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Blogs ) Former students describe themselves as "survivors" of residential schools because

Feature Series of the psychological, physical and sexual abuse so many of them suffered at the

hands of the people charged with educating them.
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His classmates teased him mercilessly for the rest of his days at the school. He grew
up to become a tortured, bitter, angry man who spent time in jail for manslaughter.

"People don't realize the impact these events have," said Peters, who works at the
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Nechi Institute, which promotes health in native communities. (Interestingly, the
institute shares space with Poundmaker's Lodge, a native-based rehab centre, on
the site of the Edmonton Indian Residential School on the northern edge of St.
Albert.)

Even if a child wasn't horrifically abused like the boy forced to slither through human
waste, the system, by its very nature, was abusive, she says.

"Children were taught that their culture and beliefs were evil and that if their parents
weren't Christian, they were going to hell," Peters explains. "One of the major
objectives was to get children away from their parents."

The children grew up in an institution, where order, obedience and discipline were
driven into them, without any nurturing, affection or love. In essence, many were
raised like convicts.

"It was a very rigid environment, like being in the military," she says. Rules were
strictly - often brutally - enforced, and the adults in charge were usually unbending,
severe disciplinarians.

"Then you see the intergenerational impact," Peters says. "It's common to see adults
who grew up in residential school withholding affection from their kids - rigid, strict
and unable to express love."

Now the cycle of dysfunction is continuing to the third generation, with the children of
residential school survivors raising kids of their own.

This cycle, says Leona Carter, is one of the key causes of the epidemic of substance
abuse and addiction in native communities.

Carter, former executive director of Poundmaker's Lodge, says residential school
was one of the most common threads among aboriginal clientele at the treatment
centre.

"Our philosophy was that most addiction is just a band-aid over much deeper
problems that are rooted in childhood issues," says Carter, who is now the City of
Edmonton's aboriginal relations director.

Residential school was designed to strip children of their native culture and
assimilate them into mainstream Canada. It ended up just taking away their
identities, while racism and government policies kept them from being accepted into
society.

Outcast and unable to understand their shame and rage, residential school survivors
turned to drugs and alcohol.

"That was what our program was designed to address," Carter. Residential school
survivors - and many of their children - "are lost. They don't have that strong base
that a sense of belonging and community can give. A lot of our treatment program
was helping them reclaim their culture and dignity."
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