher heart disease rates, your program would focus on that health issue. 
Medical Checks (Blue Bead)

The Blue Bead signifies the Wisdom Warriors participation in medical and preventive care. It could be earned by having a physical exam, mammogram, prostate exam, colonoscopy, oral health exam, or any other “wellness” healthcare activity.  Individual tribes could structure this together with their health clinics to ensure that the community needs identified by the clinic are met within the parameters of the program. 

Self-Care (Black Bead)

The Black Bead represents those activities that a healthy participant must embrace to assure that they are properly managing their health care.  These activities include such things as checking their blood sugar regularly, weight loss or gain, keeping a current list of medications, keeping medications in a locked box, learning about traditional healing herbs and salves, 12 step meetings, support groups or other self-care activities.
Physical Activity (Red Bead)

The Red Bead represents physical activity.  This bead could be earned by participating in a fitness class, chair exercise class, a tribal fitness challenge, a walking group, or a story exercise program.  We propose using this model for participants to keep track of their steps to earn a bead:


Choose and meet one of the following monthly exercise goals by exercising regularly
1. 46,000 steps or equivalent using the provided conversion chart
2. 150,000 steps or equivalent using the provided conversion chart

	30 Minute Activity Equals
	Steps

	Riding Horse Back 
	3,000

	Tai Chi Quan 
	2,000

	Canoe Pulling
	2,500

	Processing or Canning Salmon
	2,000

	Strength Exercises
	2,000

	Station-to-station exercises
	2,500

	Regular Dance, Dance at Pow Wow
	3,500

	Tanning Hides
	2,000

	Walking Daily 
	3,000

	Beach Gathering
	3,000

	Canoe Carving
	3,000

	Yoga, Balance Exercises
	4,000

	Gathering Cedar Bark
	4,000

	Clam Digging
	2,500

	Plant or Berry Gathering
	2,500



Nutrition (Green Bead)

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Green Bead signifies eating a healthy diet.  This can be done in a variety of ways, but some suggestions include participating in Title VI meals twice per week, eating five servings of vegetables daily for a period of time, eating one traditional food weekly, or giving up a “negative” food such as energy drinks, soda, candy, or high fat foods. Learning to indigenize your menus, eating traditional foods.

Spiritual/Cultural (Yellow Bead)

The Yellow Bead represents spiritual cultural connections to health.  Participants can earn this bead through regular participation with their faith community, cultural activities such as Namings, Smoke House, First Salmon Ceremonies, Canoe Journey, and learning and teaching cultural activities.


Inter-Generational Activities, (Orange Bead)

The Orange Bead emphasizes the importance of Elders to younger tribal members.  It celebrates the contributions that Elders make to the health of the entire community.  Intergenerational activities could include volunteering at the school, HeadStart or daycare, mentoring, attending a support group or participating in a Positive Parenting class. Teaching your indigenous language to younger folks or showing them how to weave or gather cedar bark.
Looking Ahead:

The Wisdom Warrior program began in Bellingham, WA and is growing very quickly now that tribal members are getting more interested in its success and hearing the stories of Elders getting stronger and healthier. Please ask how we can bring Wisdom Warriors to your tribal community, we want to see every tribal nation using the healing tools!  

Thank you for your interest in the Wisdom Warriors Program. We envision a day when every tribe has a strong and healthy group of Wisdom Warriors, Living Wise and Living Strong…sharing their healthy life style with the next generation to prevent them from suffering from so many Chronic Diseases. Blessings for your journey to Health and Longevity!

Contact info:
Becky Bendixen,Tribal Specialist
bendire@dshs.wa.gov  

Melody Coleman, Aging & Disbility Supervisor                           
colemMM@dshs.wa.gov 
Northwest Regional Council                                                                [image: ]
600 Lakeway Drive, Suite 100 
Bellingham, WA  98225 
(360) 676-6749 
(360) 738-2451 (FAX)                                                               
www.nwrcwa.org 
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