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Introduction

The contents of Indigenous Language Revitalization come from the 14%
and 15" annual Stabilizing Indigenous Languages conferences. Our subtitle,
Encouragement, Guidance & Lessons Learned, comes from Darrell Kipp’s
2008 keynote address. We would like to thank Margaret Noori for making the
14" annual symposium “Working Together We Can Bring Back the Language:
How Technology Can Make it Happen” in Mount Pleasant, Michigan, on June
1-3, 2007 a success and Evangeline Parsons Yazzie for co-chairing the 2008
symposium, “Language is Life: Strategies for Language Revitalization.”

Over 300 attendees gathered together in Flagstaff, Arizona, on May 1-3, 2008
to honor the Indigenous languages that are still being heard and spoken by the
youth and to remember and honor the languages that have fallen silent among the
youth. They honored the elders who continue to speak their languages with the
hope that their language survives another generation. They met with the belief
that each Indigenous language is the heartbeat of its respective culture and that
the key to the revival of a language is to ensure that each generation transmits
their language and culture to their children. We express our thanks for the sup-
port given for the 15" conference by Northern Arizona University’s Office of the
President, Institute for Native Americans, College of Education and Department
of Educational Specialties, Arizona State University’s Mary Lou Fulton College
of Education, Leonard Chee (Navajo Nation Council Delegate for Leupp, Tolani
Lake and Bird Springs) and the Lannan Foundation.

We start this 6™ Stabilizing Indigenous Languages monograph with Darrell
Kipp’s keynote address at the 15" annual conference, which presents some of his
learning and experiences from the Cuts Wood Blackfeet K-8 immersion school
in the Blackfeet Nation in Montana that he cofounded. As the Piegan Institute’s
web site notes:

Cuts Wood School is nationally recognized as a successful and effec-
tive model for Native language immersion with a multi-generational
approach. Cuts Wood School’s mission is to use the Blackfeet language
as the tool (not object) of instruction within a local context to produce
fluent speakers of the Blackfeet language. In operation since 1995, Cuts
Wood School offers full day programming for children age 5-12. Our
objective is to develop highly skilled learners who are knowledgeable
in both Blackfeet and world academia. (http://www.pieganinstitute.org/
cutswoodschool.html)

Then Margaret Noori describes in her essay “Wenesh Waa Oshkii-Bmaadizijig
Noondamowaad? What Will The Young Children Hear?” her efforts as a univer-
sity level teacher of her Ojibwe language and as a mother raising her children as
Ojibwe speakers. She discusses the practical realities of creating a bilingual home,
specifically with an endangered language. She begins with a brief introduction to
Anishinaabemowin and then describes language activism at several levels—from
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informal community instruction to full-credit post-secondary courses. Organized
around the steps taken to produce fluency and transfer a full aesthetic and cul-
tural understanding of the language, Noori conveys the need for both language
curriculum and community support for language revitalization.

We continue with four papers from linguists Margaret (Peggy) Speas, Keren
Rice, Lenore Grenoble and Paul Kroskrity who describe the sometime conten-
tious relationship between linguists and language activists and suggest ways that
these two groups can cooperate to revitalize Indigenous languages. Peggy Speas
discusses her experience as a speaker of a dominant language who is trying to
assist in Navajo language stabilization and revitalization efforts. She sets the
stage by calling into question whether such efforts need professional linguists
at all, given the often divergent goals of linguists and community members.
This is not to say that linguists shouldn’t contribute to such efforts, or that com-
munity members might not be interested in linguistics. Rather, Speas suggests
that linguists re-examine their eagerness to clear up public misconceptions about
language and bilingualism, listen to what community members say they need or
want and be willing to participate in community-centered projects even if they
do not directly make use of a linguist’s training. She describes her experiences
as a founding member of the Navajo Language Academy and coauthor with Dr.
Parsons Yazzie of the Navajo textbook Diné Bizaad Binahoo 'aah (Rediscovering
the Navajo Language), which has been officially adopted as a state textbook for
New Mexico.

In “Must There Be Two Solitudes? Language Activists and Linguists Working
Together” Keren Rice suggests that there can be two solitudes that divide linguists
and language activists and argues that there needs to be a mutual recognition
that linguists and Indigenous communities must work together to help revitalize
Indigenous languages. She maintains that it takes a community of people for
language revitalization to take place and that in order for linguists and language
activists to truly work together relationships, respect, reciprocity and recognition
are critical.

Lenore Grenoble in “Linguistic Cages and the Limits of Linguists” continues
the discussion started by Speas and Rice, noting that language documentation has
largely been driven by the needs and goals of the community of outside linguists,
with less attention to the needs of communities of language users and potential
speakers. The result is a mismatch between the materials produced by linguists
and the needs of communities. Yet in order for any revitalization program to be
successful, it must be community driven. She calls for a reassessment of the goals
and methods of linguistic research on endangered languages, with collaboratively
determined research agendas.

In “Language Renewal as Sites of Language Ideological Struggle: The
Need for ‘Ideological Clarification’” Paul V. Kroskrity draws from his 25 years
of experience with linguistic documentation and language renewal to explore
the conflicts over the beliefs and feelings about languages and the importance of
early-on resolving these conflicts at a local level to enhance language revitaliza-
tion efforts.

Vi



Introduction

In the next section four papers describe some of the challenges facing the
successful revitalization efforts in Aotearoa/New Zealand, Hawai‘i and Alaska.
The Maori of Aotearoa made one of the earliest and most successful efforts to
revitalize an Indigenous language, and other Indigenous peoples have learned a
lot and still have a lot to learn from their experiences as Darrell Kipp noted in
his keynote speech at the May 2008 symposium. The first article in this section
“Changing Pronunciation of the Maori Language: Implications for Revitalization”
by Jeanette King, Ray Harlow, Catherine Watson, Peter Keegan and Margaret
Maclagan deals with how second language learners have their work cut out for
them if they want to pronounce their new language in the same way as Native
speakers. The authors note how over the last century the pronunciation of the
Maori language has changed. Analysis of these changes indicates that the pho-
nology of the dialect of English spoken in New Zealand is having a far-reaching
impact on a number of aspects of Maori phonology. They discuss the implications
of these changes for Maori language revitalization and preliminary developments
in the production of a Maori pronunciation aid.

Jeanette King notes in “Language is Life: The Worldview of Second Lan-
guage Speakers of Maori” how it takes a “fanatic” to put in the time and effort to
learn an Indigenous language as a second language. She describes how the bulk
of proficient Maori speakers have learned it as a second language and how they
are motivated by a strongly-held worldview centered on personal transformation
that enables them to engage with and maintain a relationship with their Maori
language, a worldview that has a different focus from that held by national and
tribal language planners and speakers of other indigenous languages.

In “Reo o te Kainga (Language of the Home): A Ngai Te Rangi Language
Regeneration Project” Ngareta Timutimu, Teraania Ormsby-Teki and Riri Ellis
present the preliminary findings of a twelve month collaborative research project.
Researchers and whanau (family) members worked together to identify barriers
and solutions associated with increasing the speaking of the Maori language in
the home. The researchers emphasize the key role of Maori families in language
revitalization.

Then in “Indigenous New Words Creation: Perspectives from Alaska and
Hawai‘i” Larry Kimura and April Counceller describe Hawaiian efforts to make
their language vital in this modern world and how the Hawaiians reached out
to help Alaskan Natives. They give the context, background and history of the
Hawaiian Lexicon Committee and Alutiq New Words Council, discussing com-
mittee membership, word formation techniques and other relevant issues involved
in developing new vocabulary for indigenous languages so that these languages
can be used to discuss new things and concepts that were not known previously
to speakers of these languages.

The next four papers describe some of the uses of technology in language
revitalization. While technology is very useful in archiving the words of Native
speakers, its role in language teaching can be more controversial. One important
role technology can play in language revitalization is bringing together geo-
graphically dispersed speakers over the Internet in real time with both sound

vil
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and video to converse together in their language as was demonstrated in a live
presentation at the 14" Annual Stabilizing Indigenous Language Symposium in
Michigan. In “The Pedagogical Potential of Multimedia Dictionaries: Lessons
from a Community Dictionary Project” Haley De Korne describes how she
worked with The Burt Lake Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians to develop
a user-friendly dictionary. She discusses issues surrounding the creation of a
dictionary aimed at facilitating Indigenous language acquisition, including the
possibilities and limitations of multimedia, educational approaches and the needs
of Heritage language learners along with some specific approaches to enhance
the educational potential of a multimedia dictionary.

In “Developing Intermediate Language Learning Materials: A Labrador Inut-
titut Story Database” Joan Dicker, Ewan Dunbar and Alana Johns describe the
collaboration between two linguists and a public school language teacher in the
making of a story database for use in the second language learning of Labrador
Inuttitut in Canada, including the process through which the collaboration took
place and the development of a story database that can be used by intermediate
language learners with a large amount of original Inuktitut data.

In “Indigenous Language Revitalization and Technology” Candace K. Galla
explores ways in which Indigenous communities have used and are using com-
puter technology and describes areas in which these technologies can be used
to help revitalize Indigenous languages, including various efforts using technol-
ogy to help revive Hawaiian and other languages. In “Blackfoot Lullabies and
Language Revitalization” Mizuki Miyashita and Shirlee Crow Shoe describe
how they, a linguist and a native speaker, worked together to record Blackfoot
lullabies to both help preserve them and to use them as language teaching tools.
They discuss the implications of using lullabies in language revitalization and
describe their fieldwork of lullaby collection, data organization and the transcrip-
tion of lyrics and melody.

In the final section on Assessing Language Revitalization Efforts, Me-
lissa Borgia describes how the Ganchsesge:kha: Hé:nodeyé:stha (Faithkeeper’s
School), a small Ondn:dowaga: (Seneca) Culture-Language School in upstate
New York, modified existing language assessment tools so they could measure
the progress of their students. She presents background information on the school,
analyzes its curriculum and teaching methodologies and reviews the importance
of data collection and student/teacher assessments and the particular implica-
tions of assessments for a specific type of school such as the Faithkeepers. After
describing the commonly-used FLOSEM oral language skills evaluation matrix
and New York State assessment tools, she explains the new rubrics developed
for the Faithkeeper’s School, which are displayed in the appendices.

Together, we hope the papers collected here will help both linguists and
community language activists advance the goal of Indigenous language revital-
ization.

Jon Reyhner, Louise Lockard
College of Education, Northern Arizona University
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Encouragement, Guidance and Lessons Learned: 21 Years in

the Trenches of Indigenous Language Revitalization
Darrell Kipp, Piegan Institute
“Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication.”
Leonardo da Vinci

The first steps taken by me to learn my tribal language took place in 1983.
They were reluctant and tentative, akin to a schoolboy distraction on a beautiful
summer day. In retrospect, the language embraced me and whenever [ experienced
an apostasy revealed its power to me. My Blackfoot language is thousands of
years old, the conduit of uncountable years of interaction between my people
and the Creator. It is not composed of mere words, but instead embodies every-
thing about us to the beginning of Blackfoot time. Today, I am content with the
knowledge, insights and privileges it has provided to me. I have become friends
with countless people I may have never met otherwise because of it. Knowing
people contributing to revitalization of tribal languages blesses my memories,
and enlightens my heart. Today is an example of the beauty of sharing our mu-
tual love for our tribal languages. I greet you, honor you and embrace you in the
fellowship of our cause.

Today my wish is to encourage those seeking to revitalize their tribal language
and to share what I have come to know over the past 20 years. I acknowledge
the power of the few to do what many have failed, or refused, to do. I acknowl-
edge the ageless human concept that within every tribe are the few who possess
courage to find reason within chaos. I acknowledge the obstacles to revitalize
a tribal language are profound, but also understand accepting the challenge is
the only way to banish defeat. The tribal language revitalization movement was
late in coming into our awareness, yet it attracted the good in good people with
its promise of reconciliation. Although, tribal language revitalization programs
possess a reality imbedded in all of us there is a deep and haunting question lurk-
ing in the shadows of the movement. The question is when a tribe’s language is
irrevocably gone will it matter?

David Treuer (2008), an Ojibwe translator and author, provides a slice of
the answer in his Washington Post article, “If They’re Lost, Who Are We?” His
concern is what the loss of tribal languages can bring to tribes. He writes, “at
some point (and no one is too anxious to identify it exactly), a culture ceases to
be a culture and becomes an ethnicity—that is, it changes from a life system that
develops it own terms into one that borrows, almost completely, someone else’s.”
Since | firmly believe culture emanates from language, I find myself agreeing
with his premise.

It is not my intention to question any group’s plans to keep their tribal lan-
guage viable and dynamic. I am familiar with the spectrum of methods, intents
and logistics in place throughout our universities, schools and communities. I
speak only about what we did when the haunting question loomed in our midst
20 years ago. First, we accepted the premise the most sophisticated approach to
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revitalizing a tribal language is simplicity. Yes, we retrieved every dictionary,
grammar, study and document about our language. Yes, we use electronic devices,
have reviewed countless textbooks and methodologies related to our work and
consulted with linguists. Yes, we staunchly recommend and use the Total Physical
Response (TPR) methods of Dr. James Asher (2000) as the paramount teaching
format in our classrooms. True, we despair on many an occasion when it seems
nothing seems to be going our way. Yet, no matter what we do, aspire to do or fail
to do, we remain steadfast and loyal to one rule, one rule only: teach our children
to speak the Blackfoot language. It is our holy mantra, the sacred counsel of all
our actions, planning and thinking. Teach our children to speak the Blackfoot
language, because the transference of our language to our children must have
precedent over everything else. Without children speaking your tribal language
fluently nothing else will ultimately matter. The most sophisticated computer
program cannot mimic the genius of a child speaking their tribal language. True
tribal language revitalization ultimately rests with our children’s ability to fill
the abyss of language loss today in our tribal communities.

One of the most effective ways to teach children to speak our languages in
my humble experience is in a full day immersion school or classroom. An im-
mersion school’s sophistication and effectiveness are also found in its simplicity.
The quintessential immersion program is one room and a fluent speaker teach-
ing children in a day-long interchange. The optimal model requires a private
school, or a school within a school, designed exclusively for full day immersion.
Unfortunately, this means the immersion classroom likely will not have full ac-
cess to funds because of stringent regulations involved with federal, state and
tribal funding sources. Despite this shortcoming, a private day-long immersion
school possesses the valuable asset of freedom to teach children throughout
the school day and school year their tribal language. As simple as the model is,
many communities cannot meet the minimum requirements owing to lack of
resources, or, stranger yet, because of preordained accreditation or certification
requirements.

A full day tribal language immersion classroom in a public school system is
exceptionally rare except in the most enlightened district. May I further illustrate
my insistence on promoting full day immersion schooling as the ideal? In 1994,
the generous people of *Aha Piinano Leo of Hawaii (see http://www.ahapunana-
leo.org/), the foremost indigenous language program in the nation, invited the
Piegan Institute’s founders to visit their language program. We were brought to
a one-classroom school where an older woman in an easy chair was speaking
the Hawaiian language to a group of children sitting around her on the floor. The
beautiful sounds of the language resounded with seemingly every child speaking
at once to the teacher. Off to the side in a tiny kitchen was a middle-aged man
preparing lunch in a large wok. He whispered to us it was his turn to provide the
meal; an honor he said, since his child attended the school and it was the least
he could do. His strong masculine bearing and humble pride in his task were
striking in the feeling of completeness in the school. The important male role is
part of the fabric of immersion schools. Our students’ fathers, uncles, brothers

2
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and grandfathers daily presence in our school makes for a graceful balance. The
school visit reminded me of my years in a one-room reservation school and the
beauty of the learning environment came back in an instant: “School at Gramma’s
house.”

This is the basic formula, a mantra: a room, a teacher and some children.
Many of the attributes of our tribal languages are unspoken, but learned in the
same manner as words. A large part of our communication is nonverbal. Inter-
active skills such as turn-taking, nonverbal confirmations and body cues must
be included in the transfer of our languages to children, and immersion schools
excel in this aspect. They provide the environment conducive to transfer of the
nonverbal components of our language, as well as the sociolinguistic techniques
in politeness, humor, compliment, empathy, anger and the spectrum of emo-
tions expressed daily in our languages. One of the most powerful rationales
for language revitalization is understanding the dangers facing Indian children
disconnected, or disenfranchised, from their tribal heritage. I remain adamant
the basic foundation for teaching our languages in the fullest manner possible
is an all day immersion classroom. I can’t tell you what to do, but only what we
did while in an extreme situation.

In 1994, when we chose to follow the path of the Hawaiians with a full day
immersion school, we possessed no funds, no teachers and no classrooms. We
raised funds from friends, patrons and private foundations. We bought land to
build a one-room school with the knowledge there was not a Blackfoot language
teacher available to teach in it. We went ahead anyway trusting we would find
a teacher once it was completed. In 1995, a master teacher of the Blackfoot
language, Shirlee Crow Shoe, from our relative tribe in Canada, arrived in the
nick of time to teach in the newly built school. Apun’ake, a young woman in our
tribe, so much wanting to learn to speak our language joined as a volunteer, then
as an understudy in the classroom. Today, she is a Blackfoot language teacher
in our school. This fall, a young woman recently graduated from college will
understudy to learn the language and ultimately teach. Whatever needs to be done
can be accomplished. When parents wanted their children to stay in the school
program, we built another school, then consolidated into one facility supported
exclusively by a community of patrons and friends. We could not meet the basic
requirements of the model when we started, and even today in many ways we
continue to live in a paper house. Despite a yearly waiting list of applications,
everything depends on the success of an annual fund drive to continue another
year. At present, we find a lack of teachers our greatest challenge. Without fluent
speakers of our language under the age of seventy we are dependent on our abil-
ity and resources to train replacements via the mentor-apprentice approach (see
Hinton, Vera & Steele, 2002). Our most tentative hope is the day our graduates
return to save the day. Tribal communities who have fluent speaking teachers of
their tribal language available have an opportunity to go directly, and immediately,
into day-long immersion schooling of their children. They are in an enviable
position, but rue the day if they do not take advantage of their current situation.
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They risk becoming like us, forced to rely on the mentor-apprentice format, TPR
and every other available means to keep our fragile programs going.

Focusing on the basic rule of teaching our children our language despite
obstacles remains our treasured accomplishment. Today, 14 years later, our school
is a modern multi-room facility with a kitchen and dining room. The grounds
are landscaped and spacious. It is a long way from the one room school we built
in 1995 in the simplistic style and purpose of the one we visited in Hawaii. It is
easy to get distracted when sorting out what a language revitalization program
should consist of.

Strange as it sounds, an unbending dedication to a traditional school model
will only hinder those designing effective tribal language learning environments.
May I suggest putting aside the temptation to pontificate in the educational jargon
of the day and procrastinating until grant awards are secured. Instead, embrace
the adage “show, don’t tell,” or risk a bureaucratic skid into wasteful confusion
(Kipp, 2000). I encourage those with tribal language programs to determine if
schedules, budgets, meetings and paperwork are taking time away from actually
teaching your children their tribal language. In the quiet of the day, clear your
mind of the clutter of technology and tiresome fallacy and determine if the distinc-
tive mantra of teaching children to speak your language is still foremost in the
program. Conducting a tribal language program is never easy, and operating a full
day immersion school is exceptionally demanding. It is not cut out for the tribal
program hitchhiker, the insincere or, most of all, the troublemaker. The constant
search for financial support and dearth of qualified teachers and instructional
materials are challenge enough without dealing with the negative rabble lurking
at the periphery. Never pay attention to the armchair quarterbacks denouncing
the academic and linguistic promise of the school, or questioning qualifications
and purpose. Successful immersion schools will always be subject to skeptical
and maladjusted mudslingers incensed about one thing or another. This is why |
stand by the warning that immersion schools demand a strong protective form of
sanctuary. A sanctum, a place free from intrusion, is crucial-regardless of prom-
ises of nonintervention. Without a special or protected status, immersion schools
are subject to the same pressures as any tribal or public program. Over the years
I have been saddened by telephone calls from tribal language programs caught
up in community politics, funding cutbacks and, most distressing, threats from
public school officials. Such reports, dismal as they are, support the wisdom of
our decision to go the private school route, although it made us an orphan amidst
a large family of federal, state and tribal programs. Our parent organization, the
Piegan Institute, founded in 1987, was chartered as a private, nonprofit entity
beholden only to itself and our language revitalization effort. Our charter states
we are dedicated to “Researching, Promoting, and Preserving Native American
Languages.” The board of directors is composed of three people and, with the
exception of a replacement for the oldest member who retired, remains strong
and cohesive. Although located on a reservation we are not part of tribal govern-
ment, the tribal college or the public school system.



Encouragement, Guidance and Lessons Learned

We are an entity onto ourselves although we maintain pleasant relations with
all the institutions of the area. As a result, we develop our programs along lines
we deem effective, and although there were times it would have been nice to
have the financial support of the various institutions, in retrospect, it would have
compromised our work. Instead, the Institute obtains operational funds in the
same manner as most nonprofit organizations. We pay professional salaries to our
staff, and by the way, the fluent speakers of our language assisting us, regardless
if they have a college degree or not, are paid at the top of our pay scale. It is a
shame when the most important members of a tribal language staff, the fluent
speakers, are relegated to accepting low status job titles and pay because of rigid
certification or accreditation regulations. Another factor, which may seem odd to
many, is the Institute does not allow formal governing or advisory boards in its
operations. There is no school board, parent committee or student council. This
does not mean parents, students and community members do not have a voice in
the organization. In fact, they provide the needed consensus and mutual support
to the school program whenever needed. Our avoidance of formal boards and
committees is on purpose. Large boards of directors on our reservation remain
popular governing formats. Unfortunately, despite their best intentions, many
boards end up in disarray and in disputes capable of damaging even the most
well-intentioned community initiatives. We avoid the format because an election
of officers would introduce competition into our organizational structure and
therein lays the rub.

Competition is a form of violence. It is difficult enough to maintain a coopera-
tive atmosphere in any organization and open competition amongst a communal
group is an invitation to discord. In our school every student, staff and volunteer
is equal above and beyond anything else. Each child is learning the tribal lan-
guage at their optimal pace, and introducing competition can become a serious
distraction to the positive learning environment in the school. To illustrate, some
students arrive at the language school with a prowess for their language; others
less so, but in the world of language revitalization all are equal in importance.
We avoid hierarchal concepts requiring choosing one child over another child.
Our students do not compete against each other for ranking, instead they are
encouraged to improve on previous accomplishments. Our school has no royalty,
students of the week, teachers pets or punitive designations of failure. We do not
issue grades or report cards, instead four times a year teachers send letters home
based on daily observation logs.

These letters include ample lines of praise, since every child in our immer-
sion school deserves our utmost praise just for being there. Our classrooms are
similar in appearances as those in any elementary school. It is the content and
context of what is being taught that is radically different. We teach academic
subjects in the Blackfoot language because we accept multiple language ac-
quisition skill building is a superior form of learning. We accept that learned
knowledge will be transferred to English, or for that matter to any language the
students are ultimately engaged in. Conservatively speaking at least 50 tribal
delegations have visited our school over the past twelve years. The experience
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of being with students speaking our language always has an emotional impact
on them in the same fashion of my own deep feelings in the Hawaiian classroom
years ago. Visitors often comment on how obvious the methodology of day-long
immersion is to them and seem to understand the promise is in mastering the
model first then expanding the concept.

In the past 20 years, I have witnessed an enormous expansion of awareness
to the importance of revitalizing tribal languages. The days of being ridiculed for
expressing an interest in learning and teaching the language thankfully are over
when reluctance and, in some instances, overt hostility, shadowed our fragile
beginnings. The history of tribal language oppression is well documented, but
what is not given enough credence is the effectiveness of the eradication processes
used. In our tribe, the negative conditioning was so successfully ingrained that the
taboo against speaking our language remained fresh in the minds of even second
and third generation non-speakers of the Blackfoot language. An important facet
of language revitalization is to de-program this ingrained conditioning for no other
reason than to eliminate one more reason for hating ourselves for being Indian. In
our Blackfoot language, the word maani ta 'piwa originally carried the nurturing
meaning “our children.” At the turn of the century with the advent of schools and
technology another dimension the endearing “our children” took on a detached
definition as “new” or “young” people in meaning. Betty Bastien (2004) in her
excellent study of the Blackfoot people, Blackfoot Ways of Knowing, quotes a
grandparent saying, “We do not understand the young people, Maani’ta’piwa,
the new people...” The inference, and too often the fact of the day, is many of
our children have disconnected from their tribal heritage to the extent they no
longer know us, or most distressing, claim us. As David Treuer (2008) explains
they derive their ethnicity from the tribe, but not their cultural heritage.

I believe until we fully embrace our languages as adults we too risk similar
separation from our heritage as adults. In those communities where the language
is seriously weakened this is often a difficult task, but nevertheless one of the
most important aspects of language revitalization. We must also begin our journey
back to the language homeland of our people if we expect the same from our
children. It is accepted we must document our past, but not be incapacitated by it.
It is not a sign of disrespect to reconcile our past with promises of the future.

The promise tribal language revitalization offers is reconciliation; a renego-
tiation of reality and a restoration of an intellectual beauty possible in the ocean
of tomorrows. We must work to regain what never should have been taken away
without permission by providing an opportunity for children to learn their tribal
language in nurturing learning environments.

Were the wrong decisions, or choices, made when tribal history and cultural
elements were finally incorporated into school curriculums, but tribal languages
left out except as a recent afterthought? After years of studying history and lan-
guage I realize they are not the same. Our languages, unlike our histories, are
dynamic and adaptive. Our tribal languages represent who we really are. They are
our interior essence of tribal reality and our spiritual blueprints. They are alive
within us; we are alive within them. Our languages are adaptive, incorporating
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all we know since the beginning of our time. Think of how they describe our
worlds; when our tribes first saw the horse, automobile and airplane. Think how
our language stays with us no matter what inventions we encounter. It is only
when we stop using them do they become inflexible and static. If we keep our
language alive in our children, it will stay with them well past I-Pod, bio-fuel,
MTYV and the million other innovations coming towards them. Our languages
can serve us to the end of time, because they were with us in the beginning of
time. Our histories, on the other hand, are locked in the past, and although we
carry their lessons, they slip further away with each new generation. Although
our histories date far back beyond 1492, history books present a version of our
existence seldom reflected in what our stories, told in our languages, tell us.
My tribe’s written history, beginning in 1754, is nothing more than a cruel
saga of how my tribe was denigrated into near destruction. Yet, our Blackfoot
language chronicles a homeland existence of thousands of years of dynamic
and pristine record. Which is more preferable to teach to our children? Drastic
changes still confront us, but tribal members must take the initiative to control, at
least to a conscious degree, what we seek to keep, and what we allow to become
obsolete. Tribal groups who incorporate intelligent selections will enjoy a more
healthy future than those engulfed by onrushing uncertainty. We must place our
histories in perspective, and reconcile those changes that were of no use to us.
In the best of tribal language programs despite the ultimate rewards, there
are only small, but exceedingly powerful consolations. It is wrong to expect in-
stant success, or an utopian ideal embraced by everyone in the tribal community.
Remember all the other stressful conditions in our communities yanking and
pushing each and every one of us to and fro? They may go away someday, but
in the meantime it is important to keep them away from our language programs.
Our experience taught us to maintain a safe distance from the brawling around
us. Stay away from the turmoil and instead embrace the teachings your tribal
language can provide for you. Save your energy for the good work of language
revitalization, and let the rest be. Never beg on behalf of your language for
anything from anyone. Explain what is needed, speak from the heart and reason-
able people will assist you. Do not denigrate your language with argument or
allow even the mildest form of violence around it. The many forms of discord
witnessed in a community are especially dangerous when allowed in a language
revitalization setting. It is Gramma’s house; treat it with the utmost respect.
Piegan Institute, although blessed with many supporters over the years, was
founded by three people interested in researching the status quo of the Blackfeet
language. One of the incentives can be traced, as they say, to seeing the writing on
the wall. In 1985, a tribal language survey speculated approximately a thousand
speakers of the Blackfoot language, all sixty years of age or older, remained
out of fifteen thousand tribal members. In 2000, an Institute follow-up survey
indicated a further, and significant, decline in the number of speakers. In 2007
less than ten speakers, all in their eighties, were able to accept an invitation to
an Institute language gathering. A conservative estimate indicates students and
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graduates of the Piegan Institute’s day-long immersion school program may now
outnumber the remaining speakers on our reservation.

Although, it is difficult to completely enumerate how many speakers remain
in our tribe, it is clear the number is now down to a precious few. Fortunately,
the Institute had an extensive archive of historical and contemporary language
materials and in-depth insights regarding the survey findings, so the introduction
of the immersion school in 1995 became our most tangible means of addressing
the findings of the surveys. Today, approximately 100 children have attended our
day-long immersion school at least three years, and 15 have graduated after nine
years in the program. At the end of the 2007-08 school year, 24 proficient level
speaking students will complete their studies with one graduating on to a public
high school. Importantly, the students achieve academically in all subjects as well
as, or better than, their public school peers when they enter public schools or are
given standardized tests. Yet, there remains an erroneous perception immersion
schools lack academic validity. This fallacy exists despite student achievement
statistics in Montana ranking reservation public schools at the bottom with 60%
of their students unable to complete high school. We support the stance that our
school is an exemplary learning environment in comparison to any school pro-
gram. In 1999, a tribal member conducted in-depth research of our school for a
graduate degree in psychology at the University of Montana. Her honor thesis
showed near significant higher test scores for our students in a reservation and
non-Indian classroom comparison. In 2004, a professor of curriculum from the
University of Montana completed an extensive evaluation of our K-8 program
with an exemplary assessment powerful beyond its scope with insights as to the
merits of the school program. The director of Blackfeet Nation Higher Education
recently wrote about the graduates of the immersion school:

I have seen these students transition to the public school systems on
the Blackfeet Reservation and excel in academics. These students have
earned membership in the National Honor Society, competed in state
science fairs, participated in debate and drama, and successfully played
in individual and team sports.

I could go on and include a decade plus review of extensive and positive media
reporting on the school program, but wouldn’t it be debate in a fashion? Can’t
I say immersion schools are powerful places for Indian children and leave it
at that? Wouldn’t it be better if you started one yourself and discovered what
we did? A day-long immersion school, as simple as the one I described, can
do wonderful things for your children, our children and our tribal languages. I
say this after spending 20 plus years seeking ways to transfer our languages to
another generation fully intact in the spirit of the countless first speakers who
have gone before us.

Most of all and closest to the heart of the immersion school purpose is to
know our students are the ones now sending our Blackfoot language prayers to
the Creator at tribal ceremonies, gatherings and openings. Now that most of our
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first speakers are in their eighth decade and mostly homebound, our students,
the newest generation of speakers of the Blackfoot language, are taking their
places in the living heritage of the tribe. They are respected and contributing;
new people who again have become “maanitapiwa,” “our children,” in the truest
sense of the original meaning of the word. They will grow up knowledgeable of
our tribe, and most of all leave our school with the language in their hearts, mind
and spirit. I know this too, without the immersion school in our tribe I would be
telling you a different kind of story today.

In summary, I share this reality with you. In 1994, none of the children in our
tribe could speak the Blackfoot language and now there are those who can.

My work with the Piegan Institute is rewarding and certainly challenging.
Still, I have learned to deal with our work on a daily basis. Those days when it
appears everyone has gotten out of bed on the wrong side or when approached
by a parent withdrawing their child because they are moving away to attend col-
lege or take a job in another town, I momentarily cringe. Then I remember it is
a real world we live in, and most things are beyond my control. Still, I measure
their child’s attendance at our school as an accomplishment and move on.
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Figure 1. University of Michigan Language Table participants
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Wenesh Waa Oshkii-Bmaadizijig Noondamowaad?
What Will The Young Children Hear?

Margaret Noori, University of Michigan

This essay discusses the practical realities of creating a bi-lingual
home, specifically with an endangered language. It begins with a brief
introduction to Anishinaabemowin and then describes language activism
at several levels—from informal community instruction to full-credit
post-secondary courses. Organized around the steps taken to produce
fluency and transfer a full aesthetic and cultural understanding of the
language, this essay attempts to convey the need for curriculum as well
as community support for language revitalization.

In our house, with each passing exchange of meaning, we take, or we miss,
an opportunity to use an indigenous language. We wake up, give kisses, tell jokes,
tease one another, stop arguments or wipe tears; and with each act we make a
choice to use English, or Anishinaabemowin. My goal is for all of us to make
those choices un-self-consciously, to make them instinctive dreamtime choices
that echo into the day. If we can honor the language and use it regularly, then
like dreams remembered, it will guide and define us in ways that connect us to
our home, our ancestors and to one another.

This short essay offers some of what I have learned while struggling to
keep a language alive and in use in a busy modern household. Sometimes it
is like waging war on English and you must have strong defenses, offensive
strategies and an endless supply of patience and assistance. At other times it is
the most natural and easy form of play, a blanket of comfort that shelters a small
community from the larger, sometimes harsher, landscape. I will be honest, we
don’t yet have days where everyone speaks Anishinaabemowin all the time, and
perhaps we never will. But we do try and I think that is what matters. We make
space and give children a foundation for bi-lingual learning in the place where
it matters the most, the home.

First, let me describe the landscape. Anishinaabemowin is a language shared
by people living within, or connected to, over 220 separate sovereign nations that
surround the Great Lakes in Canada and the United States. Twelve of those nations
are located in Michigan (Lebeau, 2005). According to the 2000 US Census, there
are 58,000 American Indians in Michigan. Washtenaw County, where we live in
the city of Ann Arbor, is home to 1,161. Most interestingly, the highest number
of Native Americans is not in any of the northern or western counties where the
reservations are located. It is 20 minutes away from us in Southeast Michigan
where 13,000 Native Americans live in neighboring Wayne, Oakland and Ma-
comb counties. People still expect reservations to be exotic places where old
people speak another language and they expect that “Indians” stay on them.

When I go to work at the University of Michigan, I teach Anishinaaabe-
mowin to over 250 students. When we host a weekly language table (see Figure
1, opposite page) as many as 30 to 35 people show up. It is a place where the
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language is nurtured at all levels. Our weekly class meetings began six years
ago around a kitchen table but grew in size and complexity. Teachers, elders and
students now gather in a conference room on campus where coffee, a chalkboard
and a copier are available. We currently meet for three hours every Thursday
and host students from age 11 to 62. Anyone is welcome and some come from
several hours away. The only requirement is a desire to learn and a willingness to
listen and then practice speaking. We always begin with review of some basics.
Then we make time for oral presentations, which range from simple statements
to short dialogues or stories depending on the speaker’s skill. When possible,
we work to write short non-fiction pieces about important historical and current
events. Teachers are expected to speak entirely in the language unless English
is necessary to explain a concept. Students are expected to use the language in
class and set goals for themselves, including plans to use the language outside
of class.

Seeing the language as part of the wider world gives us a reason to nurture
the language at home. Four hundred years ago, the area was protected and con-
trolled by the Three Fires Confederacy which was, and still is, an alliance of
Odawa, Ojibwe and Bodewatomi communities, all speaking only slightly differ-
ent dialects of Anishinaabemowin.' Last summer, the Three Fires Confederacy
hosted a gathering attended by over 2,000 people. Conducted in both English
and Anishinaabemowin, the allied nations crafted a declaration stating that “the
Spirit has always been the centre and foundation of the ways of our Ancestors...
our children are living vessels and it is our responsibility to protect, nurture and
cultivate the knowledge of our Ancestors for our children’s future.” They agreed
that “in education, our children must have a way of learning that is based on Our
Story, and our original ways of knowing and teaching” and that a clan system
model should be used in teaching children the concepts of: Anishinaabemowin
language, governance, lands and resources, judiciary, cultural based education,
citizenship and the economy (Three Fires Confederacy, 2008). Watching young
people at this gathering wander with their friends in and out of the lodge, I was
reminded that they are always moving between two worlds. Most importantly,
this declaration and the many prayers and lessons offered in Anishinaabemowin
reminded me that to be successful in either world, they will need to leverage the
best of both.

To access the dominant culture, we need only pay attention to the world
around us. To access an older, less visible world, children need elders, teachers,
role-models and a deep well of confidence. Not many kids spend time with elders
today and sadly not many elders we know speak Anishinaabemowin. But they
are there, retirees from General Motors, ladies who watch birds, former hockey
players and some of the best cooks we know. The reservations in Michigan
each have only zero to five first-language speakers, and those they do have are
often over 65. Urban areas are more mixed. For example in Lansing, Detroit and
Ann Arbor there are a few younger speakers who are willing to share what they
know. Many of our teachers come from Walpole Island, Curve Lake or other
Canadian communities. [ am blessed with the opportunity to teach at the Univer-
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sity of Michigan with Howard Kimewon, who is a first-language speaker from
Wikwemikong Uncede First Nation on Manitoulin Island in Lake Huron. This
past year was a reminder for us that the cycle of lives is always turning. Irving
“Hap” McCue who taught Anishinaabemowin for 35 years at the University of
Michigan and contributed to the Eastern Ojibwa Chippewa Ottawa Dictionary
walked on this past March. The teachers who learned the language as a first
language are leaving, and we are entering an age when the teachers are second
language students. In time, sociolinguists will certainly note shifting nuances in
the way the language is used, but change is inevitable and fear of change is not
a good reason to become defensive and inactive. Fear of the future is no reason
to consider euthanasia. Some might prefer to let a language die. Certainly that
was the intention of Colonel Pratt and generations of boarding school prefects
and missionaries. Many have rightly reviled Pratt’s (1892/1973, p. 261) call for
“killing the Indian and saving the man.” But few have given him credit for under-
standing something we would do well not to forget. Taking aim at the language
was indeed an effective form of cultural genocide (see e.g., Skutnabb-Kangas,
2000). Tearing children away from their homes is how it was accomplished. His-
tory has proven it is incredibly difficult to maintain ethnic identity without the
language running like lifeblood through every daily act. If we are to learn from
this lesson, the language must certainly be restored. And more importantly, the
educational system that took it away cannot be depended upon to bring it back.
We should not look for an answer in politics, policy or pedagogy alone. We must
find the answer in practice and action. To reverse the damage, the language must
be returned to the children and the home.

As we strive to revitalize a language, it is important to consider what is
known about producing proficient bi-lingual adults. Language is now described
as a complex system that is dependent on many variables. Learners need to listen,
understand, speak and creatively use a language in order to be considered truly
fluent. Certain teaching techniques can help, but it is important to remember that
there is no single solution for any individual or community. It is also important
to understand language revitalization as a collaborative effort. “Language learn-
ing and language use are dynamic processes in which regularities and systems
arise from the interaction of people, brains, selves, societies and cultures using
languages” (Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2006, p. 577). This means that there are
no wrong ways of doing things, only ways that produce different results. This
also means that communities must foster interaction which depends on use of the
language. More than simply learning a language, students and teachers must work
together to make sure that the language is a part of the community—in homes, at
work, at play, during significant events.

So, how does one really revitalize a language at home? What works? What
doesn’t? What can others learn from our efforts? In our home we have one par-
ent who is fluent and literate as a second-language speaker, one parent who is
a proficient third language learner and a ten year old and five year old who are
novice level speakers working on literacy. I view our progress as an evolution
from walking to one day dancing, from the basic beginnings to participating in
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the shaping of a living modern language. Certainly there is much more to be
learned and ultimately all that we do can be cast aside or stolen again by any
future generation. But we believe every word is worth learning, part of a universe
of knowledge worth sharing, so we continue to crawl, walk and run toward our
goal.

Bmode - To Crawl

Knowing that we are working to create bi-lingual speakers who are all ex-
posed constantly to English, the first step toward family fluency is understanding
the tools available. Fluent speakers often tell learners to “think in the language.”
To translate that for my family, [ had to use applied linguistics and begin mapping
the differences between English and Anishinaabemowin. It is simply not efficient
to wait for adults to learn through total immersion. And really, can there be total
immersion in any American home at this time in our present century? Unlike
students who study abroad, or immigrants who find themselves nearly drowning
in the language of a new culture, learners of indigenous language are faced with
the opposite metaphor. We stand in a desert waiting desperately for each drop
of water and encounter more mirages than reservoirs. Changing orthography,
dialect debates, valuable data buried in library archives, all can present barriers
that are hard to overcome. So we began with the basics and worked our way
from puzzle pieces to a picture.

Although the rich complexity of verb conjugations, prefixes, suffixes and
infixes is often celebrated and stands as a testament to the intellect of the ances-
tors, there is also a time for simplification, reduction and focus. For Anishinaabe-
mowin, this begins with the importance of verbs and the meaning of the seven
pronouns. Rand Valentine’s Nishnaabemwin Reference Grammar (2001) is an
invaluable tool, but I just couldn’t say “let’s study personal pronouns of prece-
dence and their adverbial-like bases” and get much enthusiasm. What I can say
is, “verbs are the heart of Anishinaabemowin.” Then I can explain that instead
of starting with the nouns, we begin with a root verb at the center of a sentence,
or an event at the center of a story. The perspective is always one of circular
observation. A speaker should be attempting to describe what is above, in front,
behind and below. Like a network of nerves, words carry meaning outward. The
term “root verb” is apt in this agglutinative structure. We have spent time talking
about the types of verbs and the ways we can play with them to make them take

[T}

on new meaning. When we are just eating we say “n’wiisinimi,” when we know
what we are eating we say “n’miijinaa” if it is one type of food and “n’mwaa”
if it is another. Rice and bread and corn are in a class often called “animate,”
while meat, pizza and sandwiches are “inanimate.” Figuring out why items fall
into one group versus the other is immediately explained as a futile task. Using
them correctly quickly is a highly rewarded skill.

To understand the pronouns, we often turn to a set of teachings called the
“Seven Grandfathers.” The use of the number seven is not unique to Anishinaabe
culture, but it serves as an especially useful tool in teaching the pronouns, es-

pecially because several of them do not exist in English. For instance, there is
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a singular and plural form of the second person. To render this concept under-
standable to children we talk about “one of you™ and “all of you.” There are also
two forms of “we.” Again, to make sense of inclusive and exclusive markers we
talk about “just us (not the listener)” and “all of us here (including the listener).”
Thinking long and hard about who is the speaker and who is the listener fits with
some of the actual Grandfather Teachings which are represented by seven verbs:
Nbwaakaawin (Wisdom), Zaagi’idiwin (Love), Minaadendamowin (Respect),
Aakwa’ode’ewin (Bravery), Debwewin (Truth), Dibaadendiziwin (Humility)
and Gwekwaadiziwin (Honesty). In one of the songs we teach the children, we
say, “Gdaa dbaadendizimi/ We all should be humble. . . Gdaa naadamadami ji ni
ishpigaabawiying. / We should help each other raise up.” We are always working
to connect the language to these traditional concepts. Another example is the shirt
we recently created for students of Anishinaabemowin in our area. The front of
the shirt is the familiar University of Michigan cheer, “Izhaadaa Giizhigowaande /
Go Blue!” The back of the shirt reads, “Chipiitenimm Debendaagozijig / Respect
the Locals.” These are just a few of the ways that we work at home to simplify
and demystify the structure of the language. My peers might call this applied
linguistics, my kids call it homework.

Bmose — To Walk

Just as one takes the language apart to explain it, you have to put it back
together to teach students how to use it. This is where we cross disciplines from
linguistics to curriculum and theories of education. The home and the big out-
door community lodge are models of multiple intelligences at work both in the
instructors and the students. At home we are all students continually teaching
one another. What the adults can read and explain once, the children are often
better at remembering. Even my doctorate in linguistics is no match for the
clever mind of a Kindergartner at play. I might imagine and document the ways
language can change—she takes it and makes it her own. Most American parents
are familiar with the exasperated sigh of a child who says “whatever” (with strong
emphasis on the second syllable). I recently heard my youngest daughter use
the Anishinaabe word “wenesh,” (meaning “what or how”) with the exact same
intonation. It is for lightening fast minds like these that I have to create lessons
or ways to practice.

The first step is to begin transferring as much of the day as possible into
Anishinaabe. “Wenesh waa biiskaman? / What are you going to put on?” is com-
mon in the morning. We can say “miigwetch” for our meals or “gaye nishisnoo
/ it’s not fair” when we have to eat our broccoli. One wall has been made into a
chalkboard and each week below the Anishinaabe name of the month the seven
days of the week appear in Anishinaabe as well. The “ezhichige / to do” list is
written below that. These may seem like mundane and obvious habits, but this
is where the learning begins. To say “jiimshin / give me a kiss” each night be-
fore bedtime, or “booniikwishin / leave me alone” when you need some space.
These instinctive utterances need to gradually be transferred from one language
to another.
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The next step is to add other speakers and gain confidence in using the lan-
