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R ed Cloud Indian School serves 600 Lakota children and families on the Pine Ridge 
Reservation in western South Dakota—home to the Oglala Lakota Tribe. 

Extreme poverty is a reality on Pine Ridge, resulting from both historical oppression 
and systematic injustice.  But today, Red Cloud’s students and graduates are writing a 
new chapter in the reservation’s history, one that is filled with hope and possibility.  By 
providing a holistic education rooted in Lakota culture and Jesuit pedagogy, Red Cloud is 
fighting to change the narrative here on Pine Ridge. 

Our mission is to provide the kind of education that emboldens our students and families 
and allows communities on Pine Ridge to thrive.  We invite you to be a part of that story.  
Learn more at www.redcloudschool.org.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

       THE REALITIES WE FACE  

On the Pine Ridge Reservation:

• Between 80% and 95% of community 
members are unemployed or 
underemployed. 

• The annual per capita income hovers 
around $9,000.

• More than 60% of children live in 
poverty. 

• Life expectancy is approximately 67 
years, by far the lowest in the United 
States.

• Diabetes, alcoholism and substance 
abuse, and suicide rates soar above 
national averages.

 
• Lack of quality housing often forces 

families to live in substandard 
conditions.

       THE FUTURE WE ARE CREATING 

Here at Red Cloud: 

• Our graduation rate is close to 94%, 
compared to an average of just 70% for 
Native students nationwide.

• Almost 100% of our graduates pursue 
higher education after high school, 
and most are first generation college 
students.

  
• Our students have earned millions 

in college scholarships, including more 
Gates Millennium Scholarships than at 
any school of Red Cloud’s size. 

• Red Cloud graduates are pursuing 
degrees at colleges and universities 
across the country, from Yale to 
Creighton to the University of California. 

• In the last 25 years, Red Cloud’s college 
matriculation rate climbed by 70%. 

So often the narrative of the Pine Ridge Reservation is that of deep and immense poverty, of 
incredible violence or sadness. But Red Cloud is a pocket of hope. I think that’s exactly 
what we provide here, is hope for the future. And the tools in order for our students 
to open those doors.“ ” — Maka Akan Najin Clifford ‘05, M.A., Columbia University, 

    Red Cloud’s Director of Curriculum and Assessment
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I n the late 1800’s, Chief Red Cloud (1822-1909), one of the most famous 
leaders of the Oglala Lakota people, became a fierce advocate for Jesuit 

education.  More than 130 years ago, he recognized the Lakota were facing 
irrevocable economic and cultural loss.  His wish was for the Jesuits to educate 
Lakota children to “walk in two worlds” so as to survive in a rapidly changing 
environment, while still sustaining their Lakota identity.  He lobbied the U.S. 
government for over a decade to allow the Jesuits to build a school on the Pine 
Ridge Reservation, and in 1888, he succeeded. 

Here on South Dakota’s Pine Ridge Reservation, we continue to honor that wish. 

Red Cloud Indian School focuses on three pillars that are essential to the 
character, faith, and long-term success of our students: academic excellence, 
spiritual formation, and Lakota cultural and spiritual studies. Administered 
in partnership by the Jesuits and the Lakota people, Red Cloud is creating 
transformative change on the reservation—and fostering a new generation of 
Lakota leaders.

EDUCATING MIND, BODY, AND SPIRIT 
By offering a holistic approach to education, we address the complex needs of 
students who have experienced challenges no child should face—and empower 
them to become leaders in the community, the nation, and the world.  

HONORING LAKOTA CULTURE 
By actively revitalizing the endangered Lakota language, teaching Lakota 
history and spirituality, and preserving a nationally-recognized collection 
of over 10,000 pieces of Lakota and other Native art, we work to deepen 
understanding of Lakota heritage and strengthen Native identity.

MEETING COMMUNITY NEEDS 
Through a network of Catholic churches and community centers across the 
reservation, we serve more than 800 families to support healing and faith in 
celebration and in times of crisis.

 

RED CLOUD INDIAN SCHOOLI
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TRAIL OF BROKEN TREATIES

F ollowing the Revolutionary War, when the newborn United States of 
America was just emerging as a country, its laws and policies recognized 

indigenous peoples as sovereign and self-determining nations.  But as America 
grew in power and size, its thirst for more land escalated—and honoring tribal 
sovereignty stood in the way of westward expansion.
 
By the 19th century, the U.S. government began initiating a range of policies 
designed to address the so-called “Indian problem”—by undermining tribal 
sovereignty, forcibly and often violently removing tribes from their homelands, 
and demanding Native peoples to reject their culture, language, and spirituality.  
The result was catastrophic: of the estimated millions of Native peoples living 
in North America before contact with European colonists, at the end of the 19th 
century, less than 250,000 remained.
 
 

They have neither the intelligence, the industry, the moral habits, nor the desire of 
improvement which are essential to any favorable change in their condition. Established 
in the midst of another and a superior race, and without appreciating the causes of 
their inferiority or seeking to control them, they must necessarily yield to the force of 
circumstances and ere long disappear.
“

”— President Andrew Jackson referring to indigenous peoples in his fifth annual message,
    December 3, 1833

II
~

Entering the Badlands on the Pine Ridge Reservation, 1905
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The federal Indian reservation system was created during this era through a 
series of broken treaties aimed at removing Native Americans from the land 
that was central to their culture and livelihood and into smaller parcels of 
territory that were often barren and geographically isolated.  The 1868 Treaty 
of Fort Laramie, an agreement made with Chief Red Cloud—the only Native 
American in history to defeat the United States army in a war and make peace 
on his terms—is one of the most famous of these agreements.  Although it 
created a large “Great Sioux Reservation” that guaranteed the Oglala Lakota 
ownership of the sacred Black Hills as well as land and hunting rights in South 
Dakota, Wyoming and Montana, repeated violations by gold prospectors led to 
the Black Hills War and the illegal seizure of much of the land.

In 1889, under the General Allotment Act, communally held tribal lands were 
broken up, forcing Native Americans into individual land ownership to promote 
cultural assimilation and to protect the interests of settlers moving west.  
Nationwide, more than 90 million acres—nearly two-thirds of all reservation 
lands—were given to settlers, often without any compensation to the tribes.  
Under allotment policies, the “Great Sioux Reservation” was further divided 
into five smaller reservations, including the Pine Ridge Reservation, the home 
of the Oglala Lakota people.
 
Ultimately more than half of the 9 million acres promised to the tribes under 
the Treaty of Fort Laramie was opened to white settlers.  For the Lakota, who 
have a deep spiritual connection to the Plains which shapes their daily and 
community life, this confinement to a smaller territory was an assault on their 
very heart and soul, with devastating and lasting effects.

There are 576 tribal nations within the United States. While these nations retain their  
sovereignty, all tribal members are also taxpaying American citizens who vote in both tribal 
and U.S. elections. 

As of 2010, there were 334 federal- and state-recognized American Indian reservations in the 
U.S. Today more than 5 million people identify as American Indian or Alaska Native. 

Close to 30% of Native people live in poverty, compared with 15% of all people nationwide. 

With its 11 recognized tribes, the state of South Dakota has one of the highest percentages 
of Native American residents at just over 10% of the overall population. Nearly 40% of Native 
South Dakotans are under 18 years old. 

UNDERSTANDING INDIAN COUNTRY

»
»
»
»

Village herald, 1907
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They made us many promises, more than I can remember. 
But they kept but one. They promised to take our land...
and they took it.“ ”— Red Cloud

Red Cloud in 1872, at approximately 50 years old.
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THE PINE RIDGE RESERVATIONIII
L ocated at the southern end of the Badlands in southwestern South Dakota,  

Wazí Aháŋhaŋ Oyáŋke or the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, is an expansive  
territory larger than the states of Delaware and Rhode Island combined.  Pine 
Ridge is both visually stunning and remarkably desolate.  Although it contains 
pine-covered canyons situated near the sacred Black Hills, much of the land is 
arid prairie with a short growing season and harsh, frigid winters. 

Of the approximately 40,000 members of the Oglala Lakota Tribe, thousands 
continue to make their home on the reservation—and to honor and sustain a 
vibrant culture and spiritual tradition that has endured for generations.

Today, however, the Pine Ridge Reservation remains one of the most 
impoverished places in the United States—the direct result of the historical 
oppression and systematic injustice that continues today.

Oglala Lakota County, where the reservation sits, is designated by the United 
States Department of Agriculture as an area of “persistent poverty,” with a 
child poverty rate that is among the highest in the nation.  While the statistics 
change slightly from year to year, many factors affecting our students, 
parishioners, and families remain chronic.

~
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With few job opportunities on the reservation, 
between 80% and 95% of residents are unemployed or 
underemployed and the annual per capita income hovers 
around $9,000.  More than 60% of children live in poverty, 
as compared to 22% across the U.S. 

The housing crisis on the reservation has made 
overcrowding and homelessness a common reality, with 
just 1 home for every 4 that are needed and as many as 3 or 
4 families living in a single home due to short supply.

Life expectancy in Oglala Lakota County is just 
66.8 years, by far the lowest in the United States, as a result 
of endemic rates of preventable disease and death from 
diabetes, alcoholism, substance abuse, and suicide.

Rates of  teen suicide far exceed the national average, 
and suicide “clusters” have occurred when this tragic act 
becomes so common among young people that it is normal-
ized as a viable way out of hopelessness and depression.

Just over 12% of the population on Pine Ridge has a bach-
elor’s degree, and there is no public library on the reserva-
tion.

Considered a “food desert,” access to fresh, healthy fruits 
and vegetables is extremely limited. More than 25% of 
adults and children on Pine Ridge are food insecure.

ILLINOIS

FACTS ABOUT PINE RIDGE

Pine Ridge, like so many other Native American reservations in the United States, bears the 
scars of a history defined by discrimination and injustice and abuse…Young Natives today 

are starting to peel back the layers of that trauma and confront it in a meaningful way, 
largely through the pride that education is helping them cultivate.“ ”— Journalist and editor Alia Wong in “The Real Legacy of Crazy Horse,” The Atlantic Magazine,

     August 2017

»

»

»

»

»
»
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So often the narrative of the Pine Ridge Reservation is that of deep and immense 
poverty, of incredible violence or sadness. But Red Cloud is a pocket of hope. I think that’s 

exactly what we provide here, is hope for the future. And the tools in order for our students 
to open those doors.

OUR SCHOOLS
CHANGING THE NARRATIVE

IV
T hrough an innovative curriculum that combines cultural, spiritual, 

physical, and emotional grounding with academic excellence, Red Cloud 
Indian School graduates youth who are poised to become the next generation 
of Lakota leaders.  Our holistic approach to education—which honors and 
strengthens Native identity while also promoting Jesuit values and tradition—
fosters the kind of community leadership and engagement, healing, and growth 
that is already creating transformational change on the Pine Ridge Reservation.  
By educating the whole child, body, mind, and spirit, we prepare students to 
become leaders in their community, the nation, and the world.

Red Cloud students face a range of complex social, emotional, and economic 
challenges. Most are the first members of their families to pursue college after 
graduation.

 » Over half of our students lack internet access at home, and 
some families struggle to keep their homes heated in the harsh, 
bitterly cold South Dakota winters.  

 » Nearly all Red Cloud families face economic hardship and over 
three quarters of our students qualify for free or reduced lunch.

 » While families are asked to pay an annual $100 tuition fee, 
many cannot.

Each day on our campuses, we work to empower our students to overcome these 
obstacles and pursue their dreams.  Red Cloud serves as a beacon of hope for 
families who believe that an investment in the high-quality education they 
receive here is the key to renewal and a promising future.  Each morning, our 
school buses travel the expanse of the reservation to bring children from as 
far as 50 miles away to safe, warm buildings with healthy meals, stimulating 
academic and cultural activities, and a community of nurturing staff and 
volunteers who model and reinforce Jesuit and Lakota values.

~

As a member of the Jesuit Schools Network accredited 
by AdvancED, Red Cloud Indian School provides a 
holistic Lakota Catholic education built on the concept 
of magis, or excellence in striving for universal good 
for the Glory of God and the mission of Jesus, at its 
core.

“
— Maka Akan Najin Clifford ‘05, M.A., Columbia University, Red Cloud’s Director of Curriculum and Assessment
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The most important educational experience I received at Red Cloud was my exposure 
to Lakota spirituality. I think that is one extraordinary factor in my development as a 

student. I was grounded in my studies because I knew I had access to cultural identity.

PROGRAMS
Red Cloud serves approximately 600 Lakota students at two elementary schools 
and one high school with a commitment to educating the whole child, in 
order to prepare students to become young men and women of competence, 
conscience, compassion, and commitment.  We meet our students where they 
are and encourage their growth through a challenging academic curriculum 
and innovative programs including:

• A comprehensive Lakota studies program 
and a groundbreaking K-12 Lakota language 
curriculum that provides opportunities to 
connect more deeply with Native culture and 
spirituality.

• Intentional counseling and mentoring that  
provides students with the resources and  
support to address the challenges they 
face—going beyond traditional school  
guidance to address trauma, conflict, and loss. 

• A rigorous STEM curriculum—including  
in-classroom work and opportunities to 
complete internships and outside research—
that prepares students to pursue college 
degrees and careers in science, technology, 
engineering, and math.

• A unique Spiritual Formation Program 
that integrates Lakota and Jesuit values 
and the core elements they share—a deep 
commitment to community and to the 
promotion of social justice.  Supported 
reflective practice activities such as retreats 
and journaling give students the opportunity 
to examine and revisit their deepest hopes and 
convictions.

“— Clementine Bordeaux ’02, Academic Coordinator, American Indian Studies Interdepartmental Program, 
    University of California Los Angeles 

With fewer than 6,000 fluent Lakota speakers still 
living, Red Cloud recognized the urgent need for a 
youth-focused, comprehensive Lakota language 
curriculum.  Hands-on learning opportunities 
including a week-long summer camp, which brings the 
community together to learn about indigenous foods, 
construct thipis, and play traditional hand games.
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IMPACT 
Although our community is faced with limited opportunities, historical trauma, 
and contemporary discrimination, our students and graduates are writing a 
new chapter in history—one that is filled with hope and transformation.

 » Today Red Cloud’s graduation rate is close to 94% compared 
to an average of just 70% for Native students nationwide. And 
almost 100% of Red Cloud graduates pursue higher education 
or other training after high school. 

 » Red Cloud students have earned millions in college 
scholarships.  Since the launch of the Gates Millennium 
Scholarship in 1999, Red Cloud has graduated more Gates 
Scholars—72 in all—than any school of its size in the country.  
In addition, each year Red Cloud seniors earn the prestigious 
Horatio Alger Scholarship, which supports students with 
financial needs who have “exhibited determination, integrity, 
and perseverance in overcoming adversity” and who are 
committed to pursuing a college education.  The graduates of 
the class of 2017 earned over $2 million in college scholarships. 

 » Our graduates are pursuing degrees at colleges and universities 
across the country, from Dartmouth and Brown, to Creighton, 
the University of South Dakota and Oglala Lakota College, to 
the University of California and Stanford. 

Our students’ success is even more extraordinary because of the incredible 
stress and hardships they endure, whether due to poverty, addiction or housing 
instability.  Many of our students have lost a friend or a family member to 
suicide or illness, and some get their only hot meal when they come to school. 

Yet they thrive against the odds.  In an area where 4 in 10 youth ages 16 through 
24 are neither employed nor in school, Red Cloud students persevere with the 
support and counsel of our community to fulfill their educational goals.  In the 
last 25 years, we have seen our college matriculation rate climb by 70% as our 
students, nearly all first generation college students, pursue higher education.

My education laid the basis for what I was able to do through my career.  Now I 
understand what Chief Red Cloud already knew when he asked for the Jesuits to come out to 

Pine Ridge and teach his children.“ ”— Charles Trimble, ‘52, Author, policy advocate for tribal self-determination and former 
    Executive Director of the National Congress of American Indians
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We are part of the Seventh Generation ... prophesied to be the generation that creates those 
individuals that will spearhead the economic, spiritual, and social renewal. We are going to 

be that group of people that makes that prophecy come true. 
Red Cloud is helping us to do that.“

— Jacob Rosales ‘17, First-Year Yale University Student

COMPLETING THE CIRCLE
At the end of his life, the Lakota leader Crazy Horse prophesized that Native 
youth making up the “Seventh Generation” would work together to bring about 
a period of healing and unity.  Today, Red Cloud’s graduates are realizing that 
dream—they teach, lead, and mentor, and dedicate their lives to serving and 
strengthening communities across the country.

Some believe that the extreme poverty on the reservation is irreversible—that 
the transformation the Seventh Generation is meant to create simply isn’t 
possible.  Yet our alumni are proving that renewal is not only possible, it is 
already happening at this very moment. 

More than 45 Red Cloud graduates have returned to Red Cloud to serve as 
teachers and administrators and coaches and counselors—in order to support 
the next generation of Lakota leaders.  Alumni make up approximately 25% 
of Red Cloud’s employees, and that number grows every year.  In addition, 
Red Cloud graduates are also creating positive change in communities around 
the country—as nurses and doctors, professors and advocates, and much more.

A graduate of Red Cloud’s class of 2017, Jacob 
Rosales defied every negative statistic that 

continues to plague young people on Pine 
Ridge by earning admission to seven of the 

nation’s eight Ivy League universities. He 
enrolled at Yale and plans to study medicine 

and return to the reservation to improve 
access to quality medical care.
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Nakina Mills ‘98: After earning her degree from Creighton University, 
Nakina returned to Red Cloud to serve as Director of Student Advancement 
& Alumni Support.  Today she plays a critical role in helping Red Cloud 
students prepare to succeed in college, both inside the classroom and out.  
During their time at Red Cloud, Nakina helps students hone in on their 
dreams for the future—and identify the colleges that can help to fulfill those 
dreams.  She also visits new graduates and helps them find support systems 
for when challenges arise during the transition to college.  Nakina remains 
a source of encouragement, guidance, and friendship to hundreds of Red 
Cloud graduates studying at universities across the country.  The National 
Center for American Indian Enterprise Development named her one of “40 
under 40” emerging national American Indian Leaders in 2016. 

Dena Wilson ‘91: Dr. Dena Wilson knew by the first grade that she wanted 
to be a doctor.  During her years at Red Cloud, she says she was challenged 
academically and gained the skills to help her pursue her dream.  After 
navigating the rigors of being away from home, Dena found herself at one of 
the nation’s top medical schools: the University of Washington.  Today, she 
is Acting Director of the Native American Cardiology Program, an Indian 
Health Services initiative providing critical care to Native people in Arizona.  
She travels hundreds of miles to small clinics across Northern Arizona, 
providing care in the Hopi and Navajo nations. 

I want to see Red Cloud students create more positivity and hope for our reservation. 
Everyone tends to look at the negative—the alcohol abuse, unemployment, and lack of 

housing. But there’s so much more to this place. With our culture and our language being 
revitalized more and more every day, we are regaining strength. I want to help contribute 

to that—and I believe that means supporting the next generation of Lakota leaders. That’s 
exactly why I’m here—and why I do what I do.

Growing up on the Pine Ridge Reservation, I knew that in order to receive specialty care, you 
had to travel two hours to Rapid City. From my grandparents, who both had heart disease 

and didn’t like to go to the city, I know how important it is to provide this care to Native 
communities. Despite how challenging it is to be on the road all the time, it’s something I 

have to keep doing.

“

“

— Nakina Mills ‘98, Red Cloud’s Director of Student Advancement & Alumni Support

—  Dr. Dena Wilson ‘91

OUR GRADUATES
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O ur mission is to provide each one of our students with the strongest 
possible educational foundation: with access to high-quality teachers, 

innovative programs, and holistic support, there is no limit to what they can 
accomplish.  So just as Chief Red Cloud had a vision for his people at the end 
of the 19th Century, Red Cloud Indian School has formulated a strategic vision 
for the future of our Lakota students.  The next phase of our growth focuses on 
three core components of our mission: our people, our programs, and our plant 
or facilities.
 
PEOPLE
Our students are the reason for our existence and at the heart of everything we 
do.  We are always exploring new and innovative ways to provide educational 
opportunities for our 600 Lakota youth.  In order to advance education, we have 
been working to combat one of the main contributing factors to poor outcomes 
for Native students: the extreme challenge of recruiting and retaining qualified, 
effective teachers on the reservation. 

Pine Ridge sits in a designated federal Teacher Shortage Area: the pool of 
qualified candidates is simply more limited.  As a nonprofit, Red Cloud has 
struggled to keep up with the salaries offered in public schools across the 
region.  And the lack of available and adequate housing prevents teachers 
from staying or moving into the area to serve local communities.  Over the last 
year, Red Cloud has created a new initiative entirely focused on recruiting and 
retaining the best possible teachers—by expanding compensation and benefits, 
ensuring sustainable growth in wages over time, and constructing new, 
on-campus housing for teachers and their families.

~
FULFILLING RED CLOUD’S LEGACYV
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PROGRAMS 
With our deep roots in the Ignatian tradition, we believe in providing an 
education the nourishes one’s mind, body, and spirit.  Our recent graduates are 
succeeding in extraordinary ways because we provide them with opportunities 
to focus on developing who they are as a person—by exploring their own goals 
and dreams, engaging with culture, language, and spirituality, and serving and 
supporting others in the community.  Our programs are the foundation for our 
holistic approach to education: our efforts to revitalize the Lakota language 
and culture and in spiritual formation ultimately complement our focus on 
traditional curriculum areas like math, science, and technology.  We will 
continue to focus on providing an education that nurtures the whole child.

PLANT
Operating a school in one of the most isolated areas in the United States has 
many and varied challenges, not the least of which is maintaining facilities 
that adequately meet the demands of today’s educational playing field.  To truly 
prepare our students to succeed—on the reservation as well as in the global 
marketplace—we recognized that we must conduct a comprehensive analysis of 
our space and infrastructure needs to better support educational programming 
and our overarching mission.  We have engaged a Lakota-owned architectural 
firm to complete this analysis and assist us in exploring improvements to our 
facilities and grounds to enhance our learning environment, maximize energy 
efficiency, save money, and improve staff housing. 
 
The greatest obstacle to providing a high-quality Red Cloud education is the 
deep, intergenerational poverty that has sapped even the most basic economic 
security of families on the reservation.  Despite living in a nation of plenty, the 
needs of the Lakota, and indeed most Native communities, have been largely 
invisible and forgotten.  Red Cloud Indian School must raise more than 95% of 
our annual operating budget of  $13.5 million from individuals and foundations 
across the country.  

The challenges we face are real and our goals are ambitious, but we will not waiver 
in our mission. And we invite you to join us. By supporting Red Cloud, you will 
change the lives of Lakota youth today—and help to transform the Pine Ridge 
Reservation for future generations. Please be a part of our story. 



www.redcloudschool.org
100 Mission Drive  |  Pine Ridge, South Dakota  |  57770


