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Chairman Tester, Ranking Member Barrasso, and Members of the Committee:

Shekoli. Ed Delgado niyukyets. On^yoteaka ni’i.  Hello.  I am Ed Delgado.  I am from the people of the Standing Stone and chairman for the Oneida Tribe of Indians of Wisconsin in Oneida, WI.  I want to thank you for the opportunity to testify this afternoon about the importance of preserving native languages.  

The Oneida language has not been the first language spoken by our people for over a century. Thus, the Oneida language is now considered to be very much endangered. It is extremely unfortunate that the last fluent speaker passed away two years ago, and Oneida currently has only six “functional” speakers in our community. 

For 80 years, we have made several attempts to revitalize the Oneida language. The Oneida Language Revitalization Program began during the Works Program Administration (WPA) era in the 1930s, by simply documenting our language. 

In the 1970s, Oneida worked with a linguist from the University of Wisconsin Green Bay to develop an Oneida dictionary. This dictionary is still in use today. The Oneida Language Project established in 1974 began with four Oneida language trainees who worked on language preservation and curriculum development with over 80 native Oneida speakers.  Forty years later our greatest resource is no longer available and we must now rely upon our audio and written documentation of the language and our functional speakers to keep our language alive. Since the 1970’s, the tribe has continued to work with the University of Wisconsin Green Bay, and Oneida language has become an accredited class for students and community members.  

In 1996 the Oneida Language program developed in earnest, as we began a 10-year language immersion plan focusing on best practices, refining skills, and developing an Oneida language curriculum for both Tribal and public schools to utilize.  This effort evolved into our current program: we now offer Oneida Language to approximately 400 students in our tribal school system as well as to 611 students in the various school districts within the reservation boundaries: Seymour (150), West De Pere (71), Freedom (70), Ashwaubenon (106) Green Bay (169), and Pulaski (45).

Oneida has a vision to increase the number of second language speakers of the Oneida language.  In 2010, the Cultural Heritage Department applied for and was awarded an ANA Native American Language Preservation and Maintenance Grant.  The purpose of the grant was three-fold: 1) disseminate culturally relevant language learning materials to tribal members, employees and both Tribal and Public schools; 2) Create a mentorship program and 3) Establish a community of practice where language learners can meet and develop their language skills in a learning environment.

The current ANA language grant has been used to develop and implement an 18-unit course curriculum and has also developed a language learning program online, providing access to language learning tools to thousands of students and Oneida members.  On^yote’a∙ka Tsi Nitwaw^no∙t^ (Oneida Language Development Plan) is a comprehensive curriculum to be used in communities, schools, and colleges with students of all ages. In addition, the Oneida language classes must conform to Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction’s foreign language curriculum standards to be accredited.

Another exciting development we would like to share with you today is that the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction recently awarded the Pulaski Community School District a grant to use the Oneida Language curriculum as an elective course for high school credit. Within the Pulaski Community School District, grant funding is used to continue to sustain the language program within the school district. This language program currently consists of an Oneida I Language Course that is offered at Pulaski High School, a similar age-appropriate language course offered at Pulaski Community Middle School, and a morning and afternoon language program at Hillcrest Elementary School. The Pulaski Community School District partly resides within the Oneida reservation making the Pulaski Community School District the perfect place to have and continue an Indigenous Language Program. 

Within this program, there are many goals and objectives set in place to help identify and measure the retention of the Oneida Language with students in these courses. These goals were established based on an assessment of the Oneida Language Program’s objectives and the current foreign language courses (French and Spanish) in the Pulaski Community School District. The Wisconsin DPI Academic Standards for foreign languages were also used as the basis and foundation for the Oneida Language Program. These goals will be valid throughout the continuance of the course of this language program. With this grant, the Pulaski Community School District and the Oneida Community will be able to continue the language program in order to create more language speakers, so that the language can live on for many generations to come. Therefore, the benefits from this program will be great and this grant will positively impact many students and families with language acquisition.

The legislation under consideration today will help Oneida enter a new stage of On^yote’a∙ka Tsi Nitwaw^no∙t^.  S. 1948 will help students learn native languages by funding language immersion programs such as those our Tribe has put in place.  We share your view, Mr. Chairman, that this instructional method enhances participation and educational outcomes, and we commend you for encouraging other Tribes to adopt this model.  We would also like to acknowledge the application criteria stated in the bill that the Tribe is responsible for certifying that the school has the capacity to provide the Native American language education.  The stakeholders involved in the planning and development of Oneida’s Language Program in 2010 reached a similar conclusion that it was Oneida who could most appropriately speak to the capability of the school to provide the necessary resources and environment and we sincerely appreciate this acknowledgement in the bill.

Should our Tribe be fortunate enough to be awarded a grant under this program, we can continue to refine our language program in order to improve instructional time that will meet the needs the of our public school partners, which may close the Oneida student achievement gap in the public school districts.
Additionally, S. 2299 will reauthorize a number of the important programs that are already being successfully used in Indian Country.  The Native American Programs Act funds would provide for the continued development and success of our language program.  One approach that we think could be incredibly beneficial for our language learners is the opportunity for paid internships or job opportunities for young people in the Oneida Language Revitalization Department.  An internship or job in the language department would not only be a relevant placement for students with a passion for Oneida language, it would allow the student to develop a personal investment in the future of the Oneida language by their engagement in the planning and operation of the program.  Unfortunately, Oneida’s Job Training Program has a waiting list and we have had to turn away several star pupils, as the language department lacks the resources to take them on.
Closing: 

Our long-term commitment to language revitalization reflects our belief that the Oneida language is a key component of our cultural identity.  We believe language is medicine, and when we use kanukwatsliyo, the good medicine of our language, we will begin to heal our students and community.  Additionally, the Oneida Language is a unique language which has been used as a tool by the United States in military conflict. Oneida men serving in World War I and II were “code talkers,” using the language as a secret code. By utilizing the Oneida language, the enemy was unable to decipher the codes, giving the United States and allies an enormous advantage, enabling victory. The U.S. Department of Defense has credited the code talkers for saving countless American and allied lives, and recently the Oneida Tribe was presented a Congressional Gold Medal for the heroic efforts displayed by our Oneida warriors.

In our experience, the creation of the Oneida Language Program has been very beneficial to our students, families and the community as a whole.  As our youth study and learn the Oneida language, we have seen gains in their confidence, self-identity and performance across the academic spectrum. The self-confidence and pride that Native American students receive from knowing and speaking their language is a critical quality in young students that contribute to both their academic and social success.  

Assistance is needed in our language program development.  It is our hope to refine our language program, and close the Onedia student achievement gap in public schools by continuing to improve and increase instuctural time.

I am proud to report that for the first time in recent history, both Valedictorians of the Oneida Nation High School Class of 2013 and 2014, Jessica House and Natasha Stevens gave their commencement speeches entirely in the Oneida language.  The significance of the event was not lost on our tribal leadership; with no native speakers left, we hope to be able to look back on that day as the turning point in the revitalization of our language.  

Our stakeholders are every Oneida anywhere in the world who want to learn their language and culture.  But currently, we do not possess enough resources to accommodate the need. That is why we so badly need this legislation and the support of Members of Congress who share our values.  With additional resources, not only can the Oneida language be sustained, but the Oneida families and community will persevere. The benefits of revitalizing our language are Strengthening On^yote’a:ka nationalism, sovereignty, identity, well-being, and ensuring our human rights as Ukwehuwe continue for future generations.

Yaw^ko and sawehnisliyo’hak.  

