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American Indian Boarding Schools

Text and author: Two Roads by Joseph Bruchac

Lexile®: 740 (below reader measures for Grade 6)

Text Overview
It’s 1932, and the world makes sense to Cal. He and his Pop are “knights of the road”—they 
hop trains, sleep outside, and embody the core tenet of their ethical code: I take care of you, 
you take care of me. But Cal’s world is turned on its head when Pop suddenly shares a few 
surprising revelations: (1) Pop is going to Washington, DC, to participate in a campaign for 
veterans’ rights; (2) Cal will stay behind and attend Challagi American Indian Boarding School; 
and (3) Cal, who was raised believing he and Pop were white, is actually a Creek Indian by 
blood. At Challagi Indian Industrial School, and without Pop for the very first time, Cal begins 
to tackle big questions about who he is. What does it mean to be Creek after all? And how can 
he figure this out in a school designed to erase everything Creek within him? Little by little, and 
propelled by the knowledge and support of his new friends, Cal begins to feel more Creek, and 
more himself, than ever before.

EL Education’s Grade 6 Module 3 is designed to prompt consideration of these compelling 
questions:

	� Why were American Indian boarding schools first established?

	� What kind of experiences did students have at American Indian boarding schools? How did 
these experiences impact students?

	� What factors influence our identities?

By reading the story of Cal, his Pop, and his friends at Challagi, along with supplemental texts 
that build historical context and uplift the experiences and perspectives of others, students 
develop a deep and critical understanding of the impact of American Indian boarding schools 
on Native Americans and the way in which our identities can evolve and flourish even in 
dark spaces.

Anchor Text Guidance: Grade 6, Module 3
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Text Rationale

EL Education is committed to promoting the development of students’ character through Two 
Roads, a poignant and compelling account of a student’s experiences at an American Indian 
boarding school. Its author, Joseph Bruchac, is a celebrated Native American novelist, who 
himself describes Two Roads as “based not just on years of research but also on the countless 
stories of boarding school life [he’s] heard over the last five decades from friends and elders” 
(320). Though fictional, Cal’s story is situated in research and history and thus can meaningfully 
support students’ understanding of the module topic.

In addition, Two Roads uplifts many of the habits of characters most important to EL Education, 
modeling for students ways to be effective learners, ethical people, and contributors to a better 
world. Despite harsh and cruel conditions at Challagi, Cal perseveres, developing meaningful 
friendships and seeking to further his education. He treats the environment and all creatures of 
the natural world (including his beloved horse, Dakota) with compassion and respect. He uses 
his strengths—as a reader, as a listener, as a friend, as a resourceful “knight of the road”—to help 
others grow.

Seeking to understand the perspectives and experiences of others is a critical component of 
contributing to a better world, and Two Roads facilitates frequent opportunities for students 
to pose questions that amplify their understanding of the world. Some of the perspectives or 
experiences described in Two Roads, however, may be unfamiliar or upsetting to students. These 
perspectives may be in conflict with their own personal beliefs, attitudes, or lived experiences. 
Through collaborative in-class activities surrounding the text, students may also discover 
that their classmates hold beliefs or have experiences different from their own. Central to the 
design and learning of this module is an emphasis on guiding students to be ethical people 
and effective learners. Due to its inclusion of alternative perspectives, this module facilitates 
regular opportunities for students to practice showing respect, empathy, and compassion for 
the opinions and worldviews of their classmates.

Additional Considerations
In the process of designing the module, the Smithsonian Museum of the American Indian, 
the Carlisle Indian School Digital Resource Center, and the author, Joseph Bruchac, each 
consulted in order to ensure that sensitive matters are discussed in ways that are appropriate 
and affirming. Teaching notes throughout the module identify potentially troubling content in 
the excerpts and provide suggestions for teachers to guide students through this content with 
sensitivity. 

EL Education recommends school leaders and teachers read the texts in advance, with 
the specific school community in mind, to become familiar with the issues presented so 
they can discuss them with students and families as needed.

Examples of the sensitive topics that teachers will be prepared to address are detailed here.

1. Race and Identity

Issues of race and identity underlie key themes in Two Roads. Cal, though raised to believe he 
is white, learns that he is half Creek Indian. At Challagi, he is surrounded by some students 
who “look” Indian, others who “look” white, and others who “look” black. Many of these 
students are treated differently based on the way that they look. Through Cal’s eyes, the author 
addresses race with sensitivity, curiosity, and nuance; nonetheless, the candor and directness 
of the author’s comments on race may feel off-putting or threatening to students who are less 
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accustomed to examining the impact of race in their own lives. The following excerpts, though 
presented here without context, illustrate some of the language surrounding race and identity 
in the text:

	� “Half Indian? What does that even mean? It feels like a rock I didn’t know I’d swallowed is stuck 
in my gut” (105).

	� “Being labeled as a white student here at Challagi was almost as bad as being seen as an Indian 
in the white world” (223).

	� “Still, as I enter the mess hall with my friends, I can’t help but notice that two tables—one in 
the boys’ section of the mess hall and one in the girls’ side—are occupied entirely by those dark-
skinned kids labeled as staluskey” (228).

This module aims to support and challenge students as they grapple with the complex 
questions of race posed by the text. Teaching notes throughout the module prepare instructors 
for especially challenging content, as seen in Unit 1, Lesson 9:
	� In chapter 11, Cal continues to struggle with questions of identity after learning that he is half 

Creek Indian. He says, “Pop says I’m Indian. But I’ve never felt like an Indian, never thought 
of myself that way. I just want to be myself ” (124). The idea that identity can be multifaceted, 
conflicting, and complicated may ring true for some students. The debrief during Closing and 
Assessment A [during which students explore answers to the module guiding question, “What 
factors influence our identities?”] offers students the opportunity to explore some of these ideas 
in a safe way. Give students the opportunity to share their thoughts with small groups, but do 
not require them to do so.

As another example, in Unit 2, Lesson 2, students are led through a close read of chapter 21 
in the text. This chapter, called “Expecting Indians,” addresses issues of race and identity in 
particularly direct and candid ways. A carefully crafted close read ensures that students have 
a built-in “pause” to interpret this content thoroughly and responsibly with peer and teacher 
support. In the Close Reading Guide, suggested answers for teacher reference are clear and 
candid and aim to validate multiple perspectives toward race. For example,
	� Question on Close Reading Guide: “What does Cal mean when he says, ‘Me, I grew up just 

thinking of myself as a person. Being white means you have the luxury of doing that.’”

	� Sample response for teacher reference: He means that, because he was white in a mostly white 
society, he never had to think about what group he belonged to. This line alludes to the idea that, 
in predominantly white communities, white people are often not expected to critically analyze 
their own whiteness, and thus can see themselves as individuals absent of race. This privilege is 
not typically extended to people of color.

2. Painful or Conflicting Presentation of American Indian Boarding Schools

To help students build background knowledge of American Indian boarding schools, early 
lessons of Unit 1 center around supplemental historical texts and narratives related to the 
topic. Beyond an early introduction to select excerpts in Lessons 1 and 2, students do not begin 
reading Two Roads until Lesson 8. These supplemental texts highlight much of the pain, abuse, 
and identity erasure associated with American Indian boarding schools. It may be confusing 
or challenging, then, for students to interpret Pop’s choice to voluntarily send Cal to Challagi 
Indian Industrial School, seemingly in the name of Cal’s safety and well-being. Pop’s initial 
descriptions of Challagi seem to conflict, as well, presenting a place that is at once dangerous 
and abusive as well as the source of important friendships. To support students as they 
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understand Pop’s choice, both the entrance ticket and closing QuickWrite of Lesson 8 invite 
students to examine a key passage in the anchor text’s afterword, in which the author explicitly 
asks, and answers, the question: “Why, if life at Indian school was so draconian, would Jim 
Thorpe in real life and Will Blackbird in my novel deliberately send their sons to an Indian 
boarding school?” The afterword goes on to differentiate between “what was intended by the 
creators of these schools” (i.e., total erasure of Native American identity) and “what the Indian 
students themselves made of the institutions” (through deep connections to one another that 
affirmed their connections to specific tribal nations).

Note, too, that in the same chapter in which Pop shares with Cal his choice to send him to 
Challagi Indian school, he also briefly alludes to abuse of girls at Challagi. Although Two 
Roads is fictional, sexual abuse did occur at American Indian boarding schools. In the text, the 
abuse is only alluded to and not described in detail, but it may still be upsetting or confusing 
for students. For this reason, pages 108–109 from “He pauses . . .” to “. . . hand over his face” 
have been removed from in-class reading time. Removing this section will not interfere with 
comprehension.

3. Outdated and Potentially Offensive Language

Two Roads takes place in the 1930s; as such, some characters use language that is outdated 
and could be considered derogatory in a contemporary setting. Though EL Education does 
not censor its texts, it recognizes the way in which engaging with offensive language can have 
painful or damaging consequences for students, and teaching notes throughout the module take 
a variety of different approaches to mitigate these effects. For especially charged or derogatory 
language, teaching notes advise teachers to be candid, clear, and sensitive as well as to create 
space for students to gauge their own reactions to the language and articulate their in-class 
needs. For example, Cal and Pop refer to black people as “Negroes” in early chapters of the 
text, mostly in contexts in which they are differentiating their skin color from the skin color of 
others. Teaching notes in Unit 1, Lesson 1 contain the following advisement:

	� Explain to students that this is a dated and derogatory term reflective of the time period in which 
the novel takes place. Invite frank discussion about whether the class feels comfortable hearing 
the word read aloud or not, and remind students that the term should not be used otherwise.

Terms in the text that are less charged should still be approached with caution and sensitivity, 
though they may be handled differently in the module. For example, Cal and Pop throughout 
the text refer to themselves as “hoboes.” This term generally holds a negative connotation today 
and can be used a slur, though the term historically referred to migratory workers who travel 
from place to place, often by rail, seeking honest work. Many people were forced to become 
hoboes during the 1930s as the Great Depression left them without homes or jobs, as is the 
case in Two Roads. Teacher notes in Unit 1, Lesson 1 provide this context and also suggest an 
extension to support students’ understanding of language:

	� Consider inviting students to participate in an extension activity in which they serve as 
“linguistic investigators” to track the evolution of this word. Students can use online dictionaries 
(including etymological dictionaries), encyclopedias, search engines, articles, etc. to explore 
former and current interpretations of the word, including its general perception today. Provide 
these, or other questions, to guide students’ queries:

 – When was the term hobo first used? 

 – What kind of people did this word originally describe? What did they do? What did they 
look like?
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 – Who uses the word hobo today? Why do they use this word?

 – How does the word hobo make you feel when you hear it? 

 – What are other similar words or phrases that could be used instead without hurting 
people’s feelings?

This extension activity provides space for students to understand the way in which language 
changes and can become weaponized. Students can apply this learning to their understanding 
of other more painful or charged terms they may encounter in Two Roads or other texts.

4. Male-Centric Perspectives

Two Roads is told through the eyes of a boy named Cal. Although there are several female 
characters in the text, such as Mrs. Tygue, the English teacher, or Mrs. Wilton, the school 
nurse, none of the core or most developed characters are female. Cal occasionally imagines or 
addresses the plight of female students at Challagi and does not minimize their hardship: “The 
girls do all the cooking and kitchen work, as well as the sewing, making, and mending things. 
Some of the boys who have sisters or cousins in the girls’ houses have told me about what those 
girls have to do every day. They may not be plowing fields and picking rocks, but they do the 
cleaning and dusting and scrubbing of the floors as well. So they do not have it easy” (245). 
Nonetheless, it is critical to create space in the module to amplify the voices of female students. 
Teaching notes provide suggestions like this one from Unit 1, Lesson 8:

	� Consider ways . . . to occasionally reframe the text to consider female perspectives. One way 
to do this may be to invite students to rewrite short scenes from the text from the perspective 
of Zitkala-Sa, whose first-person narratives students read during a close read in Lesson 4 and 
during the mid-unit assessment of Lesson 7. This remediation exercise amplifies the voice of a 
female narrator and reinforces point-of-view work (RL.6.6).

Tasks
Throughout Module 3, there are tasks that, intentionally or incidentally, mitigate possible 
concerns with the anchor text and support students’ enthusiastic, informed, and safe reading.

Unit 1

In Lesson 9, students participate in a Language Dive to examine a sentence that describes 
Cal’s discomfort as he learns new information about his Creek identity: My head is throbbing 
and there’s a sensation like a knotted rope in my belly. This Dive creates a space for students to 
explore issues of race and identity through Cal’s eyes.

In Lesson 10, students complete a QuickWrite in response to the prompt: When Cal thinks 
about being Creek, he probably feels ___ because ___. Exercises like this provide students the 
opportunity to process complex issues of identity in a safe, private space. Students are welcome 
to use personal experiences and insights to enhance and contextualize their responses; however, 
because the prompt specifically focuses on Cal’s identity journey, students are not required to 
disclose or share their personal connections to the prompt if they are uncomfortable doing so. 
The focus on Cal also keeps students grounded in the text.

In Lessons 11 and 13, students explore ideas of identity through the lens of language. They 
examine the English varieties used by a character in the novel and celebrate the ways in which 
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language can reflect the identities of its speakers.

Unit 2

In Lesson 2, students participate in a Language Dive in which they examine a sentence that 
shows Cal’s empathy toward students treated poorly for the color of their skin: But it still 
didn’t mean that I felt good about seeing people treated bad just for being born who they were. 
Students analyze Cal’s point of view, practice empathy, and identify the habits of character he 
demonstrates through this excerpt of the text.

Also in Lesson 2, students complete a homework assignment that asks them to explore Cal’s 
changing attitudes toward race and ethnicity at Challagi. This gives students the opportunity to 
examine complicated ideas, while keeping them rooted in Cal’s experiences.

Unit 3

In Unit 3, students analyze and write literary argument essays using prompts based on events 
in the anchor text. The literary argument is an appropriate essay type for this module, as it 
connects students to the attitudes of characters in the text. Characters’ attitudes, experiences, 
inner thoughts, and quotes serve as evidence to support an argument. 

In Lesson 1, they examine a model that addresses the prompt, “Should Pop bring Cal to 
Washington with him?” By the time students see this model in Unit 3, they have developed 
a deep understanding of the reasons for Pop’s choice, even if the choice conflicts with the 
presentation of American Indian boarding schools from earlier in the module. The reasons 
presented in the model essay are derived directly from the text and from Pop’s own words, 
relieving students of the responsibility to themselves determine whether or not Challagi Indian 
school was best for Cal.

Including Families
Families of students working through this module are invited to discuss the concerns they have 
with the text with their student. Teaching notes throughout the module recommend teachers 
speak to families of students who may be particularly affected by the issues encountered in 
the text. For example, in Unit 1, Lesson 1 homework, students reflect on the module guiding 
questions and discuss them with their families. 


