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The Truths of American Indian 
Boarding Schools

What Were Indian Boarding Schools?
Were they educating children or kidnapping them?

• Boarding schools were implemented in the late 1800’s by the United States government and 
religious missionaries as an attempt of Native American cultural genocide. 

• Boarding schools were thought to be cheaper than wars or treaties with Native Americans. 
Schools were paid on a per capita basis by the government. 

• Children were kidnapped or stolen and forced to attend boarding schools.  

• Instead of being educated, children were treated like slaves. They were raised in a military-
like atmosphere and worked many long hours per day.  

• Children were forced to pray every day to a religion they didn’t know or understand and 
were forbidden to express their own beliefs.
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The typical student dormitory sleeping quarters in boarding schools. 
Students sometimes slept 3-4 children per bed.The Truths of American Indian 

Boarding Schools
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Doctored photos of students “before” and  
“after” entering Carlisle Indian School. 

https://historydaily.org/american-indians-before-and-after-carlisle
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Students assembled at Carlisle Indian School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. 
www.home.epix.net/~landis/histry.html
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Carlisle Indian School cemetery. 
https://carlisleindianschoolproject.comThe Truths of American Indian 

Boarding Schools

Boarding schools were very overcrowded.  
This led to a rampant spread of diseases, such as tuberculosis.
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“A great general has said that the only good Indian is a dead one, and that 
high sanction of his destruction has been an enormous factor in promoting 

Indian massacres.  In a sense, I agree with the sentiment, but only in this: that 
all the Indian there is in the race should be dead. Kill the Indian in him, and 

save the man” 

Richard Henry Pratt, founder of Carlisle Indian School.
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“Mama was made to kneel on a broomstick for not speaking English, locked 
in closets for not speaking English. They would pee their pants and then the 

nuns would take them out [of the closet] and beat them for peeing their 
pants.” 

“Papa was beaten with a belt. He saw one of his fellow students die from a 
beating at the school.” 

“Papa said, ‘I just couldn’t learn that language.’ So they put lye soap in his 
mouth and the kids would get blisters.” 

Denise Lajimodiere
The Truths of American Indian 

Boarding Schools
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What is Intergenerational Trauma?

The Truths of American Indian 
Boarding Schools

• Intergenerational trauma is a legacy of unresolved grief that is passed down from generation 
to generation. 

• One can inherit trauma from one’s parents, or even grandparents. 

• It is also a process by which genes are switched on and off. These epigenetic changes are 
inherited by later generations.   

• It creates poor physical and mental health. 

• It is the systematic destruction of the language, traditions, and values that make one group 
distinct from another.

Ashley Palmer Neratko             SUNY Oswego 
Spring 2021                  apalmer2@oswego.edu

9

What is cultural genocide?



Intergenerational trauma is very prevalent in Native American 
communities. They have dealt with unbelievable atrocities.  

This includes the long history of colonialism, wars with 
American colonies, the loss of land, being forced to live on 

reservations, and children being abducted to live and work in 
boarding schools.
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The Truths of American Indian 
Boarding Schools

Through politics, religions, and propaganda Americans 
were reinforced that boarding schools would rapidly 

“civilize” Native Americans, and they would no longer be a 
threat or menace to the country.
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The Truths of American Indian 
Boarding Schools

“The tuberculosis rates spoke for themselves. The 
Indian rate per 100,000 was 46.9, among African 

Americans it was 33.9, and for Anglos it was 12.1” 

Dejong, David H. “Unless They Are Kept Alive” 
Federal Indian Schools and Student Health, 1878-1918
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Tuberculosis morbidity at Haskell Institute, a Native American Youth Boarding School 1910–1940:

The Truths of American Indian 
Boarding Schools Source: Tuberculosis Death and Survival among Southern California Indians, 1922–44 

Clifford E Trafzer   https://doi.org/10.3138/cbmh.18.1.85   Published Online: December 13, 2016
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The Truths of American Indian 
Boarding Schools

Current State of Native American Health

• Native Americans are dying in their 30’s and 40’s. 

• Over 80% of Native American adults are overweight or obese. Among American adults, 2/3 
are overweight. 

• 50% of Native American children are overweight. 

• 30% of Native American adults have pre-diabetes compared to 27% of American adults. 

• In 2013, 8.8% of homes on reservations were overcrowded, compared to only 3% in the rest 
of the country. 

• The tuberculosis infection rate was four times higher than the general population in the 
early 1900’s. Currently, the infection rate is eight times higher than the general population.

Physical Health
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Current State of Native American Health

• Native American’s have the highest rates of mental health disorders in the United States. 

• Former boarding school attendees have higher rates of drug and alcohol abuse. 

• Those who were raised by boarding school attendees are significantly more likely to have 
general anxiety disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, and suicidal thoughts. 

• A 2014 White House report stated that there is a state of emergency regarding Native youth 
post-traumatic stress disorder and suicide rates three times the rate of the general public, 
and the same as Iraqi war veterans.

Mental Health
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Current State of Native American Health

• Suicide is the second leading cause of death-2.5 times the National rate-for Native youth in 
the 15-24 age group. 

• Much higher rates of frequent mental distress (14%) compared to the general population 
(8%). Rates of depression are 10-30% and post-traumatic stress disorder are 22% compared 
to adults in general (8%). 

• Five times more likely to die of alcohol-related causes. 

• The highest rate of illicit drug use (18%) and the highest rate of substance abuse (11.1%).
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Current State of Native American Education

The Truths of American Indian 
Boarding Schools

• In 2009, it was reported that the average public school graduation rate is 78% for all 
students, 83% for white students, and only 69% for Native American students. 

• There are 48,000 students attending tribal schools, where graduation rates are only 53%. 

• Only 13% of Native American students finish college compared to 28% of the entire student 
population. 

• In Oregon, 33% of Native American children missed at least 10% of the school days in 
2015-2016. 
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I would like to give thanks to my grandfather, who was an Indigenous 
Puerto Rican and a migrant to the United States in the mid 1900’s. He 

taught me the value of culture with his retainment of Spanish language, 
music, and food. I would also like to give thanks to The National 
Boarding School Healing Coalition for their amazing amount of 
advocacy. They can be found at www.boardingschoolhealing.org
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