
 

 

Backgrounder 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s (TRC) Final Report is a testament to the 

courage of the residential school survivors and family members who shared their stories. Over 

150,000 Indigenous children were removed and separated from their families and communities 

and were required to attend Indian residential schools. The last federally-run residential school 

closed in 1996. These schools were incorporated under the Indian Act by the federal government, 

with the intent to assimilate Indigenous children through education and religion. The result was 

devastating. Children as young as three-years-old were removed from their homes, isolated far 

from parental influence, separated from siblings, forbidden to speak Indigenous languages and 

prohibited from practicing their culture. This was a forced attempt at institutionalization with the 

goal of integrating Indigenous children into Canadian society, ultimately disrupting their growth, 

lives and communities, resulting in long-term, intergenerational impacts. Many children 

experienced excessive punishment including physical, mental, emotional and sexual abuse 

during the course of their stay at these schools.  

 

The Indian Residential School Survivor (IRSS) Legacy project commits to restitution through the 

development of Indigenous space in Toronto. The Teaching, Learning, Sharing and Healing 

(TLSH) space responds to the TRC Call to Action 82: 

 

“We call upon provincial and territorial governments, in collaboration with Survivors and 

their organizations, and other parties to the Settlement Agreement, to commission and 

install a publicly accessible, highly visible, Residential Schools Monument in each capital 

city to honour Survivors and all the children who were lost to their families and 

communities.”  

 

On behalf of the Province of Ontario, Toronto Council Fire Native Cultural Centre was asked by 

the Ontario Ministry of Indigenous Affairs to advance this Call to Action because of the Friendship 

Centre’s recognized commitment to and support of residential school survivors for over 17 years.  

 

http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=26
https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100015576/1100100015577
http://www.irsslegacy.com/
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf
http://www.councilfire.ca/


 

 

Through engagement the urban Indigenous community, residential school survivors and 

intergenerational members, the south-west corner of Nathan Phillips Square was identified as the 

site for the IRSS Legacy project.  This site is called the “Teaching, Learning, Sharing and Healing 

(TLSH) space.” Aligning with the Nathan Phillip Square’s revitalization plan, Toronto Council Fire 

Native Cultural Centre, in partnership with the City of Toronto, will restore the south-west corner 

into a green space with various teaching, learning, sharing and healing elements drawn from 

various Indigenous cultural beliefs.  

 

Scheduled to be completed by 2020, the TLSH space will be curated by Indigenous youth, elders 

and faith-keepers, to share the significant teachings and stories for the next generation. There 

will be ongoing programming provided by community Elders, traditional teachers, educational 

institutions, like-minded organizations while working with people of the Four Directions.  

 

The Restoration of Identity sculpture is a snapping turtle climbing over a boulder. The nine-foot 

tall sculpture will be the focal point of the TLSH space. The turtle is significant to many First Nation 

peoples’ creation story as it symbolizes Mother Earth. The lead artist Solomon King designed the 

turtle climbing over a boulder to symbolize adversity. Etched into the boulder are the names of all 

of the residential schools that operated in Ontario. The intention is to recognize the continued 

resilience and recovery of Indigenous communities across Turtle Island. The 13 tiles on the turtle 

shell represent the lunar calendar, as well as the 11 nations of this region including the Inuit and 

Metis.  

 

In advance of the site’s completion, the IRSS Legacy Celebration will be hosted on Nathan Phillips 

Square on October 9-11, 2018. The three-day cultural gathering will mark the unveiling of a full-

size scale model of the Restoration of Identity sculpture and the site plan for the TLSH Space. 

We will be hosting over 200 residential school survivors and inviting all people to attend this 

significant milestone with free programming, workshops and traditional teachings. Teepees 

representing Indigenous people living in Toronto and main stage performances will take over 

Nathan Phillips Square. Survivors will be honoured and celebrated for their strength and 

perseverance in continuing their culture and traditions.  
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