
Residential 
schools
Indian Residential Schools Crisis Line at 1-866-925-
4419



Where to find help

• Indian Residential School Survivors and Family Crisis Line 1-800-
721-0066

• OTTAWA CRISIS LINE AVAILABLE 24/7 For Everyone 613-722-6914
• If you’re an intergeneration residential school survivor and have status, 

you can receive some counselling sessions covered by NIHB 
https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1581971225188/1581971250953#chp2

• Individuals impacted by the issue of Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls are encouraged to contact the MMIWG Crisis Line 
toll-free at 1-844-413-6649.

• First Nations, Inuit and Métis seeking immediate emotional support 
can contact the Hope for Wellness Help Line toll-free at 1-855-242-
3310, or by online chat at hopeforwellness.ca.
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History

• The British Empire used residential schools in other nations prior 
to Canada. Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, the United States, 
and others

• The first residential school in Canada was in 1831, the Mohawk 
Institute, operated 36 years before Confederation

• The British put Indigenous children in “schools” across the globe 
to separate them from their cultures

• People are “easier” to dominate when they are separated from 
themselves

• Note:  The British themselves are a colonized people. The Celts 
and Pictish were the original inhabitants of the British Isles. They 
were colonized by the Roman Empire 43 AD-410 AD

• “Britain was split into many different warring tribes, each with its 
own ruler or chief. These tribes all had their own names, such as 
the Trinovantes, Silures, Cornovii, Selgovae, and more… “ sound 
familiar? (https://www.imagininghistory.co.uk/post/britain-before-
the-romans)

• It is ALWAYS about land and resources. People will do terrible 
things in the name of greed.



• 139 Federally-Run Residential Schools in Canada in the 
Indian Residential School (IRS) Settlement Agreement. 
There were more that were run by the provinces or 
independently by the church, which were not included in 
the IRS.

• There is a movement against calling them “schools” to 
prefer institutions

• They estimate approximately 150,000 First Nations, Metis, 
and Inuit youth between the ages of 4-16 were forced to 
attend

• If we look at just the residential school system, it looks like 
an attempt to assimilate Indigenous youth into mainstream 
society

• But if we look closer, it’s one tooth in the jaw of 
colonization. The overall elimination of people, through a 
variety of means, allows for the theft of land and resources 



Residential schools
• The Canadian government ran residential schools 

with the partnership of the Catholic, Methodist, 
Anglican, and Presbyterian churches

• The Canadian government funded residential schools

• There were different kinds; industrial schools, day 
schools, and residential schools. Residential schools 
became the preferred system 

• “...[I]f anything is to be done with the Indian, we must 
catch him very young. The children must be kept 
constantly within the circle of civilized conditions.” 
Nicholas Flood Davin, “Report on Industrial Schools 
for Indians and Half-Breeds,” 1879.

• “I want to get rid of the Indian problem. I do not think 
as a matter of fact, that the country ought to 
continuously protect a class of people who are able 
to stand alone... Our objective is to continue until 
there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not 
been absorbed into the body politic and there is no 
Indian question, and no Indian Department.” -Duncan 
Campbell Scott

IMAGE: Distant view of Fort Qu'Appelle Indian Industrial 
School with tents, [Red River] carts and teepees outside 
the fence, Lebret, Saskatchewan, [May 1885] Image 
courtesy of Library and Archives Canada.



Residential schools

• In 1920, it was mandatory for Indigenous children ages 7-16 to 
attend residential schools

• In 1933, the children in residentials schools became under the 
legal guardianship of the residential school principals and were 
subject to the forcible surrender of the legal custody of their 
parents. 

• This means that the schools could go to the First Nations, 
communities, and family homes and take the children by force. 
Parents could not stop the theft of their children, so many hid their 
kids with other people or went into the bush. Some parents could 
face jail time for ”withholding” their own children



Resistance 
to residential 
schools

• https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montre
al/resisting-residential-schools-1.3823181

• (upsetting content, personal survivor 
stories)
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Trauma (warning)

• “Strict rules were developed, implemented, and strictly enforced at 
Indian residential schools to ensure children accepted and adapted 
the languages, religious beliefs, and ways of life. Below are some of the 
documented ways that Indian residential school staff ensured students 
respected the rules: · Needles inserted into tongues for speaking their 
language · Leather strap used to hit on various areas of body · Beating 
with fists · Burning and scalding hands · Inflicting beatings until 
unconscious · Starvation · Shaming · Public beatings of naked children · 
Public strip search · Genital search · Sexual abuse · Locking in closets, 
cages, and basements” https://www.anishinabek.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2016/07/An-Overview-of-the-IRS-System-Booklet.pdf



Abused mindsets

• When people are abused, their minds become fragmented. 
https://www.domesticshelters.org/articles/health/how-trauma-rewires-the-
brain

• "The single best predictor of becoming a perpetrator or victim later in life is 
whether or not one grows up living with it". –Dr. Linda Olson

• The people that attended RS, returned to their communities broken. They 
didn’t know how to parent, they were struggling with pain and trauma, they 
had no culture to turn to because of the Indian Act laws.

• They generally turned to addictions, as most traumatized humans do, and 
would not talk about their experiences due to shame, denial, and lack of 
coping strategies

• When they had children, they did not have the skills to parent, love, or pass 
on healthy life skills because they hadn’t been taught any themselves

• Epigenetics also plays a role…
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epigenetics

• https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/disease/e
pigenetics.htm#:~:text=Epigenetics%20is
%20the%20study%20of,body%20reads%
20a%20DNA%20sequence.

• https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/article
s/PMC6127768/

• https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/31/sci
ence/dutch-famine-genes.html

• Epigenetics and Trauma: the experiences 
of a parent, even before conception, can 
influence the mental and emotional 
wellbeing of the future child

• Children of traumatized people 
experience a heightened ‘fight-or-flight’ 
response and have pre-conceived fears 
and susceptibility to depression and 
anxiety, as well as other mental health 
struggles, like addiction
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Hope

• Epigenetics and inter-generational trauma are VERY 
important when understanding the horrible legacy of RS

• There is hope. When a person makes strides towards 
healing, and actively changes the wiring of their brain, 
those healed genes can be passed onto the next generation

• https://uplift.love/heal-your-brain-by-reversing-
intergenerational-trauma/

• While my grandmother struggled with addictions when she 
was young, but when I was born, she saw it as her second 
chance and was an absolutely wonderful Gramma. My 
mother got her PhD and became a voice for 
intergenerational survivors. I am raising my daughter in a 
very healthy and happy household with love, culture, 
language, and laughter. 

• We can break the cycle, it isn’t easy, and I have a lot to be 
grateful for. Each generation does a little better and we heal 
the line
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Other ancestors attended shingwauk: Bgoonigiizhik



September 30: Orange shirt day
• Phyllis (Jack) Webstad: I went to the Mission for one school year in 

1973/1974. I had just turned 6 years old. I lived with my grandmother 
on the Dog Creek reserve. We never had very much money, but 
somehow my granny managed to buy me a new outfit to go to the 
Mission school. I remember going to Robinson’s store and picking 
out a shiny orange shirt. It had string laced up in front, and was so 
bright and exciting – just like I felt to be going to school!

When I got to the Mission, they stripped me, and took away my 
clothes, including the orange shirt! I never wore it again. I didn’t 
understand why they wouldn’t give it back to me, it was mine! The 
color orange has always reminded me of that and how my feelings 
didn’t matter, how no one cared and how I felt like I was worth 
nothing. All of us little children were crying and no one cared.

I was 13 years old and in grade 8 when my son Jeremy was born. 
Because my grandmother and mother both attended residential 
school for 10 years each, I never knew what a parent was supposed 
to be like. With the help of my aunt, Agness Jack, I was able to raise 
my son and have him know me as his mother.

I went to a treatment centre for healing when I was 27 and have been 
on this healing journey since then. I finally get it, that the feeling of 
worthlessness and insignificance, ingrained in me from my first day 
at the mission, affected the way I lived my life for many years. Even 
now, when I know nothing could be further than the truth, I still 
sometimes feel that I don’t matter. Even with all the work I’ve done!

I am honored to be able to tell my story so that others may benefit 
and understand, and maybe other survivors will feel comfortable 
enough to share their stories.



TRC
• 2008-2015

• Organized by the parties of the Indian 
Residential School Settlement Agreement

• 2015 Published Executive Summary (all 
TRC reports here: 
https://nctr.ca/records/reports/)

https://nctr.ca/records/reports/






• Years the residential schools program operated: 1883 - 1996
• By 1979, only 12 residential schools were still operating. The 

program largely wound down during the 1980s.
• Total number of schools over time: 139
• Listed on the official court website for the settlement of the 

Residential Schools Class Action Litigation
• According to the TRC interim report, "At least nine other schools 

were not included in the settlement agreement because they 
closed in the early twentieth century.”

• Peak number of schools operating at the same time: 80, in 
1931

• Share of the schools operated by the Roman Catholic Church: 
up to 60 per cent

• Total First Nations, Métis, and Inuit children placed in 
residential schools: more than 150,000

• (CBC)

http://www.residentialschoolsettlement.ca/english_index.html
http://www.residentialschoolsettlement.ca/english_index.html
https://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/truth-and-reconciliation-commission-by-the-numbers-1.3096185
https://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/truth-and-reconciliation-commission-by-the-numbers-1.3096185


• Estimated number of residential schools student deaths: over 6,000, according to TRC chair 
Justice Murray Sinclair

• Odds of a student dying over the life of the program: 1 in 25 (if 6,000)

• Odds of dying for Canadians serving in the Second World War: 1 in 26

• According to Saturday Night magazine, reporting on residential schools, Nov. 23, 1907: "Indian boys 
and girls are dying like flies.... Even war seldom shows as large a percentage of fatalities as does the 
education system we have imposed on our Indian wards."

• Odds of a residential school student dying in the early years of the program: 1 in 2

• Duncan Campbell Scott, then deputy superintendent-general of Indian Affairs, wrote in 1913: "It is 
quite within the mark to say that fifty per cent of the children who passed through these schools 
did not live to benefit from the education, which they had received therein."

• During the program's first half-century, tuberculosis and then influenza were the primary killers. 
The neglect, abuse, lack of food, isolation from family and badly constructed buildings assisted 
disease in killing residential school "inmates," as Scott termed them. A lawyer who conducted a 
review in 1907 told the government, "Doing nothing to obviate the preventable causes of death, 
brings the Department within unpleasant nearness to the charge of manslaughter."

• Residential schools destroyed by fire: 53

• "There were at least 170 additional recorded fires," writes the TRC.

• Student deaths in school fires: at least 40

• Former students living today: 80,000

http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/military-heritage/second-world-war/second-world-war-dead-1939-1947/Pages/files-second-war-dead.aspx


• Compensation for sexual or serious sexual assaults

• Claims resolved by the independent assessment process: 31,970

• Claims in progress: 5,995

• Total compensation paid: $2.8 billion

• IAP compensation numbers, as of April 30, 2015

• Like the TRC itself, the IAP comes from the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement, to 
resolve claims out of court. Prior to the agreement, 18,000 class action lawsuits had been filed by 
former students seeking compensation.

• Share of claims for compensation for abuse compared to the number of former students who 
were eligible to make such claims: 48 per cent

• This number does not include those former students who died prior to May 2005.

• Dormitory supervisors at Grollier Hall residential school in Inuvik between when the school 
opened in 1958 to 1979 convicted of sexually abusing students at the school: 4

• Dormitory supervisors at Grollier Hall, 1958-1979: 4

• According to the TRC, Joseph Jean Louis Comeau, Martin Houston, George Maczynski, and Paul 
Leroux were the only ones who had that job during those years. "All were convicted of abusing 
Grollier Hall students."

• Former students' claims recognized for 'common experience payment': 78,748

• Any former residential school students could also receive what's called a common experience 
payment of $10,000 for the first year of residence and $3,000 for each additional year of residence.

http://iap-pei.ca/information/stats-eng.php
http://iap-pei.ca/information/stats-eng.php


• Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission

• Statements received by the TRC 
from witnesses: over 6,750

• Hours of recordings collected by the 
TRC: 1,355

• National events held by the TRC: 7

• Recommendations: 94

• Volumes of the TRC final report: 6 
(projected)





TRC

• $60 million for a five-year commission to 
provide families, individuals, and 
communities to share their experiences at 
Residential Schools

• There were national events; Winnipeg, Inuvik 
NWT, Halifax, Saskatoon.

• In 2012, the federal gov’t released over 
941,000 documents to the TRC from 
Residential Schools

• Findings were published in 2015
• The final report documents approximately 

150,000 residential school survivor 
experiences, including my grandmother’s



• The largest class-action lawsuit in Canadian 
history $2 billion in 2008

• TRC Commission: Hearing testimony from 
residential schools Survivors within the 
Indigenous, Métis, and Inuit communities

• Compiling a comprehensive and accurate 
report on the atrocities committed and the 
intergenerational effects of the system

• Recommending far-reaching policy changes 
and fostering comprehensive educational 
programs that would prevent such atrocities 
from ever happening again

• 94 Calls to Action released in 2015



• The Settlement Agreement honoured
residential school survivors by endowing a 
fund of $20 million for commemorative 
projects, which included the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission

• In 2011, the TRC recommended 69 projects 
that were approved and received $8.5 million 
from AANDC (now INAC, Indigenous and 
Northern Affairs Canada)

• Provided $125 million for Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation (AHF) and established the Indian 
Residential Schools Resolution Health 
Support Program (mental and emotional 
health of RS survivors)



94 Calls to Action

• Child Welfare
• Education

• Language & Culture
• Health
• Justice

• Meaningfully and 
permanently dismantle 

the systemic racism 
that leads to worse 
health outcomes, 

premature death, and 
limited economic 

opportunities.
• Vastly improve life for 

Indigenous Peoples in 
Canada.

• Ensure, through 
thorough and honest 
education, that this 

never happens again.
• Canadian Government 

and United Nations 
Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples

• Royal Proclamation and 
Covenant of 

Reconciliation
• Settlement Agreement 

Parties and United 
Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples
• Equity for Indigenous 

Peoples in the Legal 
System

• National Council for 
Reconciliation

• Professional 
Development and 
Training for Public 

Servants
• Church Apologies and 

Reconciliation
• Education for 

Reconciliation
• Youth Programs

• Museums and Archives
• Missing Children and 

Burial Information

• National Centre for 
Truth and 

Reconciliation
• Commemoration

• Media and 
Reconciliation
• Sports and 
Reconciliation

• Business and 
Reconciliation

• Newcomers to Canada



Post-TRC World 

• Missing Children Project: in 1917, the deaths of 
children in RS stopped being recorded, this project 
aims to recover all the names of children that 
passed in RS

• Estimates range from 3,2000 to 6,000 residential 
school gravesites

• Most RS had gravesites
• Identified since the 1970s, mostly using ground-

penetrating radar
• Across entire RS system, identifiable children that 

passed at RS is over 4,100, according to the 4th

volume of the TRC, there are currently 3,200 deaths 
on the TRC register of Confirmed Deaths

• https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-
memorial-register-full-list-of-names-
1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364

https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/national-student-memorial-register-full-list-of-names-1.4618058?cache=%2F7.655364


Intergenerational 
Trauma



Everyone carries trauma from their 
childhoods



Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs)



Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

• ACEs are traumatic experiences that occur in early life, generally 
0-17 years of age

• ACEs include; experiencing or witnessing violence, neglect, 
abuse, abandonment, suicide, substance abuse, mental health 
issues, parental separation, overall instability in the home, and 
others

• Experiencing ACEs are directly linked to health problems, mental 
illness, substance abuse, violence, and can negatively impact an 
individual’s education, work, and lifestyle





ACEs
• Unfortunately, ACEs are common. Approximately 61% of adults in 25 

states (US source) had experienced at least one ACE before age 18. 1 in 6 
reported 4 or more ACEs (CDC)

• Children from racialized communities are at a greater risk for experiencing 
ACEs

• ACEs quiz from Harvard University
• With between 42.7% and 33.7% of Indigenous adults from a university-

based sample from western Canada between 2015-16 reported their 
mother and father had attended residential schools (NCBI)

• This study also found that “colonial residential school experiences may 
have become biologically embedded, passed to subsequent generations, 
and…influenced biological dysregulation among adult children.”

• “The TRC asked governments to acknowledge the impact of residential 
schools on the current state of Indigenous health”

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/fastfact.html
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/media-coverage/take-the-ace-quiz-and-learn-what-it-does-and-doesnt-mean/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/media-coverage/take-the-ace-quiz-and-learn-what-it-does-and-doesnt-mean/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6354437/


ACEs

• It is likely that a grandparent and/or parent’s involvement in 
the child welfare or residential school system may negatively 
affect the mental and physical health of subsequent generations. 
Given that Indigenous peoples’ experiences with residential 
schools and child welfare have been previously associated with 
increased rates of abuse and neglect (TRCC, 2015), the ACE 
framework serves as a useful model to describe possible 
intergenerational transmission of adversity.

• Engagement in life reinforcers by Indigenous youth, including 
cultural, social, and extracurricular activities, has been 
associated with decreased alcohol use 3 months prior (Spillane 
et al., 2021)

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11469-022-00883-1#ref-CR50
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11469-022-00883-1#ref-CR46


Intergenerational Trauma and Epigenetics
• Epigenetics is study of external modifications to DNA and show how trauma can 

be passed down generationally
• Dr. Kim Matheson, neuroscience professor at Carleton University, explains that 

trauma is passed down intergenerationally through the offspring of survivors
• Approximately 37.2% of intergenerational residential school survivors have 

thought about committing suicide at some point in their life (Catalyst)
• “Epigenetics is a process in which environmental factors change the expression 

of a person’s genes. The genetic code itself is not altered. Rather, chemical 
modifications to the DNA sequence result in some genes being silenced or being 
expressed in greater abundance than before. These modifications result in 
fundamental biological changes within the individual.” (Catalyst)

• Catalyst suggests that re-connecting to culture is key to healing, epigenetic 
damage can also be healed

• “Allostatic load” is dysfunction in the body as a result of prolonged stress, which 
causes physical problems like inflammation, high blood pressure, and the 
body’s inability to stop its stress response (cortisol) also called toxic stress

https://cusjc.ca/catalyst/project/passing-down-history-how-epigenetics-play-a-role-in-the-transmission-of-trauma/




BLOOD MEMORY 
• INDIGENOUS ELDERS OFTEN SAY THAT MEMORY IS IN THE BLOOD 

AND BONE, THAT OUR STORIES ARE PASSED NOT JUST VERBALLY BUT 
THROUGH A KIND OF GENETIC MEMORY • 

"WE NOW KNOW THAT EXPERIENCES AND THE ENVIRONMENT CAN 
TURN ON OR OFF GENES, SO THE FUNCTION OF THOSE GENES IS 

CHANGED," BOMBAY EXPLAINED. "IN TERMS OF HOW THAT IS 
TRANSMITTED GENERATIONALLY, WE KNOW THAT IF THOSE CHANGES 

HAPPEN TO BE IN THE GERM LINE, SO IN THE EGG OR THE SPERM, THEY 
HAVE THE POTENTIAL TO BE TRANSMITTED ACROSS GENERATIONS." 

AMY BOMBAY



The Circle of Trauma shows that the path of 
healing for individuals that is required in 
Indigenous communities



ACEs and intergenerational trauma lead to 
things such as the child welfare crisis for 
Indigenous youth





If we do not 
work together to 
restore respect, 
responsibility, 
reciprocity and 
healthy 
relationships – 
& ancestral wise 
practices, we 
will not stop this 
trajectory





Aboriginal Healing Foundation 1998 -
September 30, 2014 



Health Care and 
Indigenous 
People in Canada



Medicine Chest 
Clause, Treaty 6
• Clause in Treaty 6 (1876) that reads, 

“A medicine chest shall be kept at the 
house of each Indian agent for the use 
and benefit of the Indians at the 
direction of such agent…”

• First Nations assert that this, as well 
as oral promises, hold the Crown 
responsible for provision of medical 
services (Boyer, 2011)

• For more, read “The Treaty Right to 
Health: A Sacred Obligation” 

https://www.nccih.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/10361/Treaty-Right-to-Health_EN_Web_2021-02-02.pdf
https://www.nccih.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/10361/Treaty-Right-to-Health_EN_Web_2021-02-02.pdf


Two Case 
Studies

• Joyce Echaquan was a 37-year-old 
mother who visited a hospital in 
Joliette, QC for stomach pains. 
While there, she told the nurses 
she felt over-medicated. Upon 
being treated with racist 
behaviour, Joyce began 
livestreaming her experience, 
which captured nurses and staff 
belittling and taunting her. Joyce 
passed away due to negligent and 
racist behaviour of the staff. The 
coroner launched an 
investigation, affirming that 
racism was a contributor to her 
cause of death. One of the nurses 
said to Joyce, “She’s good at 
having sex, more than anything 
else.” (NY Post)

• Brian Sinclair was a 45-year-
old-man who visited an ER in 
Winnipeg, MB for a catheter 
change. Brian was found 
dead after waiting 34 hours in 
the waiting room without 
being seen. Staff claimed that 
they thought he was ”drunk 
and sleeping it off…or 
homeless.” (CBC) This 
resulted in the “Out of Sight” 
Report, which outlined 63 
Recommendations to stop 
racism in healthcare against 
Indigenous people.

https://nypost.com/2020/09/30/indigenous-woman-films-hospital-staff-taunting-her-before-death/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/winnipeg-brian-sinclair-report-1.4295996
https://libguides.lib.umanitoba.ca/indigenoushealth/ForBrian


The Health Care System and Indigenous 
People
• TRC found 11 areas of health-care disparity between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous in Canada
• Indigenous people live an average of 14 years less than non-Indigenous 

people
• 25% of Indigenous people in Canada suffer from addiction compared 

to non-Indigenous (at 17%)
• Suicide rates are six times higher 
• Issues such as; poverty, housing, food insecurity, mental health, 

government policies, residential school system, lack of education of 
the general public, racism, and others contribute to the poor health 
care offered to Indigenous people in Canada

• Indigenous people do not trust the health care system



Residential Schools and Indian Hospitals in Canada





Indian Hospitals
• The Canadian public feared 

tuberculosis outbreaks from 
Indigenous people

• Akin to residential schools, Indian 
hospitals were another form of 
segregation, as a form of quarantine 
for rising TB rates in the institutions

• Originally started in the 1930s, 
became more prolific in the 50s. 
These ”hospitals” had untrained staff, 
sometimes unlicensed, overcrowded, 
and dirty

• Performed experimental treatments 
for TB, which were painful and 
disabling, as well as forced 
sterilization



The Legacy 
of Indian 
Hospitals

• Often implemented illegal tactics such as physical restraint and 
forced hospitalization

• Eugenics played a key role in the sterilization of Indigenous people

• Forced Sterilization: the sterilizations at Indian hospitals were 
largely undocumented. An attempt to count recent numbers 
showed at least 22 forced sterilizations of Indigenous women in 
Quebec since 1980 (APTN) 

• It’s estimated that between 1966-1976, approximately 1200 forced 
sterilizations were done on Indigenous people in Canada

• Most women did not know they had been sterilized until years 
after the fact, when seeking treatment for fertility issues

• Most were sterilized when at the hospital, after giving birth, 
without consent. However, many were sterilized when seeking 
treatments for issues unrelated to sexual health

• “No, he didn’t tell me anything,” another participant said, referring 
to the doctor. “He just said, `It would be better if you had a tubal 
ligation. You wouldn’t have any more children. You’ve had two, and 
that’s enough.’ That’s what he told me.” (APTN)

https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/quebec-study-forced-sterilization-indigenous-women/


Restoration of 
identity & culture



WISE 
PRACTICES 
FOR 
PROMOTING 
LIFE IN FIRST 
NATIONS 
COMMUNITIES

• In therapeutic terms, Indigenous cultural reclamation 
fundamentally rejects the assimilationist mandate of the 
residential schools in service to a ‘cultural renaissance of the Red 
Man’” (p. 696). The article makes a strong case for “CULTURE-AS-
TREATMENT” which is supported by other studies as well (Crooks 
et al)

• Barker, Goodman, and DeBeck (2017) also identify “culture-as-
treatment” as a framework for addressing the high rates of suicide 
among young people in many First Nations communities. Under 
this framework, rather than privileging individual psychological 
interventions, they assert that “Indigenous youth suicide is 
identified as a community crisis requiring social change through 
CULTURAL RECLAMATION”

• Indigenous understandings of resilience emphasize the 
importance of a strength-based approach to fostering resiliency in 
youth – such as SUPPORTING FAMILY AND COMMUNITY 
RELATIONSHIPS instead of ‘protecting’ children by removing them 
from their families (de Finney, 2017; Kirmayer et al, 2009)









RCAP, TRC, UNDRIP, MMIW, Child Welfare Reform, 
unmarked graves, National Day for Truth and Reconciliation 
where to from here?



Questions for Discussion

1. How did the treaty promise of health care, the residential 
school system, and Indian hospitals result in the modern issues 
with health care?

2. How do you think the health care system could be changed to 
reduce, and eliminate, racism

3. Can you trace the phases and cycles of trauma for Indigenous 
people throughout the child welfare system, health care, and 
other institutional bodies?
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