
Note to the reader: In speaking and writing about Indigenous people, words are important. When possible, 
we use the name the tribal nation uses. If talking about Indigenous people in general, we use Indigenous, 
Native, and Native American. American Indian/Alaska Native is used as well to refer to Indigenous people of 
the United States. Indigenous people in Canada are referred to as First Nations, Inuit and Métis. We use the 
term American Indian boarding schools in the United States, whereas Canada, Australia, and New Zealand 
say Residential Schools.

Introduction

The experience of the American Indian 
Boarding Schools is one of family separation, 
segregation and, later on, self-determination.  This 
aspect of U.S. history is necessary to develop a 
fuller understanding of American Indians past and 
present and a more complete sense of U.S. history 
overall.

Well before Europeans had contact with the 
Indigenous people of North America, American 
Indians had developed multifaceted cultures; 
they had built cities, canals and roads. They had 
also created kinship systems, domesticated plants 
and animals  and practiced democratic forms of 
government in which women played significant 
roles. American Indians already had educational 
systems in place that utilized oral tradition and 
practical, hands-on training. In this way, elders 

transferred knowledge of history, values, cultures 
and skills to the young. 

When Europeans  arrived, the process of 
acculturation and assimilation did not happen all at 
once and in the same way all across North America. 
Contact with Europeans and tribal devestation 
through disease and warfare on the coasts and 
in the Southwest was occurring in the 1500 to 
1600s, while it would not be until 200 years later 
that tribes in Montana first encountered the Corps 
of Discovery, led by Captains Meriwether Lewis 
and William Clark under the guidance of Native 
scouts, including a woman. Part of the purpose of 
this expedition was to inform the Indian nations on 
the Northern Plains that they were now under the 
jurisdiction of the United States through a policy 
that had been coined “Manifest Destiny.” 

As the country continued to expand westward, 
the government had to deal with what they 

Class portrait of Chemona School Students, Salem, Oregon, 1905. Copy of hand-tinted photograph. Pacific University Archives, Forest 
Grove, Oregon, 8617. 
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called “the Indian problem” as the United States now claimed 
ownership of American Indian lands.

Mission Schools: The First American Indian 
Schools

The history of American Indian schooling is tied to the desire 
of Europeans and their descendants to acquire more land. Many 
Europeans had no intention of sharing the land with other nations 
and encouraged religious leaders to try to remake American 
Indians in their image. The first schools were formed in the 1600s 
by Christian missionaries who wanted to bring the bible and 
Christianity to American Indians, believing them to be “savages” 
and “Godless.”

Religious orders set up schools on American Indian land. 
In the early 1800s, the U.S. government paid religious orders 
to teach Native children to pray from the bible, dress and speak 
as Europeans did, and adopt European mannerisms and values. 
Even though these schools were funded by the U.S. government, 
the government failed to regulate them. As a consequence, the 
extreme abuse students endured at those schools went largely 
unchecked.

During this time the U.S. government passed laws 
pertaining to American Indians, two of which are significant to 
the development of the Indian Boarding Schools. The Indian 
Civilization Act of 1819 encouraged and funded benevolent 
organizations to teach American Indians reading, writing, 
arithmetic, and agricultural methods. They called it “civilizing” 
American Indians; however, the purpose was to provide them 
with the knowledge to integrate into mainstream European 
society as the government sought to control more land. In 1830, 
the government passed the Indian Removal Act which gave the 
U.S. Army the authority to remove American Indians from their 
land. The first government-run Indian boarding school opened 
only a few decades later. ABOVE: George A. Crofutt, American Progress, c. 1873, chromolithograph. 

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C., 
LC-US262-737.

BELOW: Mission Indian School children, n.d. NativeStock Pictures. 

While they [Indians] are learning to do better on 
less land, our increasing numbers will be calling 
for more land.” 

President Thomas Jefferson, 1803
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Carlisle: The First Government-run 
Indian Boarding School

Richard H. Pratt founded the Carlisle Indian 
Industrial School in October 1879 at Carlisle, 
Pennsylvania.  The goal was to destroy the 
“Indian” aspects of the children and turn them 
into members of U.S. society, in other words the 
goal was forced assimilation. Pratt developed 
the school’s approach using methods he had 
developed at the Fort Marion prison in Florida, 
putting Native captives in uniforms, giving them 
regulation haircuts, marching in military drills and 
teaching English in class recitation. He applied his 
work with prisoners to American Indian children at 
the school under a mission he described as, “Kill 
the Indian, save the man.”

Support for Pratt’s mission was motivated by 
economic factors. Hiram Price, the Commissioner 
of Indian Affairs, said in 1885, “It is cheaper to 
give them education than to fight them.” It is 
estimated that at that time it cost nearly $1 million 
to kill an American Indian in warfare versus only 
$1,200 to provide an American Indian child with 
schooling for eight years. 

Towards the end of the 19th century, the 
Office of Indian Affairs created several more 
schools built on the model of the Carlisle School. 
By the early 1900s, there were 25 boarding 
schools in 15 states housing an estimated 17,000 
American Indian children. In the same way that 
assimilation was forced on students, enrollment 
was mandatory and not subject to parental 
consent.

ABOVE: Richard Henry Pratt, 1900-1909. Archives and Special Collections, 
Dickinson College.

BELOW: Carlisle Indian School students, March 1892. J.N. Choate 
(Photographer), Cumberland County Historical Society.
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Compulsory Education leads to 
Family Separation

While some American Indian leaders voluntarily 
sent their children to Pratt’s institution, convinced that 
learning “the white man’s way” was important, most 
students were sent to boarding schools without their 
parents’ approval.

Since Pratt was aiming for full assimilation into 
mainstream U.S. culture, he did not want the children 
to have contact with their parents, communities and 
culture. All of the federal Indian Boarding Schools have 
been run by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Uniformed 
police officers were utilized to coerce families or 
kidnap children from their homes and bring them to a 
boarding school.

A law was passed in 1898 that made attendance 
mandatory. The Commissioner of Indian Affairs was 
allowed to withhold rations, clothing, and money from 
families that would not consent to send their children 
to the government-run schools.

In fact, in November 1894, cavalry troops arrived 
in Oraibi, a Hopi village in Arizona, and arrested 
nineteen leaders for refusing to send their children 
to school. They were sent to Alcatraz prison in San 
Francisco Bay, and held for nine months. This was one 
of the more overt acts of resistance to the schools, but 
families took many other measures to keep children at 
home.

These punitive practices officially ended in 1917; 
however, forced enrollment and recruitment continued 
through the 1930s. American Indian parents did not 
have the legal right to refuse their children’s placement 
in off-reservation schools until the Indian Child Welfare 
Act was passed in 1978.

Children were taken quite far from their homes. 
For example, Native children were seized in Alaska and 
taken as far as Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania 
where they had little hope of contact with their family. 

Because the children’s parents were absent, 
the students had no adults to protect them from the 
egregious abuse suffered at the hands of teachers, 
administrators and staff.

Sioux children on their first day at school, 1897. Library of Congress.

Hopi Prisoners at Alcatraz, January 3, 1895. Southwest Museum of the 
American Indian, Los Angeles, California; item # N.20086.

BELOW: U.S. School for Indians at Pine Ridge, South Dakota, 1891. C. H. John 
Grabill (Photographer), Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 
Washington, D.C. 
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Assimilation: 
The Policy of Erase and Replace

Pratt’s approach became the model and standard practice 
at all of the Indian Boarding Schools. When children arrived at 
the school they were given standard issue haircuts.

For many American Indians, hair is sacred. Sitting in a 
barber chair and having their hair cut short was a traumatic way 
to start their school experience.

Students were given uniforms to wear so they no longer 
resembled themselves and did not look “Indian.”  The school 
even replaced their names with an assigned, Anglo name that 
they were forced to use the entire time they were at school. 

New students bathing in tubs at Hampton Institute in Virginia, c. 1880-1890. 
National Anthropological Archives, National Museum of Natural History, 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., SI54,778.

A soldier showed up at your house and took you 
somewhere far away from your family. How would you 
feel? How do you think the American Indian kids felt? 

What would you have done?

IMAGINE IF

When they first took us in school, they gave 
us government lace-up shoes, and they gave 
us maybe a couple pair of black stockings, and 
long underwear, about a couple of them, and …
slips and dress. Then they gave us a number. My 
number was always twenty-three.”

Lily Quoetone, Nahwooksy, published story, 1981
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Young student arrives at Sherman Indian School, c 1940. Sherman Indian High School Museum, Riverside, California.

I remember it was in October they came to get 
me. My mother started to cry, ‘Her? She’s just a 
little girl! You can’t take her.’ My mother put her 
best shawl on me.”

Juanita Cruz Blue Spruce, Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo, 
Santa Fe Indian School student, 1915



Since the day I was taken from my mother I had 
suffered extreme indignities. People has stared at 
me. I had been tossed about in the air like a wooden 
puppet. And now my long hair was shingles like a 
cowards! In my anguish I moaned for my mother, 
but no one came to comfort me. Not a soul reasoned 
quietly with me, as my own mother used to do; for 
now I was only one of many little animals driven by a 
herder.”

Zitkala-Sa (Gertrude Bonnin), Sioux, c. 1900

Zitkala-Sa (Gertude Bonnin), a Dakota Sioux leader and activist. 
n.d. Library of Congress. 

BELOW: Chiricahua Apache Children upon arrival at Carlisle Indian 
Industrial School from Fort Marion, Florida, c. 1886. J.N. Choate 
(Photographer), U.S.Army Signal Corps, War Department, Barry 
Goldwater Collection #GI-44, view 1, Arizona Historical Foundation, 
University Libraries, Arizona State University, Tempe, Arizona. 

BELOW RIGHT: Chiricahua Apache Children four months after 
their arrival at Carlisle Indian Industrial School, c. 1887. J.N. 
Choate (Photographer), U.S. Army Signal Corps, War Department, 
Barry Goldwater Collection #GI-44, view 2, Arizona Historical 
Foundation, University Libraries, Arizona State University, Tempe, 
Arizona.

I still picture my folks to this day, just standing there 
crying, and I was missing them. I got on the train and 
I don’t even know who was in the train because my 
mind was so full of unhappiness and sadness…”

Juanita Cruz Blue Spruce, Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo, Santa 
Fe Indian School student, 1915

The next day the torture began. The first thing they 
did was cut our hair…while we were bathing our 
breechclouts were taken and we were ordered to 
put on trousers. We’d lost our hair and we’d lost 
our clothes; with the two we’d lost our identity as 
Indians.” 

Asa Daklugie, Chiricahua Apache, 1886, taken from Fort 
Marion to Carlisle Indian School as a prisoner of war

11



RIGHT: Annie Dawson, Carrie Anderson 
and Sarah Walker, c. 1878-1879, after 
becoming students at Hampton Institute. 
Hampton University Archives, Virginia.

ABOVE: Annie Dawson, Carrie Anderson and 
Sarah Walker, 1878, upon arrival at Hampton 
Institute. Hampton University Archives, Virginia. 

When you first started attending school, they looked at 
you, guessed how old you were, set your birthday, and 
gave you an age. Then they’d assign you a Christian 
name. Mine turned out to be Fred.”

Fred Kabotie, Hopi, 1900, attended Santa Fe Indian 
School 1915-1920

It was very difficult for me at first, for students at the 
school were not allowed to speak the language of the 
Indians. At the time I understood nothing else.”
Wayquahgeshig (John Rogers), White Earth Ojibwe, 1974

You arrive at a new school and you are given a new 
name, new clothes and a haircut that make you look 

completely different. How would that make you feel? 
What would you think?

IMAGINE IF

Students were only allowed to speak English 
and had to say Christian prayers every day.

Students were forbidden from dancing, 
singing or practicing any aspect of their religion or 
traditions. 

The process of assimilation even included the 
games children played.  From the beginning of the 
Indian boarding schools, teaching children sports 
was seen as an important way to teach them to be 
more like mainstream students and, at the same 
time, create a sense of school spirit. Pratt knew 
that athletics played a large role in children’s lives 
within their Native communities, and he wanted 
to redirect their physical energy and desire to 
play. It was at school that kids were introduced to 
organized sports such as baseball, basketball and 
football.

BELOW: Children praying before bedtime at Phoenix Indian 
School, June 1900. National Archives and Records Administration, 
Washington, D.C., 75-EXP-2B.



As time went on, sporting events were 
effective in unifying not only the school community 
but townspeople as well as Native tribes in support 
of school teams. Several students competed in the 
1912 Olympics and won gold and silver medals.

Although the schools were not focused on the 
academic achievements of students, children were 
taught the basics of the Anglo approach to math, 
science, history and language. Schools that offered 
art and music did so based on Western practices so 
students studied European painters while copying 
their styles at easels and learned instruments that 
would be played at concert halls and in marching 
bands.

In this way, the day was spent teaching kids, 
implicitly and explicitly, that being a Christian 
American was superior to being an American 
Indian.

LEFT: Fort Shaw girls basketball team at the 1904 World’s Fair. 
Missouri History Museum, St. Louis. 

BELOW LEFT: Members of the Carlisle Indian School football 
team. (Left to right) Alexander Arcasa, Stansil Powell, Gus Welsh 
and Jim Thorpe, 1912. Albert A. Line Collection, Cumberland 
County Historical Society, Carlisle, Pennsylvania.

BELOW LEFT: Art teacher, Elizabeth H. Foster and art students 
at Carlisle Indian School, c. 1901. F. Johnston (Photographer), 
Cumberland County Historical Society, Carlisle, Pennsylvania.

BELOW: Chilocco school band, c. 1910-1913. Archives & 
Manuscripts Division, Oklahoma Historical Society.
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Resistance

Students resisted in a variety of ways. Many 
children ran away and did their best to return to 
their families.

Children who remained at the school would 
speak to one another in their own language 
and practice their customs and traditions in a 
clandestine manner. Sometimes children went 
to the woods near the school to hold secret 
ceremonies and speak their Native languages. 
Other students found creating drawings of family 
members in their regalia as a way to remember 
home life. 

When students were caught doing anything 
considered “Indian,” they were severely punished. 
If they spoke their Native language, their mouth 
was washed with soap. Other punishments—for 
running away or misbehaving—included being 
locked up and going without meals.

For years students were told on a daily 
basis that everything Indian was bad and that 
the Christian American way of life was good. 
This is traumatic for self-identity. There were rare 
occasions where educators would encourage Native 
forms of expression; however, this was outside the 
original mission of the boarding schools. 

Justino Herrera, Cochiti Pueblo. Corn Dancer, 1940. This student 
painting was made at Santa Fe Indian School. Heard Museum 
Collection, Gift of Valona Varnum, 4183-7.

Dear dad, I suppose you will be surprised to know that 
I am here. I know I have made a big mistake and it is 
hard for me to think of the grief it will cause you Dad. 
Dad I was discouraged [and] I just went mad. I realize 
what I have done and am very sorry. I’ll go back next 
year and like it.”

a Flandreau Indian School runaway, 1931

You were no longer allowed to speak your language, play 
your favorite games or do any of the things you enjoy. 

What would you do? How would you feel? How do you 
think students at the Indian Boarding Schools felt?

IMAGINE IF
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Difficult Conditions

The Indian Boarding Schools were founded 
on the idea of forced assimilation. Therefore, 
the adults at the school were empowered to use 
a variety of punishments to prevent students 
from resisting the schools’ teachings.  Corporal 
punishment was considered an acceptable form 
of discipline at the time and, among other forms 
of mistreatment, penalties for infractions included 
lashings, lock ups, and withholding meals. Also, 
students caught practicing their own tradition were 
routinely placed in solitary confinement.

While the schools were funded by the U.S. 
government, they were not a funding priority. 
School dormitories did not have enough beds. 
Overcrowding and lack of sanitation led to 
widespread infectious diseases. Tuberculosis, 
trachoma (an eye disease that can cause blindness), 
measles, mumps, and influenza were some of the 
diseases that were rampant at the schools. Many 
schools had a hospital and, since the mortality rates 
were so high, many boarding schools had their 
own graveyards.

Intimidation and fear were very much present in our 
daily lives. For instance, we would cower from the 
abusive disciplinary practices of some superiors, such 
as the one who yanked my cousin’s ear hard enough 
to tear it…” 

Bernice Levchuck, Navajo, 1997 
in Reinventing the Enemy’s’ Language

TOP: Students writing on the chalkboard in a classroom at Gila Crossing, 
Arizona, c. 1903-1905. Clarence W. Miller Photographic Collection. 

ABOVE: Girl’s dormitory at the U.S. Indian School in Fort Totten, North 
Dakota, 1913. State Historical Society of North Dakota.

BELOW: Guardhouse at Carlisle Indian School, 1908. Cumberland 
County Historical Society, Carlisle, Pennsylvania.



Malnutrition was common which left younger 
children more susceptible to falling ill and dying. 
During the first 60 years of the Indian Boarding 
Schools, hundreds of children passed away from 
these conditions.

Often, children fell ill and passed away 
without their parents being notified until it was too 
late.

 ABOVE: Children’s Graves at Carlisle Indian School Cemetery, c. 1900. Drex Brooks (Photographer), Sweet Medicine.

ABOVE: Ironing at Gila Crossing Indian School, 1903-1905. Clarence W. Miller 
Photographic Collection. 

BELOW: Two girls sewing, Gila Crossing Indian School, c. 1903-1905. Clarence 
W. Miller Photographic Collection. 

Your son died quietly, without suffering, like a man. We 
have dressed him in his good clothes and tomorrow 
we will bury him the way the white people do.”

Richard H. Pratt 

Each school day presented challenges for 
students. They spent half of the day in classes and 
the other half doing laundry, gardening to provide 
the school with food, and cleaning the facilities. In 
the name of vocational training boys were taught 
school-approved farming methods, carpentry, 
shoemaking, stone masonry, and other skills needed 
to maintain the school. 

Girls were taught sewing and cooking which 
they used for making clothes and cooking for the 
student body and staff. In addition, girls were 
made to perform other other domestic tasks such 
as cleaning and washing. Girls were also taught 
secretarial skills so they would be employable 
after leaving school. There was a special emphasis 
on turning girls into good Christians with the 
understanding that they would be the biggest 
influence in the home on their partners and children.
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While it may have been called vocational 
training, students’ manual labor was essential for 
the boarding schools to function. 

Not only did students spend hours working at 
the school each day, the school also hired students 
out to local families in the summer for extremely 
low wages.

Pratt explained the thinking behind this 
program to the Board of Indian Commissioners 
in 1889: “My theme is ‘a way out’ or the ‘outing 
system.’ I say that if we take a dozen young Indians 
and place one in each American family, taking 
those so young they have not learned to talk, 
and train them up as children of those families, I 
defy you to find any Indian in them when they are 
grown. I believe if we took one of those Indians—a 
little papoose from his mother’s back, always 
looking backward—into our families, face it the 
other way, and keep it under our care and training 
until grown, it would then be Anglo-Saxon in spirit 
and American in all its qualities. Color amounts to 
nothing.The fact that they are born Indian does not 
amount to anything.”

Vocational training and the “outing system” 
continued for much of the boarding schools’ 
existence. 

And we stayed there until school was out. And a lot 
of times we never came home, we stayed and we 
worked. I used to work in Everett during the summer 
times in the fruit cannery

Josephine Sparks, Suquamish, 1985

TOP: Baking class at Flandreau Indian School, Flandreau, 
South Dakota, c. 1900. South Dakota State Historical Society-
State Archives, RC125(7):2.1.5.1

CENTER: Trade School class in carpentry at Hampton Institute, 
c. 1800. Hampton University Archives, Virginia.

RIGHT: Student labor kept achools in operation. Here they mix 
concrete for floors at Phoenix Indian School, c. 1950. Bureau 
of Indian Affairs, Phoenix Area Office, Arizona.



Returning Home, Facing Challenges

Indian boarding schools had lasting impacts on 
Native individuals, families, and communities. Some of 
the vocational training students received was out-dated 
or not of use in their home communities. Readjusting 
to living at home after being at a distant school for 5 or 
more years was difficult. Speaking their Native language 
did not come easily after years of immersion in English. 
They had been absent for some of the transitional 
ceremonies such as initiations and coming of age 
ceremonies. When they returned, many felt alienated 
and separate, while at the same time full of judgment for 
the “inferior ways” of their loved ones.            

As Luther Standing Bear, a former Carlisle student, 
remembers, “All our relatives heard that I was coming 
home, and there was quite a gathering at my father’s 
place to greet me. Some of them were very glad to see 
me; others hesitated about shaking my hand. I found 
out later the reason for this. It seems that some of the 
returned Carlisle students were ashamed of their old 
people and refused to shake hands with them; some 
even tried to make them believe they had forgotten their 
Sioux language.”

Some former students looked down on their family 
and community members for wearing blankets, carrying 
baskets, and not wearing “proper” shoes. They were 
disconnected from their communities, strangers to their 
families, and strangers to themselves.

The Meriam Report and Reforms

In 1928 the Meriam Report was issued. This 
report was officially titled “The Problem of Indian 
Administration” and was compiled by the Institute 
for Government Research. The report revealed the 
substandard conditions of American Indians across 
the United States. The report found that the U.S. 
government was failing to protect American Indians in all 
aspects including their land, resources, their cultures, and 
Americans Indians as individuals.

The Meriam Report also included the first 
investigative report of the overall workings of the 
Indian Boarding Schools. The report criticized the poor 
conditions the children were kept in and recommended 
that children attend schools closer to their families, learn 
about their own culture and history while studying, 
and be taught the skills they needed to adapt in their 
communities as well as in the mainstream United States. 
Those who had written the report recognized the 
damage the schools had caused children who did not 
fit in with their communities once they left school and 
returned home, and sought to prevent future students 
from being damaged similarly.

After the report was published, there was public 
outcry regarding the well-being of the students. The 
first significant reform was to provide students with  

Standing Bear, son Luther, and Red Fish, n.d. John N. Choate 
(Photographer), Dickinson College Archives & Special 
Collections, CIS-P-0020. 

Below: Meriam Report (The Problem of Indian Administration)
1928. John Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, Maryland.
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balanced meals and enough to eat. Children had their 
weight monitored and underweight children were 
fed in between meals. Doctors were hired to provide 
preventive and emergency care.

During the 1930s, also known as the Great 
Depression, the government did not invest in 
improving Indian boarding schools. The government 
chose to close down several schools instead. By 1941, 
the number of boarding schools had decreased from 
77 schools serving 21,000 American Indian children to 
49 schools with 14,000 students.

The Meriam Report recognized the need for 
reflection and reforms regarding the Indian boarding 
schools. The curriculum began allowing classes in 
Indian art and the use of bilingual texts. School clubs 
celebrating Native tradition were allowed, such as 
the “Indian Club” or an Apache dance group. Some 
schools even took measures to prepare students for 
tribal responsibilities once they left school. These 
changes were limited as Anglo-culture continued to 
dominate the instruction and culture of the boarding 
schools.

After World War II, the Indian boarding schools 
emphasized preparing students to live in cities. Boys 
learned trades such as printing, welding, bricklaying, 
and auto mechanics, in addition to the vocational 
training already taking place at the schools. 

By the 1960s, parents and tribes became 
increasingly dissatisfied with how the Indian 
boarding schools were functioning, and their lack of 
participation in the schools. Many reservations no 
longer felt that the Indian boarding schools should 
operate without American Indian input and tribes 
began calling for American Indians to control the 
schools.

Vocational training of the type offered at Indian 
Boarding Schools should prepare Indian youth for 
effective citizenship more efficiently than any other 
method known. Indian youth is naturally shy and 
timid and needs to come in contact with tradesmen, 
tools, materials and processes… in order to make the 
adjustments necessary for social efficiency.” 

Chilocco Indian Agricultural School, 1934 Annual Report

The business that we were taught was manual labor, 
vocational. Girls were taught to be secretaries; that 
was it. Boys were taught welding, auto mechanics and 
bricklaying. These were the only things we were told we 
were good at. We were told not to aspire to be a doctor 
or a pilot because they said you were good with your 
hands. We weren’t allowed choice only as far as it was 
manual labor or vocational training.”

Chilocco Indian Agricultural School, 1934 Annual Report

ABOVE: Student operating printing press at Phoenix Indian School, 
1950-1960. Bureau of Indian Affairs, Phoenix Area Office, Arizona.
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ABOVE: Students repairing a wall at Phoenix Indian School, n.d. Billie 
Jane Baguley Library and Archives, Heard Museum, RC284(1):1.320.

ABOVE:Students typing in classroom at Phoenix Indian School, c. 
1956-57. Billie Jane Baguley Library and Archives, Heard Museum, 
RC284(1):1.467.



Native Control of Indian Boarding 
Schools

The struggle for Native American tribes to 
control the Indian boarding schools continued 
from the 1960s into the 1970s. They did not wish 
them closed as schooling was part of original treaty 
agreements with Native Americans in exchange for 
their land. Also, the resources and infrastructure of 
the boarding schools tended to be better funded 
than the reservation schools. American Indians did, 
however, push to control curriculum and transform 
the schools into places where students could 
receive a decent academic education while at the 
same time learn more about their heritage as a 
Native American and be proud of that heritage.

The Indian Boarding Schools that were 
created to change the Indian were ultimately 
transformed by Native Americans into institutions 
that served their communities, places that 
emphasized cultural heritage, practice and values, 
where students strengthened their sense of pride in 
being American Indian.    

The American Indian controlled boarding 
schools ceased to teach Christianity in school but 
maintained the same academic subjects, sports 

teams, visual and performing arts.
Clubs devoted to understanding Native 

American history, culture and identity continued to 
grow. 

Under American Indian control, the schools 
improved their academics and included college prep 
courses which opened up greater opportunities for 
American Indians to study in higher education and 
obtain advanced degrees.

Boarding schools became a place where there 
was an open exchange of song and ceremony 
from different tribes. This cultural exchange 
enabled Native Americans to form a sense of 
unity and common identity while celebrating their 
tribal differences. Two examples of this are Native 
American powwows and the Native American 
Princess Pageant which is a source of empowerment 
and pride for many American Indians.

…you meet people from different tribes. They all 
have like different religions and different stories and 
backgrounds…. It’s just fun.”  
   Scott Dumars, Sisseton Dakota, 

Student Council president, Flandreau Indian School

I don’t think I appreciated my Indianness until I… 
became a senior in high school, when we had our Indian 
Club here, and I joined the Indian Club.” 
   Ohkay Owingeh, Pueblo, student 

at Santa Fe Indian School, 1927

I live in a white society and it wasn’t working out for 
me. It wasn’t about my personality or who I was inside, 
it was the outside of me they judged. I felt comfortable 
with all these other Indians here so I stayed here[.] I 
came back every year.” 
   Christine Begay, Navajo, student at 

Sherman Institute, 1999

ABOVE: Students greet each other upon arrival at Phoenix 
Indian School, c. 1950s. Billie Jane Baguley Library and Archives, 
Heard Museum, RC284(1):1.11.

BELOW: Santa Fe Indian School Campus, November 26, 2017. 
Craig Smith (Photographer), Billie Jane Baguley Library and 
Archives, Heard Museum. 
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your school decides to include one aspect from your 
heritage in the school day. Is there something specific 

from your family background that you would like taught 
at school (a traditional instrument, cooking a specific 

meal, a type of art or craft)? Would that change how you 
feel about school?

IMAGINE IF

Miss Sherman at Sherman Indian High School, 1999. Billie Jane 
Baguley Library and Archives, Heard Museum, RC125(7):1.2.74. 

Enduring legacy of the Indian 
Boarding Schools

            
The history of the Indian Boarding Schools 

is complex, challenging and contradictory. 
Generations of Native Americans returned to 
their homes traumatized from their experience 
at the schools, and others discovered they no 
longer belonged in their communities. The impact 
this has had on Native Americans continues to 
be addressed through healing projects such as 
the Native American Boarding School Healing 
Coalition. 

In contrast, some students did have positive 
experiences at the schools which gave them the 
ability to work and provide for themselves through 
specialized trades. Many returned home to their 
communities, while others lived off-reservation to 
find work. Boarding school alumni have worked as 
teachers, for tribal governments or have become 
tribal leaders.

And, in later years, the boarding schools 
provided an infrastructure for American Indian 
tribes to teach their history and culture to new 

generations as a source of empowerment and 
pride.

The schools enabled access to education 
beyond what the reservation schools were able to 
offer, and brought together members of different 
tribes from all over the country. The unifying of 
American Indians had a lasting impact. Many 
people from all over the country were brought 
together to become friends, fall in love and create 
a community after leaving the school.

In addition, uniting American Indians, 
providing English as a common language, and 
teaching students about government and politics, 
created the basis for Pan-Indianism that was 
fundamental to Native Americans organizing a 
movement to demand more rights in the 1960s 
and 1970s. This movement included the passage 
of the Indian Self-Determination and Education 
Assistance Act of 1975, a law that enabled 
American Indians to assume control over the 
boarding schools.
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Knowing the history of the Indian Boarding 
Schools is one way to incorporate the history of 
American Indians, both their struggles and their 
cultures, into our collective knowledge of U.S. 
history. This is our shared history.

[Boarding schools] were started to stamp out the Indian 
from the Indian, you know, make us all into white 
people, and you know, it didn’t work. Actually… it was 
the exact opposite: it made us stronger as Indian People. 
It made us more aware of and more proud of who we 
were.” 
 Ruthe Blalock Jones, Delaware/Shawnee/Peoria

Sherman Indian High School Cheerleaders, 1999. Billie Jane 
Baguley Library and Archives, Heard Museum, RC125(7):1.2.41.
 
BELOW: Graduation at Santa Fe Indian School, 1984. Harold 
Hanson (Photographer),  Palace of the Governors Photo Archives 
(NMHM/ DCA),  HP.2014.14.1383. 
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