
 

Residential Schools in Canada: A Complex Legacy 

(Grades 9-12) 

The legacy of residential schools in Canada is one of the most emotionally charged and complex issues in the 
country’s history. These institutions, operated from the 1870s until the 1990s, were government-funded and 
largely administered by Christian churches. Approximately 150,000 Indigenous children were placed in these 
schools under policies intended to assimilate them into Euro-Canadian culture. Many survivors recount 
experiences of cultural erasure, forced separation from family, and physical or emotional abuse. 

Survivor testimony is essential to understanding the full impact of the residential school system. The stories of 
loss, trauma, and resilience have illuminated what many scholars and Indigenous leaders describe as cultural 
genocide—a systematic attempt to destroy Indigenous languages, traditions, and identities.  

At the same time, critical historical inquiry requires the inclusion of multiple perspectives and a willingness to 
examine complex truths. While acknowledging the suffering endured by many, some historians argue that the 
schools were a reflection of the broader, assimilationist ideologies of the time rather than an explicit campaign 
of extermination (Milloy, 1999). This perspective suggests that the harms inflicted, while severe, were part of a 
broader set of institutional failures that affected both Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations during that 
era—including poor public health infrastructure, limited access to education, harsh disciplinary practices, and 
widespread poverty. 

This raises important questions about how the narrative of residential schools has evolved in public discourse. 
Some critics argue that the prevailing narrative has become politicized, wherein certain perspectives are 
amplified while others are dismissed or even censored. Allegations of “denialism” are sometimes used to 
discredit individuals who seek to examine the historical record more critically, including calls for more rigorous 
evidence regarding claims of mass graves at former residential school sites. While sensitivity to survivor 
experiences is paramount, the pursuit of truth also requires careful evaluation of all available evidence—
archival, archaeological, and forensic. 

Engaging in critical thinking does not mean diminishing the suffering of survivors or denying the existence of 
abuse. Rather, it means approaching the subject with intellectual honesty: recognizing that not all residential 
schools were identical, not every staff member was abusive, and not every student had a uniformly negative 
experience.  

The legacy of residential schools remains a painful chapter in Canadian history. A balanced, respectful 
approach is necessary—one that upholds the dignity of survivors while fostering open, evidence-based 
discussion. Some may view the residential school system as an unmitigated moral and policy failure; others 
may argue that, while deeply flawed, it also represented an attempt—however misguided—to provide 
education and integration. These perspectives are not mutually exclusive but should be understood as part of 
an ongoing dialogue about reconciliation, responsibility, and historical truth.  




