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From the ELCA's Truth-Seeking & Truth-Telling (TSTT) Initiative on Indian Boarding Schools


This document provides everything you need to facilitate a 45-60-minute learning session about Indian boarding schools and the Lutheran church - a session outline; a link to a slide presentation; and a script outline. You don't need to be a content expert. Prepare by reviewing the PowerPoint and script. Invite the Spirit to guide you and session participants in courageous truth-seeking and truth-telling.

These are difficult truths - our government and our Christian churches did immense harm to Native children, families, communities, and Tribal Nations through policies and practices that included Indian boarding schools. The ELCA is committed to investigating our past involvement, securing all records, and walking a path of healing for all involved.

See www.tstti.org for more information, available resources, and ways to get involved.

Outline - This session can run 45-60 minutes total.
5-10 minutes - introduction, opening time of prayer and contemplation 20-30 minutes - content slides
15-25 minutes - reflection, discussion, what's next

Slide presentation
Click HERE to find the PowerPoint slides. Download the file to your computer. You can then modify/customize it if you wish - perhaps there are specifics you want to include about yourself or the conteSt in which you're presenting, etc.

Logistics
This session can be conducted in person or online. In-person Session
· LCD projector, screen or open wall, laptop that will easily link to the projector
(test this in advance!), someone to set this up and run it.
· Half-page Info Sheets for Events 2026 - download and print two-sided
· Note cards and pens (if you want to invite people to write their thoughts)
· Sign-up Sheet - a way for you to capture names and contact info of attendees

On-line session
· A Zoom tech person who can set up a meeting, provide a meeting link, and run the Zoom tech side of the meeting (don't run the tech and facilitate the session).
· Provide a link in the chat to the Half-page Info Sheets for Events 2026.

· Invite people to share their contact info, questions, etc. in the chat at the end.

Script
We have provided a "script" that provides notes for each slide. Download a copy and set font size and page breaks so it's easy to read (keep full slide notes on one page so you know what's coming next). Review the slides and script prior to your session, so you are familiar with the presentation's content, flow, tenor, and reflection process.

Discussion
We do not go into a standard "Q&A" time as this tends to keep us "in our heads" and distant from the content. We deliberately invite people into a deeper set of reflection questions that get to both "head and heart":
· How did the truths you heard today make you feel?
· What was new or surprising to you?
· Why is it so hard for people to know and believe this information?
· What are you pondering? What are you compelled to talk about with others?

Give people at least one minute in silence to reflect and jot down thoughts. If there's time, have people pair up and share reflections. Then share in the full group - facilitate so all can participate and no one dominates. Be open, expect discomfort, listen well.

Reflection, evaluation, follow-up, and reporting
After the session is finished, reflect on the experience. What went well? What was hard? What did you hear and observe from participants; in yourself? If you partnered with others in planning and/or presenting, evaluate the session together.

Consider what follow-up you want to do. Thank you's? Questions or concerns that you want to pursue with individuals? Ideas for action that you want to pass on to staff or others? Do these steps soon so they don't get lost.

Please share your experience with the TSTT Initiative using this  Report Form. We invite your feedback on the slides and script. It also allows us to track our impact across the ELCA as we continue on this path of truth-telling.

Thank you for being a partner in this work of healing.



Slides, script, and supporting materials created by TSTT Initiative participants Rick Durance, Andrea Field, Vance Blackfox, and Elizabeth Andress, April 2026.

Indian Boarding Schools and the Lutheran Church
(4/20/26 version)


These are notes that will help you speak to each slide. They are not meant to be read verbatim but provide key information for you to become familiar with prior to presenting.
Note: Yellow italics are speaker instructions.

PREP:
· When you first arrive, test the internet and sound on Slide 7
· Have a signup sheet for people interested in getting more information about the Initiative
SLIDE 1:
· Have this slide up as people enter the space


SLIDE 2: Welcome and Introduction
Note: This slide requires you to complete your own outline prior to the presentation. Below are guides for what you can include in this section.
· Welcome attendees; thank them for their time and willingness to engage with this history.
· Acknowledge the people whose homeland you are on
· Use an existing land acknowledgement if there is one.
· Use native-land.ca if you don't know whose homelands you are on.
· Introduce yourself 

· Describe your connection with the Truth Seeking and Truth Telling Initiative and/or why you're presenting this session - why it matters to you.


SLIDE 3: Overview
· Today we will:
· Prepare ourselves
· Review the history and legacy of Indian Boarding Schools in the United States
· Discuss the role of Christian denominations, including Lutherans, in operating these schools
· Hear about current ELCA initiatives around our legacy of Indian Boarding Schools
· Close with reflection, discussion, and next steps.


SLIDE 4: Gather Ourselves In
· We are going to start by gathering ourselves in.
· I invite you to close your eyes and take several deep, intentional breaths. Come into your body and into this space.
· As you breathe,
· Breathe in the Spirit.... Breathe out anything that is not needed right now.
· Breathe in grace.... Breathe out expectations.
· Breathe in love.... Breathe out fear.
· Give attendees about one minute of silence to contemplate
· You can now open your eyes.

· Please share some of your reflections with one or two people around you. I will give you about two minutes.
· Give people a 15 second warning to conclude their discussions.
· Thank you for your willingness to engage. This prepares us for learning together for the sake of truth and healing.


SLIDE 5: US Federal Reports I & II
· June 2021: Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland announced the Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative
· Haaland was the first Native person to serve as the Secretary of the Interior
· Her maternal grandparents and mother were Indian Boarding school survivors.
· Two investigative reports were written by Assistant Secretary for Indian Affairs Bryan Newland and his team
· May 2022: first official federal investigation of Indian boarding school history and legacy released
· July 2024: built on first report and expanded number of institutions and student deaths and burial grounds, and expanded the understanding of religious institutions' role and federal investment in schools
· Findings in Two Reports:
· 417 federal Indian boarding schools recorded
· Operated from 1819-1969
· Found in 37 states/territories
· At least 74 burial sites at 65 schools
· Up to 85% of Native children attended (over 19,000 children; total number yet to be ascertained)

· Over $23 billion in federal funds (inflation adjusted) were spent
· These reports detail the scope and scale of the institutions as well as the number of children sent to them


SLIDE 6: Common Methods to "Civilize the Indian"
· Indian boarding schools were not "schools" like ours
· Part of a large-scale assimilationist campaign
· Captain Richard Henry Pratt, founder of the infamous Carlisle Indian Industrial School, stated that the goal was to "kill the Indian, save the man."
· Campaign goals: strip children of their identity, destroy tribal life, eliminate US's trust and treaty obligations, and deny land payments.
· Children as young as 3 years old were taken
· Attendance was coerced - children taken forcibly
· Annuity payments often withheld from families who resisted
· Some sent because of dire economic hardship and hunger
· Operated like labor/training or juvenile detention facilities.
· Prepared for a limited range of vocational options
· Intensive manual labor (ranging from agricultural, industrial, and railroad labor)
· Some children were "leased out" or "farmed out" - forced to work
· Local authorities did little to investigate or regulate what happened to these children.

· Some children attended boarding schools for a semester or year; often they stayed for years.
· Used intense identity-altering tactics - cutting hair, changing names, denying access to cultural traditions, practices, and language- to compel assimilation.
· Punishments: corporal punishment, denial of food, and solitary confinement
· Some children died at the schools.
· Forced removal of children hugely impacted Indigenous families and nations.
Photo Credits:
Thomas Moore before Tuition at Regina Indian Industrial School.1897.Saskatchewan Archives Board. Thomas Moore after Tuition at Regina Indian Industrial School. 1897. Saskatchewan Archives Board.




SLIDE 7: Survivor Voices
· Listening to survivors is one of the most important ways to grasp the realities at these schools and their impact.
· We are going to listen to Indian boarding school survivors in this five-minute video from the National Native American Boarding School Healing Coalition - an organization of, by, and for Native Americans.
· Allow a bit of silence after the video for what they've heard to sink in.


SLIDE 8: Impacts on Native Americans Then and Now
· Imagine if a child you love was taken away, subjected to the harsh realities of Indian boarding school and experienced

these effects. Imagine if a// the children in your community were gone.
· Important: boarding schools were a deliberate part of a broader government objective to dispossess Native peoples of their land and to assimilate them.
· These effects ripple through generations and inflict generational trauma.
· Mental health trauma regularly resulted in addiction and other self-destructive coping strategies.
· Inflicted generational trauma and destroyed families as well as communities.

Photo credit:
Lutheran Herald, 1925




SLIDE 9: The Role of Religious Institutions
· Religious involvement included providing funding, infrastructure, and/or personnel to operate over half of Indian boarding schools.
· Federal Report II: "Through public-private partnerships, at least 59 religious institutions and organizations received U.S. government support to operate or support schools in the federal Indian Boarding School system. Religious institutions or organizations operated 210 of 417 Federal Indian boarding schools. This number does not include Indian boarding schools operated by religious institutions and organizations that did not receive U.S. government support."
· The U.S. Government's 1819 Civilization Fund was a major source of support for Indian boarding schools.

· Act by Congress to provide money to missionary organizations for educating Indian children and conducting other Christianizing activities
· The U.S. government also used monies set aside in Tribal trusts and from the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) to fund these schools.

Photo credit:
LARO 2242, Fort Spokane Boarding School, National Park Service




SLIDE 10: Lutheran Involvement
· Federal Report I identified one Indian boarding school that was federally funded and operated by the Norwegian Lutheran Church, a predecessor denomination of the ELCA
- Bethany Indian Mission and School. (Other Protestant denominations operated 134; the Catholic church an additional 80.)
· Thousands of people in the Norwegian Lutheran Church in America supported Bethany through fundraising and storytelling appeals, mission festivals, and visits to area churches by its choir or band.
· We know there were other Indian boarding schools and day schools that were funded and operated by Lutherans without federal funding. That investigation by the ELCA is on-going.


SLIDE 11: Bethany Indian Mission Boarding School
· The school was part of a larger Lutheran mission (which included a church, worship and education, and aid to

surrounding Native communities) but the school was the heart of it.
· First mission of Norwegian Synod (subsequently established missions in China, Alaska, and Utah)
· Founders: Lutheran Pastors Erik Morstad and Even Homme
· Founded, in part, as a response to the fact that Norwegian farmers occupied lands taken from local Indigenous nations
· Long time administrator: Rev. Axel Jacobsen, who also served as a federal Indian agent.
· Federal Indian agents were white people appointed by the
U.S. government to be "responsible for" or "oversee" Native communities.
· Native communities did not select or elect these individuals and had no representation in this arrangement.
· One of the Indian Agent's responsibilities was to determine how much of the federal funds should support the school.
· It will later be seen as a conflict of interest that Jacobson was the school supervisor and the Indian Agent.
· Specifics about Bethany Indian Boarding School operations - no need to convey all of this - just illustrates the various roles of the Lutherans over time:
· 1887: school founded by Norwegian synod
· 1888-1900: contracted with federal government (on a per pupil basis)
· 1900-1917: federal government owned the land and buildings and hired synod representatives to operate
· 1918-1933: Norwegian Lutheran Church in America owned and operated mission and school, no government involvement
Photo credit:
Anne Taylor-Czaplewski, http://wigenweb.org/shawanol

SLIDE 12: Bethany Indian Mission and Boarding School
· Designed to "aid, educate, and Christianize the local Indigenous community"
· Children enrolled from these tribes: Oneida, Ho-Chunk, Potawatomi, Ojibwe (Chippewa), Menominee, Brotherton, Mamaceqtaw, Sioux, Stockbridge-Munsee, and Stockbrige Mohican.
· Some children were coerced to attend. Some parents, due to extreme poverty, felt that sending the children to school was a better option than keeping them home and hungry. "At least they got three meals a day."
· The school was supported by the federal government (financially and otherwise) on and off through its nearly 50 years of operation.
Photo credit·
Bethany Indian Mission School complex in Wittenberg. Opening dedication July 1887, Wittenberg Area Historical Society & Museum.




SLIDE 13: Children at Bethany
· 1888: Initial government contract was for around 25 students
· 1894: student population grew to over 100
· Bethany staff lived/stayed at the school.
· Religious instruction and assimilation efforts continued, even outside of school hours.
· Some students went to Luther College.
· Some students did manual labor projects in the local churches.

 Photo Credit:
Lutheran Herald




SLIDE 14: Daily Life at School
· Pastor Homme and others emphasized how Native cultures were "pagan" and needed to be changed.
· The goal was to make the children Christian.
· Instruction focused on vocational skills, basic academics, and English language.
· Children's unpaid labor kept the school running.
Photo Credit:
Vesterheim Museum



SLIDE 15: Bethany Indian Mission School History
· School was opened in 1887; received government support in 1888; operated for 45 years
· 1933: Indian boarding school closed (while the rest of the mission continued)
· 1928: Meriam Report (federal) said that boarding schools had failed at their assimilationist goals and claims public schools would be just as good at educating and integrating students into dominant society
· Height of Great Depression - closing is also about not wanting to spend the money to fund them
· 1955: The entire Bethany Indian Mission closed
· 1962: Buildings were razed

· Bethany Indian Mission archives were held in the ELGA Region 3 archives at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, MN.
· 2023: archival materials (10-15 large boxes) were inventoried, then transferred to ELGA central archives in Chicago, IL.
· ELGA archivist is now digitizing and labeling all records.
· GOAL is to make all records accessible to impacted individuals, descendants, communities, and Tribal nations.
· Additional Bethany Indian Mission documents are held in the archives of Luther College in Decorah, IA, and possibly elsewhere.
· Initial investigation into burial sites has also been conducted, with no graves of students identified at the Mission cemetery.


SLIDE 16: ELGA Path to Healing
· The ELGA has been working toward healing around its relationship with Indigenous people since 2016
· 2016: ELGA passed a resolution on Repudiation of the Doctrine of Discovery
· 2021: Declaration of the ELGA to American Indian and Alaskan Native People - first step in "making good" on the 2016 resolution
· 2022: Truth-Seeking and Truth-Telling Initiative started
·  Co-led by Vance Blackfox, then-Director of Indigenous Ministries & Tribal Relations at the ELGA; and Elizabeth Andress, lead organizer.
· Around 15 synods started this work.

· 2023: Broader ELCA Truth and Healing Movement launched
- lifting up Indigenous voices and concerns across the church


SLIDE 17: Initiative's Scope
· 100+ volunteers from 10 states / 27 synods
· Includes Lutheran clergy and lay people
· Plan: expand to all 50 states/ 65 synods in 2026
· Work - "truth-seeking and truth-telling":
· Using shared leadership model, all volunteer
· Meet in online gatherings and working groups
· Conduct research and identify records
· Educate ourselves on Indian boarding schools and share that learning with others


SLIDE 18: Initiative's Goals
· The purpose is healing - for Indigenous people and Lutherans
· We are responding to a call from Native leaders to collect and share information
· We have a sense of responsibility guiding this work but not acting to assuage guilt
· PurposeNision:
· Education:
· There is much to learn about the history of Indian Boarding Schools and their lasting legacies
· Research:

· Work to identify primary and secondary sources on the role of Lutherans in Indian boarding schools
· We will share our findings with the church, the federal government, and the impacted Native tribes
· Part of the Truth and Healing Movement
· Call to learn the history and current reality of Indigenous Americans and act in response
· Want ELGA members to know and claim our complicity in the history of church-sponsored Indian boarding schools and their deliberate, devastating impacts on Native people and communities, then and now


· The Initiative is guided by these ethics (not in slide - share if I as you see fit):
· The purpose is healing.
·  Truth-telling is important to the healing of white-identified people in our church and society
· Truth-telling is our responsibility
· All the work we do as participants in this Initiative is representative of the ELGA.
· All information we gather must be handled with extreme care.



SLIDE 19: Why Truth and Healing Matters
· Not acknowledging the past is like ignoring a wound - it causes pain until it is addressed.
· The terrible legacy of Indian boarding schools lingers in the bodies and minds of direct survivors and their descendants.
· They suffer tremendous trauma that impacts their
well-being -	personal, communal, spiritual, economic, and more.

· Many white Lutherans participated in the physical and cultural genocide of Native peoples in the U.S. including:
· Settling on stolen Indian land
· Actively supporting Indian boarding and day schools
· Worth stressing: Native people and white Lutherans are both in need of healing.


SLIDE 20: 2025 Churchwide Memorial: Indian Boarding School Remembrance
· Healing is a process.
· The 2025 Churchwide Memorial was an intentional decision to continue to work toward healing.
· Commitments:
· Annual observation of the National Day of Remembrance for Indian Boarding Schools on September 30
· Educational programming for adults and children
· Funding to continue research on Lutheran participation in boarding schools
· This movement is "a call to all Lutherans to learn the true history and current realities of Indigenous people and to take action in response. We want members throughout the ELCA to know and claim our complicity in the history of
church-sponsored Indian boarding schools and these schools' deliberate, devastating impacts on Native people and their communities, then and now."

SLIDE 21: Reflection
· Transition to questions through a moment of reflection
· Invite participants to focus on their breathing and close their eyes. Ask each question and leave around 30 seconds after each one for people to reflect:
· How did the truths you heard today make you feel?
· What was new or surprising to you?
· Why is it so hard for people to know and believe this information?
· What are you pondering? What are you compelled to talk about with others?
· Invite people to jot down thoughts if they like.


SLIDE 22: Guiding Questions
· Invite people to respond to the questions on the screen. (This is not meant to be a Q&A about the facts. If such questions arise, you can capture them and put them aside; decide afterwards if I how to pursue these.)
· Invite people to first talk in pairs or small groups; then in the large group.
· Goal: 10-15 minutes for this reflection I discussion.


SLIDE 23: Invitation to Further Involvement
· This work has a lot of parts and there are many opportunities to get involved at your congregation, in your synod, or by

supporting or joining the Truth Seeking and Truth Telling Initiative.
· Scan the QR code for information on the ELCA Initiative, including a way to get involved in that work.
· Fill out the sign-up sheet / put your name & contact info in the Zoom chat if you'd like to connect at the local level [synod, congregation, etc.] and we'll follow up with you.


SLIDE 24: Further Reflection
· If time, please use these questions to guide further discussion


SLIDE 25: Thank You
· Thank you for your time and focus
· You can scan the QR code and / or add your name to the signup sheet if you are interested in learning more about the Initiative
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