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teacher’s guide
primary source set

Assimilation 
Through Education
The United States has a long-standing tension between 

preserving the cultural heritage of its diverse popula-

tion and creating a homogenous “American” culture. 

Indian populations, however, have been outside such 

consideration. Indians have weathered conscious at-

tempts to replace their traditional ways with those 

sanctioned by the U.S. government, such as federal 

programs removing them from their lands and the de-

struction of their livelihoods and way of life... 

Historical Background

Education programs were instituted in the late 19th 

century to remove Indian children from the influ-

ence of tribal traditions and offer them a proper ed-

ucation. To make Indian children patriotic and pro-

ductive citizens, government-run boarding schools, 

reservation boarding schools and day schools were 

introduced. These schools strictly adhered to the 

speaking of only the English language. They were 

conducted with military-like schedules and discipline, 

and emphasized farming and other manual skills. 

The daily schedule was split between academics and 

vocational training. By 1893, such education for In-

dian children was mandatory.

The Bureau of Indian Affairs ceased to support this 

form of education in the 1920s. Complaints about 

costs, substandard living conditions, poor medical 

care, and poor teaching practices contributed to

the demise of this strict, mandatory program. The 

1930s were a time of shifting educational philoso-

phy that corresponded to other changes in federal 

Indian policy. Many Indian children were enrolled in 

public schools and, as the states assumed control of 

their education, classroom lessons began to reflect 

the diversity of Indian cultures.

U.S. school for Indians, Pine Ridge, S.D.
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/99613795/
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Suggestions for Teachers

Teachers may use these Library of Congress primary source documents to pres-

ent viewpoints on the education and assimilation of Indian peoples from the 

1880-1920s. Students can learn the perspective of government officials by read-

ing their annual reports and analyzing the Indian schools’ population statistics. 

Students can observe photographs of the Indian students, and consider both 

what they objectively see and what they subjectively feel about these images. 

They can study the movie depicting declining Indian Territory, as well as the map 

of the resulting reservation system.

Students can hear a musical Indian performance and see the pageantry of a demonstration Indian battle 

presentation. They can compare and contrast the mixed messages in these materials: the desire to eliminate 

Indian culture and a public fascination with a romanticized version of this culture. Magazine articles and the 

short story from the Federal Writers’ Project provide first-person views that enhance an understanding of be-

liefs of the time. 

Elementary school class of Indian 
students
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/
item/90705751
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http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/90705751/


3

Additional Resources

The Changing Face of America: Immigration - Presentation

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/immigration/

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/immigration/
native_american.html

American Indian Reservation Controversies

http://www.loc.gov/classroommaterials/lessons/reservation/

Indian Boarding Schools

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/lessons/indianschools/

loc.gov/teachers

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/immigration/native_american.html
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/immigration/
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/lessons/reservation/
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/lessons/indianschools/
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Primary Sources with Citations

Grabill, John C. H., photographer. U.S. school for Indians, Pine Ridge, S.D. Photograph. 

1891. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Online Catalog.

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/99613795/

Wilkinson, M.C. Report of Forest Grove School. Annual Report. Washington, D.C: Office of 

the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 14 September 1882. From Library of Congress, American 

Indians of the Pacific Northwest.

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t825))

“The Indian Boys at Hampton.” The American Missionary. Volume 32, Issue 6, June 1878. 

From Library of Congress, The Nineteenth Century in Print: Periodicals.

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/ncpsbib:@field(DOCID+@lit(ABK5794-0032-144_

bib))

“The Indian Girls at Hampton.” The American Missionary. Volume 36, Issue 1, January 1882. 

From Library of Congress, The Nineteenth Century in Print: Periodicals.

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/ncpsbib:@field(DOCID+@lit(ABK5794-0036-9_bib))

Choate, J.N. “Chiricahua Apaches as They Arrived at Carlisle from Fort Marion, Florida.” 

Photograph. 4 November 1886. From Library of Congress, History of the American West, 

1860-1920: Photographs from the Collection of the Denver Public Library. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/hawp:@field(NUMBER+@band(codhawp+10032903))

Choate, J.N. “Chiricahua Apaches Four Months after Arriving at Carlisle.” Photograph. 1886. 

From Library of Congress, History of the American West, 1860-1920: Photographs from the 

Collection of the Denver Public Library.

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/hawp:@field(NUMBER+@band(codhawp+10032904))

Partridge, W.H., and E.J. Partridge. “Tlingit Mission Students Pose with Sheldon Jackson 

on Porch of Sheldon Jackson Institute, Sitka, Alaska, 1887.” Photograph. 1887. Library of 

Congress, American Indians of the Pacific Northwest.  

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(p1811)) 
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http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t825))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/ncpsbib:@field(DOCID+@lit(ABK5794-0032-144_bib))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/ncpsbib:@field(DOCID+@lit(ABK5794-0032-144_bib))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/ncpsbib:@field(DOCID+@lit(ABK5794-0036-9_bib))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/ncpsbib:@field(DOCID+@lit(ABK5794-0036-9_bib))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/hawp:@field(NUMBER+@band(codhawp+10032904))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(p1811))
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Leupp, Francis E. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs. Annual Report. Washington, 

D.C: Office of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 30 September 1908. From Library of 

Congress, American Indians of the Pacific Northwest.

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t1434))

Educating the Indians. Illustration. Frank Leslie’s Illustrated newspaper, 15 March 1884. 

From Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Online Catalog. 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/90712911/

“The Indian School at Chemawa.” The West Shore. Volume 13, Number 1, January 1887: 

Pages 5-12. From Library of Congress, American Indians of the Pacific Northwest. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t1540)) 

“Group of Indian Boys from Dakota Territory.” Photograph. March 1880. From Library of 

Congress, History of the American West, 1860-1920: Photographs from the Collection of 

the Denver Public Library.

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/hawp:@field(NUMBER+@band(codhawp+10031657)) 

Indian Reservations West of the Mississippi River. Map. United States Office of Indian Affairs, 

1923. From Library of Congress, Map Collections: 1500-2004.  

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4051e.mf000045

Stillman, R.G. A Picture of Northwest Indians. Seattle: Federal Writers’ Project, 19 December 

1938. From Library of Congress, American Life Histories: Manuscripts from the Federal 

Writers’ Project, 1936-1940. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=wpa3&fileName=38/3807/38071813/wpa338071813.

db&recNum=0

School begins. Lithograph. Keppler & Schwarzmann, 25 January 1899. From Library of 

Congress Prints and Photographs Online Catalog. 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2002720321/
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http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t1434))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t1540))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/hawp:@field(NUMBER+@band(codhawp+10031657))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=wpa3&fileName=38/3807/38071813/wpa338071813.db&recNum=0
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=wpa3&fileName=38/3807/38071813/wpa338071813.db&recNum=0
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Lee, John. Reports of Indian Schools. Annual Report. Washington, D.C: Office othe 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 20 September 1886. From Library of Congress, American 

Indians of the Pacific Northwest. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t892))

Lee, John. Reports of Indian Schools. Annual Report. Washington, D.C: Office othe 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 5 September 1887. From Library of Congress American 

Indians of the Pacific Northwest. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t928))

Edison, Thomas A. Sham Battle at the Pan-American Exposition. Motion picture. Thomas A. 

Edison, Inc., 25 November 1901. From Library of Congress, Early Motion Pictures, 1897-

1920. MP3.

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mbrsmi/lcmp001.37010

Host Drum, performer. “Hethu’shka Song.” Sound recording. Macy, Nebraska: Omaha Pow 

Wow, 14 August 1983. From Library of Congress, Omaha Indian Music. MPEG, RealMedia. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/omhbib:@field(DOCID%2B@lit(0539))
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http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t892))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t928))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aipn:@field(DOCID+@lit(t928))



