
 

DEPARTMENT: Sociology and Anthropology 

PROFESSOR: Karine Vanthuyne 

RESEARCH TITLE: Indigenous Understandings of the Impacts of 
Forced Residential Schooling in Canada 

NUMBER OF STUDENT: 3 

LANGUAGE: English (oral and written) mandatory; French (oral 

and written) an asset.   

 

RESEARCH DESCRIPTION:  

Beginning in 1876, the Canadian government sought to educate and assimilate Indigenous children into 

mainstream Canadian society by promoting, and then requiring, their attendance at church-run schools 

(Miller 1996; Milloy 1999; Chrisjohn and Young 1997). It is estimated that of the approximately 150,000 

children who attended these institutions, at least 4,000 died (Walker 2014), while many more of them 

were victims of physical or sexual abuse (Ibid.). Those who were not subject to extreme violence still 

suffered from severe loneliness, fear, and cultural oppression. The last residential school closed in 1996. 

While the negative effects of the Indigenous residential schools (IRS) system on Indigenous peoples in 
Canada have now officially been acknowledged through the Indian Residential Schools Settlement 
agreement in 2006,, there is still disagreement among IRS Survivors and their descendants about how 
the experience of attending the schools and its legacy should be interpreted, publicly represented, and 
addressed. Many IRS Survivors describe their experience in the schools as “traumatic”, and its emotional 
legacy as symptomatic of a “Residential School Syndrome” (RSS). Modelled after the diagnostic criteria 
of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), RSS is widely accepted and adopted by scholars and Survivors 
alike in describing the behavioural conditions that are believed to plague many who attended the 
schools (Partride, 2010, Brasfield, 2001). Other IRS Survivors, as well as scholars, believe that such 
behaviours should rather be understood more broadly as the result of “historic trauma”. From this 
perspective, IRS constituted only one among many of the long-standing and arguably ongoing colonial 
injustices faced by and impacting Aboriginal peoples in North America (Wesley-Esquimaux and 
Smolewski, 2004). Following Chrisjohn and Young (1997), many Aboriginal activists warn that readings of 
the IRS legacy in terms of “RSS” or “historic trauma”, however, can act to pathologize Survivors while 
pinpointing them as the source of concern (Bear Nicholas, 2001). For these critics, redress must go 
beyond efforts to “heal” survivors and include a challenge to the colonial system that incubated the IRS 
and which has thus far escaped a proper investigation. Without downplaying the abuses suffered at the 
schools, a slightly different version of that reading emphasizes IRS survivors’ ability to endure hardships 
of the IRS system as children, and to triumph over negative responses, such as drug and alcohol abuse, 
as adults (Dion Stout and Kipling, 2003). This reading also oftentimes stresses the overall resilience of 
Indigenous cultures, by highlighting the extent to which the IRS system failed in assimilating Indigenous 
peoples (Angel, 2012). Such interpretations of the IRS experience and its legacy are nonetheless 
controversial, since they may have the unintended effect of relieving the guilt and responsibility of non-
Indigenous Canadians, churches and governments towards Survivors (Martin, 2009). 
 
This documentary research projects aims to further document how the impact of forced residential 
schooling is interpreted, publicly represented, and addressed from a range of Indigenous perspectives.  



 

KEY LEARNING ACTIVITIES : 

 
During the Winter term of 2020, the students will assist the Principal Investigator (PI, Karine Vanthuyne, 

University of Ottawa) with the update of the literature review. Throughout the term, the PI commits to 

providing one-on-one training to fit students’ individual learning needs to accomplish this work. To 

foster sharing amongst the PI and the students, we will also hold regular informal seminars. At these 

meetings, the students will gain fundamental knowledge about social and political theories, 

documentary research methodologies, the history of Indigenous peoples’ relation to colonial powers in 

Canada, and contemporary issues in addressing colonial legacies.  

 


