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Charman Ben Nighthorse Campbdll, Vice Chairman Daniel K. Inouye and members of the Senate
Committee on Indian Affairs, | appreciate the opportunity to submit this testimony in support of the
recommendations of the National Indian Head Start Directors Association for amendments to the Head
Start Act asit gppliesto the AmericanIndian-Alaskan Native Head Start Programs. Among the proposed
recommendations, are anendments that relate to Native American Language Preservation, an issue that

| would like to focus on in this testimony.

Inthe early 1990's the U.S. Congress passed the Native Languages Act which recognized the unique
gatus that Tribes hold in the United States as sovereign entities through tregties and acts of congress and
the central importance of Native languages. Today asthis committee reviewsthe Head Start Act, | hope
it will once more reaffirmits commitment to Native people and the surviva of their languages and cultures
through careful and thoughtful consderation of each testimony that has been prepared and presented for

YOour review.

The need for Native Language Surviva



For indigenous people across this naion, the importance of issuesrel ated to language survivd isinextricably
entwined withcultural survival. The continuance of Native American cultura values, traditions, beliefsand
governance systems is dependent on continued transmission and use of native spoken languages.
Unfortunatdy, for many Native peopl e thislanguage preservationhasbeen severdly jeopardized by Federal
policiesthat sought to destroy Native Language and culture. In particular, a onetime, Federd educators
argued that Native Americans must be moved into the mainstream and thet the key to doing this was to
separate Native children from their Native culture and language influences. The result was the notorious
boarding school system which did so much harm to Indiancountry. These policies contributed directly to
the endangered state of Native languagestoday. The surviva of Native culture depends on the vitdity of
Native languages. Tragicaly, for 80% of North America sindigenouslanguages, the children arenolonger

learning their Native tongue. Buit it is not too late to turn this Stuation around!

Along with theloss of culture, language loss can destroy a sense of sdf-worth, limiting human potentid,
and complicating efforts to solve other problems, such as poverty, family breakdown, school failure and
substance abuse. After al, language loss does not happen in privileged communities. It happensto the
disposed and disenfranchised -- the people who most need their cultural resources to survive (Crawford

1994).

Evenamong Native communities where childrenare actively learning their native tongue, there are growing
concerns about language surviva and the need to take action. The uniqueness of Pueblo languagesinmy
home State of New Mexico reflects a history of some of the oldest and longest sustained culturesin the

nation. Theselanguages have existed and till function primarily within asocio-culturd and socio-reigious



community context (Blum, 2000; Sms, 2001; Suina, 1990} . Assuch, the oral traditionservesasthe critical
vehide inwhich a community such as mine, Taos Pueblo, maintainsitsinterna socio-cultura organization,
itsoral higtories, culturd knowledge and spiritud way of life. To lose our Tiwa language would mean that

everything that holds together our society would begin to unravel and would be logt to future generations.

The surviva of the Tiwalanguage intothe 21% Century isatestimony to the resilience and wisdom of our
triba elders and tribal leaders, who have steadfastly refused to abandon our language, despite
overwhelming pressures in the last century to spesk only English. Their legacy and the future of younger
generations who will take their place as leaders will depend uponthe stepswetaketoday. Al-AN Head
Start Programs that recognize the importance of Native cultureand languages are better preparing Native
youth for continuing higher education anywhere in this world and better preparing indigenous peoples as

we take our rightful place in the world

For some tribes, there are now only a few speakers or even no speakers of their language left. In a
response to this crigs, severd tribes have made extraordinary efforts to stem the loss of language and
therefore culture through community-based and school-based language efforts. In my smal Pueblo of
Taos, New Mexico, for instance the youngest generation of tribal members are beginning to relearn their
native tongue, which until afew years ago remained viable only in age groups of thirty and older. Based
on aHead Stat Community Assessment, in 1998, Taos Pueblo developed a Tiwa Language Immersion
Program (Red Willow Language Immersion Program) in the Taos Pueblo Head Start Program. Oral

indruction in the naive Tiwalanguage is provided for Head Start children. The Red Willow Language



Program has dready begun to yied significant outcomesin children who are spegking the Tiwalanguage
once more.  They represent the future of young Native Americans who while maintaining a healthy

connection to their communities are just as capable of as any child in Americato succeed academicdly.

Our tribal community has benefitted from the Taos Pueblo Head Start language preservation efforts.
Community membershaveinput and influenceregarding the curriculum. More nativeteachershave entered
the Head Start Program as teachers, teacher assstants and inother leedership positions. The Head Start

Program and the tribal community work together as ateam to reclaim our native language.

Students have benefitted from language preservation. Head Start children in our language program have
made smoother trandtions into other schools. Bangimmersed inther native language has not delayed ther
academic development, but actudly enhanced it. Their academic gains are sometimes greater than those
in Englishtonly classrooms. Attendance and parent participation have shown sgnificant improvement.
Native Language Immerdon is morethanwords- it isa person’s culture heritage, identity, and the way he
or she is taught to view the world. Spesking and learning in more than one language enhances the
development of cognition and should be viewed as desirable and be encouraged both at home and at

school.

Native L anguage and Culture Curriculum is an Integrd Part of the Whole Curriculum

Induding Native language and culture in AlI-AN Head Start Programs will help assure that indigenous

children are educated in aculturdly appropriate manner and be able to relate to the larger society from an



intact cultura perspective, not from a destroyed or distorted cultura perspective.

Native language programs in Head Start represents a Native adaptation of the idedl of education , for in
Native culture, learning means the discovering of principles and the relations of everything. Integrating
Native culture and language in Al-AN Head Start programs will contribute not only to the surviva of
Native society, but dso to the surviva of the world through Native contributions to the community of

learning.

We do not believe that language and literacy activitiesgeared toward Englishare the only meaningful ones
in a classroom with students from a Native language background. The home languages and literacies of
Native children can and should be incorporated into the classroom in ways that would be socidly useful
and cognitively chdlenging for the children. Incluson of the home language and culture in the classroom
curriculum dlows Native children the opportunity to bethe*experts’ and builds pridein thelanguagesand
culture of their families. The indluson of Native languagesin the dassroom is aso cognitively chalenging.
The childrenwill devel op metarlinguistic awareness, the ability to think how language works, askill that will
help them in learning how to read and write in English. In an effort to ensure school readiness, we must

make sure to leave intact and strengthen the paths to meaningful life connections to family and community.

L anguage and Culture —Essentid Links

Economic:

The ability to speak, read, and write more than one language is a great advantage in the job
market.

Intellectud:



Research shows that knowing more than one language increases thinking ability
Educationd:

Childrenwho learn English and develop their native language do better in school than students who
learn English at the expense of thelr first language.

Educationa research has clearly established that Native cultureand language are essentid in Native
children’s acquisition of Knowledge and foster academic achievement” (T. Yazzie)
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Conclusion
For Native peoples language, culture, belief, governance, family and community are dl closdly inter-
related. Theloss of any one of these, is damaging to the others. | urge this Committee to support

the use of Native language and culture in the Indian Head Start program.



