
American Indian Boarding Schools
Understanding Native Culture

I. Standard:

US History 9th-12th Grade

J. Reshaping the Nation and the emergence of modern America 1877-1916

II. Overarching Concept
To understand the far-reaching impact attempted assimilation had on American Indian children, you first have to understand the cultural meaning of what was taken away from them.

III. Guiding Questions:

1. Why were American Indian children expected to have their hair cut?

2. Why were their clothes and possessions thrown away and replaced by a uniform?

3. The outer appearance of the children was altered, how did the boarding school experience alter their cultural beliefs?

IV. Content

American Indian Boarding Schools

Assimilation

American Indian Cultural Beliefs

V. Habits of Thinking

Understanding different perspectives

Discussion of key concepts

VI. Materials

Copy of Teacher Background Information

PowerPoint: Indian Boarding Schools from a Native Perspective

Overhead of pictures

VII. Lesson Sequence

Write guiding questions of the board for students to see.

Present first part of PowerPoint.

Read background information to students.

Show the “before” and “after” pictures of the American Indian boys at boarding school.

Ask students to imagine what it would be like if someone forma different country showed up at their home speaking a different language and informed your family that they wanted to take you away to a school thousands of miles away to be educated in the manners and customs fo their foreign culture so that you would become a citizen of that country. You would not be allowed any of your personal belongings, to speak in your own language or practice any religious/cultural customs.

Ask students the following questions;

1. How would that make you feel?

2. Would you go willingly?

3. What if you were told you had no choice?

Have student’s journal their feelings about how they will cope with their new live and new surroundings.

Ask for volunteers to read their journals.

Background Information

Although each American Indian Tribe (nation) is different there are some shared commonalities. To understand the impact that American Indian Boarding schools had on Native childrend one has to understand the cultural beliefs held by these children. Depending on what tribe the child belonged to these could vary.
When children arrive at boarding school they were subjected to the following treatment:

Children had their hair cut.

Long hair was a point of pride for Native boys and girls, some believed it was a source of strength for them. Hair was only cut when a person was in mourning.

All the children’s clothes and possessions were discarded replacing them with school uniforms. 

Children’s clothing was made by their mothers, grandmothers and aunties. They were carefully decorated and a symbol of love and respect that the maker felt for the child.

The blanket had special meaning. When a boy was a teenager, he received from his mother a blanket as a gift, a symbol of love and an emblem of an attachment. The blanket represented the young man’s independence and also the bond between him and his mother.

The eagle feather are essentially religious objects that provide a crucial link between human beings and Kitchi Manidoo, the Creator. Eagle feathers are not simply for decorative purposes-their intended purpose is to be used during prayer and used for blessings. Eagle feathers were given as a symbol of respect and honor. 

Children were given a new name.

Parents would select a respected elder to give the child a special name. Before the name was given there were days of meditation and nights of dreaming. For a name was not merely a term of address, it was an identity at the time it was bestowed. A ceremony was conducted at the time of naming and the elder would instruct the child on how he/she needed to take care of the name and in turn the name was to give strength to the child throughout his life.

Children were forbidden to participate in any cultural practices including speaking their native languages.

Native children were forbidden their spirituality. They were not allowed to return home to attend yearly ceremony. They were told their ways were evil and that they must adopt Christianity.

Children were beaten and mistreated if they spoke their native language. Many children who were raised in boarding schools forgot their language. When they returned to their reservation they no longer could communicate with their elders. Many were shunned as outsiders because they had lost many elements of their culture. 
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