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 George Erasmus once said “The origins of the residential school system predate 

confederation, and the intergenerational impacts of abuse in the schools are profound.” (Ivan). 

Between 1880 and 1988, thousands of First Nations children were exposed to kidnapping, 

unimaginable physical and sexual abuse, starvation and virtual slavery. (Thunderbird). This was 

all done federally within the school system in which education is supposed to be the primary 

focus. This barbarity continued for decades leaving physical, emotional, mental and spiritual 

scars that reverberate to this day. (Thunderbird). The history of residential schools for children of 

Native ancestry has attracted a considerable amount of attention in Canada during recent years. 

(Miller). Until recently this has been Canada's dirty little secret. Some call it “Canada’s Shame” 

or “The Canadian Holocaust”. The establishment of residential schooling not only resulted in 

horrifying effects on aboriginal individuals but it also resulted in the destruction of an entire 

culture.  

The haunting legacy of the Indian residential school system begins its history around 

1884 when the government ordered mandatory school attendance. (Ivan). At first there was no 

educational policy. The government had very little interest in the education of Natives. There 

were, however, a few schools directed by representatives of missionary organizations. There 

were also some boarding schools established in Ontario. The schools were supervised by poorly 

trained and poorly paid missionaries who were not concerned with addressing the low attendance 

and academic progress of their Native students. By 1892 The Government of Canada regulated 

the operation of Indian residential schools and by 1920 attendance was strictly enforced. (Ivan). 

It became mandatory for children ages six to fifteen to attend school. At this young age they 

were subject to treatment which no human being deserves. Prior to this, many of these aboriginal 

children were already attending public day schools. Residential Schools were built in almost 



every province and territory in Canada except for Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick and 

Newfoundland. They were operated under the federal government and were administered by four 

Christian denominations: Roman Catholic Church, Anglican Church, United Church, and 

Presbyterian Church. (Ivan). The residential school system had been created specifically to allow 

missionaries to get involved with the character formation and identity of Native children, even 

though the parents had stressed repeatedly that they wanted education, not assimilation. (Ivan). 

Before the Europeans arrived in this country, the aboriginal peoples had their own 

spiritual beliefs. To them everything in nature had a purpose and a meaning. (Jack). The 

aboriginal traditional ways of educating were through example, experience, and storytelling to 

teach life lessons. They believed in education through oral tradition and practical instruction. 

(Trafzer). Respect was a principle of great importance. They believed that learning was an entire 

life process and it was to be without interruption. Their teachings adhered to the sacredness of 

life whether of humans, animals, plants, or the earth. (Ivan). Elders and parents recognized a 

child’s potential and helped shape the child towards adulthood. The children were taught skills to 

help their families survive and eventually they became a productive member of their community. 

(Jack). Their knowledge, experiences, and educations worked for them, and for hundreds of 

years Indian people lived and survived without the intervention of non-Indian newcomers. 

(Trafzer). However, in the 1800’s, the Aboriginal way of life was weakened by epidemics and 

the influx of newcomers during the gold rush. (Jack).  

An aboriginal leader, Chief Shingwauk, identified the Christian religion and European 

schooling as the source of newcomers’ strength and success. He wanted a “teaching wigwam” so 

that his people could, by learning European ways, adapt to and thrive in the new age that was 

coming to their lands. (Miller). A number of chiefs wanted white education for their children so 



that they would be able to survive in a rapidly changing new world. (Thunderbird). Although it 

was a much different approach to their traditional ways of education they felt it was necessary. 

Native leaders were firm in not wanting to assimilate their children into white culture in order to 

receive that education; nor was the intent to surrender their lands and to deliver their children 

into forcible confinement far away from their families and traditional cultures their goal. They 

made it very clear that they wanted only education for their offspring, not a fundamental change 

in their way of life. (Thunderbird). 

Native people were victims. They did not willingly agree to Canada's deeply oppressive 

policies against its First Citizens. These schools were thought by their founders to be a good 

solution to the “Indian problem”. Aboriginal peoples, who at first welcomed the schools as 

means to cope with the intruding society, naturally rejected the concept of an “Indian problem” 

that would be solved by eliminating Indians, and resisted assimilation. (Graham). The Church 

and State tried their best deny their involvement by trying to place the responsibility for the 

education disaster on the shoulders of Indigenous leaders. (Thunderbird). Canada’s Indian 

policy, from the very beginning, sought to undermine the bond between aboriginal children and 

their families. (Fournier). There was a clear intent to assimilate Indian people into the non-native 

culture, convert Indigenous children to Christianity, and to "civilize them". (Wikipedia). This 

was done by means of foster care, non-aboriginal adoptive families, and residential schools. 

Residential schooling was designed to strip aboriginal peoples of their culture.  

Residential schools became the apparatus to assimilate Aboriginal children into 

mainstream Canadian society. Children's isolation from family was central to the schools' 

philosophy - to prevent children from adopting their parents' culture. Children were removed 

from their communities by priests, social workers, and police to residential schools, foster care, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples_of_the_Americas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity
http://research2.csci.educ.ubc.ca/indigenation/residential%20schools/assimilation.htm


and even jail. Some children were kidnapped and stolen. Most children were separated from their 

families for several years, some as many as ten years. (Fournier). They were held captive, 

isolated from their family, and forcibly stripped of their language, religion, traditions and 

culture. Being forced to live with no culture resulted in high suicide rates, difficulties with 

parenting, drug and alcohol problems, and family abuse.(Thunderbird) 

Residential schooling was a powerfully negative experience for these Native children. 

Poorly paid and morally bankrupt student teachers and missionaries, who were barely functional 

illiterates, were put in charge of educating Native children.  Boys were segregated from girls, and 

siblings were intentionally separated in order to weaken family ties. Children wore school 

uniforms instead of traditional clothing. Their hair was cut short in European style. The children 

ate primarily Euro-Canadian food, if they ate at all. During summer breaks or other so-called 

vacations, children were billeted with white families in order to prevent them from renewing 

cultural connections with their families.(Thunderbird). They would grieve for parents and home. 

The punishments these children endured were despicable. Violent experiences such as having 

knuckles rapped with a wooden stick or getting whipped for speaking their traditional language 

would happen on a daily basis. Some of the priests would even stick pins in the tongues of 

children who spoke their Indian language (Fournier). When students spoke their own languages, 

lied, used obscene language, fought, stole, destroyed property, acted stubbornly, or misbehaved, 

teachers, disciplinarians, matrons, and superintendents could inflict corporal punishment or 

imprison the child. School officials withheld food, restricted student privileges, or forced 

children to march, mop floors, paint walls, clean filthy bathrooms, and perform other distasteful 

jobs. Teacher’s slapped hands, made students wear dunce hats, made them stand on one foot or 

stand in the corner, and made them clean the mortar between the bricks with a toothbrush. Older 



students were sometimes ordered to perform the punishment on their classmates. (Trafzer). 

Sometimes the children were forced to wear soiled underwear on the head or wet bed sheets on 

the body, their faces were rubbed in human excrement, they were forced to eat maggot infested 

food, they were stripped naked and ridiculed, forced to stand upright for several of hours, they 

were immerged in ice water, hair was ripped from their heads, they were used in medical 

experiments, electrically shocked, or forced to sleep outside. (Thunderbird). These punishments 

were not only painful and embarrassing, but emotionally harming. Along with the emotional and 

physical abuse there were also many horrifying accounts of sexual abuse. In 1920 and 1922 Dr. 

Corbett was commissioned to visit each of the schools. He found that most were much below a 

passable standard of health, 50% of the students had tuberculosis, and many students who were 

near death were being made to sit through lessons. (Wikipedia). The emotional, physical, and 

cultural abuses were endless. 

These children did not want to be confined and treated the way they were. They found 

many ways in which they could resist the strict rules and regulations. Although these Native 

children feared reprisals for their acts of defiance they resisted in a variety of ways. Some 

children spoke their native language in privacy, ran away from school, passed notes, snuck 

letters home, some girls secretly curled their hair and wore make-up, some children stole food 

from the kitchen, and some formed counter-culture gangs. Some of the Aboriginal children 

maintained dignity through silence and did not cry or show emotion when they were punished. 

The most noticeable form of resistance for children was to run away from school. Runaways 

often had their head shaved as a way for the school to shame and humiliate them. The parents of 

these poor children showed resistance also. Some complained about the ways the children were 



being treated, refused to send their children to school despite the law, and fought for better 

education. (Ivan) 

Residential schools were created in order to destroy the traditional aboriginal culture. It 

was not the intent to scholastically educate the children, but, rather, teach them menial tasks so 

they could potentially acquire positions as scivvies, maids, and labourers. Therefore, upon 

release most children were lucky if they achieved barely a grade five or six education. 

(Thunderbird). In all there were over 130 residential schools across Canada that existed at one 

time or another. Children from every Aboriginal culture such as Indian, Inuit, and Métis were 

registered. It is estimated that over 100,000 native children attended residential schools. (Ivan). 

The existence of residential schools has had and will forever have lasting effects. It is hard to 

believe that such cruelty occurred on our own Canadian lands. Even more astonishing is that 

human could commit such a horrifying act of cultural genocide for so many decades. There will 

forever be physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual scars on those individuals who have endured 

the residential school system and on the aboriginal culture as a whole. The pain and hurt will 

never vanish and no apology could undo the wrong that has been done. 
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