
 

 

Addressing the Legacy of Indian Boarding Schools 
Starting with the Indian Civilization Act of 1819, the United States government systematically 

enacted cultural assimilation laws targeting Native Americans. The implementation of these 

policies led Christian churches to work with the government to found hundreds of boarding 

schools for Indigenous children. Quakers ran more than 30 Indian boarding schools.  

At these schools, students faced cruel practices of child labor, forced assimilation, and physical 

punishments. Paula Palmer, who founded the Quaker ministry Towards Right Relationships 

with Native People, wrote in the October 2016 Friends Journal issue that Quakers were some of 

the staunchest proponents of cultural genocide. They advocated fully removing children from 

their families, believing “the whole character of the Indian must be changed.” 

Quakers are beginning to confront their complicity in the oppression of Indigenous people. 

Following Palmer, many Friends are asking, “What does this history mean to us, as Friends, 

today?” Through action and education, Quakers are answering this question in different ways. 

At the federal level, FCNL is building support for the bipartisan Truth and Healing 

Commission on Indian Boarding School Policies in the United States Act (S. 2907/H.R. 5444) 

that would establish the first formal commission in U.S. history to investigate and document the 

policies and practices of these institutions to deepen truth-telling about the historic trauma of 

the boarding school era. 

FCNL Actions for Friends and Friends Communities 

If this is an issue that speaks to your community, here are some recommended actions to 

support FCNL and Friends’ corporate witness in solidarity with Indigenous peoples.  

» Minute your concern and commitment to action, including your support for this bill in 

your monthly meeting, Friends church, and/or yearly meeting. 

» Share your statement(s) with FCNL at Quakers@fcnl.org. We are compiling them on our 

website and can help you relay them to your members of Congress and the media: 

fcnl.org/NativeAmerican. 

» Write your members of Congress about your concern: fcnl.org/BoardingSchools. You can 

customize FCNL campaign letters and send them directly to Congress from any internet-

connected device. Invite Friends in your community to contact their officials as well.  

» Subscribe to FCNL’s Native American Legislative Update newsletter for monthly status 

updates on legislative movement and opportunities for action: fcnl.org/NALU. 

» Make a gift today to support advocacy on this issue: https://fcnl.org/give. In particular, 

your gift will support our 2022-23 Advocacy Corps young adult organizers who will spend 

10 months working in their communities around this truth and healing legislation.  

https://friendspeaceteams.org/trr/
https://friendspeaceteams.org/trr/
https://www.friendsjournal.org/quaker-indian-boarding-schools/
mailto:quakers@fcnl.org?subject=Quaker%20Statement%20on%20Indian%20Boarding%20Schools
https://fcnl.org/nativeamericans
https://fcnl.org/BoardingSchools
https://fcnl.org/NALU
https://fcnl.org/give


 

 

 

Co-sponsor the Truth and Healing Commission on 
Indian Boarding School Policies in the U.S. Act  
The bipartisan Truth and Healing Commission on Indian Boarding School Policies in the 

United States Act (S. 2907/H.R. 5444) would establish the first formal commission in U.S. 

history to investigate and document the policies and practices of 367 federally sponsored, 

faith-run institutions from the 1860s through the 1960s. This includes assimilation practices, 

attempted termination of cultures and languages of Indigenous peoples, and human rights 

violations. 

This bill is significant for tribal nations, which continue to experience the intergenerational 

consequences of the boarding school era. This legislation is also significant for faith 

communities. Many denominations have stepped forward to acknowledge their complicity 

in the historic trauma of the boarding school era. They are committed to locating, 

cataloguing, and sharing boarding school records as part of the truth-telling process. The 

establishment of a commission is an important first step in starting the truth, healing, and 

reconciliation process for all of us. 

On Sept. 30, 2021, H.R. 5444 was introduced in the House by Rep. Tom Cole (OK-04) and 

Rep. Sharice Davids (KS-03), co-chairs of the Native American Caucus. A companion bill, S. 

2907, was also introduced in the Senate by Sen. Elizabeth Warren (MA) and has since been 

co-sponsored by Sen. Lisa Murkowski (AK), vice chair of the Senate Committee on Indian 

Affairs.  

A Truth and Healing Commission will: 

» Formally investigate and document the assimilation 

practices and human rights violations that occurred against 

Native Americans, Alaska Natives, and Native Hawaiians. 

» Hold culturally respectful and meaningful public hearings 

for victims, survivors, and their families to testify on the 

impacts of these policies. 

» Be guided by a Truth and Healing Advisory Committee 

with representatives from tribal organizations, tribal 

nations, experts, and survivors. 

» Develop a final report with recommendations for the 

federal government due no later than five years after 

enactment. 
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