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ABSTRACT 

 At one time before European contact Indigenous groups flourished on the 

American continent and maintained their ideas of conveying knowledge, history, and 

beliefs through the oral tradition. It is widely concluded that hundreds of Native languages 

were spoken to convey the aspects related above, which were unique and specific to each 

individual tribe. With the colonization of the American continent by European peoples, 

came the beginning of the end of the Indian way of life. Because of this reality and 

circumstances that were yet to be endured by Indigenous groups, the destruction of many 

Native languages also occurred over time. Presently, only a few hundred Indigenous 

languages have survived. In the effort at preserving some of the remaining Indigenous 

languages, writing systems which often have a foundation in non-Native higher academia 

have been developed for some; O'odham being one. This paper examines developing a 

more grassroots O'odham writing system.  
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

 It has been my observation, as well as my own experience that learning how to read 

and write the O’odham language is challenging. I have also observed that some members 

of the Gila River Akimel O'odham tribe find "learning" their language through writing 

methods developed within the field of linguistics and anthropology, even more 

challenging. The two writing systems in point are the Alvarez/Hale and Saxton & Saxton 

systems respectively. These two systems will be considered throughout my paper. Further 

background on these two systems will be provided in a later discussion. It should be noted 

that this paper is not to disparage the Alvarez/Hale and Saxton & Saxton methods of 

writing which focus on O'odham, but instead, the discussion will discuss these two writing 

systems to make the point for a method with which young O'odham in particular can 

experience their heritage language in a more accessible manner.  

The Gila River Indian Community is located in south central Arizona, south of the 

cities of Phoenix, Tempe, and Chandler. Also, the cities of Maricopa and Casa Grande lay 

on the outskirts of Gila River Indian land. The O’odham who reside on this locale are 

known as Akimel O’odham. “Pima” is the non-Native name accorded the Akimel 

O’odham (River People), and the non-Native name of “Papago” was accorded the Tohono 

O’odham (Desert People) who reside on a fairly isolated locale in southern Arizona. 

Therefore, a distinction shall be made at this point in time that any mention of “O’odham” 

throughout this text is in reference to the Akimel O’odham of Gila River unless specifically 

stated. Though at times “O’odham” may seem like a generalized term, this thesis is specific 

to the Gila River Akimel O’odham. As a member, lifelong resident and former employee 

(traditional/cultural counselor) of the Gila River Indian reservation, I have completed 
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much work with regard to an alternative O'odham writing method with young people and 

novices to the O'odham language with my community in mind. This thesis is a description 

of the process of developing and utilizing what will be called a grassroots method of 

writing the O'odham language.  

 I am advocating this alternative O'odham writing system though there has been no 

clear study or research done to show that young people or novices from the Gila River 

Indian Community, new to the O'odham language, respond better to a grassroots manner of 

reading and writing O'odham. However, during my internship position for my graduate 

program on Gila River as a Cultural Counselor for the Human Services Department, one 

aspect of this position was to introduce cultural concepts in group counseling sessions to 

those individuals being counseled; written O‘odham language being just one of the cultural 

ideas addressed. Furthermore, during this internship as a Cultural Counselor I and others 

were to convey content on language, history, and culture, among other work duties from a 

Gila River Akimel O’odham historical cultural perspective. This aspect of counseling 

duties was done in an effort to instill a positive and culturally appropriate idea of the 

Akimel O’odham tribe to those Gila River Community members who sought and/or were 

referred for counseling. Finally, conveying the Indigenous concept related above regarding 

my employment position, coincided with my focus regarding the University of Arizona 

American Indian Studies Master’s program which is language and culture. Therefore, this 

employment position was logically agreed upon by me, my employers, and the American 

Indian Studies Department to be used as my internship requirement toward fulfillment of 

the AIS Master’s degree at the University of Arizona.   

The counseling groups consisted of young people, young adults, and adults from all 

Districts located throughout the Gila River Indian Community. Therefore, it should be 
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clarified that this grassroots O’odham writing method discussed here is specific to the Gila 

River Indian Community’s Human Services Department and those tribal members who 

received counseling through this department. The majority of those who comprised the 

groups were only vaguely familiar with written O’odham. Also, most group members were 

not fluent O‘odham speakers and spoke English as their first language. For the most part, 

nearly all group members had their first experience with reading, and reading written 

O’odham aloud during the hour and a half or so meetings, three times a week of the 

counseling sessions. As “beginners” to O’odham, the language seemed foreign and 

challenging for group members to comprehend in any written form or system. Because of 

this, what was brought to the forefront is that there exists a segment of the population on 

Gila River consisting of young people and young adults who lack being formally taught 

written O'odham. For these reasons, counselors chose to write out O’odham language 

lessons and traditional songs using what I am calling a more grassroots approach. This was 

done so all group members could immediately participate by presenting them with an 

easier reading and writing form to decipher. The “grassroots” label was chosen because the 

idea behind this writing method is to write O’odham words using only the letters of the 

alphabet upon hearing pronunciation and/or sounding out words verbally (this will be 

discussed more fully in a later section). Using this process it is hoped the O’odham 

language can be read aloud upon viewing a word or sentence without much difficulty. 

 As stated, there are well known O’odham writing systems regarding the 

Alvarez/Hale and Saxton & Saxton (Zepeda, 1983; Saxton, Saxton & Enos, 1983). It is 

worth mentioning that Saxton & Saxton is a dictionary that focuses on both written Pima 

(Akimel O’odham) and Tohono O’odham (Papago). Also, a grammar of note titled A 

Papago Grammar which utilizes the Alvarez/Hale method will be examined further within 
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this paper (Zepeda, 1983). The Alvarez/Hale writing system was used to teach grade 

school and high school students on Tohono O‘odham Nation. Though Gila River at times 

incorporated the Alvarez/Hale writing system, grade school students have also been taught 

the Saxton & Saxton system. The reality was that Cultural Counselors did not have the 

luxury of teaching the writing systems mentioned above to all group members because of 

other counseling job requirements. Therefore, because of these circumstances i.e., group 

members lack of experience with written O'odham, and time constraints related to other 

counseling duties, a more grassroots form of writing and reading O’odham was presented 

to group members and utilized.       

 What hopefully will be understood is the fact that though the many Native ancestral 

tribal tongues were learned in the oral tradition, efforts have and are being made today to 

produce a written form of some of the few remaining Indigenous languages. Furthermore, 

most of the Indigenous cultural aspects (i.e., spirituality, worldview, history, teachings, 

etc.) were taught in the specific tribal language of Native groups. Therefore, one can 

conclude that Indigenous tribal language(s) contain the "heart" of the Native people. This is 

true regarding the O'odham of the Americas. Finally, it should be noted that differences do 

occur regarding dialect or enunciation (e.g. the manner in which some O’odham words are 

spoken) from region to region regarding Gila River, of which I am a member, and Tohono 

O’odham Nation etc. For example, the Akimel O’odham pronounce “hat” (vonam) and 

bathe/wash (vachvee) with a /v/ sound, whereas the Tohono O’odham pronounce "hat" 

(wonam) and "bathe/wash" (wacwui) with a /w/ sound. O'odham is one Indigenous 

language which has survived into the modern day (i.e. Akimel O'odham, Tohono O'odham, 

etc.). Though my mother was a member of the Tohono O'odham tribe, and my father 

Akimel O’odham, I was born and raised on Gila River therefore my understanding of 
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spoken O’odham comes from both groups. 

1.1: Status of Spoken O’odham. 

 The O’odham language belongs to the language family known as Uto-Aztecan. 

O’odham is spoken in parts of the southwestern U.S. and Sonora Mexico. Presently, dialect 

differences are acknowledged and noticeable regarding the separate groups of O’odham 

(i.e., Gila River, Tohono O’odham Nation, Ak-Chin, Salt River, Mexico) (Mithun, 1999). 

This occurrence is due to historical circumstances that separated a once larger 

homogeneous group into and onto smaller locales of what ancestrally was an expansive 

O’odham environment or traditional territory.  

Some elderly members of the Gila River Indian Community still maintain the 

ancestral language and are fluent speakers of the language still exist within the community. 

European colonization, along with other aspects associated with this concept (i.e., 

assimilation, acculturation, non-Native education, Christianization, etc.), proved 

detrimental to many Native languages that eventually met their fate. It has been estimated 

that as many as 300 distinct Indigenous languages were spoken in what is now known as 

the U.S. upon European contact (Lomawaima and McCarty, 2002). Of the remaining 

languages, it is estimated that approximately 175 are still spoken, but only 20 are being 

passed on to the young (Lomawaima and McCarty, 2002). The oral tradition regarding 

Indigenous groups notwithstanding, much history, spirituality, worldview and teaching 

from an Indigenous perspective, are contained within the language itself; such is the case 

with O'odham. Because of efforts at language preservation and revitalization, writing 

methods have been developed by individuals associated with academia within the field of 

linguistics and anthropology the Alvarez/Hale and Saxton & Saxton systems to name two.  

 From a personal perspective, as a cultural preservationist and member of the 



 
  

10 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Akimel O'odham, Tohono O'odham tribes, I have and continue to make efforts at utilizing 

a more grassroots O'odham writing method with little to no diacritics. This need arises 

because many of those who comprise the majority of the population on Gila River, lack 

being formally taught the writing systems conveyed above which is necessary in order to 

decipher the methods mentioned. The demographics on Gila River are such that of a 

population of approximately 14000, the mean age is estimated to be 22.7 and younger 

therefore, the young people are a large part of the population (www.gilariver.org). Finally, 

because of the facts just related, this thesis and the conceptualization with regard to a more 

grassroots approach to an O'odham writing and reading system is aimed at the youth within 

the Gila River Indian Community and novices to the O'odham language. Also, as stated 

earlier, the reality is that much knowledge and worldview from an Indigenous perspective 

still remains with the traditional language via stories and songs which contain meaningful 

aspects for the O'odham, such as land areas of tribal significance, environmental forces, 

spirituality, etc. When one associates learning the O'odham language with these motivating 

concepts, a strength and reconnection to the cultural heritage of the O'odham has and can 

continue to occur. For these reasons, it should be understood that the language cannot be 

taught in isolation from cultural aspects unique to the O'odham tribe.  

 The status of Native American languages in the U.S. and Canada is that of the 

approximately 300 or more Native languages spoken upon European contact at least 210 

are still in existence (Krauss, 1998). Furthermore, it has been estimated that of these 210 

languages, "34 are spoken by speakers of all generations, 35 are spoken by the parental 

generation and up, 84 are spoken by the grandparental generation and up, and 57 are 

spoken only by a few aged speakers" (Krauss, 1998). Finally, it has been approximated that 

only 20 of the 155 U.S. languages are "still spoken by all generations including young 
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children" (Krauss, 1998). From this information it would seem that 140 of the 210 Native 

American languages still in existence are in danger of becoming extinct. Also, the 

information conveyed above identifies the need for preservation, if at all possible of those 

still remaining today. 

At this time, it is widely acknowledged that the O'odham language is still spoken on 

Gila River, Tohono O'odham Nation, and other O'odham communities such as Salt River 

Indian reservation, parts of northern Mexico, etc. (Mithun, 1999; Saxton, Saxton and Enos, 

1983). The condition of the O'odham language within the Gila River Indian Community, 

based on Krauss’ categories a majority of the fluent speakers comprise the grandparental 

generation and up though no comprehensive study has been done. Also, it has been 

estimated that only 20 of the remaining 175 or so American Indian languages still spoken 

presently are passed on to children therefore, it can be concluded that English is the first 

language regarding the majority of American Indian children (McCarty, 1998; McCarty, 

2008). Speaking from personal experience regarding Gila River, it is very rare for one to 

hear O'odham spoken in conducting community business (e.g., employment, workforce 

and educational endeavors) on a regular basis. Therefore, it can be concluded that English 

is the dominant language within Gila River. The fact is most fluent speakers of Akimel 

O'odham are older adults and the elderly, but the segment of the population on Gila River 

that comprises the majority, young adults and children are not (McCarty, 1998; McCarty, 

2005).  

 In contrast to the Gila River Akimel O’odham, as mentioned earlier no wide spread 

study has been done regarding the fluency, or lack thereof regarding spoken O’odham, but 

Tohono O’odham Nation has examined fluency among its members. It has been estimated 

that two-thirds of Tohono O’odham Nation still speak the language. Of this group, it has 
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been estimated those 50 and older and those 30 to 50 years of age speak O'odham as their 

first language (Krauss, 1998; Zepeda, 1983, Zepeda, 1998). Finally, it can be concluded 

that the majority of teenagers and young adults of Tohono O'odham Nation lack genuine 

fluency in the O'odham language (Zepeda, 1998). For example, some tribal members can 

understand O'odham when it is spoken, but cannot carry on a conversation utilizing the 

language (Zepeda, 1998). Because of the Gila River Indian Community's close proximity 

to urban areas (Phoenix) and the effects of acculturation, the lack of fluency in O’odham 

could be even higher among the youth and young adults than the more "isolated" Tohono 

O'odham Nation. Furthermore, when one accounts for the process of modernization, 

computerization, the internet, etc., specifically within the employment, educational 

environment not to mention the media, it is understandable how English has become the 

dominant language for young Native Americans in particular, the O'odham youth. This 

conclusion should also include the modern day effects of acculturation, assimilation, and 

Christianization.    

 Also affecting the status of O'odham is the fact that the ancestral languages taught 

in schools are often times taught for only an hour or so daily and sometimes only weekly. 

Therefore, the use of O'odham by students in the classroom does not continue outside of 

the classroom in the communities nor within the home (Krauss, 1998). Students rarely 

continue speaking in O'odham within the everyday school environment or with parents, 

relatives, and friends in their everyday lives on a consistent basis in order for the O'odham 

language to become as dominant as spoken English. Gila River has ancestral language and 

culture programs within the educational environment (K-8), the Blackwater Day School 

being one of the most well-known (Gregg, 2003; Lara, 2006; Lewis, 2002). The 

Blackwater Day School employed a "cultural team" which included among others, Mary 
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Gregg, Mr. Barnaby Lewis, and my former co-worker Kathy Lara. This team taught 

Akimel O'odham cultural concepts through language, traditional songs, and stories from an 

ancestral perspective (Kathy Lara, personal communication, 2008).  

 Furthermore, there are other means within Gila River that O'odham language can 

be experienced such as ancestral song groups, cultural groups and cultural preservationists 

who continue to promote the culture and language of the Akimel O'odham (Gregg, 2003; 

Lewis, 2002). Even with the efforts of cultural preservationists on Gila River, one cannot 

deny that the close proximity to non-Native communities and the incursion of non-Natives 

within the Gila River work environment, have affected the utilization of the Akimel 

O'odham language negatively. Finally, Krauss (1998) projects that Native languages 

spoken only by the grandparental generation and up could be non-existent in the not too 

distant future: it is posited that the Gila River Akimel O'odham are within this group of 

Native languages. For the reasons stated, efforts should continue regarding preservation 

and revitalization of the ancestral language in all ways possible including in written form. 

Therefore, it is important to consider options for making learning to read and write 

O’odham more accessible to more people by considering the possibility of creating a more 

grassroots method of writing O’odham.      

1.2: Reasons for a  

Grassroots O'odham Writing Method. 

My academic area and much of my tribal experiences as a member of the Akimel 

O'odham nation, has always focused on the preservation of Akimel O'odham historical 

heritage and culture. My tribe once possessed a vast environment that stretched most of 

central and southern Arizona and into northern Mexico. Now however the community is 

relegated to what is known as the Gila River Indian reservation located in south central 
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Arizona. The area of research is the revitalization and preservation of the O’odham 

language, specifically what I am calling a “grassroots” writing system which was utilized 

within the Human Services Department on the Gila River Indian Community. Questions 

that will be addressed are associated with the two existing writing systems now utilized to 

write O'odham: the Alvarez/Hale and Saxton & Saxton methods both developed within the 

academic environment in the field of linguistics and anthropology.  

 It is not clear how many young people at Gila River have been taught how to read 

and write O’odham. Presently, there is no wide-spread literacy in O’odham on the 

reservation. With regard to the experience of many of the students within counseling 

groups on the Gila River Indian Community (young people and novices) lacked experience 

using the two writing systems mentioned. Because of their lack of experience I observed 

during my internship that they seemed to grasp written O’odham better when using what I 

am calling a more grassroots system with little to no diacritics (Johns and Lara; Cultural 

Counselors employees of the Gila River Indian Community, 2006). Diacritics are special 

characters that are used to account for the unique sounds of a language. For example an 

apostrophe (’) as in the word O’odham indicates a “glottal stop” or “stop of air in the throat 

and then releasing it,” another is the use of a colon (:) as in the word “ba:so” indicating a 

long vowel sound. These special characters and others are utilized within the Alvarez/Hale 

O’odham writing system. The concept of diacritics will be delved into further within this 

paper. Therefore, the main purpose of a grassroots O’odham system is too teach the written 

language to novices, children, and young adults, of the Gila River tribe; those of whom 

have never spoken their ancestral language, nor have much experience with written 

O'odham. Regardless, it is interesting to note that some members of the groups mentioned 

above still find a writing system with little to no diacritics at all intimidating to read and/or 
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read aloud (Johns and Lara, 2006). 

 Historically, writing American Indian languages was a manner in which European 

peoples could Christianize Natives and acquire Indian lands, in particular the Jesuits, 

Protestants, and Franciscans efforts at colonizing Native people (McCarty, 2008).  

Finally, over the last 60 years practical writing systems have been developed for some 

Native languages and most recently some Indigenous language writing systems have been 

initiated through the federally funded bilingual education programs (McCarty, 2008). 

 Writing Native languages in recent time has been utilized as a tool in order to 

preserve the few remaining languages (Silver and Miller, 1997). Many are gone and most 

Native children speak English as their first language (Krauss, 1998; McCarty, 2008; 

Zepeda, 1998). The very culture of the people is interconnected with the ancestral language 

because all teachings and tribal knowledge were conveyed orally in the historical past 

(Silver and Miller, 1997). If the language is lost, a sense of cultural self can also be lost. For 

example, much spirituality, history, and worldview is conveyed with singing certain 

Akimel O'odham songs. An Akimel O'odham song titled "Ah-gee" (Solitary Mountain) 

conveys the meaning of certain mountains to the tribe (Lewis, 2002). One of these 

mountains can be seen when traveling north on I-10 from Tucson, Arizona to Phoenix, 

Arizona just after one crosses the Gila River Bridge when one looks to the right. With the 

knowledge of this song, tribal members even today experience the history and spirituality 

of their ancestors (Lewis, 2002). Without knowledge of the language and the history 

connected to certain landmarks and environmental forces and land areas of importance to 

the tribe, the ancestral songs could not be performed nor learned for that matter. Therefore, 

it is my position that even maintaining a basic understanding of writing and speaking 

O'odham will strengthen a reconnection to the Akimel O'odham cultural history.  
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 Furthermore, regarding the Gila River Community it is widely acknowledged that 

children of Jr. high and high school grade level and age are still taught a formal non-Native 

education, Math, Science, Spelling, Reading, etc., in English such as the majority of young 

people are taught in the United States which takes on a dominating effect regarding their 

socialization. Granted, we as Native people all need to be educated in the manner of the 

larger non-Native society, but the young people express their distancing from their cultural 

heritage in differing ways. Whether it is through communicating almost exclusively in 

English, to the music they listen to, to the manner in which they dress and present 

themselves (i.e., as "gang" members such as a Hispanic or African American gang or 

group; graffiti is noticeable on many walls and buildings throughout the Gila River Indian 

Community) a lack of a positive Akimel O’odham identity is clearly displayed by the 

youth.  

 The lack of a positive Akimel O'odham cultural connection among young people 

within Gila River could be attributed to the proximity and encroachment of non-Native 

cities/society in relation to a more "isolated" Native community. The growth of the cities of 

Phoenix, Casa Grande, and Maricopa has resulted in the influx of non-Native employees 

throughout the Gila River Indian Community's workforce which promotes the need for 

reading, speaking, and writing predominantly in English. For this reason, by having a basic 

understanding of the O’odham language, the young people can learn history, spirituality, 

and worldview that is culturally relevant for the Akimel O’odham, especially in ancestral 

songs which can have a positive effect regarding the young people viewing themselves as 

Akimel O’odham, rather than distancing themselves from their innate Indigenous heritage.  

 For example, the O’odham ancestral songs "Ah-gee" and "Whirlwind" tell history 

of the environment and how the people conceptualized land, mountains, and wind in 
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relation to humans in the ancient time which is still relevant today. The “Ah-gee” song tells 

of how the smaller mountains were used as "guides" or markers to help the people along 

their journey to their eventual destination. The whirlwind song tells of how the "dust devil" 

appears for a while then disappears, only to return eventually in a circular sort of concept, 

like people. Therefore, when these songs are learned by young O'odham today, the songs 

can be used as another way of building O'odham knowledge and an understanding of one's 

history. 

 The main goal and objective of this project is to describe one way of instilling the 

ability in O'odham children and novices to write and "read" written O'odham aloud, in the 

same manner which it is spoken with the pronunciation of the word sounding close to the 

manner that it should. For example, the word "O'odham" (Alvarez/Hale) can be written 

"Aw-aw-thum”, the more “grassroots method” and read back by children and hopefully 

will sound similar to the way a fluent speaker would pronounce the word (Johns and Lara, 

2006). I explain further by stating that the word is read "aw- (slight pause) aw- (slight 

pause) thum." The "slight pause" regarding any O'odham word or phrase is the rhythm I 

mention throughout the text when reading written O‘odham aloud using this grassroots 

system. By separating the O’odham word with a hyphen it can be “attacked” in parts with 

the “slight pause” in between at the hyphen. My claim is that this breaking of the words 

using hyphens - reduces intimidation when reading the word aloud (Johns and Lara, 

O'odham communication lessons for cultural groups, 2006). Also, it has been experienced 

that the concept described transfers to an entire sentence being read back in a fluent smooth 

rhythm (i.e., not much choppiness, breaks, or pauses, etc.) (Johns and Lara, 2006). As 

stated, the above mentioned scenario was common place during O'odham language lessons 

on Gila River taught to young people and young adults. Other objectives are for students to 
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gain a sense of cultural pride and knowledge in O'odham history, language, spirituality and 

worldview from an Akimel O’odham ideal, through writing and reading the O'odham 

language associated with the cultural aspects mentioned above. Finally, it is posited that a 

positive concept can develop and perpetuate within the Gila River reservation, in which the 

cultural history and reconnection to the ancestral roots of the Akimel O'odham is truly a 

source of strength for the people.   

 This paper is challenged by two existing writing systems for the O’odham 

language. First, a non-Native focused higher educational system; and (2), the field of 

linguistics and anthropology the Alvarez/Hale, (Zepeda, 1983); and the Saxton & Saxton 

(1983) writing systems respectively. A problem arises when some members of Gila River 

(i.e., children, young adults, adults) who have never spoken O'odham, or those though 

fluent in speaking O'odham but, not formally taught how to write and read written 

O’odham, cannot decipher their heritage language in written form, then become frustrated 

altogether in attempting to learn the written forms of O'odham mentioned above. If the 

O'odham language were learned today by the majority of O'odham people by hearing and 

speaking it at a young age such as in the ancestral past, perhaps there would not be a need to 

preserve the language by writing it, but for the most part, this is not the case. During 

language lessons taught on Gila River, novices to the ancestral language performed 

"reading aloud" the O'odham language when it was written with few diacritics and liberal 

use of the hyphen (Johns and Lara, 2006). This hyphen use alerted the student to read 

O'odham words and sentences in parts or "chunks of sound" before the next part of the 

word or phrase is read aloud. The reason for this is that the majority of language teachers 

did not receive training to use a writing system that uses diacritics therefore some created 

their own system. As stated, this thesis is a description of such a system. 
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1.3: O'odham Writing. 

The Alvarez/Hale writing system had its beginnings in what is known as the Native 

American Language Education project or "NALE" sponsored by DQ university in 1973 

(Forbes and Adams, 1976). This project dealt with preserving Native languages, 

linguistically in written form and eventually focused on Papago and Zuni (Forbes and 

Adams, 1976). Some of the reasons for the development of the NALE project were that 

Native languages were not being developed, through lack of use were becoming 

impoverished, and "were in danger of being lost altogether" (Forbes and Adams, 1976). 

Native linguist Albert Alvarez was one of the first employees of the NALE project hired to 

develop a written form of Papago (Tohono O'odham) (Forbes and Adams, 1976). Finally, 

in developing an O'odham writing system, the need for diacritics seems to be in response to 

the unique sounds that should accompany one who speaks the language which will be 

examined and discussed further within this paper (Forbes and Adams, 1976). 

 Of the two academically based O’odham writing systems, the Alvarez/Hale and 

Saxton & Saxton methods, the Saxton method is used most often on the Gila River Indian 

Community. This method was developed through the work of Dean and Lucille Saxton 

beginning in the early 1950's in their efforts at presenting a written form of the Papago and 

Pima language. This effort included working with fluent speakers in order to develop a 

written form of O'odham. Their works focused on "language, linguistics, and translation, 

and work under the direction of the Summer Institute of Linguistics" (Saxton, Saxton and 

Enos, 1983; Zepeda, 1998). The Saxton’s works include a translation of the New 

Testament of the Bible from English to O'odham (Saxton, 1960; Zepeda, 1998). Also, 

when one encounters the Saxton method, one will notice the absence of diacritics. Upon 

viewing the Bible translations concerning long biblical passages, the written O'odham is 
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conveyed much in the manner in which written English is related (Saxton, 1960). Even 

though there is a lack of diacritics this method accounts for the unique vocal sounds that 

should be made when speaking words in a slightly different manner than Alvarez/Hale 

which will be delved into further in this paper (Saxton, 1960, Saxton, Saxton and Enos, 

1983). In the earlier edition of the Saxton & Saxton dictionary, pictures were also utilized 

in conveying and teaching O'odham words to children and novices I presume, such as a dog 

(picture) above the O'odham word "gogs". Finally, the Saxton method is an example of 

writing O'odham with few if any diacritics at all and a forerunner concerning the 

development of in my opinion, a grassroots manner in which to write and read O'odham. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

LANGUAGE PRESERVATION: AN ANALYSIS 

     2.1: Understanding Methods of O’odham Writing. 

 This literature review focuses on sources that present the O'odham language in 

written form in an effort to preserve and revitalize the language. Also, a few additional 

sources that emphasize the importance of preserving an Indigenous language will be a 

complimentary addition. Finally, it should be noted that these sources provide a foundation 

regarding this thesis effort in devising a grassroots method in which to write and read the 

O'odham language. Furthermore, it should be understood that children, young adults, and 

others can benefit concerning developing a more grassroots O'odham writing and reading 

system. Lastly, a final analysis regarding how a newer O’odham writing method can be 

associated with linguistic theory, and a final critique of the sources related will transpire at 

the conclusion of this literature review. 

 One of the first grammars developed for O'odham to English translation is A 

Papago Grammar written by Ofelia Zepeda (1983). This utilizes the Alvarez/Hale method 

which was developed within the field of linguistics. This method incorporates a special 

type of writing that involves diacritics in order to not only write out O'odham words and 

phrases, but properly read back. When one examines other languages spoken such as 

Italian, German, Japanese, Spanish, one cannot deny that certain vocal inflections in 

pronunciation, enunciation, etc., are noticed when spoken by a fluent speaker; O'odham is 

no different. Whether a fluent speaker of his/her language speaks it "right" is arbitrary, but 

generally fluency in one's heritage language means "proper" especially those who learn a 

language as children. The book offers the readers lessons which focus on single words to 

more difficult phrases as the reader becomes more adept with the method. Furthermore, the 
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book explains how O'odham words become plural, nouns, pronouns, verbs, etc. With 

certain words suffixes and prefixes can be added to O'odham words that change the word to 

the aspects just related. The book conveys that the simplest manner in which plural forms 

are created in Papago is by "reduplication" for both nouns and verbs; the first consonant 

and vowel or just the initial vowel is repeated (Zepeda, 1983). For example, "gogs (dog) 

becomes gogogs (dogs) and 'ali (child) becomes 'a'al (children)" (Zepeda, 1983). 

 One of the challenges that one encounters upon using the grammar is proper 

understanding of the O'odham language in written grammatical form from a linguistic 

perspective. It is widely known that most Native languages were not written in the past. 

From a historical perspective, writing systems for some Native languages were developed 

for specific purposes and utilized in the past which was conveyed earlier, and possibly 

primitive manners in which to communicate (i.e., drawings, markings, etc.) by various 

tribes before modern day academics. Presently, writing is directed more toward efforts at 

preserving and learning those Indigenous languages which still remain; O'odham being just 

one. Still, for one not formally schooled, in writing and reading the Alvarez/Hale system 

can be challenging. The grammar regarding the manner in which the book conveys written 

O'odham does a great job by accounting for the unique sounds made when enunciating and 

pronouncing O'odham words: but learning this aspect can be a little challenging for novices 

and beginners to the language (i.e., those who have never spoken or read written O'odham). 

This is based on the fact that this grammar utilizes the Alvarez/Hale concept of combining 

letters of the English alphabet with diacritic characters to account for the unique "sounds" 

of spoken O'odham. 

 Just a few examples of symbols utilized and their meaning that one should become 

knowledgeable about in order to read and write O'odham are a colon: next to a vowel such 
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as “a:” equates a long vowel sound as in the sound /aah/. For example, the “a” in the 

O’odham words ba:so (in front of) and ma: (gave) are read aloud with this sound; another 

diacritic one would need to understand regarding its use is a tilde ~ on top of a letter as in 

the O’odham word “a:ni” (tilde on top of n so the n is pronounced with an /ny/ sound like in 

the word canyon). Also, a single apostrophe ' or what is known linguistically as a glottal 

stop, or "stop in the throat and then releasing it" when speaking a word or syllable is often 

used when writing O’odham words utilizing the Alvarez/Hale system. For example, the 

apostrophe could be inserted as in "the stop between the words Oh oh! in English" (Saxton 

& Saxton, Enos, 1983). Examples of a few O'odham words which define the concept 

conveyed are; 'a:g (tell), O’odham (person), and 'i:da (this), b ‘o ‘e-a:gi (it is/it was said) 

(Zepeda, 1983); also one would need to include what amounts to a short vowel symbol or a 

"breve" on top of the i which my lap top computer purchased in the 21st century cannot 

produce unless a special program is utilized. When writing the O’odham word “neok” 

(speaking) one would need to include a tilde symbol [~] above the n, once again, which my 

computer cannot accomplish without a special program. Because of the above mentioned 

circumstances, one should take into consideration that some persons not experienced with 

written O'odham, or formally taught Alvarez/Hale can find this method a little challenging. 

For this reason, O'odham children, young adults, and novices to the language can benefit 

from a more grassroots form. Finally, the concept of preserving the O'odham language in 

written form was developed and initiated within the academic environment. The 

Alvarez/Hale method is one of the forerunners and definitely a supplement in the effort to 

devise an easier manner in which to read and write O'odham. 

 A dictionary of note, which was mentioned in the previous section (e.g., O’odham 

Writing) was written by Dean and Lucille Saxton and Suzie Enos titled Tohono 
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O'odham/Pima to Engilsh, English to Tohono O'odham/Pima Dictionary (1983). This 

source is most utilized on Gila River when writing O’odham and is known as the Saxton 

method of writing and reading O'odham. It should be noted that the Saxton method does 

not utilize diacritics. Even so, most O’odham words are written as complete words, much 

like an English word, regardless of the unique “sounds” produced when speaking this 

ancient language. For example the word for “a place for running or track” is written 

“memelkud” utilizing the Saxton method. By incorporating a more grassroots method the 

word can be written “mu-mul-kood” and therefore spoken in parts until with practice the 

word can be “strung together” and read aloud with confidence regarding novices to 

O’odham (Johns and Lara, 2006).   

As stated, the Alvarez/Hale method incorporates diacritics, the Saxton method, 

utilized most often on Gila River when writing O’odham does not (Zepeda, 1983). Even so, 

when one examines the Saxton dictionary, one will find that some O’odham word spellings 

incorporate an apostrophe (’) to represent the “glottal stop,” and/or a hyphen (-) (Saxton, 

Saxton and Enos, 1983). The book explains that the hyphen is used to separate some plural 

forms of O'odham words and the semi-colon is inserted to signify distributive and some 

plural forms of O'odham words (Saxton, Saxton and Enos, 1983). Finally, the apostrophe is 

inserted to signify a glottal stop or "stop of air in the throat and then releasing it" for 

pronunciation purposes such as in the O'odham word for a "thorn," ho'i (Saxton, Saxton 

and Enos, 1983). For the reasons stated, a different and in my opinion, an easier grassroots 

method to write and read O’odham is ongoing within Gila River by some cultural 

preservationists including myself in an effort to maintain and pass on to future generations 

of O'odham.                   

Like the Alvarez/Hale system, the Saxton method was initiated within the world of 
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academia. During O'odham language lessons taught on the Gila River Indian Community, 

Johns and Lara found as with the Alvarez/Hale method, O'odham young adults and novices 

to the language who lacked experience with written O'odham, experienced slight difficulty 

when they attempted to write and read O'odham utilizing the Saxton method (2006). An 

examination of the differing methods in which to write and read O'odham will be 

forthcoming in the section that discusses a more grassroots system including the Saxton 

method.  

 A song book that is utilized within the Gila River educational environment (K-8) as 

a cultural teaching tool titled "O'odham Social Dance Songs Song Book," Songs of the 

People (2002) was created by Gila River Community elder member Mr. Barnaby Lewis 

and submitted to the Blackwater day school. Though this book contains written traditional 

Akimel O'odham stories conveyed in song and some translation, the book does not utilize 

the Alvarez/Hale method or the Saxton system of writing O'odham. The English alphabet 

is incorporated with very limited or complete absence of diacritics. For this reason, it 

would seem that this form of written O'odham is easier to decipher.  

 This writing is more comparable to this thesis effort and goal regarding a more 

compatible method in which to write O'odham with children and the novice speaker as the 

major benefactors. The song book is a major motivating factor in pursuing this goal. 

Ultimately, Lewis' book achieves the concept of conveying the O'odham language in 

written form without diacritics. Finally, it should be understood that the O'odham Social 

Dance Song book is written for young grade school children. This then is the objective; one 

can come to an understanding regarding the uniqueness of the writing method used. 

Finally, an examination of this method will be related in a forthcoming section.  

 Another source discovered within the Gila River educational environment is a 
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manuscript created by cultural specialist Mary Gregg (2003) titled 

Thuh-Nee'yohk-Thuh-Eeb'thahk'ch-Th'wah'kahk (Our Language is our Heart and Life). 

This teaching material was prepared and submitted by Gregg for the Blackwater Day 

School as a cultural teaching tool. Once again, Akimel O'odham words and phrases are  

transcribed and translated to English in a less sophisticated form than the Saxton and 

Alvarez/Hale methods. Even from the title one can see that there are diacritics such as the 

hyphen which separates syllables and words and the apostrophe, or what is known in 

linguistic terms as a "glottal stop" (i.e., stop in the throat). Other than these two there seems 

to be only one more diacritic used and this would be the tilde, the ~ symbol which signals 

how that particular part of a word should be spoken. 

 Gregg's effort along with Lewis', become the blueprints regarding the development 

of a more grassroots O'odham writing system. Though a grassroots method was in fact 

initiated by these Gila River community members, it is posited that improvement can and 

will occur with continued application regarding this style of writing O’odham. The 

weaknesses of the two works contributed by Lewis’ and Gregg are that the materials do not 

expand beyond a certain point. Explaining, new developments regarding modifying written 

O’odham beyond the initial stage in favor of an even more easily understood system is 

ongoing. Therefore, one can see the need for future improvement and development. 

Furthermore, it is posited that an understanding of O’odham can be instilled in even the 

novice speaker which the efforts of Gregg and Lewis attest to. Finally, an examination of 

the Gregg system of writing O’odham will be conveyed in a forthcoming section. 

 Another source that seems relevant to my work is a dissertation submitted by 

Mizuki Miyashita (2002) to the University of Arizona’s Department of Linguistics titled 

Tohono O'odham Syllable Weight: Descriptive, Theoretical and Applied Aspects. As one 
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can conclude this source is more of a linguistic approach to written O'odham. Furthermore, 

a linguistics method is needed to encourage the development of a more grassroots concept 

pertaining to writing, reading aloud and therefore, speaking O'odham. This conclusion is 

based on the relative challenge regarding utilizing a method grounded in the field of 

linguistics concerning those less knowledgeable in this area. In fact, this would include the 

population on Gila River who comprise the majority within the community (McCarty, 

2005). This segment of the population includes children, teenagers, and young adults on 

Gila River who have little to no experience and/or formal teaching with written O'odham. 

 A source such as the dissertation submitted by Dr. Miyashita identifies the effort it 

requires in conveying an ancient language in written form. This study focuses on the 

phonology of the O’odham language pertaining to the unique “sounds” involving 

pronunciation and enunciation of written and spoken O’odham. Also, this project conveys 

written O'odham such as other methods utilized within the higher educational environment 

pertaining to diacritics. The reason diacritics are discussed is the fact that these symbols are 

a signal for the reader to read written O'odham in a certain "correct" manner according the 

rules of linguistics. Generally, when one learns his/her heritage language from childhood 

by ear, fluency is considered the proper manner to speak one's language. The dissertation 

accomplishes its goal of presenting and analyzing the phonology of the O’odham language.   

 Another source conveying O'odham language in written form is known as The 

UCLA Pima writing project (2001-2006) produced by Jackson and others. This source is a 

collaboration by a group of people to develop another method to write O'odham. The 

higher educational environment is the setting regarding this effort and the writing system 

proposed is presented in an easier to decipher form. Furthermore, it is concluded that the 

idea behind this method is to make writing and reading O'odham easier. Without delving to 
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deeply into the mechanics of writing O'odham, some of the manners that this project 

suggests can be an example concerning this paper. In developing an easier way to write 

O’odham the concept of the long vowel sound regarding many O'odham words is 

understandable because the grassroots system being proposed often times uses this idea. 

The UCLA projects idea of a long vowel sound is to double the letter (i.e., aa, ee, ii, oo, 

etc.) 

  For example, the O'odham word for "what is it/that" is written "Shaa-choot" 

according to the method under development. Within Gila River, Johns and Lara (2006) 

incorporated this idea regarding written O'odham phrases and communication interaction 

lessons before becoming knowledgeable about the UCLA effort. Also, Johns and Lara 

utilized another manner in which to write a long vowel by inserting an "h" after a vowel 

such as "Shah-chooht." This spelling should be considered another way to write a word or 

inconsistency in developing a grassroots form of writing O’odham. It should be noted that 

inconsistencies did occur when writing O’odham words in a grassroots form (Johns and 

Lara, 2006). This was the result of writing down O’odham while listening to a traditional 

song, or speaker; O’odham words spoken or sung were at times recorded and sometimes 

written down soon after “hearing” (Johns and Lara, 2006). In any event, one can come to 

understand why other conceptualizations regarding written O’odham are useful in 

developing a more grassroots form. Once again, the challenging nature of these types of 

sources (i.e., academically and linguistically based) is the idea of inserting symbols 

(diacritics) in order that proper pronunciation can occur. This paper suggests an easier 

manner to read and write O'odham for children and novices without formal training and 

experience utilizing O'odham writing systems. Therefore, during O'odham lessons 

performed on Gila River, diacritics were minimized which was helpful and made reading 
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and writing O'odham more understandable (Johns and Lara, communication lessons, 

2006).               

 A report titled "A Model of "Grass Roots" Community Development: The D-Q 

University Native American Language Education Project," is an appropriate addition to 

this review (Forbes, 1976). This source from the Native American Studies Tecumseh 

Center, University of California Davis, contains a section that focuses on the beginnings of 

written O'odham. Most importantly, this source associates the ancestral language with 

cultural history. With a project such as language preservation, the main objective is not to 

view the O'odham language in isolation, or only a system to write and read O'odham and 

nothing more. The purpose is to put forth the conceptualization that the language is 

synonymous with culture, spirituality, and history from a Native perspective. 

 The association of O'odham language and history is the strength of this source. It is 

not enough to be able to utter an O'odham phrase or words, but to understand where the 

language comes from and why it (language) makes a group unique and most importantly, 

strong. From this notion, young people of the Gila River Indian Community can come to an 

understanding regarding their foundation and beginnings (e.g., roots). Finally, it is hoped 

that the development of a grassroots method concerning written O'odham will fulfill this 

need also. The one critique of this source is that it does not focus on O'odham throughout, 

but a few other Indigenous languages are discussed in the same manner as is related 

concerning O'odham. Still, the other sections are useful because they are in fact applying 

similar principles incorporated for O'odham (i.e., associating history with language to a 

few other Native groups). 

 An article by Tsianina Lomawaima and Teresa L. McCarty from the America 

Educational Research Journal titled When Tribal Sovereignty Challenges Democracy: 
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American Indian Education and the Democratic Ideal (2002) discussed among other 

things the importance of maintaining the idea of Native cultural identity through acquiring 

knowledge of the ancestral language. Also conveyed was the concept of ancestral language 

loss and its possible detrimental effects regarding cultural aspects that can be forgotten 

(lost) and therefore, not passed on to future generations. Finally, the article discussed the 

concept of utilizing the educational environment concerning preserving American Indian 

languages and the empowerment Indigenous communities can realize through 

maintenance of Native heritage language(s). Finally, the idea that culturally relevant 

teaching particular to Indigenous groups can and has been a part of educational curriculum 

(i.e., Rough Rock Demonstrational School). 

 This article conveys the importance of Native ancestral language maintenance to 

not only the adult population but, young Natives as well. The idea that within those Native 

languages still in existence, a certain worldview and perspective unique to Indigenous 

groups resides is suggested and cannot be denied. It is posited that one of the reasons to 

preserve an Indigenous ancestral language is to hold onto cultural aspects and most 

importantly teachings and beliefs. One of the main objectives in developing a grassroots 

O'odham writing method is to connect the language with history and teachings of cultural 

significance concerning the Akimel O'odham of Gila River. Therefore, this article is a great 

supplement regarding this project.         

 Another article by Teresa L. McCarty titled Native American Languages as 

Heritage Mother Tongues (2008) out of the International Journal of the Sociology of 

Language discusses efforts to "revitalize, stabilize, and maintain Indigenous languages in 

the USA." Once again it was concluded that most Native languages are not spoken as the 

first language by the young. After reading this source, I believe the young people of Gila 
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River can benefit from a more grassroots form of written O’odham, by acquiring a sense of 

Indigenous identity and heritage through language as this article conveys for other Native 

languages. Also conveyed within the article is the concept of bilingual education such as 

the Rough Rock Demonstrational School that was among 4 discussed in the article, which 

included Navajo language and cultural aspects as part of the educational curriculum. 

 The very real fact is that acquiring an education in the modern day predisposes 

Native children to learn English as their first language. The dilemma is that the heritage 

language is neglected and pushed aside for English. Furthermore, that which is contained 

within an Indigenous language as this thesis suggests such as O’odham worldview, history, 

spirituality from the O’odham perspective are aspects which can provide young O’odham 

with a sense of self and be a source of strength is also neglected. In any event, this article is 

a good addition concerning this project and the message it relates emphasizing that 

preservation of the ancestral languages still in existence should continue as is the case for 

O’odham. 

 Finally, Teresa L. McCarty’s article Schooling, Resistance, and American Indian 

Languages out of the International Journal of the Sociology of Language (1998), discusses 

the idea that though schools cannot save endangered Native languages, in recent time 

schools can be an avenue in which to revitalize and maintain Native languages. For 

example, the Rough Rock Az., school and its idea of intertwining Navajo language and 

culture curriculum with the traditional non-Native educational courses (Math, English, 

etc.). Though as the article relates it seemingly passes onto schools, the idea of learning the 

ancient language through the family within the home, schools should still be an avenue in 

which to maintain Indigenous languages. Finally, it was related that much resources are 

available within the educational environment regarding the effort to preserve Native 
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languages. Though funding is a roadblock concerning initiating Native bilingual bicultural 

educational programs, it has been accomplished regarding the Rough Rock school example 

conveyed above.   

 Politics aside articles such as this convey how Native communities and schools can 

work together to at the very least, preserve and maintain an endangered language. The 

examples of this work are evident as the article states (i.e., Rough Rock) how the Navajo 

community and the school worked together to promote and develop a program which 

included emphasis on the Navajo language and culture. In developing a more grassroots 

O’odham writing method the use of the English alphabet in writing O’odham words with 

few diacritics is the goal. The alphabet is learned in the non-Native educational 

environment therefore, all other resources available within this environment should also be 

utilized such as the article suggests. This article is a complimentary source regarding this 

paper.     

 The article by Michael Krauss in the International Journal of the Sociology of 

Language (1998) titled The condition of Native North American languages: the need for 

realistic assessment and action discusses the idea of Native language extinction and the 

condition of Native language in modern time. Also discussed are the roles linguists and 

linguistics play in preserving Native languages. Finally, the concept regarding Native 

people’s responsibility for maintaining their heritage language was discussed; 

knowledgeable adult members of Native groups/tribes teaching and therefore passing on 

the ancestral language to the young. An article such as this epitomizes the need to preserve 

those American Indian languages that can be done either written, orally, or by other means. 

This study also related the fact that of the 175-210 Native languages still spoken by some 

portion of the Indigenous population, a majority of these are only spoken by older adult and 
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elderly members of their specific tribes (Krauss, 1998). 

 If one were to assess a Native group/tribe according to this article's findings then 

those Native languages just mentioned are in danger of extinction in the not too distant 

future; Gila River Akimel O'odham being one such language. The reason for this 

assumption is the fact that most fluent speakers regarding this tribe are older adults and the 

elderly and as mentioned elsewhere within this paper, the majority of the population on 

Gila River, comprise young adults and children (McCarty, 2005). Once again, the aspects 

discussed within this article identify the need for preserving the O'odham cultural heritage 

through maintaining the ancestral language. Furthermore, because of the demographics 

mentioned it would seem that a more grassroots method of writing O’odham would benefit 

the younger people of this community. Finally, it is most definitely the Native youth who 

will carry on their cultural legacy through language. Therefore, this article is a good 

addition and motivating aspect concerning devising a more grassroots O’odham writing 

method.         

 Another article by Ofelia Zepeda titled Voices in the Desert: Contemporary 

Approaches to Language Maintenance and Survival of an Ancient Language, Tohono 

O'odham, (1998) in the International Journal of the Sociology of Language discusses the 

idea of maintaining and preserving the O'odham language. It was related that a group of 

Tohono O'odham Nation members got together for a 2 week training workshop in an effort 

to combat language loss. This group consisted of O'odham language teachers at the 

university and college level. The article also related the status of spoken and written 

O'odham which, as it was also found within other sources, fluency declines within the 

young adult, teenagers, and child group(s). Finally, approaches for maintaining the 

language and current attitudes regarding the status of the O'odham language were 
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discussed.  

 One of the main conclusions in this article is that "very few O'odham children are 

learning O'odham as their first language." Though there are avenues in which one can 

acquire an understanding of the O'odham language (college courses, bilingual programs, 

utilization of the internet, etc.), the significance conveyed is that preservation of O'odham 

is the goal. Though the article focused on Tohono O’odham Nation, the message it conveys 

can be applied regarding this thesis project. Therefore, another manner in which to 

maintain the language that focuses on a more grassroots writing system in regards to young 

O’odham can also be helpful in combating language loss. Finally, as the article conveys all 

avenues should be considered concerning preserving the O'odham language. After all, it is 

the young who will carry on the language to future generations, but as the article concludes, 

most (young O'odham) speak English as their first language. Therefore, this source 

becomes a great addition concerning this project.  

 A book titled America Indian Languages: Cultural and Social Contexts (1997) by 

Shirley Silver and Wick R. Miller convey the significance Native languages possess 

regarding learning and understanding tribal cultural concepts. Also, the idea of language 

preservation and maintenance through written form is discussed. Most importantly, what 

this source relates is the fact that Native people do have an understanding and perspective 

concerning how they view the world, environment, and themselves that is unique and 

tribally specific. Lastly, the aspects just conveyed were and are contained in the ancestral 

languages which remain and are still taught and learned in the modern time. As with other 

sources regarding this literature review, this book reinforces the idea that preserving 

Indigenous language(s) is preserving the Native people as well. 

 The book discusses the concept of written language (Indigenous) with examples of 
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certain tribal methods (i.e., Cherokee, Cree, etc.). Once again, examining writing methods 

different Native groups have utilized encourages the effort toward making written Native 

tribal language(s) easier to read. Languages that historically were only taught and learned 

orally such as O'odham still contain much that is culturally relevant to this tribe unto today.  

Therefore, a source such as this is a definite asset concerning developing a grassroots 

method to teach and learn the O'odham language.        

 A source from ASU's College of Education magazine Show & Tell, fall 2005 issue 

titled "What Does it Mean to lose a Language? Investigating Heritage Language Loss and 

Revitalization among American Indians" by McCarty, Snell, and Romero is a nice addition 

to this literature review. This is more of an inspirational, motivational effort regarding 

language preservation rather than investigating different writing systems. As such, this 

source relates the connection between language and heritage, and the benefits of 

bilingualism for some students. Just two of the benefits mentioned concerning bilingualism 

and multilingualism for that matter are a more productive and academically successful 

student. This identifies the importance of associating Native language programs with 

culture and not in isolation. 

 Therefore, it should be understood that motivational factors are definitely behind 

efforts at Native language revitalization and preservation. The strength of this source is that 

sections of this article focus on the Gila River Akimel O'odham and some of the Language 

and Cultural programs regarding the reservation's educational environment (i.e., K-8). The 

only critique of this article is that it did not go more in depth concerning discussing this 

very important topic, but conveyed a very condensed version. 

 Finally, Akimel O'odham reading and writing lessons which were developed and 

utilized on Gila River regarding traditional, cultural counseling are an example of written 
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O'odham in a more grassroots form. These O'odham language lessons were formulated by 

cultural counselors Johns and Lara (2006). These lessons consisted of O'odham phrases 

and words that most importantly, were utilized in O'odham language communication 

interactions (i.e., O'odham, students reading aloud in the language in pairs and groups). 

Also, the lessons contain the beginnings of the foundation of a more grassroots O'odham 

writing system. Long words and phrases are "broken up" by hyphen with minimum 

diacritics to make reading back O'odham easier. This manner of reading O’odham aloud 

with regard to the hyphen and its purpose was explained earlier pertaining to readers 

performing a “slight vocal pause” on viewing the insertion of the hyphen. Much of the 

experiences regarding the novice reader was and is positive concerning the student's ability 

to read back written O'odham as close to the manner in which it is supposed to be spoken. 

The main goal behind a grassroots writing system and this paper for that matter is to have 

students be able to learn this method by their knowledge of the alphabet and not their lack 

of knowledge regarding diacritics. Finally, the concepts conveyed above were also 

incorporated with traditional Akimel O'odham songs (Johns and Lara, 2006). Explaining, 

traditional Akimel O'odham songs were performed and recorded then listened to and 

written out during playback using the same grassroots form when writing out O'odham 

words and phrases (Johns and Lara, 2006). An examination of the grassroots method of 

writing and reading O’odham will transpire in a forthcoming section. 

 In critique of this source, it is fact that diacritics cannot be eliminated entirely. The 

reason for this conclusion is that certain O'odham words are correctly spoken in a different 

manner than specific letters would normally indicate therefore, a diacritic rule has to be 

incorporated concerning pronunciation. Also, a more grassroots method at this point in 

time should be considered "continuously under construction." Therefore, all sources 
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concerning this literature review can be of valuable assistance regarding the development 

of a newer version of written O'odham. This project's goal is an effort to present an 

opportunity for the younger and novice O'odham to learn an understanding of their heritage 

language. Through language the students not only reconnect with the cultural heritage, but 

with the history of their people; the Akimel O'odham. 

2.2: O'odham Pronunciation. 

 In final analysis of the sources related regarding this literature review in the effort 

at devising a more grassroots method of writing and reading O'odham, all can be associated 

with present linguistic theory including a grassroots system. This conclusion is based on 

the notion that the O'odham language contains vowel and consonant sounds unique to this 

Indigenous language that must be accounted for. Some linguistically based systems 

accomplish this through diacritic symbol. For instance, some O’odham words containing 

n’s and l’s have to be spoken with a different sound. For example, the O'odham word 

nene’e (singing; ~ on top of both n’s) and other words containing a similar pronunciation of 

n, the n is spoken similar to the first n in "canyon" (Zepeda, 1983). Also, with the O’odham 

word ja:wol (devil), the l is sometimes spoken with the tip of the tongue hitting the roof of 

the mouth, just behind the upper teeth much like the r sound contained in some Spanish 

words. When analyzing some grassroots O’odham writing methods within Gila River, this 

l is accounted for by inserting the tilde ~ above the l (i.e., Gregg, 2003; Johns and Lara, 

2006). O'odham words containing such n’s and l’s should be written utilizing diacritic 

symbolism. 

 Furthermore, a grassroots O'odham writing and reading system must account for 

the long vowel sounds contained in many O'odham words, and the "hard" consonant 

sounds which occur such as a sound that can only be described as an sh-ck combination 
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such as "shooshk" (shoe), "ke".(house), "kah-kav-yoh" (horses), etc., and specifically the 

words that contain the "stop in the throat" (e.g., Alvarez/Hale method of using diacritic the 

apostrophe ‘ too signify this stop, or by definition apostrophe stands for a “glottal stop”)                                                                                                                             

such as in the word “O'odham.” This “stop of air in the throat and then releasing it” occurs 

fairly regular when speaking O’odham. Fortunately, diacritic symbols help in writing out 

these types of O'odham words utilizing a grassroots system. For the reasons stated, a newer 

writing system cannot stand apart from current linguistic writing methods.     

 In final critique of the sources reviewed, other than accounting for the uniqueness 

regarding the O'odham language related above, much can be eliminated concerning 

diacritics. Whether it is the use of the "glottal stop" symbol regarding the Alvarez/Hale and 

Saxton & Saxton methods, or the "apostrophe" by Mary Gregg, or the "hyphen" by Johns 

and Lara, all can be minimized. Also, minimization of the "rules of writing" regarding the 

UCLA Pima Writing Project and the dissertation submitted by Dr. Miyashita can be 

accomplished concerning a more grassroots O'odham writing system. The main objection 

concerning the sources reviewed is "why make writing and reading the O'odham language 

more challenging than it already is?" Once again, the main goal in developing a more 

grassroots method of writing, reading, and therefore, speaking (e.g., reading aloud) 

O'odham is to be able to "read back" written O'odham as close to the manner in which it is 

spoken by a fluent speaker: this goal becomes more challenging to attain with the "clutter" 

of diacritic symbols which the majority of the sources reviewed utilize.   

 Finally, it should be noted that when examining written O’odham methods 

inconsistencies are found within some; examples are prevalent within this paper. For 

instance with the Mary Gregg system, the use of the apostrophe is maybe sometimes used 

as a “glottal stop” such as the O’odham word “Ee’ ee’ poot” (dresses) or as word separation 
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as with the word “shoo’sho’sh’k” (shoes). Regarding the O’odham word for “shoes” there 

is no “stop of air in the throat and then releasing it” at any of the intervals where the 

apostrophe is located, but the O’odham word for “dresses” does contain this “stop.” This 

occurrence happened frequently within the Gregg system. With regard to the grassroots 

method (i.e., Johns and Lara, 2006), the inconsistencies lay in the fact that O’odham words 

can be written in differing manners. For example, the O’odham phrase “shaa-pi-mahs-ma” 

(how are you), can also be written “shah-pi-mas-mah” and be correct written either way; 

also, the O’odham phrase “shaa-choot” (what is it/that) is also correct written 

“shah-chooht.” The reason is both spellings elicit similar sounds. Again, this inconsistency 

occurs regularly within the grassroots writing method.  

Within the Barnaby Lewis O’odham grassroots writing system, he also writes 

O’odham words with different spellings for the same word or phrase, but it would seem 

that both spellings have the same sound regardless therefore, both are correct. Sentences 

within one of the songs in Mr. Lewis’ songbook have the same meaning, but are spelled 

differently. The song “Chea-thahk Oohn Moo-vick” (Green Mawcaw), part of a line within 

the last verse/chorus of the song is the same line with different spelling; “Sahp aw mah mah 

sim”, but in the next line it is spelled “sahp aw mahm-ss.” Therefore, it would seem that 

multiple spellings regarding “grassroots” O’odham writing methods will occur. It is 

posited that this occurrence is the result of writing O’odham soon after listening to 

pronunciation of a word, and/or speaking and sounding out any O’odham word or phrase. 

Therefore, the inconsistencies conveyed above that are recognized within the different 

O’odham writing systems are discussed within the different sections of this paper.     
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CHAPTER 3: 

BARNABY LEWIS AND MARY GREGG: WRITING O’ODHAM 

3.1: Barnaby Lewis and Written Akimel O’odham Songs. 

 In discussing the Barnaby Lewis method of writing O'odham it would seem the 

objective of his style of writing is to educate the children within the Gila River educational 

environment (K-8). Also, his absence of diacritics is associated with the manner in which 

the young Akimel O'odham children master the English alphabet. For instance, the 

children learn to read and write English through use of the A-Z alphabet therefore, written 

O'odham should be conveyed in this manner with eventual success. Mr. Lewis is an elder 

member of the Gila River Indian Community Akimel O'odham tribe, traditional singer, 

knowledge keeper, and tribal Historical Culture Preservation Officer (www.gilariver.org). 

It should be noted that Mr. Lewis has taught at the K-4 grade level as a member of a 

cultural team for the Blackwater Day School. The cultural team related historical and 

ancestral O'odham aspects to grade school children. The song book that Mr. Lewis 

submitted to the Blackwater day school as a cultural teaching tool does not contain much 

diacritic insertion, if any at all. Most of the songs used as examples in this paper do not 

contain diacritics at all. 

 Kathy Lara, a former member of the cultural teaching team for the Blackwater day 

school, conveyed that many of the non-Native faculty related that they aspired to "learn" 

the O'odham language and were encouraged and motivated by Barnaby's writing method 

(Lara, 2006). Finally, novice Gila River community members are also students of Lewis’ 

method of O'odham writing. Above all, songs that contain much O'odham cultural history 

and spirituality have been learned by young people and are also novice learners of written 

O'odham language as well. 



 
  

41 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 I believe the utilization of a grassroots method of writing O'odham is accomplished 

by Lewis regarding the traditional song titled "Chea-thak Oohn Moo-vick" (i.e., Green 

Macaw). The song in written form is as it appears in his book; 

  Chea-thac oohn ah moo-vick ah nuh huh tha-ah 

  Chea-thak oohn-moo-vick ahm nuh-uh  

  (green Macaw is singing) 

  Chea-thac oohn ah moo-vick ahb nuh huh tha-ah 

  Chea-thak oohn-moo-vick ahm nuh-uh (green Macaw is singing) 

  Guh-dah me ooh-ifv suhn ah jew-nihy-kim 

  uhk uh-dah uhk oohifv suh-dahf uh choo-th (within the center the woman  

  dances) 

  Sahp aw mah mah sim, See yahl-eeh vuhtch-aw 

  sahp aw mahm-ss see-yahlic vuhth-aw (they look good under the sunrise) 

  Kah oohn ah moo-vick ah jew-nihy-kim 

  Oohn-moo-vick ah cho-ooth (the Macaw is dancing);  (Lewis, 2002) 

Though there is English translation within the song, this is not a word for word 

O’odham to English translation. This occurrence can be attributed to the sounds in the sung 

version of the song which are drawn-out at times, and at times condensed. For this reason, 

there would not seem to be a literal translation to English of an O'odham word where the 

sound is extended through traditional song form. This writing method is an asset because of 

the simplicity of "song language" concerning O'odham music that can hopefully be 

transferred to written spoken O'odham. The "simplicity" related above concerns the fact 

that a verse and a chorus of O'odham words are repeated, therefore repetition helps learning 

the song easier and O'odham words and meanings are remembered through repetition 
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(Lara, 2006).  

 In examining Lewis' writing method, he utilizes the hyphen symbol (-) with regular 

consistency. The hyphen is used to separate longer words into syllables and long phrases 

are addressed in a similar manner. This concept of conveying written O'odham in "parts" is 

understandable when one considers the fact that grade school children are the students of 

this particular form of writing such as the word in the song related earlier "oohn-moo-vick" 

or the O'odham phrase "shaa-pi-mahs-ma" (how are you). By these examples, one can 

come to understand that a rhythm can be developed with hyphen separation. This can aid in 

speaking and singing O’odham words and phrases. Finally, with the hyphen an O'odham 

word or phrase can be read aloud in smaller sections. This concept is also understandable 

when one considers that a reader new to the language may become intimidated upon 

viewing an entire O’odham phrase or song written out. Johns and Lara (2006) discovered 

that the use of the hyphen minimized much student apprehension regarding reading back 

written O’odham. 

 When students encountered difficulty, counselors suggested that the students read 

in parts or “chunks” until a regular consistent, comfortable rhythm developed. Because of 

this, confidence and willingness to “attack” the language was increased. For the reasons 

stated, Barnaby Lewis’ method of written O’odham is an example of a grassroots form. 

One of the objectives concerning the development of a more grassroots O’odham writing 

system is to minimize and eliminate as many diacritic symbols as is practical. Though 

Lewis seems to accomplish this, he still should account for unique O’odham sound such 

that many words containing n’s and l’s include, and the unique “ny” sound of words that 

contain this n. Regardless, a new system should be accessible as possible due to the fact 

that children, young people and novices who lack experience with written O’odham 
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language are the eventual benefactors.       

3.2: Mary Gregg and Writing O'odham. 

 Another example of using a more grassroots writing system includes a team of 

older and elder Akimel O’odham from Gila River who are cultural preservationists with 

the specific responsibility of passing on the historical culture of the tribe to the young via 

education. This program was initiated at the Blackwater Community Day school on Gila 

River. Because of this Mary Gregg created a book of O'odham words and phrases 

translated to English and submitted it to the school (2003). Not only language preservation, 

but teaching an understanding of O'odham to the children is the goal. Ms. Gregg also 

utilizes a grassroots O'odham writing method with children and novices in mind. What 

should be noted regarding Mary's system is that the apostrophe is used liberally regarding 

words and phrases. Unlike the academically developed writing methods Alvarez/Hale and 

Saxton & Saxton, this is not what is known linguistically as a "glottal stop" or "stop in the 

throat and then releasing it." I understand this to be signifying rhythm where the 

apostrophe is inserted before the next part of the O'odham word or phrase is read aloud. 

Also, Ms. Gregg uses the hyphen liberally like Johns and Lara (2006).  

 With the hyphen Mary not only separates long O'odham words into smaller 

sections, but entire phrases as well. With this method it would seem that a person new to 

written O'odham language can address each part with confidence. It is surmised that with 

repetition a fluent rhythm will develop. Finally, both Barnaby Lewis and Mary Gregg's 

efforts are grounded in Akimel O'odham cultural preservation. Mrs. Kathy Lara who was 

once employed by Blackwater Day school, and a former member of the Blackwater 

cultural team conveyed that, though both writing methods were developed for young 

people and children, the methods proved inspirational for adults as well, for both tribal 
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members and non-Natives for learning to read and reading aloud O’odham (Lara, 2008). 

 A sampling of the writing method Gregg utilizes as it appears in her book is as 

follows with English translation: 

     Singular   Plural 

 Shoes    Shoo' shk   Shoo'sho'sh'k  

 Pants    Shah' leev   Shah' sh' leef 

 Dress    Ee' poot   Ee' ee' poot 

 White    S' th' wah 

 Black    S' choo' k 

     Singular                     Plural 

 Red    S' vuh' k    

 Leg    Kah' yoh   Kahk' yoh 

 Feet        Thah' thaht 

 Dog    Gohk's 

 Cat    Mee' thohl 

 Horse    Kahv' yoo   (Gregg, 2003) 

In any event, one should not experience much trouble reading this method of 

written O'odham. In examining this writing method, one notices the use of the apostrophe 

at certain intervals. It is posited that at times the apostrophe is used much like the hyphen 

(Lewis, 2002), in order to separate words into section in an effort to make 

pronunciation/reading easier. Also, the apostrophe may help in rhythm development 

concerning student attempts to read back aloud written O’odham by including a "slight 

pause" at the insertion of an apostrophe before going on and reading the next section of a 

word or phrase. This could aid in the development of a future smoother style of reading 
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O’odham.  

 At times it may be that Gregg’s method implies that the apostrophe is a “glottal 

stop” such as in the case regarding the Alvarez/Hale method. For example, the O’odham 

word for dresses (Ee' ee' poot) explained earlier (e.g., contains "a stop of air in the throat 

then releasing it" when pronounced properly). What contradicts this conclusion is that the 

apostrophe is inserted immediately after softer sounds and long vowel sounds such as in 

the O’odham words, kah’ yoh (leg) and mee’ thohl (cat) that do not contain the “stop of 

air…” This occurrence which is noticed frequently regarding the Gregg method shall be 

concluded to be an inconsistency concerning her O’odham writing system. In any event, 

though inconsistencies occur, the Gregg method exhibits the concept of minimization of 

diacritic symbolism; the apostrophe being the main symbol utilized with this method. The 

ultimate goal of a more grassroots method of written O’odham is after all, minimization 

and elimination of diacritic symbolism. Of significance is the fact that Gregg accounts for 

the O’odham words containing the unique sounding n’s and l’s by associating these letters 

with the tilde symbol (i.e., ~). Finally, though this is another example of written O’odham 

in a grassroots form, inconsistencies are recognized. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

GRASSROOTS WRITING AND READING O’ODHAM 

 In this section will be a discussion of the O’odham writing systems currently 

utilized and the challenge, or ease regarding what I have been proposing as the student’s 

ability to learn a particular writing and reading method. Student motivation or lack thereof 

becomes the main focus concerning their willingness and confidence to acquire knowledge 

of written O'odham regarding an altered, easier to read and write form. The following will 

give a description of the two systems I have referred to as “academically” developed 

writing systems, the Alvarez/Hale and Saxton & Saxton systems. These two systems use 

diacritics to provide more information about particular sounds in O’odham. The symbols 

are ones commonly used in the field of linguistics. Some of the Gila River community 

members (i.e., young people and novices to the O'odham language), conveyed their lack of 

experience with written O'odham, and more importantly being formally taught, the 

Alvarez/Hale, Saxton & Saxton or other methods. As mentioned earlier, this is the main 

reason these writing systems seemed foreign and challenging.   

4.1: Making O’odham Language Easier to Read. 

 Examples of the Alvarez/Hale method in comparison to the grassroots O'odham 

writing system initiated and utilized within the Gila River Indian Community by cultural 

counselors Johns & Lara, follows. Finally, the manner in which one would incorporate 

vowel sounds and a few diacritic symbols pertaining to using a grassroots O’odham writing 

system, in comparison to Alvarez/Hale and Saxton methods, can be found in the appendix 

of this paper (apologies for not inserting some of the diacritic symbols for the Alvarez/Hale 

method, but this computer does not contain the special program needed that would allow 

the diacritic characters to be inserted). 
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 The following is a list illustrating vowel length in O’odham. The Alvarez/Hale uses 

a colon (:) following the vowel while the “grassroots” system uses an h after the vowel.  

 Alvarez/Hale     Grassroots Method 

: signifies long vowel sound   adding h = long vowel; oo for u: 

a: ma: (give)    ah mah 

e: we:nag (brother/sister)  eh weh-nah-jeh 

i: wi:b (milk)    ih wih-ba 

o: go:k (two)    aw gaw-k 

u: 'u:s (wood, stick, board)  ooh oohs 

For short vowel sound I will substitute italics for a “breve,” the Alvarez/Hale diacritic 

symbol: also an underlined d is substituted for a (.) under d; underlined s is substitute for (.) 

under s, signifies sh; this particular sounding s and d are retroflex; substitute N for n with j 

on it (see chaNgo) 

For the grassroots system short vowel sound = combine letters which elicit unique 

O’odham sound (i.e., see /e/ and /o/ below). Finally, other letters and their sound: italic l 

spoken with tip of tongue hitting the roof of mouth just behind upper front teeth as in some 

Spanish words; v sound is spoken on Gila River Akimel O’odham. 

a daha (sitting)    a  thah-ha 

e hehe (laughing)   e short vowel: hu-hu 

i 'uwi (woman)    i  ooh-feh 

o wo:po'o (running repeatedly)  o  wah-paw-aw 

b ba:so (in front of)   b  bah-sho 

c ceggia (fighting)   ch  chug-gia 

d dada (came/arrived)   th  thah-thah 
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d med (running)    t  meht 

g gogs (dog)    g  gawks 

h ha’icu (something)   h  hi-ee-choo 

i mi:stol (cat)    e  mee-thawl 

j ju: (did)    j  joo  

k kawyu (horse)    k  kah-vee-yo 

l lo:go (crazy)    l  lawh-gaw (italics = ~ above l) 

ly 'ali (child)    ly  ah-ly  (italics as above)                              

n nawoj (friend)    n  nah-woog    

m ma:k (give)    m  mahk 

n       n (my/mine)          n  en  

N ca:Ngo (monkey)   N  chahN-go 

p potol (bronc)    p  pah-th-ol  

s s-ape (being fine/alright)  s  sah-pu 

s su:dagi (water)   sh  shoo-thahk 

o O’odham (person/people)  aw  Aw-aw-thum 

t taicu (wanting)   th  thi-choo 

u ‘u’ad     ooh  ooh-ah-th 

v A/H has /w/ sound for v   v  vaw-nahm (hat)  

w wacwi (bathing/swiming)  v  vah-cha-vee 

y yuhs (use) [Saxton]   y  yoos  

          (Zepeda, 1983)                        (Johns and Lara, 2006)               

I experienced during language lessons taught on Gila River as an intern and 

Cultural/Traditional Counselor, that students were first initiated with the “linguistic” 
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methods of writing and reading O'odham during cultural sessions (Johns and Lara, 2006). 

It seemed the majority of students within these counseling groups found the methods 

challenging and therefore, intimidating regarding attempting to read back aloud the 

Alvarez/Hale form of O'odham (Johns & Lara, O'odham communication lessons, 2006). 

Also, it seemed that the majority of students would become even more intimidated and 

apprehensive when attempting to write the Alvarez/Hale method of O'odham (Johns & 

Lara, 2006). Finally, it was acknowledged by the students within these counseling groups 

that the trouble lies not only in their lack of knowledge regarding diacritic symbols, but 

lack of experience with written O'odham in general (Johns & Lara, 2006; Gregg, 2003; 

Lewis, 2002).  

4.2: O’odham Communication; Reading/Speaking. 

 Because of the unique circumstances related above, it is posited that a more 

grassroots or alternative O'odham writing method is needed for young people and novices 

to the language of Glia River. After the initial indoctrination of the academically developed 

written O'odham (i.e., Alvarez/Hale, Saxton & Saxton), students are presented with a more 

grassroots style. Once again, the main effort regarding a grassroots form is to minimize 

diacritics as this was the major roadblock concerning student’s ability and willingness to 

learn the academically developed methods (Johns & Lara, 2006). Here is an example of 

written O'odham in a more grassroots form (for reading and reading aloud purposes, n's in 

italics should be spoken like “ny” in canyon and l's in italics should be spoken with a 

tongue "stutter or roll" (i.e., see Spanish sounding l in previous comparison section). 

Finally, this lesson involves two students conversing; student A reads aloud (speaks) #1 

and student B reads aloud (speaks) #2 (Johns & Lara, 2006).  
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O'odham Interaction/Communication 

1. Sh-aahp kieg en nah-woog, sha pi mahs-mah? 

    (what do you say my friend, how are you?)                                

2. Sahp ahn, ahp-hig? (I'm well, and yourself?)                     

1. Sah-pu (fine/ok) 

1. Nahp sah-mahch moh hah-sah mahs-ma moh joo hu-gahm sho'oshon, hu-gahm 

wush-kam bo cheg-gick Hoo'gam? 

(do you know about how the ancestors did things/lived, those who emerged from the earth, 

they are described as "those who are gone") 

2. Pe shi mahch (I don't know) 

1. She-woo sh-wah-jeh-mah hu-gahm Hoo'gam; wus en oy-yaw-paw o'ob 

Aw-aw-thum ju-vuhd  (the hohokam were very industrious, hardworking people, they 

walked the whole O'odham land) 

2. Nee-quell? (is that right?) 

1. Hoo-oo (yes) 

2. Pe mahch hu-gahm ah-ahl en ha-sa mah-sa-mah moh joo hu-gahm haha-jun 

gahm-hu oo-hoom  

(the children today do not know how the ancestors functioned long ago) 

1.Shoy-ig (it is sad) 

2. Thaw mahs-chum hu-gahm ah-ahl, ha-hava thaw sah-mahch-kud 

(the children will learn, then they will know) 

1. Inn-joo! (right/yeah) 

2. Sah-pu, thaw-mah-nei (OK/fine, I will see you again);     

1. Hoo-oo (yes)                                                                                                
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(Johns & Lara, 2006) 

 With the grassroots method, what is of utmost importance is to make use of the 

English alphabet in teaching O'odham in much the same manner in which the students are 

taught to read and write English. (i.e., very minimal diacritics involved). It appeared 

students found it easier to sound out the words when they were written this way verses 

when reading the other system that uses diacritics (Johns & Lara, 2006). Furthermore, 

students were more willing to "attack" the O'odham language. By attack, I do mean that 

they made a stronger effort to sound out the words rather than passively submit to their lack 

of knowledge of the methods presented to them (Johns & Lara, 2006; Gregg, 2003; Lewis, 

2002). Finally, because of the practice by these teachers of associating O'odham language 

with cultural history, spirituality, the O'odham view toward land and the environmental 

elements, it can be concluded that a more grassroots O'odham writing system will help 

perpetuate a positive perspective regarding the O'odham language and the reconnection to 

their history and cultural heritage (Johns and Lara, 2006). 

 It is hoped that the young segment of the population of the Gila River Indian 

community will carry on a basic understanding of the ancestral language to future 

generations. In reality, if O'odham language preservation and revitalization efforts are not 

ongoing, this Indigenous language may meet the fate of hundreds of others; that of 

language death (Krauss, 1998; Lomawaima and McCarty 2002). The reason for this 

conclusion is that it is widely known within the community that children and other 

members of the community share their language teachings with their family and relatives, 

as well as their non-Native school faculty and co-workers (Gregg, 2003, Lewis, 2002, 

Johns and Lara, 2006). During her employment and experiences at Blackwater Day 
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School, Mrs. Kathy Lara conveyed that not only non-Native faculty, but non-Native 

employees within the Gila River workforce desire to learn the O'odham language upon 

introduction of a more grassroots method of written O'odham (Gila River Indian 

Community, Blackwater Day School).              

4.3: Assessment of the Grassroots Method. 

 Discovery of the aspects most relevant for developing and implementing a more 

grassroots O'odham writing method for young people and novice speakers of the O'odham 

language within the Gila River Indian Community were realized. It is fact that Gila River 

most often uses the Saxton & Saxton method, as opposed to the Alvarez/Hale when 

teaching O'odham in written form. The reality is that some Gila River tribal members both 

the young and adults do not possess the formal teaching necessary to decipher these two 

methods. This was a major roadblock concerning student willingness in attempting to learn 

the written O'odham language.  

 For this reason, upon experiencing a grassroots form, student apprehension and 

anxiety or "staring" at written O'odham words or a phrase and not attempting to read aloud 

for fear of reading the word “wrong“ were minimized regarding reading, writing, and most 

importantly, "reading aloud" the O'odham language (Johns and Lara, 2006). This is 

significant due to fact that with a more grassroots writing method it is hoped that most 

words and phrases can be read back as close to the manner in which O'odham is spoken 

immediately upon viewing word or phrase (Johns and Lara, O'odham communication 

lessons, 2006).  

 One would have to experience more than a few examples of O'odham phrases and 

words and their translation. A simple illustration is the O'odham word meaning "in front 

of" which is written ba:so with a (.) under the “s” which my computer cannot perform 



 
  

53 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

without a special program (e.g., Alvarez/Hale example). One can pronounce the first part 

of the word "ba", but the second part can be mistaken for the English word "so" if it is not 

understood that a (.) under the s signifies a /sh/ sound. The question then becomes "how 

does one speak this O'odham word that is not formally schooled regarding the 

Alvarez/Hale method utilizing the diacritic rules? This question is relevant because a 

novice to this method would have to understand that in order to pronounce the word 

properly a colon (:) after a vowel means a long vowel sound and a period (.) under an s 

means a /sh/ sound. When a student studies the Saxton system the word eventually is 

written and pronounced "bahsho." Furthermore, it should be noted that in writing some 

O’odham words regarding the Saxton method, it seems that the apostrophe is incorporated 

for example, the O‘odham word for smile, “he’edkath” (Saxton, Saxton and Enos, 1983). 

The book explains this is done to signify some distributive and plural forms of O'odham 

words. Finally, some O’odham words are written with the hyphen separation such as the 

O’odham word for “a Godfather” or “paw-lihna” (Saxton, Saxton and Enos, 1983). The 

book conveys that the hyphen is used to designate some plural forms of O'odham words 

such as the word "hihi-lilipih" which is "Filipino" in plural form (Saxton & Saxton and 

Enos, 1983). The hyphen used concerning a grassroots writing method practiced by Johns 

and Lara such as in the word Hoo-gahm signifies the student to read in “chunks of sound” 

until the word can be “strung together“ and spoken in smooth rhythm. In any event, the 

Saxton & Saxton and Alvarez/Hale methods have to be taught, or at the very least, the 

concepts which the methods convey should be understood by students which can be 

challenging for children and those new to written O'odham. Therefore, it is hoped by 

incorporating a more grassroots system, O'odham words and phrases can be read upon 

"viewing" with minimal instruction concerning "how" to utilize the system by those new to 
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it. It can be concluded that the main difference between a writing system that uses diacritics 

and one that does not, or has minimal use of them is in a sense “easier” to teach as well. The 

instructor does not have to deal with the process of teaching about the diacritics and what 

they stand for and in the long run there is less for the students to have to learn thereby 

making it an easier system. 

 When the counseling groups mentioned throughout experienced the Alvarez/Hale 

method, the diacritics seemed to be the most intimidating factor which reduced the 

willingness and motivation of students to study and learn this method (Johns and Lara, 

2006). Furthermore, when students were exposed to the Saxton & Saxton method, the 

intimidating factor seemed to be the fact that with the Saxton method, a majority of 

O’odham words are written as “whole” words such as English, instead of being broken 

down in "chunks," or "chunks of sound" (Saxton, Saxton and Enos, 1983). For example, 

utilizing the Saxton method the O’odham word meaning “student” is written  

“mashchamtham.” Once again, with this method intimidation seemed to affect student 

motivation and willingness to study and learn the system (Johns and Lara, 2006). Finally, it 

is posited that the intimidation regarding the Saxton method stemmed from viewing a 

“long” O’odham word written utilizing the English alphabet, breaking it up mentally, then 

finally reading aloud which took time (e.g., “staring” at the word momentarily before 

attempting to read it aloud) (Johns and Lara, 2006). For this reason, it is posited that 

intimidation affected student willingness to study and therefore, inconvenience regarding 

making an honest effort to “learn” concerning the three methods mentioned (i.e., 

Alvarez/Hale, Saxton & Saxton, and a grassroots method).         

 Because of the significance of the Alvarez/Hale (Zepeda, 1983) and Saxton & 

Saxton (Saxton, Saxton and Enos, 1983) methods concerning development of a more 
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grassroots O’odham writing method (i.e., forerunners and supplementary sources 

regarding development of a grassroots O’odham writing system), an assessment 

concerning the three writing methods will now be described. As related earlier, the 

Alvarez/Hale method utilizes diacritics that are to aid a student in properly enunciating 

O’odham words. For convenience because my computer does not include a specialized 

program to insert the Alvarez/Hale characters, I will substitute different characters for the 

meaning of an Alvarez/Hale symbol with explanation; finally, some examples of O’odham 

words utilizing the Alvarez/Hale symbols will follow. 

Substitute symbols 

A. Tilde (~) on top of n spoken like n in "canyon" = n (bold lettering) 

B. Period under a s and/or d = s (underlined for O’odham sh or hard “t” sound for letter d)  

C. Short vowel sound symbol a “breve” above a vowel = a (italic) 

D. An n written with a J symbol regarding the last part of the n, sound like n in finger = N 

(See examples)  

 Diacritic symbols, Hale/Alvarez   Example        Translation                    

: after a vowel is a long vowel sound    ba:so           in front of  

~ above a letter      neok            speaking 

‘ glottal stop/stop in the throat    ne’e           sing  

short vowel sound/horizontal crescent moon above vowel  wo:po’o         running 

n spoken with a unique sound as in word finger  ca:Ngo          monkey 

         (Zepeda, 1983)  

 These few examples exemplify the fact that with the Alvarez/Hale system, the 

diacritics must be understood before a student can properly read aloud (i.e., “speak”) 

written O’odham words and phrases. 
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 Reiterating, it was conveyed that the Saxton & Saxton method does not utilize 

diacritics, but was explained that when one examines the Saxton dictionary one will find 

diacritics such as the apostrophe for distributive and plural forms of O'odham words and 

not primarily as a glottal stop or "stop in the throat" as with the Alvarez/Hale method. Also, 

the hyphen – is inserted regarding some plural O’odham words and the reasons as to why 

this method uses these and other diacritics. In any event, the manner the Saxton method 

attempts to convey O'odham in written form seems similar to the manner in which English 

is written as one whole word such as the O'odham word meaning "student" which is 

maschamtham. Though this word has an absence of diacritics and utilizes letters of the 

English alphabet, it has been experienced that it takes one time to decipher mentally and 

read back properly (Johns and Lara, 2006). Using a grassroots method, the O'odham word 

for student becomes "mahs-chum-tham." Also, some O'odham words translate to more 

than one "chunk of sound" such as the word memelkud meaning "place for running track," 

or the example above regarding the O'odham word for “student.” As one can see the 

O'odham word is written as one whole word, rather than broken into "chunks" of 

sound/syllables such as a more grassroots method suggests writing mu-mool-kood. Just a 

few examples are as follows:  

O'odham words utilizing Saxton system                     Translation 

memelkud               place for running/a track  

oimmelig         travel 

shohshomakud        a sewing machine 

amichuth         understand/learn 

ne'oki          language/speech 

west-mahm         the number ten 
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O'otham               person/human                                                                                 

(Saxton, Saxton and Enos, 1983)   

 From these examples, one can see that the hyphen and apostrophe symbols are 

inserted within some O'odham words. Therefore, it would seem that the Saxton & Saxton 

method's challenge comes from the English alphabet letters being strung together for 

O'odham words (Saxton, 1960; Saxton, Saxton and Enos, 1983). This conclusion is based 

on the fact that spoken O'odham contains unique sounds (i.e., enunciation) such as 

O'odham words containing a dot (.) under s's and d's that are spoken with a “sh” (s) and 

“hard t” (d) sound respectively (e.g., Alvarez/Hale method concerning retroflex to signify 

student to pronounce the letters in this manner; Zepeda, 1983). 

 For the reasons stated above, a more grassroots O'odham writing system has been 

practiced within the Akimel O'odham Gila River Indian Community by cultural 

preservationists within the educational environment and other aspects of the community as 

well. A grassroots system attempts to eliminate diacritics to the absolute minimum. 

Therefore, other than the tilde ~ only the hyphen - is inserted liberally throughout words 

and phrases. This is done in an attempt to make written O'odham less intimidating and in an 

effort to inspire students to "attack" O'odham words/phrases in parts/chunks until with 

practice a faster smoother rhythm is accomplished (i.e., very little breaking and/or pauses) 

(Johns and Lara, 2006). Some examples of a more grassroots O’odham writing method are 

as follows: 
 
O’odham words utilizing grassroots method                              Translation 

kah-vee-yo          horse 

gah-th-hoo          over there 

mahs-chum-tham           student 
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Aw-aw-thum          person/human 

jah-wool  (bold character signifies tilde above l)       devil 

sha-pi-mahs-mah (phrase)       how are you?   

sah-pu ahp-hig        (phrase)                               fine and you/yourself                         

 As one can see the hyphen is inserted liberally whether it is utilized for word or 

phrase separation, this seems to reduce anxiety regarding reading aloud (e.g., “speaking”) 

O’odham words and phrases (Johns and Lara, O'odham language lessons, 2006). This 

occurred because as stated, students were only expected to read the words in "chunks" 

before they eventually strung the entire word together. Also, the tilde~ symbol is inserted 

to signify that the O’odham letter containing it for example, tilde symbol above some n‘s is 

spoken using an “ny” sound as in the Alvarez/Hale method (Zepeda, 1983). 

 Not only words and phrases, but traditional Akimel O'odham songs were conveyed 

in a grassroots written form in which students "learned" the ancestral meanings contained 

within (Johns and Lara, 2006). Of utmost importance is that student interest in acquiring an 

understanding of the O'odham language was definitely increased when the language was 

combined with stories and songs of historical areas and cultural concepts of meaning to the 

people. For this reason, it can be concluded that preservation of the O'odham language 

should not be practiced in isolation, but associated with meaningful cultural, tribal ideas. In 

this manner, students learning language also learn their history, worldview, spirituality and 

beliefs from an Akimel O'odham perspective (i.e., in contrast and comparison to 

non-Native education and views on these aspects related).         

 Learning a "rich" language such as O'odham in isolation would be demeaning 

regarding the cultural heritage of the tribe. For example, the O’odham word “mountain” is 

spelled “do’ag” (Alvarez/Hale), grassroots method, “thaw-awhg”. One can teach how to 
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properly “say” in O’odham the word mountain, but so what? But, when one can associate 

an O’odham story and song with the concept of a mountain then, not only history, but 

spiritual worldview can be conveyed. It was discovered that this idea enhances student 

motivation to not only acquire an understanding of the O’odham language, but reconnect 

with O’odham roots (Johns and Lara, 2006). 

 Furthermore, some students came to realize the fact that they reside on or near Gila 

River land which is historically and culturally meaningful to the tribe through stories and 

traditional Akimel O'odham songs that were shared. The intent of conveying the O'odham 

language to young people and those Gila River Community members new to it is to relate it 

as a strengthening concept by associating it with O'odham worldview (Johns and Lara, 

2006). One can teach another how to "say" the word "wind;" "hewel" (Alvarez/Hale), or 

written in grassroots form "huu-wool ", but it takes on a new and interesting meaning when 

wind is associated with the traditional Akimel O'odham song titled "Whirlwind" and what 

this means in a spiritual sense regarding the land and the forces of nature in relation to 

humans.   

  What gives this song its beauty and power is that it can be learned and sung by 

young people and novices today as it was by the ancestors of the past because the song can 

and has been written utilizing a grassroots method (Johns, 2007). The entire song 

"Whirlwind" was performed and recorded, then written out by "ear" during playback with 

the grassroots O'odham writing method described throughout this paper (Johns, 2006). At 

the present, there are few negatives to relate regarding the limitations of a more grassroots 

O’odham writing concept. This conclusion is based on the understanding that an easier 

system for writing, reading aloud, and therefore speaking O'odham shall be deemed 

"perpetually under construction." When conveying O'odham in written form, one can with 
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experience figure out an even easier manner in which to write the language (Johns and 

Lara, 2006). Furthermore, this thesis is specific to the Akimel O'odham of the Gila River 

Indian Community. The main limitation is that it would seem diacritic symbols cannot be 

eliminated completely because of the unique sounds produced when speaking and reading 

O'odham aloud; but the goal of a more grassroots method is to attempt to accomplish this. 

Another limitation is that there are but a few new and practicing writers, developers, and 

initiators of the O'odham language in written form, the author of this paper being one. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

LEARNING O'ODHAM CULTURE THROUGH LANGUAGE 

 In discussing the concept of a grassroots O'odham writing system regarding this 

thesis, it should be noted that comparable methods are practiced and utilized within the 

Gila River Indian Community. This manner of writing O’odham has been ongoing within 

this environment concerning the present decade (i.e., 2000 to the present). Though Gila 

River does use the academically developed Saxton & Saxton method in expressing 

O'odham in written form, it is disheartening to relate that many members of the population 

do not have the opportunity to learn their language such as in the ancestral past by hearing 

and speaking it at a young age. The dichotomy is that the preservation and revitalization are 

positive efforts at attempting to save the O'odham language using the Alvarez/Hale and 

Saxton & Saxton methods, but often prove slightly challenging due to the circumstances 

mentioned regarding the population; Gila River community members who lack being 

formally taught the methods. 

 It is posited that the small segment of college educated Gila River Community 

members in leadership roles within education, employment, and tribal government adopted 

the Alvarez/Hale and Saxton & Saxton methods at a certain point in time in the past. Also, 

in the past there were not many options available concerning methods to write and teach 

O'odham language. For these reasons, the only methods available were adopted 

disregarding the fact that many community members cannot and do not receive experience 

with written O'odham. It is posited that one would need an understanding of some very 

basic linguistics concepts to learn to write, read, read aloud and therefore speak basic 

O'odham language designed by academics. 

 Once this situation was recognized, manners in which to make writing and teaching 
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the O'odham language easier were initiated by culture preservationists within the 

community. Examples of this process are available specifically within the Gila River 

reservation (Gregg, 2003, Lewis, 2002, Johns and Lara, 2006, etc.). Of prime importance 

concerning this thesis is to understand that conveying the O'odham language is practiced 

by associating it with the cultural heritage, history, spirituality, and worldview of the 

O'odham tribe (Johns and Lara, 2006). This manner of instruction proved to be 

motivational and strengthening concerning student willingness to acquire an understanding 

of the O'odham language and reconnect with O'odham cultural concepts (Johns and Lara, 

2006). Therefore, for the reasons stated throughout this paper, there is a real need for a 

more grassroots O'odham writing method. The need is strongly reinforced when one 

considers that this type of system can be beneficial to the majority population on The Gila 

River Indian Community. This majority consists of young people and young adults, 

novices and persons who have never spoken and/or have minimal to no experience with 

written O'odham language, and most importantly, those who may not reach the college 

level (McCarty, 2005). One factor affecting college attendance is that “American Indians 

are one of the most economically disadvantaged groups in the United States” (Wright and 

Tierney, 1991). Because of this and other factors it was estimated that “less than 60 percent 

of Native American high school students complete the 12th grade, and less than 40 percent 

of those students go on to college” (Wright and Tierney, 1991). 

 At this point in time, there seems to be few if any limitations regarding 

development of an easier or more grassroots O'odham writing and reading method. The 

lessons and teaching materials devised were written on computer and copies made as 

needed per number of students (Gregg, 2003, Lewis, 2002, Johns and Lara, 2006). Classes 

were and are interactive and aggressively taught in that all members of the class, instructors 
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and students participate in practicing and conveying O'odham. Whether it is through 

communication interactions, traditional songs, and stories of cultural and historical 

significance to the O'odham tribe, all take part (Johns and Lara, 2006). This method of 

learning positively affected student anxiety and willingness to "read aloud" (i.e., speak) the 

O'odham language (Johns and Lara, 2006). To reiterate, these aspects mentioned were 

realized regarding my previous position as a Traditional/Cultural Counselor for the Gila 

River Indian Community. Though inconsistencies are recognized within the grassroots 

writing method, this manner of conveying written O’odham is used as a teaching tool such 

as Mr. Barnaby Lewis’ song book for grade school children within the Gila River Indian 

Community.    

5.1: Reconnection to Akimel O’odham Cultural Heritage. 

 This thesis on initiation and implementation of a grassroots O'odham language 

writing system in the efforts aimed at preservation is of significance to American Indian 

Studies for tangible reasons as well as intangible. Some of the tangible reasons are a 

reconnection to the foundations of the Gila River O'odham tribe concerning its members. 

Furthermore, O'odham language is one of the few Indigenous languages still widely 

spoken today: many have died out or have small numbers of speakers. With the 

understanding of the language, comes a sense of strength and acceptance of who members 

of this tribe are and why they are grounded in their beginnings. Any student of American 

Indian Studies understands the fact that much of the Native teachings in the ancestral past 

were conveyed via different tribal languages specific to each unique tribe. These two 

tangible reasons alone should be enough for Native persons of other American Indian 

tribes to empathize with. One intangible aspect can be a spiritual interaction through the 

avenue of acquiring an understanding of knowledge and utilization of the ancestral 
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O'odham language regarding the young members of this tribe. For these reasons, this 

becomes a socio-linguistic effort. 

 The conclusions related above are based on the concept that teaching a Native 

language should not, nor can it be done in isolation apart from the cultural heritage of the 

people; another concept that members of other Natives tribes can empathize with. Though 

a more grassroots system for writing O'odham is specific to this tribe (Gila River Akimel 

O’odham), it is one that other tribes who have retained an understanding of their heritage 

language can approach their young members with (i.e., an easier grassroots writing system 

in the effort aimed at preservation). The reasons for these conclusions are the fact that some 

songs which can be written can also be learned and performed. In reality, history, 

spirituality and other aspects from a Native perspective are conveyed through ancestral 

songs. In fact, some researchers attempt to discover such aspects which are known 

regarding members of tribes through stories and songs. For example, information on how 

Natives viewed forces of the environment or the landscape which certain traditional songs 

contain. Therefore, the Indigenous language cannot stand alone, apart from the 

environment, land, and history. It is not enough to teach one how to write and say "land" in 

any Native language, but what the concept of land means to the persons. For the reasons 

stated, this should be the ultimate goal of not only language preservation, but American 

Indian Studies as well. 

 Finally, the benefits for the Akimel O'odham Gila River Indian Community are to 

the young members and those members who have never experienced reading and reading 

aloud their language. The demographics regarding Gila River are such that young people 

under the age of 25 and children comprise the majority of the population (McCarty, 2005). 

Assimilation and acculturation notwithstanding, these young people speak English as their 
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first language (Krauss, 1998; McCarty, 2008; Zepeda, 1998). Granted, the modern time 

period warrants this reality, but detachment, denial, and alienation from O’odham tribal 

concepts is recognized within the community. Though learning an understanding of a tribal 

language is not a cure all, it is widely acknowledged that language defines who a people 

are: so it is with those few remaining Native languages such as O'odham.    

5.2: Conclusion. 

 In summary, the development of a grassroots O’odham writing system for the Gila 

River Indian Community is ongoing at the present. The reasons stated throughout this 

paper are conducive for concluding that there exists a need for this concept. After all, it is 

the young people within the community who will either carry on to future generations of 

O'odham this very important component of the O'odham cultural heritage, or fail to do so. 

Most Natives of Indigenous groups as children learn to write and read English as their first 

language through the use of the English alphabet. Why not attempt to make the O'odham 

language as easy as possible to learn. Learning to speak this Native language, let alone 

decipher written O'odham is challenging enough and therefore, should not be made more 

challenging. Therefore, the concept regarding an easier or more grassroots O'odham 

writing method is a positive effort at preserving the cultural heritage of the O'odham tribe. 
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 APPENDIX 

 

Alvarez/Hale Saxton, Saxton 

and Enos 

Saxton & Saxton Grassroots 

system 

a: ah 

 

ah aah 

e: eh eh uh or uu 

i:  ih ih eh 

o: oh oh aw 

u: uh uh ooh 

c ch ch ch 

d th d th 

d d d t 

? ? ? ly 

n with tilde on top 

(~) 

n n ny or n with ~ on 

top; or en  

s sh sh sh or ssh 

- - - v 
Other than the tilde (~) the only diacritic used is the hyphen (-) in a grassroots 
O’odham writing system; its use is explained throughout this paper.  
Note: Gila River Indian Community has adopted O’odham writing system other 
than grassroots method described in this paper. 
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