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ABSTRACT 

This historical study examined Nat· Arn · 
ive erican 

education programs created by the c 1 · l · 
o on i a and United States 

government. These programs, either official or unofficial, 

have been attempting to educate Native American children 

since the first European stepped on the North American 

continent. 

The research was concentrated on programs developed by 

the Colonial government and the Uni ted States government. 

The results of the research are very conclusive. Mos t o f 

the government programs developed to educa t e the Na tiv e 

American students have failed because o f the l a c k o f 

understanding of the Native American cu l ture and tradit ions. 

As a result of over-regulation o f educa t ion f o r Native 

American students, the government d i d mo r e damage tha n good 

for the Native Americans within the Uni ted States . 

The research also concluded that recent governme n t 

policy changes concerning the educa t ion of Native Ameri c ans 

seems to be effective. Tribal autonomy and control, 

parental involvement, and incorporation of Native American 

culture, traditions and language into the regular s chool 

curriculum seems to be creating positive educ a t i on a l resul ts 

for Native American students. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Education for the Native American child is not a new 

phenomena that has occurred only since the first white men 

discovered the America's. There has always been some form 

of education for Native American children since the 

beginning of time. The Native American child started his 

education at birth and was originally the responsibility of 

the family (Szasz, 1988). 

Some Native American tribes had certain expectations o f 

a person before they were considered adults. In many Native 

American cultures the men were not considered warriors until 

they earned the title by proving themselves in battle. In 

other Native American cultures a boy was not considered a 

man and allowed to marry until he was a proficient hunter. 

The girls were not allowed to marry or considered women 

until they were able to take care of a family (Pettitt, 

1946). Each tribe or culture had different educational 

requirements for the children before they were considered 

adults. All of the Native American cultures were consistent 

in their educational objectives. The men had to learn to be 

hunters and warriors and the women took care of the families 

and in some cultures even planted food to supplement the 

mean in their diets (Reyhner, 1988) • All of the tribes 



2 
created a system that allowed th t . 

em O exist for thousands of 
years. 

When the first "white men" appeared i· n 
North America, 

the Native American flourished and i·t i·s 
estimated that 

th
ere were approximately two and a half million Native 

Americans living in North and South America (National 

Geographic, 1985). How · th · 
ever, wi in 50 years of the initial 

contact more than half of all Native Americans were killed 

by diseases brought to this continent by Europeans. 

The first western culture education attempted for the 

Native Americans was religious in nature. The European 

explorers felt that the Native Americans needed to be 

converted to Christianity. This was done by force in most 

cases. Additionally, the Europeans either forced the Native 

Americans to give up their land, leave their homeland, or be 

subjected to extermination or slavery (Pettitt, 1946). The 

failures of the priest to adequately convert or educate 

Native Americans frustrated many European leaders. Most of 

the European countries decided to colonize America and also 

to colonize the Native American students. 

After several hundred years of constantly fighting with 

the Native Americans for their land, it was decided that 

creating treaties and leaving the Native Americans alone 

might be the best solution. This solution only lasted until 

more land was needed by European settlers. By the late 



eighteenth century, it became obvious 
that the Native 
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Americans must become educated to d 
un erstand the western 

culture (Reyhner, 1992). All f 
o the colonies attempted to 

create legislation that would assi·st 
in the education of the 

Native American. The pattern of education for Native 

American students was basically the same in all of the 

American colonies (Szasz, 1988). N · ative American children 

were offered the opportunity to be educated in institutional 

educational settings. The students would be taken from 

their village to a boarding school. The students were only 

taught western cultural education values such as reading, 

writing, and arithmetic. 

Some Native American students learned the educational 

values being taught to them but most of the Native American 

students who were sent to educational institutions ended up 

failing or running away. The students did not understand 

how educational values such as reading and writing would 

help them survive on a day to day basis. 

The educational objectives of the early educators of 

Native American students were not relative to the students 

and this simple fact is the basis for all Native American 

education problems that still exist to this day (King, 

1967). There were successes for some Native American 

students. sanunuel Occum and Joseph Brant were two Native 

American students who ~astered all of the educational 
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objectives created for them (S zasz, 1985 ) . They both became 

great teachers of the Oneida T ' uscarora, and Iroquois 

tribes. Educators such as the Reverend Wheeler proved that 

Native American students could learn the educational values 

of the western culture but their success was rare and not 

felt by most educators of the Native American student. 

Significance of study 

Native Americans have been the overlooked minority i n 

the United States due to their low population and regional 

isolation. Prior to the civil rights movement of the 

1960's, most Native American students had been educated in 

Bureau of Indian Affairs schools and sent to boarding 

schools which were located far from their home o r 

reservation (Finkelstein, 1985). This trend continued as a 

state government policy in Alaska unt i l 1985. In 1985 the 

Molly Hootch law case was tried and because of the case the 

State of Alaska had to build and operate a K-12 public 

school in every village in the state of Alaska . This law 

created a major shift in the educational opportunities that 

were available to Native American students . After 1985 all 

of the tribes in the state of Alaska were given autonomy to 

decide if their children would be educated by the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs or if their school would be owned and 

operated by their local public school district. 

villages chose to have the local school district provide 

All of the 
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education to their children. Traditionally, the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs had been responsible for the education of 

Native Americans in all of the states. 

During the 1960's the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the 

Department of Interior came under public scrutiny. High 

rates of alcoholism, incarceration, unemployment, suicide 

and Fetal Alcohol Syndrome among the Native Americans 

stirred publ ic awareness that demanded change (Senese, 

1985). 

This study will investigate the history of U. S . 

government educational policies dealing with Native 

Americans. It will trace the destructive education policies 

that were implemented by the United States government and 

how these policies had a direct effect on the failures of 

Native American students. 

statement of Hypothesis 
For the purpose of this study, the following research 

objective and question were proposed: 

1 . 
· of thi's study is to id~ntify The objective 

created specifically for 
historical government programs 

Native American students and to identify the negative 

results of these programs. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In recent yea rs a specific emphasis has been placed on 

the education of Native Americans by the federal government. 

It has become evident th t a many Native American cultures are 

being lost due to the 11 overa impact upon Native Americans 

by a dominant western anglo-saxon culture. It is of no 

surprise to historians that Native American cultures are 

being lost due to the fact that as h eac generation of 

children is born they are being assimilated more and more 

into the dominant anglo-saxon culture. 

Colonial Government Policies Concerning Educat i on of Native 

Americans 

When Columbus landed in the America's the fi rst 

attempts to educate the Native American began. The earliest 

formal education for Native Americans was attempted by 

missionaries. Religion was the main curriculum and the 

reading of the Bible was the emphasis (Fuchs & Havighurst, 

197 2) • The results of this type of education were failure 

or virtual slavery for the Native Americans. 

When the missionaries could not educate the Native 

Americans as though they were Europeans, then the 

missionaries decided vocational work would be the best way 

to assimilate the Native Americans into the European culture 

(Fletcher, 1985). 
For almost 150 years the established 



7 church in each colony took · 
it upon themselves to educate the 

Native Americans. 
In 1619 the first attempt to educate 

Native Americans by goverrunental 
policy was established. 

The same year colonists of James City requested that a 

college be created and one f th 1 · 
o e po icies created by the 

government for the college was that they educate the 

brightest Native American children in the area of 

communication skills (Eder & Ryhner, 1989) . 

In research conducted by Eder and Reyhner (19 89 ) it was 

concluded that the early history of Native American 

education in all of the colonies followed a basic pattern. 

Church schools would be started and education i n church 

doctrine was the emphasis . After a few years of failure the 

church would give up and the local colonial government would 

take over the education of the Native Americans . This 

occurred many times during the Colonial period. Usuall y 

within a short period of time it would become evi dent that 

the Native Americans did not wish to be educated in the ways 

of the colonist and the schools would eventually close 

(Jennings, 1971). 

This trend occurred again and again throughout the 

colonies. Virginia was the first colony to try to establish 

colonial governmen • • t Pol ;c;es that dealt directly with the 

education of Native Americans wi thin the colony . In 1620 a 

school was established for the Opechaneaough Indians in 



Virginia. In 1621 the East Indian school 
was also 

established, howev d 
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er, ue to an Indian upr1.· s1.·ng 
education of th N t · 

in 1622, the 
e a ive Americans in vi· · · 

rg1.n1.a was stopped 
for several years (U. S. Office of Education, 1885). 

In 1693, William and Mary C 11 

one teacher was hired to teach 
o ege was established and 

Native American students. 

The 
st

udents were either sent by their tribes or forced to 

attend the college by the colonial government. 
This 

philosophy of forcing Native Americans to learn the ways of 

the colonist was very detrimental to the trust needed to 

accept the academic instruction being presented by colonial 

educators (Robinson, 1952). 

Virginia was not the only colony to establish schools 

for Native Americans. According to Whiteman (1986) a school 

for Native Americans was established in Georgia by James 

Oglethorpe in 1713. In 1734 the Reverend John Wheellock 

established an Indians school in Pennsylvania . All of the 

colonies eventually established some type of educational 

services for the Native Americans. In a study completed by 

Deloria (1990) all attempts made at educating Native 

American students before the American Revolution failed 

because of the lack of understanding by the colonist of the 

Native American cultures. However, these attempts at 

education were the beginning of the end for the Native 

Americans and their cultures in North America. 



According to Delgado- Gaitian (1991) the Native 

Americans in the Eastern United States crossed the cultural 

barrier in wa ys that seemed acceptable to the citizens of 
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the coloni e s . However, the Native Americans in the Western 

United States have not had a s much time to assimilate into 

the western culture and therefore, even today, there are 

many problems concerning self-identification and 

understanding the western culture that inhibit the education 

process of Native American students. In a study completed 

by Reyhner and Eder (1988), the Native Americans in the 

Eastern United States had been predominately subdued by the 

time the American Revolution began. This had a direct 

effect on the view of the Native Americans by the 

Continental Congress . 

United states Governmental Policies Concerning Education of 

Native Americans 

The first United States governmental support for 

education of the Native Americans was in 1776 when the 

d d funded Native American Continental Congress authorize an 

to the Delaware Indian ' s schools in Delaware villages due 

support of the Continental Army. According to Fuchs and 

Havighurst the United States government started (1983) 

Nat].· ve American education due supporting 
to the need for the 

the Native American tribes support of 
in the Eastern United 

States during the Revolutionary War . The United States 



government first mentioned support of N t · . 
a ive American 

education in 1781 by authorizing payment 
to Princeton 
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College for the admission of three Delaware t d 
s u ents into 

the college that year (U.S. Offi'ce 
of Education, 1885). 

Since the United States government was formed after the 

American Revolution there have been many treaties between 

Native American tribes and the United States government. In 

some of the treaties education was offered but not in all of 

the early treaties. The first treaty providing education to 

a Native American tribe was made between the United States 

government and the Oneida, Tuscarora, and Stockbridge 

tribes. These tribes sent warriors to fight on the side of 

the Continental Army; and for this support the United States 

government created a treaty after the war that awarded these 

tribes land, tribal autonomy and guaranteed education for 

their children. In 1803 the second treaty providing for 

education of Native American children was made with the 

Kaskaskis tribe. The United States government agreed to 

provide $100 towards the support of a teacher for this 

tribe. These were exceptions to most of the treaties signed 

by the United States government between 1781 and 18l 8 

(Quain, 1937). · t Quai·n (1937) most of the early According o 

These treaties only dealt with the purchase of land. 

treaties were very simple in nature and only dealt wi th 

money and land. 
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In 1818 the House Committee on Indian Affai· rs 

completed 
a report to the Congress concerni'ng th 

estate of affairs 
between the United States government 

and Native American 
tribes. 

The committee reported that in their opinion, 

education of the Native Americans should have 
top priority 

and that if education of the Native American was not 

accomplished, then the problems of the past, due to poor 

communication, a lack of understanding for the Native 

American cultures would continue to persist. 

This report did change the way the government viewed 

the problems of the Native Americans for assimilation into 

the American culture. By 1823, there were 21 Native 

American schools in the United States. All of these schools 

were being partially supported by the federal government. 

The total expenditure for these schools in 1823 was 

$13,033.00 (United States Office of Education, 1885). The 

education in these schools consisted of the boys being 

taught to read, write, and compute mathematical problems. 

the girls were taught some academics, but their main 

educational emphasis was to learn spinning, sewing, and 

weaving. 

For the first so years after the American Revolution, 

the eastern United States enjoyed a time Native Americans in 

Amerl· can public. However, by the 1830's of tolerance by the 

th United States had been the Native Americans in the sou ern 



removed from most of their lands and the treaties b eing 

forced upon them by the Uni ted States government wer e 

unreasonable and unfair. Th 1 · h t 
e Pig of t he Chero kee tribe 
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was a classic example of how chan ges i n the poli t i c al 

climate also changes peoples toleran ce o f mi n o r i ties a nd 

their rights. Once Andrew Jackson became Presiden t o f the 

United States, the fate of the tri bes i n the s out hern United 

States was sealed. The Cherokee's were fo rced to lea ve 

their homeland in Tennessee and Georgia and were force 

marched to the Oklahoma territo r y . An es t i ma ted 4, 000 

Cherokees died during the march (Knepler, 1943 ) . This 

forced removal sent shock waves t hrough a ll of the Native 

American tribes in the Uni ted Stat es. The Cherokees had 

adopted the ways of the "white culture." Th e y had d e v e loped 

their own written language and built hospi t als a n d s c hools. 

They owned their own land and even owned s l aves. These 

facts had no bearing because the Cherokees were s t ill Na tive 

Americans and the United States governmen t wanted the i r l a nd 

and took it under less than honorable con d i t i ons (Adams, 

1971) . 

The United States government slowl y started to 

1800 , that have effect ed t he establish policies in the late s 

Of Natl.·ve American students to the present. education 

Congress funded the f i rst off-1882 the United States 

reservation boarding school. In 1889 the Dawes Act was 

In 



passed by the united States Congress. 
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Bureau of Indian Aff · 
airs the funding to establish boarding 

schools wherever they wanted; and 1.t established t he laws 

This act gave the 

dictating to Native Americans that the1· r 
children had to 

atte
nd these schools if a day school was not available near 

their home. 
This act was disastrous for the Native 

Americans. 
By 1900 there were only 5,000 Indian chi l dren 

attending day schools and an additional 17, 000 were 

attending off-reservation boarding schools (Szasz, 198 5 ) . 

The Dawes Act was not very kind to the Native Americans 

within the United States. 

The Dawes Act tried to complete the trend o f 

assimilation that had started nearly 3 00 years be fo re but 

instead of assimilation came destruction of the Native 

Americans. By 1920 the policy of assimilation had resulted 

in disastrous conditions for the Indian people. the Dawes 

Act destroyed the connection to the land that the Native 

American child was raised to know and respect. The 

reservations were known for their disease, starvation, and 

the short life expectancy of the Native Americans who lived 

on the reservation. 

In the 1920's public pressure to correct these problems 

demand a report on the conditions of the caused Congress to 

Native Americans in the United States. This report became 

known as the Merian Report (Finkelstein, 1985 ) · The Merian 



Report made official what had 
been known by the Native 

Americans for decades. 
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as overcrowded, under staffed, under 
funded, and basically 

detrimental to the health and well 
being of the children 

The boarding schools 
were revealed 

forced to attend these schools. 
Although this report made 

an official accounting of the b 
pro lems with boarding 

schools, the only real change was a 1 · 
sight increase in the 

amount of food that was sent to the 
boarding schools (Szasz , 

1985). 

In 1928 there were 77 boarding schools in the United 

States for Native American students. By 1941 there were 

only 41 boarding schools. As of 1992 there were only 26 

boarding schools being operated and maintained by the Bureau 

of Indian Affairs (White House Conference on Indian 

Education, 1992). Since the end of World War II there have 

been many changes in the ways Native American students are 

educated. As of 1992, 85% of all Native American students 

were educated in public schools (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1994). These public schools are located near 

their homes on their reservations. More attention has been 

given to the individual students tribal identity and 

cultural awareness. 

Government policy since the end of World War II has 

been to promote education of the Nat ive Americans as a 

whole. There is no mention of assimilation in today's 
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Bureau of Indian Affairs Education Policy Manuals. Even 

though Native American culture and language has been offered 

in the public schools, the bulk of the academic subjects 

taught in all schools is still based on the philosophies and 

culture of the western anglo-saxon ideals and society (U .S. 

Department of Education, 1994). 



statement of Hypothesis 

CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

For the purpose of this study, th f 11 e o owing research 

objective has been investigated. 

1. The objective of this study was to identify 

historical government programs created specifically for 

Native American students and to identify the negative 

results of these programs. 

Materials 

Historical data were obtained from United States 

government publications, Bureau of Indian Affairs 

Statistics, various books, and journal articles. 

Procedure 
The author researched historical materials related to 

government programs that were created for Native American 

students and the educational results of these policies. 



Analysis of Data 

CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The data presented in this field study shows a pattern 

of destruction of the Native American culture by the United 

States government disguised as education of the Nat i ve 

American child. Since Columbus landed in North America the 

Native Americans have lost most of their land, culture, 

language, and tribal identity. Recent educational patterns 

exhibit a change in the way Native American children are 

educated. These changes include offering nat i ve American 

children the opportunity to learn their Nat i ve l anguage i n 

public school and many public school curricul ums a l s o 

include studies concerned with the local Nat i ve American 

culture, history, and art. However, the ma j or change in 

government policy concerning Native American students is t h e 

allowance of the tribal government and the parent's direct 

voice in how their children will be educated. These trends 

by both Public schools and Bureau of have been accepted 

Indian Affairs schools. 

statistical Presentation 

Evidence regarding the objective of the study can be 

enumerated as follows: 
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1. Early efforts at educating Native Americans 

focused on cultural replacement which was rejected (Fuchs & 

Havighurst, 1972; Fletcher, 1985). 

2. The rejection of Native American culture by the 

church and the government set the stage for Native American 

rejection of programs and policies out of context and hence 

failure (Jennings, 1971). 

3. Issues other than educational such as greed for 

land, open conflict leading to war and feelings of 

superiority on the part of whites overcame any progress 

which might have been achieved (Knepler, 1943; Adams, 1971; 

& U. S. Office of Education, 1885). 

4. The history of education in all cultures indicates 

that success does not occur apart from the culture and 

· h ' Only i·n recent history have seldom in forced relations ips . 

t · t practice for Native Americans these lessons been pu in o 

(U. s. Office of Education, 1885, Szasz, 1985 ; & 

Finkelstein, 1985). 



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND SlJMMARy 

Interpretation of Data 

In the author's opinion, t 
a rue interpretation of the 

data cannot be obtained because of 
the difference in time 

between the policy of assimilation whi' ch 
was encouraged for 

over three hundred years and the current policy of tribal 

autonomy which has only been encouraged for the past 50 

years. A preliminary interpretation of the data would 

ascertain that the policy of tribal autonomy and giving 

Native American parents a direct voice in how their children 

will be educated is reversing the patterns of the past . The 

life expectancy of Native Americans has risen drastically 

over the past 50 years, and the total nwnber of Native 

Americans living within the United States has doubled since 

the 1930 census. Interpretation of educational data shows a 

positive pattern by comparing the percentage of Native 

American students who graduated from high school 50 years 

ago and the percentage who graduated in 1994. There seems 

to be an overall improvement of education for the Native 

American students over the past 50 years. 

Instructional Implication of the Data 

. l that more research is needed The data seems to imp Y 

Amerl· can students and effective teaching concerning Native 

strategies. Less government intervention rather than more 



also seems to be advantageous fo r t he 
Na tive American 

student. Invol t f vemen o tribal goverrunent , 
parents , and 

Nat i ve e l ders i n the d t · 
e uca ion proc ess a lso seems to yield 

positive educational results f o r the Native American 

student. 

summary 

The Native American has endu red many i n j ustice s ove r 

the pas t 4 00 years. the destru c tion of thei r culture , 

language, and tribal ident i ty under the d isguise of 

education of their children i s, i n this author' s opinion , 

the worst of all in justice s. Ove r the past 5 0 years many 

improvements have b e en made i n the way Native American 

children are educated. Tribal autonomy a nd p a rent 

involvement seem to be t he best methods of changing the 

educational process f o r the Na t ive Ame r i can child . 

20 

More researc h is need e d to determine why Native 

American students are under-identif i ed a s gifted and over­

identified as handicapped. The historical researc h shows 

that government programs of the pas t were vast l y 

inappropriate for Native American s t udents; and t h a t l e ss 

government control of Native American students has proven to 

be effective in changing the way these chi ldren view 

education. 
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