
Overview and Best Practices

Tribal Boarding School 
Toolkit for Healing



Before we get started, let’s 
open in a good way.
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In January 2023, Northwest Portland Area Indian Health Board (NPAIHB) and Indian Health Services 
(IHS) contracted with Kauffman and Associates, Inc. (KAI) to develop an electronic toolkit for 
teachers, public health professionals, mental health professionals, tribal administrators, and public 
safety professionals. This team conducted a literature review, spoke to boarding school survivors 
and descendants, consulted with individuals and organizations working in the field of American 
Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN) healing and resilience, and collaborated with educators to develop 
the toolkit. 

The toolkit is intended to be a brief, reader- friendly resource with information on the historical 
trauma resulting from Indian boarding schools in the United States.
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Summary



The purpose of the Tribal Boarding School Toolkit for Healing is to provide those who work in AI/AN 
communities with information, resources, and suggested activities for talking about and healing the 
generational traumatic impacts boarding schools have had on AI/AN individuals, families, and 
communities. 
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Purpose



• Boarding Schools: residential educational facilities intended to force Western education upon the AI/AN people while 
also attempting cultural erasure and assimilation. 

• Forced Assimilation: A process in which a dominant culture of a group imposes its customs, values, language, and way of 
life upon a minority culture of a group, with the goal of eradicating the minority culture’s distinct identity and replacing it 
with the dominant culture’s norms.

• Forced Removal: the collective United States government policies that removed AI/AN people from their historical lands 
or diminished their size and confined AI/AN people to reservations. 

• Historical Trauma: A subtype of trauma that refers to group-level experiences which produce lasting psychological and 
physiological symptoms in group members. 

• Intergenerational Trauma: A subtype of trauma like historical trauma, but which also impacts descendants of the original 
experiencers. 

• Resilience-focused: A type of care provided or healing that takes place which emphasizes strength, integration of 
traumatic experiences into one’s overall self-narrative, and ability to heal. 

• Trauma-informed Care: An approach to providing support and services that recognizes and responds to the impact of 
past and ongoing trauma on individuals’ mental, emotional, and physical well-being, with a focus on safety, trust, and 
empowerment. 
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Topic-Specific Definitions



Toolkit 
Format

The Tribal Boarding School Toolkit 
for Healing is divided into four 
primary modules with three 
supplemental information 
modules.

• Opening in a Good Way

• The Past

• The Present

• The Future

Supplemental Information 
Modules

• Appendix

• Definitions

• References

Toolkit Modules



Modules contain historical information, quotations from survivors and descendants, discussion 
guides, highlights, and activities like reflection questions, calls to action, and experiential therapies.

Subsections of each module are emphasized for quick reference with these icons:
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Module 1

Opening in a Good Way



The toolkit begins with an acknowledgment to the AI/AN children who were sent to U.S. Indian 
boarding schools and their descendants; as well as the users of the toolkit who work tirelessly to 
provide support, healing, and education to those affected by forced assimilation and cultural 
eradication policies.

“In community and ceremony, we can strive for healing, reclamation, and revitalization of AI/AN 
cultures and traditions these policies tried to extinguish.” (p.5)

Module 1 | Opening in a Good Way
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Acknowledgment



The authors felt it was imperative to include a disclaimer at the beginning of the toolkit as an act of 
service and care for its readers and practitioners. This toolkit contains sensitive material that may 
be emotionally and psychologically challenging for some readers. Within the disclaimer, the 
authors encourage caution and self-care for all readers, and to seek support as needed.

“Remember that the intention of this toolkit is to promote understanding, healing, and foster asset-
focused community building, but it may not be suitable for all audiences… Proceed with sensitivity, 
compassion, and a commitment to promoting awareness and justice for AI/AN communities.” (p.5)

Module 1 | Opening in a Good Way
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Disclaimer



Within the Discussion Guides section of 
Module 1 are best practices for conducting 
conversations with survivors and their 
descendants, how to create a dialogue with 
children and youth, how to check internal 
biases, and where to find more resources for 
discussions. The “Growing Together by Going 
Deeper” discussion guide offers prompts and 
responses for those speaking to individuals 
unfamiliar with Indian boarding schools and 
their impacts on AI/AN communities today.

Module 1 | Opening in a Good Way
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Discussion Guides



Module 2

The Past



Indian boarding schools were part of a much larger agenda of genocidal practices. To better 
understand the role of the Indian boarding school system and the context within which this 
genocidal practice was born, this section of Module 2 defines genocide and what constitutes a 
genocidal act. 

“Indigenous people and individuals have the right not to be subjected to forced assimilation or 
destruction of their culture.” 

- United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Article 7 (p.9) 

Module 2 | The Past
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Forced Assimilation and Its Impact on American 
Indians and Alaska Natives



Indian boarding school is part of a long list 
of genocidal practices including:
• The Doctrine of Discovery,

• The Declaration of Independence,
• The Marshall Trilogy,
• The Monroe Doctrine, and

• Manifest Destiny.

Module 2 | The Past
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A Long Legacy of 
Dehumanization



Between 1819 and 1969, the U.S. 
Department of Interior operated 408 Indian 
boarding schools. This section of Module 2 
details the assimilation tactics used by the 
boarding school system as well as what life 
was like for a student within the Indian 
boarding school system. 

Module 2 | The Past
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Overview of U.S. Indian 
Boarding Schools



The Historical Impacts section of Module 2 
details the efforts by the federal government to 
break up Native family units by way of the Indian 
Policy of Assimilation. 

“Without griefwork—without a voice—trauma is 
passed from one generation to the next.” 

–Jane Middleton-Moz, MSCP (p. 15)

Module 2 | The Past
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Historical Impacts



Module 3

The Present



The Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) currently operates 24 residential 
schools, of which only four are off-reservation residential schools. The BIE 
provides education services to 47,000 students across nearly 200 elementary 
and secondary schools, many are directly controlled by tribes /tribal school 
boards.
Also covered in this section are:

• the Indian Adoption Project of 1958, 
• Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978, and Haaland v. Brackeen and the 

lawsuits that have challenged ICWA since its inception.

Module 3 | The Present

5/16/2024 THRIVE
18

Current Status of U.S. Indian Boarding Schools



The Federal Indian Boarding School era is over, but 
the patterns of abuse are not.
The key data from the Current Impacts section of 
Module 3 are captured within the infographic to 
the right.

Module 3 | The Present

5/16/2024 THRIVE
19

Current Impacts



The Trauma and Its Impacts section of Module 3 delves into the 
differences between grief and trauma, the impacts of cultural 
discontinuity, as well as:
• Impact of Trauma on Brain Development

• Activating Latent Trauma
• How Trauma Shows Up in the Classroom
• Impacts of Trauma Later in Life

Module 3 | The Present
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Trauma and Its Impacts

Please note: these sections are full of experiential therapies, reflection questions, calls to action, and 
supplemental resources like contacts for substance use and behavioral health helplines.



Module 3 | The Present
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Trauma and Its Impacts, continued



Module 4

The Future



The Impacts section of Module 4 expands upon the 
Road to Healing Reports and the powerful first step 
that has been taken in engaging with this history and 
addressing its continued influence in AI/AN 
populations. As the reports are released, the potential 
for re-traumatization as new stories emerge is high. 
Health care providers, tribal administrators, and 
educators should be prepared for potential influxes of 
community members in crisis.

Module 4 | The Future
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Impacts

“We have the capacity to heal if we have the right structure 
and supports.
 We don’t have to hide it.”

 –Aaron Payment, EdD, EdS, Med, MPA (Sault Tribe of Chippewa Indians) 
(p.36)



The Resilience and Brilliance of AI/AN peoples are 
detailed in this section of Module 4 in the form of 
three things:
• Language Revitalization

• Cultural Reclamation
• Traditional and Contemporary Art

Module 4 | The Future
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Resilience and Brilliance



AI/AN tribal communities have long practiced community-based and traditional healing. Traditional 
practices and ceremonies are important sources of healing for many AI/AN people, despite the 
complex task of integrating them with modern practice. Frameworks for Healing is broken into three 
subsections:
• Traditional Medicine Approach to Healing: “By addressing the disconnection caused by removal 

and assimilation, these methods heal wounds Western medicine is only beginning to 
acknowledge even exist. “ (p. 43)

• Trauma-Informed Leader: “While not all tribal leaders are expected to be experts in everything, 
all who have care and compassion for their communities stand to benefit from their 
understanding of trauma-informed care.” (p. 43) 

• Practices for Self-Care: “Providers must have their needs met, too, if they are to serve AI/AN 
children and families.” (p.43)

Module 4 | The Future
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Frameworks for Healing



Advocacy for the necessary systemic change occurs at every level, from the individual, to the 
neighborhood, to the community, to national initiatives such as the Federal Indian Boarding School 
Initiative, announced in 2021 by Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland. This section of Module 4 
gives examples of how community leaders can incorporate Indian boarding school awareness into 
their community events, pass resolutions to honor victims and survivors, as well as creating spaces 
for healing within their communities.

“In the end, the only thing that is going to make the change is when we go back to our culture. In 
good community prevention plans, they all go back to whatever the culture is.” 
– Anna Whiting- Sorrell, MPA (Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes) (p. 44)

Module 4 | The Future

5/16/2024 THRIVE
26

Advocacy at the Community Level



What questions do you have?
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Or visit
https://www.npaihb.org/tribal-boarding-school-

toolkit-for-healing/
Thank you so much!

To download the Tribal Boarding School Toolkit 
for Healing, please scan the QR code below.
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