A New Online Tool Will Let Native Americans
Search for Relatives Who Attended Indian
Boarding Schools

L

TULAILIP, Wash.—The Native American Boarding School Healing Coalition (NABS) plans to launch
a website this summer that will allow Native Americans to search for information on relatives who
attended Indian boarding schools.

The digital archive repository and research tool will launch with nearly 50,000 records from a federal
archive and, over time, integrate records from other Indian boarding school databases developed by
private, nonprofit and governmental organizations.

“I hope that we find relatives that you're searching for,” NABS CEO Deb Parker, a citizen of the
Tulalip Tribes in Washington, said last week. “Even if they’re on the other side, I know that they want
to be found.”

Parker was speaking to about a group of two dozen American Indians, Alaska Natives and a few
journalists who gathered at the Tulalip Indian Reservation’s administrative building on April 24 to
learn how to use the research tool.

NABS staff invited the participants, including Native News Online, to a sharing-and-listening session
on the heels of the Department of the Interior’s sixth stop on its Road to Healing tour at Tulalip the day
prior. The Road to Healing is a year-long tour across the United States to provide Native survivors of



the federal Indian boarding school system and their descendants an opportunity to share their
experiences.

Last year, the federal government released an investigative report that showed for the first time the
United States operated or supported at least 408 boarding schools that “directly targeted American
Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian children in the pursuit of a policy of cultural assimilation
that coincided with Indian territorial dispossession.” The report called the institutions “both traumatic
and violent” and identified at least 53 burial sites on or near former schools’ properties, with more
gravesite discoveries expected as research continues.

Although the names of the institutions themselves are known or becoming known, the identities of the
estimated tens of thousands of Native children who went through the Indian boarding school system—
many of whom died at schools far from home and were never returned to their families—are not.

Student and school records are held in repositories across the country, which are oftentimes far
removed from Native communities and available only for in-person viewing, or altogether closed to
the public.

That is why NABS, a national nonprofit dedicated to truth and healing around Indian boarding schools,
created The National Indian Boarding School Digital Archive—NIBSDA for short—that will launch
sometime this summer.

To begin, NABS has digitized a collection of 47,000 pages of federal, tribal, and state records from the
The National Archives in Seattle, a regional federal record facility of the U.S. National Archives and
Records Administration. The idea is to partner with organizations doing similar work in other regions,
such as The Carlisle Indian Digital Resource Center in Pennsylvania, and the Geona Indian School
Digital Reconciliation Project, to eventually cover the country, and become the “authoritative center”
for Indian boarding school records, according to the digital archivist who designed the database.

“We see it as a way to reveal the truth about Indian boarding schools and the lasting legacies that these
schools have affected,” said NABS director of digital archives, Stephen Curley (Diné). Curley, NABS’
digital archivist assistant Fallon Carey (Cherokee), and a small staff has been working to find, catalog,

and scan relevant records from federal boarding schools in Oregon, Washington, and Alaska since
2019.



NABS’ digital archivist assistant Fallon Carey (Cherékee) (Photo: J ennaKunze)

Curley said that they prioritized records including: student case files, school administrative materials
including lesson plans and curriculum, and documentation of problems, such as registers of run-away
students, or student deaths.

“We're trying our best to account for each and every student,” Curley said. “Really, [the tool] is for
communities who want to understand more about what their relatives experienced at these institutions,
and to try to find them.”

Beyond scanning historical documents, the NIBSDA project is about community engagement, and
teaching people how to conduct boarding school research.

“We’re trying to create this information literacy around how to conduct boarding school records
research, because it is a new thing,” Curley said. “We know that this is going to be a new feature of
research and these listening sessions are an opportunity to glean what (each) community’s needs are so
that we can address those needs.”

The database’s pathfinder tool prompts users with guided research questions to help them better locate
their relatives, including “What is my relative’s name, and did they have any aliases or traditional

names?” and “Do I know the name of the boarding school? What about the name of the agency?”

The work—which NABS is funding through various grants—will be ongoing for “years and years and
years,” Curley said.

That’s because, in part, the majority of school records have not yet been located, let alone cataloged,
according to NABS’ data.

Additionally, 28% of the total records are held at church-run archives, according to NABS.



NABS has been at the forefront of advocacy around a federal bill that would establish a Congressional
Commission on Truth and Healing. The commission would search for unmarked graves, document
ongoing impacts stemming from the Indian boarding school era, and—critically— it would empower
the commission to subpoena records from religious organizations who operated boarding schools.

“That’s half the bill: how do we get access to the records?” said Theresa Sheldon (Tulailp Tribes),
director of policy and advocacy for NABS.

Overall, Curley said, boarding school records have the power to reveal a lot of unknowns around
boarding school, like how many children went? What were their names and tribal affiliations, what
was their experience like and, in some cases, where are they buried today?

“NIBSDA will allow us to better understand the trauma that this lasting boarding school legacy has left
in its wake,” Curley told Native News Online. “We know and we believe that knowing the truth will
allow us to start healing, as individuals and as communities.”
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12 years of Native News

This month, we celebrate our 12th year of delivering Native News to readers throughout Indian
Country and beyond. For the past dozen years, we’ve covered the most important news stories that are
usually overlooked by other media. From the protests at Standing Rock and the rise of the American
Indian Movement (AIM), to the ongoing epidemic of Murdered and Missing Indigenous People
(MMIP) and the past-due reckoning related to assimilation, cultural genocide and Indian Boarding
Schools.

Our news is free for everyone to read, but it is not free to produce. That’s why we’re asking you to
make a donation this month to help support our efforts. Any contribution — big or small — helps. If
you’re in a position to do so, we ask you to consider making a recurring donation of $12 per month to
help us remain a force for change in Indian Country and to tell the stories that are so often ignored,
erased or overlooked.

Donate to Native News Online today and support independent Indigenous journalism. Thank
you.
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