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IY. Boarding Schools

The Bureau-of Indian Affairs has been operating Boarding

Schools since the late 1800's, and this has always been one of

the significant ways in which Indian children have been

separated from their families. However, serious questions as

to the intent of the program and the quality of education

provided has resulted in a considerable decrease in recent

years.

According to the Children's Bureau 1976 report2/, in 1974 the

BIA was operating seventy-five boarding schools enrolling over

thirty thousand students. Their study found that "a majority"

of the students were enrolled for social rather than

educational reasons and cited criteria used by BIA social

workers. These included neglected or rejected children, those

from large families with no suitable horne (housing), those with

behavior problems which the family could not handle and where

no services were available locally, and those where illness of

caretaker jeopardized the child.

In 1976, school teaching staff was mixed Indian and white but

dormitory house parents tended to be largely of Indian

background. Schools reported quite diverse proportions of

children as being "social" placements, and no count was made of

the total number in school.



- 20 -

In 1980, the AAIA study~/ reported a total of 19,192 children

in boarding school, with 55% in the elementary grades. While

still a large number, this is a considerable decrease f~om the

"over thirty thousand" reported six years earlier.

The AAIA urged the Bureau to adopt a Day School Implementation

Plan with local Indian community control of the school. This

change is in progress. In the 1985-86 school year, the Indian

Educatioh Division reported approximately 15,000 children in

boarding school or in dormitory living situations while

attending public sChoolS!.!/.

Number Percent

Grades 1-3 2,828 18.9

Grades 4-8 5,592 37.3 "\

Grades 9-12 6,563 43.8

--------- --------

14,9883 100.0

This maintains the same proportion of younger children (56%) as

in 1980, with almost 3,000 being under age 10. We have no

estimate of what proportion of children may be enrolled for

social reasons. However, it seems clear that BIA boarding

schools and dormitories playa much reduced role in the

socialization and education of Indian children. One can still

question the necessity for this number of elementary school

children to be placed in boarding schools. The need for high

school is much more easily justified in rural areas. To the
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extent that elementary school placements may be for social

rather than education reasons, the overall decrease may mean that

some moie children are being placed in foster care as an.

alternative to boarding school plac~ment.

summary and Recommendations:

On balance, it appears that ICWA has reversed a trend and Indian

children are more likely to be living with their families than was

true 10 or 12 year ago.

Educational placements have been greatly reduced, adoption is

probably reduced, with more children adopted by Indian parents. We

assume that foster placement is also more likely to be with an

Indian family, and many foster programs are under tribal or urban

Indian Center direction. Nevertheless, the number of children in

foster care is high and increasing.

Whether or not this last observation is important is a matter for

debate. Experienced workers in the field indicate that more

services are regularly available for families and that foster

placements are increasingly with Indian families and under tribal

auspices. If foster care is being used in lieu of boarding school

and as an alternative to adoption for older children, the current

levels may be appropriate.

.\
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Our major recommendation is that a reporting system should be

developed for Indian Child Welfare which includes all of the

involved agencies: Tribal courts and tribal social services~ State

courts and social services and the Bureau of Indian Affairs.

Current legislation requires a review of adoption and foster care

statistics nationally, with a revised system of reporting expected

to be in place by 1992. The special case of American Indian and

Alaskan Native children must be included in the new overall

reporting system.

,
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