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Main questions:

What are indigenous languages?

Why are indigenous languages endangered?

Why does it matter if indigenous languages die out?

What is language revitalization?

What principles are important for successful language revitalization?

What approaches do indigenous people use for language revitalization
— to keep their languages alive or bring them back into use?

Some background ideas:

Indigenous languages are those that people have used for a long, long
time in the same place that people use them today.

Indigenous languages and people are often a minority in a country
where most other people and the government speak a different
language. The dominant, majority language and culture oppress the
indigenous. For various reasons indigenous people use their language
less and less, and it may die out.

Endangered languages usually fall into one of four categories:

1) Languages still spoken by all age groups. Fewer children learn the
language at home; people use the language in fewer areas of life.

2) Languages that children no longer learn at home. Communities
have a generation of people that partly speak the language. Parents
may know the language but not use it; or grandparents may be the
last generation to know the language.

Nunavut Literacy Council
o0a > PbhclnP® <ot NNGAD>®NYo¢ bNLRC



http://www.nunavutliteracy.ca/

Article Summary: Hinton 2001

3) Languages no one speaks except a few Elders.

4) Languages that have no speakers. Linguists’ notes and recordings
provide the only record.

= Language loss is part of the loss of whole cultures and knowledge
systems. This includes philosophical systems, oral and musical
traditions, environmental and medical knowledge, cultural practices,
and artistic skills.

* Language retention is a human rights issue. Language loss is part of
the oppression and disenfranchisement of indigenous peoples.
Language choice is part of the rights of indigenous people to decide
their own future, and to retain or regain their independence, political
autonomy, their land, and their own sense of identity.

* Right now is a time in history when indigenous people are making
huge efforts to keep their languages alive and to expand their usage.
This is part of the larger movement where indigenous peoples exercise
their rights for independence, to decide their own future.

Main comments and conclusions:

» Language revitalization includes any actions that people — individuals,
groups, or governments - take to reverse the effects of endangered
languages. The actions people take depend on how endangered the
language is and what people want to do about it. Language
revitalization is complex and difficult; it is always possible, at least to
some degree. Language revitalization includes a wide range of actions:

v' At one end of the scale, a language community may develop a
variety of policies, programs, and services to bring an
endangered language back into full use, in all areas of life.

v' At the other end of the scale, a group may decide to develop new
vocabulary for modern concepts or one individual may decide to
learn their indigenous language.
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» The article defines nine basic steps for language revitalization. The
order of the steps depends on the community. Some steps happen at
the same time and some get left out. Some steps may be outside the
possible or desired goals of some communities.

1) Language assessment: Define how many speakers, how old, other
resources, community attitudes to revitalization, and realistic goals.

2) If no speakers: Find and use available materials to reconstruct the
language. Develop a teaching method.

3) If only Elders speak: Document the language.
4) Develop a second-language learning program for adults.

5) Redevelop or enhance cultural practices. Support and encourage
tirst and second-language speakers to use the language at home and
in public.

6) Develop intensive second-language programs for children; include
them in schools and as the language of instruction.

7) Use the language at home as the primary language to communicate.
Develop classes and support groups for parents.

8) Expand language use into more areas of life within the
community: such as community government, media, local business.

9) Expand language use into more areas of life outside the
community.

= The article defines five basic approaches to language revitalization:
1) School-based programs

v Endangered language as a subject, like a foreign language.
Advantages: may help children become proud of their heritage
and develop a few conversation skills. Disadvantages: Not a
good way to create new fluent speakers; does not create any real-
life situation for communication.
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v' Bilingual education: use the endangered language for part of the
instruction. Advantages: develop writing system if needed and
new written materials; new vocabulary, new areas of life to use
the language; can result in bilingual students. Disadvantages:
program not usually oriented towards teaching the endangered
language to people who do not already know it; lack of written
materials can be challenging; may have little reinforcement from
family and community, and children may not use the language
outside school.

v Immersion: use the endangered language for all instruction.
Advantages: best way to jump start new generation of fluent
speakers; children tend to use the language outside school.
Disadvantages: parents may worry that children don’t get
enough English to do well in higher grades or college.

2) After school and summer children’s programs

May supplement school programs or be completely independent.
After-school programs may find children tired and less attentive
at that time of day. Children that attend summer programs need
opportunities to reinforce their skills during the school year, or
they may just forget.

3) Adult programs

One common program is an evening class once a week for adults
or families. Another type of program involves immersion-style
learning combined with other activities such as sports or cooking
or crafts. The California Master-Apprentice program is one
example of this type. An Elder and a young person do activities
together and speak only the language.

4) Programs to document language and develop materials

Documenting language, including sound recordings, is essential
for communities with deeply endangered languages. Any
language revitalization program my benefit from discovering
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what documentation exists for their language. Potential sources
include archives, clearinghouses, universities, libraries. People
may attend workshops to learn how to find materials and work
with them. New digital and internet technology may increase
access.

People need materials to teach a language and to use the
language to instruct other subjects. Many languages have no
choice but to develop their own materials — they have no other
source. This may be one way to increase community interest and
get people involved. Materials include things such as
dictionaries, guided lessons, or videos.

5) Family-based programs at home

Parents may decide to raise a fully bilingual child and use an
indigenous language as the first language at home. To work
well, they must communicate with the indigenous language
either at all times or during a significant amount of time.

One parent, one language is another approach. To work well, the
parent that speaks the indigenous language must spend at least
as much time with the child as the parent that speaks English.
The indigenous language parent must refuse to accept an English
response from the child. Parents also need some support from
outside the home, such as relatives or friends that speak the
indigenous language with the child.

* To have children learn and know a language is not enough. They must
use it robustly, with others and in all areas of life including the home,
for the language to continue.

» Successful school-based programs need the environment and the power
to make decisions to do culturally appropriate language teaching.
Schools must work actively to bring indigenous culture into the
classroom and to change the classroom culture to meet indigenous
culture halfway.
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= Successful immersion programs usually have a family component.
Parents learn the language in night classes, volunteer in the immersion
classroom, and reinforce at home the lessons students learn at school.

» Language revitalization does not automatically bring people back to
traditional modes of thought; they do not automatically gain or regain
the culture. If people learn the language outside of and without
reference to the traditional culture, the language will be empty of it.

= Successful language revitalization must have strong components in the
community and the home. It can never depend entirely on school-
based programs or it will include only school culture and values.

* Successful language revitalization needs to encourage and develop
language use, and create meaningful situations to communicate with
the indigenous language. Many factors that silenced the language in
the first place are still in place. Traditional ceremonies and other
community events provide good opportunities to use the language.

» Learners can help bring the native speakers back; people that know a
language use it if someone speaks it with them. Speakers can become
informal or formal teachers.

» Language always changes. Young people often speak differently than
elders. Language revitalization can encourage speakers to understand
there is not just one right way to speak - to tolerate variation. If people
disagree too much about the ‘correct’ form they may destroy morale
and damage or end a program.

» Successful language revitalization programs have some key
characteristics:

v' Persistence: Do not take ‘no’ for an answer. The community often
offers the greatest resistance with factionalism, jealousy, negative
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attitudes towards the language, and tendency to criticize. Develop a
thick skin and go on with the program in the face of barriers and
negativity.

Sustainability: Set up a program so it can keep on going for a long
time. Keep new people coming in, let the program change to meet
new conditions, discover ways to keep growing, encourage learners
to become teachers.

Honesty with oneself: Look critically at the program. Clearly see
what it accomplishes and what the problems are. Are learners
learning as well as they could? Are the materials really useful?
How can things improve? What is the next goal? Never stop asking
questions and let the program evolve based on what you learn.
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