How To Learn Native American Languages

Revitalizing Our Native Languages?

THERE'S AN
APP FOR THAT

By Vincent Schilling

OUF YEArs ago
Drarrick Baxter put
an iPad with an
Orjibway language
app he had created

in front of his then toddler-

aged daughter, While his
camera was filming, he
watched her count to five in

Cyjibway more quickly than

she had ever counted in

English. Today Baxter runs

Ogoki Learning Systems, an

app dr'ﬂ']upmﬂﬁ company

he founded, primarily 1o

preserve and revitalize

Native languages.

Two decades ago, Don
Thornton started his journey
to establishing Thornton
Media, first with interactive
language toys, then with
laniguage apps on the Nin-
tendo DS, and now with the
Apple App Developers

How to learn Native American languages is a vital undertaking for those
interested in preserving and revitalizing the rich cultural heritage of
Native American communities. These languages, spoken by Indigenous peoples
across North America, embody unique worldviews, histories, and traditions.
Despite the pressures of globalization and modernization, efforts to learn
and teach these languages are gaining momentum. This article provides a
comprehensive guide on how to embark on your journey to learn Native American
languages.

Understanding Native American Languages

Before diving into the process of learning a Native American language, it is
essential to understand the diversity of these languages. There are over 300



distinct Native American languages, belonging to various language families,
each with its unique grammar, vocabulary, and phonetics. Some of the most
widely spoken Native American languages include:

e Navajo

e Cherokee

e Sioux

e Ojibwe

e Apache

Each language reflects the culture, history, and traditions of the people who
speak it, making them invaluable to the preservation of Indigenous
identities.

Benefits of Learning Native American Languages

Learning a Native American language offers numerous benefits, including:

Cultural Preservation: By learning the language, you contribute to the
preservation of cultural heritage and traditional knowledge.

Community Engagement: Language learning fosters connections with
Indigenous communities, promoting understanding and respect.

Personal Growth: Language learning enhances cognitive skills, improves
memory, and provides insight into different ways of thinking.

Advocacy and Support: Understanding the language can empower individuals
to advocate for Indigenous rights and issues more effectively.

Steps to Learn Native American Languages

Learning a Native American language requires dedication, patience, and a
strategic approach. Here are the steps to get started:



1. Choose a Language

The first step in learning a Native American language is selecting which one
to study. Consider the following factors:

e Personal Connection: Do you have Indigenous ancestry or a connection to
a specific community?

e Availability of Resources: Are there learning materials, classes, or
speakers available in your area?

e Community Engagement: Are you interested in connecting with a specific
Indigenous community?

2. Find Learning Resources

Once you have chosen a language, the next step is to find appropriate
resources. Learning materials for Native American languages can be more
limited than for other languages, but various resources are available:

1. Textbooks and Workbooks: Look for language-specific textbooks that offer
structured lessons.

2. Online Courses: Websites like Udemy, Coursera, and even dedicated
language platforms may offer courses.

3. Audio and Video Resources: Utilize podcasts, YouTube channels, and audio
recordings for listening practice.

4. Language Apps: Explore language-learning apps that focus on Native
American languages, such as Drops or Memrise.

5. Community Classes: Check local community centers or universities for
language classes taught by fluent speakers.

3. Immerse Yourself in the Language

Immersion is a powerful method for language acquisition. Here are some
strategies to immerse yourself in the language:



Attend Language Classes: Join community classes or workshops to practice
speaking and listening.

Participate in Cultural Events: Engage in community gatherings,
festivals, or ceremonies where the language is spoken.

Connect with Native Speakers: Build relationships with fluent speakers
who can help you practice and refine your skills.

Use the Language Daily: Incorporate the language into your daily life by
labeling items at home, thinking in the language, or keeping a journal.

4. Practice Speaking and Writing

Speaking and writing are crucial components of language learning. Here are
some tips for developing these skills:

1. Language Exchange: Partner with a native speaker for regular
conversation practice.

2. Use Language Apps: Employ apps that encourage writing and speaking
through interactive lessons.

3. Join Language Groups: Participate in online forums or local groups
focused on practicing the language.

4. Record Yourself: Practice speaking by recording yourself and listening
to identify areas for improvement.

5. Learn About the Culture

Understanding the culture associated with the language is essential for
meaningful language learning. Engage with the following:

e Read Literature: Explore books, stories, and poetry written in or about
the language.

e Watch Films: Look for films or documentaries that feature the language
and its cultural context.

e Participate in Traditions: Attend cultural workshops or events to learn
about the customs and traditions of the community.



e Follow Native Media: Engage with Indigenous news outlets, podcasts, and
social media to stay connected with contemporary issues.

Challenges 1in Learning Native American
Languages

While learning a Native American language can be incredibly rewarding, it may
also present some challenges. Understanding these challenges can help you
prepare and stay motivated.

1. Limited Resources

Due to the historical marginalization of Indigenous languages, resources for
learning may be limited compared to more widely spoken languages. It may
require extra effort to find quality materials and classes.

2. Complex Grammar and Pronunciation

Many Native American languages have complex grammatical structures and unique
sounds that may be challenging for learners. Be patient with yourself and
practice consistently.

3. Cultural Sensitivity

When learning a Native American language, it is essential to approach the
process with respect and cultural sensitivity. Ensure that your learning
methods honor the traditions and values of the community.

Conclusion

Learning a Native American language is a meaningful endeavor that fosters
cultural preservation, personal growth, and community engagement. By choosing
a language, seeking out resources, immersing yourself in the language, and
understanding the associated culture, you can embark on a rewarding journey
that not only enriches your life but also contributes to the revitalization
of Indigenous languages. Remember that patience, persistence, and respect are
key components of this journey. With dedication, you can play a part in
ensuring that these languages continue to thrive for generations to come.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are some effective resources for learning
Native American languages?

Many universities offer courses, and websites like the Cherokee Nation's
language program and the Montana Native American Languages Resource Center
provide online materials. Additionally, apps like Duolingo and Rosetta Stone
may offer certain Native American languages.

Are there any online communities for learning Native
American languages?

Yes, platforms like Facebook have groups dedicated to specific Native
American languages where learners can interact, share resources, and practice
speaking with native speakers.

Can I find language immersion programs for Native
American languages?

Yes, some tribes offer language immersion programs during summer camps or
community events, promoting learning through cultural activities and direct
interaction with fluent speakers.

What challenges might I face when learning a Native
American language?

Challenges include limited resources, variations in dialects, and the need
for cultural context to fully understand the language. Additionally, some
languages have very different grammatical structures from English.

Is it important to learn the cultural context when
studying a Native American language?

Absolutely. Understanding the cultural context enriches the learning
experience and helps you grasp the meanings and uses of words and phrases
that may not translate directly into English.

Are there any specific Native American languages
that are more accessible for beginners?

Languages like Navajo and Lakota have more resources available and may be
more accessible, but it’s best to choose a language that resonates with you
personally or has community support.

What role do Native American language apps play in



learning?

Language apps provide interactive and engaging ways to learn vocabulary and
grammar, often incorporating audio from native speakers, which is crucial for
pronunciation.

Can I learn Native American languages independently,
or is it better to have a teacher?

While independent learning is possible through resources and apps, having a
teacher or a language partner can significantly enhance your understanding
and provide immediate feedback.

How can I practice speaking a Native American
language?

You can practice speaking by joining conversation groups, participating in
community events, or using language exchange platforms to connect with native
speakers.

What is the importance of learning Native American
languages today?

Learning Native American languages helps preserve cultural heritage, promotes
diversity, and supports efforts to revitalize languages that are at risk of
disappearing.
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