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Ten years have passed since Congress approved the Native American Languages Act. As
codirector of the American Indian Language Development Institute, I have had the opportunity to
work with many of the teachers, parents, and students in programs authorized by this Act. I also
have conducted research on the impacts of these and other indigenous language education
programs over more than 20 years. My purpose in this statement is to convey what we know from
research, and the implications of research for the proposed Native American Languages Act
Amendments of 2000. Specifically, I will address two questions: What do we know about the
efficacy of indigenous language revitalization/maintenance programs in promoting students'
language development, their literacy in one or more languages, and their academic success?
Second, what do we know about the efficacy of these programs in promoting indigenous language
revitalization? I will conclude with several recommendations. 

Dr. Michael Krauss of the Alaska Native Language Center reports that 175 indigenous languages
are still spoken in the United States, but by fewer and fewer children all the time. The great irony
is that even as 'indigenous children come to school knowing more English, they are likely to speak
a form of English modified by the structures, sounds, and me patterns of the heritage/indigenous
language, and to be identified as "limited English proficient." These students are forced to walk
between cultural worlds: They are under intense pressure to abandon their indigenous identity and
culture, yet they are stigmatized as "deficient" by the English-language schools they attend.
Educational statistics speak painfully of the costs of this situation: Indigenous students are heavily
over represented in special education programs, and they experience the highest school failure and
dropout rates in the nation. Thus, despite the transition to English, indigenous students are not, on
the whole, doing better in school. This situation, and the threat of 'tam' language loss, have
motivated creative new approaches to indigenous education which emphasize immersion in the
heritage/Native American language. Heritage language immersion is the approach proposed in
S.2688. 

Heritage or second-language immersion involves sustained instruction in the heritage language
over a period of several years. Typically, all instruction during the first years of school is provided
in the heritage language, with an English language arts component introduced in the second or
third grade. Based on the theory that abilities developed in one language transfer readily to
another (and there is considerable empirical support for this),1 heritage language immersion uses
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the second/heritage language to develop students' critical thinking abilities, English fluency and
literacy, and proficiency in the heritage language. This type of immersion incorporates the local
culture into the curriculum in academically challenging ways. It requires the active co-
participation of children's families, something we know enhances learning for students regardless
of race, ethnicity, or social class. 

There is strong cross-cultural evidence supporting the effectiveness of second-language
immersion schooling. Second language immersion has been implemented in Canada, for example,
since 1966. There, native- English speaking children are immersed in French upon entering school
Longitudinal studies have shown that using French as the sole medium of instruction facilitates
children's acquisition of French without causing any detrimental effects to their English
development or their general cognitive and social development. In fact, on achievement measures-
-including standardized assessments of English these bilingual students outperform those in
monolingual English classrooms. Researchers attribute bilingual students' superior performance to
the greater cognitive flexibility associated with knowing more than one language.2 Indigenous
immersion schooling in the United States was pioneered by the Hawaiians with the introduction of
the 'Aha Punano Leo (Nest of Voices) preschool in 1983. Today, the opportunity for an education
in and through Hawaiian extends from preschool to graduate school, and approximately 1,800
children have learned to speak Hawaiian through immersion schooling. In a long-range study of
Hawaiian immersion, student achievement equaled or surpassed that of Native Hawaiian children
enrolled in English-only school-even in English language arts.3

One of the best documented immersion programs on the mainland is at Fort Defiance, Arizona.
When the program began in 1987, less than a tenth of the five-year olds at the school were
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considered "reasonably competent" Navajo speakers.4 At the same time, many of the English
monolinguals were identified as "limited English proficient." With strong administrative and
parental support, Fort Defiance launched a voluntary Navajo immersion program that included
initial literacy in Navajo, then English, and math in both languages. The program placed a heavy
emphasis on language and critical thinking. 

By the fourth grade, Navajo immersion students were performing as well on tests of English as
Navajo students in non-immersion (monolingual English) classes. Immersion students did better
on assessments of English writing, and were substantially ahead on standardized tests of
mathematics. On standardized tests of English reading they were slightly behind, but catching up.
In short, program co-founder Dr. Wayne Holm reports, these students were well on their way to
accomplishing what had been claimed: that they would acquire Navajo "without cost"--that is, by
fifth grade they would be doing as well as Navajo students in non-immersion, English-only
classes.5

Not only did the Navajo immersion students perform well in English, when tested on Navajo
language measures they outperformed their Navajo peers who had been placed in non-immersion
classes. Navajo students in non-immersion classes actually performed lower on tests of Navajo
than they had in kindergarten. Here we clearly see the powerful negative effect of the absence of
immersion schooling, and conversely, its positive effect on maintenance of the heritage language
as a second language as well as on students' acquisition of English and math. 

Immersion programs also have been documented for the Mohawk, Mississippi Band of Choctaw,
Northern Arapaho, Blackfeet, Yup'ik, various California tribes, and Cochiti Pueblo.6 Like the
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Hawaiian and Fort Defiance Navajo programs, these indigenous language programs involve total
immersion in the indigenous language and the active involvement of parents. At Cochiti Pueblo,
for example, parents are learning Cochiti side-by-side with their children.7 In California, many
young adults who are working as language apprentices with elderly master-teachers have gained
conversational proficiency and even fluency in the heritage language. Acceding to Dr. Leanne
Hinton, a linguist at the University of California Berkeley who has worked with the master
apprentice teams for many years, this type of immersion strengthens relations between young and
old, reinforces family and inter-family ties, supports family and community values, and provides
positive role models for children.8

Let me now return to the questions with which I began. 

To what extent have heritage language immersion programs succeeded in: (1) promoting
indigenous students' English and academic achievement, and (2) revitalizing threatened indigenous
languages? 

When we consider language programs for which there is good public documentation, such as
those discussed here, we see students doing exactly what the research predicts. After
approximately five to six years, they are, at the minimum, on a par with comparable students in
monolingual English classrooms, and they are ahead in math and heritage language development.
According to Darrell Kipp, cofounder of the Blackfeet immersion schools in Montana, a two-year
study of Blackfeet immersion students showed that they scored above the national average on
English language tests. "We want, and we have developed high-level language acquisition skills in
our children," Kipp states.9 Moreover, there is evidence of social and affective benefits in
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immersion schooling: These students know they have succeeded because of, not despite who they
are.As promising as they are, indigenous language immersion programs are in a race against tune.
To quote Northern Cheyenne educator Dr. Richard Littlebear, indigenous languages "are in the
penultimate moment of their existence in this world."10 Let me illustrate this with a recent study by
Navajo educator Dr. Evangeline Parsons- Yazzie.11 She found that even in homes where children
spoke Navajo as a first language and had monolingual Navajo grandparents, children tended to
respond to their parents' and grandparents' Navajo in English. How did their parents, who were
bilingual, respond? They switched to English. As early as preschool, children already had into' the
societal forces that privilege English and diminish the status of their mother tongue. 

Parsons-Yazzie cites English media and the daily association of Navajo speakers with lower-
paying jobs as key factors in fostering these language attitudes. 

What this study and my own long-team research show is that indigenous language immersion
programs in no way threaten the valuation or acquisition of English. Indeed, the pressures on
parents and grandparents not to transmit the heritage language are nearly overwhelming. If the
heritage language is to have a fighting chance of surviving among the young, parents and
grandparents need assistance and support. That is why these proposed amendments are so
important. They will extend those practices proven to be effective in promoting both acquisition
of the heritage language and English. 

While indigenous students contrast with immigrant students in that indigenous students have no
other homeland to turn to in acquiring the heritage language, the proposed amendments are not
about saving indigenous languages as if they were endangered species. These amendments are
about building the intellectual and social-linguistic abilities of indigenous children in ways that
strengthen them, their families and communities. These amendments are about restoring
wholeness and wellness and integrity to communities whose languages have been forcibly
removed. These amendments are about people, and what kind of nation we want to be twenty,
fifty, one hundred years from now. 

The language choices children and their families make need not be either-or ones; "indigenous"
and "modern" need not be oppositional terms. The Native American Languages Act Amendments
of 2000 will create new educational opportunities for children to develop their command of the
indigenous language while acquiring English and the abilities they need to succeed in the wider
world. The provision of such opportunities is one of the foundations of democracy and equality,
and that is why these amendments are so needed and deserving of our support.Recommendations



for Modifications to S.2688 (suggested modifications are underlined): 

1. Sec. 3, Definitions: Modify Section 103 (5) as follows: The term "Native American" means an
Indian, Native Hawaiian, Alaska Native, or Native American Pacific Islander. 

2. Sec. 4, Native American Language Survival Schools: Consistent with second language
acquisition research which shows that five to seven years of cumulative second-language
instruction are required to develop cognitive-academic proficiency in a second language, and in
order to ensure that Native American Language Survival Schools serve a full range of eligible
students, including those with some background in the Native American language who are not
fluent speakers, modify Sec. 108, (c), "Use of Funds," (1) (D), "Required Uses," as follows:
ensure that students who are not fluent Native American language speakers achieve fluency in a
Native American language within five years of continuous enrollment, as measured by locally
appropriate language assessments. 

Section (c), "Use of Funds," (2) (A), "Permissible Uses": include Native American Language
Nests and other educational programs for students who are not fluent Native American language
speakers but who seek to establish fluency through instruction in a Native American language or
to re-establish fluency, with funding priority to descendants of Native American language
speakers; 

3. Sec. 110. (a), Demonstration Programs: To encourage additional demonstration sites and
ensure their responsiveness and effectiveness in terms of the goals of the 1990/92 Native
American Languages Act and proposed 2000 amendments, add Section (e) to include: (1) criteria
for becoming a demonstration site; and (2) criteria for evaluation of and continuing status as a
demonstration site. 


