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NATIONAL DAY OF REMEMBRANCE FOR 
U.S. INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOLS 

National Awareness Teaching — September 30, 2026 

Remembering the Children • Speaking the Truth   

Bringing the Children Home  

Iwiinitu Relatives, 

Before there were government reports, investigations, apologies, or 
national observances, there were children. 

They had their own names. They belonged to families, communities, 
homelands, and Tribal Nations. They carried languages, cultures, 
spiritual practices, knowledge, relationships, and teachings passed 
down from one generation to the next. 

They did not arrive at boarding schools without knowledge or 
teachers. Their families were their first teachers. Their communities 
held knowledge. Their languages carried memory. Their homelands 
taught relationship and responsibility. 

Then children were taken from those circles and placed within a 
system intended to radically change who they were. 

They were somebody’s babies. 

That truth must remain at the center of everything we teach about 
Indian boarding schools. 

 
A HISTORY WE MUST KNOW 
Beginning in the nineteenth century, the United States enacted laws 
and policies that established and supported a federal Indian boarding-
school system. Children were removed from their families and 
communities and placed in institutions designed to assimilate them 
into the dominant society. 

This was not simply an educational system in which terrible things 
happened. 

 



The federal government’s own investigation found that Indian boarding-school policy was part of a 
broader effort to forcibly assimilate Native children and dispossess Native peoples of their territories. 
The government funded, operated, supported, and oversaw schools across generations. Religious 
institutions and organizations also operated or supported many schools, sometimes receiving federal 
money for Native children placed in their care. 

The scale matters. 

The Department of the Interior identified 417 federally operated or supported Indian boarding 
schools across 37 states or then-territories in the system it investigated. 

The Department also estimated that the United States made more than $23.3 billion in 2023 
inflation-adjusted appropriations between 1871 and 1969 for the federal boarding-school system, 
other similar institutions, and associated assimilation policies. 

This was not the work of a few isolated schools. It was sustained across generations by government 
policy, institutional authority, and public money. 

The National Native American Boarding School Healing Coalition—NABS—uses a broader research 
framework. Its research identifies 526 known Indian boarding schools in the United States, and 
that research continues as additional records are located. 

The numbers 417 and 526 do not contradict one another. They describe different bodies of research. 

WHAT WAS DONE TO THE CHILDREN 
Children were separated from their families and sometimes sent hundreds or thousands of miles from 
everything and everyone they knew. 

Their hair was cut. Their clothing and belongings could be taken. Native names were replaced with 
English or Christian names. Children were punished for speaking their languages and practicing their 
cultures and spiritual ways. 

The federal system used militarized routines and identity-alteration practices. Manual labor and 
vocational work occupied significant portions of children’s lives at many schools. 

Historical records and survivor testimony document hunger, disease, neglect, isolation, physical 
violence, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, severe punishment, and treatment survivors have 
described as torture. 

We should not soften these words merely because they are painful to read. 

These things were done to children. And children died. 

The Department of the Interior’s final investigation confirmed the deaths of at least 973 American 
Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian children while attending federally operated or 
supported schools. 

Investigators also identified at least 74 marked or unmarked burial sites at 65 school locations. 

But there is another number we cannot give: the final number. 



The federal government’s 973 figure is a documented minimum from the system it investigated. It is 
not a final count of every child who died across every Indian boarding school. 

Records remain incomplete, scattered, and in many cases difficult for families and researchers to 
access. 

The absence of a complete record does not mean the harm was smaller. 

It means the search for truth is unfinished. And numbers themselves can create distance. 
Nine hundred seventy-three children cannot become nine hundred seventy-three marks on a page. 
 
Each was a child with a family. 
Someone knew that child’s laugh. 
Someone spoke that child’s Native name. 
Someone remembered the child before an institution attempted to make that child somebody else. 
Someone waited for that child to come home. 

Some children never came home. 

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE FAMILIES 
Removing a child did not harm only the child. 

A place became empty in a family. Parents and grandparents lost years they could never recover. 
Brothers and sisters grew up apart. Communities lost children who should have been growing, 
learning, and living among their own people. 

Children who survived could return carrying trauma and separated from languages, cultures, 
relationships, and teachings the schools had deliberately attacked. 

When children were prevented from learning from parents, grandparents, Elders, families, and 
communities, the passing of knowledge between generations was deliberately interrupted. 

That was part of the harm. 

But the history cannot end there. 

Children and families also carried what institutions tried to destroy. Sometimes that meant holding 
onto a word, a memory, a family relationship, a story, or the knowledge of where home was. 

Some children survived by doing whatever they had to do to live. We should never romanticize that 
survival or turn suffering into a lesson about strength. 

But we must tell the truth about what survived: 
 
Languages that children were punished for speaking are still spoken. 
Cultures that institutions attempted to suppress are still lived. 
Families rebuilt what was attacked. 
Tribal Nations remain. 

Survival does not prove the harm was small. It proves the attempted erasure was not 
complete. 



 

THE TRUTH WAS ALWAYS THERE 
We should be careful when saying that the truth about Indian boarding schools was finally 
“discovered.” Native people already knew. 

Survivors knew because they lived it. Families knew because children had been taken from their 
homes. Tribal Nations carried this history long before the federal government comprehensively 
investigated its own role. 

What changed was not the existence of the truth. What changed was who finally began listening. 

NABS was established in 2012 and has worked to document boarding-school history, preserve 
survivor testimony, support healing, and make this history more widely known. 

In June 2021, Interior Secretary Deb Haaland launched the Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative, 
the first comprehensive federal investigation into the federal government’s role in the boarding-school 
system. 

Volume I was released in May 2022. Volume II, the final investigative report, was released in July 
2024. 

Federal officials also traveled to communities through the Road to Healing to listen directly to 
survivors and descendants. 

On October 25, 2024, President Joe Biden formally apologized on behalf of the United States for the 
federal Indian boarding-school system. 

The apology was historically significant. 

But acknowledgment is not the same as accountability, and an apology is not completion. 

An apology cannot restore a stolen childhood. It cannot return the years taken from a family. It cannot 
identify an unnamed grave. It cannot return a child home. 

Those responsibilities remain. 

CHURCHES MUST ALSO TELL THE TRUTH 
Government responsibility does not erase religious responsibility. Religious institutions and 
organizations participated in the boarding-school system, including operating schools with federal 
support. 

We should not pretend that every denomination, congregation, religious organization, or school had 
precisely the same history.  

But neither should churches hide behind those differences. For churches, remembrance must mean 
more than confession about something that happened long ago. 

We must ask: 

What schools did our denomination operate or support? 



What federal money or resources did religious institutions receive? 
What records remain in church and denominational archives? 
Whose children are named in those records? 
Have families and Tribal Nations been given meaningful access? 
What property, resources, or institutional benefit may be connected to this history? 

What responsibility remains today? 

If an institution possesses part of a family’s history, opening that history should not be treated as an 
act of generosity. 

Families should not have to beg institutions for the truth about their own children. 

BRINGING THE CHILDREN HOME 
There is another part of this history that cannot remain inside archives and government reports. 

The children must not become files, numbers, graves, or research subjects. 
They are relatives. 

Some children were buried far from their homelands. Some families lived and died without knowing 
where their child rested. The process of returning children home carries a meaning deeper than 
transferring remains from one cemetery to another. 

Boarding schools attempted to take authority away from families and Tribal Nations. 
They renamed children. 
They numbered and classified them. 
Institutions decided where children would live. 
And when children died, institutions sometimes determined where they would be buried. 

The journey home returns the decision to where it belongs. 

A relative is returning.  
A family may finally learn where its child has been. 

A Tribal Nation may finally welcome home someone who should never have been taken away. 

But home is not ours to define for another family or Nation. 

Some families and Tribal Nations seek the return of their relatives. Others may choose for their child 
to remain where the child rests. 

Those decisions belong to them. 

Our responsibility is to uncover the truth, identify children where possible, protect resting places, 
make records accessible, remove unnecessary barriers, and respect the decisions of families and 
Tribal Nations. 

Until every possible effort has been made to identify the children, tell their stories, locate their 
resting places, and honor the wishes of their families and Tribal Nations, this journey is 
unfinished. 



 
WHERE ARE WE NOW? 
The federal investigation concluded in 2024. The search for truth has not. 

Survivor testimony gathered through federal oral-history work is being preserved, while NABS and 
others continue researching schools, records, children, burial places, and the history carried by 
survivors and descendants. 

Records remain scattered among government agencies, churches, denominations, universities, 
archives, and other institutions. 

Some answers have been found. 
Others have not. 

That is why this cannot become a history we observe for one day and put away again. 

WHAT TRUTH REQUIRES 
Awareness alone changes very little. Truth requires responsibility. 

>>Learn the history from survivors, families, Tribal Nations, Native-led organizations, and 
documented records. 

>>Listen when survivors choose to speak. Their testimony is not an addition to the historical record.  
It is part of the historical record. 

>>Open archives and records. 

>>Protect burial places. 

>>Support families seeking information about their children. 

>>Follow the leadership of families and Tribal Nations concerning identification and return. 

>>Support the restoration and strengthening of Native languages because those languages were 
deliberately attacked. 

>>Require governments, churches, denominations, universities, and other institutions connected to 
this history to identify and make relevant records accessible. 

>>Teach this history without costumes, generic crafts, borrowed ceremonies, or stereotypes. Children 
were punished for living their actual cultures. We should not reduce those cultures to decorations 
while claiming to honor them. 

>>And teach clearly that Native peoples did not disappear. 

We are telling a history of attempted erasure while the peoples targeted by those policies are 
still here. 

WHAT THIS HISTORY ASKS OF US NOW 
We should not pretend that every injustice involving children today is another Indian boarding-school 
system. 



History deserves more care than that. 

But knowing this history should change what we are willing to ignore. 

Whenever a government, church, school, court, or other institution holds extraordinary power over a 
child, this history leaves us with questions we should never again be afraid to ask: 

Who has power over this child? 
Who is protecting this child? 
Who is listening to the family? 
Who will answer if this child is harmed? 

And perhaps the most human question:  
Would we permit this treatment if this were a child we loved? 

Those questions belong to no political party. They belong to our responsibility toward children. 

WHAT CAN WE DO? 
Begin where you are. 

>>Learn which boarding schools operated in your state or region and which Tribal Nations and 
families were affected. 

>>Ask whether your denomination or religious institution operated, funded, staffed, or supported a 
boarding school. 

>>Ask where its records are kept and whether those records have been made accessible to the 
families and Tribal Nations whose children are named within them. 

>>Support Native-led research, language restoration, survivor-centered healing, preservation of burial 
places, and the work of families seeking their children. 

>>Use educational resources from the Native American International Caucus and the National Native 
American Boarding School Healing Coalition. 

>>Teach another generation. 

And when September 30 has passed, continue this work. 
Remembering for one day is not remembrance if we spend the rest of the year looking away. 

AWARENESS CANNOT BE THE END 
We cannot return the childhoods that were taken. 
We cannot undo the night a parent watched a child leave. 
We cannot erase what happened inside those schools. 

But we can refuse to hide it. 

We can open the records, listen to survivors, protect resting places, strengthen languages that were 
supposed to disappear, help families find answers, respect the authority of families and Tribal Nations 
in bringing relatives home, and teach the history that earlier generations were not taught. 



And we can refuse to allow another institution to believe that its power over a child is greater than that 
child’s humanity. 

We cannot change what was done to the children. 

We can decide whether their truth changes what we do now.  

The orange heart holds the children—those who came home and those who never did—and the 
families who never stopped loving them. 

The green branch carries Life. The roots were attacked, but they were not destroyed. Families 
endured. Languages survived. Cultures live. Tribal Nations are still here. 

The orange heart and green branch were chosen for this remembrance. They are not presented as 
traditional symbols belonging to any Tribal Nation. 

Why Do We Use the Word “Indian”? 
A good question was raised about why we use the term “Indian boarding schools.” 

We use it deliberately. 

Indian boarding school is the historical term used for the system created and supported by the 
United States government. That language appears throughout federal laws, policies, records, school 
histories, and government investigations. It remains part of the official name Federal Indian 
Boarding School Initiative today. 

Using the historical term does not mean that “Indian” is the name every Native person, community, or 
Tribal Nation chooses for themselves. Whenever possible, we should respect the name a people use 
for themselves and identify a specific Tribal Nation when we know it. 

But in telling this history, the words matter. 

If we remove the historical term entirely, we risk separating what happened from the government 
policies, institutions, records, and systems under which it occurred. Someone searching historical 
documents will repeatedly encounter the words Indian school, Indian boarding school, American 
Indian, and related federal terminology. 

So we do not use the word to define the people. 

We use it to accurately name the system that attempted to redefine them. 

The children knew who they were before they entered those schools. Their families knew who they 
were. Their Tribal Nations knew who they were. 

A government label did not give them their identity, and it does not define them today. 

We keep the historical name because we will not rewrite the language of the system while 
trying to tell the truth about what that system did. 



A PRAYER FOR THE CHILDREN AND THE JOURNEY HOME  

Kiisheelumukweengw, Creator, 
We speak the children into our remembrance. 
The children were taken from home. 
The children whose hair was cut and whose Native names were replaced. 
The children were punished for speaking the words their families taught them. 
The children who endured hunger, violence, abuse, loneliness, and torture. 
The children who survived and came home carrying wounds no child should have received. 
The children who died far from the arms that once held them. 
The children whose resting places are known. 
And the children whose families are still searching. 

Stand close to the survivors who carried this truth when others would not listen. 

Walk beside the families who waited, searched, grieved, welcomed children home, and never 
stopped loving them. 

Give strength to those opening records, searching archives, protecting burial places, restoring 
languages, identifying children, and preparing to welcome relatives home. 

Do not allow us to mistake remembrance for completion. 

Until every possible effort has been made to find the children, identify them, tell their stories, and 
honor the wishes of their families and Tribal Nations, may we not rest easily. 

Where families and Tribal Nations seek the return of their children, may every rightful path toward 
home be opened. 

Where they choose another path, may that decision be honored. 

And when another child finally comes home, remind us that responsibility does not end at the 
graveside. 

There are survivors whose truths must still be heard. 
There are families seeking answers. 
There are languages being reclaimed. 
There are records still unopened. 
There are institutions to acknowledge responsibility with truths still to tell. 
There are children living now who depend upon adults having learned something from this history. 

May truth lead to accountability. 
May accountability make room for repair. 
May healing be led by those who carry the wounds. 
May the generations yet to come inherit more than our apologies. 
May they inherit the truth. 
May they inherit their languages. 
May they inherit their histories. 
May they inherit strong families and communities carrying forward what could not be destroyed. 



And may they inherit a world that has finally learned that no government, church, school, or 
institution has the right to destroy a child’s identity in order to remake that child into someone 
more acceptable to those holding power. 

For every child who returned. 
For every child who did not. 
For every family that waited. 
For every relative still being sought. 

Until every possible effort has been made to account for the children, the journey continues. 

Nasgigwo Winigalsd, KiiKaay RagghiRain 
Chairwoman, Native American Inter-Tribal Caucus of the United Methodist Church 

 

RESEARCH & CONTINUED LEARNING: 

The historical information and numbers in this teaching are grounded in federal investigations and 
continuing Native-led research. The historical record remains incomplete, and documented numbers 
may change as additional records are located and examined. 

The U.S. Department of the Interior’s Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative identified 417 
federally operated or supported Indian boarding schools across 37 states or then-territories, 
confirmed at least 973 child deaths, and identified at least 74 marked or unmarked burial sites at 
65 school locations. The Department also estimated more than $23.3 billion in 2023 inflation-
adjusted federal appropriations between 1871 and 1969 for the boarding-school system, other 
similar institutions, and associated assimilation policies. 

The National Native American Boarding School Healing Coalition uses a broader research 
framework and identifies 526 known Indian boarding schools in the United States. Its research 
continues as additional records are located. 
 
These figures tell us what has been documented within particular bodies of records. They do not 
establish the limits of what happened. 

U.S. Department of the Interior — Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative, Volumes 1 & 2 
https://www.bia.gov/service/federal-indian-boarding-school-initiative  
 
National Native American Boarding School Healing Coalition — NABS 

https://boardingschoolhealing.org/   
 
NABS — Indian Boarding School Research,  
https://boardingschoolhealing.org/us-indian-boarding-school-history/  

NABS — Interactive Boarding School Map,  
https://boardingschoolhealing.org/interactive-digital-map/  

NAIC — Boarding School Justice Resources 
https://www.naicumc.com/boarding-school-justice.html  
 

https://www.bia.gov/service/federal-indian-boarding-school-initiative
https://boardingschoolhealing.org/
https://boardingschoolhealing.org/us-indian-boarding-school-history/
https://boardingschoolhealing.org/interactive-digital-map/
https://www.naicumc.com/boarding-school-justice.html


 

 


