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Abstract

This exploratory study examines how Aboriginal students’ experienced recreation within two Canadian residential schools. Using archival research, two student publications: The Mount Elgin Sputnik and The Wigwam News were used to uncover the students’ recreational experiences and outlooks. Through analyzing these students’ diverse recreational experiences, as presented in both schools’ student publications, I argue that recreation held different purposes for these students than the assimilationist aims of school administrators. Rather, these students used recreation to develop their sense of identity, become closer with fellow students across tribal lines, provide them a sense of optimism in an otherwise oppressive and unwelcome environment, and in some cases, foster meaningful relationships with school administrators. Such deep understandings of Aboriginal recreational practices and perceptions enrich our understandings of Aboriginal recreational experiences within Canadian residential schools and may provide recreation practitioners and policy makers relevant information surrounding the enduring recreation legacy of this system today.
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 “Recreation was not leisure but re-creation” (Milloy, 1999, p. 37). This phrase illustrates the purpose for recreation in Canadian residential schools from the point of view of school administrators. The games and activities that students played during their free time were not “boisterous and unorganized games of ‘savage’ youth” (Milloy, 1999, p. 37). Instead: 

the children would have glee clubs, brass bands, boys’ cadet corps, calisthenics, football, cricket, softball and hardball, basketball, and hockey, with the ‘well-regulated and ... strict rules that govern [western] modern games’ that produce ‘prompt obedience to discipline’ and thus move the child further toward the goal line of civilization (Milloy, 1999, p. 37).

While school administrators possessed this viewpoint, residential school students experienced recreation differently. In this exploratory study, I will study the topic of recreation in Canadian residential schools through analyzing how students viewed and reported their recreational experiences through student publications (yearbooks and student newspapers). Through analyzing the diverse recreational experiences of residential school students, I argue that recreation held different purposes for the students than the re-creative and assimilative aims of school administrators. Rather, students used recreation to develop their sense of identity, become closer with their fellow students across tribal lines, provide them a sense of optimism in an otherwise oppressive and unwelcome environment, and in some cases, foster meaningful relationships with school administrators. 


To begin, I will provide a brief history of the Canadian residential school system. Next, I will engage with relevant literature including: the history of recreation within Aboriginal communities in North America, the cross-cultural interactions between Aboriginal and Euro-North American recreational practices, recreational patterns within American boarding schools (the American equivalent to the Canadian residential school system), and the role of recreation within Canada’s residential schools. Then, I will present my archival research methods and data analysis strategy. Next, I will present my findings from the student publications, followed by a discussion of these findings. I will end with some concluding remarks regarding implications for further study and practice
A brief history of the Canadian Residential School System

Residential schools possess a long history in Canada. The first known Canadian Aboriginal boarding schools began in 1620 under the auspices of the Recollets, an order of Franciscans (Miller, 1996). Throughout the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries, various other attempts at Aboriginal residential schools were fostered. For instance, in 1820, Reverend John West, a member of the Evangelical Anglican organization, the Church Missionary Society (CMS), came to the Red River territory of present-day Manitoba and established a residential school (Miller, 1996). Missionaries at that time had to enter Aboriginal communities and recruit children to attend their institutions. It was not until 1884 that attendance became compulsory by law for all Aboriginal children under the age of 16 to attend residential schools (Miller, 1996). As a component of the Numbered Treaties, many of which were created in second half of the 19th century, Aboriginal schooling became an area of focus. Colonial official Alexander Morris, during the discussions surrounding Treaty 4 in 1874 stated, “The government agreed to schooling, but it was the Native negotiators who suggested it and insisted on its inclusion in the earliest treaties” (Miller, 1996, p. 98). In 1876, Indians at Shubenacadie, Nova Scotia were also petitioning Ottawa for support to build a school for their band (Miller, 1996). Thus, educating Aboriginal children became a prominent issue for both the federal government and Aboriginal communities across Canada, especially during the 19th century.


The historic relationship between the Europeans and Aboriginal peoples in North America has been marked by the presences of residential schools, in varying forms. The Davin Report of 1879 represented a significant moment in the creation of a national residential school system. Nicholas Flood Davin, a journalist and a defeated Tory candidate was commissioned by the federal government to write a report on Aboriginal education (Milloy, 1999). As part of his report, Davin travelled to America to tour various American boarding schools and meet with the founder and superintendent of the Carlisle Industrial School at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, Colonel Richard Henry Pratt. Davin was impressed by the organization and efficiency of the American boarding schools and recommended that a similar system be incorporated in Canada. Although the Davin Report contributed to the Canadian Government inaugurating residential schools in the 1880s, it was not the beginning of Aboriginal residential schools in Canada (Milloy, 1999). When Davin submitted his report in 1879, there were already four residential schools in existence in Ontario, including the Mohawk Institute, the Wikwemikong, Mount Elgin, and Shingwauk schools. Furthermore, a number of institutions had been initiated in Western Canada and additional schools were being organized by western missionaries (Milloy, 1999). Thus, the Davin Report represents but one significant milestone in Canada’s residential school history. Preceding the Davin Report, imperial policy between the 1830s and the 1850s, as well as federal legislation and programming, further contributed to the development of a national residential school system. Milloy (1999) argues:

The rational for the development of [Canadian] residential schools ... constituted part of the most extensive and persistence colonial system – one that marginalized Aboriginal communities within its constitutional, legislative, and regulatory structure, stripped them of the power of self-government, and denied them any degree of self-determination.

Thus, the Canadian residential school system represented a prominent component of Canada’s assimilative history targeting Aboriginal peoples.


The Canadian residential school system lasted from 1879 to 1986 and was founded and operated as a church-state partnership, where the federal government “provided the core funding, set the standards of care, was to supervise the administration of the schools, and controlled the children who were ‘wards of [Department of Indian Affairs]’” (Milloy, 1999). The various churches (including the Catholic, Anglican, Protestant, and United denominations) were responsible for the day-to-day operation of the schools. After 1969, the federal government gained sole control of the residential schools until the program ended in 1986. The existence of Aboriginal residential schools in Canada involves a long history of the paternalistic attitude of western religious missionaries and government officials being exerted over Aboriginal communities (Miller, 1996; Milloy, 1999). This paper explores one specific element of this relationship; the complex role of recreation within the Canadian residential school system.
Literature Review


Although limited literature exists exploring the role of recreation in Canadian residential schools, scholarship exploring Aboriginal North American leisure addresses this topic from multiple perspectives. These perspectives include studying: the history of recreation within Aboriginal communities in North America, the cross-cultural interactions between Aboriginal and Euro-North American recreational practices, recreational patterns within American boarding schools, and the role of recreation within Canada’s residential schools.

The History of Recreation within Aboriginal Communities in North America


Recreation and physical activity have always played a role in Aboriginal communities throughout North America. In general, the traditional Aboriginal North American way of life involved high levels of physical fitness due to their physically active lifestyles, which included dancing and playing games (Place & Livengood, 2010). Dances and ceremonies played a significant role in Aboriginal communities and were performed for various reasons including for fertility, war, crop growth, hunting, death, and rebirth. (Place & Livengood, 2010). Active games were also common in Aboriginal communities and were divided in two categories; chance and dexterity. Games of chance included various dice and guessing games. Games of dexterity included archery, ball games, shooting, and darts. (Place & Livengood, 2010). One popular Aboriginal ball game was called “little brother of war,” which became modern day lacrosse (Place & Livengood, 2010). Overall, Aboriginal games differed based on gender. For instance, women avoided many of the aforementioned recreational activities, instead playing a game similar to field hockey, called Shinny or Double ball. This game was played with a ball and a stick with a curved end. (Place & Livengood, 2010). Finally, the belief systems existing among the many Aboriginal communities throughout North America influenced their rationale for engaging in recreational activities. Since Aboriginal peoples throughout North America believed in harmony and the life cycle, the focus of games was not on winning or losing, but involved the will of the Spirits. Thus, Aboriginal recreation was connected to the holistic nature of their belief system and distinguished Aboriginal peoples from European colonizers who would profoundly impact Aboriginal recreational patterns (Place & Livengood, 2010).

Cross-cultural interactions between Aboriginal and Euro-North American recreational practices

The Euro-North American impact on Aboriginal North American leisure has largely been negative (Place & Livengood, 2010). Early European missionaries perceived the superstitious nature of games, such as using games to heal the sick, negatively and sought to deter Aboriginal communities from participating in such activities. Eventually though, the Aboriginal and Euro-North American leisure activities blended together. For instance, early settlers began playing Aboriginal games such as lacrosse, wrestling, and running and started using canoes, toboggans, and snowshoes (Place & Livengood, 2010). Conversely, Aboriginal communities inherited Euro-North American activities such as basketball, volleyball, and horse racing. This cross-cultural blending is significant in understanding how Aboriginal recreational patterns in North America changed following the introduction of European settlers. A study completed by Place and Livengood in 1993 regarding the recreational activities in various Aboriginal communities throughout Northern Ontario illustrated this cross-cultural blending (2010). The study found that in the community of Wapakeka, Ontario, popular recreational activities included hockey, square dancing, and potlucks. These activities have European origins and represent the decline of some traditional Aboriginal games. However, this community maintained some Aboriginal traditions, such as dancing and festivities. This example depicts the complex relationship existing in Aboriginal communities throughout North American, and broadly throughout North America, between Aboriginal and European recreational activities.

The Role of Recreation within American Boarding Schools


A multitude of sources exist which discuss the role of recreation in American boarding schools (Abraham, 2006; Adams, 1995; Bloom, 1996; Jenkins, 2007;  Peavy & Smith, 2007; Sakiestewa Gilbert, 2010). These sources explore recreation within American boarding schools from diverse perspectives including: an exploration of the Carlisle Indian Industrial School’s football program (Adams, 1995; Jenkins, 2007), the use of recreation to utilize resistance and maintain personal and cultural identities (Abraham, 2006), the relationship between gender and recreation (Abraham, 2006; Peavy & Smith, 2007), the tensions between Aboriginal culture and boarding school policy, as well as inter-generational strain (Sakiestewa Gilbert, 2010), and uncovering systemic tensions regarding recreation and identity (Bloom, 1996). Collectively, these sources illustrate the complexity of recreation within the American boarding school system. Although school administrators saw recreation as a further tool to support the systems’ overall assimilationist aims, Aboriginal students saw recreation as a lone bright spot in the otherwise miserable boarding school experience (Adams, 1995; Bloom, 1996; Jenkins, 2007). Many of these authours argued that boarding school students used recreation to assert their own self-identity, connect across tribal lines, and grow as people, and Aboriginals living within American territory (Abraham, 2006; Adams, 1995; Bloom, 1996; Peavy & Smith, 2007; Sakiestewa Gilbert, 2010).

The Role of Recreation within Canadian Residential Schools

 
Although literature exploring the role of recreation within Canadian residential schools is less prevalent than American boarding school content, key sources do exist. Within Canadian research, the concept ‘recreation as re-creation’ represents the viewpoint within the Department of Indian Affairs (most notably espoused by former Head from 1913 to 1932, Duncan Campbell Scott) towards instituting recreation within Canadian residential schools (Milloy, 1999). This concept involved recreational activities being used to re-create or assimilate the Aboriginal students attending residential schools through instilling Euro-Canadian values on them. Furthermore, this process also reduced the influence of Aboriginal customs and values (Miller, 1996; Milloy, 1999; RCAP, 1996).


Numerous scholars have studied the role of recreation within Canadian residential schools. Miller (1996) devoted a section of his book on the Canadian residential school system to the specific recreational activities undertaken within these schools. Miller’s (1996) analysis focused on gender playing a prominent role in students’ recreation activities. For instance, male students had access to a wider range of recreational activities including hockey, basketball, football, and baseball. These activities instilled masculine ideas of strength, competitiveness, and honour (Miller, 1996). Female students tended to engage in less-structured activities, such as imaginative play, which were largely invented by the female students themselves. Long supervised walks to escape the monotony of residential school life were the main form of structured recreation for female students (Miller, 1996). Furthermore, female students were barred from activities characterized as masculine, involving aggression, competitiveness, and physical contact, because they conflicted with perceived feminized qualities (Miller, 1996). However, this is only one reason why female students lacked access to recreational activities. Miller (1996) also captured the distinction between organized and unorganized recreation. Unorganized recreation occurred during students’ limited free time and involved schoolyard games such as “The Bear Game and Cars,” which were also heavily gendered towards males (Miller, 1996).


Vermaas (1995) examined the role and impact of leisure activities on First Nations students at the Kuper Island Industrial School on Vancouver Island in British Columbia. Vermaas (1995) discovered that students performed a range of leisure activities including hiking and playing football, basketball, and soccer. However, Vermaas (1995) was unable to accurately define the impart of recreational activities on these students, in part, through struggling to determine which activities the Aboriginal students already knew, and which activities they were introduced to at the Kuper Island Industrial School. Thus, Vermaas’ (1995) works presents specific challenges with exploring the role of recreation within Canadian residential schools. 


Knockwood (2001) explored the experience of Mi’kmaw children at the Shubenacadie Residential School in Nova Scotia. Specifically, Knockwood (2001) outlined the daily schedule at the Shubenacadie Indian Residential School, involving two hours set aside for recreation unless it was interrupted by other unscheduled work or school duties. Despite this limited recreational time, recreation still played an important role in the students’ lives through spending quality time away from the classroom, building rapport with other students, and simply being a kid (Knockwood, 2001).


Students at the Shubenacadie Indian Residential School also excelled at competitive sports. For instance, a student who attended the Shubenacadie Indian School in 1929 described his time on the school’s baseball team:

Father Pecker picked out the best. We had two teams. We’d walk to [Shubenacadie] and play a game with the white teams from Stewiacke, [Shubenacadie], Milford, and St. Pat’s – we played every doggone team there was. Well, when you have 12 year olds who can beat grown men to a score of 20-0 – they must be good. But when Father Mackey came home we played one game and beat the daylights out of them, and do you know what he done? He busted up the team and we never played after that. (Knockwood, 2001, p. 71-72).

This reflection not only illustrated how Aboriginal students at the Shubenacadie Indian school were competitive and skilled athletes, but demonstrated their ability to compete against, and defeat non-Aboriginal adult teams. The exploits of the Shubenacadie Indian School baseball team relate to similar stories at American institutions where the boarding school teams would regularly defeat non-Aboriginal teams and create a sense of camaraderie and improve their self-worth (See Adams, 1995; Jenkins, 2007; and Peavy & Smith, 2007).


Knockwood (2001) also uncovered how imaginative games became necessary for students at the Shubenacadie Indian School because they lacked access to playground equipment. The students’ reliance on imaginative games illustrated both their resourcefulness, as well as the systemic challenges of underfunding within the Canadian residential school system, a challenge experienced by residential school students engaging in recreational activities across the country.

Methods


For this study, I used an archival approach to collect the applicable historic data. Within contemporary recreation and leisure scholarship, limited empirical archival research exists (Borsay, 2006; Cross, 1990; Kelly, 2012). Through this study, I present the value of archival research as a tool for understanding past recreation patterns. This information can then be used to support a heightened understanding of contemporary research contexts, in this case, Aboriginal recreation patterns. For my data collection, I entered the Trent University Archives, located at Trent University in Peterborough, Ontario, Canada to uncover my necessary documents. The Trent University Archives were selected based on this facility’s reputation for housing a plethora of Canadian, Aboriginal, and residential school resources. During my data collection, I reviewed all documents connected to Canada’s residential school system housed within the Trent University Archives. Next, I further refined my search to materials addressing the role of recreation within residential schools from the student’s perspective. At this point, I located publications from two residential schools: a series of student yearbooks, the Mount Elgin Sputnik, from the Mount Elgin Industrial Institute, located southwest of London, Ontario, Canada, and a series of student newspapers, the Wigwam News, from the Birtle Indian Residential School, located in Birtle, Manitoba, Canada. These publications fit my criteria of containing much content on student recreation and being written by students. Next, I analyzed both series’ of publications and identified the relevant sections addressing the students’ recreational experiences. I proceeded to code these sections and reflect upon these codes in an iterative manner, and then construct themes based on the primary emergent ideas. These themes are presented in the findings section of this paper.

Findings


As previously discussed, the content for this section comes from two Aboriginal student publications: The Mount Elgin Sputnik (Mount Elgin Industrial Institute) and the Wigwam News (Birtle Indian Residential School). Overall, both publications devote much or their space to discussions of the students’ recreational pursuits within both schools. It should be noted these student publications range from 1946 to 1958. Thus, they provide the reader a snapshot of students’ recreational pursuits during this particular era within two specific institutions. Furthermore, such recreational accounts are positively presented by the student authors. This is to be expected considering the inevitability of school teachers and administrators editing and managing both newspapers’ content to construct a particular image of the school for students, staff, and other audiences to consume. An analysis of these aims is beyond the scope of this study. Rather, I present various exerts from both student newspapers below to illustrate how the students’ recreational experiences were articulated within these particular mediums.


Within The Mount Elgin Sputnik (the school’s yearbook), various recreational activities were discussed at length. For instance, The Mount Elgin Sputnik student reporter, Teresa Ireland (1958) reported: “In May we had our [track and] field day at Sarnia with Walpole, Sarnia, Moraviantown, Kettlepoint, and Caradoo taking part. Although we came second again behind Walpole, we [brought] home a lot of ribbons and points.” This exert, combined with the list of impressive finishes by the Mount Elgin students at this event, depicts the athletic prowess of the Mount Elgin students. Furthermore, in the section title “Our Graduates Remember” graduating students reflected upon their time at the Mount Elgin Industrial Institute, of which many reflections centred on recreational pursuits. For example, Joyce Chrisjohn reflected upon some of her fondest memories: “The ballgames, parties and band concerts were enjoyed by all those who watched and those who took part. The times when we tried to win the cup for our school and tried to improve it will long be remembered” (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958). Virgil Wilson focused on the band and field days in his retrospection: 

“Besides this my school life at Mt. Elgin hasn’t been very exciting. I went with the band a lot of times to a lot of places and had quite a bit of fun. I have gone to all the field days that have been held. The first one was at Walpole, then at Muncey and after that in Sarnia. This fall the field day will be held in Moraviantown on Friday, October 10th. I do hope I can go” (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958).

In both accounts, Chrisjohn and Wilson present a longing for the recreational activities they experienced and were leaving upon their graduation from Mount Elgin.


Teresa Ireland, in the “Our Graduates Remember” section, also made several references to recreation in her graduate memories: “Sometimes the girls from London play against our girls team. They thought they would win but it turned out a great surprise to both teams when our team won” (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958). Also, Ireland stated: “Last week some of the children went down to the river to swim. They all seemed to enjoy themselves very much, but last year, the principal came down to help teach us to swim and he made a success of it” (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958). Ireland’s favourable reflection on the school’s former principal (Rev. E.E.M. Joblin) was further illustrated in this edition through a dedication of the schools first yearbook in his memory:

Mr. Joblin, all the pupils of Mt. Elgin are dedicating our first yearbook to you in memory of all the happy times we had together when you were principal. To many of use you grew to be just like a pal, who took a sincere interest in us, and who joined with us in swimming, skating, playing rugby, and baseball, always giving and taking your share of the roughing up (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958).

Overall, these exerts demonstrate the importance leisure played within these students’ positive memories of their time at the Mount Elgin Indian Residential School. While these accounts cannot be interpreted as comprehensive understandings of how these students viewed their experience at Mount Elgin, they do shed light on how recreation appeared to play a significant role in their lives during this period. Furthermore, it is telling how the students’ dedication to Mr. Joblin makes reference to his active participation in his students’ recreational pursuits, not in other aspects of his principal role. Thus, The Mount Elgin Sputnik depicted an image of this residential school where recreation was very much at the core of the students’ residential school experience.


Sports were not the only recreational activities presented in The Mount Elgin Sputnik. Specifically, the Mount Elgin Student Council was actively involved in the organization of various types of recreational activities. For instance, the student council organized the Halloween and Valentine parties (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958). Although the student council organized these events, they were monitored by the school’s administrators, with the student’s behaviour being the main focus leading to, and during these events (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958). This tension was captured by Doreen Doxtator in a section of the yearbook titled, “Social Life”: 

The first party was a Hallowe’en party held on November first, nineteen fifty-seven. We were having a ball when Mr. Devenish (the school’s principal) rushed in and ordered everybody out. We were all stunned when he told us that the windows in the girl’s washroom had been broken. We started sadly on our way home (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958).

Doxtator continued: “The next party was a Valentine party held on February 14, 1958. Every boy who danced got a chocolate bar, and all the girls had a good time shaking it up. Mr. Devenish was very pleased with our excellent behaviour” (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958). Thus, the need for proper student behaviour was an underlying requirement for the student council to hold recreational events, such as parties. Through Doxtator’s writing, we can see the influence of the school’s principal regarding student recreational opportunities.

 
Student leisure exploits were also firmly entrenched within the Birtle Indian Residential School’s school newspaper, The Wigwam News. Specifically, the students’ athletic exploits and the role of the student council in organizing school parties and other functions were featured throughout the paper. For instance, the results from the annual Birtle district school sports day included students from the Birtle Indian School winning first prize in the parade and marching, faring well in the ball tournament for each gender, but struggling in the track and field events to “equal the white children in fast running and broad jumping” (The Wigwam News, 1946). It is important to note here, that like in many aformentioned studies exploring Aboriginal sport and recreation, Aboriginal athletes were explicitly compared to their white counterparts. While this dichotomy is prevalent in much relevant literature, the same is not true within the publications under examination in this study. Instead, students rarely compared themselves to white students, instead focusing on the virtues of recreation and sport participation.


The Birtle Indian School’s hockey teams also received extensive coverage in the Wigwam News. Within this school, the hockey teams ranged from pee-wee to bantam. Furthermore, the large number of school hockey teams, representing the various age categories, reveals, in part, the importance the Birtle Indian School placed upon hockey. Hockey was also extensively covered throughout The Wigwam News. Yet, this coverage was not exclusively positive as noted in The Mount Elgin Sputnik. For instance, when the juvenile hockey team lost a series of games, the criticisms were severe: “None of these three teams were altogether too strong to beat but the only thing our side lacked was the real determination to do their best and try to keep up the reputation of the Birtle Indian School hockey teams high” (The Wigwam News, 1954). Another poignant criticism occurred when both the Bantam and Pee Wee hockey teams lost a series of games: “Both teams have played but not as they really should. The players on both teams wouldn’t put everything they had into the game. When they did put on a little pressure it was too late.” (The Wigwam News, 1954). These two accounts demonstrated the level of criticism received by the school’s hockey teams, particularly after loses. Not only did hockey appear to be a prevalent recreational activity within the Birtle Indian Residential School, both regarding participation and media attention, it also adds complexity surrounding how recreational pursuits, particularly sports, were articulated within residential school publications.


Sports were not the only recreational activities receiving attention in residential school publications. Music was also a common recreational activity at the Birtle Indian Residential School. The Wigwam News reported on a concert hosted by the Birtle Indian School, which was open to the public on May 1, 1954. This concert represented the first time that the school attempted such a performance, which included attractive and authentic costumes, a pow-wow, and traditional dances (The Wigwam News, 1954). This performance illustrates the role that music, art, and dance played in the recreational experiences at the Birtle Indian School through the school’s Aboriginal students’ actions being thrust into the spotlight to entertain their non-Aboriginal audience (The Wigwam News, 1954). An interesting cultural tension emerged through this example. While the purpose of Canada’s residential school system involved assimilating Aboriginal youths into Canadian society, the emphasis of this performance, involving authentic costumes, a pow-wow, and traditional Aboriginal dances, appeared to contradict this systemic goal. Perhaps, the organizers of this performance, along with the audience, viewed these Aboriginal customs as a source of entertainment, thereby trivializing the students’ rich cultural heritage. While residential schools strove to separate their students from their Aboriginal cultural practices, these same cultural practices were on display during this concert. This example illustrates how the actions of Canadian residential schools were rife with irony.

Discussion


The findings from both residential school student publications: The Mount Elgin Sputnik and The Wigwam News illustrates the existence of complex recreational landscapes that students experience at both residential schools. Although sports were the primary recreational activities employed at both institutions, other diverse recreational activities, such as the organization of dances and parties by active student governments, as well as the existence music, drama, and dance also existed. Thus, the recreational landscape at both schools can be characterized as diverse, encompassing many forms of recreational activities.


Further, these student publications present valuable insights through the students’ reflections on their recreational pursuits. Particularly, exerts from the “Our Graduates Remember” section of The Mount Elgin Sputnik present value for our understandings of how students viewed their recreational pursuits within the wider residential school context. As illustrated in the findings section, these specific graduating students devoted much of their reflections to their recreational pursuits over their time at the Mount Elgin Industrial Institute. These positive recreational accounts present a contradictory picture of residential school life compared with many accounts of malnourishment, neglect, and physical, sexual, psychological, and emotional abuse reported by many students and residential school survivors (Miller, 1996; Milloy, 1999). However, the likely role played by residential school teachers and administrators in the construction of these publications cannot be ignored. Although the procedures through which these publications were produced, as well as the level of student autonomy in these procedures are unclear, it is safe to speculate that teachers and/or administrators influenced what content was included, and how this content was presented. This process may explain the lack of negative content throughout the particular editions of each schools’ student publication analyzed in this study. Yet, I argue this probable censorship fails to detract from the profound insights emerging from these student publications regarding the recreational exploits of students from both schools. Clearly, students valued the role recreation played in their lives during their time at the Mount Elgin Industrial Institute and Birtle Indian Residential School. The extent to which content discussing recreational pursuits dominated the pages of both student publications, as well as the language used by many graduating student authors describing how they will miss the various recreational exploits, illustrates both how recreation was woven into both schools’ fabric and may speak to how the students constructed their identities, in part through recreation, within these institutions. 


Throughout both student publications, instances emerged challenging this positive viewpoint of recreation within these schools. These instances involved the critical coverage of the Birtle schools’ hockey teams and the emphasis on good behaviour by Principal Devenish surrounding the Hallowe’en and Valentine parties at the Mount Elgin Institute. In The Wigwam News, the authorship of the articles criticizing the hockey team’s performances is unknown; specifically whether they were written by students, teachers, or administrators. Despite this authorship being unknown, these articles portray the boys hockey teams as being held to high standards through representing the school in games and competitions against other residential schools and non-Aboriginal opponents. Within The Wigwam News, the Birtle schools’ hockey teams are characterized as competitive, travelling teams. The existence of these teams expands our understanding of the recreational landscape, specifically within the Birtle school. While the majority of recreational accounts in both student publications focus on non-competitive recreational activities, these hockey articles illustrates the existence of a competitive level of recreation, specifically at the Birtle school. Thus, a spectrum of recreational activities, both in terms of type and level of commitment and competition, existed at the Birtle school. 


The reference to Principal Devenish’s emphasis surrounding good behaviour at both the Hallowe’en and Valentine parties represented an example of how recreation was viewed as a privilege at the Mount Elgin Industrial Institute. In this case, the Hallowe’en dance was ended early because of apparent vandalism. In the student article, the Valentine party was presented as an award for good behaviour since October. Further, the students’ good behaviour during this party was emphasized in the same article (The Mount Elgin Sputnik, 1958). This example illustrates both how recreation was framed as a privilege, which could be removed if certain standards were not upheld, and how administrators held the power over the students’ access to specific recreational activities, in this case, parties. While the focus of this paper involves the students’ reports of their recreational exploits in these two student publications, the influence of teachers and administrators must also be considered in this context.

While it was certainly not my intention to portray these particular residential schools as exclusively positive spaces for Aboriginal children, the way students self-reported their recreational exploits the both student publications may leave the reader wondering whether the students’ recreational experiences were, for the most part, indeed positive. Thus, considering the question of whether recreation represented a lone bright spot in the otherwise bleak residential school experience, I argue this study has shown how for specific students at two residential schools, and perhaps for the wider school audiences as well, recreation did represent a positive aspect of the residential school experience.
Conclusion


Through this paper, I analyzed the diverse recreational experiences of residential school students as reported in two student publications: The Mount Elgin Sputnik (Mount Elgin Industrial Institute) and The Wigwam News (Birtle Indian Residential School) published between 1946 and 1958. Following a comprehensive examination of these publications, I argue that recreation held different purposes for students than the re-creative and assimilative aims espoused by school administrators. Rather, students both used recreation and viewed recreation as a source for developing their identities, becoming closer with their fellow students across tribal lines, providing them a sense of optimism in an otherwise oppressive and unwelcome environment, and in some cases, fostering meaningful relationships with school administrators. Such deeper understandings of Aboriginal recreational practices and perceptions enhance our understandings of Aboriginal recreational experiences within Canadian residential schools. Furthermore, these insights provide recreation practitioners, policy makers, and Aboriginal communities with information to assist in understanding how the legacy of the Canadian residential school system, from a recreation perspective, influences individuals within Aboriginal communities throughout Canada today. Broadly speaking, I have presented the recreational experiences of Aboriginal students from two residential schools. Overall, recreation was viewed as a distinctly positive, yet diverse undertaking. 
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