ABSTRACT: Residential school syn-
drome is a suggested diagnostic
term that might be appropriately
applied to survivors of the Indian
residential school system. Many of
these former students have pre-
sented to the author with suffi-
ciently similar concerns to suggest
a common etiology. The suggested
diagnostic criteria may further the
discussion of what appropriate
care might be provided. Many of
the suggested diagnostic features
are similar to the diagnosis of post-
traumatic stress disorder, but with
specific cultural impact. Healing of
this disorder has important long-
term implications for Canadian
society.
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Residential school syndrome

Whether Indian residential schools are seen as an attempt at
benevolence or a plan to annihilate a culture, many native people
who attended the schools present with symptoms similar to those
of post-traumatic stress disorder. This constellation of symptoms
has come to be known as residential school syndrome.

hroughout Canada, and par-

ticularly in British Colum-

bia, the Indian residential

school issue is a significant
problem. Litigation is currently
underway or planned, with a potential
liability of several billion dollars. The
defendants are the Government of
Canada and a number of churches.
The plaintiffs are the alleged victims
of the Indian residential schools. The
schools were established by the Gov-
ernment of Canada, with the actual
operation of the schools delegated to
a number of Christian churches. In
BC, the schools operated from
approximately 1863 to 1984, and as
many as 10 000 native children across
Canada were attending residential
schools in the 1960s. Many children
alleged psychological, physical, and
sexual abuse during the time of their
residential school attendance, and
many of those now-adult survivors
allege continuing negative impact of
their experiences. The continuing
negative impact is what has come to
be called residential school syn-
drome; although there is no general
agreement as to what such a syndrome
might be.

History

In 1635, Governor Champlain stressed
the fact that leaving children with the
missionaries would improve relations
with the Huron. This appears to be the
first attempt to establish boarding

schools for First Nations children in
Canada.! In British Columbia the
schools operated from 1863 to 1984,
when St. Mary’s was finally closed.
In all, there were 16 such schools in
BC operated by the Government of
Canada, the United Church, the
Anglican Church, and the Roman
Catholic Church. Attendance for
every native child between the ages of
7 and 15 became mandatory in 1920.?
From one point of view the schools
were an enlightened attempt to
educate native children in English,
mathematics, and practical skills.
From a First Nations’ point of view,
the schools were an arrogant, Euro-
centric, cynically calculated attempt
to destroy indigenous cultures in
order to obtain resources without
hindrance.

An overview of traditional cul-
tures in BC should help readers
understand the impact of the Indian
residential schools. Because there
are more than 100 bands in BC,
this overview will necessarily be a
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