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INTRODUCTION TO THE REPORTINTRODUCTION TO THE REPORT  
 
Who We AreWho We Are  
 
This report was commissioned by Helen Blue, Upper Sioux Tribal Chairman, 
to explore ways to sustain existing language programs and expand 
programming options to increase participation among Upper Sioux tribal 
members in language preservation efforts. The authors of this report are 
graduate students at Harvard University enrolled in Nation Building II, part of 
the Harvard University Native American Project (HUNAP).  
 
This report has several objectives: 
 

   To examine the “state of language acquisition” among the Upper Sioux, 
including past and present programs; 

   To perform a “feasibility study” of restarting a comprehensive 
language program,  analyzing the tribe’s strengths and weaknesses; &  

   To provide several recommendations and concrete steps for moving 
forward.  

 
Why Why Language?Language?  
 
Like many Indian tribes, the Upper Sioux are experiencing profound change – 
and with change comes conflict: conflict between feuding families, between 
generations, between tribal government and tribal members, and between 
single-enrollment and dual-enrollment members of the tribe. While gaming 
revenues have led to an increase in resources and opportunities for tribal 
members, they have also created greater divisiveness and tension within the 
community. Drug and alcohol use is widespread, and over-reliance on 
monthly per capita payments have caused unemployment levels to remain 
high among the Upper Sioux.  
 
Relearning a shared language, then, is a process of relearning what it means 
to be an Indian, a Dakota Sioux, and a community. There are multiple ways 
to achieve a greater sense of community; language is not the only path. A 
language preservation program could be the centerpiece of restoring a sense 
of community among the Upper Sioux, just one of several community-
building initiatives launched in the next several years, or it may not be a 
priority at this time. That is up for you, Upper Sioux leaders and community 
members, to decide.  
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But it must be said that, given the advancing age of the last fluent speakers, 
this source of history and identity will not exist for much longer – unless 
something is done. 
The first task, then, is to ask: How do Upper Sioux tribal members feel about 
language? Is it a priority? Tribal members’ responses during the family 
meetings held in March 2004 offer a preliminary answer: “there is resounding 
support to put forth an effort to save our language.”1 We offer several 
people’s thoughts on language preservation below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Right now we are a  tribal community that is 
trying to hold onto itself. The center of how 
people get along is language. It tells you  
who you are. It teaches the community that 
we have more in common than just money. 
- Tom Ross, Upper Sioux Tribal 
Member at Large 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Who we are comes from the language, 
not from the Indian  culture…Your language 
[is] your curriculum –  botany, geography, 
political science, philosophy, history are all 
embedded in the language. 
- Darrell Kipp, Native American language 
activist and founder of Blackfeet 
 immersion school2 

 
Once we stop speaking, we are not Indian 

anymore. 
 - Helen Blue, Upper Sioux Tribal Chairman 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

An elder told me once   that if you lose the   
language, you lose  your identity. The  

language is used in our ceremonies,  
in     songs, and in prayers. 

Dawn Chase,  Indian Child Welfare  
Youth Specialist3

 
 
 
 
 
After reading these quotes, ask yourself: Do you agree with these statements? 
How do they make you feel? If you could include your own, what would it say? 
 
How to Use this ReportHow to Use this Report   

 
This report is meant to serve as a “conservation starter” to help bring 
together motivated, positive, enthusiastic tribal members who want 
assistance navigating the rough waters of creating a sustainable language 
program. It raises questions you need to think about and includes advice 
from people who have been there.  
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The next section discusses past and current language projects, and presents 
an analysis of the Upper Sioux’s strengths and weaknesses. We then offer a 
menu of language program options to choose from, discussing the pros and 
cons of each, and outline a series of recommendations and concrete steps to 
take.  
 
But this report does not contain answers or a solution that is guaranteed to 
work. There is no silver bullet. You have the work out the answers amongst 
yourselves – and it is our hope that this guide helps you get there. 
 
Words of EncouragementWords of Encouragement  
 
Finally, we want to offer a few words of encouragement as you begin 
mobilizing yourselves to revive your native language. It is simply too 
important a task to allow the past to poison the present. Before starting this 
new endeavor, tribal members must come to terms with the failure of past 
programs and accept them.  
 
Most tribes fail two, three, or four times before they develop a language 
program that works for them. Past failures DO NOT mean a language 
program cannot succeed for the Upper Sioux. On the contrary, they are 
sources of strength – it is through these past attempts that you have learned 
what things work well and what mistakes you should avoid. 
 
 
 

Keep in mind that the language is the key. There is 
nothing else. There is no other priority. There are 
no other issues. There is no reason to defend your 
motives, your actions, or your vision. You do not 

defend yourself, your own language fluency, or lack 
of fluency. You do it. Action is the key. 

 
- Darrell Kipp, Encouragement, Insights, and Lessons Learned for Native 

Language Activists Developing Their Own Tribal Language Programs4 
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WHY PRESERVE LANGUAGE?WHY PRESERVE LANGUAGE?   
 

 
   Language programs serve as one of several initiatives to promote 

traditional identity. It should not stand as the sole priority, but it 
provides a firm starting ground to increase community cohesion and 
solidarity. 

 
   Language proves to advance indigenous epistemology and cultural 

interests of indigenous groups. 
 
 

   Language is a powerful symbol of protest in promoting indigenous 
interest. 

 
 

   Language and culture programs assist in “relativising” educational 
curricula, providing a tangible link between native and non-native 
communities, breaking hegemonic tradition and building self-esteem. 

 
 
   Language programs provide a vehicle through which to increase 

community participation and promote nation building.  
 
 
   Language is recognized by the Native American Language Act of 1990 

as inherent in the survival of Native American cultures, literatures, 
histories, political institutions and values. 

 
 
 

Language Acquisition:  Learning in the non-dominant language 
(Dakota) at ages below 6 years in a classroom or home immersion 
setting.  Provides for initial literacy skills in non-dominant language and 
acquisition of literacy skills in dominant language (English) second.  
 
Language Revitalization/Preservation:  Learning of non-dominant 
language as a second language after initial literacy has been learned in 
dominant language.   
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STATE OF LANGUAGE ACQUISITION:STATE OF LANGUAGE ACQUISITION:  
PAST AND CURRENT PROGRAMSPAST AND CURRENT PROGRAMS  

  
Past ProgramsPast Programs  

 
   High School Language High School Language 

and Culture Programand Culture Program  
 
Who did it serve?  High school 
students. 
What was the goal?  Exposure to 
language and culture through 
elective course. 
Why did it end?  Expired funding 
and limitations on human 
resources. 

 
 
 

   Preschool Immersion Preschool Immersion 

ProgramProgram  
 

Who did it serve?  Young children 
in the Upper Sioux Community. 
What was the goal?  Produce 
fluent speakers through daily 
Dakota immersion program, 
preparing them for later 
bilingualism with exposure to 
English. 
Why did it end?  Conflicting 
visions and political infighting 
between director and elders. 

  
Current ProgramsCurrent Programs  

  
   Saturday Roundtables Saturday Roundtables 

with Carrie Schommerwith Carrie Schommer  
 

Who does it serve?  Children, 
teens, and adults from on and off 
Upper Sioux reservation.  
What is the goal?  Exposes 
students to the language, culture 
and history.  
How does it work?  Students 
convene weekly at the Multi-
purpose building for casual 
interactive classes.  Minimally 
funded, no texts are used, and 
students rely upon resources 
Schommer provides. 

   Dakota Wicohan Family Dakota Wicohan Family 

Nest with Terry PetersonNest with Terry Peterson  
 

Who does it serve? A few 
committed families dedicated to 
learning the Dakota language and 
lifeways through home-based 
immersion.  
What is the goal?  To build 
community through Dakota 
language renewal. 
How does it work?  
Master/apprentice model of 
intergenerational learning taking 
place in the home 
 
 

Importance of Past and Present Programs:  These programs illustrate an interest and 
willingness of Upper Sioux children, teens, adults and elders to initiate and participate in 
language preservation. The high school program illustrates that a connection can be formed 
between the school and community. The family nest and Saturday roundtable exemplify the 
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importance of intergenerational learning and the success of grass-roots organization. We can 
learn from the strengths and limitations of past and present programs to create a new, 
complimentary program that increases learners’ access to language, culture and history. 
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SWOT ANALYSIS:SWOT ANALYSIS:  
SSTRENGTHSTRENGTHS, W, WEAKNESSESEAKNESSES, O, OPPPORTUNITIESPORTUNITIES  ANDAND T THREATSHREATS  

 
What is a SWOT analysis?What is a SWOT analysis?  
  
A SWOT analysis is a type of feasibility study, a “snapshot” of your 
community. The acronym stands for “Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities 
and Threats,” and it is an easy way to categorize your assets and your 
shortcomings. A SWOT analysis is not about judging people, placing blame, 
or pointing fingers; it is a neutral but thorough assessment for reference and 
use by tribal members.  
 
Some items on the list will be obvious to the readers. Others may be 
sensitive topics and painful to talk about. But SWOT analyses are guided by 
the philosophy that it is best to get everything “out on the table” and conduct 
a realistic self-assessment in order to have a productive conversation. 
Honesty and self-awareness are essential foundations for any program.  
 
What follows should not be considered an exhaustive list, but rather a 
starting point. We recognize that you are in a much better position to 
conduct a SWOT of your tribe than we are, and we encourage you to revise 
the list or fill in additional items as you see fit. Also, SWOTs are dynamic 
over time. To make sure you stay on top of changing situations and 
circumstances, we recommend that you revisit the list every few months and 
make changes as appropriate. 
 
 
 

As yAs you read through the SWOT analysis, ask ou read through the SWOT analysis, ask 

yourself:yourself:   

  

   How can we capitalize on our strengths and How can we capitalize on our strengths and 

take advantage of current (and future) take advantage of current (and future) 

opportunities?opportunities?   

  

   Do we have other strengths we can add to the Do we have other strengths we can add to the 

list?list?   

  

   What can we do to strengthen our weaknesses What can we do to strengthen our weaknesses 

and minimizeand minimize the threats to a successful  the threats to a successful 
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program?program?  

  

   Better yet, what can we do to turn our Better yet, what can we do to turn our 

weaknesses into strengths, and turn threats weaknesses into strengths, and turn threats 

into opportunities?into opportunities? 
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THE UPPER SIOUX’S SWOTTHE UPPER SIOUX’S SWOT 

 
 
 
  

 Strengths 
 Expressed interest among 

community members 
 Committed language teachers 

and speakers with on-the-
ground programming and 
expertise 

 Supportive tribal government 
 Cash revenues from gaming 
 Expressed goodwill from school 

administrators 
 Physical infrastructure 
  

 Weaknesses 
 Political infighting among 

factions 
 Poorly defined goals and target 

audiences 
 Failed past projects 
 Few native speakers left 
 No institutional capacity 

outside tribal government 
 Distrustful relations with 

schools 
 Geographic distance 
 
 

 Opportunities 
 Family meetings: reassessment 

of priorities and meaning of 
“community” 

 Multiple state and national 
foundations and agencies 
interested in language 
programs  

 Impact Aid grant for HeadStart 
daycare program 

 Existing Parent Advisory 
Council 

 $50,000 tribal grant to YME 
public school system 

 University resources 

 Threats 
 Tribal politics  
 Difficulty of finding a solution 

that pleases all the diverse 
stakeholders  

 Intense energy required of 
start-up effort: who are key 
players to move this initiative 
forward? 

 Conflicts of interest 
 Clashes between individuals 

with critical skill sets: fluent 
speakers vs. teachers 

 Compensation issues 
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StrengthsStrengths  
  

  
   Expressed interest among community members.  

This is the most important asset in your arsenal. Without it, any efforts to 
revive language would be dead in the water. Of course, language is a higher 
priority for some tribal members than for others; that’s ok. Start with the 
individuals, families, and parents who have expressed a high level of interest, 
and others will come. 
 
 

   Committed language teachers and speakers.  
This is another crucial resource. The Upper Sioux has tremendous “human 
capital” it can tap into – most notably, the teachers and fluent speakers 
involved in current language programs. Participants of past programs can 
also contribute by sharing their perspectives about what worked and what 
didn’t. This on-the-ground programming and expertise is a key asset. 
 
 

   A supportive tribal government.  
Many tribal governments are indifferent or even hostile to language 
revitalization efforts, refusing to fund programming or even donate space for 
classes. In contrast, the Upper Sioux tribal government recognizes the 
importance of preserving the language and is supportive of programs to do 
so.  

 
 
   Cash revenues from gaming.  

Many resource-poor tribal governments cannot offer language activists any 
financial support, even if they are supportive of language programs. But the 
Upper Sioux has gaming revenues to draw upon – and even very modest 
tribal funding commitments greatly improves the chances of obtaining funds 
and matching grants from state agencies and foundations. 
 
 

   Expressed goodwill from school administrators.  
Will the Upper Sioux choose to develop language projects in partnership with 
the public school system? That remains unresolved. But school 
administrators and teachers at the elementary and high school level 
expressed interest in collaborating with the tribe. 
 
 

   Physical infrastructure. 
The Upper Sioux have tremendous physical resources in their tribal 
administrative buildings and classrooms. Though the location is an issue for 
the off-reservation population (see Weaknesses), these classrooms can be 
(and are) utilized by students of language programs. 
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WeaknessesWeaknesses  
  

   Political infighting between factions.  
It is widely known and understood that the Upper Sioux is a fractionalized, 
conflict-ridden community. There are family feuds, bad feelings between the 
generations, disagreements between single- and dual-enrollment tribal 
members, and clashes between the tribal government and some community 
members. Putting aside these differences to achieve consensus and work 
towards a common goal is the biggest challenge to language revitalization. 

 
   Poorly defined goals and target audiences.  

Is the goal to create a new generation of fluent speakers, to build a sense of 
community among Upper Sioux, or to educate adults about their tribal 
identity? If you do not have a clearly defined goal and program objectives, it 
is difficult to set milestones and measure progress along the way. A murky 
goal also makes it easier for a program to stray from its original conception.  
 

   Failed past projects.  
This is a weakness only if you let it be, but it is an important one. Many 
community members were doubtful about the chances for success because 
past programs “left a bad taste in everyone’s mouth.” This negativity can 
infect people’s mentalities, leading them to believe a program will never work 
for the Upper Sioux or to conclude at the first hiccup that the project will 
collapse imminently – and that’s the surest way to guarantee failure.  

 
   Few native speakers left.  

The participation of fluent speakers is critical to language revitalization 
efforts for obvious reasons. Yet the remaining few are advancing in age and 
often do not agree about teaching priorities and strategies.  

 
   No institutional capacity outside tribal government.  

Many people said a language program should be kept separate from the 
tribal government so it will not be tainted with tribal politics. But the question 
is, Where? There are few if any viable local institutions outside the 
government, and most foundations accept grant applications only from 
501(c)(3) organizations, not individuals.  

 
   Poor and distrustful relations with schools.  

Multiple parents expressed displeasure with the treatment they feel their 
children receive in the public school system. This distrust and discomfort with 
the school prevents many parents from attending parent-teacher conferences 
and becoming more involved in their children’s education.  
 

   Geographic distance and a lack of transportation options.  
The tribal population is split on and off the reservation, creating logistical 
problems in locating a program that will serve both populations. Additionally, 
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since the learners are children, getting rides to and from language classes 
poses a logistical challenge. 
OpportunitiesOpportunities  

 
   Recent family meetings. 

As part of the constitutional review, the tribal government has been 
conducting a series of family meetings to get a better sense of people’s 
thoughts and opinions about the tribe. This reassessment of priorities 
represents a “window of opportunity” to approach community members and 
solicit their thoughts about restarting a language program. The family 
meetings also created more dialogue between the government and the 
community, opening the lines of communication for further discussions. 
 

   State and national foundations and institutes interested in 
language programs.  

There are quite a number of both public and private foundations that are 
interested in language revitalization and fund programming in this area. The 
tribe should be able to secure a grant with a concrete, goal-oriented grant 
proposal and funding from the tribal government, which sends a signal to 
funders that the program has local support and is more sustainable.  
  

   Impact Aid/HeadStart program. 
The outcome of the Impact Aid grant proposal is unknown at the time of this 
writing. However, an early childhood education program provides an 
excellent environment in which to pilot an immersion program.   
 

   $50,000 tribal grant to YME public school system. 
The tribal government’s $50,000 grant to YME to fund two teacher positions 
will illustrate the tribe’s commitment to the public school system, a solid 
foundation for strengthening school-tribe relations.  

 
   Existing Parent Advisory Council. 

Tribal members, high school teachers, and school administrators serve 
together on the PAC. These individuals have positive working relations and 
the PAC serves to keep lines of communication open, a critical task in 
improving mutual trust between the school and the tribe. The PAC can serve 
as a “steering committee” for designing a high school elective if the tribe 
decides to collaborate with the school.   
 

   University resources. 
Though some community members are reluctant to work with state 
universities, they have the financial and technical resources necessary to 
develop educational curricula and provide guidance for program development 
in line with state and federal education guidelines. 
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ThreatsThreats  
  
   Divisive tribal politics.  

Divisiveness pits the tribe against itself. “We can be our own worst enemy” is 
a comment we heard multiple times during our visit. People must work to put 
aside their personal and political differences to create a sustainable language 
program. By “sustainable” we mean the program must enjoy wide political 
support – it cannot depend entirely on one individual or on a certain 
administration being in office. On the contrary, the program must be able to 
survive “external shocks” like a tribal election or the firing of a staff member.  
 

   Finding a solution that pleases diverse stakeholders. 
For a language program to be a community-building tool, it must be truly 
inclusive. That means involving many different stakeholders, often with 
divergent interests. Parents, children, elders, funders, teachers, curriculum 
designers, and schools administrators may all have a role to play, and 
achieving group consensus will be difficult. 
 

   Clashes between individuals with critical skill sets. 
A successful program must include individuals with teaching qualifications 
and fluent language speakers. But as the last immersion program illustrates, 
these two groups can have different visions about issues like method of 
language instruction, the creation of new words, and the importance of 
dialect. Reconciling the different philosophies between teachers and speakers 
will be a challenge. 
 

   Intense energy required of start-up effort.  
Start-up efforts always require incredible amounts of time, dedication, and 
perseverance. The people involved always face obstacles, inadequate funding, 
and conflicting visions. Who are the key players that will move this initiative 
forward? 
 

   Conflicts of interest and burnt bridges.  
In a community as small as the Upper Sioux, conflicts of interest inevitably 
arise since people wear multiple hats and play multiple roles. For example, 
serving on the tribal government and receiving government funds to create a 
language program may create the perception of favoritism, even if the 
perception is false. Even if people conduct themselves with integrity and 
professionalism, these conflicts of interest may pose a serious threat to the 
image of the program among community members. 
 

   Compensation issues. 
How should the staff be compensated? How can the program ensure that 
teachers and speakers are involved because of genuine interest, and not for 
the paycheck? Can teenagers be expected to participate in an after-school 
program or a summer camp without compensation? 
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CONSTRUCTING A LANGUAGE PROGRAM:CONSTRUCTING A LANGUAGE PROGRAM:  
LESSONS AND MODELLESSONS AND MODELS FOR SUCCESSS FOR SUCCESS  

 
What is necessary for a language project to succeed? What is necessary for a language project to succeed?   

  
There is no recipe for success; each tribe must find a program that works for 
their particular circumstances and needs. But there are certain elements that 
most successful programs have in common. A study of 45 language 
preservation programs conducted by the Indigenous Language Institute 
identified the following “key ingredients:” 
 
   Using teams   
Necessary teams include elders, community language teachers, advocates 
and outside resource people such as linguists and curriculum developers.  
These teams rely on the elders as final say in all decision making. 
 
   Using immersion   
Eliminate English translations during the intermediate stage of bilingual 
learning.  Although daunting at first, immersion proves successful in forcing 
students to learn.  If the goal is to revitalize the heritage language as the 
language of thinking, creativity, and the transmission of cultural tradition and 
communication, then the only way to do so is by speaking it. 
 
   Being family-oriented   
Reinforcement at home, or at very least, family support proves pivotal for 
the success of language programs.  Some HeadStart programs even make 
evening classes mandatory for parents. This is not essential, but it does 
prove beneficial. 
 
   Setting goals   
Language program coordinators need a clear understanding of the 
community’s language situation. Ii is important to survey not only the entire 
community, but also specific target groups (i.e. teens) as to what they want 
to learn and what they hope to gain from the programming. 
 
   Build up, not out   
At least some individuals committed to learning the language should also be 
committed to becoming teachers later. Produce your own resource base! 
 
   Balance the old and the new   
Successful programs will emphasize spoken language through oral traditions 
of story telling, prayers, humor and skillful oratory.  However, they will also 
draw on modern technology to allow future preservation and relativity. 



 

  15 

 
 
   Working through language variation issues   
Be aware that problems will arise in debates on working and teaching 
methods.  This happens in all tribes and in all programs!  Establish a 
process for dealing with this occurrence before the inception of the program. 
 
   Working through politics 
Community-wide support is best rather than family vs. family.  Start 
programs small and increase the number of students gradually, ensuring that 
all are committed to the goals of the program. 
 
   Perseverance   
Keep going no matter what!  Stakeholders who REALLY believe in the 
program must keep it going regardless of any loss of money, tribal support, 
elders, etc. that may occur. They must spread hope and optimism and lead 
by example. 

 
The establishment of a new language 

preservation program for the Upper Sioux 
provides the opportunity for the community to 

work together to define, develop and implement 
a program for the benefit of the entire Upper 
Sioux population: past, present and future. 

  
  
What is not necessary for a program to succeed?What is not necessary for a program to succeed?  

  
 Money   

As long as adequate human resources are available, learning can take place 
in informal environments with few materials. 

 
 Tribal support  

As long as you have committed teachers and students, you have a viable 
language program. Programs do not need – and in fact many programs do 
not have – the support of the tribal government, access to tribal buildings, or 
tribal funds.  

 
 Large number of speakers   

As long as a few speakers remain, efforts can be made at recording via audio, 
video and text. In that way the intricacies of the language can be preserved 
for learning by future generations. 
 

As long as there is a group of people committed 
to carrying the program forward and recording as 
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much information as possible from the remaining 
elders, language preservation/acquisition 

programs will meet success! 
Language Program ModelsLanguage Program Models  
 
This section highlights the three language preservation models that we see 
as the “best fit” for the Upper Sioux. Each of the three models presented 
below targets a different age group and results in a different outcome. We do 
not include the Saturday roundtable or family nest models, as our goal is to 
recommend models that will compliment existing programs by increasing 
access and programming possibilities for the entire community.   
 
These programs are not mutually exclusive; we are not advocating you pick 
“one or the other.” This section presents the main elements of each program 
as well as a brief list of pros and cons in relation to their implementation in 
the Upper Sioux context.  A comprehensive guide to program models is 
provided in Appendix X. 
 
 

As you read the following section on language program 
models, ask the following questions: 
 

   What we want the desired outcome to be?  
 

   What is our capacity to move the program forward? 
 

   Continue to refer back to the SWOT analysis. Given our 
tribal assets and our shortcomings, which program 
model is best suited for our particular situation? 

 
  
MODEL 1. Dakota Language Camps or After School ProgramsMODEL 1. Dakota Language Camps or After School Programs  

  
 Exposure to language, culture and history.  
 Targeted at 7-12 year olds (variable). 
 Goal is to move towards full immersion camps and after school 

programs once students have had adequate exposure to the language.  
Assessments to gauge learning may be used. 

 Takes place during school vacations or after school for predetermined 
lengths of time.  

 Can be based on-reservation at a tribally-owned facility, or in 
rented/donated space in a school or community building. 

 Concepts of language, cultural practice and history are shared through 
native arts, crafts, dancing, animals and storytelling. 
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 Field trips are taken to museums, historical sites, and special events 
such as potlucks at elders; homes.   

 Facilitated by elders and knowledgeable/certified assistants.  Teens 
may be utilized as assistant counselors. 

 Funding possibilities: tribal government, private grants, and/or small 
participation fee.   

 These programs are found to be successful when grant money/fee can 
provide for 2 meals a day and necessary camper materials 

 Successful programs run by: Chippewa, Cherokee, Hoopa 
 
What are the pros?   
 Upper Sioux have the buildings, human 

resources, and potential for grants and 
government funding to run such a 
program 

 Provides initial exposure to language, 
culture and history 

 Does not require immediate long-term 
commitment 

 Willing audience, provides productive 
after school/vacation alternative for 
kids 

 Teens could be involved as junior 
councilors 

 Offers participation possibilities for a 
number of stakeholder groups 

 
What are the cons? 
 Short term: language learning limited.  

Will require multi-session/year 
commitment to sustain skills 

 Could be viewed as “free babysitting” 
and attendees may not be interested 

 Clear expectations must be set about 
the desired outcomes 

 Limited pool of people to serve as 
counselors – would have to define clear 
roles and goals for elders and 
counselors 

 Travel logistics if held on reservation 

 

 
 

MODEL 2. High School Elective ProgramMODEL 2. High School Elective Program  

  
 Exposes students to Dakota language, culture and history. 
 Target audience: 9th-12th graders at YME High School. 
 Quarter or semester long elective course run during school hours.  

Course would be developed in conjunction within state curricular 
frameworks so that it serves as an accredited course. 

 Lessons facilitated by an Upper Sioux teacher who stresses language 
learning through teachings on native history and culture. Elders and 
other Upper Sioux guests teach special units (i.e. beading, traditional 
cooking, dance) Field trips would be taken and it could include a final 
project to illustrate cumulative understanding. 

 Funding from YME school district, State grants, Impact Aid. 
 Successful programs in: Ojibwe, Seminole, Apache, Seneca.

 
What are the pros?  
 Utilizes “time on learning” to relay 

tradition and culture 
 Students are already present in the 

building 
 Target audience has expressed interest 

and they are the parents/leaders of 
tomorrow 

 Increases visibility of the Upper Sioux 
in the school through native teachers, 
elders and community members 

 Provides exposure to native and non-
native students 

 
What are the cons? 
 Need accredited Native teacher 
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 Takes time to develop curriculum and 
pass through state accrediting process 

 Provides only short term exposure, will 
not result in high level of language 
learning 

 Little potential for continuation of in-
school learning after course ends 

 
 
 

 

  

  
MODEL 3. ImmerMODEL 3. Immersion Preschoolssion Preschools   
  

   Successful programs in New Zealand, Hawaii, Canada, US and Europe 
illustrate that this is the most successful way to produce fluent speakers.  

   Immersion of young learners is the most effective method of reversing 
language loss.5   

   Young children learn faster and retain information longer.  
   All conversations, teaching materials, songs and students’ names are in 

Dakota.  
   Runs for set time period/number of days Monday – Friday, providing 

consistency for children.  
   Utilizes elders, certified early childhood educators, community assistants.  
   Requires minimal written resources, as learning transferred through basic 

language, literacy and early childhood development activities.  
   Successful programs in:  Hawaii, New Zealand, Arapaho, Ojibwe 
  
What are the pros?     

   Have building infrastructure 
already in place  

   Potential funding in place, can seek 
out HeadStart grant  

   Growing young population, will 
need increased early childhood 
resources  

   Requires minimal written materials 
or curriculum development  

 Potential to result in fluency 
without commitment of family nest 

 Ample literature on indigenous 
language HeadStart models 

 
What are the cons? 

   Parents may view as babysitting, 
not fair to teachers/elders  

   Necessitates parental involvement 
at home to be truly successful  

   Need development of bilingual 
program/tribal school to 
accommodate children who attend 
for several years  

   Negative associations with previous 
“day care” immersion model  

  
  

  
 
 

Looking down the road… 
Increased participation in family nests, immersion programs, camps 
or after school programs could lead towards the founding of a tribal 
school.  Taking examples from Tim Blue’s charter school and other 
area tribal schools, the school would present alternative learning 
models that meet state standards but do so through a return to 
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traditional forms of teaching and learning through the Dakota 
Language.  The Oasis Primary School in Arizona and the Ojibwe and 
Cheyenne tribal schools serve as successful examples. 
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RECOMMENDATIONSRECOMMENDATIONS: A STEP: A STEP--BYBY--STEP GUIDESTEP GUIDE  
  

Where do you go from here? Where do you go from here?   
 
That is up to you. But this report should help you start the process by raising 
questions you need to resolve as a group and presenting a menu of program 
options for you to choose from. This section also provides a series of 
concrete steps that interested tribal members can take to move the process 
forward, and includes several recommendations for minimizing the potential 
for conflict. 
 
 

Involve the Community Throughout the Process 
You need to conduct a survey on the reservation – how many people can speak the language, 
and to what degree. Conduct an inventory of all the language resources in the area related to 
your language. You don’t need to reinvent the wheel. Someone needs to visit with elders, 
asking them why language is important and what reasons language should be retained. Then 
you need to have community meetings. Let people know that you need to keep meeting, and 
keep them informed. You need to do it verbally, because people respond to that better. 
Surveys, written updates, and newsletters aren’t enough – you need to have verbal, face-to-
face interactions. 

- Jerry Ojibway, Ojibwe Language Program Coordinator 
 
 
Step 1. Solicit community members’Step 1. Solicit community members’  input input  
 

   Send out a survey to tribal members.  
 
This is an important first step, for 
multiple reasons. First, how you 
communicate with and reach out to 
the community will be critical to 
setting the tone of the overall 
program. For the program to be 
inclusive and be perceived by the 
wider community as inclusive, 
everyone must feel that their input 
is important and their participation 
is desired.  
 
Second, feedback from a survey 
helps you “know your customer.” 
The community members – parents, 
young children, and teenagers – 

are your customer. To design a 
successful program, you need to 
know what they want to learn 
about and have their children 
attend. Sample survey questions 
are included in Appendix D. 
 
 
 
 

On Surveys 
We did the survey door to door…We then 
selected people in age groups to get 
information…We are compiling the data. 
Don’t listen to hearsay or gossip. Learn the 
truth about your community, and use the 
data for your purposes. 

- Darrell Kipp6 
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Step 2. Create a language steering committee of engaged Step 2. Create a language steering committee of engaged 
community memberscommunity members  
 
Individuals selected for the committee should be willing, positive, energetic 
individuals. There is no room for negativity. To ensure that voices of key 
community groups are being heard, committee members should represent 
each stakeholder group, including: 

   Parents 
   Elders/fluent speakers 
   Teenagers 
   Native language activists 
   Certified teachers and/or classroom assistants  
   Tribal government representative (if appropriate) 

 
 
Step 3. SStep 3. Set realistic goals and expectationset realistic goals and expectations..   
  
There are many levels of decisions the committee must make in its first 
several meetings. But the first order of business is to clarify goals and set 
expectations. To prevent open-ended discussions that drag on for weeks, the 
following questions we raise below should be given a reasonable time 
allotment for discussion before the start of any committee meeting. If 
agreement is not reached within that timeframe, committee members need 
to employ a culturally-appropriate decision-making process (see step 5). 
 
Big Picture 
 

   What is long-term vision we are working towards? Is it to create a new 
generation of fluent speakers, or to revive cultural traditions and a 
sense of community?   

  
   What institutions do you hope your efforts will create twenty years 

down the road?  Is it a native elementary school, your own tribal 
school/college on the reservation, a public school curriculum that 
integrates tribal history, or the expansion of the charter school?  

  
   Which program model should you choose? Will it follow one of the 

models exactly or be a hybrid? Which age group will it target? 
  
Once you have the long-term vision or goal you are working towards, then 
the right language model choice becomes much clearer. It also becomes 
easier to create small, manageable milestones towards your ultimate goal: 
what can you achieve in 3 months? In 6 months? In 1 year? In 5 years? The 
committee should design a “milestone timeline” once it decides on the long-
term vision.  
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Step 4. Decide on a program model.Step 4. Decide on a program model.   
  

Two basic criteria your program should include are: 
 Open and inclusive to the community 
 Rigorous enough to transfer language skills 

 
In determining the language model that the Upper Sioux wishes to create 
and implement, you must begin by asking yourself the following questions: 

 
 What is the goal of your program?  Exposure to the language or 

creating fluent speakers? 
 Note: It does not have to be a case of one or the other, you 

may select to work on creating fluent speakers through an 
immersion program while simultaneously exposing elementary 
school children to the language through a summer camp 
program.   

 What age group do you want to target?  
 Will the language program follow one of the models presented in 

this report or be a hybrid?  
 Do you have adequate funds to implement this program?  Do you 

have the funds to implement more than one program? 
 
Once you have selected the model, or created a hybrid, that meets your 
needs, a design process must occur in which you clearly define the goals of 
the program and redesign the model accordingly based upon your human 
and financial resources.  Ask yourselves the following: 

 What financial resources do we have/will we need to carry this 
program forward? 

 What human resources do we have/will we need to carry this 
program forward? 

 Who will we consult in order to develop curriculum, provide teacher 
training to elders and assistants, and to determine the logistics of 
the program? 

 
 
Step 5Step 5. . Assign roles and responsibilities. Assign roles and responsibilities.   
 

   Increase accountability to one another 
 

Visions do not just turn themselves into reality. They require the organized 
execution of hundreds of small and thankless tasks. Simply listing the tasks 
that need to get done is not enough; each committee member must be 
assigned a clearly defined role and be responsible for specific tasks, and 
these must be put down in writing. This helps prevent “freeloading,” where 



 

  23 

some group members work little and others become resentful because they 
feel they are doing more than their fare share. The committee must also 
agree on logistical issues: 
 

   How often should the committee meet, and where?  
   Who is responsible for setting the meeting’s agenda, for taking notes, 

for giving the teenager rides, for compiling the survey data, etc.? 
   How do you set deadlines, and what happens if a committee member 

repeatedly misses the deadline for their tasks? 
 

   End each meeting with a quick wrap up 
 

To make sure all committee 
members are “on the same page” 
about who agreed to do what, it is 
helpful to end meetings with a five-
minute wrap-up of decisions 
reached and assignments for next 
time. This helps clarify any 
remaining confusion, because it is 
often the case that what you say 

and what other people hear are 
two different things.  
 
Make sure you have created a culture 
where people feel comfortable asking 
for help if they do not know how to 
accomplish their task, and acknowledge 
that people will make mistakes along 
the way. That is inevitable in an 
experiment like this! 
 
 

 
Step 6Step 6. . Catalogue existing resources and decide how you will Catalogue existing resources and decide how you will 
use them.use them.  
 
How will existing programs be incorporated into the new initiative? That is for 
the committee to decide, and depends on what your ultimate goal is. We 
were extremely impressed with both the family nest program flourishing 
under Terry Peterson and the Saturday roundtable program directed by 
Carrie Schommer. All existing programs that increase students’ access to 
language instruction are valuable – that’s the point, after all! But we think 
both Terry and Carrie would agree their programs have limitations.  
 
Because of the strict entrance criteria and enormous time commitment 
required by Terry’s family nest program, that model does not reach beyond a 
very small subset of the Upper Sioux population, even though it is excellent 
at creating proficient and fluent speakers. Carrie’s program, on the other 
hand, is open to tribal members of all ages and proficiency levels. However, 
we think she would agree that one class a week is not sufficient to create 
fluent speakers.    
 
Deciding on the goal is the first step, and then the committee can determine 
which elements of current programs it should incorporate into the new 
language revitalization initiative. Regardless, we believe that both Terry and 
Carrie are incredible resources for the community and the language steering 
committee, and their knowledge, teaching expertise, and years of experience 
should be taken advantage of in the new initiative. As experts in language 
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preservation, they should be used as consultants (but they should not “run 
the show” or have more authority than other committee members).  
 
Other existing resources include Tim Blue and the charter school instructors, 
instructional materials, CDs, and lesson plans from the previous immersion 
program and the high school class. Take advantage of these resources – you  
do not have to reinvent the wheel! 
 
 
StepStep 7. 7.  Take steps to minimize conflict. Take steps to minimize conflict.   
 
Many community members expressed fear that a new language initiative will 
disintegrate into power plays and political infighting, just as programs have 
in the past. While it is important to recognize the real political threats to the 
success of a new program, it is even more important to believe, to know, and 
to internalize that success is possible. There are steps you can take to 
minimize conflict and resolve disagreements. We encourage you to find your 
own suggestions, but we offer a few below. 
 

   Require everyone to check politics at the door. 
 
This is the most 
important first step, 
and one that all 
tribes struggle with. 
But it is essential 
that all committee 
members agree to 
check politics and 
personalities at the 
door.  
 
 

Keep Politics Out of Language 
Language is not a place for politics or personalities. If 
you’re going to survive as a people, you need to keep that 
in mind. Politics will play into the program if you left 
them. It does happen. Personality differences, 
disagreement about dialects, people making remarks 
about other people not being Indian, elders becoming 
irate about non-fluent speakers getting a teaching 
position. We can be our own worst enemies. The tribal 
government needs to take the first step, because 
language is no place for politics. Language is the key to 
our survival. Period. 
      -Jerry Ojibway, Ojibwe Language Program Coordinator 
 

 
   Acknowledge past failures, and use them to your advantage.  

 
As we have stated elsewhere, most tribes fail several times before they find a 
program that works. This is hard work, and you learn as you go. But you can 
use the failure of past programs constructively to draw out “lessons learned” 
for the new initiative.  
 

Prioritize Language Over Dialect 
Don’t let dialect become problem – language first, then dialect later. Once 
the program is running, the elders can come in and respond for dialect. The 
fluent speakers need to come to agreement about that. They have to be in 
charge of the dialect politics. Once you get the basic structure of language 
flow, all fluent speakers will be needed and they need to be told that up 
front. How do we get our kids to understand our language? Just speaking the 
language doesn’t mean you become an Indian. Language is culture, but you 
need someone who can blend the language and knows the culture to guide 
you – you need a spiritual advisor. They need to understand that’s a big 
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responsibility, and it lies with them. 
                     - Jerry Ojibway, Ojibwe Language Program Coordinator 

 
Spend a meeting session to jot down things the tribe learned from past 
experiences. Ask, “What did not work last time that we should make sure to 
avoid this time?” Based on our discussions with community members, some 
of the factors contributing to the demise of the last immersion program 
include: 

o Different visions between teachers and elders 
o Poorly defined program goal 
o Poorly defined roles/job responsibilities  
o The purity of the language/creating modern words  
o Bickering among elders 
 

When you have compiled a list of “lessons learned,” ask members to 
generate a list of ideas, positive thoughts, and suggestions about how to 
avoid making those mistake again. This session must stay positive. 
 
 

Creating Modern Words 
Our kids are modern kids. They see and 
experience a lot, and they don’t have 
Blackfeet words for their experiences. They 
dance to MTV. We Blackfeet don’t have 
words for that. But then I think of when the 
Blackfeet saw the first horse. They didn’t 
have words for that either…Language 
evolves, and it is through children that we 
can make new words…We don’t know the 
words that they will invent. But we do know 
the language rules, the language standards, 
and the old language philosophies. We have 
to be very strict in teaching those things so 
that the children can be inventive in the 
traditional way. 
 
…The kids wanted to go to Pizza Hut in the 
next town. (There is no Blackfeet word for 
pizza.) One boy decided to use the Blackfeet 
word for rosehips, kina, which become red, 
tangy, and look like tomatoes…He combined 
it with napiyeeni for bread. In Blackfeet, 
anything with a roof is an oyis…So, the kids 
came up with kinanapiyeenioyis, rosehip 
bread-house. Pizza Hut, let’s go! 
                   - Darrell Kipp7 

 
 
 

Elders as Teachers 
You don’t hire fluent elder speakers and 
give them jobs as housekeepers. You 
don’t write job descriptions that include 
a lot of little maintenance tasks or even 
teacher’s aide tasks. Be good to them, or 
they will be gone…Keep these fluent 
speakers actively talking to the children. 
 
…[But] there will come a time when a 
fluent native language speaker comes to 
help you and things will not work out. 
And you may have to fire that speaker. 
We say, “We will never fire you – but you 
can fire yourself. If you are belligerent, 
uncooperative, if you bombard us with 
your excuses for living a disorganized 
life, you will leave sooner or later on 
your own because you can’t keep us here 
as part of your confusing existence.” If 
someone is not doing his or her job, they 
jeopardize the whole project…You have 
to get everyone thinking along those 
lines. 

-      - Darrell Kipp8 
 

   Increase accountability and transparency. 
 
Having transparent, assigned roles and responsibilities minimizes conflict 
between group members because everyone is clear about what is expected 
of them and of other people. See Step 5 above. 
 

   Communicate respectfully with each other.  
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How will meetings be conducted? How will people treat each other? Everyone 
must respect the rights of others to express their own opinion and to 
disagree. Diversity is strength – other people may have thought of something 
that has not occurred to you. The committee needs to create a culture where 
different opinions are valued and respected.  
 
But everyone needs to communicate their idea or their opinion in a way that 
is respectful of the other people at the table:  
 

   Don’t interrupt each other.  
   Do listen.  
   Make sure everyone has a chance to be heard.  
   If you are voicing a complaint, do not make it a personal attack. 
 
   Decide on a conflict-resolution process. 
 

Regardless of how many pains you take to avoid conflict, disagreements will 
probably arise. Before that happens, the committee members need to decide 
how you will handle conflict as a group. Have group members imagine a 
hypothetical: “let’s say we come to an impasse about a sensitive issue” to 
generate a group discussion on how to resolve conflict, using the following 
questions as a guide. Come to a consensus about the process and write it 
down.  
 

   Should the group elect a member to moderate (not control) the 
conversation?  

   Should you bring in an outside facilitator/mediator?  
   Does the group have to come to a universal consensus, or does 

majority rule?  
   Should group members vote to decide the issue, and should the vote 

be public or secret ballot?  
   Should anyone have veto power over the vote?  

 
When a disagreement arises, you can pull out your “conflict guide” and follow 
the steps you created for yourselves. Group members are much less likely to 
take the outcome personally, interpret it as politics, or question the integrity 
of the process if they all agreed together on a system of how to resolve 
conflicts.  
 

   Clearly define relationships with other entities in writing.  
 
It is also important to decide what kind of relationship the language program 
will have with other institutions. What will be the relationship of the language 
program: 
 

   With the tribal government?  
   With the public schools?  
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This should also be put in writing. 
 

What should the role of the YME school district be?What should the role of the YME school district be?  
 
Public schools face a myriad of pressures in terms of meeting state and national 
standard assessment and organizing around time-on-learning mandates.  In addition 
decreases in funding, as we have just experienced in the YME district, limit the 
human and financial resources available to students.  These barriers hinder attempts 
to incorporate immersion, bilingual or Dakota history and culture classes into the 
curriculum.  However, Principals Joey Page and Karen Norell have expressed good 
will towards working with the Upper Sioux towards increasing programming 
possibilities both during and after school hours. 
 
Before we are able to work on programming for elective courses at the high school, 
after school programs or classroom workshops at the elementary level, we must 
work towards building relationships between the Upper Sioux parents and the non-
native parents, teachers and administrators at the schools.  Representatives of both 
communities must work towards creating a new Parent Teacher Associations 
through which relevant issues can be discussed.  Before any programs are able to be 
decided upon the existing friction and distrust must be ameliorated.  This will take 
the willingness and cooperation of both sides.  Then, when it comes time for 
program implementation, the foundation for an equal partnership will have been 
laid.   
 
The YME elementary school seeks to improve relations with the Upper Sioux by 
creating more of a presence of local history within the school through the 
organization of classroom visits, after school programs or traditional celebrations.  
In addition Joey Page hopes to increase cultural awareness within the staff and 
student body.   
 
Karen Norrell supports the development of a Dakota Culture elective at YME High 
School.  Development of such a course will require sustained and systematic 
commitment from community members and outside educators as the curriculum 
must be written in accordance with state and local school board standards.  
Development of such a course is highly advisable and welcomed by administrators, 
students and staff. 
 
Successful relations with the YME school district stand imperative to the promotion 
of language programs in the future, especially if we aspire to promote a bilingual 
program for young graduates of an immersion preschool. 
 
 
 
Step 8Step 8. . Stay motivated, perStay motivated, persevere through hardship, and severe through hardship, and 
you will succeed!you will succeed!  
  

“The Reward” 
Building your program will take five to ten years. It won’t 
happen over a year. It will be a hard process….It will take you 
awhile to sort out people, to develop philosophies, and to 
appreciate each other…Even today, some of our best teachers 
are not fluent, but now they speak the language as much as 
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they can. They work hard…If we get in bad feelings with each 
other, we work to take care of them before a problem exists. 
 
There is this old man…[who] comes to visit us often. “Do you 
folks ever receive a compliment?,” he asked us. “No, actually, 
we receive almost none from almost no one,” we reply...He says, 
“Your compliment will come…Some day, someone will wonder 
how it was that when all other tribes will have their language 
lost, how did it come to be that they all could speak their 
language?” 
 
[The old man continued] “The people will think about this awhile 
and say to each other, ‘Way back then, there were some people, 
and they built schools, and they put our parents in these schools. 
That is how they kept our language alive.’ And that will be your 
compliment.” 

- Darrell Kipp9 
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