


Revision Date/Time (Note if correction)______________________Dept. Affected Education________________________
Title An Act relating to a curriculum for BRU Teaching and Learning Support
Native lanugage education___________________________________ Component ____________________________________
Sponsor Senators Lincoln, Ellis__________________  ___________________________________
Requester Senate HESS____________________________Component Serial N o . ______________

Expend itures/Revenues____________________________________ (Thousands of Dollars)_________________________
Note: Amounts do not include inflation unless otherwise noted below.

F IS C A L  N O TE
STATE OF ALASKA BILL NO. Senate Bill 103
1999 LEGISLATIVE SESSION

OPERATING EXPENDITURES FY  2000 FY  2001 FY 2002 FY 2003 FY 2004 FY 2005
Personal Services 
Travel 
Contractual 
Supplies 
Equipment 
Land & Structures 
Grants & Claims 

Miscellaneous
TOTAL OPERATING 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 | 0.0

CAPITAL EXPENDITURES

CHANGE IN REVENUES ( )

FUND SOURCE___________________________________________________(Thousands of Dollars)
1002 Federal Receipts
1003 GF Match
1004 GF
1005 GF/Program Receipts 
1037 GF/Mental Health 
Other (Specify Type)

TOTAL 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Estimate of any current year (FY99) cost: 0.0

POSITIONS
Full-time
Part-time
Temporary

ANALYSIS: (Attach a separate page if  necessary)
* While there is no fiscal impact for the department, related to Senate Bill 103, there may be some 
fiscal impact on school districts required to establish a  local Native language curriculum advisory 
board.

Prepared by Barbara Thompson_____________________/ ___________________ Phone 465-8727
Division Teaching and Learning Support /  / j f  Date/Time 4/26/99 3:00 PM_________

Approved by Commissioner: Richard S . Cross . Date 4/23/99__________________
Agency Department of Education /  ___________

PREPARER TO PROVIDE ALL DISTRIBUTION COPIES TO GOVERNOR'S LEGISLATIVE OFFICE
For further distribution information, call the Governor's Legislative Office

(Hov io,98) 99tniomi.»is/oMD Page---1---o f--- 1---



PLEASE PRINT! 
N A M E

C O M M I T T E E :  s e n a t e

H E S S

D A T E :  A p r il  2 6  I 9 9 9

SIGN-IN

S u b j e c t  o f  m e e t i n g :

S B  I 0 3 -  NATIVE LA N G U A G E  ED U C A TIO N

ADDRESS (MAILING) & (ZIP) PHONE
D O  Y O U

REPRESENTING ^ w y °

r-Hc ✓ 7— 

£< /
^ 6



'"’E N A T E  C O M M IT T E E  R E r  ^R T 
First Committee of R eferral

DATE: 3/13/99 FURTHER: Finance

Date of 5-Day Notice: t/ / 22- / DATE TURNED , /  /
(in accordance with Uniform Rule 23) IN TO OFFICE: ■ ' 7 / / y  __________

Health, Education and Social Services Committee considered SENATE BILL NO. 103

"An Act relating to a curriculum for Native language education; and providing for an effective date.”

and recommends:

[ ] be replaced with 

[ ] adopt previous _

CS

CS

[ ] attached amendment(s)

[ ] adopt Letter o f Intent by _ 
[ ] further referral to th e ____

Committee
Committee

Senate Bill:
[ ] same title 

_) [ ] new title
House Bill:

.) [ ] same title 
[ ] technical title 
[ ] new: SCR"___

NEW FISCAL NOTE(S): 
D e p a r t m e n t Z e r o  F i s c a l

PREVIOUS FISCAL NOTE(S):* 
D e p a r t m e n t  D a t e  Z e r o F i s c a l

CHAIR:

OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS

L iL  L J

[ ] A P PR O PR IA T IO N  -  no fiscal note ^include fiscal notes accompanying Governor’s bill



0 4 / 2 6 / 9 9  L E G I S L A T I V E  T E L E C O N F E R E N C E  NETW ORK S Y S T E M  L T N 1 1 5 0
1 3 : 3 5 : 4 9  P A R T I C I P A N T  L I S T  ( T E S T I F I E R S  O N LY ) B Y :J N U

T C N : 9 0 6 6 7  S C H E D U L E D  F O R : 0 4 / 2 6 / 9 9  1 3 : 3 0  T O  1 5 : 0 0  F O R : BAR
P U B L IC  H E A R IN G  S E N A T E  H E A L T H , E D U C A T IO N  & S O C IA L  S E R V IC

L O C A T IO N :B A R R O W
S B  1 0 3  M R . JA M E S  M . NAGEAK N S L O P E  B S D  T E S T I F Y

O f = F u t = T  

K  I A K O K ,

M l  9 3



R ichard and  N ora D au en h au er 
3740 N o rth  D ouglas H ighw ay 

Juneau , A laska 99801 
T elephone: (907) 586-4708 

e-m ail: jfrld@ uas.alaska.edu

A pril 26,1999

T estim ony  in S upport of SB 103

W e're so rry  w e canno t be p resen t to testify in person, but w e have previously  
sch ed u led  com m itm ents. We su b m it these w ritten  com m ents for the record.

M y nam e is R ichard D auenhauer. L anguages have been a central p art of m y life 
since ju n io r h igh  school. M y academ ic tra in ing  is in G erm anic and  Slavic 
languages, and  in com parative  literature. Since com ing to A laska in 1969 I have 
w o rk ed  w ith app lied  linguistics and  app lied  folklore, helping w ith  m aterials 
d ev e lo p m en t a n d  teacher tra in ing  for A laska N ative languages, and  w ork ing  for 
recognition  of A laska N ative languages as deserv ing  of a place in the classroom  
a n d  cu rricu lum . I have personally  w orked  w ith  abou t half of the N ative 
lan guages in A laska, bu t m y m ajor focus has been in partnersh ip  w ith m y wife, 
N o ra  M arks D auenhauer, w ork ing  on Tlingit, w hich is her first language.

SB 103 gives explicit, positive m ora l su p p o rt to the effort for the su rv ival of 
A laska N ative  languages by recognizing these languages as a legitim ate, 
"canonical" p art of the school cu rricu lum  w here desired  by the local com m unity  
a n d  the local school board . SB 103 recognizes A laska N ative languages along 
w ith  those m ore trad itiona lly  taught, such as French, Spanish, G erm an, Russian, 
a n d  Japanese. SB 103 notes the academ ic an d  social benefits associated w ith  the 
p resence  of A laska N ative  languages in the schools in legitim ately recognized, 
non-token ized  w ays.

T here  is no th in g  in SB 103 that sho u ld  p resen t a th rea t to persons opposed  to 
A laska N ative  languages. T here  are  no d em an d s  forcing N ative language 
in struc tion  on persons o r com m unities w ho not desire it.

SB 103 is a positive s tep  to co u n ter m ore than  a century  of policies designed  to 
w eaken  o r elim inate  the A laska N ative languages that are the un ique heritage of 
o u r  State. This m odest bill p rov ides an  o p p o rtu n ity  for the A laska State 
leg islatu re  to offer som e sm all m easure  of positive, largely sym bolic, su p p o rt for 
the su rv iv a l of A laska N ative languages by recognizing the legitim acy of their 
inc lusion  in the  school cu rricu lum . SB 103 also includes suggestions for 
s ta n d a rd s  of con ten t and  m eth o d s of instruction , especially for state  of the art 
d is tance  delivery .

We ag ree  w ith  the backg round  inform ation  articu lated  in the S ponsor S tatem ent 
a n d  in the  section on  F indings. We urge the com m ittee an d  the legislature as a 
w ho le  to su p p o rt SB 103.

mailto:jfrld@uas.alaska.edu
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SPONSOR STATEMENT 
SB 103

NATIVE LANGUAGE EDUCATION ACT

SB 103 provides that schools where a majority o f the students are Alaska Natives may 
teach the language that is traditional within the community, A local Native language 
curriculum advisory boa-d shall be established to review and make recommendations 
about the teaching o f the Native language. If the advisory board recommends the 
establishment o f a Native language education curriculum, it then may be incorporated 
into the school curriculum and taught by certified or trained instructors. The bill allows 
for the delivery o f language instruction by existing satellite instruction or other distance 
delivery technology, including computer programs and audio distance delivery. The 
effective date o f this legislation is July 1, 1999.

Many o f Alaska's Native languages are on the brink o f extinction. Dr. Michael Krauss, 
professor o f  linguistics at the University o f Alaska Fairbanks, predicts that "short o f a 
miracle or radical social change" we will lose 15, and possibly 18, o f  our 20 Native 
languages by the year 2055.

Sadly, the loss o f  Alaska Native languages is rooted in anti-Native language educational 
policies promoted by American missionaries and educators around the turn o f the 
century. Schools played a critical role in efforts to assimilate Alaska Natives into the 
Western/Anglo religion, language and culture; in fact, children were punished for 
speaking their Native language.

Schools cannot, nor should they, carry the burden o f Native language preservation alone. 
Parents, extended family members, and communities have iniportant roles as well. In 
many villages, however, many o f those tools are lost. We must have our schools 
involved and committed to teaching and preserving our Native languages. Presently, 
many o f our village schools are teaching German, Spanish, Russian and Japanese to our 
children. Many who have the capability to extend their programs to include Native 
languages have not.

Native Language Education has received strong support from the Alaska Federation of 
Natives, the White House Conference on Indian Education, the Denakkanaaga Elders 
Conference, the Tanana Chiefs Conference, Bristol Bay Area Health Corporation, the 
Association o f Village Council Presidents, the Interior Education Council, the Village 
Participation Conference, the Rural Alaska Community Action Program, and by 
numerous villages.
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L a n g u a g e  L o s s  i n  A l a s k a ,

T h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  a n d  T h e  W o r l d

—  by M ichael J. Kraass

E KNOW BV EXPERIENCE THAT LANGUAGES 
arc passed from generation to generation by 
being spoken to children. From time 

immemorial this has been the way, a supremely human 
miracle, a process that works so naturally— and so irre- 
placeably. Elders simply speak the language to children 
and the children simply learn, with lluent control over 
the complex grammar and vast vocabulary that every 
language has. This is how a language lives on to perpet­
uate a people's unique culture and identity.
Why, then, don't we understand that if a language is 

not spoken to the children, it will die within a lifetime—  
and that with the lang.uge extinct, the people will suffer 
immeasurable los 'o their culture and identity?
As every adui- Jaska Native must know, the 

American educ - mal system beginning in the 1880s 
forbade all use of Alaska Native languages in school. 
This was not done to make Alaska Natives bilingual in 
English in addition to their own languages —  a per­

fectly possible goal, as the Russians' had been with 
Russian —  but rather to wipe out Alaska Native 
languages and replace them with English. That system, 
brutally imposed on children with menral and physical 
punishment, has now nearly reached its goal. At first it 
produced a generation of people who were bilingual in 
Native and English, but who were trained to speak 
English and not their Native language to their children, 
with the false understanding that children can easily 
and naturally learn only one language, and that the 
language should be English, English only, as the Native 
language was inferior, an obstacle to their progress and 
assimilation from an “inferior" culture and identity' to 
a “superior" one.

By the 1930s in many parts of Alaska, parents who 
were now bilingual began to raise the first generations 
uf children who could not speak the language of their 
grandparents. The result now is that of the 20 Alaska 
Native languages alive today, fennttnued on page 3/
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L a n g u a g e  L oss
f r o m  p a g e  1

only rwo— Siberian Yup'ik and Central 
Yup'ik— are still being learned in the tradi- 
tiond way, of parents speaking to children,
One language, Eyak, has left only one 

speaker, and she is in her 70s. Two languages, 
Tsimshian and Haida, have no speakers in 
.Uaska younger than 60. Eleven languages 
have no speakers younger than 40; they are 
Aleut, Alutiiq, TIinrit, and seven of the 11 
Athabaskan languages: Ahtna, Tanaina, 
Ingalik, Holikachuk, Koyukon, Tanana, and 
Han. Three Athabaskan languages, Upper 
Kuskokwim, Upper Tanana and Tanacross 
Athabaskan, may still be spoken by younger 
adults in their 20s or 30s. Younger adults or 
teenagers in a few isolated communities speak 
Aleut at Atka, Alutiiq at English Bay, Inupiaq 
on the Upper Kobuk, Tanaina at Lime 
Village, and Kutchin at Arctic Village and 
Venecie.
With just two languages being passed on in 

the traditional way, 90 percent of the Native 
languages of Alaska are no longer spoken by 
children. Without radical change, these lan­
guages will be extinct or have no native speak­
ers left some time during the first half of the 
century nearly upon us.

Let us now broaden our consideration to 
put Alaska in perspective, to compare the 
Alaska situation with that of Native North 
America and the rest of the world.

Something over 300 Native languages were 
once spoken in what are now the linked 
States and Canada. Of those 300 or so lan­
guages, abouc 210 arc still spoken or remem­
bered. Considering the disastrous history, it is 
surprising that perhaps two-thirds of chese lan­
guages survive. But for how much longer?
Thirty-five of the 210 North American 

languages arc spoken exclusively in Canada, 
leaving abouc 175 still being spoken in the 
United States (including the 20 in Alaska). I 
have divided chese languages into five classes 
for degree of viability, or amount of time they 
may endure as living, spoken languages.

In Class A are languages chat arc still 
spoken by many, most, or all of the children. 
These languages are still viable, and may go on 
forever. As we shall sec, however, they are by 
no means unendangercd or "safe.'' In this very 
small and elite class are at best 20 of the 175, 
about 11 percent. (These include the two

Alaska languages noted above).
Class B consists of languages no longer 

spoken by children, but by adults of all ages, 
including the immediate parental generation. 
This class, larger chan A but still the second 
smallest, has about 30 languages, or about 17 
percent.
The largest is Class C, those languages now 

spoken only by middle-aged or older adults, 
the grandparental generation and up. About 
70 Native U.S. languages are in this class, or 
40 percent. (This class, as noted, includes 
most Alaska Native languages.)

V/ith ju s t two languages 

being passed on in  the 

traditional way, 9 0  percent 

o f  the N ative  languages 

o f  Alaska are no longer 

spoken by children. 

W ithout radical change, 

these languages w ill be 

extinct or have no native  

speakers left some tim e  

during  the fir s t h a lf  o f  

the century nearly 

upon us.

♦

Then there is Class D. chose languages spo­
ken, or rather remembered, by a small handful 
—  say one to a half-dozen —  of the very old­
est individuals. To this class of very nearly 
extinct languages belong the remainder, about 
55 of chc 175, a deeply alarming proportion of 
U.S. languages, about 31 percent.
Thus, at the rate things are going, most of 

these languages will become extinct unless rad­
ical changes are made and people take deter­
mined measures to preserve their own lan­
guages. Otherwise, by the year 2000 or soon 
thereafter, of the present 175 U.S. languages,
55 will be gone: by 2025, 70 more will be 
gone; and by 2050, 30 more will have joined 
class E —  extinct Native American languages.
Will the remaining 20 languages, those 

fortunate lew in Class A, alsr be on the road 
to extinction?
Not even the Class A languages are safe.

One would think Navajo— by far the largest 
North American Native group, with some
200,000 people— would enjoy safety in num­
bers. But apparently not: In 1969-70, 90 per­
cent of the children in first grade, age 6, came 
to school able to speak, dominanc in. or 
monolingual in Navajo. Now, according to 
informal reports, it is quite the reverse: Eighty 
to 90 percent of Navajo children coming into 
the schools at age 6 are able to speak English 
but unable to speak Navaio.

During the past 25 years, then, a major 
American tragedy has taken place —  silently, 
with no press coverage that I know of. Navajo 
had more children speaking their Native lan­
guage than the other 174 languages put 
together. If Navajo is not safe, then none of 
these uniquely American languages is. All 
Native American languages arc threatened —  
or beyond that.

How does Alaska compare? Despite its 
relative remoteness and late contact with 
Europeans, only rwo of 20 languages still are 
spoken by children, compared with 18 of 155 
in the other States. Alaska is at best typical, or 
perhaps a bit worse off, than the rest of the 
United States.
Let us now look at the whole globe. There 

are currently some 6,000 languages (give or 
take 10 percent, depending on the distinction 
between languages and dialects, which is often 
difficult to draw consistently). Given that 
mankind's population is approaching 6 bil­
lion, the “average size" language would be spo­
ken by about a [continued on poge 4/
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million people. Buc the 15 largest languages 
account for more than half the world's popula­
tion, leaving still, say, 5,985 languages spoken 
by the other half. There arc actually only 
about 250 languages wich a million or more 
speakers, and the median language— that is, 
the three-thousandth largest or smallest lan­
guage— has only 5.000 to 10.000 speakers.

Much more difficult to count is the number 
of languages still being learned by children. 
Statistics for this are very hard to come by.
The best single published source is the 

Summer Institute of Linguistics (Wycliffe 
Bible Translators') Ethnologuc, edited by 
Barbara Grimes, most icccntly in 1992. 
Ethnologuc lists the world's languages and 
their numbers of speakers. For about 60 per­
cent of the 6,000 it also gives an assessment of 
viability in terms of need for Bible translation. 
Grimer (in a personal communication) esti­
mates that a maximum of 20 percent are not 
viable enough to warrant Bible translation.

But I believe 20 percent is a minimum fig­
ure for the languages no longer being learned 
by young children. From private estimates by 
linguists who have worked widely in various 
parts of the world, 1 estimate thac as many as 
50 percent of the world's languages either are 
already no longer transmitted to children or 
by the end of this century no longer will be. 
Thus I believe it most likely that between 20 
percent and 50 percent of the world's 6,000 
languages will become extinct during the 
coming century.
The only way to estim ate the number of lan­

guages that are merely “endangered" is by sec- 
ting aside those at the other end of the scale thac 
we may term “safe.” How may we define these?
One obvious criterion is sheer size in num­

ber of speakers. Navajo, in 1970 the largest 
North .American language wich perhaps
175,000 speakers (20 times the world medi­
an), is a sad lesson thac 175,000 speakers may 
not be enough. Breton, the Celtic language ol 
Brittany in France, had a million speakers in 
living memory, but now probably has fewer 
child speakers than Navajo. Under certain cir­
cumstances even a million speakers is not a 
safe number.
Another important factor is official state use 

and support, which Breton did noc have. With 
state support, even much smaller languages,

such as Icelandic (250,000 speakers), or 
Greenlamlic Eskimo (45,000), seem quite safe.
With increasing local autonomy and a grow­

ing number of independent states in the world, 
the number of state-supported languages may 
soon increase to about the same number—
250— as are spoken by a million people or 
more. The majority of these states, however, 
support mainly English (45). French (30), 
Spanish (20), Arabic (20), Portuguese (6), and 
only about 70 others, most of which (including, 
e.g., emerging Estonian or Slovenian) have 
more chan a million speakers anyway.
Still, it does not seem unrealistic to guess 

on these bases thac 300 languages may be 
deemed “safe"— thac children will still be 
learning them at the end of the coming centu­
ry. Let us be generous and optimistic, even, 
and double the number to 600, or 10 percenc.

Of the world's 6,000 languages, then, 5 to 
10 percenc are "safe." Another 20 percent to 
50 percent are headed for extinction during 
the next century insofar as they are not being 
learned by children. This leaves between 40 
percent and 75 percent, 2,400 to 4,500, that 
are merely "endangered.” The fate of these 
languages— thac is, whether or noc they will be 
spoken by children ac the end of the next cen­
tury— hangs in the balance.
We mighc well ask: What "balance?"
Consider what has happened already in the 

United braces (language mortality approaching 
90 percent of 175 aboiiginal languages) and 
Australia (mortality beyond 90 percent of 
250). Nine countries have more than 200 lan­
guages: Zaire and Brazil (210 each), Mexico 
(240), Australia (250), Cameroon (270), India 
(380), Nigeria (410) Indonesia (670), and ac 
the top Papua New Guinea (wich 850!). These 
nine countries alone account for nearly 3.300 
of the world’s 6,000 languages. Another dozen 
juniries, including, for inscance, Ethiopia, 
Chad, and Burma, have more than 100 lan­
guages each. Consider the social conditions in 
many of these countries as they “develop" (in 
the direction of the United States and 
Australia?!). Whac is likely to be the fate of 
their linguistic minorities?
Considering again the fact chat the medi­

an-sized language has 5,000 to 10,000 speak­
ers, one can grasp the enormity of rhe loss we 
face. It is a very realistic possibility that 90 
percent of mankind's languages will become 
extinct or doomed to extinction during the 
coming century.

Languages are more than  

ju s t practical systems o f  

com m unication. Each is also 

a creation o f  beauty, through 

the collective a n d  creative 

sp irit o f  countless generations 

o f  our ancestors, w ith  

spiritua l a n d  em otional 

values unique to the identity  

o f  each society.

♦

Why arc we so unaware of or indifferent to 
the face of our planet’s linguistic diversity? 
Compare especially our growing concern for 
and willingness to act, even to sacrifice, for our 
planec's biological diversicy —  for whooping 
cranes and snail darters and perhaps even spot­
ted owls.
The statistics of animal species endanger- 

menc are interesting to compare with the ones 
just given for languages. There is an “official" 
list (Red Book) of “endangered" or “threat­
ened" species. Here let us take the two cate­
gories most visible and “charismatic" to us, 
mammals and birds. There are about 4,400 
species of mammals, of which about 330, or
7.5 percent, are officially listed as “endan­
gered" or “threatened.” There are abouc 9,000 
species of birds, of which 240, or 2.7 percenc, 
are so listed. Because of politics, economics, 
and inaccessibility, however, it is certain that 
these figures are gross undercounts. Many 
conservation biologists estimate thac the num­
ber of endangered species may be as high as 50 
percent. Even the lower counts for endangered 
species have caused us great alarm, with good 
reason.
Yet the best estimate for the future of 

language diversity is worse than the worst for



biological diversity. Should wc not be at least 
as concerned for languages? Is not human life 
as we know it utterly dependent on language?

I think the reason we do not care about the 
loss of language diversity is that we believe one 
or a few languages —  the one or ones we 
know —  would do for all mankind, even that 
mankind would be better off with only one 
language. It is a question considered at least 
since Babel. This is certainly a typical 
American English-speaker's belief: that with 
one language—  presumably English —  there 
would be greater mutual understanding and 
therefore peace on earth. That is an under­
standable argument, one with which I am 
often challenged.
The conflicts in Somalia and former 

Yugoslavia are strong countcrevide;.ce to that 
hypothesis. Linguistically. Somalia is one of 
the least diverse countries of Africa, with 90 
percent >f its population speaking Somali or 
languages very close to Somali. Serbian and 
Croatian are the same single language: the dif­
ference does not even correspond to the 
dialectal differences within he language, but is 
strictly religious and political, expressed in dif­
ferent alphabets (Roman for Croatian, modi­
fied Cyrillic for Serbian) and in conflict that 
has nothing to do with language.
So much for the argument that one lan­

guage would bring world peace and under­
standing.

On the contrary. The loss of any one lan­
guage diminishes us all. Every language is as 
infinitely complex as a living organism, and 
rhe most marvelous manifestation of the 
human mind. A k indred linguists working a 
hundred years could not fully fathom the mys­
tery of a single language, let alone the world of 
human languages.

Frighteningly late, we have barely begun to 
see the world of our languages as an interde­
pendent system. In this we a-e still far behind 
our emerging understanding of the biological 
world as an interdependent system. Just as all 
life utterly depends on the natural world to 
sustain it, surely human life as such depends 
on the linguistic world to sustain it.
At the very least, just as our biological sur­

vival depends on an ecosystem, a web of life, 
can we be ac all certain that our 6,000 lan­
guages are not at least as essential a part of an 
intellectual and social system upon which our 
humanity depends? How many languages are 
expendable, and which?

I can sec at least four types of reasons why 
we must value and do our best to maintain 
mankind’s linguistic diversity.

First, let us take the aesthetic or spiritual 
reasons. Languages are more than just practi­
cal systems of communication. Each is also a 
creation of beauty, through the collective and 
creative spirit of countless generations of our 
ancestors, with spiritual and emotional values 
unique to the identity of each society. The 
very diversity of languages itself constitutes its 
own beauty, of which we are still less aware or 
mainly take for granted by comparison with 
the beauty of the natural world.

'we were forced to choase only a few 
flowers to look at or smell —  say. only roses 
and tulips, nice as those are — would not the 
world become a less satisfying place to live, 
dangerously less so? Might not the same be 
true about languages? Can man live by bread 
alone? Granted, this is only an aesthetic or 
spiritual argument, probably the weakest one, 
yet even this alone could be crucial for the sur­
vival of humanity.
Second, I cite rhe political, social, or ethical 

argument of human rights. Language, as not­
ed, is also the expression of our culture, 
nationhood, and identity. Many people do not 
like to give up their language and take on 
another instead. So. from an ethical or even 
strictly pragmatic point of view, who is to 
choose which language gets to be the one 
everybody has to peak? People surely tend to 
prefer their own. A pure pragmatist, believing 
that might makes right, may not have to wor- 
ry about Aleut preferences, which might not 
give much trouble. But what of Estonian, or 
French, or certainly Chinese? Well, alright, 
let's allow for several languages. But how 
many? Where do wc draw the line between 2 
and 6,000 —  and who gets to draw it?

Do wc just permit survival of the Attest, as 
we seem ro be doing today? (Actually, these 
arc not necessarily the “fittest’’ languages —  
there are no primitive or unflt languages.
Fittest here means the most powerful and 
aggressive societies.) Are we not obligated, 
because of our very humanity and for the sake 
of humanity, to use instead our ability to 
make reasonable and responsible decisions?
Third, to an argument of perhaps still 

greater enormity. Our languages are our 
knowledge and understanding of the universe, 
our intellectual wealth, mankind's accumulat­
ed experience, store of ideas and insights. As

anyone who has learned more than one lan­
guage surely has found out. different lan­
guages are not simply different or mechanical­
ly convertible wavs of saying the same ching. 
Every language is priceless in that it expresses a 
unique knowledge and understanding of the 
world, an infinitely complex system of human 
thought, with information and concepts 
unique to it. Concepts can be transferred or 
borrowed, as English has done more than any 
other language. Some simple examples are the 
words omelette, kangaroo, kayak, and quinine. 
But even English has barely begun to incorpo­
rate the knowledge that is present in other 
languages of, say, history, technology, or med­
icinal plants.
Further, with the loss of any language, with 

its different grammar and way of interpreting 
reality, we lose our ability to think in different 
ways —  even our freedom to think in different 
ways.
What could be worse than that? The fourth 

and final argument is that we simply do not 
know the answer to that question, or the ones 
before it. In our extermination of languages 
we simply do not know what we are doing.
We do not know what further negative effects 
ori human existence would result from the loss 
of all languages but one, or even all bur 600 
(which, as I point out, is a very real threat). 
Without fully understanding the consequences 
of what we arc doing, do we have the right to 
make such irrevocable decisions?
Might not the lesson of Babel be that we 

were meant, for our own good, to live in intel­
lectual and cultural diversity with our many 
languages? Or does our behavior show that we 
have now finally reached such a pinnacle of 
wisdom and reason that we no longer need 
our diversity?

I would add, finally, that for mutual 
understanding and peace on earth it is not 
necessary or even desirable to eliminate a sin­
gle language. It is perfectly possible, in fact 
quite norma!— though not so much currently 
in the tradition of American English speak­
ers— to learn more than one language, to form 
a worldwide network of people who can 
understand each other and get along, and at 
the same time to maintain the web and wealth 
of human life that is our languages. ■

Mic lahL Krxuss is director of the Alaska Native 
Language Center at the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks.
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Alaska language among ‘endangered’
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N E W  H A V E N ,  C o n n . — T u c k e d  a w a y  d e e p  
i n  A l a s k a ’ s  i n t e r i o r ,  t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  h o u s e ­
h o l d s  w h e r e  U p p e r  K u s k o k w i m  i s  s t i l l  
s p o k e n .  I n  O r e g o n ,  t w o  p e o p l e  i n  t h e i r  7 0 s  
k e e p  K l a m a t h  a l i v e .  A n d  i n  n o r t h e r n  A u s ­
t r a l i a ,  a b o u t  1 0  n a t i v e  s p e a k e r s  o f  J i n g u l u  a r e  
l e f t .

K u s k o k w i m ,  K l a m a t h  a n d  . J i n g u l u  a r e  
a m o n g  t h e  w o r l d ' s  m o s t  e n d a n g e r e d  l a n ­
g u a g e s ,  h a v i n g  f a l l e n  v i c t i m  t o  s o c i a l  a n d  e c o ­
n o m i c  p r e s s u r e s  t h a t  d e m a n d  p e o p l e  l e a r n  
m o r e  c o m m o n  t o n g u e s  l i k e  E n g l i s h .  •

A s  t h e  w o r l d  b e c o m e s  s m a l l e r ,  s o  d o e s  t h e  
n u m b e r  o f  v i a b l e  l a n g u a g e s :  L i n g u i s t s  p r e d i c t  
h a l f  o f  t h e  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  G . 0 0 0  l a n g u a g e s  
s p o k e n  t o d a y  w i l l  b e  e x t i n c t  w i t h i n  t h e  n e x t  
c e n t u r y .

A t  Y a l e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  a  m o d e s t  c f T o r t  is  b e i n g  
m a d e  t o  c o u n t e r  t h e  t r e n d  t h r o u g h  a  f u n d  
I h n L  a l l o w s  r e s e a r c h e r s  t o  t r a v e l  t o  f a r - o f f  r e ­
g i o n s  t o  s t u d y  a n d  h e l p  r e s u r r e c t  d y i n g  l a n ­
g u a g e s ,  o f t e n  b y  c o m p i l i n g  d i c t i o n a r i e s  a n d  
o t h e r  w r i t t e n  r e c o r d s .

S e t  u p  f o u r  y e a r s  a g o  b y  l i n g u i s t  D o u g l a s
I I .  W h a l e n ,  t h e  E n d a n g e r e d  L a n g u a g e  F u n d  
i s  L h i s  y e a r  f i n a n c i n g  i t s  f i r s t  p r o j e c t s .  T e n  
p r o j e c t s ,  i n c l u d i n g  c I T o r t s  t o  p r e s e r v e  K u s ­
k o k w i m ,  K l a m a t h  a n  1 J i n g u l u ,  w i l l  e a c h  g e l  
$1,000.

" A  l o t  o f  c o m m u n i t i e s  h a v e  b e e n  f o r c e d  i n  
v a r i o u s  w a y s  t o  s t a r t  a b a n d o n i n g  t h e i r  l a n ­
g u a g e .  I  t h i n k  p e o p l e  o f t e n  d o n ’ t  i c a l i / . e  t h a t  
t h e r e ' s  c u l t u r a l  v a l u e  i n  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e  u n t i l  
i t ' s  t o o  l a t e , "  s a i d  W h a l e n  i n  a  r e c e n t  i n t e r ­

v i e w  a t  h i s  o f f i c e  a t  H a s k i n s  L a b o r a t o r i e s ,  a  
N e w  I l p v e n  r e s e a r c h  i n s t i t u t e  t h a t  s t u d i e s  
s p e e c h  p r o c e s s e s  a n d  d i s o r d e r s .

A  d i s t i n c t  l a n g u a g e ,  h e  s a i d ,  o f t e n  d e f i n e s  
a  u n i q u e  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  b i n d s  i t  t o g e t h e r  
b u t  c a n  b e c o m e  t h r e a t e n e d  b y  o i l i e r  e n ­
c r o a c h i n g  l a n g u a g e s  a n d  e v e n ,  i n  s o m e  c a s e s ,  
b y  g o v e r n m e n t a l  f o r c e ,  W h a l e n  s a i d .  E n d a n ­
g e r e d  l a n g u a g e s  e x i s t  011 a l l  c o n t i n e n t s ,  i n ­
c l u d i n g  N o r t h  A m e r i c a .

" T h e r e ’ s  b e e n  d i r e c t  g o v e r n m e n t  s u p p r e s ­
s i o n  o f  l a n g u a g e s  n i l  o v e r  t h e  w o r l d .  I n  t h e  
U n i t e d  S l a t e s ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  n a t i v e  A m e r ­
i c a n  l a n g u a g e s  a r c  t h e  o n e s  t h a t  w e r e  h e r e  
f i r s t  a n d  f o r  c e n t u r i e s  t h e r e  w e r e  d e l i b e r a t e  
a t t e m p t s  t o  g e l  t h o s e  l a n g u a g e s  t o  s l o p  b e i n g  
u s e d , "  h o  s a i d .

O t h e r  v i c t i m s  o f  g o v e r n m e n t  s u p p r e s s i o n  
i n c l u d e  K u r d i s h ,  w h i c h  i s  c u r r e n t l y  b a n n e d  i n  
T u r k e y ,  n n d  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f T a z m n n i a ,  w h i c h  
d i e d  o u t  w h e n  t h e  n a t i v e  s p e a k e r s  w e r e  
k i l l e d .

M o r e  o f t e n ,  l a n g u a g e s  d i e  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  
p r e v a l e n c e  o f  m o r e  c o m m o n  l a n g u a g e s  l i k e  
C h i n e s e ,  E n g l i s h  o r  S w a h i l i .  M o d e r n  t e c h ­
n o l o g y  n n d  e a s y  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  h a v e  q u i t e  
s h r u n k  t h e  p l a n e t  i n  l i n g u i s t i c  t e r m s .

A l t h o u g h  e x p e r t s  s a y  t h e r e  a r e  a t  l e n s L  1 0 0  
l a n g u a g e s  l l i n t  a r e  d o w n  t o  o n e  n a t i v e  
s p e a k e r ,  n u m b e r s  d o n ' t  a l w a y s  t e l l  t h e  f u l l  
s t o r y .

F o r  e x a m p l e ,  a  l a n g u a g e  c a n  l i n v e  r e l a ­
t i v e l y  f e w  s p e a k e r s ,  b u t  i f  i t  i s  s p o k e n  b y  n  
c o m m u n i t y  t h a t  r e m a i n s  f a i r l y  i s o l a t e d  a n d  
t h e  l a n g u a g e  is  u s e d  a s  t h e  n m i h  i n s t r u m e n t

o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  b y  a l l  g e n e r a t i o n s ,  t h o  l a n ­
g u a g e  m a y  c o n t i n u e  t o  t h r i v e .

C o n v e r s e l y ,  a  l a n g u a g e  c a n  h a v e  t h o u s a n d s  
o f  s p e a k e r s  a n d  s t i l l  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  e n d a n ­
g e r e d  i f  a l l  o r  t h e  s p e a k e r s  a r e  m o r e  t h a n  f iO  
y e a r s  o l d  n n d  t h e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t i o n  d o e s n ’ t 
u s e  i t .

T h a t  i s  w h a t  h a s  h a p p e n e d  t o  t h e  T o l i o n o  
O ' o d h n m  I n n g u n g c ,  w h i c h  is  a n  I n d i a n  t o n g u e  
s p o k e n  b y  r o u g h l y  1 2 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e  i n  p a r t s  o f  
A r i z o n a  a n d  M e x i c o .

W h i l e  t h e  e l d e s t  g e n e r a t i o n  s p e a k s  T o l i o n o  
O ’ o d h n m ,  m a n y  o f  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  r e f u s e d  to  
t e a c h  i t  t o  t h e  n e x t  g e n e r a t i o n ,  d e f e r r i n g  i n -  
s t e n d  t o  E n g l i s h .  T h a t ’ s  b e c a u s e  t h e y  t h e m ­
s e l v e s  f a c e d  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  w h e n  t h e y  s p o k e  
i t  a s  c h i l d r e n  i n  U . S .  s c h o o l s ,  s a i d  n a t i v e  
O f e l i a  Z e p e d a ,  a  g r a n t  r e c i p i e n t .

" A c r o s s  t h e  c o u n t r y ,  y o u  h a v e  a  
g e n e r a t i o n  o f  n a t i v e  s p e a k e r s  w h o  w e r e  n o t  
a l l o w e d  t o  s p e a k  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e s  o r  w h o  w e r e  
p u n i s h e d  f o r  s p e a k i n g  t h e m , "  s a i d  Z e p e d a ,  a n  
a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s s o r  o f  l i n g u i s t i c s  a t  t h e  U n i -  
v c r s i t y  o f  A r i z o n a .

" N o w  t h e y  a r c  p a r e n t s  n n d  n i n n y  h a v e  n o  
i n t e r e s t  i n  t e a c h i n g  t h o  l a n g u a g e .  I t  t o o k  a  
l o n g  t i m e  t o  c o n v i n c e  p a r e n t s  t h a t  t h e i r  
c h i l d r e n  w o u l d n ' t  b e  p u n i s h e d  f o r  i t , "  s h e  
s a i d .

Z e p e d a  w i l l  u s e  t h e  g r a n t  m o n e y  t o  h e l p  f i ­
n a n c e  a  t h r e e - y e a r  p r o j e c t  t o  p r o d u c e  a  c o m ­
p r e h e n s i v e  d i c t i o n a r y  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  u s e d  a s  a  
t e a c h i n g  t o o l  t o  i c c o v c r  T o l i o n o  O ' o d h n m ,

" I t  w i l l  h e l p  t h e  y o u n g  c h i l d r e n  w h o  n r e  
n o w  l e a r n i n g  t h e  l a n g u a g e .  I t ' s  d i f f i c u l t  b e ­
c a u s e  E n g l i s h  i s  s o  p e r v a s i v e , "  Z e p e d a  s a i d .
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Nol allowing for mlfaclos, Eyak will probably nol suivlvo Ihls conlury; Alaska Tslmrhlan, Alaska I lalda, Hollkachuk, 
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N a t i v e  s p e a k e r s  w o u l d  b e  l o s t  w i t h o u t  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e

By FERN  G R EEN B AN K
Special to in# Oaily No -

" I  don't know  what you mean," the students 
said ove r and over.

I t seemed like  a m antra and tin excuse to 
avoid work ing . When you 're  a v is itin g  teacher, 
you never know what teenagers w ill try .

A fte r  a few  weeks in the v illage o f 
Nunapitchuk. I sta rted to wonder, “ Maybe 
they rea lly  don 't know what t mean." So. I 
asked them.

"W hat do you mean, you don't know what I 
mean?"

What a dumb question, the ir faces an­
swered.

"W e jus t don 't know what your words 
mean." one student would say.

"Just keep ta lk ing ,”  another would add. 
"W e 'll got it.”

O pinion
Eventua l!1 I'm  the one who got it.
Students discussed questions end issues in 

Y up 'ik  and answered me in English. I knew 
how it fe lt to be the m ino rity .

FIRST THINGS FIRST: YUP'IK
The m a jo rity  o f h igh school students in the 

Southwest Alaska v illage o f Nunap itchuk are 
considered Y up 'ik  speakers. I on ly heard them 
speak English when they were ta lk ing  to 
English-only speakers.

M y v is it to Nunapitchuk was m y f ir s t  expe­
rience w ith  Native speakers. A ll o ther school 
media pro jects had taken me to v illages where

Please see Page F-5. LANGUAG E



Anchorage Dany News
— m-------------------------------------------

L A N G U A G E :  N a t i v e  s t u d e n t s  s a y

Continue fnjm Pag« Pi
Sunday. Januar/ 11. 1998 F-£
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LE T T E R : Language helps to maintain culture-
Commuod from Page F-t ■'

the bond between Native land end Native people, especially elders.English Is necessary because It helps us deal with a changing world. Native people who were bilingual made our Native land and lifestyle more accessible for use by passing ANCSA.Without bilingual education, we would be speaking only one language, which would cause great confusion among peo­ple and would keep us from working and living together successfully.To me. bilingual education is like hav­ing the key to uie door of opportunity —' self-esteem, confidence and a will to dedi­cate ourselves to.furure generations.If the legislators said we lhould not '• have Yup'ik culture taught in the schools or if the state wanted to stop bilingual ed- ucaaon. it would be helping to destroy our bond of respect toward Native ways. They would be helping to destroy and abandon our elder's great wisdom and understand­ing. How would we. m return, show our appreciation and gratitude if we don't speak our Nattve language? Without our ■ Native language, we are nothing with a name called “nobody.” •*'I feci fortunate because I am able to understand what the elders and wbite — people are saying. Buc. when I'm speaking in Yup'ik and can't say what I have in my '

| mind. I use English to carry on to another I subject dll t can say my Ideas In Yup'ik. I'm soil havuig some trouble transit On* ideas in Yuplk because there Isn't always a Yup'ik word fora Western Idea.In our vlllage.'Nunapitcluik. which means "small piece of land." 1 usually hear people speaking in Yup'ik. The only time 1 hear them speak In English Is when they are talking to a white person. Chil­dren usually speak in Yupik except for those whose parents speak in English to their relatives.Bilingual people get a sense of pride because of the confidence they gain from having learned their language. Alexie. Isaac and Ullian Michelle. Yup'ik broad­casters at KYUK radio, said that if we . value our language, we value our culture and the people arouod us. Lillian said that when a child asks what s Yupik word means, ir is a sign thac we are losing our language. ' . . • . ,They said that people with bilingual skills are needed by businesses in the. Delta because the7 are able to translate orally and in writing. They allow Nanves and non-Nanves to communicate.The school district should be allowed to contmuo spending money on bilingual etl- . ucation. The toward is greater than man- > ey; it is the ability to learn and deal with a changmgworld.  ....
—  Alice Tobzliik

English is the first language for students, with bits and pieces of (nupiaq or Athabaskan spoken by elders.In the end. I realized the problem was not so much English as it was my choice of wards, rate of speed, new concepts, isolated environment and the hodgepodge of educa­tional programs the students had experi­enced over the years. It wasn't that they couldn't get it or didn't want to get it. they just didn't get it yet.And. if the Legislature had anything to do with it, they mighc not have the chance to get If.
DEPENDS HOW YOU LOOK AT ITPeople are placed in positions all tho time wheru they have to make decisions that af­fect others' lives without having any first­hand knowledge or understanding of those lives. Govemmunt policies reflect this. Me­dia coverage reflects this. Classroom materi­als reflect this. It's easy to make mistakes from a distance. Alaska has a lot of distance.In Anchorage. ( investigated all points of view, but being in the village was different surrounded by children just living their lives. The issue of money or resurrection and preservation of language seemed moot. Whenever I questioned students about why it was imponant 11 have Yup'ik language in­struction, they just looked at each other with bewildered expressions as if I were asking why they were Yup'ik.“We're lust like you," said Nunapitchuk junior Nick Williams. “We don't want to lose our language anymore than you'd want to lose yours.""If I didn't speak my language. I would just look Yup'ik but I wouldn't be Yup'ik." said senior Joni Larson."If a young person doesn't understand what their Elder is saying to him. he would be very ashamed to call himself a Native person," said Gabe Scrradcll.One student chose to stand back and look at herself. "Christina wants to start all over again using her own language."But what about the cost. I asked. There's a big fuss going on. you know?

WHAT FUSS?Ask any student in Nunapitchuk what all the funding fuss is about, and they'll tell you they didn't know there was a fuss. They know English is she first language for other villages, but not for them. It's difficult to tell them it isn't that simple.If you jsk students the same questions you ask school officials or legislators, you're likely to solicit more telling, more truthful answers, if the truth is what you’re after Students say :hcy are not immigrants, they are Native Americans and they have the right to speak their Native language first. They look incredulous when you discuss the state's right to take it away.My job was to help the students under­

stand an issue that affects them and then write about it persuasively. I repeated all the opposing arguments: Some want to make English the official language because it is easier and cheaper. Some are concerned that students will develop trouble functioning outside the village :f they are enrolled in Yup ik-only programs, We miked about vil­lages that do not speak the Native langujge We discussed the state's responsibility vs. the family and the cost, always the cost."What does money have to do with it?" students asked.Every year for the past few years the Alaska Legislature has debated the mcnts of bilingual education. :he level to which it shuuld be funded and the formula by which money is distributed for language instruc­tion. The issue is a political live wire across the nation. Those legislators opposing a change in the funding formula, and .1 resul- rant drastic cut in bilingual education dol­lars. are often criticised for not supporting Alaska Natives. Those favoring continuation jnd even expansion of bilingual education arc often called on the carpet for not being realistic in light of available funds and test scores.If I came to no other conclusion after

spending three weeks in Nunapitchuk with Yup'ik speaking students, it was this: The state of bdinguat education, and funding, is one of the most difficult ethical ddemmas facing Alaska because it calls into qucstiun our understanding of ethnicity, identity and assimdation. It redefines the role of our edu- catiunal system.
YOU HAD TO OE THERENunapitchuk was unlike any village I had ever visited. The community is actively in- voiced with making, and enforcing, school policies. People are interested in what you do. not why you're there or how soon you're leaving. Children downright funny, curious, friendly and land.It looks much like any other village exter­nally- empty horizons, fierce blowing snow, messy dog yards, roaring snowmachines and fantastic sunsets. The village is built on sog­gy tundra that requires an elaborate system of boardwalks to keep from sinking knee- deep in muck.The airstrip is across the river, which is fine when it's frozen and fine when it's not. but when it's in between, travel to meet planes takes some Creativity and a bit of bravery. On 3 good day. you can showma



^ W iin e  to Bethel in 25 m inutes. T he re  are sev- 
e ra l villages w ith in  eye shot, g iv ing  
Nunap itchuk a less-isolated feel. The v illage 
its e lf is spread out more than most; it's  hard 
to fin d  stable ground to bu ild  on. E ve ry year, 
foundations have to be ad justed to keep up 
w ith  the heaves.

The students also were un like  any group 
o f students I'd  worked w ith  before. Sure, 
some had troub le  expressing themselves in 
w ritin g . T he ir English sk ills  appeared below 
average. They strugg led w ith  sk ills  such os 
m aking phone calls o r se tting up in te rv iew s, 
fo llow ing  through w ith  tasks o r th in k in g  fo r 
themselves. A  few  hod a ttitudes. But. they 
know who they are. T he ir sense o f  se lf and 
iden tity  is remarkable and re fresh ing . They 

• understand there are prob lems ad justing  to 
life  outside the v illage and that speaking 
English is a necessity to succeed ou t there. 
They w ill ta lk  openly and honestly about 
race, into lerance and stereotypes.

HEARING IS BELIEVING
1 knew the student's experience was more 

revealing and more accurate tnan any piece 
o f documentation we could dig up. But. 1 had 
to explain that Westerners h is to r ica lly  do not 
accept heart, sp ir it o r in s tin c t as evidence. 
You can't tu rn  in a paper w ith  the on ly a rgu ­
ment. "1 know it's  true  because I feel it . "

“ Why not?" they asked.
Sometimes being a teacher sucks.
From experience. I knew the students' 

"d is tin c tiv e " voices would not be published.
I also kntiw  there was a chance th e ir "W est­
e rn " voices would sound d ry  and monotone. 
It 's  jusr the harsh rea lity  and one I don 't like  
dealing w ith . V illage English is in te rp re ted  
by most readers as poor English and il l i te ra ­
cy. Heavy handed "clean up " o f v illage Eng­
lish  makes the essays take on m y  voice.
W hile the o rig ina l essays had m ore heart, 
m y job is to teach jou rna lis tic  w r it in g  sk ills  
based on facts.

The tr ic k  is to blend the hea rtfe lt e xpe ri­
ences o f a cu ltu re  w ith  the Western stan­
dards o f publishing. Three weeks ju s t wasn't 
long enough.

When the students adhered to the tenets 
o f ed ito ria l w ritin g , they lost some o f th e ir 
"vo ice ." The fina l essays don't s ing like  the 
o rig ina l gu t-fe lt essays. But. 1 know  they 
have “ d is tin c tive " voices, both Y up 'ik  and 
English, because they le t me get to know 
them.

The students' solution to the en tire  issue 
was simple; relocate the state cap ita l to 
Nunapitchuk so leg isla tors wou ld get to 
know them and hear th e ir  b ilin gua l voices.
As the likelihood o f th is happening is slim , 
here are th e ir Westernised voices. It helps to 
read between the lines.
□ Fern Greenback is director of The Village News Net* work, an independent media studios program for rural students. She also is former director of special pro* jocts for the University of Alaska Anchorage Journal* ism and Public Communications (Department.


