
Indian Boarding Schools 
 

Wisconsin DPI  Standards Alignment: 
Social Studies B.4.1 – Identify and examine various sources of information that are used 
for constructing an understanding of the past, such as artifacts, documents, letters, diaries, 
maps, textbooks, photos, paintings, architecture, and presentations, graphs, and charts. 
 
Social Studies B.4.10 – Explain the history, culture, tribal sovereignty, and current status 
of American Indian tribes and bands in Wisconsin. 
 
Social Studies B.8.1 – Interpret the past using a variety of sources, such as biographies, 
diaries, journals, artifacts, eyewitness interviews and other primary source materials, and 
evaluate the credibility of the sources used. 
 
Social Studies E.4.6 – Give examples of group and institutional influences such as laws, 
rules, and peer pressure on people, events, and culture. 
 
Social Studies E.4.8 – Describe and distinguish among the values and beliefs of different 
groups and institutions. 
 
Goal:  Students will be able to describe the Indian Boarding School experience of 
Wisconsin Indian children. 
 
Objectives:  1)  Students will employ observational, synthesis, and analytical skills to 

analyze a historic photo. 
2) Students will read the primary source document “Teaching the Indians”  

together as a class. 
3) Students will employ observational, synthesis, and analytical skills to 

analyze a primary source document.    
4) Students will make an affective statement probing their own feelings 

about the experiences of Wisconsin Indian children in boarding schools. 
 
 
 
 
Study the photo, “Sewing Class at School for Indian Children.”   Complete the following 
questions to help you better understand what story the photo tells.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Sewing Class at Lac du Flambeau U.S. Government School for Indian children.  Female students 

posed at their sewing machines and work tables.  Lac du Flambeau, Wisconsin, 1895.  Photo courtesy 
of the Wisconsin Historical Society.



Use the chart below to note the people, objects, and activities shown in the photo. 
People Objects Activities 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

 
1) Based upon the observations you have listed above, list three things that you think 

might be important about this photograph. 
 
 
 

2) The girls shown here are Native American students at an Indian Boarding School 
in the late 1800s.  Based upon what you know of Woodland Indian culture, are the 
students learning about their own culture, or are they learning the ways of another 
culture?  What evidence in the photo leads you to this conclusion? 

 
 
 
 

3) The girls stayed at dormitories in the school while attending classes there.  Do 
you think that their lives at the school were similar to or different from their lives 
at home with their families?  Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 

4) What do you think these girls were expected to learn from such classes as the one 
shown here? 

 
 
 

There are no male students pictured in this photo.  While the girls took sewing 
classes, what kinds of classes do you think the boys took?  



“Teaching the Indians”  – Milwaukee Sentinel, February 17, 1895 
 

TEACHING THE INDIANS 
THE GOVERNMENT SCHOOLS IN SHAWANO COUNTY 
NEARLY ALL OF THE INDIANS CAN NOW TALK ENGLISH 
 
Besides the Common Branches of Learning the young Indians are Instructed in 
Farming, Wagon Work, Shoemaking and other Industrial Arts – Girls are Taught 
Housekeeping, Sewing and Dressmaking 
 
Shawano, Wis., Feb. 15 – The United States government has shown faith in the value 
of education for its Indian wards – a faith that has been more than justified by the 
results of the educational work at the government schools which are in successful 
operation in all parts of the country where the Indian population is large enough to 
justify it. 
 
Northern Wisconsin affords a fine opportunity for educational work among the 
Indians and this work is being especially well done on the Oneida, Stockbridge and 
Menominee reservations in Shawano county.  
 
In the winter of 1865 the only Indian school in Shawano county was located at 
Keshena, about eight miles north of Shawano city on the Menominee reservation.  
The school house was a little one-story wooden building with high board seats, and 
the teachers were Mrs. Rosella Dousman (better known among the Indians as 
“Mother Dousman”) and her two daughters, Misses Kate and Jane Dousman. 
 
The winter of 1895 shows that in this part thirty years great progress has been made 
in educational work among the Indians.  The schools are now housed in large and 
comfortable buildings with efficient teachers, and every educational advantage; with 
a course of nine years and a list of text books similar to those used in the state 
schools. 
 
The school houses at Keshena [consist] of the government buildings, with a building 
for boys, one for girls, a large industrial workshop, a farm barn and 170 acres of 
farming land, the buildings include sleeping and boarding accommodations for about 
150 pupils.  The employees number sixteen – seven male and nine female – of whom 
five are Indians.  The superintendent is Leslie Watson, who ranks high as an educator 
and has been superintendent for several years.   
 
At Oneida is located another government school with two brick school houses, an 
industrial building, a farm barn and a farm of eighty acres.  The buildings furnish 
accommodations for about eighty-five pupils.  The superintendent is Charles F. 
Peirce. 
 



In addition to the government boarding schools there are several day schools, as 
follows:  Stockbridge reservation, attendance 40; Oneida reservation No. 1, 30; 
Oneida reservation No. 2, 21; Oneida reservation No. 3, 35. 
 
The Menominee Indian reservation has three day schools with an attendance of over 
100. 
 
In addition to the government boarding schools there are tw[o] large contract 
boarding schools.  St. Joseph’s (Catholic) at Keshena, has accommodations for 200 
pupils and eleven teachers.  The government pays $108 for each pupil per annum.  
The Wittenberg (Lutheran) school is located in Wittenberg, Shawano county, and has 
accommodations for about 200 pupils.  The superintendent is A. Jacobson and the 
pupils come largely from the Winnebago Indians scattered over Northern Wisconsin 
and numbering about 170 families with no reservation . . . 
 
 . . . Plain, substantial and uniform clothing is furnished the pupils and each is given 
two suits, with an extra pair of trousers for the boys, and three dresses for the girls.  
All are kept well mended and suffice for a year’s use, with a better suit for Sundays 
and holidays.  In addition, pupils are furnished with suitable underwear, nightclothes, 
handkerchiefs, over coats, cloaks, shoes, stockings, and overshoes. 
 
The dormitories are furnished with p[l]ain substantial furniture, and supplied with 
necessary toilet articles, including soap, towels, mirrors, combs, hair, shoe, nail and 
tooth brushes and whisk brooms, which enable the pupils to form habits of personal 
neatness. 
 
The requirements at the government contract schools are similar to those in the 
boarding schools.   
 
Instruction in music is given in all of the schools, and there are at Keshena two good 
brass bands, the players in which are Indian pupils, who have been taught by Prof. 
Campbell. 
 
The industrial teachers instruct the boys in farming, shoemaking, wagon work, 
blacksmithing, woodworking, etc.  The girls are instructed in dressmaking, sewing of 
every variety and housekeeping. 
 
The government [requirement] at all schools is that the pupils have suitable mental, 
moral and industrial training with wholesome food, suitable clothing, sufficient 
warmth and good water; also that sanitary laws and regulations are complied with and 
that the buildings shall be kept in good repair, properly heated, lighted, ventilated and 
well cared for, and medical attendance and supervision provided. 
 
In 1865, it was uncommon to hear an Indian – man, woman or child – speak English; 
now nearly the entire tribe, except the older Indians, speak English fluently. 
 



“Teaching the Indians”  Ar ticle Analysis 
 

Wisconsin DPI  Standards Alignment: 
Social Studies B.4.1 – Identify and examine various sources of information that are 
used to construct an understanding of the past, such as artifacts, documents, letters, 
diaries, maps, textbooks, photos, paintings, architecture, oral presentations, graphs, 
and charts. 
 
Social Studies B.4.10 – Explain the history, culture, tribal sovereignty, and current 
status of the American Indian tribes and bands in Wisconsin. 
 
Social Studies B.8.1 – Interpret the past using a variety of sources, such as 
biographies, diaries, journals, artifacts, eyewitness interviews, and other primary 
source materials, and evaluate the credibility of sources used. 
 
Social Studies E.4.2 – Explain the influence of factors such as family, neighborhood, 
personal interests, language, likes and dislikes, and accomplishments on individual 
identity and development. 
 
Social Studies E.4.8 – Describe and distinguish among the values and beliefs of 
different groups and institutions. 
 
English Language Ar ts A.4.3 – Identify and summarize main ideas and key points 
from literature, informational texts, and other print and non-print sources. 
 
English Language Ar ts A.4.4 – Summarize key details of informational texts, 
connecting new information to prior knowledge. 
 
English Language Ar ts A.8.1 – Select, summarize, paraphrase, analyze, and 
evaluate, orally and in writing, passages of texts chosen for specific purposes. 
 
English Language Ar ts A.8.3 – Provide interpretive responses, orally and in writing, 
to literary and nonliterary texts representing the diversity of American cultural 
heritage and cultures of the world. 

 
 

1) When was this newspaper article written? 
 
 
 

2) For what audience was the article written? 
 
 
 
 
 



3) List three things the author said that you think are important. 
 
 
 
 
 

4) Where were the boarding schools mentioned by the author located?  Where were        
the day schools and contract schools (run by private, non-governmental agencies) 
located?  

 
 
 
 
 

5) What kind of instruction was provided for boys?  For girls? 
 
 
 
 
 

6) What subjects did the students learn at the schools that they might not have 
learned from their parents and other elders in the tribe? 

 
 
 
 
 

7) What things might the students have learned from their parents and tribal elders 
that they were not taught at the schools? 

 
 
 
 

8) The last sentence of the article says, “ In 1865, it was uncommon to hear an Indian 
– man, woman or child – speak English; now nearly the entire tribe, except the 
older Indians, speak English fluently.”   Indian children who attended boarding 
schools were forced to speak English and often punished if they spoke their native 
language.  Why do you think this was?  What would a consequence of this be for 
that child or for their tribe?   

 
 
 
 
 

9) Name some consequences of Indian students attending boarding schools rather 
than living with and learning from their parents? 



10) Why do you think the U.S. government wanted Indian children to attend 
government or contract schools?  Cite evidence from the article to support your 
conclusion. 

 
 
 
 
 

11) This article has good things to say about Indian boarding schools.  Do you think 
the experience of boarding schools was positive for Indian children and their 
families?  The article says, “  . . . great progress has been made in educational 
work among the Indians.”   What is the definition of progress?  Would everyone 
involved – the U.S. government, white citizens, AND Native peoples – describe 
what happened at the boarding schools as progress?  Would you? 

 
 
 
 
 

12)  How do you think you would feel if the government made you leave your friends, 
family, and community to go to a boarding school? 

 


